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foreword

Why is it so hard to extend the same kindness to ourselves 
that many of us gladly offer to others? Maybe it’s because 
in our conventional way of thinking in the West we tend 

to view compassion as a gift, and bestowing it on ourselves seems 
selfish or inappropriate. But the ancient wisdom of the East tells us 
that loving-kindness is something everyone needs and deserves, and 
that includes the compassion we can give to ourselves. Without it, 
we blame ourselves for our problems, for our inability to solve them 
all, for feeling pain when painful events occur—all of which usually 
end in our feeling even more pain.

The idea of self-compassion may seem so alien that we would 
not know where to begin even if we decided it might be a good 
capacity to develop. Modern neuroscience and psychology are just 
beginning to explore what meditative traditions have accepted for 
ages: that compassion and loving-kindness are skills—not gifts that 
we’re either born with or not—and each one of us, without excep-
tion, can develop and strengthen these skills and bring them into our 
everyday lives.

This is where The Mindful Path to Self-Compassion steps to the 
fore. In this book Dr. Christopher Germer lays out the architec-
ture of this skill development: the vision of freedom compassion 
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can offer, the essential role of self-compassion, the path to realizing 
it rather than just thinking about it, and the practical tools, such as 
mindfulness, we need to effect that transformation.

Buddhist psychological analysis regards qualities like loving-
kindness as the direct antidote to fear. Whether hampered by the 
inhibiting fear of feeling we are not enough and could never be 
enough, or the raging fear that courses through us when we see no 
options whatsoever, or the pervasive fear we sometimes feel when 
we must take a next step and cannot sense how or where, in the 
midst of fear we suffer. Loving-kindness and compassion, in contrast 
to fear, reaffirm the healing power of connection, the expansive-
ness of a sense of possibility, the efficacy of kindness as a catalyst 
for learning. Whether extended to ourselves or others, the inter-
twined forces of loving-kindness and compassion are the basis for 
wise, powerful, sometimes gentle, and sometimes fierce actions that 
can really make a difference—in our own lives and those of others. 
The true development of self-compassion is the basis for fearlessness, 
generosity, inclusion, and a sustained loving-kindness and compas-
sion for others. 

Whether you have already begun to seek relief from suffering 
through meditative traditions like mindfulness or you are simply 
open to anything that might free you from chronic emotional pain 
and mental rumination, this book will serve as an inspiring road-
map. In the following pages you will find a scientific review, an 
educational manual, and a practical step-by-step guide to develop-
ing greater loving-kindness and self-compassion every day.

	 Sharon Salzberg

	 Insight Meditation Society, Barre, Massachusetts
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introduction

Life is tough. Despite our best intentions, things go wrong, 
sometimes very wrong. Ninety percent of us get married, full of 
hope and optimism, yet 40% of marriages end in divorce. We 

struggle to meet the demands of daily life, only to find ourselves 
needing care for stress-related problems like high blood pressure, 
anxiety, depression, alcoholism, or a weakened immune system. 

How do we typically react when things fall apart? More often 
than not, we feel ashamed and become self-critical: “What’s wrong 
with me?” “Why can’t I cope?” “Why me?” Perhaps we go on a 
mission to fix ourselves, adding insult to injury. Sometimes we go 
after others. Rather than giving ourselves a break, we seem to find 
the path of greatest resistance.

Yet no matter how hard we try to avoid emotional pain, it fol-
lows us everywhere. Difficult emotions—shame, anger, loneliness, 
fear, despair, confusion—arrive like clockwork at our door. They 
come when things don’t go according to our expectations, when 
we’re separated from loved ones, and as a part of ordinary sickness, 
old age, and death. It’s just not possible to avoid feeling bad.

But we can learn to deal with misery and distress in a new, 
healthier way. Instead of greeting difficult emotions by fighting hard 
against them, we can bear witness to our own pain and respond with kind-
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ness and understanding. That’s self-compassion—taking care of our-
selves just as we’d treat someone we love dearly. If you’re used to 
beating yourself up during periods of sadness or loneliness, if you 
hide from the world when you make a mistake, or if you obsess 
over how you could have prevented the mistake to begin with, self-
compassion may seem like a radical idea. But why should you deny 
yourself the same tenderness and warmth you extend to others who 
are suffering?

When we fight emotional pain, we get trapped in it. Difficult 
emotions become destructive and break down the mind, body, and 
spirit. Feelings get stuck—frozen in time—and we get stuck in 
them. The happiness we long for in relationships seems to elude us. 
Satisfaction at work lies just beyond our reach. We drag ourselves 
through the day, arguing with our physical aches and pains. Usually 
we’re not aware just how many of these trials have their root in how 
we relate to the inevitable discomfort of life.

Change comes naturally when we open ourselves to emotional 
pain with uncommon kindness. Instead of blaming, criticizing, and 
trying to fix ourselves (or someone else, or the whole world) when 
things go wrong and we feel bad, we can start with self-acceptance. 
Compassion first! This simple shift can make a tremendous differ-
ence in your life.

Imagine that your partner just criticized you for yelling at your 
daughter. This hurts your feelings and leads to an argument. Perhaps 
you felt misunderstood, disrespected, unloved, or unlovable? Maybe 
you didn’t use the right words to describe how you felt, but more 
likely your partner was being too angry or defensive to hear what 
you had to say. Now imagine that you took a deep breath and said 
the following to yourself before the argument: “More than anything, 
I want to be a good parent. It’s so painful to me when I yell at my 
child. I love my daughter more than anything in the world, but 
sometimes I just lose it. I’m only human, I guess. May I learn to for-
give myself for my mistakes, and may we find a way to live together 
in peace.” Can you feel the difference?

A moment of self-compassion like this can change your entire 
day. A string of such moments can change the course of your life. 
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Freeing yourself from the trap of destructive thoughts and emotions 
through self-compassion can boost your self-esteem from the inside 
out, reduce depression and anxiety, and even help you stick to your 
diet.

And the benefits aren’t just personal. Self-compassion is the 
foundation of compassion for others. The Dalai Lama said, “[Com-
passion] is the state of wishing that the object of our compassion be 
free of suffering. . . . Yourself first, and then in a more advanced way 
the aspiration will embrace others.” It makes sense, doesn’t it, that 
we won’t be able to empathize with others if we can’t tolerate the 
same feelings—despair, fear, failure, shame—occurring within our-
selves? And how can we pay the slightest attention to others when 
we’re absorbed in our own internal struggles? When our problems 
become workable again, we can extend kindness to others, which 
can only help improve relationships and enhance our overall con-
tentment and satisfaction with life.

Self-compassion is really the most natural thing in the world. 
Think about it for a minute. If you cut your finger, you’ll want to 
clean it, bandage it, and help it heal. That’s innate self-compassion. 
But where does self-compassion go when our emotional well-being 
is at stake? What’s effective for survival against a saber-tooth tiger 
doesn’t seem to work in emotional life. We instinctively go to battle 
against unpleasant emotions as if they were external foes, and fight-
ing them inside only makes matters worse. Resist anxiety and it can 
turn into full-blown panic. Suppress grief and chronic depression 
may develop. Struggling to fall asleep can keep you awake all night 
long.

When we’re caught up in our pain, we also go to war against 
ourselves. The body protects itself against danger through fight, flight, 
or freeze (staying frozen in place), but when we’re challenged emo-
tionally, these reactions become an unholy trinity of self-criticism, 
self-isolation, and self-absorption. A healing alternative is to culti-
vate a new relationship to ourselves described by research psycholo-
gist Kristin Neff as self-kindness, a sense of connection with the rest 
of humanity, and balanced awareness. That’s self-compassion.

In this book you’ll discover how to bring self-compassion to 
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your emotional life when you need it most—when you’re dying of 
shame, when you grind your teeth in rage or fear, or when you’re 
too fragile to face yet another family gathering. Self-compassion is 
giving yourself the love you need by boosting your innate wish to 
be happy and free from suffering.

Dealing with emotional pain without making it worse is the 
essence of Buddhist psychology. The ideas in this book draw from 
that tradition, particularly those concepts and practices that have 
been validated by modern science. What you’ll read is essentially 
old wine in new bottles—ancient insights in modern psychological 
idiom. You don’t have to believe in anything to make the practices 
work for you—you can be a Christian, a Jew, a Muslim, a scientist, 
or a skeptic. The best approach is to be open-minded, experimental, 
and flexible.

Clinical scientists discovered meditation in the 1970s, and it’s 
now one of the most thoroughly researched of all psychotherapy 
methods. Over the past 15 years, research has focused primarily on 
mindfulness, or “awareness of present experience, with acceptance.” 
Mindfulness is considered an underlying factor in effective psycho-
therapy and emotional healing in general. When therapy goes well, 
patients (or clients) develop an accepting attitude toward whatever 
they’re experiencing in the therapy room—fear, anger, sadness, joy, 
relief, boredom, love—and this benevolent attitude gets transferred 
to daily life. A special bonus of mindfulness is that it can be prac-
ticed at home in the form of meditation.

Mindfulness tends to focus on the experience of a person, usually 
a sensation, thought, or feeling. But what do we do when the expe-
riencer is overcome with emotion, perhaps with shame or self-doubt? 
When that happens, we don’t just feel bad—we feel we are bad. We 
can become so rattled that it’s hard to pay attention to anything at 
all. What do we do when we’re alone in the middle of the night, 
twisting the sheets around us in bed, sleep medication isn’t working, 
and therapy is a week away? Mostly we need a good friend with a 
compassionate heart. If one isn’t immediately available, we can still 
give kindness to ourselves—self-compassion.

I encountered self-compassion from two directions, one profes-
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sional and one personal. I’ve practiced psychotherapy for 30 years 
with patients ranging from the worried well to those overwhelmed 
by anxiety, depression, or trauma. I also worked in a public hospital 
with people suffering from chronic and terminal illnesses. Over the 
years, I’ve witnessed the power of compassion, how it opens the heart 
like a flower, revealing and healing hidden sorrow. After therapy, 
however, some patients feel like they’re walking into a void with the 
voice of the therapist trailing far behind. I wondered, “What can 
people do between sessions to feel less vulnerable and alone?” Some-
times I asked myself, “Is there any way to make the therapy experi-
ence rub off more quickly—to make it portable?” Self-compassion 
seems to hold that promise for many people.

Personally, I was raised by a devout Christian mother and a 
father who spent 9 years in India during early adulthood, mostly 
interned by the British during World War II because he was a Ger-
man citizen. There my father met a mountaineer, Heinrich Har-
rer, who later escaped the internment camp and traveled across the 
Himalayan mountains to Tibet to became the 14th Dalai Lama’s 
English tutor. As a child, my mother read me magical tales of India, 
so it seemed natural to go there myself after I graduated from col-
lege. From 1976 to 1977, I traveled the length and breadth of India, 
visiting saints, sages, and shamans, and I learned Buddhist medita-
tion in a cave in Sri Lanka. Thus began a lifelong interest in medita-
tion and over a dozen return trips to India.

I currently practice meditation in the insight meditation tra-
dition found in the American centers established by Sharon Salz-
berg, Joseph Goldstein, and Jack Kornfield. Those rich and nuanced 
teachings inform this entire book, and any unwarranted deviation 
from them is my responsibility alone. I also owe an immeasurable 
debt of gratitude to my colleagues at the Institute for Meditation 
and Psychotherapy, with whom I’ve been in monthly conversa-
tion for almost 25 years, and to Jon Kabat-Zinn, who introduced 
the Buddhist practice of mindfulness and compassion into modern 
health care. My other teachers are my patients, who have generously 
offered their life stories to give substance to the concepts and prac-
tices that follow. They made this a labor of love. Their names and 
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other details have been changed to ensure confidentiality, and some 
clinical vignettes are composites of a few individuals.

This book is divided into three parts, and the chapters build on 
one another. Part I, Discovering Self-Compassion, shows you how 
to develop mindfulness and describes precisely what we mean and 
don’t mean by self-compassion. Part II, Practicing Loving-Kindness, 
gives in-depth instruction in one particular self-compassion 
practice—loving-kindness meditation—to serve as a foundation for 
a compassionate way of life. Part III, Customizing Self-Compassion, 
offers tips for adjusting the practice to your particular personality 
and circumstances and shows you how to achieve maximum benefit 
from the practice. Finally, in the appendices, you’ll find additional 
self-compassion exercises and resources for further reading and more 
intensive practice.

This book will not be a lot of work. The hard work is actually 
behind you—fighting and resisting difficult feelings, blaming your-
self for them and their causes. You’ll actually learn to work less. It’s 
an “un-self-help book.” Instead of beginning with the notion that 
something about you is broken and needs to be fixed, I hope to show 
you how to respond to emotional pain in a new, more compassion-
ate, and loving way. I recommend you try the exercises for 30 days 
and see how it goes. You might notice yourself feeling lighter and 
happier, but that will simply be a by-product of accepting yourself 
just as you are.



Part I
discovering  

self-compassion
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1
being kind to yourself

The suffering itself is not so bad; it’s the resentment 
against suffering that is the real pain.

—Allen Ginsberg, poet

I’m afraid of what you’re about to tell me, ’cause it probably won’t 
work!” Michelle blurted out, fully expecting to be disappointed 
by what I had to say. Michelle had just finished telling me about 

her years of struggle with shyness, and I was taking a deep breath.
Michelle struck me as an exceptionally bright and conscientious 

person. She had read many books on overcoming shyness and tried 
therapy four times. She didn’t want to be let down again. She’d 
recently received an MBA from a prestigious university and gotten 
a job as a consultant to large firms in the area. The main problem 
for Michelle was blushing. She believed it signaled to others that she 
wasn’t competent and that they shouldn’t trust what she had to say. 
The more she worried about blushing, the more she actually blushed 
in front of others. Her new job was an important career opportu-
nity, and Michelle didn’t want to blow it.

I assured Michelle that she was right: whatever I suggested 
wouldn’t work. That’s not because she was a lost cause—far from 
it—but rather because all well-intentioned strategies are destined 
to fail. It’s not the fault of the techniques, nor is it the fault of the 

“
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person who wants to feel better. The problem lies in our motivation 
and in a misunderstanding of how the mind works.

As Michelle knew only too well from her years of struggle, a lot 
of what we do to not feel bad is likely to make us feel worse. It’s like 
that thought experiment: “Try not to think about pink elephants—
the kind that are very large and very pink.” Once an idea is planted 
in our minds, it’s strengthened every time we try not to think about 
it. Sigmund Freud summed up the problem by saying there’s “no 
negation” in the unconscious mind. Similarly, whatever we throw 
at our distress to make it go away—relaxation techniques, blocking 
our thoughts, positive affirmations—will ultimately disappoint, and 
we’ll have no choice but to set off to find another option to feel bet-
ter.

While we were discussing these matters, Michelle began to 
weep gently. I wasn’t sure whether she was feeling more disheartened 
or in some way the truth of her experience was being articulated. 
She told me that even her prayers were going unanswered. We talked 
about two types of prayers: the kind where we want God to make 
bad things go away and the kind where we surrender—“Let go and 
let God.” Michelle said it had never occurred to her to surrender her 
troubles to God. That wasn’t her style.

Gradually we came around to what could be done for Michelle 
that might actually decrease her anxiety and blushing—not deep 
breathing, not pinching herself, not drinking cold water, not pre-
tending to be unflappable. Since Michelle wasn’t the kind of person 
to relax her efforts, she needed to find something entirely differ-
ent. Michelle recognized that her anxiety decreased the more she 
accepted it, and it increased the less she accepted it. Hence, it made 
sense to Michelle to dedicate herself to a life of accepting anxiety and 
the fact that she was simply an anxious person. Our therapy was to 
be measured not by how often she blushed, but by how accepting 
she was of her blushing. That was a radical new idea for Michelle. 
She left our first session elated, if a bit perplexed.

She sent me an e-mail during the following week, happily 
announcing that “it worked.” Since we hadn’t discussed any new 
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practices, I wasn’t sure what Michelle meant. Later I learned that she 
had begun saying to herself “just scared, just scared” whenever she 
noticed she was anxious. Labeling her fear seemed to take Michelle’s 
mind off how flushed her face felt, and she was able to chat briefly 
with colleagues in the lunchroom without incident, for example. 
She was relieved to feel more like “a scared person getting lunch” 
than like a “weak, overly sensitive, ridiculous person who didn’t 
know what she was talking about.” I marveled at how Michelle had 
taken the concept of “acceptance” and invented a useful technique 
in such a short time.

At our next meeting, however, Michelle was discouraged again. 
Her forays into the lunchroom once again became a battle against 
the blush. Her original wish to “stop looking anxious” reasserted 
itself. Acceptance had begun to “work” for Michelle, but she’d let 
go of her newfound commitment to cultivate acceptance. She mis-
takenly believed she’d found a clever bypass to her problem.

Unfortunately, we can’t trick ourselves. There was a part of 
Michelle that was saying, “I’m practicing acceptance in order to 
reduce anxiety.” But that’s not acceptance. Within modern psychol-
ogy, acceptance means to embrace whatever arises within us, moment 
to moment, just as it is. Sometimes it’s a feeling we like; sometimes 
it’s a bad feeling. We naturally want to continue the good feelings 
and stop the bad ones, but setting out with that goal doesn’t work. 
The only answer to our problems is to first have our problems, fully 
and completely, whatever they may be. Michelle was hoping to skip 
that part.

This story has a happy ending, which was reached slowly over 
the course of 2 years. Michelle discovered how to live in accord 
with her sensitive nervous system. Relapses reliably occurred when 
Michelle tried not to blush, but she hardly blushed at all when she 
was ready to let blushing take its course. As Michelle made her peace 
with blushing, she found she could apply the same principles to other 
stress symptoms that inevitably arose during her day—tension in 
her chest, headaches, heart palpitations—and her life became much 
easier.
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This is a book about how we can benefit by turning toward our 
emotional pain. That’s a tall order. Any thinking person is likely to ask, 
“Why would I want to do that?” In this chapter, you’ll see why it’s 
often the best thing to do. The rest of the book will show you how 
to accomplish this improbable task. First you’ll learn how to bring 
mindful awareness to what’s bothering you. Then you’ll discover 
how to bring kindness to yourself, especially when you’re feeling 
really bad. That combination—mindfulness and self-compassion—
can transform even the worst times of our lives.

Turning toward the Pain

From the moment of our birth, we’re on a quest for happiness. It 
may take no more than mother’s milk to satisfy us in the first days 
of our lives, but our needs and desires multiply as we age. By adult-
hood, most of us don’t expect to be happy unless we have a nice 
family, a good job, excellent health, lots of money, and the love and 
admiration of others.

But pain still strikes even under the best of circumstances. Bil-
lionaire Howard Hughes found himself desperate and alone at the 
moment of his death. And our circumstances inevitably change; one 
person’s marriage may fall apart, another may have a child with a 
developmental disability, and yet another may lose everything in a 
flood. People differ from one another in the amount of suffering they 
endure over a lifetime, or in the type of suffering, but none of us gets 
off without any. Pain and suffering are common threads that unite 
all of humanity.

Pain creates a conflict between the way things are and how we’d 
like them to be and that makes our lives feel unsatisfactory. The more 
we wish our lives were different, the worse we feel. For example, if 
a car accident lands someone in a wheelchair for life, the first year 
is usually the toughest. As we learn to adapt, we typically return to 
our former level of happiness. We can measure our happiness by the 
gap between what we want and how things are.
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The Hedonic Treadmill

In 1971, Philip Brickman and Donald Campbell proposed that we’re 
on a pleasure-seeking treadmill, vainly trying to achieve happiness by 
seeking what’s just around the corner—a better relationship, an easier 
job, a nicer car. The problem is that our nervous systems quickly adapt 
to anything familiar. Once you get a nice new car, how long do you 
enjoy it before thinking about renovating your home? Studies show 
that most lottery winners are ultimately no happier than nonwinners, 
and paraplegics usually become as content as people who can walk. 
For better or worse, we adapt to both good and bad life events. This 
general adaptation theory has held up empirically for decades, with 
some recent modifications that you will read about in Chapter 5.

When we’re on the hedonic treadmill for too long, though, it 
can lead to exhaustion and disease. In his immensely entertaining and 
informative book on the causes and consequences of stress, Why 
Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers, Robert Sapolsky describes how animals are 
perfectly adapted to respond to physical crises. Consider a zebra run-
ning from a lion that wants to rip out its stomach; when the danger 
passes, the zebra goes back to grazing peacefully. But what do humans 
do? We anticipate danger lurking around the corner. Sapolsky asks, 
“How many hippos worry about whether Social Security is going to 
last as long as they will, or what they are going to say on a first date?” 
Our bodies react to psychological threats the same way they react 
to physical threats, and a sense of constant danger raises our overall 
stress level and the risk of heart disease, immune dysfunction, depres-
sion, colitis, chronic pain, memory impairment, sexual problems, and 
much more.

The exact mechanism by which psychological stress leads to dis-
ease is unclear, but preliminary evidence shows that it may be related 
to your telomeres—DNA-protein complexes at the ends of chromo-
somes. Cells age—they stop dividing—when they lose their telo-
meric DNA. Life stress has been shown to shorten the telomeres in 
the immune system, and fewer immune cells can lead to disease and 
shorten your lifespan.
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Most of us believe that our happiness depends on the external 
circumstances of our lives. Therefore, we spend our lives on a tread-
mill, continually arranging to have pleasure and avoid pain. When 
we experience pleasure, we grasp for more of it. When we experience 
pain, we avoid it. Both of these reactions are instinctive, but they’re 
not successful strategies for emotional well-being. The problem with 
pleasure seeking is that the pleasure will end at some point and we’ll 
become disappointed: we fall out of love, our bellies become full, 
our friends go home. The problem with avoiding pain is that it’s just 
not possible to do, and it often gets worse with our increased efforts 
to try. For example, eating to reduce stress can cause obesity, and 
working excessively to overcome low self-esteem can land you in 
the grave.

It’s possible to be completely controlled by the instinct to seek 
pleasure and avoid pain. I know a man, Stewart, who took great 
pleasure in drinking alcohol when he was younger. He started 
drinking when he was 14 years old. By the time Stewart was 20, 
he routinely drank a case of beer (24 cans) per night. One evening 
he had a panic attack while he was drunk, and it so frightened him 
that he never drank again. Beer, the source of so much pleasure, had 
become terrifying overnight because he associated it with his panic 
attack. Stewart then stopped going anywhere or doing anything that 
could possibly trigger a panic attack, including other things he used 
to enjoy, such as driving his truck around town and going to baseball 
games. First the pleasure of alcohol dominated his life, then the fear 
of a panic attack did. Stuart was a hostage to these short-term states 
of mind: pleasure and pain.

A new approach is to change our relationship to pain and plea-
sure. We can step back and learn to be calm in the midst of pain; 
we can let pleasure naturally come and go. That’s serenity. We can 
even learn to embrace pain as well as pleasure, and every nuance 
in between, thereby living each moment to the fullest. That’s joy. 
Learning how to spend some time with pain is essential to achiev-
ing personal happiness. It may sound paradoxical, but in order to be 
happy we must embrace unhappiness.
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What We Resist Persists

There’s a simple formula that captures our instinctive response to 
pain:

	P ain  × R esistance  = S uffering

“Pain” refers to unavoidable discomfort that comes into our lives, 
such as an accident, an illness, or the death of someone we love. 
“Resistance” refers to any effort to ward off pain, such as tensing the 

Embracing Misery in Marriage

For 14 years, psychologist John Gottman and colleagues at the Univer-
sity of Washington tracked 650 couples to discover what made mar-
riages successful. He says he’s able to predict with 91% accuracy which 
couples will end up in divorce. They’re the ones who practice criticism, 
defensiveness, contempt, and stonewalling, the “Four Horsemen of the 
Apocalypse.” Gottman also observed that 69% of marital disputes are 
never resolved, especially arguments about core personality issues and 
values. Since couples don’t resolve most of their personal differences, 
successful couples somehow learn to accept them. Happy couples 
“know each other intimately and they are well versed in each other’s 
likes, dislikes, personality quirks, hopes and dreams.”

Psychologists Andrew Christensen and Neil Jacobson developed 
an acceptance-based couple therapy: integrative couple therapy. This 
approach uses behavior therapy to address problems that can be 
changed and “acceptance” for problems that can’t change. Acceptance 
means embracing problems as a path to intimacy and relinquishing 
the need to change one’s partner. In a randomized, controlled study 
of 6 months of weekly couple therapy, two-thirds of couples that 
were chronically distressed before treatment remained significantly 
improved 2 years later.
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body or ruminating about how to make pain go away. “Suffering” is 
what results when we resist pain. Suffering is the physical and emo-
tional tension that we add to our pain, layer upon layer.

In this formula, how we relate to pain determines how much 
we’ll suffer. As our resistance to pain is reduced to zero, so is our suf-
fering. Pain times zero equals zero. Hard to believe? The pain of life 
is there, but we don’t unnecessarily elaborate on it. We don’t carry it 
with us everywhere we go.

An example of suffering is spending hours and hours thinking 
about how we should have sold our stocks before the market col-
lapsed or worrying that we might get sick before a big upcoming 
event. Some amount of reflection is necessary to anticipate and pre-
vent problems, but we often get stuck regretting the past or worry-
ing about the future.

Pain is inevitable; suffering is optional. It seems that the more 
intense our emotional pain is, the more we suffer by obsessing, blam-
ing ourselves, and feeling defective. The good news is that since 
most of the pain in our lives is really suffering—the result of fighting 

The Benefit of Worry

Why can’t we seem to stop worrying? Tom Borkovec at the Pennsylvania 
State University asked 45 students who were afraid of public speaking 
to imagine a scary scene 10 times. “Imagine you are about to present an 
important speech to a large audience. . . . As you stand there, you can 
feel your heart pounding fast . . .” Before doing that, Borkovec had three 
different groups engage in relaxed, neutral, or worrisome thinking. 
Then, while they imagined the scary scene, he measured the students’ 
heart rate. Surprisingly, the group of students who were instructed to 
worry beforehand had no increase in heart rate compared to those who 
didn’t. This means that worrying actually stopped the body from being 
aroused by fear, which unconsciously encourages us to worry more. 
Unfortunately, those participants who worried in advance actually felt 
more afraid while actively visualizing a scary situation, even thought the 
heart rate didn’t increase.



	 being kind to yourself	 17

the experience of pain—we can actually do something about it. Let’s 
take a look at four common problems—lower back pain, insomnia, 
anxiety about public speaking, and relational conflict—and start to 
consider how they can be alleviated by acceptance and letting go.

Chronic Back Pain

Chronic back pain is a debilitating ailment. Unfortunately, it’s very 
common in the United States, affecting at least five million people at 
any given time: 60–70% of Americans get lower back pain sometime 
in their lives. Surprisingly, two-thirds of people without chronic back 
pain have the same structural back problems as those who experience 
pain. So what’s going on in the bodies and minds of those suffering 
from chronic pain? Resistance. Let’s consider the case of Mira.

Mira is a 49-year-old yoga enthusiast with a successful business 
career. She is not the kind of person you’d expect to have back pain, 
except that she pursues all her activities with uncommon zeal. Dur-
ing a particularly strenuous yoga session, Mira felt a twinge while 
doing a forward bend. She then felt her sciatic nerve tingle right 
down to her calves. Almost any position except standing straight 
up or lying flat gave her back pain. An MRI (magnetic resonance 
imaging) diagnosed her with a herniated disk, a painful condition 
where the bones of the spine squeeze the disk out against a nerve.

Mira stopped doing yoga and saw a physical therapist who taught 
her to lift objects in such a way that her back stayed straight and didn’t 
give her any pain. But over time, her back hurt more and more. She 
was also deeply unhappy that she couldn’t exercise vigorously, her 
primary way of relieving work stress. She envisioned a lifetime with-
out mountain climbing, bicycle riding, or yoga. Mira also blamed 
herself for causing her disk to herniate in the first place. The com-
bination of worry, self-criticism, mounting tension from inactivity, 
and increasing back pain convinced Mira to turn to surgery.

Prior to her operation, Mira did some research and learned that 
the long-term success rate of back surgery for herniated disks was no 
better than having no surgery at all. She also read Ronald Siegel’s 
book Back Sense, which explains that for most sufferers the most 
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valuable treatment for a herniated disk is to reduce anxiety about the 
pain and resume normal activities as soon as possible. That meant 
lifting objects in roughly the same manner as always so that the back 
muscles don’t atrophy from inactivity. Mira found out that persistent 
muscle tension, not structural abnormalities, causes most chronic 
back pain. And muscle tension increases both when the muscles are 
not used and when we worry. On top of this, worry amplifies pain 
signals, further adding to our experience of pain.

Mira took these messages to heart. She got massage therapy for 
her sore muscles, used a heating pad every evening, and began exer-
cising in moderation. Her anxiety decreased as her pain subsided, 
and her back pain diminished by 50% in less than 2 weeks.

Most people who suffer from chronic back pain will say that 
Mira was just lucky, an exception. Actually, she’s the rule. Ironically 
the prevalence of chronic back pain is lowest in developing coun-
tries, where people do more backbreaking work than in industrial-
ized countries. An injury is usually the trigger for a back problem, 
but injury isn’t what sustained Mira’s back pain. Her resistance to 
the pain, especially fearing that she wouldn’t be able to continue 
her vigorous lifestyle, pulled Mira deeper and deeper down into 

Job Dissatisfaction Predicts Chronic Low Back Pain

Low back pain is one of the most common and costly reasons for work-
place disability. Psychosocial factors seem to predict disability more 
than physical problems. In a study by Rebecca Williams and colleagues, 
82 men between 18 and 52 years old with back pain for 6 to 10 weeks 
were assessed to see if job satisfaction predicts pain, psychological dis-
tress, and/or disability. Six months later, workers who were satisfied with 
their jobs had less pain and disability from back pain, and there was a 
tendency toward less psychological distress. Social status and the type 
of work did not affect the results of this study. These findings suggest 
that when employment is a source of satisfaction, people are likely to 
continue working despite low back pain. They resume normal behav-
ior.
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her health crisis. Acceptance of physical pain, and working with it, 
returned Mira to her normal life.

Insomnia

Most of us have suffered from insomnia at some point in our lives. 
Up to half of the adult population in the United States reports hav-
ing insomnia in any given year. The physical causes are numerous 
and include trying to sleep beside a snoring partner, consuming caf-
feine before bedtime, napping too often, exercising too little, taking 
medications like cold tablets, and having sleep apnea. Regardless of 
the causes, many of us find we make matters worse by trying too 
hard to fall asleep. How does this happen?

Try to remember the last time you had an important meet-
ing scheduled early the next morning and you found yourself lying 
awake late into the night. Perhaps it was a job interview, or per-
haps you had to make a presentation at work. As you lay there, 
you couldn’t stop thinking that every hour of wakefulness would 
be translated into a more distracted and sluggish mind. You became 
increasingly annoyed with yourself with each passing hour, perhaps 
concluding that you had entirely lost the ability to sleep normally. 
And every time you looked at the clock, you felt an annoying surge 
of adrenaline in your chest or the pit of your stomach.

The source of this problem is that the nervous system moves into 
“fight-or-flight” mode when you battle to fall asleep. It’s a vicious 
cycle: trying to sleep stresses the body into wakefulness. We need to 
break the cycle by abandoning the fight. There are a number of ways 
that people try to accomplish this:

1.	 Remember how well you actually function on less sleep; 
most people do. This may soften the feeling of urgency.

2.	 Notice that lying peacefully in bed is a form of valuable rest 
in itself, whether or not you fall asleep.

3.	 Remember that the body will demand sleep when it really 
needs it, which isn’t in this moment.
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4.	 Dedicate 30 minutes to being fully awake, which might be 
enough time for the mind to shut off and begin to sleep.

5.	 Reinforce your intention to accept sleeplessness by emphati-
cally saying “I don’t care!” whenever you discover that you’re 
still awake.

6.	 Count your breaths.

However, as any insomniac will tell you, even these tricks don’t 
work much of the time. Why? Because you can’t fool the mind—it 
knows that you’re doing these things to fall asleep. There’s a big dif-
ference, for example, between “counting your breaths” and “count-
ing your breaths to fall asleep.” At a subtle level, when your agenda 
is to fall asleep, you can’t help getting upset with yourself when you 
realize you’re still awake. Every passing hour makes you feel more 
desperate and confused. To solve the problem, your relationship to 
sleeplessness has to shift. Once you begin to truly, genuinely accept 
not sleeping, your body will finally get a chance to rest.

Fear of Public Speaking

Jerry Seinfeld quipped, “According to most studies, people’s 
number-one fear is public speaking. Number two is death. Death 
is number two. Does that sound right? This means to the average 
person, if you go to a funeral, you’re better off in the casket than 
doing the eulogy.”

Fear of public speaking is indeed very common—at least a third 
of us feel that our anxiety is “excessive” when we’re in front of an 
audience. One out of 10 people find it has interfered markedly in 
their work. I’ve also struggled with public-speaking anxiety. Here’s 
what happens to me.

If I have an important speech scheduled, I can feel tension in my 
abdomen—a little surge of adrenaline, a little muscular contraction—
whenever I think about it. This predictable annoyance happens 
especially when I’m planning to speak on a new topic and I haven’t 
prepared what I’m going to say yet. I imagine myself clearing my 
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throat too many times, fumbling for words, making jokes no one 
laughs at, and watching the audience’s distress on my behalf. Maybe 
someone in the audience, trying to be helpful, yells out something 
like “Take a breath!” (That scenario actually happened to me.)

Suppress It!

The young Dostoyevsky is said to have challenged his brother to not 
think of a white bear, leaving him puzzled and confused. In 1987, Daniel 
Wegner and colleagues asked students to do the same thought sup-
pression task for 5 minutes, ringing a bell each time they thought of a 
white bear as they simultaneously verbalized whatever came to their 
minds. Thereafter, this group was asked to intentionally think of a white 
bear and perform the same tasks. (A comparison group was asked to 
think of a white bear for the entire 10 minutes.) Not only was the first 
group, the suppression group, unable to suppress the thought of white 
bears during the first 5 minutes, but this group also thought of white 
bears even more during the second 5-minute period than the group 
that never suppressed. This classic study shows that suppression creates 
the very preoccupation that it’s directed against. Clinical researchers 
speculate that a similar process may underlie psychological disorders 
such as posttraumatic stress, depression, and obsessive–compulsive 
disorder—the thoughts we push away come back to haunt us.

In another study, this time on emotional suppression, researchers 
at Florida State University asked students not to cringe while watching 
a slaughterhouse movie and not to laugh during a Jay Leno comedy clip. 
They were then asked to complete a difficult finger-tracing task. The 
attempt to control emotional reactions to the films made blood glucose 
levels decrease, and students with lower glucose levels gave up earlier 
on the finger-tracing task. When the same participants were given sug-
ary drinks to reverse glucose depletion, they persisted longer with the 
task. Emotional suppression seems to reduce will-power, and lowered 
glucose may be one reason for it.

These two studies help to explain why trying to resist a chocolate 
cookie is such a difficult, and often unsuccessful, task.
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Behind my fear is the desire to be liked: to appear intelligent 
and charming and not to bore the audience. I have the false notion 
that if everyone in the audience approved of me, I’d be truly con-
tent. But there’s another reason to give public speeches: to com-
municate something of value to others. One strategy I’ve used to 
overcome public-speaking anxiety is to reorient myself toward the 
actual message I wish to deliver. For example, if the subject is brain 
science, I’ll commit myself to delivering a few useful points about 
brain science before the speech is over. Taking the focus away from 
“me” seems to help.

Regrettably, this technique is only a partial solution if I harbor 
an underlying wish not to look nervous in front of an audience. 
Joseph Goldstein, a meditation teacher, says “Life occurs at the tip 
of motivation.” What am I trying to achieve while speaking? Not 
looking nervous? If so, there will be a small monitor in my head that 
asks, “Are you nervous? . . . Are you nervous now?” That nagging 
question evokes the very anxiety I’m trying to suppress, and once 
I’m anxious I become anxious about being anxious.

The only lasting solution to public-speaking anxiety is simply 
to be anxious. We must stop shielding ourselves from anxiety—be 
willing to tremble and speak at the same time. My anxiety doesn’t 
last very long if I do that. Even far in advance of a public talk, my 
willingness to be anxious stops the whole negative feedback loop.

Relationship Conflict

Relationships go through good times and bad as the tide of con-
nection ebbs and flows. If we want a feeling of connection—feeling 
seen and heard, resonating, “on the same page”—and it isn’t forth-
coming, we feel pain. All couples have painful periods, sometimes 
for extended periods of time:

Suzanne and Michael were going through “cold hell.” Cold hell 
is a state in which couples feel resentful and suspicious of each other 
and communicate in chilly, carefully modulated tones. Some cou-
ples can go on like this for years, frozen on the brink of divorce.

After 5 months of unsuccessful therapy, meeting every other 
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week, Suzanne decided it was time to file for divorce. It seemed 
obvious to her that Michael would never change—that he would 
not work less than 65 hours a week or take care of himself (he 
was 50 pounds overweight and smoked). Even more distressing to 
Suzanne was the fact that Michael was making no effort to enjoy 
their marriage; they seldom went out and had not taken a vacation 
in 2½ years. Suzanne felt lonely and rejected. Michael felt unappre-
ciated for working so hard to take care of his family.

Suzanne’s move toward divorce was the turning point—it gave 
them “the gift of desperation.” For the first time, Michael seemed 
willing to explore just how painful his life had become. During one 
session, when they were discussing a heavy snowstorm in the Denver 
area, Michael mentioned that his 64-year-old father had just missed 
his first day of work in 20 years. I asked Michael what that meant 
to him. His eyes welling up with tears, Michael said he wished his 
father had enjoyed his life more. I wondered aloud if Michael had 
ever wished the same thing for himself. “I’m scared,” he replied. 
“I’m scared of what would happen if I stopped working all the time. 
I’m even scared to stop worrying about the business—scared that I 
might be overlooking something important that would make my 
whole business crumble before my eyes.”

With that, a light went on for Suzanne. “Is that why you ignore 
me and the kids and even ignore your own body?” she asked him. 
Michael just nodded, his tears flowing freely now. “Oh my God,” 
Suzanne said. “I thought it was me—that I wasn’t good enough, that 
I’m just too much trouble for you. We’re both anxious—just in dif-
ferent ways. You’re scared about your business and I’m scared about 
our marriage. I live in fear of our marriage crumbling every single day 
while you’re at work.” The frozen feeling of disconnection that had 
separated Michael and Suzanne for years had begun to thaw.

From the beginning of our sessions, Michael had been aware of 
his workaholism. He even realized that he was ignoring his family 
just as he had been ignored by his own father. But Michael felt help-
less to reverse the intergenerational transmission of suffering. That 
began to change when he felt the pain of the impending divorce. 
Michael accepted how unhappy his life had become, and he expe-
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rienced a spark of compassion, first for his father and then for him-
self.

Suzanne often complained that Michael paid insufficient atten-
tion to their two kids. But behind her complaints was a wish—not 
unfamiliar to mothers of young children—that Michael would pay 
attention to her first when he came home from work, and later play 
with the kids. Suzanne was ashamed of this desire; she thought it 
was selfish and indicated that she was a bad mother. But when she 
could see it as a natural expression of her wish to connect with her 
husband, she was able to make her request more openly and confi-
dently. Michael, in turn, found it much easier to respond to these 
requests.

A little self-acceptance and self-compassion allowed both 
Suzanne and Michael to begin to transform their difficult emotions. 
In relationships, behind strong feelings like shame and anger is often 
a big “I MISS YOU!” It simply feels unnatural and painful not to 
feel connected with our loved ones.

Despite the obvious differences between public-speaking anxi-
ety, back pain, insomnia, and relational conflict, they usually share 
a common ingredient: resistance to discomfort. Fighting what we’re 
uneasy about only makes things worse. The more we can accept 
the anxiety, physical discomfort, sleeplessness, and pain of discon-
nection—and the self-doubt that goes along with it—the better off 
we’ll be.

You can surely recognize the same dynamic in your own life. 
How successful is your diet if you’re overly strict and self-critical 
about it? What happens when you argue with your teenage daughter 
about her new boyfriend? Where does your anger go when you sup-
press it? A colleague of mine quipped, “When you resist something, 
it goes to the basement and lifts weights!”

At the severe end of the spectrum, trying not to feel ashamed 
by attacking others, verbally or physically, can destroy relationships 
and even lives. Drinking to reduce anxiety or block out traumatic 
memories can take away everything you have or ever wanted to 
have. Cutting one’s own skin to get relief from emotional pain 
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solves nothing. The challenge is to turn toward our difficulties with 
nonjudgmental awareness and compassion. This book was written 
to start you down that more fruitful path.

Finding the Middle Way

It’s asking a lot to open yourself to discomfort. When I made the 
decision to allow myself to tremble in front of an audience, I had 
to think through what that actually meant. Not just think about it, 
actually shudder through the scene: people laughing at me, telling 
one another about my poor performance, turning away in embar-
rassed dismay. Only then could I see that my life would go on if I 
were a dud as a speaker. It was a kind of exposure therapy—getting 
used to it in my imagination; fortunately or unfortunately, I had 
some actual experience to go on.

Some people can simply jump in and embrace their emotional 
distress. Others take a more gradual path. Hurling themselves into 
those turbulent waters works for some people, but the willingness 
to do so is no indication of personal virtue—especially if you can’t 
swim. You must feel safe and competent before taking that first step 
toward pain.

Most of us worry about what could happen if we opened up to 
emotional pain. Depressed people may fear they’ll be overwhelmed 
and unable to function. Those with anxiety worry that it will set 
them back, giving them yet another vivid instance of anxiety to 
remember. People with a trauma background expect scary memo-
ries to break through and haunt them during the day. Those in 
difficult marriages may worry that they’ll have to take action on 
their relationships if they allow themselves to feel how bad things 
have become. These are all real possibilities for which we should be 
prepared.

The purpose of this book is to teach you the knowledge and 
the skills to face suffering from a position of strength. What this 
book cannot teach is intuition about whether it’s safe for you, at any 
particular moment, to turn toward pain. You have to decide that 
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for yourself. We’re all sensitive beings, even if we don’t show it. We 
have fragile nervous systems. Learn to use your intuition to dis-
tinguish between “safety” and “discomfort.” Feeling vulnerable or 
uncomfortable doesn’t necessarily mean you’re unsafe; “hurt” does 
not necessarily mean “harm.” It’s important to know the difference 
if you want to live your life to its fullest.

We usually tolerate all manner of difficulties to lead a meaning-
ful life. For example, if having children is important to you, you’ll 
probably risk the pain of childbirth to pursue your dream. Wisdom 
is the quality of knowing the short- and long-term consequences 
of our actions and choosing the path of greatest long-term benefit. 
Sticking to our deepest commitments and values, despite the obsta-
cles, is wise because it yields long-term happiness.

It’s best to seek a “middle way” between facing and avoiding 
your difficulties. You might feel fragile one day and unable to meet 
your challenges. If so, perhaps they can wait. Imagine you’re on a 
ski vacation. Some days you may want to attempt double-diamond 
slopes, and other days you may just want to sip hot chocolate in the 
lodge. If you try a steep slope when you’re not prepared, you may 
crash. If you stick to the bunny slopes, you won’t enjoy the thrill of 
mastery. Given the choice, attempt new challenges only when you’re 
good and ready. But don’t give up either.

Some people wonder how antidepressant and anti-anxiety 
medications fit into this picture. Aren’t they just forms of avoid-
ance, delaying or burying emotional challenges? That may be so 
in some cases, but generally speaking our problems are unworkable 
when we’re overwhelmed with fear, sadness, or disorganized think-
ing. Avoidance is good if it helps us regain perspective. Medication 
can bring emotional suffering down to a manageable level. Some 
people may eventually be able to reduce their medication using self-
regulation strategies such as those described in this book.

The mind has its own natural ways of avoiding distress. These 
are our “defense mechanisms,” such as “denial,” “projection,” and 
“splitting.” Splitting, for example, refers to the mind’s tendency to 
see things as black or white when we’re under threat: “He’s all good; 
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she’s all bad.” It comforts us to think that way. Denial is the refusal 
to accept something that causes anxiety, such as a partner being an 
alcoholic or having an affair. Projection is when we shift our unac-
ceptable feelings and impulses onto another person to feel better 
about ourselves, such as “He’s a racist” or “She’s just jealous.”

Defense mechanisms are essential for a balanced emotional life, 
so we don’t want to strip them away willy-nilly. For example, it may 
be wise to stay in denial about a partner’s affair until you’re ready 
to deal with it. Becoming overwhelmed and unable to function in 
daily life serves no useful end. Also, some transitory emotional pain 
does go away if we block it out of our minds—and if it never returns, 
so much the better. We just don’t want our psychological defenses to 
control us or complicate our lives.

Stepping on the hedonic treadmill of seeking pleasure and 
avoiding pain may sometimes be a good thing too. For example, if 
you don’t pursue what you like, how can you ever be happy? Who 
else will satisfy your needs for you, in the short or long term, or even 
know what it takes to make you happy? For most adults, the days are 
long gone when other people can anticipate our needs better than 
we can. We need to take responsibility for our own happiness, and 
pleasure points the way. Hopefully, however, we’ll choose longer 
term pleasures, such as the joy we feel from maintaining a healthy 
body, enriching the mind, and being helpful to others.

It’s critical to know when the instinctive habits of seeking plea-
sure and avoiding pain are causing us more trouble than they’re 
worth. Usually when we engage in these activities, stress is not far 
behind. We suffer when we don’t get what we want, when we lose 
what we had, and when we get what we did not want. The ability to 
see things as they are, with acceptance, gets us through.

Stages of Acceptance

The process of turning toward discomfort occurs in stages; there’s 
a progressive softening, or nonresistance, in the face of suffering. 
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After an initial bout of aversion, we start the process with curiosity 
about the problem and, if all goes well, end with a full embrace of 
whatever is occurring in our lives. The process is usually slow and 
natural. It makes no sense to advance to the next stage until you’re 
entirely comfortable with where you are at the moment. The stages 
are:

1.	 Aversion—resistance, avoidance, rumination

2.	 Curiosity—turning toward discomfort with interest

3.	 Tolerance—safely enduring

4.	 Allowing—letting feelings come and go

5.	 Friendship—embracing, seeing hidden value

Our first, instinctive reaction to uncomfortable feelings is 
always aversion. For example, we avert our gaze when we see some-
thing unpleasant. Aversion can also take the form of mental entan-
glement or rumination—trying to figure out how to remove the 
feeling. After a while, when aversion doesn’t work, we enter stage 
2: curiosity. “What is that feeling?” “When does it happen?” “What 
does it mean?” When we know what we’re dealing with, and if 
the pain doesn’t go away, we may enter stage 3: tolerance. Tolerance 
means “enduring” emotional pain, but we’re still resisting it and 
wishing it would go away. As our resistance erodes, we enter the 
fourth stage—allowing—letting difficult feelings come and go on 
their own. Finally, as our lives adapt and deepen, we may find our-
selves in the friendship stage, where we actually see hidden value in 
our predicament. The story of a dear friend of mine, Brenda, helps 
illustrate what it’s like to move through these stages.

Brenda and her husband, Doug, had two children. Their son, 
Zach, 3 years younger than his sister, was born with a congenital 
heart defect. When Brenda’s family traveled to far-off places like 
Australia and Hawaii, Zach sometimes had a heart attack. He was a 
joyful, energetic boy despite his heart condition and the medications 
he was taking, but at 9 years old he died in his sleep. That was 19 
years ago.
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Stage 1: Aversion

The loss of a young child is an unspeakable agony. Although Brenda 
and Doug knew that Zach might not live long, nothing could pre-
pare them for this. It was an “emotional tsunami.” At the funeral, 
Brenda’s nervous system was so overwrought that she lost her 
peripheral vision. She took to her bed after sitting shiva for 7 days, 
the Jewish custom of mourning. On rare occasions when she went 
out to the grocery store, Brenda felt like a foreigner, observing in a 
detached manner how people quibbled on the checkout line when 
they couldn’t find their favorite type of pasta. Brenda was hiding 
deep within herself.

Stage 2: Curiosity

At some point, the thought occurred to Brenda, “If I just gave up, 
I could die.” That seemed like a relief, but then she was seized with 
terror: “What about my daughter? What would she do? I can either 
succumb to my misery or make a choice.” Brenda was gradually 
waking up to her predicament. “Feeling bad can be dangerous,” she 
observed.

Stage 3: Tolerance

After 2 weeks, Brenda chose to get out of bed. “I made a choice to 
live for my daughter.” As a child, Brenda had been her own mother’s 
caregiver, so she certainly didn’t want to burden her daughter by 
being incapacitated with grief. “I have to be a mother. Life is for the 
living,” Brenda told herself. She explained to me later on, “The only 
salve for the misery was to help other people.”

Stage 4: Allowing

Brenda describes herself as an “intellectual sort of person” who 
solves problems by thinking them through—“If your approach isn’t 
working, try a new one”—but she was completely unprepared for 
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this level of sadness. She and Doug kept their grief contained at a 
safe level by going to Zach’s grave no more than twice a year and 
by occasionally taking out Zach’s belongings and looking at them. 
“Did you know that the smell of his bathrobe goes away after 5 
months?” The couple began allowing in more of the pain as they 
cried together during these “visits.”

Psychologically, Brenda kept a loving relationship alive with 
Zach. She didn’t want to let that go, nor did she need to. Brenda 
found that whenever she felt grief, she felt close to Zach. She also 
felt close when she had a wave of gratitude for having known Zach. 
Brenda was in psychotherapy at the time, so she asked her therapist, 
“Is it okay to have a living relationship with a dead person?” Her 
therapist replied, “Why not? Grief and gratitude are forms of love.” 
Brenda was trusting her intuition to stay in a healthy relationship 
with Zach.

Stage 5: Friendship

When I met Brenda 17 years after Zach died, she said to me, “The 
pain of Zach’s death has connected me to all mothers since the 
beginning of time who have lost children.” Two years later, she was 
on a meditation retreat in which the teacher invited the students 
to “get in touch with their suffering.” Brenda heard an inner voice 
that said, “I don’t do that!” Then the teacher said, “If you can’t be 
fully present with the difficult moments, chances are you won’t be 
present with the best moments of your life either.” At that moment, 
Brenda realized she’d been holding on to grief and “Maybe I don’t 
need that anymore?” Without having spoken a word of this to her 
now 32-year-old daughter, 1 week later she received a call from 
her daughter asking for a referral to a counselor to speak about her 
brother’s death. Not only was Brenda learning to befriend her own 
pain, but perhaps it invisibly prompted her daughter to do the same. 
Brenda told me, “It has taken me all this time to realize I can love 
fully without hurting.”

This story illustrates what it’s like to gradually soften our resis-
tance to unbearable emotional pain. The stages don’t necessarily 
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occur in linear order; some days we drop back, and some days we leap 
forward. The deeper the sorrow, the longer it takes to pass through 
the stages of acceptance. Trying to rush the process is not helpful 
though, as it’s a sure sign that we’re trying to push away pain rather 
than cultivate acceptance. This book is designed to show you how to 
cultivate acceptance, especially self-acceptance, one day at a time.

From Acceptance to Self-Compassion

The mental health field is discovering the importance of accepting 
emotional pain. Ordinarily, when a person comes to therapy say-
ing “I’m stressed out,” the therapist tries to help him or her reduce 
the stress, perhaps by teaching relaxation skills. Therapists are very 
obliging that way. Sometimes they try to change distorted thinking 
that seems to make a person depressed (for example, “I’m stupid,” 
or “I’ll always be abandoned in the end”). These strategies fit into 
the category of “Tell me the problem and we’ll fix it.” In essence, 
therapists and clients unwittingly join forces, trying to uproot nega-
tive experience.

These approaches have met with reasonable success. Recent 
research indicates, however, that the healing mechanisms behind 
successful therapy are not what we thought they were: it’s the pro-
cess of establishing a new relationship with our thoughts and feel-
ings, rather than directly challenging them, that makes the differ-
ence. This new relationship is less avoidant, less entangled, more 
accepting, more compassionate, and more aware. Leaning into our 
problems with open eyes and an open heart—with awareness and 
compassion—is the process by which we get emotional relief.

What’s Acceptance?

As discussed earlier, “acceptance” covers a range of experiences, 
including curiosity, tolerance, willingness, and friendship. The 
opposite of acceptance is resistance. Whereas resistance creates suf-
fering, acceptance alleviates it.
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Acceptance doesn’t mean tolerating bad behavior. It’s opening 
emotionally to what’s happening within us in the present moment. If 
you’re in a painful relationship, acceptance doesn’t mean you’re say-
ing “yes” to the entire relationship. Rather, it means acknowledging 
“This hurts!” I’ve seen many people make changes in their lives—
relationships, eating habits, jobs—when they’re in contact with how 
bad a situation or behavior makes them feel. Acceptance is not resig-
nation or stagnation; change naturally follows acceptance.

But we need to know what we’re accepting. Without awareness, 
we can become overly accommodating in our acceptance, like vot-
ing for a political candidate about whom we know very little. Blind 
acceptance can also devolve into sentimentality—sugarcoating real-
ity. These are not examples of acceptance at all and will eventually 
lead to more suffering. I use “acceptance” in this book to refer to a 
conscious choice to experience our sensations, feelings, and thoughts 
just as they are, moment to moment.
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What’s Self-Compassion?

Self-compassion is a form of acceptance. Whereas acceptance usually 
refers to what’s happening to us—accepting a feeling or a thought—
self-compassion is acceptance of the person to whom it’s happening. 
It’s acceptance of ourselves while we’re in pain.

Both acceptance and self-compassion seem to happen more eas-
ily after we’ve given up the struggle to feel better. This is known in 
Alcoholics Anonymous as the “gift of desperation.” When every-
thing you’ve tried has failed, you’ll probably be more receptive to 
acceptance and self-compassion. Although you may still want to feel 
better, you doubt that anything will help you anymore. Your faith is 
nearly gone; the mind has exhausted its possibilities.

This is an opportunity to move from mental work to heart work. 
Self-compassion has a distinctly nonintellectual and noneffortful feel 
to it. If we can find ourselves in the midst of suffering and acknowl-
edge the depth of our struggle, the heart begins to soften automati-
cally. We stop trying to feel better and instead discover sympathy for 
ourselves. We start caring for ourselves because we’re suffering.

There’s an important distinction between “care” and “cure.” 
Cure is what we try to do when we have some way to fix a problem. 
Care is what we can still do when all efforts at curing have failed. 
It’s like attending to a dying person; we let go of the struggle and 
tenderly join in the experience of dying. In emotional life, the sooner 
we stop struggling to fix things, the better. Paradoxically, then, care 
leads to cure.

Compassion comes from the Latin roots com (with) and pati (suf-
fer), or to “suffer with.” When we offer genuine compassion, we 
join a person in his or her suffering. Being compassionate means 
that we recognize when someone is in pain, we abandon our fear of 
or resistance to it, and a natural feeling of love and kindness flows 
toward the suffering individual. The experience of compassion is 
complete abandonment of the inclination to resist emotional dis-
comfort. It’s full acceptance: of the person, of the pain, and of our 
own reactions to the pain.

Self-compassion is simply giving the same kindness to ourselves 
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that we would give to others. As noted in the Introduction, it’s a 
small shift in the direction of our attention that can make all the 
difference in our lives, both when we’re in intense pain and as we 
negotiate the travails of daily life. We all have an instinct for self-
compassion, perhaps forgotten or suppressed, that’s even stronger 
than the instinct to resist suffering. Fortunately, self-compassion can 
be cultivated by anyone.

Let It Be Easy

If these ideas seem remote or confusing, please don’t be put off. 
When you practice them, they’ll make more sense. The following 
chapters will lead you step by step until you can experience self-
compassion whenever you need it.

Chapters 2 and 3 will introduce mindfulness, or how to recognize 
what’s going on inside you, moment to moment, with kindly aware-
ness. Most of us are too caught up in the details of our lives even to 
be aware when we’re suffering. We need to locate the problem—the 
thorn in the heart—before we can implement a solution. Chapter 2 
will show you how to become more aware of your body, safely and 
compassionately, and Chapter 3 will expand that awareness to the 
world of emotions. Then, starting in Chapter 4, you’ll learn how to 
cultivate self-compassion.

Don’t expect to do a lot of work. A patient of mine once said 
about self-compassion, “It’s not about fighting, so it’s not as difficult 
as I thought it would be.” You might, however, occasionally catch 
yourself practicing an exercise with grim determination. That’s to 
be expected—old habits die hard. Try to recognize when you’re 
straining and see if you can do the same thing more enjoyably. We’re 
not trying to add anything to our lives; we’re subtracting. It’s about 
giving up the tension we unconsciously impose on ourselves to con-
trol or manipulate our experience.

The principles of mindfulness and self-compassion are at least 
as important as the techniques you’re about to learn. The rationale 
behind the techniques has to be clear. For example, if you feel an 
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exercise isn’t working, maybe you’re practicing “self-improvement” 
rather than “self-acceptance.” You need to know the difference. 
Once you’ve thoroughly understood the meaning of mindfulness 
and self-compassion, you can modify the exercises given in this 
book to fit any situation you encounter.

Finally, if you ever find yourself doubting that you can become 
more self-compassionate, stop and bring a little kindness to yourself 
in that very moment. You’ll be practicing the essence of what this 
book has to offer.

Try This:  Waiting on Yourself
We usually attend to others—what they’re feeling, saying, and doing. 
It’s rare that we wait on ourselves with equal care and consideration. 
Let’s try that now. This exercise takes only 5 minutes. You can’t do it 
wrong.

Choose a quiet place, sit comfortably, close your eyes, and notice 
what it feels like to be in your body. Just be with the physical sen-
sations in your body as they come and go, without choosing to pay 
attention to any particular one. If it’s a pleasant one, feel it and let it 
go. If it’s an unpleasant one, also feel it and let it go. Perhaps you feel 
warmth in your hands, pressure on the seat, tingling in the forehead? 
Notice those sensations as a mother would gaze at a newborn baby, 
wondering what it’s feeling. Just notice whatever arises, one sensation 
after another. Take your time.

After 5 minutes, gently open your eyes.
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2
listening to your body

It is just simple attention that allows us to truly listen 
to the sound of the bird, to see deeply the glory of 
an autumn leaf, to touch the heart of another and be 
touched.

—Christina Feldman and Jack Kornfield, 
meditation teachers

It’s not easy living in a human body, but fortunately we have what 
it takes. We’re endowed with the human faculties of awareness 
and compassion. The first step toward being at ease within the 

body is to pay attention to it. We need to know what ails us. Then 
we can respond with compassion.

When we’re suffering, it’s not always immediately apparent what 
the problem is. If I get fired from my job, for example, I might think 
that I was treated unfairly and that my boss held a personal grudge 
against me. Sleepless in the middle of the night, I’ll despair that I’m 
a poor provider for my family and imagine taking revenge on my 
boss. Where am I, the sensitive, wounded soul, in all this? Gone! 
I’ve run off into my mind—taken the elevator to the top floor—and 
blocked out my feelings of fear and sadness. I’m arguing with the 
world about my personal value and scheming about the future. It’s 
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often like that when we suffer. We can’t find ourselves in the crowd 
of thoughts and feelings that swirls around in our heads.

Mindfulness is a special type of awareness that can keep us 
anchored safely in our bodies when the going gets tough. It can 
grow into a way of life that protects us from unnecessary suffer-
ing. When we’re mindful, there’s less need to escape unpleasant 
experience—there’s a little breathing room around it. This chapter 
will explain what mindfulness is and what it isn’t in a way that will 
clarify how resisting the urge to escape pain sets us free. I’ll offer a 
few easy mindfulness techniques.

The Mindful Path

Mindfulness has to be experienced to be known. It can’t be expressed 
adequately in words. A moment of mindfulness is a kind of aware-
ness that comes before words, such as the twinkling of stars before we 
call them the Big Dipper or a dash of red at the door before we rec-
ognize it as a friend wearing a new red dress. Our brains go through 
this preverbal level of awareness all the time, but we’re normally too 
caught up in the drama of everyday life to notice.

Poetry captures the simple experience of mindfulness:

Every day
  I see or I hear
    something
      that more or less

kills me
  with delight,
    that leaves me
      like a needle

in the haystack
  of light.
    It was what I was born for—
      to look, to listen,
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to lose myself
  inside this soft world—
    to instruct myself
      over and over

in joy,
  and acclamation.
    Nor am I talking
      about the exceptional,

the fearful, the dreadful,
  the very extravagant—
    but of the ordinary,
      the common, the very drab,

the daily presentations.
  Oh, good scholar,
    I say to myself,
      how can you help

but grow wise
  with such teachings
    as these—
      the untrimmable light

of the world,
  the ocean’s shine,
    the prayers that are made
      out of grass?

Mary Oliver reminds us in this poem, “Mindful,” how simple 
perceptions like the dance of light on a blade of wet grass can fill us 
with delight.

The definition of mindfulness that I find particularly useful is 
from meditation teacher Guy Armstrong: “Knowing what you are 
experiencing while you’re experiencing it.” Mindfulness is moment-
to-moment awareness. There’s freedom in mindfulness because pay-



	 listening to your body	 39

ing attention to our stream of perceptions, rather than our interpreta-
tions of them, makes every moment fresh and alive. Life becomes a 
festival to the senses when we’re mindful. Consider this moment of 
ordinary life in a poem by Linda Bamber:

Suddenly the city
I live in seems interesting
as if feeling indulgent
towards the human race, its way of
living in cities and
tearing up roads so the traffic has to be
re-routed around a collapsing white mesh barrier
as in this intersection here.
The people of this city
walking back and forth on the sidewalks
each one having gotten up and dressed this morning
look like this, this
movie, almost, of people crossing the street.
The questions,
is this scene in any way rewarding to look at?
e.g., architecturally, in terms of city spaces and human interest; and
are things diverse enough here? and
are these people, in general,
older or younger than I am? just now are
in abeyance. In their absence is this
pleasant sense that there are many cities in the world
and this is one of them.

It rained earlier. I think I’ll go see the monks
make a sand mandala on the Esplanade; and
who knows, later I might get a sandwich.

Mindfulness has a quality of being in the now, a sense of freedom, of 
perspective, of being connected, not judging, of flowing through 
the day. When we’re mindful, we’re less likely to want life to be 
other than it is, at least for the moment.

Some people seem to be more mindful than others, but no mat-
ter where our starting point is, we can increase mindfulness through 
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practice. And you don’t need to be a monk or a poet to benefit from 
mindfulness training. You don’t even need to be calm to be mind-
ful; you just need to make a personal commitment to be aware. 
You can wake up to your day-to-day life at any time or place by 
recognizing what’s going on in and around yourself. Ask yourself: 
Am I feeling confused, bored, elated, stressed, or peaceful? Can I 
sense tension in my stomach, warmth on my cheeks? Am I worrying 
about the future, what will happen when I visit my father later? Is 
that the sound of fluttering leaves on a poplar tree? Any awareness in 
present time can be a moment of mindfulness and a relief from our 
usual tension-producing mental machinations.

The opposite of mindfulness is mindlessness, which happens, for 
example, when you:

Forget someone’s name right after you are introduced••

Don’t remember what you just walked into the kitchen for••

Eat when you’re not hungry••

Fret about being late when you’re stuck in a traffic jam••

Act like a child when you visit your parents••

Drive for an hour on the highway with hardly any memory ••
of it

These are times when we’re preoccupied, unaware of what we’re 
thinking, feeling, or doing, and reacting as if we’re on autopilot. 
You may have noticed how mindlessly we spend most of our lives!

Mindlessness is not a problem if the movie we’re playing in our 
heads is sweet and enjoyable, but sometimes it’s scary and we’d like 
nothing better than to get up and leave the theater. Our attention 
gets kidnapped by our suffering. This was the situation for one of 
my patients, George.

By all outward appearances, George was doing well in life. He 
had a job he liked, he had recently bought a home, he had a partner 
who loved him, and he could delight his friends with his skill on 
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the guitar. But the more he flourished, the more George found that 
memories from his difficult childhood plagued him. He had grown 
up in a poor and abusive household, and his beloved sister had com-
mitted suicide when she was 16 years old. George couldn’t keep 
himself from sobbing whenever something good happened to him, 
such as getting a raise at work, buying a new car, or going on vaca-
tion. He thought about his sad childhood with his sister and how she 
had never had a chance to enjoy her life. His regret would not allow 
him to be happy. Sometimes George had flashback memories when 
he read news reports of battered children. His wife became con-
cerned that she was losing her connection to George, who seemed 
to become increasingly preoccupied with his past as good things 
came their way.

George really wanted to remain close to his wife, who couldn’t 
help losing her patience with him at times. One day, while walk-
ing on the beach, preoccupied as usual, George noticed a beautiful 
round stone. He picked it up, rolled it around in his hand, rubbed 
it on his face, and enjoyed its cool, smooth texture on his cheeks. 
Since George was a collector, he absent-mindedly slipped the stone 
into his coat pocket. When George got home, he rediscovered the 
rock when he emptied his pockets. Again, it felt good to the touch: 
smooth, cool, and round. George noticed how rubbing it with his 
fingers soothed him. He dubbed it his “here-and-now stone” and 
kept it with him always. Whenever George found that he had a 
flashback memory of his childhood and didn’t want to get lost in it, 
he took the stone out of his pocket and ran his fingers over it.

Without any outside instruction, George had stumbled upon 
a way of managing his mind through mindfulness—bringing his 
mind into sensory awareness of the here-and-now. At first, George 
used his here-and-now stone to shift his attention away from what 
was bothering him and into the present moment. Later on, when the 
present moment and his stone became a reliable place of refuge when 
he was emotionally overwhelmed, George felt the courage to turn 
toward his traumatic memories, exploring them in detail. Mindful-
ness is both knowing where our mind is from moment to moment 
and directing our attention in skillful ways.
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An attitude of openheartedness is necessary for mindfulness to 
be healing. Like a mother gazing at an infant child, we can look at 
something for a long period of time if it’s something we love or if we 
feel loved and supported while looking. It’s not possible to be aware 
of anything for very long if we’re disgusted by it. We can experience 
the exquisite beauty of a rose, or a piece of music, or ourselves only 
if we’re emotionally open. That’s the spirit in which we practice 
mindfulness.

Beginning to Practice Mindfulness

If you did the “Waiting on Yourself” exercise at the end of the last 
chapter, you’ve already had a taste of mindfulness. Your mind was 
in a relatively receptive state, aware of a series of perceptions with-
out needing to compare, judge, label, or evaluate them. It’s easy to 
live in our own minds if we simply notice what comes and goes. 
Problems occur when we unconsciously recoil at discomfort, grasp 
for pleasure, and slip into mental fantasies about how things should 
be. Every one of us, without exception, soon discovers that a simple 
exercise like sitting still for a few minutes and allowing our thoughts 
to come and go is anything but easy.

Try This:  Mindfulness of Sound
This exercise takes only 5 minutes. Find a reasonably quiet place, one 
in which you won’t be distracted by the TV, music, or people talking.

Sit in a relaxed, comfortable position with a straight spine. Let your ••
eyes close, fully or partially.

Imagine that your ears are like satellite dishes picking up any sounds ••
in the environment. Just sit and receive sound vibrations. You don’t 
need to label the sounds, you don’t need to like the sounds, and 
you don’t need to keep your attention with any particular sound—
just hear whatever presents itself to you. Let the sounds come and 
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go, one after another. Don’t try to search out sounds around you. 
Let them come to you.

When you notice that your mind has wandered away on a train of ••
thought, as it inevitably will, simply return to the task of listening.

After 5 minutes, slowly open your eyes.••
	

You might have noticed how relaxing it can be to simply pay 
attention to sounds, perhaps even more comforting than other 
methods you may be familiar with, such as relaxation training or 
self-hypnosis. That’s because you let go of whatever was on your 
mind, including the task of “relaxing,” which may paradoxically 
keep you on edge. You were just “being” with the symphony of 
sound around you.

Maybe you also discovered that you added a few extra tasks to 
the simple act of listening. For example, you might have labeled the 
sounds: “car,” “child laughing,” “door shutting.” That’s more work. 
You might also have wished you were in a more beautiful place, 
like the countryside, with sweeter sounds. That creates a little stress. 
And your mind probably started wandering in a very short time; 
perhaps you wondered if you were doing the exercise correctly, or 
you thought about buying a quieter air conditioner. Each of these 
automatic mental functions—labeling, judging, wandering mind—
makes listening a little harder than it needs to be.

If you can, try the same exercise again. You could make a mental 
note of judging, labeling, and thinking when these mental functions 
kick in and then return to the sounds. Say to yourself “labeling,” 
when you notice you’re labeling, or “judging” when you’re judging, 
and “thinking” when you catch yourself lost in thought.

Anchoring Your Mind

The mind needs an anchor. Most of our mental suffering arises 
when our minds jump around from one subject to another, which is 
exhausting, or when we’re preoccupied with unhappy thoughts and 
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feelings. When we notice that the mind is behaving in this way, we 
need to give it an anchor—a place to go that’s neutral and unwav-
ering. That’s what George did when he rubbed his here-and-now 
stone and what you did when you returned your attention, again 
and again, to the sounds in your environment. Anchoring calms the 
mind.

The most common anchor for the mind is the breath. There are 
good reasons for this:

The breath is happening 24 hours a day.••

It’s easy to notice because it creates a slight movement in the ••
body.

It’s familiar, so it can be a safe refuge from the storms of daily ••
life.

It operates automatically, without any personal effort.••

It’s our most loyal friend, accompanying us from birth to ••
death.

Awareness of the breath is an excellent way to gather your attention 
and bring yourself into the present moment.

Some people find it difficult to focus on the breath. People 
who’ve endured physical trauma may not like being reminded of 
their bodies because it brings up bad memories. Those with health 
anxiety find that focusing on any part of the body triggers new wor-
ries. Detail-oriented or compulsive types of people may discover 
that when they focus on the breath their attention grips it too tightly 
and they experience shortness of breath. People who don’t like the 
way their bodies look or feel may find that attention to the breath 
brings them too close to their bodies in general.

If you have any of these experiences, give yourself a different 
anchor. The only prerequisite is that it be readily available. Some 
people like to use a word as an anchor—perhaps one that has spe-
cial meaning (see “Centering Meditation” in Appendix B). Other 
choices could be the feeling of the floor under your feet, your hands 
folded in your lap, or an area of your body such as the heart region 
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or a point between your eyes. If it’s difficult to bring your atten-
tion inside your body, choose an object on the surface of your body 
or outside it. Whatever you choose as an anchor, over time it will 
become like a very close friend.

The following exercise shows how to use the breath as an anchor, 
but feel free to substitute a different object for your attention.

Try This:  Mindfulness of Breathing
This exercise takes 15 minutes. Please find a quiet, comfortable place 
to sit. Sit in a way that your bones are supporting the muscles and 
you don’t need any effort to remain in one position for the whole 
exercise. To do this, try keeping your back straight and gently sup-
ported, with your shoulder blades slightly dropped and your chin 
gently tucked toward your chest.

Take three, slow, easy deep breaths to relax and let go of whatever ••
burdens you’re carrying around. Then let your eyelids gently close, 
or partially close, whichever makes you feel more comfortable.

Form an image of yourself sitting down. Note your posture on the ••
chair as if you were seeing yourself from the outside. Let your body 
and mind be just as they are.

Now bring your attention to your breathing. Pay attention to •• where 
you notice your breathing most strongly. Some people feel it at the 
nostrils, perhaps as a cool breeze on the upper lip. Other people 
can feel the chest rising and falling. Still others feel the breath most 
clearly in the abdomen, as the belly expands with every in-breath 
and contracts with every out-breath. Gently explore your body 
and discover where your breathing is easiest to notice.

Now discover •• when you feel your breath more strongly—when you 
exhale or when you inhale. If they’re about equal, choose one. (To 
simplify the instructions, I’ll assume for the rest of this exercise and 
throughout the book that you chose exhaling and that the location 
you selected was the nostrils.)

Pay attention to the feeling of each exhalation. Feel the air coming ••
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out of your nostrils each time you exhale. Then take a little vaca-
tion as your body inhales. Let your entire experience just be as you 
wait. Then feel your breath as your body exhales again.

Let your body breathe •• you—it does that automatically anyway. 
Simply pay attention to the sensation of the air in your nose each 
time you exhale, one breath after another.

Your mind will wander away from the sensation of the breath many ••
times every minute. Don’t worry about how often your mind wan-
ders. Gently return to the feeling of your out-breath at the nostrils 
when you notice that your mind has wandered.

You might be using a watch to keep track of time. Sneak a peek at ••
your watch, and when you have a few minutes left, loosen your focus 
on the nostrils and allow yourself to feel your whole upper body 
move with each breath. Don’t bother thinking too much about it. 
Just feel your body, alive and moving, as you breathe.

After 15 minutes, gently open your eyes, looking downward. Savor ••
the stillness of the moment before moving on.

	

You’ve probably noticed how busy the mind is. It’s very difficult 
to find the breath amid the clamor of competing thoughts and feel-
ings. No sooner do we focus fully on one out-breath than the mind 
is off and running on a new train of thought. Perhaps you thought, 
“Oh, that’s a nice breath,” and as you inhaled you were already 
thinking of another sensation in the body or what you were going 
to do later in the day. When the object of our attention is repetitive 
and neutral, rather than novel and compelling, our brains quickly 
start sorting through other business.

Mindfulness of the breath cultivates focus on a single object, 
but you shouldn’t expect your attention to remain unwaveringly 
with the breath. That’s not how the brain operates. Just return your 
attention again and again to the breath when you notice your mind 
has wandered. Nothing more. It’s like the Zen saying “If you fall 
down six times, get up seven.” When people say, “I can’t medi-
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The “Default Network”

In 2001, Debra Gusnard and Marcus Raichle identified a whole dis-
crete network of brain regions—the default network—that is active 
when the mind is at rest and that becomes inactive when the mind 
is engaged in a task. When the mind wanders in meditation, it’s in 
default mode. The default network operates in the background, 
linking our past to the future and providing us with a sense of “self.” 
We’re usually aware of the default network only when it has failed, 
such as in patients with Alzheimer’s disease who appear “mentally 
empty.”

Giuseppe Pagnoni and colleagues at Emory University observed 
the default network during meditation using fMRI (functional mag-
netic resonance imaging). They asked two groups—Zen practitioners 
with more than 3 years of daily practice and a comparison group that 
never meditated—to focus on their breath, to occasionally decide 
whether a string of letters presented to them was a real English word 
(“conceptual processing”), and then to return to their breathing. 
Conceptual processing activated the default network. Zen practi-
tioners were able to return to the breath and turn off the default 
network more quickly than the comparison group; they could rapidly 
abandon the stream of associations that spontaneously arose after 
thinking about the meaning of words. The authors speculate that this 
ability may help alleviate psychological conditions characterized by 
rumination, such as obsessive–compulsive disorder, anxiety disor-
ders, and major depression.

It’s not clear why we have a default network. Gusnard and 
Raichle speculate that it’s crucial for human functioning. For example, 
the dorsal medial prefrontal cortex, a brain region that is active when 
we monitor our own thoughts, speech, and actions or those of others, 
is in the default network. It appears that this part of the default net-
work is not just involved in “free association” and “mind wandering,” 
but also when we’re preparing for the future. Meditators should not 
blame themselves when their minds wander—when their brains do 
what they evolved to do while at rest.
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tate,” they’re usually referring to the erroneous assumption that they 
should be concentrating better. Distractions are a part of medita-
tion. Each moment of recognizing distraction actually should be 
welcomed rather than used as an occasion for self-criticism, because 
it shows that you’ve just “woken up” from daydreaming.

Daydreaming can sometimes be a good thing, perhaps a source 
of creative inspiration, much like Sigmund Freud was referring to 
when he described our night dreams as the “royal road to the uncon-
scious.” The key is to know when we’re daydreaming and to wake 
up occasionally. Unfortunately, most of the time our attention is lost 
in our daydreams and we suffer from stressful preoccupations—“Do 
I look fat?” “That was dumb!” When we return to the breath, we 
have a moment of respite. There are no issues when we’re in the 
present moment. When you’re upset, see what happens when you 
take a walk and focus only on the sensations of your feet on the side-
walk. No past, no future . . . no problem.

If you find that your stress level increases when you do the mind-
fulness of breathing exercise, try to do it in a new way. First of all, 
let go of the need to get it right. (You’ll never get it right—and you’ll 
never get it wrong.) Learn to work harmoniously with the mind 
as it is. The mind will always dredge up another memory or feel-
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ing that will disturb your concentration, so don’t despair when that 
happens. We don’t meditate to improve ourselves; we meditate to 
end our compulsive striving to do everything better. The sign of a 
seasoned practitioner is the willingness to return to the breath, again 
and again, without judgment, for decades.

Anchoring your attention in the breath does more than culti-
vate a focused, calm mind—it allows you to see how the mind works. 
It’s like holding a camera steady to take a picture. From the three 
exercises presented in this book so far, you’ve already learned how 
easily the mind wanders, compares, judges, and labels whatever it 
perceives. The longer you spend in meditation, the more you’ll dis-
cover about your mind. You’ll also discover a lot about yourself: your 
emotions, your memories, and how you react to different circum-
stances.

Knowing that you can always take refuge in your anchor will 
give you courage to explore your mind. It’s like the child who hides 
behind his mother’s skirt when he’s feeling timid; knowing that we 
can calm ourselves by returning to the anchor/breath enables us to 
peek back into our turbulent inner worlds.

Mindfulness of the Body

The body is the foundation of mindfulness training. We live in a 
body, so to appreciate the fullness of life we need to experience the 
body fully. We shouldn’t think that the body is less important than 
the mind when we practice mindfulness. Anything occurring in the 
present is a suitable object of mindful awareness. Since the body is 
relatively slow and stable, it’s an excellent vantage point for observ-
ing our mind and emotions. The problem with trying to be aware 
of thoughts in mindfulness meditation is that thoughts occur so 
quickly that we can hardly keep track of them; they’re ancient his-
tory the moment we notice them. The mind also becomes quickly 
absorbed in its own ramblings when it observes itself. It’s much 
easier to remain aware of the present moment when we focus on 
the body.
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We’ve already begun practicing mindfulness of the body by 
focusing on the breath. Now let’s open the field of awareness to body 
sensations around the breath.

Try This:  Mindfulness of Body Sensations
This exercise takes about 20 minutes. Please begin by finding a com-
fortable, stable position, close your eyes, and take three relaxing 
breaths.

Form an image of yourself. Note your posture on the chair as if you ••
were seeing yourself from the outside.

Find your breath within your body and practice mindfulness of ••
breathing for a few minutes. Let your body breathe itself while you 
feel every out-breath, one after another.

After a few minutes, release your attention from your breath and ••
open your awareness to your entire body—to the space within 
the skin. Your body is vibrating with activity at every moment. Let 
your attention be called to whatever sensation predominates. Sim-
ply notice one, two, or three sensations in succession, such as your 
beating heart, moist feet, tight neck, warm hands, cool forehead, 
clenched jaw, or the touch of your body on the chair.

Let each sensation be just as it is. If you feel discomfort, incline ••
toward it gently and softly in your mind.

Let your attention be with body sensations as long as it’s naturally ••
drawn there and then return to your breath. You can return to your 
breath anytime you need to gather and stabilize your attention.

Then open your awareness again to whatever body sensations call ••
to you—whatever you feel most strongly. Take it slow and easy. The 
task is to remain with sensations occurring in the present moment, 
not to identify as many sensations as possible.

For the remaining 10 to 15 minutes, let yourself feel your breath-••
ing and then feel any other predominant sensations in the body. 
Go back and forth between the breath and other sensations in 
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a relaxed, leisurely manner. Notice your breathing alongside the 
other sensations going on in your body. Be fully embodied, breath-
ing and feeling.

Gently open your eyes.••
	

Did you feel yourself relax when you returned to the breath 
after being aware of the other sensations in the body? Perhaps you 
had the opposite experience—that focusing only on your breathing 
felt constricting and full-body awareness was a relief?

Mindfulness meditation is commonly a dance between single-
focus and open-field awareness. When our attention is too tight 
around the breath, causing stress, we can relax by opening our 
awareness to other perceptions. Alternatively, when our attention is 
swept up in the tornado of events continually occurring in the body 
or mind, we can find shelter from the storm in one-pointed atten-
tion to the breath.

Should I Meditate?

There are two categories of mindfulness meditation: formal and 
informal. “Formal” mindfulness meditation is when we dedicate 
time—usually half an hour or longer—to being mindful of what 
we’re sensing, feeling, and thinking. “Informal” meditation is when 
we take a brief, mindful moment in the midst of our busy lives. 
Both approaches can be practiced while sitting down, standing, 
walking, eating—anywhere and anytime. The difference between 
formal and informal meditation is mainly a matter of time and pur-
pose.

Each person should decide for him- or herself whether it makes 
sense to establish a formal meditation practice. Formal practice is 
more intensive, which generally transforms the mind at a deeper 
level: it yields deeper insights into the nature of mind and our per-
sonal conditioning. If you wish to do formal meditation, it should 
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be enjoyable and it should fit your temperament and lifestyle. Most 
people don’t want to squeeze yet another activity into their busy 
schedules. Nor should they. This book is not written for people who 
want to become meditators, although some readers might develop 
a taste for it. The formal meditation practices here are offered pri-
marily so you can have a direct experience of mindfulness and self-
compassion, and they can be used as a model for practicing more 
informally.

Formal meditation is never an end in itself; life itself is the real 
practice. It’s hard to stay conscious and aware amid the flood of sen-
sory impressions and emotional reactions we encounter in daily life. 
Consider your mind state on a morning when your baby daughter 
has been sick all night, you have to make a presentation at the office 
in 3 hours, the freezer door was left open all night and ice cream is 
dripping on the floor, and your babysitter is on vacation. Many par-
ents would find themselves crying on the kitchen floor. Maintaining 
presence of mind to handle problems calmly and efficiently is a skill 
that grows with meditation practice. If you spend a chunk of time 
every day exploring your inner experience in formal meditation, the 
same kind of compassionate self-monitoring is more likely to con-
tinue throughout the day, even during the worst of times.

Formal mindfulness meditation especially helps us figure out 
how to live with discomfort—to inhabit our bodies in a way that 
doesn’t turn everyday physical and emotional pain into a larger prob-
lem. Depending on how you’re feeling from moment to moment, 
you might focus your attention on the breath, explore a body ache, 
return to the breath, sense an emotion, find the emotion in the 
body, breathe, soften the body a little, breathe, listen to sounds in 
the environment, return to the breath, and so on. This practice gives 
us, in Jon Kabat-Zinn’s words, the freedom to “respond” rather than 
“react.” We can make wise choices about our lives: “Shall I eat that 
snack? Should I argue with my spouse right now? Is this a good time 
to act on a sexual urge?”

How much formal meditation is generally recommended? The 
usual length of time is 30 to 45 minutes daily. That amount has 
been shown to increase well-being and even enhance the immune 
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Training Your Brain

In 2003, Richard Davidson, Jon Kabat-Zinn, and colleagues found that 8 weeks of 
mindfulness meditation training (mindfulness-based stress reduction [MBSR]), 1 
hour daily, 6 days a week, produced lasting changes in the brain and the immune 
system. Twenty-five stressed-out biotech employees were trained to meditate, and 
they were compared to 16 people who received no training at all. After the medita-
tion training, everyone was asked to write down one of the most positive experiences 
of their lives and one of the most negative experiences. EEG recordings were made 
of their brains before and after the writing exercise. Their blood was also drawn to 
measure how many antibodies they produced in response to a flu vaccine.

EEG recordings showed that meditators had increased activation in the left side 
of the frontal region of their brains, an area associated with positive emotions. This 
brain activity was evident even when meditators wrote about negative experiences 
in their lives, suggesting that they had learned to adapt well to unpleasant mind 
states. Blood tests were given at 4 and 8 weeks after the flu vaccine was adminis-
tered and meditators generated more antibodies than nonmeditators, demonstrat-
ing stronger immune systems. Interestingly, the number of flu antibodies correlated 
with left-sided brain activation among the meditators—more left frontal activation, 
more antibodies.

In 2008, David Creswell and colleagues also measured the impact of the MBSR 
program on immune functioning. They trained an ethnically diverse sample of 48 
HIV-positive patients in the MBSR program and thereafter counted the number of 
CD4 T cells—the cells that are destroyed by the HIV virus. (CD4 T cells are consid-
ered the “brains” of the immune system that protect the body against attack.) Cre-
swell and colleagues found that “the more mindfulness meditation classes people 
attended, the higher the CD4 T cells at the study’s conclusion.”

Charles Raison and colleagues at Emory University examined the effect of med-
itation on the inflammatory protein, interleukin-6. Chronic stress increases plasma 
concentrations of IL-6, and elevated IL-6 predicts illnesses such as vascular disease, 
diabetes, dementia, and depression. The researchers compared a group of students 
who completed 8 weeks of compassion meditation (with some mindfulness medita-
tion) to a group that had twice-weekly health discussions. Afterwards, all students 
were put under stress in a public speaking and mental arithmetic challenge. No clear 
differences in IL-6 were found between the meditation and control groups. How-
ever, meditators who practiced more than average had significantly lower levels of 
IL-6 compared to their less zealous colleagues, suggesting that mind training can 
reduce inflammatory responses to stress.
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system. Busy people are more likely to meditate for 20 minutes, 
once or twice a day, which is also good. Improvement appears to be 
“dose-dependent”—it depends on how much training is given.

Some parts of the brain even grow thicker when we meditate 
daily over a period of years. Sara Lazar and colleagues at Harvard 
University measured whether long-term mindfulness meditation 
can change the physical structure of the brain. They found that the 
prefrontal cortex and the right anterior insula—regions associated 
with attention, internal awareness, and sensory processing—were 
thicker in long-term meditators than in matched controls. Fur-
thermore, cortical thickening correlated with years of meditation 
experience and seemed to offset thinning of the cerebral cortex that 
naturally occurs as we age.

The psychological mechanisms by which long-term mind-
fulness meditation translates into less suffering are under prelimi-
nary investigation. One hypothesis is that our difficult memories 
lose their edge if they arise when we’re in a calm state of mind—
“interoceptive exposure.” Another is that we learn to regulate our 
attention, and knowing when and where to place our attention helps 
us regulate emotion. George did this by focusing on his here-and-
now stone when he was overwhelmed by trauma flashbacks. Yet 
another potential mechanism of action for mindfulness meditation 
is “metacognition,” the ability to step back and witness our thoughts 
and feelings rather than getting hijacked by them.

Perhaps the most compelling explanation for why mindfulness 
works is that, over time, we acquire beneficial insights about life. We 
discover how everything changes, how we create our own suffering 
when we fight change, and how we unconsciously cobble together 
a sense of “self.” The latter insight is beneficial because most of our 
waking moments are spent vainly boosting or fearfully protecting 
our fragile egos from assault. (More is said about this baffling, yet 
important, topic near the end of Chapters 4 and 5.) When these 
insights about life become deep and abiding, they help us receive 
success and failure with equanimity, tolerate emotional pain know-
ing “this too will pass,” and have the courage to seize each precious 
moment of our lives. In other words, intuitive insights derived from 
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What Mindfulness Is Not

Mindfulness is not trying to relax.••  When we become aware of what’s happening 
in our lives, it can be anything but relaxing, especially if we’re stuck in a difficult 
situation. As we learn more about ourselves, however, we become less surprised 
by the feelings that arise within us. We develop a less reactive relationship to 
inner experience. We can recognize and let go of emotional storms more eas-
ily.

Mindfulness is not a religion.••  Although mindfulness has been practiced by Bud-
dhist nuns and monks for over 2,500 years, any purposeful activity that increases 
awareness of moment-to-moment experience is a mindfulness exercise. We can 
practice mindfulness as part of a religion or not. Modern scientific psychology 
considers mindfulness to be a core healing factor in psychotherapy.

Mindfulness is not about transcending ordinary life.••  Mindfulness is making inti-
mate contact with each moment of our lives, no matter how trivial or mundane. 
Simple things can become very special—extraordinarily ordinary—with this 
type of awareness. For example, the flavor of your food or the color of a rose 
will be enhanced if you pay close attention to it. Mindfulness is also about expe-
riencing oneself more fully, not trying to bypass the mundane, ragged edges of 
our lives.

Mindfulness is not emptying the mind of thoughts. •• The brain will always produce 
thoughts—that’s what it does. Mindfulness allows us to develop a more harmo-
nious relationship with our thoughts and feelings through a deep understanding 
of how the mind works. It may feel as if we have fewer thoughts, because we’re 
not struggling with them so much.

Mindfulness is not difficult.••  You shouldn’t feel disheartened when you discover 
that your mind wanders incessantly. That’s the nature of the mind. It’s also the 
nature of the mind to eventually become aware of its wandering. Ironically, it’s in 
the very moment when you despair that you’re not mindful that you’ve become 
mindful. It’s not possible to do this practice perfectly, nor is it possible to fail. 
That is why it’s called a “practice.”

Mindfulness is not escape from pain. •• This is the toughest idea to accept because 
we rarely do anything without the wish to feel better. You will feel better with 
mindfulness and acceptance, but only by learning not to escape from pain. Pain 
is like an angry bull: When it’s confined to a tight stall, it will be wild and try to 
escape. When it’s in a wide-open field, it will calm down. Mindfulness makes 
emotional space for pain.
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intensive meditation can help us establish a less defensive, more flex-
ible, relationship to the world.

Practicing Mindfulness in Daily Life

Mindfulness in daily life is “informal” meditation practice. Short 
moments of mindful awareness can substantially reduce the stress 
that we accumulate throughout the day. And it feels good to just be, 
if only for a few seconds.

Informal practice means we choose to pay attention, on pur-
pose, to what’s occurring in the present moment. Any moment-to-
moment experience is a suitable object of mindfulness. That could mean 
listening to birds, tasting your food, feeling the earth beneath your 
feet as you walk, noticing the grip of your hands on the steering 
wheel, scanning your body for physical sensations, or noticing your 
breathing. It could be as simple as wiggling your toes. The present 
moment liberates us from our preoccupations, never judges us, and 
is endlessly entertaining.

Don’t underestimate the power of brief mindfulness exercises. 
A report in the psychological literature describes a 27-year-old man, 
James, who suffered from mild mental retardation and mental ill-
ness. He was hospitalized several times for aggressive behavior. Dur-
ing one hospitalization, James received mindfulness training twice 
a day for 5 days, plus assignments for another week. The training 
went like this:

Stand or sit with your feet flat on the floor.••

Breathe normally.••

Think of something that leads to feeling angry.••

Shift your focus to your feet and wait until you feel calm.••

James practiced this “soles of the feet” meditation whenever he 
became angry. One year later, his aggressive behavior had decreased 
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significantly, he was able to stop taking all the medication he had 
been on, and his caregivers no longer considered him mentally ill.

Customizing Mindfulness Exercises

The most important thing to keep in mind when you tailor mindful-
ness exercises for yourself is to make them as pleasurable as possible. 
Mindful awareness comes naturally when we’re enjoying ourselves.

All mindfulness exercises have three basic components:

Stop••

Observe••

Return••

Stop

First we need to stop what we’re doing. If you’re arguing on the 
phone, you can take a moment of silence. If you’re caught in a traffic 
jam and worrying about being late, you might take a deep, con-
scious breath. Slowing down also facilitates mindfulness. If you eat 
more slowly, you’ll be more aware of what you’re eating, and you 
might even give your body a chance to tell you when you’re full. 
When you reduce your walking speed, you’ll see more of your sur-
roundings.

Observe

Observing doesn’t mean detachment or being overly objective. 
Instead, you want to be a “participant observer,” intimately engaged 
with the experience. Life is bubbling within you and you’re in the 
middle of it, yet you can observe.

If calming down is your wish, it helps to have a single point of 
observation, such as the breath. If you want to explore and under-
stand what you’re feeling at the moment, you can scan your body for 
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sensations and perhaps label your emotions: “anger,” “fear,” “sad-
ness.” (Much more will be said about mindfulness of emotions in 
the following chapter.)

Return

When you notice that your attention has been swept away into 
daydreams, gently return it to the focal object. If you’re in nature 
and wish to be more mindful of your surroundings, that may mean 
returning again and again to the sounds of the forest. If you’re chop-
ping vegetables, it’s a safe bet that you’ll want to pay attention to the 
distance between your finger and the blade of the knife. (The closer 
our fingers get to the blade, the easier mindfulness becomes!)

Conscious Breathing

Whenever you feel stuck or confused, you can begin making the 
situation workable by taking a mindful breath: just stop what you’re 
doing and feel your breath. You can take a conscious breath anytime: 
in your car at a red light, during a business meeting, or while your 
child is having a tantrum. Let yourself be immersed in the nourish-
ing experience of breathing. When you feel calmer and your mind 
has cleared, give yourself a chance to choose what to do next. Con-
scious breathing is the easiest, most common mindfulness technique; 
remembering to do it in the midst of our busy lives is the challenge.

Mindful Walking

Walking meditation is a delightful practice, especially if you’ve been 
sitting all day long and need a little exercise. You can practice walk-
ing as a formal, 20- to 30-minute meditation, or in spurts—as you 
walk to the bus stop or from your car to the grocery store. Anytime 
your feet hit the pavement, you can meditate. Of course, a medita-
tive walk in the woods is a special way of opening to the beauty of 
nature.
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Try This:  Mindful Walking
Plan to walk for 10 minutes or longer. Find a quiet place in your home 
where you can walk back and forth at least 20–30 feet at a time or in 
a circle. Make the decision to use the time to cultivate moment-to-
moment kindly awareness.

Stand still for a moment and anchor your attention in your body. Be ••
aware of yourself in the standing posture. Feel your body.

Start to walk slowly and deliberately. Notice how it feels to lift one ••
foot, step forward, and place it down as the other foot begins to lift 
off the floor. Do the same with the other foot. Feel the sensations of 
lifting, stepping, and placing, over and over again. Feel free to use 
the words “lift,” “step,” “place” to focus your attention on the task.

When your mind wanders, gently return to the physical sensations ••
of walking. If you feel any urgency to move faster, simply note that 
and return to the sensations of walking.

Do this with kindness and gratitude. Your relatively small feet are ••
supporting your entire body; your hips are supporting your whole 
torso. Experience the marvel of walking.

Move slowly and fluidly through space, being aware that you’re ••
walking. Some people find it easiest to keep their attention below 
the knees, or exclusively on the soles of the feet.

When you reach the end of your walking space, pause a moment, ••
take a conscious breath, remain anchored in your body, and reverse 
direction.

At the end of the meditation period, invite yourself to be mindful ••
of body sensations throughout the day. Notice the sensations of 
walking as you go on to your next activity.

	

Do this exercise first at home, walking very slowly, and later 
walk at a normal pace when outside in public. It can be very ground-
ing to feel the earth beneath your feet, especially when you’re in a 
hurry or emotionally upset. Some people prefer to just focus on their 
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breathing while walking. That’s fine too. As in all mindfulness exer-
cises, feel free to experiment and discover what works best for you.

In the next chapter, we turn our attention to emotions: What 
are they? Where do they come from? How can you use mindfulness 
to deal with them, and why does it work?
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3
bringing in difficult emotions

How can emotions not be part of that singing life of grasses 
and fish and oil tankers and subways and cats who wake us, 
furious and smiling, in the middle of the brief summer night?

—Jane Hirshfield, poet

From the exercises in Chapter 2, you may have discovered the 
emotional relief that comes when you anchor your attention 
in the body. That’s the first step toward regulating emotions: 

stabilizing attention. The next step is turning toward difficult emo-
tions.

Why would we want to do that? Unfortunately, difficult feel-
ings are a part of everyone’s life, so we need to deal with them in 
the best possible way. We’ll never be able to relax if we’re fugitives 
from our own feelings. Some difficult emotions disappear on their 
own, like disappointment with your favorite baseball team or frus-
tration over an unexpected car problem. Other feelings, like anger 
at a parent or fear following a car accident, may never quit. Relief 
only comes when we take a fresh look at those feelings and change 
our relationship to them.

Many emotions are “difficult,” such as fear, anger, and hatred, 
but none are inherently “destructive.” At the very least, difficult 
emotions provide information about what’s happening inside and 
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out. Emotions become destructive—leading to greater mental or 
physical suffering—when we cling to them or push them away. For 
example, clinging to anger may make you feel safe and self-assured 
but can lead to arguments with your loved ones and to stomach 
problems. Similarly, trying not to be angry, but still simmering 
inside, can have the same effect. The healthy alternative is to “hold” 
your emotions differently, in an open, aware, self-compassionate 
manner.

When we open to difficult emotions, we’re not trying to stare 
them down either, making our lives miserable for the sake of peace 
and tranquility sometime in the future. In this chapter, you’ll learn 
to build a balanced relationship with emotions, here and now, day 
by day.

How We Create Suffering

We’re in a better position to do something about disturbing emo-
tions when we know how they emerge from barely perceptible ori-
gins. We can nip them in the bud. Here’s a story from my own 
marriage.

I was looking forward to welcoming my wife home from the 
hospital where she had hip surgery. I wanted to show my love for her 
at this critical time, especially because I know that she’s not the type 
of person who relishes being dependent on others. “This is a unique 
opportunity to take good care of her,” I thought.

My wife is a morning person and I’m not, but I decided to get 
up early on her first day home from the hospital. As I arranged my 
wife’s rehabilitation equipment—gripper, pressure sock sleeve, spe-
cial shoes—I noticed I was feeling tense and grumpy. I suffer from 
morning hypoglycemia and had forgotten to drink some juice first 
thing out of bed. I decided to continue on because I wanted to be 
a good partner, at least for the next hour, and hid my tension by 
keeping silent. My wife noticed my puckered face, and an instant 
later I could see her become sad. “How did she pick up on my 



	 bringing in difficult emotions	 63

mood?” I first thought, “Was I not gentle enough while pulling on 
her socks?”

I felt ashamed for disappointing my wife, and started question-
ing my capacity to care for her. “What will happen when we’re old 
and frail?” I asked himself. At the same time, my wife was start-
ing to worry that she might be too demanding, yet she desperately 
wanted to master her rehabilitation equipment on this first morning, 
so she could be more independent.

As I criticized myself (“I’m probably not a caregiving person”), 
I felt the impulse to blame my wife for needing help so early in the 
morning. “She should know I’m not a morning person,” I thought. 
“But, then again, how can I blame her on this very first day back 
from the hospital? Today is about her needs, damn it, not mine! 
Maybe we’ll be done in a few minutes.” We weren’t.

Eventually a moment of mindful awareness dawned on me as I 
struggled to put her shoes on her swollen feet. “Wow, this situation 
is going downhill fast,” I heard in my mind, “definitely not how 
you imagined the first morning back from the hospital. What a mess 
we’re in!”

With that, I took a deep breath and intentionally said a compas-
sionate statement of intent to myself, “May she and I be free from 
suffering,” and I told my wife I needed to get a glass of orange juice. 
When I returned, I felt much better and resumed my efforts.

What happened here? Notice how my discomfort escalated 
from (1) simple sensation to (2) aversion, (3) strong emotion, (4) 
entanglement in the emotion, (5) almost taking regrettable action. 
Each step along the way, from the bottom up, fighting the feeling 
amplified the problem.

Low blood sugar initially made me feel tense (sensation). I didn’t 
want to feel that way (aversion) on this special morning, so I tried to 
ignore it, which led to feeling aggravated (strong emotion). My wife 
felt sad when she saw that she was bothering me, which, in turn, 
made me feel ashamed (even stronger emotion). I got caught up in 
shame (entanglement) and began criticizing myself (“I’m probably 
not a caregiving person”), and almost in the same moment I found 
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fault with my wife. I narrowly averted behaving badly (action)—
saying something. A moment of mindful awareness—noticing how 
bad I was feeling—was the key to interrupting this out-of-control 
spiral. The entire sequence happened in a matter of minutes.	

There’s usually a sequence of internal events when we find our-
selves very upset. A thoughtful patient of mine said this is how his 
mind works when he gets depressed:

“I •• don’t like this feeling.”

“I •• wish I didn’t have this feeling.”

“I •• shouldn’t have this feeling.”

“I’m •• wrong to have this feeling.”

“I’m •• bad!”

Emotions just seem to get stronger the more we fight them, often 
culminating in self-condemnation—“I’m bad!”

The earlier we interrupt the chain of negative associations, the 
better. If we catch our emotions “upstream,” where aversion first 
springs out of an unpleasant sensation, we can stay calm and cen-
tered. After we’re swept downstream, where strong emotions are 
swirling around, we still have a chance to disentangle from our suf-
fering, but it’s not so easy.

Anchoring Emotions in the Body

You can see from the vignette above that emotions are part mind 
and part body; the body affects how we think, and thinking affects 
the body. Emotions always express themselves in the body. If we 
can identify the bodily component of a difficult emotion—tension, 
trembling—we can avoid getting caught up in unnecessary men-
tal anguish. (A neurological explanation for this process is given in 
the following chapter.) Even intense emotions can be scaled back 
through body awareness.
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Take the example of grief. When people experience grief, they’re 
likely to have a feeling of tension or hollowness in the chest region, 
while at the same time thinking that they would rather not go on 
living without their loved one. It’s much easier to manage the physi-
cal side of grief—muscle tension in the chest region—than the men-
tal side. That’s because when we think about thinking, we become 
absorbed in it, often adding an extra measure of self-judgment. If 
we locate the emotion in the body and soften into it, we can start to 
liberate ourselves from the mental preoccupations that characterize 
strong emotions like grief.

When a patient of mine is overwhelmed with emotion, we typi-
cally explore together where the feeling is located in the body. It’s 
different for every person, but anger is often felt as tension in the 
neck, sadness as tightness in the chest, and shame as an empty feeling 
in the upper body and head. Many emotions, especially fear, are felt 
in the abdomen; that’s why they’re called “gut feelings.”

It’s easy to be mindful of the body because the body is slow-
moving and tangible. Mindfulness of emotions is a little more dif-
ficult than mindfulness of the body, and mindfulness of thoughts is 
more difficult still. When we find our emotions in the body, they 

Do We Have Free Will?

In 1999, Benjamin Libet asked participants in a brain study to randomly 
flick their fingers or wrists as he measured their brains’ “readiness poten-
tial.” He made the surprising observation that the brain became active 
550 milliseconds before any muscles moved. It took his human subjects 
another 350–400 milliseconds to become aware of their intention to 
act, with about 200 milliseconds left before the finger or wrist actually 
moved. Our brains seem to know what we’re going to do before we do! 
From a neurological perspective, free will is an illusion, but we still have 
“veto power” over an impending action if we become aware of it early 
enough.



66	 DISCOVERING SELF-COMPASSION	

become anchored and can’t toss us around so much. The following 
exercise will help you do that. It builds on the mindfulness practices 
you have already learned.

Try This: Mindfulness of Emotion in the Body
This exercise takes 10 minutes and is best practiced when you’re 
having a difficult emotion. If you’re feeling content, pick an emotion 
that generally bothers you, such as anger, fear, or guilt. The first time 
you do this exercise, choose a mildly difficult emotion. Start by find-
ing a comfortable position, close your eyes, and take three relaxing 
breaths.

Note your posture on the chair as if you were seeing yourself from ••
the outside. Feel your body humming with sensation. Enter into 
your body and into the world of sensations occurring in this very 
moment.
Now bring attention to your heart region. If you wish, place your ••
hand over your heart.
Find your breath in the heart region and begin to practice mindful-••
ness of breathing. Feel your chest move as you breathe. When your 
mind wanders, bring it back to the sensation of breathing.
After a few minutes, release your attention to your breath and let ••
yourself recall the difficult emotion. If you wish, remember the situ-
ation in which you felt the emotion.
Now expand your awareness to your body as a whole. While you ••
recall the emotion, scan your body for where you feel it the most. 
In your mind’s eye, sweep your body from head to toe, stopping 
where you can sense a little tension or discomfort.
Now choose a single location in your body where the feeling ••
expresses itself most strongly. In your mind, incline gently toward 
that spot. Continue to breathe naturally, allowing the sensation to 
be there, just as it is. If you wish, place your hand over your heart as 
you continue to breathe. Allow the gentle, rhythmic motion of the 
breath to soothe your body.
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If you feel overwhelmed by an emotion, stay with your breath until ••
you feel better and then return to the emotion.
When your period of meditation has nearly elapsed, return to your ••
breath for a few minutes and then gently open your eyes.

Did you notice that emotion could be felt in more places in your 
body than you originally expected? Could you sense how the body 
resists uncomfortable emotions? Did your body start to let go as you 
brought nonjudgmental awareness to the places of tension? You can 
practice this exercise any time you have a difficult emotion. When 
an emotion is released in the body, the mind lets go as well.

Sometimes it helps to label the feeling tone in your body. For 
example, you can say “unpleasant,” “pleasant,” or “neutral” as you 
sweep through the sensations in your body. Or when you feel an 
unpleasant sensation, you can just say “Ouch!” The idea of labeling 
is to be with the sensations without being swallowed up in them.

The following exercise can be added to the one you just did. 
It may help to deliberately cultivate a softer, friendlier relationship 
with the physical discomfort of difficult feelings.

Try This: Soften, Allow, and Love
Again, start to practice by finding a comfortable position, close your 
eyes, and take three relaxing breaths.

Bring awareness to your body and the sensations occurring there ••
in the present moment. Then find your breath in the heart region 
and begin to track each breath with mindful awareness.

After a few minutes, release your attention to your breath and let ••
your attention be drawn to the place in your body where your dif-
ficult emotion can be felt most strongly.

Soften••  into that location in your body. Let the muscles be soft 
without a requirement that they be soft, like applying heat to sore 
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muscles. You can say, “soft . . . soft . . . soft . . .” quietly to yourself, to 
enhance the process.

Allow••  the discomfort to be there. Abandon the wish for the feel-
ing to disappear. Let the discomfort come and go as it pleases, 
like a guest in your own home. You can repeat “allow . . . allow . . . 
allow . . .”

Now bring some •• love to yourself for suffering in this way. Put your 
hand over your heart and breathe. You can also direct love at the 
part of the body that is under stress. It may help to think of your 
body as if it were the body of a beloved child. You can repeat 
“love . . . love . . . love . . .”

“Soften, allow, and love.” “Soften, allow, and love.” Use these three ••
words like a mantra, reminding yourself to incline with tenderness 
toward your suffering.

If you experience too much discomfort with an emotion, stay with ••
your breath until you feel better.

Slowly open your eyes when you’re ready.••
	

A soft, allowing, loving attitude toward the body is a mindful 
attitude. We’re abandoning the instinctive tendency of the body to 
tense up and reject discomfort. “Softening” occurs at the physical 
level, “allowing” at the mental level, and “loving” at the emotional 
level. Together, they allow the body to release what it’s holding on 
to. If you find one or more parts of the exercise easier, just stick with 
that. For example, perhaps it makes the most sense simply to “soften 
and allow.”

“Allowing” also refers to letting thoughts come and go. Until 
now, I haven’t emphasized thoughts because they’re so hard to track 
from moment to moment. However, our thinking can have a huge 
impact on how we feel. How good can you feel if you’re beating up 
on yourself, thinking “I’m an idiot” over and over? When you’re 
aware of such self-destructive tapes in your mind (you’ll learn to 
identify them in the next chapter), just allow them to arise and dis-
appear in compassionate awareness.
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Be careful not to work too hard at meditation or be too techni-
cal about it. The way you conduct this exercise should embody the 
same message that you’re giving to your body. If you want to soften 
your muscles, do the exercise softly. If you want to allow all kinds of 
thoughts to slip in and out of your mind, take a back seat and watch 
the river flow. Let it be easy. Don’t rush or harbor any expectations 
other than the wish to be a loving companion to yourself. Kind 
wishes are therapeutic in their own right even if what you’re feeling 
is difficult.

The Art of Labeling Emotions

You’ve probably seen by now how labeling sensations can keep you 
grounded in your body and out of your ruminating mind. Now 
we’ll advance to labeling specific emotions. This practice helps you 
see emotions as “just emotions” rather than getting caught up in 
them.

In the last chapter, I gave you an instruction during the “mind-
fulness of sound” exercise to relinquish the tendency to label. That 
might seem to contradict what this chapter is emphasizing. The dif-
ference is that when the object of awareness is neutral, like most 
sounds, labeling can separate us from the experience of just sound. 
But when something’s troubling us, the act of labeling helps us step 
back just enough to remain in relationship to the feeling without 
drowning in it. Naming emotions—“loneliness,” “sadness,” “fear,” 
“confusion”—makes it easier for us to be with difficult emotions.

Noting

“Noting” is an umbrella term for turning toward an inner experience 
with awareness. We can note by wordlessly “noticing” a sensation, 
thought, or feeling for a second or two (“Ah-ha,” “Oh yes”), or by 
“labeling” it with a word.

We can also ignore or turn away from difficult inner experience, 
returning to our chosen anchor, such as the breath. This is some-
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times a good idea. Focusing on one object to the exclusion of others 
brings calmness of mind, at least for the time being. It’s worth learn-
ing to “note,” however, since we’ll eventually have to deal with our 
difficult emotions, such as fear. Noting helps us do it safely: “That’s 
fear! Yes, but it’s only fear.” I had a patient who said, “Anchoring is 
like ‘home base,’ and noting is like ‘traveling.’ ”

In actual practice, noting alternates with anchoring, switching 
back and forth every few seconds. Don’t stray from the body (your 
breath or another anchor) for very long. The more we allow our 
attention to dwell on an emotion rather than the anchor, the more 
we’ll learn about it, but we risk losing calmness and stability of mind. 
Noting plus anchoring helps you maintain even, balanced attention 
while you explore difficult emotions.

Labeling requires more engagement with negative emotions 
than noticing does. It means giving a specific title to what you’re 
going through. It draws us further into the experience, but it can 
also provide distance and perspective. When a strong emotion arises, 
you can label it out loud or move your lips quietly to mouth “anger,” 
“anger,” “anger.” When an emotion is mild, you can name it silently 
in your mind for the same effect.

There are many ways to label our experience. One of the most 
common forms, when you’re relatively free of emotional conflict, is 
simply to say “thinking” when you’re entangled in thought and then 
return to the anchor. You can also do the same with “sensing” and 
“feeling.” You can use the labels “pleasant,” “unpleasant,” and “neu-
tral” to describe how you feel, softening the grip of attraction and 
aversion. You can also say, “This hurts,” “Ouch!,” or “disturbing” 
when you have vague, unspecified discomfort. We’re not trying to 
stop suffering; we want to know when we’re suffering, which loosens 
it up a bit. Labeling apostrophizes emotions.

Just about any inner experience can be labeled. I had a client, 
Luis, with attention deficit disorder who said that his main problem 
was “beating up on myself.” He had internalized all the criticism 
he had received as a child for not completing his homework assign-
ments and for being restless most of the time. Luis resolved to name 
self-criticism every time it occurred, both in formal and informal 
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meditation. I asked, “How do you know when you’re beating up on 
yourself?” Luis said, “I feel tension in my stomach, anxiety in my 
chest, or I find I’m short with the kids. Then I assume I’m doing it, 
so I say ‘beating up on myself.’ ” This simple labeling practice gave 
Luis relief from self-critical thoughts.

How we label is important too. We can apply “worried atten-
tion” or “calm attention.” Worried attention leads to fearful with-
drawal, and calm attention gives us a little space to look around. 
It’s like being a kid scared in the dark. Saying to yourself “It’s dark 
and hard to see” is labeling with calm attention; it keeps you from 
succumbing to abject fear, exaggerating the danger with your own 
mental interpretations, or blaming yourself for being “a big baby.” 
Worried attention might sound like “OH NO, I can’t see a THING! 
Who knows what’s out there?” and sets off a cascade of thoughts 
that turns uneasiness into terror.

Try to adopt a gentle, accepting tone with your labels. If you find 
yourself barking at an emotion, you probably have an underlying 
agenda of making the emotion go away, which runs counter to 
everything we’re doing. Soft, gentle labeling helps the mind escape 
the tendency to wish away unpleasant experience. Also, don’t work 
too hard at this or your attention is likely to wrap around and hold 
onto an uncomfortable emotion rather than release it. Go slow and 
easy.

Words for Feelings

Labeling emotions is a powerful way to manage them and to behave 
skillfully in relationships. It helps us stay calm so we can make 
rational decisions. Parents tell their young children to “use your 
words” when the child is upset. Mental health clinics hold classes 
for “alexithymic” adults—people who don’t have words for feelings. 
For example, if a man cannot say “I feel ashamed,” he’s more likely 
to get angry and behave irrationally. If you think about it, the ability 
to find accurate labels for feelings underlies the entire “talk therapy” 
industry. Brain research has revealed that finding words for feelings 
deactivates the part of the brain that initiates a stress response.
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The best words for emotions are often quirky little expressions 
that may carry personal meaning. For example, if I’m feeling agi-
tated, I might label it “squirrelly” after the little rodent that runs 
around making jerky movements while it gathers and hides nuts. 
Some people like the Yiddish expression ferklemt for the lump-in-
the-throat feeling, or “going nuclear” for murderous rage. The lon-

Labeling Emotions Calms the Brain

How does mindfulness meditation actually help balance our emotions? 
Is there a neurological mechanism? David Creswell and his colleagues 
at the University of California used functional magnetic resonance 
imaging (fMRI) to explore how the practice of labeling emotions calms 
the brain. Thirty participants were shown photographs of people who 
were emotionally upset, and the participants were asked to label the 
emotion (for example, “angry” or “fearful”). In a control condition, the 
participants looked at faces and selected a name underneath them that 
corresponded to the person’s gender, like Harry or Sally. The research-
ers discovered that the amygdala—the part of the brain that sounds an 
alarm in times of danger—was less active when an emotion label was 
attached to the upset face compared to when a name was attached. 
Parts of the prefrontal cortex, especially the midline (the “medial” part 
that is active when we monitor our own emotional starts), became more 
active as the amygdala became less active, demonstrating that the pre-
frontal cortex inhibited the activity in the amygdala.	

The participants were also asked to fill out a mindfulness scale. 
The inverse relationship between prefrontal cortex activity and the 
amygdala was greater for highly mindful participants than for those 
who were less mindful. (It is unclear whether the activated part of the 
prefrontal cortex is in or outside the default network. More research 
is needed to define the default network and separate out the func-
tions of the different parts of the medial prefrontal cortex.) Creswell’s 
research suggests a neurological “mechanism of action” for why we feel 
better when we talk to a friend, write in a journal, or otherwise put our 
feelings into words.
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ger you practice, the more nuanced, perhaps even poetic, you’ll find 
your use of emotion words becomes.

Psychologists over the past 100 years have attempted to identify 
which human emotions appear to be more basic than others. There 
does not appear, however, to be any psychologically or biologically 
compelling reason to select one set of basic emotions over any other 
(for example, fear, love, rage; happiness, sadness; or love, joy, sur-
prise, anger, sadness, fear). For our purposes, what matters is the 
function of the word—how well it captures a feeling and opens a little 
space around it.

The most comprehensive list of emotion words I’ve found in 
the English language has been compiled by linguist and computer 
engineer Steven J. DeRose, who organized more than 800 words 
into categories for easy reference. DeRose prefers to use adjectives 
or verbs for labeling emotions (“afraid,” “boiling”) rather than 
nouns (“fear,” “frustration”) because they describe the felt-sense of 
the emotion. Also, a word ending in -ing is more “ongoing in the 
present moment” than a word ending in -ed, such as “worrying” 
versus “worried.” Sometimes, however, a person may wish to have 
a little more distance from an emotion—not feel it so much as it’s 
happening—so you should decide for yourself which word is most 
appropriate for each situation. (DeRose’s complete list of emotion 
words can be found in Appendix A.)

Although the focus of this book is on dealing with negative emo-
tions, it helps to name all our emotions, including positive ones. That’s 
because our positive emotions are subject to change, and when they 
do change, they often morph into negative emotions. For example, 
we feel disappointment when the infatuation phase of a new relation-
ship wears off after 4–6 months. If we can label positive emotions, 
we’ll hold them more lightly, just like labeling negative emotions. 
That protects us from disappointment when our emotions change.

It’s important to remember that emotions are not inherently 
negative or positive. Rather, they become negative, and ultimately 
destructive, the more we struggle to make them go away. The for-
mula for suffering given in Chapter 1 (Pain × Resistance = Suffer-
ing) can be restated as
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	 Difficult Emotions × Resistance = Destructive Emotions

You’ll discover that so-called negative emotions—anger, fear, 
hatred—are not so bad when they don’t get under your skin. Instead, 
we can greet them (and ourselves) with mindfulness and compas-
sion. More will be said about positive and negative emotions in 
Chapter 5.

Meditating on Emotions

Some of the more intense negative emotions—ashamed, enraged, 
despairing, numb, forsaken, repulsed, terrorized—can be difficult 
to identify because they can swallow us up. For example, when we 
feel “shame” (“I am bad”), it’s as if the person witnessing the emo-
tion has evaporated and there is no one left to do the labeling. Over 
time, we can get a handle on shame by recognizing how it feels in 
the body and by giving it a name. When we roll the word around on 
the tongue a few times—“shame,” “shame,” “shame”—it gets easier 
and easier to label and the emotion becomes workable.

The same is true for a powerful emotion like “hatred.” Con-
sider the following example:

Caroline was the mother of two daughters, 4 and 5 years old. 
Her own mother had been very patient and didn’t show Caroline 
much irritation throughout her childhood years. Caroline had a dif-
ferent temperament: she was an ambitious history professor, and she 
excelled at sports. She felt most at ease when she was moving around, 
and she became cranky when things didn’t go as planned.

Caroline’s partner suggested she have a few therapy sessions 
of her own to deal with her increasing irritation with their older 
daughter, Emma. Caroline confided to me in therapy that she just 
couldn’t bear hearing Emma say “I hate you, Mommy” one more 
time, especially when Emma didn’t cooperate during meals and bath 
time. Her partner had no trouble with Emma. Caroline found her-
self resenting Emma and ignoring her in favor of her more coopera-
tive sibling.

Caroline’s role model for motherhood was her own mother, who 
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never seemed to experience what Caroline was feeling. Between 
sobs, Caroline shared her darkest secret: “Sometimes I just hate 
Emma and wish she would go away!” It was all too much for Caro-
line—she couldn’t bear her helplessness and hatred toward someone 
she wanted to love, and she wondered what kind of person would 
feel as she did.

I reminded Caroline, a history of medicine scholar, of a famous 
psychiatrist, D. W. Winnicott, who wrote an article in 1951 titled 
“Hate in the Countertransference.” Winnicott wrote how caregiv-
ers, including mothers and psychoanalysts, put aside their own needs 
in order to minister to others who are needy and self-absorbed. This 
naturally creates some resentment, even hatred. Problems arise when 
hatred is considered unacceptable—even shameful—and drives a 
wedge between the helper and those she wants to help.

Caroline took this message to heart and went home, ready to 
allow herself to feel the hatred more openly when it arose with 
Emma. To her amazement, Caroline started liking Emma more and 
Emma started behaving better. When I saw Caroline again, she said 
that her hatred jumped around from one child to the other, depend-
ing on who was giving her a hard time at the moment, but she didn’t 
get hung up on it and she was having fun with Emma again.

Caroline was simply using the power of labeling her emotions 
with an accepting attitude. It was a shock to Caroline’s self-esteem 
to discover that she hated her own child, but when she realized that 
all mothers feel that way from time to time, she could relax and 
enjoy her child again. First she needed to find the word for how she 
felt, and then she needed to accept it.

The following mindfulness practice is a way of training yourself 
to recognize and label emotions:

Try This: Labeling Emotions
This meditation takes 20 minutes. Find a comfortable, quiet place and 
sit in a dignified posture, relaxed but upright. Close your eyes or leave 
them partially open. Take a few deep breaths to relax your body.
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Bring your awareness to your body by noticing your posture and ••
the world of sensation occurring within the body.

Place your hand on your heart and begin mindful awareness of ••
your breathing. Breathe through your heart. Do this for 5 minutes. 
Whenever you wish, you can let your hand slowly fall into your 
lap.

Now release the breath, keeping your attention in the heart region, ••
and ask yourself, “What am I feeling?” Let your attention be drawn 
to the strongest emotion in your body, even if it’s only a whisper of 
a feeling. Use your body like an antenna.

Give your strongest feeling a name. If you sat down for this exer-••
cise without any strong emotions percolating, you might be feeling 
“contentment.” Perhaps you’re just “curious.” Eventually you’ll prob-
ably find another emotion, such as “longing,” “sadness,” “worry,” 
“urgency,” “loneliness,” “pride,” “ joy,” “lust,” or “envy.”

Repeat the label two or three times, •• in a kind, gentle voice, and 
then return to your breath.

Go back and forth between your breath and your emotions in a ••
relaxed way. Let your attention be drawn from your breath by an 
emotion, label it, and then return to your breath. There is no need 
to find an emotion if there isn’t one. Then just be open to the pos-
sibility of emotions as you breathe. If you feel overwhelmed by an 
emotion, stay with your breath until you feel better.

When about 20 minutes have elapsed, gently open your eyes.••

Our inner life can become extremely interesting if we practice 
mindfulness meditation like this. If you ever become bored during 
this exercise, label it “bored.” Boredom always changes to something 
else when we linger with it long enough, without prejudice. There’s 
often an unpleasant or unfamiliar feeling lurking in the shadows just 
behind boredom. The practice of labeling emotions can transform 
us into poets, searching for subtle nuances in emotional experience, 
unflinching in the face of discomfort.

The more accurately we label an emotion, the more effectively 
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we become “unstuck” from it. But please don’t obsess over finding 
the perfect label; don’t think too much about it. Choose a “good 
enough” label and return to the breath. Any label will suffice to 
keep your awareness in the present moment. Perhaps a more accu-
rate label will occur to you later on. If not, don’t worry. Let the 
practice be easy and take your time.

Also, don’t feel the need to catalog every emotion that comes 
your way, like a botanist on a 1-day outing to an exotic nature park. 
In 20 minutes of meditation, you may have no more than three or 
four emotions, so leave it at that and label those particular emotions 
whenever they arise. For example, if I’m impatient while meditating 
and I’d rather be doing something else, I might say “impatience” or 
“urgency” whenever the feeling arises—whatever captures the felt-
sense of the emotion—and then return to my breath. If I doubt that 
I’m doing the exercise correctly, I might say “doubting . . . doubting 
. . . doubting” whenever that suspicion arises. It can be interesting to 
find words for how you’re relating to the meditation process itself, 
which may well be your strongest feeling at the time. The task is 
simply to recognize the strongest feeling happening in the present 
moment.

Labeling in Daily Life

Labeling in formal meditation practice is a prelude to labeling in 
daily life. For example, an anthropologist friend of mine was giving 
a PowerPoint slide presentation to a large academic audience. To 
his horror, a slide came up blank—every presenter’s nightmare! He 
found himself blurting out loud, “fear . . . fear . . . fear,” earning a 
chorus of good-hearted laughter and reversing a potential disaster.

How do we practice labeling in daily life? Follow the basic 
structure of the mindfulness exercises you’ve been doing: stop, 
observe, return. Whenever you’re seized by a strong emotion, stop 
what you’re doing, take a deep breath, bring your attention to your 
chest region, observe what feeling you’re having, and name it two to 
three times in a gentle, loving manner. Shift your attention between 
your anchor and the label until the emotion loses its grip on you.
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Working with Trauma

Opening to emotion is especially tricky for people who have suffered 
from trauma, such as a tragic accident or a violent crime. Over 50% 
of people in the United States have experienced trauma. Between 20 
and 25% of women and between 5 and 10% of men were sexually 
abused as children. Furthermore, trauma is subjective, so it’s entirely 
possible that the death of a loved one, a motor vehicle accident, sur-
gery, or a divorce could have left emotional scars. That covers a lot 
of people.

When we sit quietly and make ourselves receptive to whatever 
feelings might arise, we’re likely to remember traumatic events. This 
can be very healing if we can maintain a calm, balanced frame of 
mind, but it can be harmful if we become overwhelmed and reex-
perience the trauma as if it were happening again. Mindfulness is a 
way of meeting traumatic memories without getting swallowed up 
in them. Mindfulness is not, however, a passive activity. We still 
need to make intelligent decisions about how to allocate our aware-
ness and attention.

Attention can be directed internally or externally, and it can have 
a single focus or an open-field focus. When we focus attention on a 
single object again and again, such as the breath, we become calmer. 
That’s because we’re abandoning disturbing thoughts and stopping 
the mind from jumping around like a monkey. When we open the 
field of our awareness to other thoughts and feelings, we’ll inevi-
tably discover memories and feelings that stir us up. It’s helpful to 
learn about our inner landscape to establish a new relationship to 
a wide range of feelings that occur in daily life. We can become 
overwhelmed, however, if we don’t balance open awareness with 
single-focus awareness—that is, return to the breath or some other 
anchor.

External focus is generally easier than internal focus for trau-
matized individuals. As our attention is drawn into the body, where 
trauma is stored, bad memories are more likely to surface. When 
attention is focused away from the body, for example, with the 
sound of birds singing, we will feel calmer. The surface of the body, 
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such as the sense of touch, is also relatively calming compared to 
internal awareness.

George (in Chapter 2) wore a rubber band around his wrist that 
he snapped when he became engulfed in traumatic memories. He 
said “I want to draw a line in the sand between the past and the pres-
ent, and snapping a rubber band brings me into the present.” He also 
found that labeling his strongest emotion—“fear . . . fear . . . fear”—
kept him from becoming entangled in the story line of his fear.

When truly overwhelmed, the best way to stabilize attention is 
to focus on a single external object, like a candle or a piece of music. 
If you feel comfortable moving closer to the body, then the sense of 
touch, like George’s rubber band or his “here and now” stone, can 
safely ground your awareness in the present moment. Later on, you 
might try single focus on the breath. Once you know how to work 
with focused attention to regulate how you feel, you can gradually 
expand your field of awareness to body sensations or to labeling 
your emotions. Even when you’re ready to explore your emotions, 
continue to take refuge in the anchor (breath, sound, touch) every 
few seconds. We’re cultivating mental stability and emotional aware-
ness.

If a trauma memory should arise during mindfulness practice, 
please don’t feel the need to push through it. Timing and safety are 
critical. Many people with childhood trauma have a habit of grit-
ting their teeth and doing what they think they should do, even if 
it feels bad. Always practice mindfulness with an attitude of self-
kindness. Kindness is slow and patient. If you feel overwhelmed, 
please discontinue your practice for a while—that too is a form of 
self-kindness. The following chapters will explain more fully how 
to bring kindness to yourself when you need it the most. But please 
remember, if you have doubts or concerns about the practice, it’s 
best to consult with a qualified mindfulness meditation teacher or 
psychotherapist.

In the last chapter and this one, you learned mindfulness of both 
the body and the emotions. Mindfulness is the practice of skillfully 
managing our attention and awareness. Attention regulation leads 
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directly to emotion regulation. In the next chapter, we’ll begin an 
in-depth exploration of self-compassion. Having a background in 
mindfulness will be a great help. Self-compassion contains all the 
healing properties of mindfulness practice—awareness of present 
experience, with acceptance—but its truly unique character comes 
out when dealing with intense and disturbing emotions.
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4
what’s self-compassion?

Before you know kindness as the deepest thing inside, 
You must know sorrow as the other deepest thing.

—Naomi Shihab Nye, poet

If you’ve been practicing mindfulness for a few weeks now, for-
mally or informally, you’ve probably noticed more peace and 
contentment in your life. But you might also be feeling discour-

aged, thinking you don’t have enough time or discipline to make 
it work. Especially if you’re living in a tough situation, you may 
doubt whether this approach can help you. If so, please don’t give up 
yet. Adding self-compassion to the mix is just what’s needed when 
the outlook is bleak and we have only a faint whisper of hope left. 
Sometimes it’s better when you have given up hope and just curiosity 
remains about what could happen next. If that’s you, please proceed 
gently into the following chapters.

There are three mindfulness-based skills we can use to handle 
difficult emotions: (1) focused awareness, (2) open-field awareness, 
and (3) loving-kindness. So far, you’ve learned the first two. Focus-
ing on a single object calms and stabilizes the mind, and open-field 
awareness helps us respond to daily challenges in an even, balanced 
way. Those two skills can help us see what’s going on in our lives; 
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then, by applying loving-kindness, we “hold” our experience in a 
warmhearted, comfortable way.

Loving-kindness is wishing happiness for another person. Com-
passion is wishing for that person to be free from suffering. We can 
experience loving-kindness anywhere and anytime, but suffering is 
a prerequisite for compassion. Compassion is therefore a subset of 
loving-kindness.

Compassion occurs when “the heart quivers in response” to the 
suffering of another, giving rise to the wish to alleviate that suffer-
ing. When we’re suffering and feel the urge to help ourselves, we’re 
experiencing self-compassion.

How Self-Compassionate Am I?

Mindfulness is a subject of rapidly growing interest in academic psy-
chology. Research on self-compassion is following close on its heels. 
One goal of self-compassion research is to determine how it’s related 
to other personal qualities, such as life satisfaction, coping with fail-
ure, self-esteem, and wisdom. Kristin Neff, a psychologist at the 
University of Texas in Austin, developed the Self-Compassion Scale 
that is used in most studies on self-compassion. This scale has six 
subscales that measure key elements of self-compassion, self-kindness, 
common humanity, and mindfulness, and their opposites, self-judgment, 
isolation, and overidentification. You can access the Self-Compassion 
Scale, as well as a wealth of related research, on Neff ’s website: www.
self-compassion.org. You might want to take the test now to get a 
good measure of your current level of self-compassion, and again 
1 month later, to measure the impact of your mindfulness and self-
compassion practice.

Self-Kindness

Self-kindness is the opposite of self-judgment. For example, the 
statement “I’m tolerant of my own flaws and inadequacies” in the 
Self-Compassion Scale is the opposite of “When I see aspects of 
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myself I don’t like, I get down on myself.” We have a tendency 
to judge ourselves when things don’t go our way, adding insult to 
injury. A self-compassionate person responds to difficulties and set-
backs in a warm and understanding manner rather than with harsh-
ness and criticism.

Common Humanity

When we experience misfortune, we’re likely to feel we’re the only 
person in the world who’s suffering like that. We also tend to feel 
shame about our misfortune, as if we alone were responsible for it. 
Shame isolates. When our intense emotions subside and we see the 
situation from a wider angle, we’re likely to discover that everything 
happens as a result of a universe of causes rather than exclusively due to 
“me” and “my mistake.” All events are flowing and interconnected, 
at least to a small extent. Our experience is shared by others. That 
realization of common humanity brings relief from feeling alone 
and isolated.

When I’m feeling self-compassionate, I’m likely to endorse the 
statement on the Self-Compassion Scale that says “When I feel inad-
equate in some way, I try to remind myself that feelings of inad-
equacy are shared by most people.” When I feel alone and isolated, 
the following is probably true: “When I’m feeling down, I tend to 
feel that most other people are probably happier than I am.”

Mindfulness

Just as self-compassion is implicit in mindfulness practice, mindful-
ness can be found in self-compassion. Mindfulness is nonattached 
awareness—it gives us the ability to accept painful thoughts and feel-
ings in an even, balanced manner. The opposite of mindfulness—
overidentification—happens when we lose ourselves in emotional 
reactivity. Pain narrows perception. Mindful awareness helps us rec-
ognize when we’re in pain, when we’re criticizing ourselves, and 
when we’re isolating ourselves and points the way out.

A mindfulness item from the Self-Compassion Scale is “When 
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I’m feeling down, I try to approach my feelings with curiosity and 
openness.” The opposite of mindfulness is seen in the statement 
“When I’m feeling down, I tend to obsess and fixate on everything 
that’s wrong.”

Is Self-Compassion Natural?

Although our personal experience may tell us otherwise, self-
compassion is the most natural thing in the world. Deep within all beings 
is the wish to be happy and free from suffering. We’re respond-
ing to this instinct when we suckle at mother’s breast, when we 
cry from loneliness, and when we save up to buy a pink Cadillac. 
Everything we do, even the good feelings we derive from helping 
others, seems to derive from the wish to make ourselves feel better. 
Self-compassion practice is therefore not adding anything special to 
our behavioral repertoire—it’s just fanning the flames of our innate 
desire to be safe, happy, and healthy and to live with ease, but in a 
more helpful way than our tendencies to grasp for short-term plea-
sure and to avoid pain at all cost.

First we need to recognize that we deserve to feel better. When 
we feel really bad, most of us engage in self-punishment rather than 
self-compassion. We heap on self-criticism (“This wouldn’t have 
happened if I weren’t so stupid”). We act as if suffering always points 
to a personal flaw rather than being a fact of the human condition. If 
we remind ourselves that wanting to feel better is a natural instinct, 
perhaps we’d be less likely to take ourselves to task when things go 
wrong. Wouldn’t you still clean and bandage a wound when you get 
injured? Why not do the same for yourself when you’re in emotional 
pain?

Actually, when bad things happen to us, we tend to have 
three unfortunate reactions: self-criticism, self-isolation, and self-
absorption. Neff ’s three components of self-compassion direct us 
exactly in the opposite direction: self-kindness, recognizing the 
common humanity in our experience, and a balanced approach to 
negative emotions.
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Why do we react like this? I look at it this way: the instinctive 
response to danger—the stress response—consists of fight, flight, or 
freeze. These three strategies help us survive physically, but when 
they’re applied to our mental and emotional functioning, we get 
into trouble. When there’s no enemy to defend against, we turn 
on ourselves. “Fight” becomes self-criticism, “flight” becomes self-
isolation, and “freeze” becomes self-absorption, getting locked into 
our own thoughts.

Scientists have recently identified another instinctive response to 
stress—“tend and befriend.” During threatening times, some peo-
ple show a protective response toward offspring (tending) and seek 
social contact (befriending). Although the fight-or-flight and the 
tend and befriend responses are common to both men and women, 
women seem to incline more toward tending and befriending than 
men do. The tend and befriend response is linked to the hormone 
oxytocin, and the predominantly female hormone estrogen enhances 
the effects of oxytocin. It’s therefore likely that women will feel a 
greater affinity for self-compassion (befriending oneself ) than men 
do. However, since oxytocin is a buffer against the ravages of the 
fight-or-flight response, self-compassion is a skill worth cultivating 
by anyone who suffers from stress.

Another group of people who might find self-compassion 
unnatural or difficult to practice are those who’ve been neglected or 
abused in childhood—suffered lots of stress in the formative years. 
The learning process for these folks may simply take a little lon-
ger. Many traumatized people feel they don’t deserve to feel good, 
or they haven’t had much practice feeling good. Furthermore, it 
may be hard for them to experience emotional pain in safe doses. 
Painful emotions recruit earlier pains. For example, a relationship 
breakup can trigger a tidal wave of loneliness and shame stored up 
from childhood, overwhelming one’s ability to focus and function.

People with early childhood trauma, however, often demon-
strate remarkable compassion and kindness toward other people or 
specifically toward pets or young children. Most everybody seems to 
have someone or something toward whom they experience natural 
compassion. As we shall see in later chapters, if it’s hard at first to 
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feel compassion for yourself, you can use compassion for others as a 
vehicle to bring it to yourself.

Self-compassion can seem quite elusive at times, but since the 
wish to be happy and free from suffering is innate, it can’t be ignored 
forever; some measure of success is virtually guaranteed. My own 
mother, who spent a lifetime raising kids and helping people in the 
community, has begun practicing self-compassion. She told me, at 
83 years old, “I didn’t know I could love myself!” Although my 
mother is one of those older people who grow softer with age, rather 
than judgmental and cranky, she is also the first to say that practicing 
self-compassion helps her take the difficulties of aging in stride.

Is Self-Compassion Selfish?

Most of us feel a little guilty when we pay attention to ourselves. “So 
many people have it much worse than me! My problems are nothing 
compared to theirs. I should just suck it up and quit complaining.”

It’s true that there’s always someone who has it worse than you, 
and it’s true that we should endeavor to help others whenever we 
can. That doesn’t mean, however, that you can’t take the time to 
care for yourself. We all require some maintenance; a little time 
dedicated to self-care is not a moral lapse. When we become pro-
ficient at self-compassion, a few seconds or a minute is all it takes. 
Comparing our troubles to those of others can also be a subtle way 
of denying and avoiding personal pain, which makes us hang on 
longer than necessary to what’s bothering us.

My observation from traveling throughout the world is that 
people in the United States are particularly embarrassed when they 
feel bad. It’s as if they’ve done something wrong—that their per-
sonality has failed them in some way. Some religious groups in the 
United States equate material success with being in favor with God. 
New Age theologies explain bad luck as bad karma, a result of pre-
vious misdeeds. These cultural factors serve to segregate and blame 
the victim rather than encouraging a kindly response to suffering.

Some people worry that self-compassion is a private cocoon that 
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will close them off from other people by making them selfish and 
self-centered. The reverse is actually the case: the more openhearted 
we are with ourselves, the closer we feel toward the rest of life. Self-
compassion is the foundation for kindness toward others. When we’re 
accepting of our own idiosyncrasies, we become more accepting of 
others. For example, if I’m ready to criticize myself for not dressing 
stylishly, I’ll probably think unfavorably of poorly dressed people I 
see on the street. If I feel humble and loving toward myself as I walk 
out the door, in spite of my flaws, I’ll greet others with a soft smile.

Accepting our flaws doesn’t mean that our behavior can’t or 
shouldn’t change for the better. Acceptance is in the present moment. 
Each one of us has room to grow, and grow we must. We start by 
befriending who we are today, no matter how fumbling, incomplete, 
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or clueless we are. Full acceptance of ourselves, moment to moment, 
makes it easier to adapt and change in the direction we’d like to 
go.

Do you have a right to this kind of radical acceptance of your-
self? As you’ll see when you practice self-compassion in a deliberate, 
conscious way (see Chapter 6), sometimes every fiber of your body 
tells you that focusing on yourself is a violation of a fundamental 
moral code. A creepy feeling comes up, even without words. This 
aversion may lessen when you’re in great pain, but the depth of cul-
tural resistance to caring for ourselves is worthy of mindful, that is, 
curious and nonreactive, introspection. Sometimes an intellectual 
override is necessary: “There are four people in this family; if I don’t 
focus on myself occasionally, who will?!”

Some people think that self-compassion means indulging in self-

Empathy and Self-Awareness

Empathy for others and awareness of our own internal states seems to 
have a common neurological basis in the area of the brain called the 
insula. The insula is about the size of a prune and is hidden deep within 
the sides of the cerebral cortex. Hugo Critchley at the University of 
Sussex in England found that people high in empathy had more gray 
matter in the frontal part of the right insula. He also found that people 
who scored high on an empathy scale were good at tracking their own 
heartbeats—knowing what was going on inside their bodies. The insula 
seems to bring sensations into awareness, and that awareness can be 
used to be empathic in social interactions.

Arthur Craig of the Barrow Neurological Institute in Phoenix, Ari-
zona, postulates that body sensations enter the rear part of the insula 
and are turned into social emotions—trust, contempt, guilt, pride—in 
the front of the insula. Thus, the insula is the “middleman” between our 
sensations and our emotions, the link between the body and the mind. 
Modulating the insula through meditation is one possible explanation 
for how mindful awareness of body sensations can disentangle us from 
troublesome emotions, as mentioned in Chapter 3.
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pity. The early stages of self-compassion may indeed include pity. 
There’s nothing wrong with that. I enjoy the line from Bob Dylan’s 
song “Thunder on the Mountain”: “For the love of God, have pity 
on yourself!” Self-pity, however, seems to contract our world around 
us, cutting us off from others, whereas self-compassion opens us to 
the universality of suffering among living beings. Self-compassion 
also has a balanced, mindful feeling to it, neither optimistic nor pes-
simistic. If you’re sick, for example, self-compassion doesn’t mean 
catastrophizing about the outcome of your illness. Instead, it means 
just being sick with a loving attitude.

Finally, self-compassion is not selfish because it’s not entirely 
personal. In a roomful of people, it makes sense to help the person 
who’s suffering the most, the one we know best, the one we’re most 
capable of helping. Sometimes that person is you; sometimes it’s 
another person. To use an airplane analogy, when cabin air pressure 
drops, we need to put the oxygen mask on ourselves first.

Mindfulness and Self-Compassion

Self-compassion practice is a special method for whittling away 
our stubborn tendencies to resist pain and grasp for pleasure. It’s 
mindfulness from the neck down, emphasizing qualities of heart—
motivation and emotion—rather than awareness and wisdom. The 
common healing element in both mindfulness and self-compassion 
is a gradual shift toward friendship with emotional pain. Mindful-
ness says, “Feel the pain” and self-compassion says, “Cherish yourself 
in the midst of the pain”; two ways of embracing our lives more 
wholeheartedly.

Mindfulness can lead to self-compassion, bringing in feelings 
of sympathy, forgiveness, tenderness, and love. In order to open our 
hearts, first we need to open our eyes.

I’ve visited India many times because I greatly admire its ancient 
culture, gentle people, and rich tradition of meditation. What I do not 
appreciate is the begging. Some beggars have truly heart-wrenching 
problems, like the man I once saw whose nose had rotted away from 
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leprosy. Many beggars, however, are small-time opportunists. Beg-
gars in India always cause me distress, either because of their sad 
condition or because of the resentment I feel when they manipulate 
tourists. I’m repeatedly in a quandary: Should I give a few coins? If 
so, am I supporting fraudulence? If not, am I selfish?

After a number of years of this distress, I recognized how much 
I was struggling whenever I encountered a beggar. I began saying 
to myself, “There’s a beggar; here comes tension and confusion.” 
When I focused in an accepting way on my own body, it relaxed a 
bit. To my surprise, I found I could meet the eyes of a beggar with 
a genuine smile. Occasionally I gave money and sometimes I didn’t, 
but it always felt better than to hold my breath and avert my gaze. 
For some beggars, receiving a smile seemed to be even more valu-
able than a few coins.

Mindful awareness helped me to see beggars—those in need 
and those who weren’t—as ordinary people trying to eke out a liv-
ing. I stopped judging myself for naively giving money to a false 
beggar, and my heart stayed open to the truly needy. Awareness of 
my internal reactions opened the space for me to experience both 
self-compassion and compassion for others.

Mindfulness practice often leads to self-compassion. For exam-
ple, in a research study of psychotherapists who participated in 
Kabat-Zinn’s 8-week mindfulness training program (mindfulness-
based stress reduction), significant increases in self-compassion were 
found after training. But we don’t need to wait for self-compassion 
to dawn on its own in mindfulness practice. When we’re in intense 
emotional pain and need a helping hand, we can make the implicit 
quality of compassion explicit—we can directly deliver kindness to 
ourselves. The following chapters will show you how to add self-
compassion to the practice of mindfulness meditation.

How much self-compassion we integrate into mindfulness 
practice varies from person to person and from time to time. I’ve 
known long-term mindfulness practitioners who discovered the 
power of self-compassion only after decades of practice, having for-
merly disparaged it as “less rigorous.” I know other people who 
do mindfulness meditation only after they saturate themselves with 
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self-kindness and dedicate their practice to the benefit of all beings. 
In my own case, I started meditating back in the mid-1970s, spent 
many years practicing loving-kindness toward others, and now I 
practice a blend of mindfulness and compassion with greater empha-
sis on the compassion side, focusing on compassion for both myself 
and others.

During meditation, it’s sometimes a relief to work exclusively 
with focused and open-field awareness, without the loving-kindness 
element. When we’re in emotional turmoil, knowing how to use 
attention to disregard disturbing feelings can be a great asset—return 
to the breath again and again, no matter what we may be feeling. 
People who’ve experienced trauma are glad to know that they can 
direct their attention to safe places, externally or internally.

Sometimes we’re too upset, though, to regulate our attention or 
even to find the breath. Then what? We may feel so bad that being 
in our own skin is like lying on a bed of nails. In times like these, 
recognizing our agony is the first and a crucial step toward bring-
ing some kindness to ourselves. The next chapter reviews how to 
bring care and kindness to ourselves physically, mentally, emotion-
ally, relationally, and spiritually.

Self-compassion works more with motivation than with atten-
tion. It’s good will toward ourselves. Self-compassion soothes the 
mind like a loving friend who’s willing to listen to our difficul-
ties without giving advice, until we can sort our problems out for 
ourselves. We don’t need to be particularly adept at regulating our 
attention to get benefit from self-compassion practice. We just need 
to know we’re hurting.

The metaphor of a gracious host captures the exquisite blend of 
loving-kindness and mindfulness that is self-compassion. Consider 
the following poem by the 13th-century Persian poet Rumi:

This being human is a guest house
Every morning a new arrival
A joy, a depression, a meanness
Some momentary awareness
Comes as an unexpected visitor
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Welcome and entertain them all!
Even if they’re a crowd of sorrows
Who violently sweep your house
Empty of its furniture
Still treat each guest honorably
He may be cleaning you out
For some new delight!

The dark thought, the shame, the malice
Meet them at the door laughing
And invite them in
Be grateful for whoever comes
Because each has been sent
As a guide from the beyond.

“Welcome and entertain them all!” Good will creates space for 
all feelings, good and bad. We’re not favoring one emotion over 
another—pushing away some feelings, sugarcoating others. Just as a 
gracious hostess can send her guests home feeling happier than when 
they arrived, good will has a tendency to shape our feelings for the 
better.

Tending to the “Self”

Perhaps the most significant contribution of self-compassion to 
mindfulness practice is the attention given to the “self.” When our 
suffering is great, we become engulfed in the experience and iden-
tify with it. The “self” suffers. We need to shift the object of our 
acceptance from the feelings we’re hosting—“a joy, a depression, a 
meanness”—to the host, as Linda did.

Linda had just received a diagnosis of breast cancer. Remark-
ably, she was not particularly afraid of dying, nor did she worry 
much about the possibility of surgery. A single mom, she worried 
only that her 19-year-old daughter might have to go through life 
without a parent. Linda could hardly bear the thought, yet she was 
preoccupied by it. She was afraid for her daughter. When Linda was 
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able to recognize how much she suffered whenever these thoughts 
passed through her mind, she could exhale and relax a little bit. 
Simply noticing her stress level helped her start to let go of her fears. 
Linda began to think creatively about how to prepare her daughter 
for the worst. Perhaps her daughter’s favorite aunt would take her 
in? Perhaps her daughter would find a partner of her own before the 
worst happened?

Keeping ourselves in the picture in the midst of emotional chaos 
is the first step toward finding a solution. This is not easy to do. 
When we’re in the grip of strong emotions, our attention narrows 
to what’s in front of our noses, not what’s behind them: “That’s a 
problem.” “He’s a pain.” We’re unable to give ourselves the loving 
attention we need.

When couples are in conflict, for example, each person becomes 
absorbed in the struggle to be seen by the other. Relational conflict 
often comes down to “Look at me, look at me!” Each partner seeks 
validation for how much pain the other person has caused. This is 
a fruitless quest because when we start accusing one another, it’s 
unlikely we’ll ever get recognition. A better option is to redirect 
our attention and compassionately respond to our own suffering first,  
and then listen to our partner’s suffering.

Our Personal Vulnerabilities

Each of us has personal vulnerabilities that flare up when times are 
tough. When we don’t recognize our tender spots, they may wreak 
havoc in our lives. For example, if I lose my job and unconsciously 
think I’m a “failure,” coping with being a “failure” may become a 
bigger challenge than finding a new job.

Self-compassion is most effective when the underlying issues 
associated with emotional pain are acknowledged. And it’s not 
always easy to recognize our vulnerable areas, especially in the 
heat of the moment. The psychologist Jeffrey Young of Colum-
bia University has done some of the legwork for us by identify-
ing 18 personal “schemas”—intertwined bundles of intense emo-
tion, body sensations, thoughts, and behaviors—that usually can be 
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traced back to early childhood. Some schemas lead with behavior, 
perhaps a tendency to be controlling or inhibited, and others lead 
with feeling, such as mistrust or fear of abandonment. When we rec-
ognize the schemas we’re dealing with, they start to lose their grip. 
Tara Bennett-Goleman wrote a fine book, Emotional Alchemy, about 
working mindfully and compassionately with our schemas.

If you’d like to take an inventory of your schemas, please go to 
www.schematherapy.com and order the Young Schema Questionnaire 
(YSQ). Otherwise, see if you can identify your vulnerable areas 
from the list below.

Try This: My Schemas
Please review the following schemas and identify the ones that relate 
to you most closely. Sometimes two or three schemas exist together.

 1.	 Abandonment/Instability: My close relationships will end because 
people are unstable and unpredictable.

 2.	 Mistrust/Abuse: I expect to get hurt or be taken advantage of by 
others.

 3.	 Emotional Deprivation: I can’t seem to get what I need from oth-
ers, like understanding, support, and attention.

 4.	 Defectiveness/Shame: I’m defective, bad, or inferior in some way 
that makes me unlovable.

 5.	 Social Isolation/Alienation: I’m basically alone in this world and 
different from others.

 6.	 Dependence/Incompetence: I’m not capable of taking care of 
myself without help on simple tasks and decisions.

 7.	 Vulnerability to Harm and Illness: Danger is lurking around every 
corner, and I can’t prevent these things from happening.

 8.	 Enmeshment/Undeveloped Self: I feel empty and lost without 
guidance from others, especially from people like my parents.



	 what’s self-compassion?	 95

 9.	 Failure: I’m fundamentally inadequate (stupid, inept) compared 
to my peers and will inevitably fail.

10.	 Entitlement/Self-Centeredness: I deserve whatever I can get, 
even if it bothers others.

11.	 Insufficient Self-Control/Self-Discipline: I have a hard time tol-
erating even small frustrations, which makes me act up or shut 
down.

12.	 Subjugation: I tend to suppress my needs and emotions because 
of how others will react.

13.	 Self-Sacrifice: I’m very sensitive to others’ pain and tend to hide 
my own needs so that I’m not a bother.

14.	 Approval-Seeking/Recognition-Seeking: Getting attention and 
admiration are often more important than what is truly satisfying 
to me.

15.	 Negativity/Pessimism: I tend to focus on what will go wrong and 
mistakes I’ll probably make.

16.	 Emotional Inhibition: I avoid showing feelings, good and bad, and 
I tend to take a more rational approach.

17.	 Unrelenting Standards/Hypercriticalness: I’m a perfectionist, am 
focused on time and efficiency, and find it hard to slow down.

18.	 Punitiveness: I tend to be angry and impatient, and I feel people 
should be punished for their mistakes.

You may want to select one schema that predominates in your 
life and write down a situation in which it’s likely to play out. Then 
list (1) the sensations that arise in your body, (2) the emotions that go 
with the schema, (3) what you’re likely to be thinking, and (4) how 
you typically act when the schema is engaged. (If none of the sche-
mas given above quite fit you, make up your own.)

Here’s where you can get a fix on self-destructive thinking—
identify the mental themes that lead to bad feelings. For example, 
if your schema is “pessimism,” ask yourself what you say to yourself 
over and over that supports your pessimism, such as “Why bother?” 
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and “Waste of time!” Or if your schema is “social isolation,” perhaps 
you think, “Fine for her, but I’m different” when a great oppor-
tunity presents itself to you. It’s nearly impossible to track all your 
thoughts in meditation, but repetitive themes are easier to recognize 
once we’ve identified them. Just observe these thoughts arise and 
disappear in spacious awareness.

Recognizing our schemas is mindfulness, and being kind to 
ourselves in the midst of an active schema is self-compassion. I’ve 
found that labeling schemas, like labeling emotions, is a remark-
ably effective way of managing emotions—it dissolves a whole clus-
ter of destructive thoughts, feelings, and behaviors in one burst of 
kindly awareness: “Oh yes, there I go again, expecting failure!” or 
“There’s my dependency schema again!” This practice is taught in 
Tara Bennett-Goleman’s book.

When we understand exactly how a schema shows up in our 
lives, we’re more likely to catch it. If I hear myself saying, “I don’t 
know, what do you want to do?” because I’m afraid of making some-
one upset, I know I’m in “self-subjugation” mode. If I can’t stop 
proofreading a report before I give it to my boss, I may be in the 
“unrelenting standards” mode. If I feel scared before I go to a party, 
I might be into “social undesirability.” We want to see schemas, feel 
schemas, and then let them go.

Is There a Self?

Schemas are part of one’s personality. We each have a unique per-
sonality—a sense of self—that feels distinct from those of others. 
A personality gets assembled as we grow up, and it appears to have 
some consistency over time. Just recall how easily you could relate 
to an old friend at a class reunion, as if time stood still, even if you 
didn’t recognize him or her at first from across the room. Some 
things about us change, and other things stay the same.

Interestingly, most neuroscientists agree that there is no “self” 
to be found in the brain. In the words of Wolf Singer from the Max 
Planck Institute in Frankfurt, Germany, the brain is an “orches-
tra without a conductor.” The brain is bursting with activity in all 
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directions, but where and how a sense of separate consciousness 
arises from this blooming, buzzing confusion remains an open ques-
tion. Additionally, through the lens of inner contemplation, a care-
ful look at our mental activity is likely to reveal only brief moments 
of experience, arising and falling away. No self—only this thought, 
that sensation, this feeling, that impression. Even the experience of 
consciousness comes and goes. Who, then, am I?

A sense of “self” seems to arise spontaneously when we’re in 
emotional pain. For example, if you’re afraid to die, you might ask 
fundamental questions about “who” or “what” you are—who actu-
ally dies. When your feelings are hurt by others, you may wonder 
if what you’re hearing is actually true. “Who am I?” The reverse is 
also true: when we’re in “flow”—calmly, joyfully, and productively 
engaged—there’s very little sense or care for who “I” might be.

This makes sense if you think about it. The “self” is almost 
always associated with the body, and our bodies are built for sur-
vival. When we’re in physical danger, we fight for survival. When 
we’re in emotional trouble, we try to defend our egos. The problem 
with an overly rigid sense of “self” (“I’m young, I’m smart”) is that 
it interferes with our well-being as life changes, and the ability to 
adapt to changes in our lives—failure, sickness, old age—is what 
determines whether we’ll be peaceful and happy in the long run. 
Trying to continually prop ourselves up against insult and injury can 
be very stressful.

Ironically, we need a “self” to make progress on the path of 
self-compassion. If there were no one around to feel the pain of a 
self-critical or self-isolative attitude, no change would be possible. 
We can cultivate a kind, gentle attitude—not rejecting, not overly 
prizing—toward the “self” until it no longer suffers and has no rea-
son to assert itself.

The idea of “no-self” is a hopeful message contained in Bud-
dhist psychology. It really means there’s no fixed self. Even our sche-
mas arise and disappear. The notion of “no-self” doesn’t mean that 
we’re “nobody,” either. We’re really part of everything. To become 
happier and to adapt better to changing circumstances, the task is to 
soften our fixed self-images and behavior patterns that reduce our 
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freedom. Can you occasionally allow yourself to feel like a child 
when you’re with a child, like an old man with an old man, or like 
a young woman with a young woman? We become everybody at 
one time or another, either through empathy or through the many 
roles and situations of our lives: young/old, bright/dull, pretty/ugly, 
good/bad, successful/unsuccessful. Can we let that be so, or must 
we cling to a favorite version of ourselves, adding an extra burden 
to our lives?

Ironically, the more compassion we give to the suffering “self,” 
the more flexible it becomes. For example, if I give a lackluster 
speech and afterward find myself regurgitating every word in my 
mind, it may help to hear a loving remark such as “Well, it was just 
after lunch. What do you expect? Everyone would rather be nap-
ping!” Compassion from others or from within ourselves helps us 
accept ourselves in our discomfort. We begin to see the complexity 
of factors that made things go wrong, and we don’t need to be the 
center of the universe. In the words of Simone Weil, “Compassion 
directed toward oneself is humility.”

What Does the Research Show?

Research on self-compassion is demonstrating that it softens the 
impact of negative events in our lives. Self-compassionate people 
are more likely to recognize when their efforts turn out badly and 
to take responsibility for their part. They’re even more likely to 
recognize undesirable aspects of their own character, but they don’t 
obsess over them so much. For example, when a self-compassionate 
person experiences academic failure, he or she is likely to see it as an 
opportunity for improvement.

Interestingly, self-compassionate people have high self-esteem, 
but their self-esteem is not particularly related to how others evalu-
ate them. Self-esteem derived from self-compassion comes from how 
we respond to evaluations. Receiving a bad evaluation is an occasion 
for sympathy and comfort, not rumination and self-criticism. People 
who are self-compassionate are therefore less afraid of failure and 
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rejection. High self-esteem seems to be correlated with narcissism, 
but self-compassion isn’t related to narcissism. Self-compassionate 
people don’t need to become grandiose to feel good about them-
selves.

Self-compassion is a relatively stable way to regulate emotions. 
We don’t need to build ourselves up when we’re feeling down, such 
as by using positive affirmations (for example, “Every day I’m feeling 
better and better about myself”). Rather, self-compassionate people 
enter into the truth of their experience with softness and kindness, 
which takes the struggle out of it.

Kristin Neff and colleagues found that self-compassion, as 
assessed by her scale, correlated even more strongly than scores on 
a mindfulness scale with measures of wisdom, personal initiative, 
happiness, optimism, positive affect, and coping. Self-compassion 
is also related to life satisfaction, emotional intelligence, and social 

Dieting through Self-Compassion

A leading researcher on self-compassion, Mark Leary at Duke Univer-
sity, along with Claire Adams at Louisiana State University, found that 
self-compassion helped people avoid unhealthy foods. They gave all 
participants a test of “restrictive eating” that measured their desire to 
avoid “forbidden food” like doughnuts. The participants were then 
divided into different groups, and some were asked to eat a doughnut. 
Afterward, a bogus story was given for why they should eat a candy or 
more than one candy if they so wished. Between these activities, some 
participants were told, “I hope you won’t be hard on yourself [for eat-
ing the doughnut]. Everyone eats unhealthily sometimes, and everyone 
in this study eats this stuff. . . .” Highly restrictive eaters who heard this 
compassionate message after eating a doughnut had less distress and 
ate fewer candies afterward. Self-compassion appears to be a healthy 
way to respond to lapses in dieting. When dieters’ heads are “not clut-
tered with unpleasant thoughts and feelings,” they can focus on their 
dietary goals rather than trying to improve their mood by eating more 
food.
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connectedness and inversely related to self-criticism, depression, 
anxiety, rumination, thought suppression, and perfectionism. It’s 
pretty plain that self-compassion predicts psychological well-being.

Clinical scientists are now exploring whether self-compassion 
training can make important changes in people’s lives. Paul Gilbert, a 
psychologist in the United Kingdom, developed a 12-week program 
of compassionate mind training (CMT) to help people suffering 
from high shame and self-criticism. A pilot study showed promising 
results. CMT works on the assumption that self-critical people have 
difficulty generating positive feelings through self-soothing, per-
haps because they weren’t comforted enough as children and didn’t 
feel safe. Oxytocin and the opiates are activated by social affiliation 
and care: stroking, holding, and social support. Gilbert is currently 
exploring whether those neurohormones underlie the soothing 
effects of self-compassion training.

The research on self-compassion is currently in its infancy com-
pared to mindfulness research, but the future of self-compassion 
research is promising and bright.

So far, we’ve learned that self-compassion is a healthy and natu-
ral response to suffering. The more we struggle emotionally, the 
more likely we are to be hijacked by self-criticism, self-isolation, and 
self-absorption. The path to emotional freedom starts with kind-
ness toward the suffering “self.” In the next chapter, we’ll start to 
explore the many different ways we can bring self-compassion into 
our lives.
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5
pathways to self-compassion

The time will come 
When, with elation, 
You will greet yourself arriving 
At your own door, in your own mirror, 
And will smile at the other’s welcome

—Derek Walcott, poet

The best way to understand self-compassion practice is that by 
doing it we’re strengthening the wish to alleviate our own 
suffering. From this basic desire arise countless practical ways 

of taking care of ourselves. Self-compassion feels good when we 
practice it wisely, and the more we do, the more we want to do it. 
Over time a positive cycle develops, strengthening and deepening 
the initial motivation to practice. We just need to start somewhere.

The fact that you’re alive shows that you’re already taking good 
care of yourself. But beyond basic self-preservation, what are you 
doing to enhance your sense of well-being? Are you doing any-
thing that’s not in your best interest? How do we cultivate posi-
tive emotions—those that make us happy—without falling into old 
habits of resisting pain in the process? Finally, is it possible to leave 
our past—mental patterns that only feed suffering—behind? In this 
chapter we’ll take a look at a wide spectrum of ways that will enable 
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you to bring self-compassion into your life and free yourself from 
the clutches of unnecessary distress.

Five Pathways to Self-Compassion

There are five key ways in which we can bring self-compassion into 
our lives: (1) physically, (2) mentally, (3) emotionally, (4) relation-
ally, and (5) spiritually. Each area offers numerous practice options. 
Following are some preliminary ideas for how to implement them 
in your own life.

Softening into Your Body

How do you care for yourself physically? How do you relate to your 
body when it’s under stress? A compassionate response involves soft-
ening into physical discomfort—not tightening up. Compassion is 
soft and tender. When the going gets tough, the soft get going.

Our muscles protect the body from potential danger by creat-
ing a hard shield against the world. Unfortunately, the brain doesn’t 
easily distinguish between a threat coming from the inside and one 
coming from the outside, so even if you’re worried about your per-
formance on an exam, your muscles will become hard like a knot. 
Over time, tense muscles can put unnecessary stress on all the sys-
tems in the body.

If you’re feeling tense during meditation or while sitting quietly, 
try softening your belly. Let it be loose and at ease. If you notice 
another body part that’s tight, allow it to soften too. This is like the 
“Soften, Allow, and Love” exercise you tried in Chapter 3. With 
softening you’re not “trying to relax,” which puts pressure on you 
to feel something you’re not. Just soften.

Do the same with your breath. When you’re tense, your breath 
will become short and shallow. Try softening the breath a bit, per-
haps by extending your belly outward as you inhale and exhale very 
slowly. Exhale twice as long as you inhale. Don’t worry if you return 
to shallow breathing when you’re done.
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Anything you can do to soothe or comfort the body when 
you’re under stress fits into the category of physical self-compassion. 
Perhaps you need to take a nap, eat nourishing food, get exercise, 
take a warm bath, have sex, bask in the sun, go on vacation, pet the 
dog, or get a massage? Allow yourself a few minutes to imagine 
what might help tight areas soften.

Taking care of yourself physically can also clear the mind. Are 
you sleeping long enough, eating properly, and getting enough exer-
cise? There’s often an inverse relationship between the mind and the 
body when it comes to exercise: the mind races when the body is 
inactive, and the mind calms down when the body starts moving.

Warm Hands, Warm Heart

In a Yale University study, Lawrence Williams and John Bargh discov-
ered that warm hands enhance a person’s emotional warmth. Forty-one 
undergraduates were asked to briefly hold a cup of either hot or cold 
coffee as they rode up an elevator with the experimenter. Afterward, 
in the study room, the students rated a hypothetical person on ten dif-
ferent personality traits. The people who had held warm coffee in their 
hands gave warmer ratings (generous, caring) than those who held the 
cold coffee.

In a second study, participants were given a bogus instruction to 
rate the effectiveness of a therapeutic pad—either hot or cold—that 
they held in their hands. As a reward for participating in the study, they 
were given treats they could either consume themselves or give to a 
friend. Those students who held and evaluated the cold pad were more 
likely to take the reward for themselves and those who held the hot pad 
were more likely to give their reward to a friend.

It appears that physical warmth is closely related to mental warmth, 
perhaps from associations made in childhood between physical warmth 
and caretaking. Recent research suggests that the insula is involved in 
the perception of both physical and psychological warmth. Therefore, 
we’re likely to warm ourselves up emotionally when we drink a cup of 
hot tea or take a warm bath.
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Some people wonder how taking antidepressant or anti-anxiety 
medication fits in with self-compassion practice. It’s simple: ask 
yourself what’s the most compassionate thing to do. Denying our-
selves necessary medication can be a form of self-punishment or a 
way of ignoring our needs out of shame or obsessive concern for a 
“natural” body. The reverse is also true: medication can be a subtle 
form of emotional avoidance. Consider whether medication allows 
you to function better and pursue healthy behavior changes. If you 
feel you’re ready to live without medication, please discuss it with 
your doctor.

The most natural way to practice self-compassion is what you’re 
already doing. By acknowledging how we care for ourselves now, 
we can build on our strengths and remind ourselves of our good 
habits when we’re under pressure. 
Please think in terms of genuine 
care—the kind that makes you 
feel truly good inside. For exam-
ple, you may enjoy a cup of hot 
chocolate in the morning more 
than a cup of coffee, even though 
more adults drink coffee. Give 
yourself credit for knowing exactly what soothes and comforts you. 
Some people love to have a massage, and others would rather take a 
nap. How about you? Pay special attention to what you need when 
you’re under severe stress or when things go really wrong.

Allowing Your Thoughts

How do you care for yourself mentally, especially when your mind is 
preoccupied or racing with thoughts? The compassionate response 
is to step back and “allow” your thoughts to come and go—to stop 
resisting. We want to create mental space where upsetting ideas can 
slip in and out of our minds naturally and easily.

What does it take to let go of unnecessary daily concerns? An 
ancient strategy is to use a mantra, which literally means “tool for 
the mind.” You don’t need a foreign-sounding word to benefit from 

How do you care for yourself 
physically?

Can you think of new ways to 
release the tension and stress 
that builds up in your body?
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this technique. Familiar mantras are “This too will pass” and “One 
day at a time.” Doris Day sang the mantra Que sera sera, “Whatever 
will be will be.” Repeating these phrases calms the mind, due to 
their meaning and the power of concentration. Whenever we return 
our attention to a single word or phrase, we’re unhooking from our 
thoughts. Some people benefit by simply repeating the word “Yes” 
over and over in their minds. Pessimists seem to especially enjoy the 
mantra “If it ain’t one thing, it’s another!”

You can experiment with mantras that allow you to cope with 
different mental states. For example, a mantra that helps people 
stop obsessing about important decisions is “Don’t know . . . don’t 
know . . . don’t know.” A mantra for shame is “How could I have 
known?” A humorous mantra for the fear of disapproval is “So sue 
me!” Experiment with your tone of voice when you use a mantra. 
“So sue me” is cocky and “How could I have known?” is humble. 
To cultivate self-kindness, try “Be good to yourself” or “Be careful 
with me.”

Visualizations also help us to let go of disturbing thoughts. For 
example, imagine your thoughts as leaves flowing down a stream, 
with each leaf carrying away what is on your mind. Or imagine 
yourself as the sky, with your thoughts as passing clouds, some dark 
and foreboding, some light and airy, all passing by.	

A powerful strategy to hold our thoughts more lightly is to con-
template death. “How would I feel about this if I had only 1 month 

to live?” In the context of death, very 
few of our concerns seem to matter. 
Similarly, if we ask ourselves what we 
value most in life—happy kids, good 
health, peace of mind—we can let go 
of the small stuff.

Finally, when we suffer from trou-
bling thoughts, we can cultivate com-
passion for our brains. The brain com-
prises only 2% of our body weight, but 

it works so hard that it needs 25% of our oxygen. Sometimes our 
overactive brains keep us awake at night simply to complete the 

How do you care for your 
mind, especially when 
you’re under stress?

Is there a new strategy 
you’d like to try to let 
your thoughts come and 
go more easily?
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work of the day. I know a physician who alleviated his obsessive–
compulsive tendency by cultivating compassion for his overworked 
brain. Whenever he had an obsessive thought, he said, “Poor brain, 
it’s happening again—so much hard unnecessary work!”

Befriending Your Feelings

How do you care for your emotional state? The compassionate way 
is to befriend painful emotions—to stop fighting them. There are 
many words for this: empathy, concern, kindness, care, forgiveness, mercy, 
benevolence, thoughtfulness, tolerance, supportiveness, acceptance, under-
standing, friendliness, sympathy.

Brian was a middle-aged guy who worried obsessively about 
his health. He went straight to the doctor whenever he felt pain. To 
manage his anxiety, Brian learned mindfulness meditation from a 
local meditation center. I taught him self-compassion techniques. 
After a few months of what his wife and I thought was steady prog-
ress, Brian declared to me, “You know, none of those things I’ve 
learned do me any good!”

So I asked him, “How are they not helping?” He responded, 
“Well, I’m just as anxious about every ache and pain, expecting it’ll 
kill me! And my wife is getting sick of it, since I go to her for reas-
surance every time.”

This led us to a much deeper discussion about Brian’s anxiety, 
touching on the following important points:

He came by his anxiety naturally, due to severe health prob-••
lems in his childhood and obsessive–compulsive disorder in 
his family history.

Anxiety happens in life whether we like it or not.••

Brian’s favorite form of anxiety is obsessing.••

We can’t argue with emotions—that will only make them ••
worse.

Everyone suffers in life—health anxiety is his particular hard-••
ship.
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Our therapy goal was to become more •• accepting of anxiety, not 
to have less anxiety per se.

He needed to learn to hold anxiety with more kindness and ••
less aversion.

Then Brian said, “You mean I should just let myself feel sorry for 
myself ?” I replied, “Well, yes, that’s a start.”

Brian had a moment of “creative hopelessness,” as psychologist 
Steven Hayes might say, and the road to recovery began with ten-
derness toward his own plight.

Like the sympathy Brian learned to give himself, forgiveness is 
an important aspect of emotional self-care. Many of us find it hard 
to forgive ourselves when we make mistakes. We extend no mercy 
to ourselves. One way to forgive oneself is to ask, “What would my 
best friend say?” Or, as the saying goes, “What would Jesus [Bud-
dha, Krishna] say?” By taking the more benign perspective of oth-
ers, we can extract ourselves from our ruminations.

Most of this book is about how to become friendlier toward 
uncomfortable emotions, and toward ourselves. Treating ourselves 
to enjoyable activities can help. Examples are:

Listening to music••
Going on vacation••
Flying kites••
Going to church••
Thinking about sex••
Reading a novel••
Buying CDs••
Driving••
Working in the garden••
Riding a bike••
Going to the movies••
Cooking delicious food••
Collecting shells••
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Engaging in activities that are intrinsi-
cally enjoyable, rather than those that 
feel like work, is a way to care for our-
selves emotionally.

The following two chapters will 
introduce a core practice for caring for 

ourselves emotionally—loving-kindness meditation—that you can 
practice anytime, night or day.

Relating to Others

Connecting with others is another form of self-care—to stop isolat-
ing. Remember that feeling connected to other human beings is a 
component of Neff ’s definition of self-compassion. We can feel iso-
lated from others whether we are actually alone or not.

A sense of isolation can turn even ordinary unhappiness into 
despair or minor anxiety into dread. This is how elderly people often 
feel when they live alone and encounter health problems—each new 
symptom is a sign of imminent disaster. We may not notice when 
our support network is growing thin because isolation is an error of 
omission—it’s a problem you can’t see. Therefore, we should give 
special attention to our relational world.

How we relate to others has a huge impact on how we feel inside 
too. For example, we’re unlikely to have a good night’s sleep after 
a day of lying, stealing, and cheating. Such behavior may promote 
survival in the short term, but it does little for our emotional well-
being. For starters, it puts us at a distance from ourselves—makes us 
argue with ourselves—which puts us at a distance from others.

Kindness in relationship means that our actions are guided by 
the wish to help others and refrain from harming them. The Dalai 
Lama calls this “wisely selfish” because it inspires people to be kind 
to us in return. The memory of a warm interaction can also give us 
lasting happiness.

I’m reminded of a story about a 9-year-old girl named Shanti 
from a well-to-do family in Mumbai, India. Shanti was walking 
along the beach with her father on her birthday. There are always 

How do you already care 
for yourself emotionally?

Is there something new 
you’d like to try?
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poor people begging and doing tricks on the beach there for money. 
Shanti asked her father for a treat—an ice cream—since it was her 
birthday. Her father agreed. As they were walking toward the ice 
cream stand, a beggar cried out to them. Shanti then asked her father 
to give money to the beggar. Her father gave her a choice: spend the 
money on an ice cream or give it to the beggar. Shanti thought for 
a moment and then asked her father to help the stranger. Later that 
evening, as her father was putting her to bed, Shanti said sweetly, 
“You know, giving to the beggar was the best part of my day!” She 
had discovered at an early age the long-term happiness in kindness 
to others.

Our behavior has an impact on others—for better or worse—in 
many different ways. For instance, our survival depends on killing 

Spending Money on Others

Elizabeth Dunn, a psychologist from the University of British Columbia 
in Canada, and colleagues reported in Science that spending money 
on others makes us happier than spending it on ourselves, once our 
basic needs are met. They explored this hypothesis in three ways: in 
a national survey, in a survey of people who received a profit-sharing 
bonus from their company, and by giving people money to spend and 
measuring how they felt at the end of the day.

In the survey study, 632 Americans were asked to rate their gen-
eral happiness, declare their income, and identify what they spend 
their money on. Money spent on others (charity, gifts) was correlated 
with happiness, and money spent on themselves (bills, expenses, gifts 
to oneself) was unrelated to happiness, regardless of how much money 
people earned. In the study of people who had an economic windfall, 
employees who contributed more of their bonus to others experienced 
greater happiness 6–8 weeks later, and how they spent the money was 
a stronger predictor of their happiness than the size of the bonus itself. 
Finally, when people were given $5 or $20 to spend on themselves or 
others by 5:00 p.m. the same evening, giving away as little as $5 a day 
made a significant difference in how happy they felt.
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and eating other living beings or plants. I knew a psychiatrist from  
Kansas who treated immigrants who worked at a slaughterhouse. 
He told me that his patients are traumatized from killing animals all 
day long, 5 days a week. When we eat, we usually don’t think of the 
emotional impact that providing our food might have on the people 
who do it. But since we’re part of the cycle of life, we should try 
to reduce suffering whenever we can 
and forgive ourselves for how we harm 
others, intentionally and inadvertently. 
We do this for our own good.

Trying to be helpful to others can 
become a habit and even bring happi-
ness at the time of death. A Zen master 
once gave the following advice on how 
to die without fear: Ask the question 
“How can I help?” with your very last breath. Imagine having no 
concern for yourself in your final moments: How peaceful would 
you feel?

Nourishing Your Spirit

By “spirituality,” we typically mean the intangible aspects of our 
lives: God, soul, values (love, peace, truth), or sacred connections. 
For most people, spiritual practice is about cultivating closeness to 
an ideal transcendent being, a process that, one hopes, reduces our 
selfish desires and personal limitations. That’s a top-down approach 
to spirituality. Others take a bottom-up approach, where intimate 
contact with the miracle of daily life—the imperfect reality happen-
ing right in front of our noses—is the way. Most spiritually minded 
people see the need for both approaches in their lives: to be uplifted 
by a transcendent ideal and yet to remain grounded in ordinary 
reality.

These two approaches share a common process: taking our-
selves more lightly. The “self” gets whittled away by loving God as 
well as through deep appreciation of the precious, fleeting nature of 
worldly existence. The result is that we have less “self” to protect 

How or when do you 
relate to others that brings 
you genuine happiness?

Is there any way that 
you’d like to enrich these 
connections?
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and promote in the world. What a relief that can be, to ourselves 
and others. The principle behind spiritual self-care is commitment 
to our values—to stop “selfing.”

Some people believe it’s against their religion to care for them-
selves. Most religious traditions emphasize the importance of com-
passion for others: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” But even the 
man who spoke those words escaped into the mountains when the 
crowds became too big. We read in Proverbs 11:17, “The merciful 
man does himself good, But the cruel man does himself harm.”

What’s implied in most religions is that you already love yourself. 
In the words of the Buddha:

On traversing all directions with the mind
One finds no one anywhere dearer than oneself
Likewise everyone holds himself most dear,
Hence one who loves himself should not harm another.

In fact, loving oneself is often given as an example of what it means to 
love others. It’s the standard: “In the same way, husbands must love 
their wives as they love their own bodies. A man who loves his wife 
loves himself” (Ephesians 5:28).

But people feel ambivalent about themselves nowadays. It can’t 
be assumed anymore that we love ourselves. This book was written 
to fill that gap. Perhaps a better example of spontaneous, unquali-
fied love might be how we naturally feel toward a beloved pet or 
an innocent child. Tracking this feeling 
can teach us how to love ourselves bet-
ter. Once we’ve relearned to love our-
selves, we can extend it more fully to 
others.

Spiritual self-care usually means 
taking the time to cultivate the values 
that we hold dear. If you don’t attend to 
your values, you’ll unconsciously absorb 
the values of our consumer culture: pleasure-seeking, materialism. 
Are you regularly meeting with people who share your faith? If you 

What do you do to care 
for yourself spiritually?

If you’ve been neglecting 
your spiritual side, is 
there anything you’d 
like to remember to do?
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enjoy connecting with nature, do you get outdoors once a week? Is 
your religious practice nourishing you, or are you just doing it out 
of obligation? Are you learning to relate to yourself and others with 
more kindness and ease?

Just as a parent tries to attend to every aspect of a child’s life—
physical, mental, emotional, relational, and spiritual—we can cul-
tivate those skills toward ourselves. If you didn’t get this kind of 
care, or if you learned those skills and they fell into disuse after you 
reached adulthood, you can relearn them now. All it takes is will-
ingness and a little creativity.

Nonharm

At its most basic level, the practice of self-compassion means not 
harming ourselves. It’s often easier to notice when we’re harming 
ourselves than it is to discover ways of being nicer to ourselves. 
Consider the following:

How do you brush your teeth? Gently? Harshly?••

Do you rush around in the morning?••

Does your body feel tense or stiff from lack of exercise?••

Are you fatigued?••

Do you overeat?••

Do you get stuck in front of the computer?••

Do you have sex just because you feel you •• should?

Do you resent going to so many social events?••

Do you rage at politicians on TV?••

Do you overspend on the holidays?••

Do you have to speak with your mother •• every Sunday?

The devil is in the details. Most of the harmful things we do 
to ourselves are unconscious habits. We don’t stop and ask ourselves 
what we want or whether there’s a good reason for it. The first 
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question to ask when you start practicing self-compassion is “Is this 
harming me?” If it is, drop it. When you know how it feels to feel 
good, and think you deserve it, a red flag will go up when you’re 
harming yourself and you’ll probably stop what you’re doing.

We also have mental habits, mostly unconscious, that cause us 
trouble. For example, if your attention is unrestrained, jumping 
from one thing to another, you’ll suffer from mental agitation. And 
a perfectly good day can be spoiled if you find yourself entangled in 
disturbing emotions—brooding about the past or worrying about 
the future. An awareness practice like mindfulness meditation is a 
useful antidote to these common types of mental suffering.

One mental habit that can wreak havoc in our lives is self-
judgment. If you watch your mind for 10 minutes after something 
goes wrong, you’ll probably notice that you’re criticizing yourself. 
It’s undoubtedly useful to know what went wrong and to correct 
our mistakes, but usually we go way beyond that. What can we do 
about self-judgment? It doesn’t work to “just stop judging your-
self” because you’re likely to judge yourself for judging yourself. 
(Remember, what we resist persists.) The best solution is simply to 
“witness” judgments, letting them come and go.

Try This:  Counting Self-Judgments
Mark out 15 minutes in the course of an ordinary day for this exercise. 
Choose a time when your mind might wander, maybe while you’re 
driving a car or eating a meal alone. Say to yourself, “Over the next 
15 minutes, I’ll check every minute or so to see if I’m having a self-
critical thought.” If you have an electronic device that beeps, you can 
program it to ring every minute. Don’t worry about remembering the 
content of your thoughts. Make a mental tally, perhaps counting on 
your fingers, of how many times you criticize yourself.

	

It’s not easy to recognize self-critical thoughts because they hap-
pen so quickly. Sometimes it helps to focus on the body; if there’s 
a little tension in your stomach, perhaps you were having a critical 
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thought. It’s okay to go back a few seconds to what you were think-
ing a moment before you felt physical tension. Ironically, the inten-
tion to be aware of self-judgment starts to eliminate the habit, even 
if you miss most of what’s happening in your mind.

Savoring

Savoring refers to the “capacity to attend to, appreciate, and enhance 
the positive experiences in one’s life.” It’s a self-kindness to savor. 
The opposite of savoring is raining on your own parade. Consider 
the following questions:

Do you let yourself enjoy a compliment?••

Have you lingered over a delicious meal lately?••

Can you revel in the love you feel for certain people?••

Are you prone to take a deep breath of fresh autumn air?••

Do you let yourself laugh out loud when you’re happy?••

Is it okay to feel pride in accomplishment?••

Do you take pictures to remember great times?••

Do you have friends who really know how to enjoy them-••
selves?

We shouldn’t cling too tightly to positive experiences because 
that will cause suffering when they disappear. But we don’t want to 
avoid happy moments because we’re afraid of losing them either. It 
takes courage to savor positive experiences.

Emily Dickinson wrote:

I can wade Grief—
Whole Pools of it—
I’m used to that—
But the least push of Joy
Breaks up my feet—
And I tip—drunken—
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Are you ready to open the door to both positive and negative experi-
ences?

Savoring is a variation on mindfulness. When we savor, there’s 
the intention to enter fully into the experience, rather than cling to 
it or drag it out. The goal of mindfulness is not to get “hooked” by 
positive or negative experiences—to let things be just as they are, 
fully and completely. In an advanced state of mind, we can savor 
grief and sorrow too. Research has shown that the savoring of pleas-

Interventions for Happiness

Martin Seligman, the father of positive psychology, and colleagues 
tested the effectiveness of five different strategies to increase hap-
piness. Five hundred seventy-seven participants volunteered on the 
Internet to do an exercise for 1 week. There were six groups, includ-
ing a comparison group, each with a different assignment. Two of the 
assignments significantly increased happiness and decreased depres-
sion. They were:

Using signature strengths in a new way.••  Participants took an 
online test to learn about their top five personal strengths—
“their signature strengths.” Examples are “humility,” “playful-
ness,” and “love of learning.” Participants were then asked to 
use their strengths in a new and different way every day of the 
week.

Listing three good things in life.••  Participants wrote down 
three good things that happened to them that day and were 
asked to consider why they happened every night for a week.

Interestingly, the largest initial increase in happiness came after yet 
another strategy, the “gratitude visit,” in which participants wrote a let-
ter to someone who had been especially kind to them (and had not 
been thanked), and they delivered it. However, this emotional boost 
didn’t last beyond 3 months. The other two techniques still had a posi-
tive effect 6 months later. Many participants continued to do their hap-
piness interventions beyond the first week, even though they promised 
not to, and they were rated the happiest of all.
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ant experiences can become a habit that elevates our baseline level 
of daily happiness.

You can also savor your own personal qualities. Enjoying what 
you do well doesn’t mean you have to be arrogant about it. If you 
wish, you can take a scientifically valid inventory of your “signature 
strengths.” Please go to www.authentichappiness.sas.upenn.edu/Default.
aspx and click on VIA Signature Strengths Questionnaire. It’s free of 
charge, and your strengths will only be ranked against one another 
for yourself, so you needn’t be worried about what you might 
learn.	

After you’ve identified your strengths, you can intention-
ally apply them in your daily life. For example, if you’re naturally 
“curious,” create opportunities to learn new things. If “humor” is 
your strength, let yourself be entertained. Also, when you’re going 
through a tough time, remind yourself of your strengths. If “brav-
ery” is your strength, use that special quality when you’re in need. If 
it’s “humility,” find your way through with humility.

Cultivating Positive Emotions

Our emotional landscape consists of positive emotions—those 
that make us happy—and negative emotions—those that make us 
suffer.  Cultivating positive emotions is therefore a compassionate 
thing  to do for ourselves. But let’s do it mindfully—not pushing 
negative emotions away, not clinging to positive ones. As you’ll see, 
it’s good to understand the value of positive emotions and to enjoy 
them.

What Are Positive Emotions?

Positive emotions have at least two noteworthy qualities: they feel 
good and they reach beyond the individual. Examples include affec-
tion, cheerfulness, zest, hope, surprise, and awe. Happy people feel 
connected to their environment, and unhappy people feel separated 
from it. Most positive emotions include regard for other people. 
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Compassion, for example, is an emotion that keeps us in touch with 
others even when it’s difficult to stay connected.

Negative emotions feel bad, and they separate us from others. 
Examples include hatred, anger, disgust, guilt, sadness, shame, anxi-
ety, and pity. Anger pushes people away, and sadness disconnects us 
if our response is to curl up within ourselves. Pity, for example, is a 
slightly less positive emotion than compassion because pity implies a 
feeling of separateness from the suffering individual. When we “take 
pity on” someone, we’re moved to help, but we probably don’t feel 
as if we’re equals—on the same level.	

Sadness is a “soft” emotion—there can be an opening to others, 
a readiness to receive help. Anger and hatred, in contrast, are “hard” 
emotions that flatly reject others. Soft feelings—sadness, guilt, 
rejection, embarrassment—require that we befriend them and go 
through them, feel them until they pass on their own. Hard feelings 
like anger require different treatment. We “let go” or “abandon” 
anger and hatred, whereas soft feelings become workable when we 
pass through them. When we let go of hard feelings, we usually dis-
cover soft feelings underneath. For example, beneath anger is often 
longing for connection, fear, sadness, or loss.

Negative emotions serve a useful function by alerting us to a 
problem. Our emotional or physical well-being might be in jeop-
ardy when we feel negative emotions, and we should take heed. For 
example, bodyguards know that a sense of fear is a better defense 
against getting mugged than a black belt in karate. Fear will tell us 
where not to go and when to run. Likewise, sadness can alert us to a 
disconnection in relationship that could, left undetected, jeopardize 
the well-being of our families. We don’t want to eliminate negative 
feelings—we just don’t want to get stuck on them.

Feeding Positive Emotions

It appears that positive emotions have ample benefits. A review of 
over 225 published papers showed that positive emotions are related 
to happiness, and happy people are more likely to be successful in 
life and resilient in the face of misfortune. They’re often more cre-
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The Emotional Brain

Emotions originate in the midbrain, in the limbic system.
The limbic system developed in mammals, which needed to bond 

with their young, work together in groups, and communicate in elabo-
rate ways with one another. Contrast this to the emotional displays of a 
crocodile, whose survival depends mainly on fear, hunger, and sex. Rep-
tiles have rudimentary elements of the limbic system, but not enough 
to add emotions to instinctual urges. Humans have the most elaborate 
brain, including a layer of nerve cells covering the entire brain—the 
neocortex—that allows us to think rationally and experience conscious-
ness.

Signals from the emotional brain are analyzed by the neocortex, 
which communicates back to the emotional centers. For example, the 
amygdala, an almond-shaped structure deep in the middle of the brain, 
may quickly analyze a piece of rope lying on the road as a dangerous 
snake. The amygdala signals the body to flee, as it also sends a mes-
sage to the neocortex for further analysis. If the neocortex determines 
that the snake is only a rope, it communicates back to the amygdala to 
turn off the alarm. In this way, our rational mind can control emotional 
reactivity.

Human beings are not built for happiness; we’re built for survival. 
Those of us with uncommunicative limbic systems probably did not 
live to see another day. The limbic system signals us to resist and avoid 
physical discomfort at every turn. Unfortunately, it does the same for 
emotional discomfort. We need a substantial intellectual override—
activation of the neocortex—to teach our limbic system that resisting 
emotional pain is counterproductive.

This was the challenge that faced the Buddha 2,500 years ago. When 
he taught that resistance to pain multiplies our problems, he was trying 
to overcome 5 million years of human evolution. His life goal was to dis-
cover a practical psychology that would lead to freedom from suffering. 
Buddhist psychology and the science of mindfulness and acceptance-
based psychotherapy prime the neocortex to take emotional discomfort 
“under advisement” rather than slavishly try to eliminate it. Neuroscien-
tific studies by Sara Lazar, Richard Davidson, Norman Farb, and their 
colleagues demonstrate how mindfulness and compassion meditation 
can change the functioning and structure of the limbic system.
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Smile Your Way to Happiness

Psychologists LeeAnne Harker and Dacher Keltner wondered whether 
emotional differences between people shape the outcome of their lives. 
They measured the intensity of smiles of 21-year-old women from their 
1958 and 1960 college yearbook photographs. An intense smile had 
crinkled skin in the corners of the eyes, like crow’s feet, and an upturned 
angle of the lips. Later, at ages 27, 43, and 52, the women were asked 
about their health and well-being. Women with intense smiles in their col-
lege yearbooks were happier at every age point. (The effect of physical 
attractiveness, which is related to happiness, was controlled in the data 
analysis.) Strong smilers were “more organized, mentally focused, and 
achievement oriented and less susceptible to repeated and prolonged 
experiences of negative affect.” They were also more likely to be married 
by age 27 and to have satisfying marriages 30 years later.

In another surprising study, Deborah Danner and colleagues at the 
University of Kentucky examined autobiographies of 180 Catholic nuns, 
written when they were about 22 years old as they entered the convent 
in the late 1930s and early 1940s. Their handwritten life sketches were 
coded according to positive or negative emotional content. For example:

Sister 1 (low positive emotion):••  “I was born on September 26, 
1909, the eldest of seven children, five girls and two boys. . . . My 
candidate year was spent in the Motherhouse, teaching Chemis-
try and Second Year Latin at Notre Dame Institute. With God’s 
grace, I intend to do my best for our Order, for the spread of 
religion and for my personal sanctification.”

Sister 2 (high positive emotion):••  “God started my life off well by 
bestowing upon me a grace of inestimable value. . . . The past year 
which I have spent as a candidate studying at Notre Dame Col-
lege has been a very happy one. Now I look forward with eager 
joy to receiving the Holy Habit of Our Lady and to a life of union 
with Love Divine.”

Sixty years later, the researchers discovered that 54% of the nuns with 
relatively few positive emotion sentences in their autobiographies had 
died, compared to 24% of those with mostly positive emotion sentences. 
Positive emotions in early adulthood appears to be strongly associated 
with longevity.
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ative, less racially biased, more likely to succeed at work, and have 
more satisfactory relationships.

The research also shows that positive emotions allow us to see 
the big picture. Our vision is not narrowed by survival-based self-
interest. This suggests that if we want to be mindful of whatever 
arises in our field of awareness, a minimum standard of happiness 
must exist. Meditation teachers know this: they often give love and 
support in personal interviews before sending students back out to 
meditate. Psychotherapy operates similarly—it makes a person a lit-
tle happier and supplies the courage (from the French coeur, meaning 
“heart”) to explore and master life’s problems.

The question is how to mindfully shift the balance of emotions 
toward the positive. There’s a story to illustrate this.

One evening an old Cherokee told his grandson about a battle that 
goes on inside people. He said, “My son, the battle is between two 
‘wolves’ inside us all.

“One is Evil. It is anger, envy, jealousy, sorrow, regret, greed, 
arrogance, self-pity, guilt, resentment, inferiority, lies, false pride, 
superiority, and ego.

“The other is Good. It is joy, peace, love, hope, serenity, humil-
ity, kindness, benevolence, empathy, generosity, truth, compassion, 
and faith.”

The grandson thought about it for a minute and then asked his 
grandfather: “Which wolf wins?”

The old Cherokee simply replied, “The one you feed.”

How do we feed emotions? An emotion is essentially a habit 
that we can either strengthen or weaken. It’s not a “thing” or a 
“substance.” For example, the hydraulic model, where anger is a 
reservoir of emotion waiting to be siphoned off, simply doesn’t fit 
the data. Research shows that expressing anger actually increases the 
likelihood that we’ll get angry again. The only way to reduce anger 
is to stop practicing it—to stop feeding the emotional habit.

So how do we unwittingly feed a negative emotion like anger? 
When we struggle with anger by obsessing why such-and-such hap-
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pened and what we’re going to do about it, we’re feeding it. When 
we turn away in denial, but it lingers in the back of our minds, 
we’re feeding it. When we hang on to anger because it makes us feel 
strong and certain, we’re feeding it. In sum, resistance feeds negative 
emotions. They weaken if we stop regurgitating them in our minds 
and maintain a mindful, compassionate attitude.

And how do we feed positive emotions? Positive emotions natu-
rally arise when we embrace our moment-to-moment experience 
fully and completely. Even anger can be transformed into something 
positive when we don’t resist it because anger communicates impor-
tant information about our world. The habit of relating to all our 
experience with mindfulness and compassion is the foundation for 
positive emotions (that is, emotional habits) like joy, peace, generos-
ity, and love.

The Wisdom of Selflessness

A flexible sense of self is necessary to cultivate positive feelings. The 
less “self” we have to defend and protect, the more likely it is that 
socially positive emotions like tolerance, generosity, and acceptance 
will emerge. In contrast, if we identify with a fixed image of our-
selves, or a particular ideology, we may feel the need to incessantly 
fight for our psychological survival.

Wisdom includes the direct realization of how everything 
changes, including ourselves. The modern Indian sage Nisagradatta 
Maharaj wrote:

Love says, “I am everything.”
Wisdom says, “I am nothing.”
Between these two my life flows.

When we make the shift to seeing ourselves as transitory 
events—as verbs rather than as nouns—we can step back and allow 
the flow to continue. Our efforts shift from controlling the circum-
stances of our lives to learning how to meet each brief moment fully 
and wholeheartedly.
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Childhood Roots

Is it actually possible to raise our happiness level? Aren’t the emo-
tional patterns laid down in childhood and through family genetics 
too strong to overcome? And how do children learn to be kind to 
themselves?

Can We Change?

New research by psychologist Sonja Lyubomirsky and her colleagues 
shows that our overall happiness level is determined by our genes, 
circumstances, and intentional activity. “Happy genes” account for 
about half of our happiness (50%). “Circumstances”—the condi-

Selfing and the Brain

There appear to be two neurologically distinct ways of relating to per-
sonal experience: (1) moment to moment, or “experiential” and (2) as a 
“self,” or “narrative.” Norman Farb and colleagues at the University of 
Toronto scanned people’s brains as they did tasks that evoked each of 
these two modes. Participants saw adjectives like “confident” and “mel-
ancholy” and were asked either (1) to sense what was going on in their 
body and mind or (2) to judge whether the trait applied to them.

As expected, the latter, “self”-oriented task activated brain areas 
associated with the “default network” and the wandering mind (see 
Chapter 2). Present-moment awareness, in contrast, helped partici-
pants disengage the medial prefrontal cortex of the default network 
(areas that link the past to the future and give coherence to the “self”) 
and instead engage the insula and lateral brain areas (regions more 
closely associated with body awareness). Of particular interest is that 
people trained in mindfulness meditation were able to achieve this 
uncoupling more readily than novices. This research suggests that we 
can train our brains to be less preoccupied with narrative thinking—
how daily events affect the “self”—and instead experience the emo-
tional freedom of moment-to-moment awareness.
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tions of one’s childhood and present circumstances like being mar-
ried, well-paid, religious, and healthy—cover a mere 10%. The most 
interesting category is the 40% that refers to “intentional activity”—
our activities and outlook. That’s what we do, such as exercising 
and spending time with friends; how we think, such as cultivating 
gratitude or kindness; and how engaged we are in our interests and 
values.

This means that, in contrast with what a lot of us believe, win-
ning the lottery (circumstances) isn’t going to make you happy for 
life. You’ll probably return to your old happiness set point (deter-
mined by genes and the rest of your circumstances) unless you use 
the money to do what you like, like learning to play the mando-
lin or volunteering at your church, temple, or mosque (intentional 
activity). If you want to feel measurably happier, you should invest 
in intentional activity—how you spend your time and how you 
think—rather than simply acquiring a particular object or life cir-
cumstance like a BMW or a new spouse. If you do acquire a BMW 
or a new spouse, learn to savor those things for a long time to elevate 
your happiness level. Cultivating intentional activity is an antidote 
to the hedonic treadmill described in Chapter 1.

Learning to Relate to Ourselves

Self-compassion practice is an intentional activity, and it’s closely 
tied to our early childhood experience. How we treat ourselves 
depends, in part, on how we were treated by our parents. Therefore, 
the circumstances of our early lives affect our ability to fully utilize 
the power of self-compassion.

The scientific study of how a child adapts to his or her caregiv-
ers is known as “attachment theory” and was pioneered by John 
Bowlby, Mary Ainsworth, and Mary Main. For example, if the 
primary caregiver is emotionally responsive and can “mirror” the 
emotions of the child (“Yes, I know you’re feeling sad, dear”), the 
child learns what it means to be sad, angry, afraid, excited, joyful, 
tired, and so forth, and that it’s okay to feel a wide range of feelings. 
If, in contrast, the caregiver becomes enraged whenever the child is 
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angry, the child will push anger underground because it threatens 
the bond with the parent. As an adult, such a child is likely to criti-
cize him- or herself for being angry, rather than responding to anger 
with self-kindness.

If the parent patiently acknowledges when the child is express-
ing negative emotion, the child can grow in self-awareness without 
danger. Such children feel secure with others. For example, a young 
child with secure attachment will explore a roomful of toys, and 
when the parent leaves the room, the child will express distress. 
When the parent returns, the child will initiate physical contact and 
return to play after he or she has settled down. These children learn 
to appreciate connection with others.

A child who shows no distress when the parent leaves, and seeks 
no contact when he or she returns, may grow up to be isolated or 
dismissive of relationships. A child who is unduly concerned about 
the parent’s leaving, who can’t explore his or her surroundings, and 
who isn’t comforted when the parent returns, is likely to become an 
angry, passive, or fearful adult who has difficulty calming or sooth-
ing him- or herself. Such nonverbal emotional habits are transferred 
from childhood into adulthood.

We also internalize images of caregivers who mattered to us 
when we were young. If a girl’s mother was patient and interested 
in her, she’s likely to carry that role model inside her and relate to 
herself and others in the same way. Having an inconsistent or abu-
sive parent deprives the child of knowing how to be kind to him- or 
herself, perhaps even of knowing that feeling good is an acceptable 
emotional state. I know adults who were abused as children who feel 
that they need to work themselves to the bone or they risk being 
called “lazy” or “bad.” They feel like robots and resent others who 
work much less and still feel okay about themselves. We carry these 
internalized images of our caregivers, and the thoughts and behav-
iors attached to them, long into adulthood. A former client of mine, 
Andrew, is an example.

Andrew telephoned late one winter evening in despair. He was 
driving home from work in his truck, just after a light rain had 
begun to freeze on the road. As he tried to slow down for a stop-
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light, his truck slid straight into the car stopped before him. No one 
was hurt, but he crumpled the trunk of the car ahead of him. This 
accident happened one week after Andrew had argued successfully 
with his wife to raise their auto insurance deductible to $1,000. 
Andrew was upset, but not quite so much about the money as about 
the mishap.

As a little boy, Andrew had often felt unwanted. He recalls 
that when he went to college, his parents refused to let him come 
home for the holidays, falsely claiming it was too expensive. Andrew 
would have taken a 12-hour bus ride home from college if he had 
been allowed to do so.

It was an important step for Andrew to call me. When things 
went wrong, Andrew usually reacted with isolation and self-
judgment. He was learning that these reactions were self-harming, 
and he didn’t want to repeat them any longer. In our phone con-
versation, Andrew reflected on what he might have said to a friend 
who had a similar problem. Would he have told a friend that he was 
stupid to drive on the ice? No, never! Andrew recognized that his car 
problem could have happened to anyone—that it was just that, a car 
problem.

Before we hung up, Andrew recalled that he had been ver-
bally abused whenever he inconvenienced his mother—for example, 
when he crashed his bicycle into a curb and bent the wheel rim. 
Andrew felt he was having an emotional memory and was mimick-
ing the treatment he received as a child. Andrew vowed to respond 
with “compassion first” when difficulties like this happened again.

In this example, Andrew was learning how to meet his emo-
tional habits from childhood with a new intention: self-compassion. 
We can learn to deal with whatever arises in the present moment 
even if our caregivers didn’t show us how. The influence of both 
genetics and a difficult childhood can be softened if we relate to our 
moment-to-moment experience with more mindfulness and greater 
kindness.

You now have a broad overview of how self-compassion can be 
integrated into your life and why it matters. But reading about self-
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compassion is like scanning a recipe: it may pique your appetite, but 
it can’t satisfy your hunger. The next two chapters will focus on the 
practice of loving-kindness. This is an ancient practice for develop-
ing compassion at a very deep level of your mind. You’ll recognize 
all the mindfulness and self-compassion principles mentioned so far 
bundled into this one practice. Please plan to give yourself some 
time to actually do the practice—to feel how loving-kindness works 
inside your body and mind. You deserve it.



Part II
practicing  

loving-kindness
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6
caring for ourselves

I have great faith in a seed. Convince me that you have 
a seed there, and I am prepared to expect wonders.

—Henry David Thoreau, writer-naturalist

When Henry David Thoreau wrote in the early 1860s that 
he had “faith in a seed,” he was challenging the popu-
lar view that many plants spring to life without seeds or 

roots. As a careful observer of nature, Thoreau knew otherwise. A 
keen witness of human behavior can also see that people with self-
compassion are continually planting seeds of self-kindness, nurtur-
ing the tender saplings, and weeding out unwelcome competition.

This part of the book introduces a meditation practice that has 
the power to transform how you perceive and relate to your world: 
loving-kindness meditation. It can be practiced intensively in formal 
sitting meditation or informally throughout the day. In this chap-
ter, you’ll learn to plant seeds of loving-kindness in place of self-
criticism, self-doubt, and self-isolation. The next chapter will focus 
on your relationships with others.

Loving-kindness meditation is the core practice of this book. 
You may want to spend a week on this chapter alone, trying out the 
practice for yourself. Pause between the sections to see if what you’re 
reading is true to your own experience.
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A Brief History of Loving-Kindness

Loving-kindness is an English translation of the Pali word metta. 
(Pali is the language in which the Buddha’s words were originally 
recorded in the first century bce, 400 years after he died.) Metta also 
means “friendliness,” “love,” “benevolence,” and “good will.” In its 
fullest expression, metta is “universal, unselfish, all-embracing love.” 
The terms metta and loving-kindness are used interchangeably in this 
book.

Detailed instructions for cultivating loving-kindness were first 
introduced by the Buddhist monk Buddhaghosa, in the 5th century 
ce, in the Visuddhimagga (“The Path of Purification”). To our knowl-
edge, the Buddha gave only brief instructions for loving-kindness 
(metta) meditation. The way we practice metta today is essentially 
Buddhaghosa’s elaboration of a discourse given by the Buddha to a 
group of monks who were afraid to live in the forest. The following 
lines come from that discourse:

May all beings be happy and secure, may their hearts be wholesome!

Whatever living beings there are: feeble or strong, tall, stout or 
medium, short, small or large, without exception; seen or unseen, 
those dwelling far or near, those who are born or those who are yet 
to be born—may all beings be happy!

Let none deceive another, nor despise any person whatsoever in any 
place.

Let one not wish any harm to another out of anger or ill-will.

Just as a mother would protect her only child at the risk of her own 
life, even so, let one cultivate a boundless heart towards all beings.

Let one’s thoughts of boundless love pervade the whole world; above, 
below and across, without any obstruction, without any hatred, with-
out any enmity.

Whether  one stands, walks, sits or lies down, as long as  one is 
awake, one should develop mindfulness. This, they say, is the noblest 
living here.
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The Buddha essentially prescribed loving-kindness as an antidote to 
fear, and he encouraged his monks to remember this discourse as a 
means to cultivate that quality.

It’s good to keep in mind that the Buddha was a human being, 
not a god. When the Buddha was asked if he was a god, he simply 
replied that he was awake. (Buddha means “awake.”) The Buddha 
was born as a prince in 563 bce, but he left his comfortable home 
when he was 29 years old to discover how to overcome suffering, 
especially the misery associated with sickness, old age, and death. 
Six years later, as he was sitting under a tree in meditation, the Bud-
dha became “enlightened”—he saw how we create suffering in our 
own minds and how to eliminate it. He went on to teach others for 
the remaining 45 years of his life.

The Buddha told his students to test everything he said on the 
basis of their own direct experience—“come and see.” If you read 
the earliest Buddhist texts, you’ll notice the Buddha was more of a 
psychologist than a religious leader. He offered a detailed map of the 
mind; his approach was based on objective, internal observation; 
and the motivation behind his words was to alleviate emotional suf-
fering. This accounts for modern psychology’s careful study of the 
Buddha’s insights from 2,500 years ago.

In the 1960s and 1970s, as the baby boomers came of age, some 
intrepid Western seekers traveled to India and parts of Southeast Asia 
in search of new wisdom. Two such pilgrims, Sharon Salzberg and 
Joseph Goldstein, discovered mindfulness meditation in India. They 
returned home to the United States and, along with their friend 
Jack Kornfield, who had been a monk in Thailand, established a 
meditation center in rural Massachusetts. Their vision flourished. 
Sharon was also the first person to introduce metta meditation to a 
large Western audience, through her book Lovingkindness: The Revo-
lutionary Art of Happiness. This classic work is an important resource 
for anyone interested in learning more about the subject. It takes a 
Western Buddhist perspective, is deeply inspirational, and contains 
valuable suggestions for practice.

It was Buddhaghosa who first emphasized the importance of 
self-kindness in metta practice. Buddhaghosa was careful to note 
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that the purpose of self-kindness is to connect with our common 
wish to be happy, not to aggrandize the “self,” which only causes 
more misery. When we recognize within ourselves the instinct for 
self-care, we’re more inclined to see it in others and to work for their 
welfare as well.

The message of this brief history is that you should feel free to 
tailor the practice to fit your own needs. The Buddha didn’t lay down 
a fixed structure or language for cultivating loving-kindness—and 
he wouldn’t have wanted you to follow it slavishly anyway. You’ll 
learn the basic principles of loving-kindness meditation in this chap-
ter so that you can achieve maximum benefit from the practice.

Mixing Mindfulness and Metta

Metta practice builds on the foundation of mindfulness. You’ll recall 
that mindfulness is awareness of what’s happening in the present 
moment. When we’re upset, we’re usually mindless—preoccupied 
with our personal stories (“I’m angry at Jenny because she said this to 
me and then she did that!”)—rather than simply aware that we’re in 
discomfort or that it hurts to feel that way. Mindfulness is the ability 
to feel our pain—if there’s pain to feel—and stay out of the drama. 
That’s step one in metta practice. When we’re aware of and open to 
discomfort, kindness and compassion flow more easily.

It’s not easy to stay open—nonresisting, nonavoiding, nonen-
tangled—in the presence of pain. As you read in Chapters 3 and 4, 
mindfulness strategies can help. We can deconstruct a difficult emo-
tion into moment-to-moment bodily experience (this twitch, that 
pounding heart) or we can label the emotion (anger, fear). We can 
also work with the direction of our awareness—inside or outside the 
body—to regulate the intensity of emotion. During extremely diffi-
cult periods in our lives, however, mindfulness techniques may miss 
the mark. When we fall to pieces, we need to be put back together 
again. Metta is designed to do that, especially when the practice is 
used in everyday life.

Loving-kindness meditation uses the power of connection, 
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whereas mindfulness meditation primarily uses attention. Both metta 
and mindfulness transform the way we relate to what’s happening 
in our lives—they’re “relational” practices—but metta focuses spe-
cifically on the person who’s suffering. When we suffer intensely, 
we may need to feel held or embraced by another person. That 
“other person” can be a real, physical human being or, no less effec-
tively, a compassionate part of ourselves. If we activate warmth and 
love within ourselves, we can often talk ourselves through difficult 
times. Metta meditation teaches us how to be a better friend to 
ourselves.

Dedicated practitioners of either mindfulness or metta eventu-
ally develop a similar state of mind—“loving awareness” or “mind-
ful compassion.” There’s a Zen saying: “Kindness is the fruition of 
awareness, and awareness is the foundation of kindness.” The film 
The Lives of Others illustrates how kindness can emerge when we pay 
careful attention to another person. (Spoiler alert!) In this remark-
able movie, an East German secret policeman, holed up with lis-
tening devices in the attic of his prey for days on end, eventually 
finds himself feeling sympathetic to his enemy. That’s the cost of 
careful attention. Have you ever wondered how therapists can listen 
to people’s problems all day long without getting completely over-
whelmed? The same principle applies: Pay rapt attention to another 
person over time and the quiet energy of love and compassion will rise up.

Loving-kindness meditation is a variation of single-focus medi-
tation. As you’ll soon see, we’re using words instead of the breath 
as the anchor of attention. Whenever the mind wanders from the 
words, we note what took the mind away and return to the words. 
If you practice intensive metta meditation, you’ll also discover a lot 
about your shadow side: jealousy, hatred, fear, self-judgment. You 
can switch seamlessly back to using your breath as an anchor for 
attention if the feelings become too strong.

Some people “book-end” mindfulness meditation with loving-
kindness meditation. They start and end their meditation with words 
of kindness and compassion. That helps mindfulness practitioners go 
easier on themselves—to strive less and enjoy themselves more. Peo-
ple (like me) for whom loving-kindness is their primary meditation 
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may start meditating on the breath and the body because it stabilizes 
attention and calms the mind and then move on to metta practice. 
You’ll probably discover for yourself how nicely loving-kindness 
and mindfulness practices complement each other.

The following exercise is the only one in this chapter. Please set 
aside time to do it. Read through the instructions, then put down 
the book, close your eyes, and give it a try. That will make the rest 
of the chapter much more meaningful.

Try This:  Loving-Kindness Meditation
Please set aside 20 minutes for the purpose of giving yourself lov-
ing attention. Sit in a comfortable position, reasonably upright and 
relaxed. Close your eyes and bring your attention to the heart region 
of your body. Now take three slow, easy breaths from the heart.

Form an image of yourself sitting down. Note your posture on the ••
chair as if you were seeing yourself from the outside. Feel the sen-
sations in your body as you sit.

Recall that every living being wants to live peacefully and happily. ••
Connect with that deep wish: “Just as all beings wish to be happy 
and free from suffering, may I be happy and free from suffering.” 
Let yourself feel the warmth of that loving intention.

Now, keeping an image of yourself sitting in the chair and feeling ••
good will in your heart, repeat the following phrases silently and 
gently:

May I be safe.
May I be happy.
May I be healthy.
May I live with ease.

Let each phrase mean what it says. If necessary, repeat one phrase a ••
few times for the sake of clarity. You can also repeat just one word 
of a phrase—“safe . . . safe . . . safe”—to experience the meaning.

Take your time. Keep an image of yourself in your mind’s eye, enjoy ••
your loving heart, and savor the meaning of the words. When you 
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notice that your mind has wandered, which it will do after a few 
seconds, repeat the phrases again. If the words become meaning-
less, revisualize yourself in the chair and offer yourself the phrases 
again. If both the image of yourself sitting and the words become 
vague or blurry, put your hand on your heart and recall your inten-
tion to fill yourself with loving-kindness: “Just as all beings wish to 
be happy and free from suffering, may I be happy and free from 
suffering.” Then return to the phrases. Whenever you feel lost, 
return to the phrases.

Let this exercise be easy. Don’t try too hard. Loving-kindness is ••
the most natural thing in the world. Distractions will always arise, 
and when you notice them, let them go and return to the phrases. 
When your attention wanders, return to giving love to yourself. Sit-
ting with yourself is like sitting with a dear friend who’s not feeling 
well; you may not cure your friend, but you’ll have offered the kind-
ness he or she deserves.

Now gently open your eyes.••

d

Good Will versus Good Feelings

Loving-kindness is an acquired skill. Some people seem to have a 
natural talent for it. The majority of us, however, are likely to find 
loving-kindness meditation awkward at first. Why?

The main reason for difficulty is that we have expectations 
about how we’re supposed to feel. Fortunately, as Sharon Salzberg 
reminds us, “loving-kindness meditation works even if you don’t feel 
a thing!” It works with our deepest motivation: good will. Some-
times good intentions stir up good feelings, sometimes they evoke 
obstacles to pleasant emotions, like self-doubt or self-judgment, and 
sometimes they conjure up nothing at all.
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Loving-kindness practice doesn’t directly change how we feel, 
but it helps us hold ourselves in a gentle way that lets emotions 
change by themselves. Do you remember the story of Michelle at 
the beginning of this book? Michelle’s therapeutic challenge was 
to give up the wish to hide her shyness from onlookers. Loving-
kindness meditation was instrumental in Michelle’s recovery. By 
offering herself compassion first, Michelle learned to relinquish the 
need to control her blushing. She felt good enough about herself to 
risk being seen as a shy person.

Try to abandon expectations about how you should feel while 
doing loving-kindness meditation. If you feel discouraged by the 
lack of good feelings in metta meditation, bring kindness to yourself 
because you’re feeling discouraged: “May I be safe, happy, healthy, 
and live with ease.” Shift your attention away from what you want 
and onto how you feel, that is, “not good.” With each kind word, 
you’re planting a seed that will grow, in its own due time, into a 
good feeling. Intentions come first, feelings later.

Positive changes will occur when you least expect them. For 
example, when I first stood up to give a speech after learning metta 
meditation, I found myself saying, “May I and everyone here be 
happy and free from suffering.” To my amazement, my anxiety sub-
sided considerably. After using the metta phrases for a number of 
years, I’ve become significantly happier and less upset when things 
go wrong. As I said in the Introduction, self-compassion is like hav-
ing a good friend around providing encouragement at just the right 
moments.

The Power of Words

Words can be more powerful than actions. A broken bone can heal 
in a few months, but a harsh word can create a wound that doesn’t 
heal in an entire lifetime. Most of the words we hear are actually 
going on inside us. Even if you’re not generally a talkative person, 
your mind is constantly chattering away. If you say unkind things 
to yourself (“You’re a worthless piece of s—t”), you’ll suffer. If you 
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say nice things (“That was good!”), you’ll be happy. Words shape our 
experience. That’s the rationale behind using words as the focus of 
attention in loving-kindness meditation.

Taken together, the four loving-kindness phrases comprise a 
kindly attitude toward a broad range of life experience. For exam-
ple, if you’re in danger, you’ll wish for safety; if you’re emotionally 
upset, you’ll want contentment; if you’re physically sick, you’ll wish 
for health; and if you’re struggling to meet everyday needs, you’ll 
hope for fewer problems and greater ease. The metta phrases cover 
all this territory.

The phrases are neither exhaustive nor etched in stone. Bud-
dhaghosa started us out almost 1,500 years ago with the following 
phrases: “May I be happy and free from suffering” and “May I keep 
myself free from enmity, affliction, and anxiety and live happily.” As 
you understand more about the practice, you’ll want to create your 
own phrases. Here are some examples:

May I love myself just as I am.
May I be truly happy.
May I find peace in this uncertain world.
May my happiness continue to grow.
May I have happiness and the causes of happiness.
May I live in peace, without too much attachment and too 

much aversion.
May I be free from sorrow.
May I be free of physical suffering.
May I care for myself with ease.
May I love and be loved.
Dear one, may you be happy and content.

The idea is to find words that evoke tender, warm feelings inside 
you. They can be sublime, like poetry, or mundane. It’s best to keep 
the phrases simple and easy to repeat.

During the uprising against the repressive government of Myan-
mar, Buddhist monks gathered in front of the home of Aung San 
Suu Kyi on September 22, 2007, and chanted:
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May we be completely free from all danger.
May we be completely free from all grief.
May we be completely free from poverty.
May we have peace in heart and mind.

Metta phrases incline the heart toward peace and well-being in spite 
of the terrible circumstances happening on the ground.

You can tailor the phrases for everyday challenges in your own 
life. For example, if you’re caught up in shame, you can repeat, 
“May I accept myself just as I am.” If you feel angry, try “May I 
be safe and free from anger.” Avoid being too specific about your 
wishes, such as “May I get into the college of my choice!” lest your 
wish become a demand for a particular outcome. Loving-kindness 
is an inclination of heart, not an attempt to manipulate the environ-
ment with our thoughts.

In your formal meditation practice—when you sit down specifi-
cally to cultivate loving-kindness—try to use the same metta phrases 
again and again. Metta meditation is a focused attention practice, 
and your mind will be calmed by repetition alone. If you slip into 
a state of loving absorption, you may find a stream of new metta 
phrases flowing through you. That’s a wonderful experience, but 
please use your regular phrases when you return to your ordinary 
frame of mind.

In addition to focusing our attention, loving-kindness medita-
tion has a contemplative component. Contemplation meditation is a 
method for exploring the deeper meaning of an idea, such as reading 
a passage from sacred scripture and rolling it over in your mind until 
hidden layers are revealed. Carefully chosen metta phrases work like 
that; when we mull over the same words again and again, we get a 
direct, visceral sense of their meaning. This takes time, and we may 
see nothing for long periods—like waiting for tulips to emerge in 
the spring—but it’s worth the wait.

There’s a quiet joy that comes in meditation when the metta 
phrases and their meaning connect. You may discover that in an 
unexpected moment during the day, you’ll find yourself thinking 
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Compassion Meditation and the Brain

In a study by Richard Davidson and colleagues, monks with 
10,000 to 50,000 hours of practice in “non-referential com-
passion meditation”—“unrestricted readiness and availability 
to help living beings”—were compared to novices with only 1 
week of training. Both groups were outfitted with a head net of 
128 EEG electrodes and then began to meditate. The group of 
monks produced exceptionally powerful gamma waves (indicat-
ing intensely focused awareness) that were 30 times stronger 
than in the novice meditators, the wave patterns covered excep-
tionally broad areas of the monks’ brains, and the wave patterns 
were synchronized. This unusual brain state could be quickly 
turned on by the experienced meditators, and it tended to lin-
ger during the rest periods rather than go into “default mode.” 
Also, the monks with the most experience had the highest levels 
of gamma waves. Davidson’s research demonstrates that with 
intense practice we can develop astonishing control over brain 
activity and evoke loving feelings at will, independent of an 
object or circumstances.

Another study in Davidson’s lab was designed to detect 
whether brain circuits that detect emotions could be strength-
ened through meditation. Sixteen monks with over 10,000 
hours of training in nonreferential compassion meditation were 
compared to 16 novices who had a 2-week training period. The 
meditators’ brains were imaged using fMRI as they reacted to 
sounds (distressed woman, baby laughing, background restau-
rant noise). Compared to novices, the monks showed increased 
activity in the insula (responsible for empathy and body aware-
ness) and the temporal parietal juncture (where emotions of 
others are especially perceived) in response to the sound of the 
distressed woman. The monks more strongly detected all emo-
tional sounds—positive, negative, and neutral—suggesting that 
compassion meditation attunes the brain to process all sorts of 
emotional stimuli, not just to process suffering.
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“Oh, this is happy!” While doing psychotherapy, perhaps while 
a tear is trickling down my cheek, I’ll note, “Oh, this is compas-
sion.” There’s neither pride nor embarrassment in it—just the simple 
experience. The loving-kindness phrases and the experience come 
together gradually.

What matters most is the attitude behind the phrases. Words 
may or may not reflect how we truly feel—we can fake words and 
try to distort reality with them. A friend of mine once remarked 
that loving-kindness meditation is like talking to her pet dog. You 
can call your dog a “miserable wretch” in a loving way and get 
away with it every time. You can also say “I love you” with a scowl 
and scare your dog under the table. Your dog isn’t evaluating your 
choice of words; it’s connecting with your intentions. I saw a bum-
per sticker that read “I want to be the person my dog thinks I am!” 
Somehow our dogs see our deepest intentions and forgive us our 
moods. In metta meditation, stick to your core motivation—to be 
happy and free from suffering—and don’t get bogged down in the 
words. The more we incline the heart toward loving-kindness, the 
more that will be the habit our brains are exercising.

Finding a Way to Yourself

You probably had difficulty focusing on yourself when you did 
loving-kindness meditation. That may be due to a naturally wan-
dering mind, but more likely it’s due to ambivalence about the pro-
cess. The majority of us find it strange or difficult to give ourselves 
love.

Even after years of practice, I occasionally feel guilty (“This is 
too self-centered”) when I direct metta toward myself. That comes 
from my childhood as well as our culture. I know that self-directed 
loving-kindness makes me a better person, so I remind myself, “Give 
yourself the attention you need so you don’t need so much attention!” 
It was also written in the Visuddhimagga, “Just as I want to be happy 
and dread pain, as I want to live and not die, so do other beings, too.” 
There’s no need to exclude ourselves from loving-kindness. If you feel 



	 caring for ourselves	 141

guilty directing loving-kindness toward yourself, ask yourself who 
told you that focusing on yourself was wrong or how growing up in 
your family taught you to care only for others.

As mentioned in the last chapter, loving ourselves is used as an 
example in religious traditions for how we should treat others. “Love 
your neighbor as yourself.” Self-kindness is not where the process 
stops—it’s the beginning. The joy of caring for others is ultimately 
deeper and longer lasting than caring for ourselves because it liber-
ates us from a narrowly defined sense of “self.” Also, as the Dalai 
Lama says, there are so many more opportunities to love others! But 
when we’re in pain, as we often are, we must know how to love 
ourselves.

Another reason for not giving ourselves kindness is that we feel 
we don’t deserve it. Feelings of worthlessness are lurking in almost 
everyone, even in teachers of loving-kindness.

A group of Western scientists and Buddhist teachers met with 
the Dalai Lama in 1990 during a conference in Dharamshala, India. 
Sharon Salzberg asked him, on behalf of the other meditation teach-
ers, how they might help their students who suffered from feelings 
of worthlessness and shame.

The Dalai Lama didn’t seem to understand the question, so he 
and his translator spoke back and forth on this topic. When he real-
ized what was being asked, the Dalai Lama showed genuine surprise, 
and he asked the gathering whether they were certain this was really 
the case. They responded that it was a problem not only for their 
students but also for themselves. The Dalai Lama then went from 
person to person, inquiring, “Do you experience this? Do you?” It 
was hard for him to grasp that a person could actually dislike him- 
or herself.

I often wonder why the Dalai Lama was so surprised by this 
phenomenon. Research by Kristin Neff suggests that lack of self-
compassion is not a unique quality of Western life. Ironically, it’s 
precisely when we need love the most that it is hardest to give it to 
ourselves.

How can we use loving-kindness meditation to care for our-
selves? Here are a few suggestions.
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Opening to Pain

Pain helps. When we’re open to pain, compassion flows like water 
down a mountainside. The metta phrases have an uncanny ability 
to soothe us when we’re feeling really bad. Many people have com-
plaints (“Too touchy-feely”; “It’s just words”) about their loving-
kindness practice when they feel good, yet when they feel bad the 
phrases are deeply comforting. Metta meditation can be like a spouse 
who’s taken for granted—until a crisis comes. Explore for yourself 
how differently metta meditation feels when you’re happy and when 
you’re not.

Pain is more available than you think. The body accumulates 
stress all day long, consciously or unconsciously. It’s a myth that we 
know when we’re under stress; usually we ignore stress as it wreaks 
havoc on the mind and body, shortening our lives and making our 
days more difficult. Here’s where mindfulness comes in: Before you 
do metta meditation, do a quick sweep of your body and identify 
any places of tension. Check in with yourself emotionally too: “How 
am I feeling?” Acknowledge any discomfort you may be holding in 
your body and mind and then begin the practice.

It’s a common mistake to use loving-kindness meditation to 
make pain go away. The first step toward relief is being aware of 
pain and opening to it. When you feel emotional pain in the present 
moment (“This really hurts!”), a deep, sympathetic response is likely 
to arise (“Oh God, may I be free from suffering!”). Alternatively, if 
you’re battling against pain right from the start, you’ll find yourself 
demanding, “Stop, stop, stop, please stop the pain!” That’s perfectly 
understandable, but it’s a lot of work and not likely to succeed.

Be patient with the practice. There’s a Jewish story that illus-
trates how the practice works:

A disciple asks the rebbe, “Why does Torah tell us to ‘place these 
words upon your hearts’? Why does it not tell us to place these holy 
words in our hearts?”

The rebbe answers, “It is because as we are, our hearts are closed, 
and we cannot place the holy words in our hearts. So we place them 
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on top of our hearts. And there they stay until, one day, the heart 
breaks and the words fall in.”

Pain is our ally when we have an open heart.	

Finding Good Qualities

We’re naturally attracted to good qualities. For example, histori-
cal figures to whom we’re most drawn are the moral geniuses, not 
necessarily the military or political figures. Likewise, if we think of 
something good about ourselves, we enjoy keeping ourselves com-
pany. If we think ill of ourselves, our attention will flail around 
looking for distraction from these inner threats to our self-image. At 
the beginning of your meditation, remind yourself of one or two of 
your good qualities: loyalty to family, conscientiousness, kindness 
toward animals, perhaps a sense of humor? You’ll feel more worthy 
of your own attention.

Loving-Kindness Builds Positive Resources

Barbara Fredrickson at the University of North Carolina and colleagues 
compared people who had done 7 weeks of loving-kindness medita-
tion to a group of people on a waiting list. Metta meditation signifi-
cantly increased positive emotions (such as love, joy, gratitude, hope, 
amusement, and awe), as well as a wide range of personal resources 
such as mindfulness, problem-solving ability, savoring the future, envi-
ronmental mastery, self-acceptance, purpose in life, social support 
received, positive relations with others, and physical health. Further-
more, these increases in personal resources predicted life satisfaction 
and fewer symptoms of depression. During the study, practitioners of 
loving-kindness showed a steady gain in the number of positive emo-
tions they experienced with each hour that they meditated—they were 
building a reliable skill for generating positive emotions that kept them 
ahead of the adaptation (hedonic treadmill) effect.
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Connecting with Others

I know a woman who would give up her life for her beloved dog 
but who could barely feed herself. She began loving-kindness medi-
tation for her dog, “May Ginger be happy and content,” and then 
she tucked herself into that thought, “May Ginger and I be happy 
and content.” Eventually, she could say “May we be happy . . .” and 
finally “May I . . .” Sometimes we need to sneak up on ourselves with 
kindness.

Compassion toward others can also put us in a compassionate 
mood toward ourselves. Think of someone you like who is suffering 
in a way similar to your own suffering. Then gradually step up to 
include yourself in the metta phrases: “May [Sandra] be safe and free 
from harm . . . ,” “May [Sandra] and I be safe . . . ,” May we . . . ,” May 
I . . .” You can also start with a person you loved very much in the 
past, such as a child, and remember how you felt when that person 
was sick or in pain. Hold in your heart the natural compassion you 
feel and then fold yourself into the mix.

Yet another way to mobilize an affectionate attitude is to form 
an image of yourself as a young child, perhaps from an old photo-
graph. An endearing image can inspire a loving frame of mind. You 
can set a childhood picture of yourself on a table and just leave it 
there for a few weeks, allowing yourself to contemplate it in a casual 
way, and then bring it into your meditation when you’re ready. I 
have a psychotherapy client for whom an image of himself as a lonely 
child inspired the self-compassion he had previously been unable to 
find.

For some people self-kindness arises more easily if it begins 
abstractly: “May all beings be happy.” Then we include ourselves: 
“May I and all beings be happy.” You can also begin with greater 
emotional distance by using your own name: “May [Sam] be peace-
ful and happy” rather than “May I be peaceful and happy.”

If you’ve had trauma in relationships and are ambivalent about 
people, you can meditate on a cherished object from nature like a 
tree or the ocean (“May this tree be healthy and strong”). Then grad-
ually transition to a pet (“May Ginger be healthy and strong”) and 
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eventually to yourself (“May I . . .”). The principle is this: Connect 
with anyone or anything that puts a smile on your face and go from 
there. Follow your heart and then bring yourself into the picture.

The object of your loving-kindness is less important than the 
attitude you’re generating. Your brain is most likely to repeat what-
ever it’s experiencing in each moment. If you feel stressed, you’re 
learning stress. If you feel kindly, you’re learning kindness. The rest 
is details.

d

Loving-Kindness in Three-Part Harmony

There are three technical components to metta practice: (1) words, 
(2) feelings, and (3) images. The image gives us a target, the words 
evoke our deepest wishes, and the feelings are the preverbal gut sense 
of what we’re saying.

People find different components easier to practice than others. 
For example, verbal types work easily with words, sensing people 
go with the feelings, and visual folks easily call up images. It helps 
to know our own tendencies. For example, I’m a visual person and 
can easily hold an image in my mind. When I refresh the image of 
myself during meditation, the words deepen their meaning and the 
feelings grow stronger (including the resistance to kindly intentions!). 
The practice becomes more powerful when we emphasize the part 
we’re good at.

Ideally, we want to get all three components of metta practice 
working together: words, feelings, and images. The practice can 
be revitalized when you switch between components. For example, 
when the words become meaningless, refresh your aim by focusing 
on the image. If the feeling dries up, connect with the meaning of 
the words—repeating them slowly and savoring what you’re saying. 
Move back and forth from the feelings to the words to the feel-
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ings, and occasionally remind yourself of the image. Be creative in 
your meditation. The point is to encourage the attitude of loving-
kindness to arise as much as possible.

Words

The phrases should be spoken in a tone that reflects your loving 
intentions—softly and gently. Give the phrases the feeling of candle-
light. During informal practice in daily life, you can say the phrases 
out loud, chant them, or sing them along with a favorite tune, but 
be careful that if you are raising your voice you’re doing it to embrace 
what’s happening in your life, not to drive away any bad feelings.

Say the phrases slowly, letting them resonate one at a time. You 
can’t read poetry in a rush and have it evoke something new within 
you. Give yourself time to contemplate what you’re saying during 
metta practice. Don’t try to accomplish anything—anything other 
than offering yourself kindness.

When you’re deep into meditation, you might find that the 
complete phrases you’ve chosen become cumbersome. You can sim-
plify them to a few key words, such as “safe, peaceful, healthy, ease,” 
or to one word repeated over and over, like “love, love, love.” Use 
your intuition and find words that work for you, preferably ones that 
are pleasant and easy to repeat.

At some point, the phrases will become empty or robotic. Any 
object of attention is like that: it loses its charge after sufficient rep-
etition. That doesn’t necessarily mean the words should be changed. 
Instead, stay close to the wishing side of the practice rather than the 
feeling side. Your core motivation is the energetic center of the prac-
tice. Remind yourself why you’re meditating: to be happy and free 
from suffering. See yourself as one of many beings who want a life 
of contentment and ease. Then fold your personal metta phrases—
“May I be safe,” and so on—into that wellspring of inspiration.

Another problem with the metta phrases is that they don’t make 
sense to some people. You might ask, “How can I possibly expect 
happiness and ease? That’s unrealistic! Aren’t stress and discomfort 
part of everyone’s life?” That’s true, of course. The most difficult 
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principle of metta practice to understand is that we’re not trying to 
generate a particular outcome. A kindly attitude is its own reward. 
What the metta phrases really mean is the following:

“Even though it’s unrealistic to expect peace and happiness all ••
the time, may it be so whenever possible.”

“I have the wish•• , at this very moment, to be healthy and free 
from suffering, but the future is not in my control.”

The phrases should be intellectually credible—they should make 
sense—or the mind will quietly argue and lose concentration on 
the task.

Feelings

Feelings refer to the felt sense of loving-kindness. Sometimes the 
will to love comes with warm emotions and sometimes it doesn’t. 
A wish is not a feeling, and our feelings are far less predictable than 
our wishes. We can always fall back on the wish for happiness, but 
the corresponding feelings may be few and far between.

When loving feelings are present, they can be used to strengthen 
our core motivation. Savor the feelings—linger over them—as long 
as they occur. Words are extraneous when you have a loving feel-
ing, but as the feeling subsides, return to the words. Warm feelings 
are like a good meal; why turn away and have a less nutritious meal 
when you can enjoy a good one?

Some sensing-feeling people are better at savoring feelings than 
intellectual types. The more aware you are of your body, the more 
you’ll be able to enjoy good feelings. You’ve already learned a num-
ber of exercises for becoming aware of the body and emotions, espe-
cially “Mindfulness of Bodily Sensations” (Chapter 2) and “Mind-
fulness of Emotion in the Body” (Chapter 3). Those exercises can 
help even the most intellectual types develop their sensing-feeling 
side.

Some beginning meditators can generate compassionate feel-
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ings just by thinking about them, such as the experienced medita-
tors in Richard Davidson’s experiments, but that’s quite rare. Usu-
ally we need to create the conditions for such feelings to arise. For 
example, if you think of someone you love, metta will arise; if you 
think of someone who’s in pain whom you love, compassion will 
arise. There’s a bit of “method acting” in the feeling side of loving-
kindness practice: we enter into the present moment and allow the 
phrases and images to work on us. Feelings of loving-kindness and 
compassion will arise the more you practice. After many thousands 
of hours, they’ll follow you like a state of grace.

You can also try the following simple strategies to make yourself 
receptive to loving feelings:

Play love songs before you meditate.••

Practice in a delightful place.••

Make yourself physically comfortable.••

Relax your body.••

Put a light smile on your lips and crinkle your eyes.••

Visualize yourself in a good mood.••

Keep a pet in your lap.••

Place your hand over your heart.••

Speak the phrases from your heart.••

These small modifications help to establish a warm, friendly agenda 
for the rest of your meditation. Again, please don’t expect lov-
ing feelings. We’re only creating conditions for them to occur on 
their own.

Images

The person on whom you focus your attention has a great impact 
on whether loving-kindness will arise during your practice. At the 
beginning of practice, “other people” serve to give us an easier way 
to love ourselves. Meditation practitioners who are able to feel natu-
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ral kindness for themselves are ahead of the game. In the next chap-
ter, you’ll explore what happens when you focus on people toward 
whom you have very little feeling or people who are hard to be 
with. Before you subject yourself to these more challenging tasks, 
however, you need to become skilled at awakening loving-kindness 
for yourself. Be patient. It’s not uncommon to spend the first 2 to 3 
years of metta practice just learning to love yourself.

Some suggestions were given earlier for how to connect with 
other people as a prelude to giving love to yourself. Generally speak-
ing, start with someone who makes you smile (to cultivate friendli-
ness) or who melts your heart (to cultivate compassion). Choose a 
personal relationship that’s simple, pleasant, and uncomplicated. If 
you have a sexual relationship with the person, hidden attachment 
could emerge and disturb your focus. If the person has passed away, 
feelings of loss could creep in. Make sure the image doesn’t arouse 
much ambivalence.

The clearer the image, the stronger the feelings that will arise. 
When you create an image of yourself, see yourself in your mind’s eye 
in your current posture and feel your body. (You can open your eyes 
and look at your body, but only if that doesn’t arouse self-criticism.) 
Make a mental note of your facial expression and remind yourself of 
your good qualities. Give yourself full recognition. Smile if you’re 
inclined to. If you’re focusing on another person, take some time to 
feel the presence of that individual with all your senses. Once you 
have a good, clear image, it will resonate and linger in your mind.

The most difficult person in the world to hold in loving aware-
ness is usually oneself. We can be blindsided by unexpected, long-
forgotten thoughts and feelings. A shameful way you treated your 
brother? An episode of infidelity in your marriage? Even when 
we don’t like ourselves, we work with what we’ve got. We visual-
ize ourselves, repeat kind wishes, savor any good feelings that the 
phrases evoke, refocus on our image, return to the phrases, shift to 
an easier person when necessary, return to ourselves, and so on. The 
practice requires flexibility, but we eventually learn to be affection-
ate with ourselves through thick and thin. By evoking good will 
over and over, we discover the inherent goodness behind all those 
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disturbing thoughts, feelings, and words. This may seem like a huge 
achievement, but isn’t that how our pets already see us? Surely we 
can do the same for ourselves.

d

Backdraft

When a fire is deprived of oxygen, it will explode when fresh air 
is introduced through an open door. Firefighters call that “back-
draft.” A similar effect can occur when we practice loving-kindness. 
If our hearts are hot with suffering—self-hatred, self-doubt—when 
we begin to practice, sympathetic words can open the door of our 
hearts, causing an explosion of difficult feelings. Those feelings are 
not created by metta practice; we’re simply recognizing and feeling 
them as they go out the door. It’s part of the healing process.

This phenomenon is so common that my patients and others 
have used different metaphors to describe it:

“Metta is like dropping cold water on a hot skillet. The water ••
sizzles and skates around the pan. It’s a good thing, but it takes 
time to realize it’s a good thing.”

“ ‘May I be happy’ is a minefield!”••

“The light of love brings up ‘I’m unlovable. I’m self-••
indulgent.’ ”

“Love is a double-edged sword; it cuts away the pain in the ••
present, but it also slices into the pain of the past!”

Therapists are keenly aware of this process when working with 
people who suffer from feelings of worthlessness and shame. If a 
therapist says something kind or admiring, such as “You were so 
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courageous to have challenged your father in that way,” a patient 
struggling with low self-worth may feel mocked or patronized. 
That isn’t due to insincerity by the therapist, but because kind words 
bring up negative messages from the past, like “You’re nothing but 
a coward!” That’s backdraft.

Everything we know is seen in contrast to something else. For 
example, we know our toe is soft because a rock is hard. For people 
who are full of negative thoughts about themselves, a loving remark 
can cause an eruption of all those contrasting ideas that, due to their 
intensity, feel more truthful than the kind remark. In this case, a kind 
comment is easily misinterpreted as an intentional insult. When it 
happens in meditation, we doubt our own sincerity.

We need to address the hidden feelings that erupt when we’re 
good to ourselves in loving-kindness meditation. Do you remember 
the discussion of “schemas” in Chapter 4? Some of us may feel fun-
damentally ashamed, alone, abandoned, isolated, or deprived. These 
conditioned, core beliefs from childhood are guaranteed to emerge 
when we do loving-kindness practice. How do we work skillfully 
with old hurts and feelings?

The first rule is to expect bad feelings to arise. What comes 
up is not an obstacle to practice if you can maintain your emotional 
equilibrium. If sadness or grief or self-doubt arises, recognize that 
you’re suffering in that very moment and offer yourself good will 
with the same phrases you’ve been using all along. Try not to get 
absorbed in the story line. Be good to yourself because you’re feeling 
pain. Don’t try to push away bad feelings. Focus on yourself, not on 
the feelings. Metta teaches you to be sympathetic toward yourself. 
Every moment is an opportunity to practice that, no matter what 
you’re feeling.

The second rule is to maintain balance. If you find that the 
feelings coming up are too strong, you don’t have to become more 
ardent in your metta practice. Don’t fall into the trap of intensify-
ing metta to fight intensely uncomfortable feelings. That’s combat, 
not loving-kindness, and it’ll only make you feel worse. Perhaps 
you should back off and give yourself kindness in a different, less 
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introspective way, such as having dinner with friends or taking a 
trip to the beach. If you feel emotionally numb, that’s a sure sign you 
should back off and be good to yourself in another way, perhaps by 
engaging in an activity described in Chapter 5.

The third rule is to apply mindfulness. If it makes sense to 
stick with your meditation, you can always switch to using your 
breath or another anchor (sound, touch) when the phrases generate 
too much feeling. Remember, however, to saturate your mindful-
ness practice with affection. Use the skills from Chapters 2 and 3. 
Try labeling the emotion (“Ah, jealousy”; “Ah, embarrassment”; 
“Ah, anger”). If you linger with the emotion, a tightly held emo-
tion behind it may release, such as anger behind guilt or fear behind 
anger. When labeling is not enough, locate the sensation of the 
emotion in your body, perhaps in your abdomen, chest, or throat, 
and describe the feeling tone (“unpleasant”). Then give yourself 
more metta.

If a core belief, or schema, arises in meditation, you can label 
that too: “abandonment,” “mistrust,” “defectiveness,” “inadequacy.” 
Offer labels in a soft, gentle tone. Go back and forth from the pri-
mary object (the phrases) to the most compelling object of aware-
ness (the schema). Sit in the middle of your experience, like the 
Zen metaphor of a lotus flower in the middle of flames. Old memo-
ries may present themselves for mindful awareness. For example, 
if you’re a perfectionist, you might discover where you first heard 
that being “good enough is not good enough.” If you’re chronically 
angry, you might find yourself thinking of the person who told you 
that people should always be punished for their mistakes. If you’re 
terrified of being left alone, a person who was excessively worried 
about you may pop into your mind. As these events occur, simply 
note them and return to your mental anchor.

In general, see if you can work with backdraft as you would 
with any distraction: note what’s happening, softly and gently, and 
return to the phrases. Please don’t make yourself suffer by trying 
too hard to remove your imperfections. As a wise person once said, 
“Attend to your sensitivity—a flower cannot be opened with a ham-
mer.”
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Like a Prayer

There are similarities between loving-kindness meditation and 
prayer. When I asked a client of mine how his metta practice was 
going, he replied, “This is easy. I already know how to do my 
prayers.” Some people ask, “Can I pray to God when I wish for hap-
piness and freedom from suffering?” The answer is “Yes, of course!” 
Anything that cultivates loving intentions is metta practice. But 
there’s a catch.

I knew a woman, Paula, who suffered from hepatitis and prayed 
constantly to be relieved of her illness. Paula told me, “I had noth-
ing but disappointment, so I just stopped praying.” Eventually she 
discovered metta practice and took to it enthusiastically, mainly 
because she could feel the love of prayer without the trap of expect-
ing her life to change. Metta taught her surrender—surrender of 
the outcome of her efforts. Traditional prayer can be of two types: 

When Prayer Is Avoidance

Robert Zettle and colleagues from Wichita State University wanted to 
know whether accepting pain makes it easier to bear. Using scores on a 
questionnaire, participants were grouped as either experience avoid-
ers (“Anxiety is bad”) or nonavoiders (“I’m not afraid of my feelings”). 
Both groups were then asked to put a hand in a tray of cold water (40 
degrees Fahrenheit) for up to 5 minutes. Researchers measured how 
long participants could keep their hands in the cold water. Afterward, 
participants filled out a questionnaire describing what they were think-
ing during the experiment.

As predicted, the nonavoiders could tolerate the cold water much 
longer than the avoiders, even though both groups were equally sensi-
tive to pain. Avoidant people used unhelpful mental strategies such as 
catastrophizing (“It’s terrible and I feel it’s never going to get better”) 
and prayer/hoping (“I pray for the pain to stop”). In short, people who 
can accept the experience of pain, without praying that it will go away, 
can endure pain for longer periods of time.
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surrender (“Thy will be done”) or outcome (“Please heal this dis-
ease”). Metta helped Paula discern that it’s possible to hold a wish 
(“Dear God, may I . . .”) without a demand (“. . . get cured of my 
hepatitis!”). Surrender-type prayers don’t assume that we know 
what’s best for us or how things should be done; they’re an incli-
nation of heart rather than an effort to control or manipulate an 
outcome. In other words, we’re holding our situation and desires a 
little more lightly.

Metta is secular prayer. Many people wish they had faith in a 
higher power, but they can’t seem to get there. A client of mine said, 
“I’m envious of the God people!” Metta is an opportunity for the-
ists and nontheists alike to cultivate unconditional love by staying 
close to their deepest wishes. In the words of the poet Galway Kin-
nell, “The bud stands for all things . . . for everything flowers from 
within, of self-blessing.” The bud doesn’t need to appeal to some-
thing beyond itself to blossom; it’s in the nature of a bud to flower. 
Our deepest nature will also flourish when it’s fertilized with good 
will and loving-kindness.

Off the Cushion

Loving-kindness practice takes place primarily in daily life—off the 
cushion or the couch. Not everyone has the temperament or the 
time for formal sitting meditation. If you have to make a choice 
between formal and informal practice, better to practice as often as 
possible during the 16+ hours that you’re engaged in daily life. Most 
people don’t need to do formal metta meditation to benefit greatly 
from the practice. Every moment of loving-kindness is brain train-
ing, no matter what posture you’re in. The principles and practical 
suggestions given so far pertain as much to loving-kindness practice 
in daily life as to sitting meditation.

If you want a formal, sitting loving-kindness practice, how 
much time should you allocate each day? Twenty to 30 minutes 
of loving-kindness meditation in the morning is usually quite suf-
ficient and sets the tone for the rest of the day. Some people find 
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that 10 minutes is enough. In general, two short sittings are better 
than one long sitting (30–45 minutes) because some people find the 
nervous system becomes destabilized, that is, nervous or edgy, with 
longer sittings. Find out what works best for you.

You should remember that the brain develops a habit of doing 
whatever it’s doing. If you stress yourself out on the cushion, the 
brain will develop the “sit and be stressed” habit. If you generate 
loving-kindness, the brain is in training to experience love. Mostly 
we’re reinforcing the intention to be loving and compassionate when 
we practice metta meditation.

You can work with the phrases anytime, night or day. I like to 
repeat the metta phrases informally for a few minutes before I go 
to sleep and again when I wake up. In the ancient text of the Visu-
dhimagga, it’s said that metta leads to sound sleep and nice dreams 
and also makes the practitioner dear to others. That’s not hard to 
understand. Our dreams are more likely to be peaceful if we go to 
sleep without fear or anger, and people will find it difficult (though 
not impossible!) to dislike us if we genuinely appreciate them.

There’s no better time to discover self-compassion than when 
you feel really bad. The last two verses of Naomi Shihab Nye’s poem 
Kindness read:

Before you know kindness as the deepest thing inside,
You must know sorrow as the other deepest thing.
You must wake up with sorrow.
You must speak to it till your voice
Catches the thread of all sorrows
And you see the size of the cloth.

Then it is only kindness that makes sense anymore,
Only kindness that ties your shoes
And sends you out into the day to mail letters and purchase bread,
Only kindness that raises its head
From the crowd of the world to say
It is I you have been looking for,
And then goes with you everywhere
Like a shadow or a friend.
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A heart open to sorrow may seem like a frightening prospect, 
but compassion can become a constant, loving companion—a pal-
pable presence through tough times. If you notice a hurt, perhaps 
an experience of failure, disappointment, or rejection, say softly to 
yourself, “May I be safe, may I be happy, may I be healthy, may I 
live with ease.”

There’s a close association between self-compassion and self-
forgiveness. Forgiveness is essential in life because we make mistakes 
all the time. Sometimes we’re put into impossible situations where 
people get hurt even when we do the right thing: a boss who has 
to fire an employee who is undermining morale, for instance, or a 
mother who has to stop giving money to her drug-addicted son. 
How do we forgive ourselves when we cause others pain, knowingly 
or unknowingly? The first step is to keep our hearts open to our 
own remorse rather than deflect it with anger or self-justification. 
Then we respond compassionately to ourselves, in words or deeds.

Do you remember the examples given in Chapter 1 for how 
problems are caused by resistance to discomfort—back pain, insom-
nia, relationship conflict, and speech anxiety? These common con-
ditions are also excellent opportunities to practice loving-kindness. 
Metta meditation comforts the person who’s struggling, which, in 
turn, changes how we relate to the specific problem. It affects the 
eye of the beholder. For example, if I have back pain and say to 
myself, “May I be safe, may I be peaceful, may I be strong, may 
I live with ease,” the soothing I bring to myself will reduce the 
amount of anxiety I feel when I get a twinge of pain. We move 
from “anxious attention” to “loving attention”—to the path of least 
resistance.

If you’re lying awake with insomnia, worried about the next 
day, try offering yourself loving-kindness because of your unhappi-
ness about not sleeping. Replace the focus on sleep with attention 
to your sad or fearful feelings and say the metta phrases to yourself, 
over and over. Sleeplessness is an excellent opportunity to train your 
brain in something useful: self-compassion. It’s meditation in the 
lying-down position.

When you find yourself struggling in a relationship, take a break 
and ask yourself what hurts so much. Is it that you don’t feel seen or 
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heard, or you feel disrespected? Know that you deserve to be happy 
and free from suffering. Can you name the feeling you’re having? 
Give yourself the love and connection you need, right there in that 
moment, perhaps by using the metta phrases. Then, when you feel a 
little better, turn to your partner and talk.

If you suffer from public-speaking anxiety, offer loving-
kindness to both yourself and your audience when you go up on 
stage, or beforehand when you think about going on stage. (“May 
we all be happy and free from suffering.”) Your audience might just 
respond to your compassionate frame of mind with compassion for 
your speech making! If you let yourself be just as anxious as you are, 
you might forget you were ever anxious. As Thomas Merton wrote, 
interpreting Chuang Tzu, the Taoist sage:

So, when the shoe fits
The foot is forgotten,
When the belt fits
The belly is forgotten,
When the heart is right
“For” and “against” are forgotten.

Loving-Kindness Meditation Reduces Back Pain

James Carson and colleagues at the Duke University Medical School 
did a pilot study on loving-kindness meditation as a treatment strat-
egy, applying it to lower back pain. He and his colleagues trained 
their participants in eight 90-minute group meetings weekly, and the 
trainees practiced metta meditation at home with audiotapes. Carson 
found that metta meditation reduced back pain, and the longer the 
participants practiced (from 10–25 minutes per day), the lower their 
pain level at the end of the meditation session. Longer meditations also 
predicted less anger the following day. One participant in the study 
who tended to lose her temper with her debilitated, elderly mother 
reported, “When I enter her room now, I can feel myself soften.” A busi-
nessman remarked, “I never knew it was possible to have such space in 
my heart for others.”
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What Metta Is Not

Now that you have a preliminary understanding of loving-kindness 
practice, let’s review what it’s not in order to keep the practice from 
becoming unnecessarily complicated. It’s not:

Selfish.••  The first step toward loving others is to love ourselves. 
The fault we find with ourselves will also be found in others. 
Metta teaches us to be kind to ourselves no matter what hap-
pens, even as we shape our behavior for the better.

Complacent.••  Metta is a force of will—good will—that can 
override the instinctive tendencies of fear and anger. Metta 
frees us from old habits. It allows us to learn from pain and 
respond skillfully.

Positive affirmation.••  Affirmations are an effort to encourage 
ourselves by saying things we may not believe, like “I’m get-
ting stronger every day!” Metta isn’t fooling ourselves that 
our situation is better than it is. The phrases must be intel-
lectually credible to work smoothly.

Just a mantra.••  Although the metta phrases are repeated like a 
mantra, there’s more to it than that. In addition to using the 
power of attention, metta works with connection, intention, and 
emotion (discussed further in the next chapter). We’re doing 
whatever it takes to cultivate a loving attitude.

Sugarcoating.••  We’re not trying to make the reality of our lives 
less harsh by learning to think or speak in a sweet way. Rather, 
we want to open to the depth of human experience, including 
the tragedy of it, more fully. This is possible only if we have a 
compassionate response to pain.

A pity party.••  Opening to pain is not self-indulgent. We’re not 
wallowing in discomfort, complaining, or whining exces-
sively. On the contrary, opening to pain through compas-
sion allows us to unhook from the familiar story lines of our 
lives.
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Good feelings.••  Metta is primarily cultivation of good will rather 
than good feelings. Feelings come and go, but the ground of 
our being is the universal wish to be happy and free from suf-
fering. That’s where we put our trust.

Exhausting.••  Exhaustion is the result of attachment—wanting 
things to be one way and not the other. Loving-kindness and 
compassion stay away from the business of controlling reality 
so it’s more of a relief than a struggle.

Demanding.••  Metta is always on the wishing side of the equation 
rather than the outcome side. Positive outcomes will certainly 
come with time, but we’re primarily learning to cultivate a 
kind attitude no matter what happens to us or to others. Stick-
ing with the wish and remaining unattached to the outcome 
is unconditional love.

I hope you’ll discover how to make loving-kindness practice 
a natural part of your day. The practice is deceptively simple, but 
it’s important to bring curiosity and flexibility to the matter. The 
guidelines given here are only a starting point. Follow your heart 
and, as Sharon Salzberg says, “See what happens.”

Next we’ll turn our attention to others, especially those nettle-
some characters who take up residence in our minds when we least 
expect or want them to.
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7
caring for others

High levels of compassion are nothing but an advanced 
state of self-interest.

—Tenzin Gyatso, the 14th Dalai Lama

This chapter will take what you’ve learned about caring for 
yourself and bring it to other relationships—the source of so 
much pain and joy in life. As you’ll see, self-compassion is 

an essential, often unrecognized, ingredient in maintaining healthy 
relationships.

Some of you are already practicing loving-kindness meditation 
with other people, such as the beloved person who naturally makes 
you smile. But what about the difficult people in your life? Those 
folks can be a huge challenge to mindfulness and self-compassion. 
They also present you with an opportunity to deepen the practice. 
In this chapter, you’ll learn a systematic method for transforming 
your relationships with others, based on respect and care for your-
self.

Most of us find that giving kindness to others is easier and more 
palatable than loving ourselves. Some readers may still need special 
permission to focus on their own emotional needs. If you’re among 
them, this chapter on caring for others could feel like a sellout. Don’t 
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worry; you’ll learn here how to keep yourself in the picture even in 
the midst of intense and conflicting demands by other people.

“But can’t I just avoid the people who bother me?” Although 
it’s often a good idea to steer clear of problematic people, it’s not an 
effective strategy overall. Unless we’re hermits, we’ll have to deal 
with difficult people on the street, in a taxicab, at the grocery store, 
at work, at family reunions—just about everywhere. In the immortal 
words of British author Douglas Adams, “People are a problem.”

And unfortunately people live in our heads as well. Even if 
you stand alone on a mountaintop, your mind will be chattering 
with other people. What’s the conversation you’re having with your 
mother-in-law, your stepfather, your sister, or your friend? How 
does it feel? We’re the first to feel the pain of our own negative 
emotions, as expressed in the Chinese proverb “Hatred corrodes the 
vessel in which it’s stored.”

Changing our relationships to the people in our heads is the 
first step toward working with them in real time. After practicing 
loving-kindness meditation for 3 days on Rajiv, a surly middle-aged 
clerk at my neighborhood convenience store, I went there late at 
night to buy some milk. Seeing him as I walked through the door, 
I broke into a spontaneous smile. My previous habit was to pay my 
bill and leave as soon as possible, but this time I hung around and 
we chatted a bit. Only when I got home did I realize what had hap-
pened. By meditating on the struggle of this man living far from his 
native country, working late into the night selling lottery tickets to 
unhappy people, my aversion had quietly turned to curiosity and 
caring. Rajiv was none the wiser for my efforts. Transforming rela-
tionships with others starts with us; it’s an inside job.

Experiences like this gave me the confidence to tackle more dif-
ficult characters in my life. Some people make me feel guilty, some 
make me angry, others trigger regret or longing. One by one they’ve 
yielded to the force of inner kindness: “Just as I want to be happy and 
free from suffering, so does            want to be happy and free 
from suffering.” Negative feelings toward others tend to separate us 
from ourselves and from others—they trigger aversion. Practicing 
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loving-kindness for others has gradually made me feel less alone and 
more connected to life in general.	

In the words of the Buddha:

Looking after oneself, one looks after others.
Looking after others, one looks after oneself.

What we think, feel, and do toward others shapes how we feel 
inside.

A heads-up: Please don’t try to get through this chapter in 
one sitting. The first section explains why loving-kindness toward 
others is important and how to do it; the second section goes into 
concerns that might show up as you do the practice; and the third 
section describes how to bring the practice into your daily life. I 
recommend that you be a “student-practitioner”: Read a section, try 
the practice, and then alternate your practice with some more read-
ing for the rest of the week. Go slowly—mindful self-compassion 
builds gradually. A full course of loving-kindness meditation, such 
as described in this chapter and the preceding one, is best taught in 
a relaxed retreat setting over a 4- to 6-week period.

The Way of Connection

Loving-kindness meditation has four healing elements: intention, 
attention, emotion, and connection. Boosting our core intention (“May 
all beings be happy”) brings energy and meaning into our lives, 
focused attention calms the mind (“Return to the phrases again and 
again”), positive emotions (compassion, love, tenderness) make us 
happy, and connection makes us feel more peaceful and secure (less 
alone, less afraid, with a sense of common humanity). You were 
introduced to self-to-self connection in the previous chapters; now 
you’ll learn how to practice self-to-other connection. The con-
nection element of loving-kindness practice becomes particularly 
apparent when we direct our attention toward others. It soothes the 
pain of disconnection.
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Most people don’t appreciate the role of connection in their 
lives. It’s invisible. As my friend and colleague Jan Surrey explains, 
connection has an ebb and flow—we continually connect and dis-
connect—but we’re usually too preoccupied by our families, jobs, 
and other responsibilities to notice. That doesn’t mean we don’t feel 
it. Disconnection hurts. A disconnection can be subtle, such as when 
your partner falls asleep before you do, or it can have the devastating 
impact of marital infidelity or abuse.

Usually disconnection occurs under the radar. It may show up 
as irritability, self-doubt, worry, or sadness. When you feel lonely 
and disconnected, a colleague at work can become irresistibly sexy, 
especially while you are both working late at the office, or you may 
consume too much food, spend a lot of time shopping, surf the Web 
looking for love, or drink too much. That’s when you should fol-
low Jimmy Carter’s advice and look for “the things you cannot see.” 
Is disconnection what’s really making you anxious? Angry? Sad? 
Sexually aroused? Do you feel like your old self when your spouse 
returns from a business trip? Or does your mood get worse because 
you feel more disconnected in the company of your partner?

Disconnections are inevitable, even in the best relationships. 
We’re all incompatible to some extent. That’s easy to imagine 
because we have different DNA, our childhood experiences are dif-
ferent, and we live (or lived) in diverse economic, racial, ethnic, and 
gender groups. Our dreams continually collide with those of others. 
Therefore, every relationship includes the pain of disconnection.

Yet at the deepest level, way beyond ordinary awareness, we’re 
all woven into the same cloth. Thich Nhat Hanh, a prominent med-
itation teacher, illustrates this point in a lovely way:

If you are a poet, you will see clearly that there is a cloud floating in 
this sheet of paper. Without a cloud there will be no water; without 
water the trees cannot grow; and without trees, you cannot make 
paper. So the cloud is in here. The existence of this page is dependent 
on the existence of a cloud. Paper and cloud are so close. Let us think 
of other things, like sunshine. Sunshine is very important because 
the forest cannot grow without sunshine, and we as humans cannot 
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grow without sunshine. So the logger needs sunshine in order to cut 
the tree, and the tree needs sunshine in this sheet of paper. And if you 
look more deeply . . . you see not only the cloud and the sunshine in 
it, but that everything is here, the wheat that became the bread for the 
logger to eat, the logger’s father—everything is in this sheet of paper. 
. . . The presence of this tiny sheet of paper proves the presence of the 
whole cosmos.

The astronomer Carl Sagan echoes this vision: “If you wish to 
make an apple pie from scratch, you must first invent the universe.”

Feeling separate from others is at odds with our deepest sense 
of self. That’s why it hurts. It would be blissful indeed to have an 

Disconnection and Culture

About 60 million Americans—20% of the population—suffer from 
loneliness. Culture plays a role in how connected we feel. Ami Rokach 
of York University in Canada did a survey and found that both men 
and women in North America were lonelier than their counterparts 
in Spain on the dimensions of emotional distress, social inadequacy 
and alienation, growth and discovery, interpersonal isolation, and self-
alienation.

Americans may also be losing confidence in the trustworthiness 
of others, another sign of loneliness. Wendy Rahn and John Transue 
found that social trust among high school seniors declined between 
1976–1995. For example, 32% of students in 1976 felt that people in 
general could be trusted, whereas that percentage dropped to 17% 
in 1995. People were also viewed by these young adults as less helpful 
and less fair over the intervening years. Isolation and lack of trust reflect 
erosion of social connections.

Alan Hedge at Cornell University speculates that job insecurity 
and the relative lack of social programs like health care, pensions, and 
education in the United States may contribute to making Americans a 
“nomadic society on this treadmill”—needing to emphasize work and 
material security over personal connections.
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Hard-Wired for Empathy

The building blocks for empathizing with other people are the “mir-
ror neurons,” located primarily in the insula (empathy and internal 
perception) and the premotor strip (planning movement) of the 
brain. Mirror neurons mimic motor neurons—the ones that control 
our muscles. The way empathy seems to occur is that when you see 
another person’s face, the mirror neurons will mimic what you see so 
you can feel what the other person is feeling. For example, if you see 
a person smile, the mirror neurons will make your face muscles smile 
and then you will feel yourself smiling and recognize what the other 
person is feeling. People with less active mirror neurons, such as those 
with autism, have difficulty understanding what’s happening between 
characters in a movie or “reading between the lines” when engaged 
with other people. The implications of this research has been nicely 
described in Daniel Goleman’s Social Intelligence: The New Science of 
Human Relationships, which builds on his earlier work on emotional 
intelligence.

Our mirror neurons start firing as soon as we focus on another 
person. Happy or unhappy? Friend or foe? We can often detect tiny 
changes in facial expression or verbal tone that reveal how another 
person is feeling, even though we’re not fully aware of it. If I’m mad at 
my wife but plan to speak rationally and reasonably with her, my true 
feelings may still leak out. I might glance for a split-second too long 
or frown when I should have smiled. Then she says, slightly annoyed, 
“Why are you so testy?” and I think, “Me? Why are you so testy?” Our 
mirror neurons would have been communicating with each other all 
along despite my best efforts to hide how I feel. That’s probably why 
it’s so hard to discuss problems in a relationship; if you raise a topic 
when you feel unhappy, or start feeling bad after the topic is raised, 
your partner instantly feels as bad as you do.

The insula is full of mirror neurons that help us know what other 
people are feeling and intending to do. Research (mentioned ear-
lier) has shown that both mindfulness and metta meditation activate 
the insula. Daniel Siegel puts these findings together in his thought-
provoking book The Mindful Brain, suggesting that when we meditate 
in private, we’re actually improving our capacity for connected rela-
tionships in the real world.
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unbroken sense of connection with one’s children, one’s partner, all 
of one’s friends, and with all people of different races, cultures, ages, 
and sex, and with all living creatures, no matter how much their 
survival needs compete with ours.

In the words of Albert Einstein:

A human being is a part of the whole called by us “universe,” a part 
limited in time and space. He experiences himself, his thoughts and 
feeling as something separated from the rest—a kind of optical delu-
sion of his consciousness. This delusion is a kind of prison for us, 
restricting us to our personal desires and to affection for a few persons 
nearest to us. Our task must be to free ourselves from this prison by 
widening our circle of compassion to embrace all living creatures and 
the whole of nature in its beauty.

Is that possible? Well, sort of. We can feel connected even in 
the midst of disconnection by not abandoning ourselves in moments of 
pain. For example, it takes a lot of self-awareness and self-confidence 
to admit to oneself, after being snubbed by a boyfriend, “He’s just 
not that into you!” By not dodging what we’re feeling inside, we 
can continue to look others straight in the eye. The story of Michael 
and Suzanne in Chapter 1 also illustrates how bearing witness to 
one’s own relational suffering keeps us engaged.

Metta for Others

Once you decide it’s worth developing loving-kindness toward oth-
ers, basic training is necessary to deal with difficult people: income 
tax auditors, ex-spouses, telephone solicitors, and so on. Formal 
loving-kindness meditation is training for the real world. It trans-
forms us by simultaneously exposing our emotional baggage as we 
reinforce the habits of loving-kindness and compassion. For exam-
ple, a close friend may make you secretly green with envy if he 
gets a huge raise at work, or you might be angry at your sister for 
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becoming pregnant before you did. When you start to meditate—
cultivate the wish that your friend or sister be happy and free from 
suffering—you’ll immediately come face-to-face with these con-
trary emotions. It helps to make peace with them before you actu-
ally meet face-to-face, so no one feels hurt or rejected.

There are traditionally six categories of people with whom we 
train ourselves in the art of loving-kindness. The trick is to start 
with an easy target, reinforce the loving-kindness habit, and work 
up from there.

1.	 Self—Your personal identity, usually located within the 
skin.

2.	 Benefactor—Someone who makes you consistently smile, 
such as a mentor, a child, a spiritual guide, a pet, or a piece of 
nature.
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3.	 Friend—A supportive person toward whom you feel trust and 
gratitude and have mostly positive feelings.

4.	 Neutral—Any living being whom you don’t know and there-
fore neither like nor dislike.

5.	 Difficult—Someone who has caused you pain, or toward 
whom you have negative feelings.

6.	 Groups—Any group of living beings, for example, everybody 
listed above, everyone in your home, workplace, or city.

In the preceding chapter, you were introduced to loving-
kindness meditation toward the self. Some of you have also been 
practicing with the “benefactor” as a route to yourself. For those of 
you who have not yet tried the “benefactor,” we’ll begin there and 
move forward in sequence to the other categories. Once you’ve mas-
tered the “difficult person,” you’re ready to expand loving-kindness 
to everyone.

To get a sense of the practice as a whole and to keep it interest-
ing, I suggest that you try one category each day in a 20-minute 
meditation. Then go back and work with each category for an entire 
week. Please consider this chapter an introduction to loving-kindness 
meditation. If you wish to practice more intensively—longer than 
20 minutes a day—please consider finding a qualified teacher. A 
teacher is someone who has gone down the road before you, knows 
the obstacles, and can guide you through them. Retreat centers and 
other opportunities for additional training are listed in Appendix C.

Benefactor

This category starts the process of paying careful attention to another 
person. The benefactor is someone who puts a smile on your face 
and warmth in your heart. It could be a beloved teacher, a spiritual 
guide, a child, a pet, or something you love in nature. Pick a rela-
tionship that’s least likely to disappoint you later on—someone or 
something that makes you consistently happy.
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Try This:  The Benefactor
This meditation will take 20 minutes. Begin metta meditation as 
described in Chapter 6: bring your attention to your heart region, 
take a few breaths, form an image of yourself in the sitting position, 
and recall that all beings wish to be happy and free from suffering. 
Then start repeating the phrases for yourself for 5 minutes or begin 
straightaway with your benefactor.

Bring the benefactor’s image clearly to mind and let yourself feel ••
what it’s like to be in that person’s presence. Allow yourself to enjoy 
the good company. Also, recognize how vulnerable your benefac-
tor is—just like you, subject to sickness, old age, and death.

Say to yourself, “Just as I wish to be happy and free from suffering, ••
may you be happy and free from suffering.”

Repeat softly and gently, feeling the importance of your words:••

May you be safe.
May you be happy.
May you be healthy.
May you live with ease.

When you notice that your mind has wandered, return to the words ••
and the image of your benefactor. Linger with any warm feelings 
that may arise. Go slow. If you want to return to yourself, feel free to 
do that at any time and then switch back to your benefactor when 
you’re ready.

After 20 minutes, and before you end the meditation, say:••

May I and all beings be safe.
May I and all beings be happy.
May I and all beings be healthy.
May I and all beings live with ease.

Gently open your eyes.••
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Compared to practicing metta meditation toward yourself, 
focusing on the benefactor is generally pleasant and easy. But if 
it’s the first time you’ve focused on the benefactor, you could have 
mixed feelings about the exercise. For example, you may not feel 
entitled to that level of intimacy with this special person, or it may 
feel like you’re peeking in someone’s window. Your reticence will 
probably subside over the coming week, but feel free to switch back 
to yourself when you need to, or return to the practice of mindful-
ness meditation—noticing what you’re feeling while you’re feeling 
it, with acceptance.

Friend

After working with your benefactor for a week or so, you’re prob-
ably ready to move on to the “friend” category. Friends have built 
trust for one another over the years and feel gratitude for the rela-
tionship. The relationship is close and predominantly positive. Select 
a few friends and briefly audition each one with the practice instruc-
tions given above for the benefactor, using the image of your friend. 
You don’t need to find the perfect friend—that doesn’t exist. Most 
will do just fine, wrinkles and all. When you’ve settled on someone, 
work with the person for the whole week. Start each meditation 
with yourself as the object of meditation, go to the benefactor for 
a minute (or switch around the benefactor and yourself ), and then 
move on to your friend.

Difficult feelings will invariably emerge. If you dearly love your 
friend, the phrase “May you be safe” could trigger anxiety that he 
or she may not be safe. Anger may arise, perhaps a memory that your 
friend didn’t visit you in the hospital after your operation. Or you 
might feel envious that your friend has more money than you or has 
a happier marriage. When negative emotions hijack your attention, 
gently return to the metta phrases. If they dominate your attention, 
drop back to metta for yourself or your benefactor. Any unpleasant 
emotion—fear, anger, jealousy, shame, or remorse—is a valid reason 
for loving yourself.

A confusing feeling that everyone experiences from time to 



	 caring for others	 171

time with friends is schadenfreude. That’s the German word for feel-
ing happy when others are going through difficulties. Ironically, 
a burst of joy when you hear of a close friend’s good fortune may 
be less common than the schadenfreude reaction. Instead of feeling 
ashamed when you feel this way, just continue to cultivate loving-
kindness and compassion.

Feeling disconnected is the root of schadenfreude, but our metta 
practice helps us feel connected. When you know you’re sharing in 
your friend’s life journey—not feeling left out—schadenfreude will 
yield to happiness. Say “May she and I be . . .” You’ll be even hap-
pier if you can support your friend’s achievements: “May your good 
fortune grow and grow.” Keep saying the phrases and see what hap-
pens.

Metta Changes the Brain, Making Us 
More Compassionate

In a pilot study, Richard Davidson and his colleagues at the University of 
Wisconsin trained a group of people via the Internet to practice metta 
meditation for 30 minutes a day for 2 weeks. A comparison group of 
people learned to “cognitively reappraise” situations in their lives. 
After 2 weeks, only the metta group showed significant improvement 
on the Self-Compassion Scale (see Chapter 4). Then Davidson exposed 
the participants to images of human suffering, such as a child with an 
eye tumor, as he scanned their brains with fMRI. The metta group had 
increased activity in the insula (which shows empathy). The more active 
the insula was while the participants looked at the distressing photo-
graphs, the higher their scores on self-report scales of well-being and 
self-compassion. Davidson then gave the subjects the chance to donate 
their $165 honorarium to a cause of their choosing. Activation in the 
insula predicted how much money the subjects donated! This study 
demonstrates that only 2 weeks of loving-kindness meditation can 
change brain activity, make people feel more compassionate toward 
themselves and others, and even elicit generosity.
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Neutral Person

This is a very interesting category despite its dull name. It’s an 
opportunity to develop loving-kindness toward any of the 6.7 bil-
lion people (and counting) you may encounter in your lifetime. The 
neutral person is someone you don’t know yet, which means you 
have relatively little liking or disliking beyond the usual stereotypes 
and prejudices.

It’s fun to select someone you’ll probably see again so that you 
can gauge the effect of your meditation. That’s what I did in the 
example of Rajiv given earlier. As the weeks progress, also remem-
ber to include animals and plants in your circle of kindness. I prac-
ticed metta for fruit flies in my kitchen while I was writing this book 
and had an unexpected flash of compassion when one flew in my 
nose. Neutral doesn’t stay neutral very long when we make it the 
object of loving-kindness.

Your main challenge with the neutral person will be to maintain 
the energy of loving-kindness. You can drop back to your benefac-

Loving-Kindness toward Strangers

Researchers at Stanford University found that only 7 minutes of loving-
kindness meditation increased positive feelings and a sense of connec-
tion with neutral individuals. Ninety-three participants were randomly 
assigned to an experimental loving-kindness meditation condition or 
a comparable imagery condition. The loving-kindness instruction was 
to imagine two loved ones standing to either side of oneself sending 
their love. Then the participant opened his or her eyes and repeated 
phrases to a neutral photograph, wishing health, happiness, and well-
being. The comparison condition imagined acquaintances standing in 
the same positions while focusing on their appearance, and later they 
focused on the appearance of the neutral person in the photograph. 
The loving-kindness group showed a significant shift toward positive 
responding—feeling more connected, similar, and positive toward the 
neutral person in the photograph.
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tor or yourself whenever the practice needs refreshing. Don’t let the 
practice become dull or you’ll be training your brain in the fine art of 
dullness. Visualize the neutral person as best you can, experience the 
presence of that person, repeat the words slowly and gently, sense the 
importance of the words, and remind yourself that the neutral person 
is a vulnerable being just like you, subject to pain and death.

Difficult Person

Whereas the neutral person is an exercise in breadth, the difficult 
person is an exercise in depth. We need to drop to a deeper place 
within ourselves to evoke and sustain loving-kindness toward those 
who’ve hurt us. Difficult people are therefore our “best friends” on 
the path of loving-kindness.

To begin with, choose a person who is mildly difficult, not a 
person who has hurt you badly or who is causing massive hardship 
on the world stage. Let it be someone you feel comfortable enough 
visualizing in meditation.
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Try This:  The Difficult Person
This meditation will also take 20 minutes. Prepare for meditation in 
the manner described earlier and then begin repeating the metta 
phrases to yourself and your benefactor (in either order) for about 
5 minutes.

Bring an image of your “difficult person” to mind. Remind yourself ••
that the difficult person is struggling to find his or her way through 
life and, in so doing, is causing you pain. Say to yourself, “Just as I 
wish to be peaceful and free from suffering, may you too find inner 
peace.”

Repeat the phrases softly, keeping the image of the difficult person ••
in your mind while sensing the value of your words:

May you be safe.
May you be happy.
May you be healthy.
May you live with ease.

Feelings of aversion, disgust, anger, guilt, shame, or sadness will ••
immediately arise. The metta phrases may sound hollow alongside 
these emotions. Give a label to the emotion you’re feeling (“sad-
ness,” “anger”) and practice compassion for yourself (“May I be 
safe  . . .”). When you feel better, try again with your difficult per-
son.

Go back and forth between yourself (or your benefactor) and the ••
difficult person. Make sure the experience of good will describes 
your meditation session overall.

Before you end, release the difficult person and say:••

May I and all beings be safe.
May I and all beings be happy.
May I and all beings be healthy.
May I and all beings live with ease.

Gently open your eyes.••
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Give yourself credit for taking on this challenge. It reflects your 
commitment to bringing loving-kindness to all aspects of your life.

You may have the following thoughts as you work with difficult 
people in your life:

“•• I don’t want my difficult person to be happy. Then he (or she) won’t 
change!” When we offer a difficult person loving-kindness, we’re not 
accepting bad behavior or hoping the person will escape the conse-
quences of his or her actions. Rather, we’re wishing for the person 
to become a happy, peaceful human being. It may help to make the 
phrases more credible to your ear, such as, “May [Michael] heal his 
inner wounds and find the way to happiness.” Your difficult person 
might change for the better when you have a warmer attitude, but 
try not to make your practice contingent upon his or her behavior.

“•• I don’t even want to think about my difficult person!” Most peo-
ple instinctively wish that their difficult person would just disap-
pear or die. There’s a Tibetan saying: “Don’t bother wishing your 
enemies will die; they’ll do that anyway!” If you’re having strong 
feelings of aversion and they don’t subside, switch to a less difficult 
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person. Also, don’t feel obligated to feel the presence of the difficult 
person while doing metta meditation, as you would the benefac-
tor, if it’s too uncomfortable. Work with the phrases so you feel at 
ease and loving-kindness prevails. You might prefer the emotional 
distance of using a person’s proper name—“May [ John Doe] find 
inner peace  . . .”—rather than an informal pronoun, “May you be 
. . .” Finally, you can always take refuge in the company of your 
benefactor (or your own company) whenever you wish.

“•• I spend too much time giving loving-kindness and compassion to 
myself!” That’s impossible. Don’t worry if your meditation on the 
difficult person is 95% self-metta. Working with disturbing emotions 
(“backdraft”) can comprise the majority of metta practice with dif-
ficult people. The more pain you feel, the more self-care you’ll need. 
Sometimes it helps to put your hand on your heart and slowly breathe 
through your heart to get the feeling of self-compassion.

“•• Can’t I start by tackling the toughest character in my life first?” 
It’s usually best to take a middle path—someone not too hard and 
not too easy. With steady practice, even the most difficult people 
will lose their grip on you. Use your intuition to decide whether 
the most difficult person will derail you from the task of generating 
loving-kindness.

“•• I just want to forgive and forget.” Don’t rush forgiveness. For-
giveness toward others can come only after you’ve opened to your 
own pain and accepted it fully. When you feel ready, try repeating 
forgiveness phrases such as:

I’ve suffered terrible loss, fear, and self-doubt. I’ve been lonely and con-
fused. I forgive myself for what I’ve done, knowingly or unknowingly, 
to harm you.

Then shift to the difficult person:

I know that you too have suffered. You’ve also had times of loneliness, 
heartache, despair, and confusion. I forgive you for what you’ve done, 
knowingly or unknowingly, to hurt me.
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Repeat the forgiveness phrases as you would the metta phrases, 
always returning to self-metta when needed. Forgiveness requires 
that we deal directly with emotional pain, not bypass it.

I know a woman, Miranda, who was sexually abused in child-
hood by her uncle. After he committed suicide in his mid-70s, 
Miranda was told by her meditation teacher to meditate on the 
good things that her deceased uncle had brought into her life, such 
as creativity and reckless abandon. To her amazement, it helped 
Miranda heal the bitterness and despair she felt toward her uncle. 
This approach is generally not recommended until much has been 
done to validate one’s own suffering, as Miranda had done. In her 
case, the teacher was also very loving and aware of how Miranda had 
suffered, which provided a safety net from which she could forgive 
her uncle. Even so, Miranda had to intermittently stop her metta 
practice, or focus only on herself, when she got lost in her traumatic 
memories.

“•• We’re both good people, but the relationship is a pain.” You can 
care for the relationship as an entity, not just the participants as sepa-
rate individuals. A relationship is a “we.” Loving-kindness toward 
a relationship assumes you have made peace with yourself and the 
other person already. It’s a slightly advanced practice. When you’re 
ready, you can practice by saying “May we be safe, May we be happy, 
May we be healthy, May we live with ease.”

“•• What if our culture is the ‘difficult person’?” Emotional pain is 
often embedded in social problems, such as racism, sexism, homopho-
bia, and other forms of prejudice. These can also be addressed in 
your metta phrases: “May you and I be free from the pain of preju-
dice.” Since prejudice is the result of ignorance, you can also try 
the words “May we all be free from the pain of ignorance.” Both 
sides of the bigotry equation avoid one another to feel safe or more 
comfortable. The inner work of loving-kindness and compassion 
practice can start the process of humanizing and reconnecting with 
one another.

“•• Can I skip a category or stay longer with a particular person?” The 
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categories are guidelines, not rules. Use your intuition and common 
sense, keeping the energy of loving-kindness as alive as possible. 
Toward that end, you can practice any way you see fit.

Groups

The final category is good will toward numerous individuals at the 
same time. We already practice this way at the end of each medita-
tion session to expand the circle of loving-kindness: “May I and all 
beings be happy and free from suffering.”

Once you’ve worked with all the different categories, try gath-
ering everyone together in your mind and offering them loving-
kindness at the same time. Or, as if you were hosting a dinner party, 
you can silently say to each person in sequence, “May you be safe . . . 
may you be safe . . . and may you be safe . . .” and so on. Don’t forget 
yourself. The guests at my party might include the Dalai Lama, a 
childhood friend, the clerk at the convenience store, and a politi-
cian who particularly offends me. It’s fun to imagine this unlikely 
gathering in one place. Your “group” will be easier to visualize the 
longer you work with each individual in meditation.

Allow yourself to appreciate the common humanity of all the 
people you’ve gathered together. Everyone is breathing; all expe-
rience similar human emotions; everyone suffers from time to 
time; they all wish to be happy; and no one will live forever. Wish 
everyone well: “May you be safe, peaceful, healthy, and live with 
ease.”

Other groupings can be made of the people in your home, 
town, country, or the entire world. You can focus on all the liv-
ing beings in each of the four directions; all beings above (birds) 
and below (bugs and worms); all living things seen and unseen; 
all men and all women; all tall and short people; slim and fat; old 
and young. You can make up your own pairs of opposites. The 
“group” idea is to recognize the equality of all beings and not to 
exclude anyone, especially those you might tend to overlook. It’s 
an especially expansive and joyful practice once you get the knack 
of it.
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Loving Others without Losing Yourself

Each individual needs to find a healthy balance between self-care 
and caring for others, between having an authentic, personal voice 
and staying connected, and between the need for solitude and the 
need for relationship. For example, after a day of caring for her two 
young children, the last thing a woman may want is sex with her 
partner. What she may really need is a quiet, solitary walk or to 
receive some thoughtful attention. How do we love others without 
losing ourselves?

People differ in how much they enjoy connecting with others. 
Women seem to have a greater appetite for connection than men do. 
They also seem to like metta meditation more. I’ve even heard some 
men, but rarely a woman, say, “I hate metta!” Whether you’re male 
or female, try to know, accept, and trust your own personal toler-
ance for connection.

During my clinical psychology internship back in 1981, I men-
tioned to my supervisor that I had a nightmare of people climbing 
through the windows of my apartment. She replied, “I think you 
need a vacation!” The same dream has recurred over the last 28 
years whenever I need more privacy. Curiously, it happened again 
on a 7-day metta meditation retreat in which the participants never 
spoke to one another, nor did they even make eye contact. This 
taught me how “connected” loving-kindness meditation really is 
—how the head can get filled with relationships like in daily life. 
Taking the hint from my dream, I sought the solitude of self-metta 
and mindfulness practice until I was ready to “reconnect.”

When Me? When Others?

When you’re in pain, give yourself compassion first. Heal the healer. 
Sometimes a micro-moment of self-compassion is all it takes.
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Take the typical morning in an American family. Under time 
pressure to prepare the kids for school, Mom or Dad may not recog-
nize his or her rising stress level and inadvertently blurt out some-
thing like “Why are you always so unhelpful, Sean?” When that 
happens, try to soften into the catastrophe of the moment. Think for 
a second, “Ah, stress” and then say, “May I be peaceful. May I be at 
ease. May we all be peaceful and at ease.” Even before you get up in 
the morning, start repeating the phrases. Then keep yourself in the 
picture by using the phrases whenever you need them.

As mentioned earlier, what distinguishes compassion from 
loving-kindness is the presence of pain. Compassion is a kindly 
response to pain. You can practice compassion for your own pain, for 
the pain of others, or for the pain you feel when others are in pain. Just 
think how you feel when images of burning homes, disemboweled 
bodies, and malnourished children are beamed into your home on 
the television. The evening news is a great opportunity to practice 
metta. Stay mindful of your inner state (“This is painful to watch!”) 
and offer compassion to yourself and those on the screen (“May I be 
safe. May you be safe. May we all be safe and live in peace”). Try the 
same practice when you visit a friend at the hospital. Transforming 
your “worried attention” into “compassionate attention” through 
metta practice always comes as a welcome relief.

The most natural time to practice loving-kindness toward others 
is when you’re genuinely happy—when you have loving energy to 
spare. It’s easy to wish happiness for others when we’re happy. You’ll 
feel even greater happiness when you do so, perhaps because you’re 
temporarily escaping the prison of your individuality by thinking of 
others. But timing is everything; when emotional resources are low, 
it’s still best to focus on yourself.

Feeling shy or anxious in social situations, which everyone 
does from time to time, is another excellent opportunity to prac-
tice loving-kindness toward others. Why others at this time? A shy 
person is likely to be talking with an interesting person at a party 
and at the same time worrying whether he or she looks nervous. 
People feel abandoned when their conversation partners are self-
absorbed. Ironically, it’s the disconnection from a listener, rather than 
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anxiety itself, that makes shyness such a problem. To stay in connec-
tion despite feeling anxious, try loving-kindness. When you notice 
yourself absorbed in your own anxiety, look the other person in the 
eye and think, “May you and I be happy.” Practicing like this can 
help you feel less afraid on a job interview or a first date too.

Metta for others can also be used to heal disconnection in old 
relationships. Are you tired of another person “taking space in your 
head without paying rent” (an Alcoholics Anonymous expression)? 
Healing old wounds requires that we offer compassion to both sides 
of the relationship.

Helen had been divorced for 25 years and had never remarried. 
Her ex-husband, John, had an affair that broke up the marriage and 
he subsequently married that person. As Helen approached her 75th 
birthday, she decided she couldn’t carry her angry thoughts around 
any longer—she didn’t want to share her deathbed with bitterness. 
With this determination, Helen set about loosening the grip of her 
anger.

Helen decided to revisit in her mind how traumatic the affair 
and divorce had been for her and her family so many years earlier. 
As she did this, she comforted herself with metta phrases: “May I be 
safe and may I find peace.” She practiced like this, over and over, for 
9 months. Helen also forgave herself for her own part in the divorce: 
“May I forgive myself for everything I did to undermine our mar-
riage.” She addressed John in a similar way: “May I forgive you for 
what you did, mostly out of confusion from a life riddled with loss 
and abandonment, that hurt me and our family.” As Helen gradu-
ally released her bitterness, her relationship with her ex-husband 
improved. When John died 6 years later, Helen attended the funeral 
and met his second wife, with very little anger remaining.

It takes courage to heal an old, troubled relationship, but, like 
Helen, we first need to see how not addressing it can be more dam-
aging. Loving our enemies is not a moral prescription—it’s just the 
best thing we can do for ourselves.

Try using the metta phrases with old boyfriends and girlfriends, 
parents, difficult in-laws, siblings, ex-friends, neighbors, and other 
people in any relationship that creates tension inside. It’s easier than 
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you think. If you feel ashamed of how you behaved in the relation-
ship, make a special effort to recognize that emotional pain. Shame, 
guilt, and remorse are the trickiest emotions to identify because 
we’re continually dodging them inside. Remember that not a single 
emotion is outside the range of self-compassion. Bring kindness to 
yourself because of your difficult feelings. Thereafter, extend good 
will to the other half of the relationship.

It requires special skill to work with traumatic relationships 
that may include physical, sexual, or verbal abuse. Most important, 
make sure you’re prepared—that you have the emotional resources 
for your journey and the necessary support of a therapist, friends, or 
family. Disturbing memories can overwhelm our best intentions. 
Will you know when your capacity for compassion is running low 
and you need either to refocus on yourself or to quit the practice 
altogether? You’re pushing it too hard if you find yourself unable to 
sleep, emotionally numb, having difficulty concentrating, or feeling 
unusually fearful and isolating yourself. Go slow and be safe.

Compassion Fatigue

The result of extending ourselves too much to others is called “com-
passion fatigue.” The term is actually a misnomer because compas-
sion itself isn’t fatiguing. Compassion fatigue is really “attachment 
fatigue.” We wear ourselves out when we’re attached to the outcome 
of our hard work, such as the success or recognition. Sure signs of 
compassion fatigue are (1) believing that you’re indispensable and 
(2) feeling resentment toward those you’re trying to help. Compas-
sion fatigue feels bad, and it’s not good for anyone. The antidote to 
compassion fatigue is self-compassion. When your emotional supplies 
are depleted, take a break and care for yourself in whatever way you 
can: physically, mentally, emotionally, relationally, or spiritually.

Another way to manage compassion fatigue is by cultivating 
equanimity. When you’re caught by excessive attachment, see if you 
can untangle yourself by contemplating: “People are the owners of 
their deeds. It’s their choice how they make themselves happy or free 
themselves from suffering.” This is a traditional Buddhist saying to 
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cultivate equanimity. It may sound like a prescription for indiffer-
ence, but when you’re trapped in compassion fatigue it’s your ticket 
to emotional freedom.

Altruism and Your Well-Being

The psychologist Martin Seligman says that people seek happiness 
in three different ways: the Pleasant Life, the Engaging Life, and the 
Meaningful Life. Research has shown that pleasure contributes less 
to overall happiness than either being fully engaged in your life or 
having a meaningful life. Being “engaged” means knowing your 
strengths (such as your “signature strengths” from Chapter 5) and 
building them into your relationships and leisure activities. When 
you’re good at a task, you can become completely absorbed in it—
you enter the “flow”—which is a deeply satisfying experience. A 
“meaningful life” is one in which you use your strengths for the 
greater good—something larger than yourself. Altruistic pursuits and 
metta meditation fit into this latter category.

Would you like to know how you’re constructing your own 
life? If so, you can take the Approaches to Happiness Questionnaire, 
a quick test developed by Chris Peterson at the University of Michi-
gan (www.authentichappiness.sas.upenn.edu/Default.aspx).

Seligman and Peterson’s categories should be considered guides, 
not prescriptions, for any given individual. For example, some well-
meaning people have a tendency to deny themselves pleasure as they 
pursue the greater good, which can make them harsh and judgmen-
tal. Other individuals may need a little encouragement to extend 
themselves to others so they can enjoy the satisfaction of making 
a difference in someone’s life. Even absorption in daily activities, 
though highly satisfying, is not universally desirable. Periods of con-
fusion and doubt are necessary for us to grow. Use your understand-
ing of these three approaches to bring balance and happiness into 
your life.

d
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Taking It on the Road

Loving-kindness and compassion practice can easily be integrated 
into daily life. Every moment that you use a metta phrase, you’re 
doing informal meditation. It takes only a second of your time.

Walking Meditation

A delightful way to take metta meditation on the road, quite liter-
ally, is walking meditation. Whether you walk in the city or the 
woods, your mind will usually be in the “default” mode, digest-
ing the past (who said what to whom) or planning the future (your 
errands, your evening). Our minds are mostly critiquing the people 
and things we see around us. Instead, we can use these walks to 
develop loving-kindness and compassion.

Try This:  Compassionate Walking
Plan to walk for 10 minutes or longer, anywhere you like. Dedicate the 
time specifically to cultivating loving-kindness and compassion.

Stand still for a moment and anchor your attention in your body. Be ••
aware of yourself in the standing posture. Feel your body.

Recall that every living being wants to live peacefully and happily. ••
Connect with that deep wish: “Just as all beings wish to be happy 
and free from suffering, may I be happy and free from suffering.”

Begin walking. Note yourself moving through space in the upright ••
position. Feel the sensations of your body, perhaps noting the 
pressure of your feet on the ground or the wind in your face. Keep 
your eyes softly focused and walk at a normal pace.

After walking for a few minutes, repeat the loving-kindness phrases ••
to yourself:

May I be safe.
May I be happy.
May I be healthy.
May I live with ease.
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The phrases will keep your attention anchored in your body and 
start to evoke the attitude of loving-kindness. Try to synchronize the 
phrases with each step or with each breath. It may help to shorten the 
phrases to a single word: “safe, happy, healthy, ease” or “love, love, 
love, love.”

When your mind wanders, gently return to the phrases. If you find ••
yourself hastening to your destination, slow down and refocus on 
your purpose.

Do this with kindness, especially a feeling of gratitude toward your ••
feet for supporting your entire body. Appreciate the marvel of 
walking.

After a few minutes, expand loving-kindness to others. When ••
someone catches your attention, say to yourself:

May you and I be safe.
May you and I be happy.
May you and I be healthy.
May you and I live with ease.

You also say “May you be safe . . .” or just “safe . . . happy . . . healthy 
. . . ease” or “love . . . love . . . love . . . love.” Don’t try to include every-
one; just do it one person at a time, keeping the attitude of loving-
kindness alive.

Eventually include all forms of life in the circle of your loving-••
kindness, for example, dogs, birds, insects, and plants.

Allow yourself to •• receive any expressions of kindness that may 
come your way.

At the end of the walking period, stand still for a moment and ••
repeat “May all beings be happy and free from suffering” before 
you go on to your next activity.

Compassionate walking meditation is especially fitting for peo-
ple who can’t sit still very long and for people who are sitting all day 
in front of a computer and would like to get some exercise. A com-
mon question is “What should I do if I have to talk with someone?” 
Just let yourself become absorbed in the conversation and keep the 
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wish percolating in the back of your mind: “May you be happy and 
free from suffering.”

Your heart will be full of loving-kindness when the metta phrases 
revolve spontaneously through your mind. Then, when you meet 
someone, your words will align themselves with the phrases. For 
example, the silent mantra “May you be healthy” may be expressed 
as “I’m so sorry you had the flu last week.” You’ll not only be speak-
ing kind words; you’ll actually feel them.

Other Everyday Applications

Do you remember the story I related in Chapter 3 of my struggle 
to help my wife after hip surgery? I was rescued from this domes-
tic dilemma by mindfulness and loving-kindness practice. As I 
struggled to put my wife’s shoes on her swollen feet, I had a flash 
of awareness (“Wow, this situation is going downhill fast”) and 
self-compassion (“May she and I be free from suffering”). The 
metta phrase was the extra boost I needed to extricate myself from 
trying  too hard to help my wife, which allowed me to get some 
orange juice and return to his task in a more sympathetic frame of 
mind.

Metta practice can also penetrate into sleep or near-sleep states 
of consciousness. Usually I say the phrases before I fall asleep and 
when I wake up in the morning. This habit seems to have trans-
formed the irritation I first felt as my wife yanked the blankets off 
the bed during her hot flashes. These days, as the covers suddenly 
disappear from my shoulders in the middle of the night, I find myself 
muttering something mildly sympathetic, like “Estrogen depletion 
sucks, doesn’t it?” as I wave the sheets in the air and create a little 
breeze for her. That’s a minor marital miracle.

It’s always good to keep some mindfulness meditation in your 
loving-kindness practice. That will keep you in your body when 
you feel bad, without trying to change anything, as Darlene discov-
ered.

Darlene had a partner, Jackie, who suffered from mild depres-
sion. Jackie took care of their two kids while Darlene worked from 
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her home office. Whenever Darlene went into the office, Jackie felt 
abandoned. Darlene felt guilty about this, and her stress came out 
as stomach pain and diarrhea. Over time, Darlene secluded herself 
more and more in her office. When Darlene finally discussed her 
problem with Jackie, Jackie reassured Darlene that she should go 
ahead and do her job even if she felt guilty about it. The ball was 
back in Darlene’s court.

Darlene decided to approach the problem with mindfulness 
and self-compassion. First she resolved to find her emotions in her 
physical body rather than getting caught up in them—guilt, frustra-
tion, anger. She learned to recognize mild muscle tension in her gut 
and practiced “soften, allow, and love” (see Chapter 3). She labeled 
“guilt” in a soft, gentle way and recognized it as the same feeling 
she had as a child when her mother became disabled with migraine 
headaches. As Darlene reflected on her lifetime of guilty feelings, 
sympathy arose for herself. Rather than having a pity party, Darlene 
gave herself love: “May I be safe, may I be happy, may I be strong, 
may I live my life with ease.” Then she added her beloved partner to 
the mix: “May Jackie be safe, may she be strong, may she be healthy, 
may she live with ease.” “May we be healthy and strong, may we be 
free from suffering, may we live our lives with ease.”

Whenever Darlene felt guilt, she located it in her body and 
resumed using the phrases. This practice put her in a good mood, 
and she started leaving the office for brief breaks with Jackie. Dar-
lene had escaped her cycle of guilt, frustration, and avoidance, and 
Jackie’s mood improved considerably. Changes such as these are 
likely to occur over just a few weeks. Mindfulness helps to keep 
metta practice grounded in moment-to-moment reality, and com-
passion softens the criticism we heap on ourselves and others when 
things go wrong.

As your practice gets stronger, you may want to bring the metta 
phrases into more challenging situations. For example, if you’re hav-
ing a problem with a noisy neighbor in the apartment upstairs, start 
by offering metta to yourself: “May I be safe, may I be free of bit-
terness, may I live with ease.” Then include your neighbor: “May 
she and I be safe, may she and I be at ease.” Then, “May we both be 
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at ease, may we both be free from bad feelings, may we both figure 
out how to communicate with each other.”

Be flexible in your use of metta phrases in daily life, custom-
izing them for each situation. (In formal sitting meditation, it’s bet-
ter to keep the phrases the same.) Try not to make the phrases so 
specific that you get hooked on an outcome, such as “May she shut 
off the music already!” Of course, timely action is sometimes a more 
skillful approach than silent meditation, but in the long run the most 
effective interventions occur when we approach others with good 
will.

The Power of Compassion

Over the years, I’ve learned to trust the power of compassion to 
heal relationships. The following incident, which occurred during a 
couple therapy session, reinforced that trust:

Jim worked conscientiously as a photographer but never seemed 
to earn enough money. Ruth was in despair about this, and occasion-
ally she flew into a rage. This happened once during a therapy ses-
sion. Ruth just seemed to snap, calling her husband a poor provider, 
“half a man,” and “lazy.” The words were so harsh that they felt sur-
real to me, like watching a made-for-TV movie about marital con-
flict. Jim remained calm throughout the tirade and intently focused 
on Ruth, which I found both curious and comforting. When it was 
over and I asked Jim what was going through his mind, he replied, 
“As the poison was coming out of Ruth’s mouth, all I could see was 
the pain in her heart.”

The following session, I learned that Ruth had grown up under 
difficult economic conditions and she was terrified of returning to 
that lifestyle. When this issue came out into the open rather than 
remaining a hidden terror in Ruth’s heart, the couple was able to 
candidly discuss their financial needs and brainstorm together about 
the future. Ruth even volunteered to take over the financial side of 
Jim’s photography business, which Jim gratefully accepted.

This outcome would have been impossible without Jim’s deep 
compassion—it made space for a deeper conversation about the soft 
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feelings behind the hard words. Everyone in an intimate relationship 
occasionally leads their pain with fighting words. Jim’s remarkable 
comment “As the poison was coming out of [her] mouth, all I could 
see was the pain in her heart” has become an anchor for me when 
I’m with couples in intense conflict. Happily, Jim’s business is now 
flourishing, thanks to Ruth’s skillful guidance.

Another surprising experience I had as a psychotherapist was an 
instance of compassion:

Sam arrived in my office looking tense and distracted. He had 
just called for an emergency consultation a number of years after I’d 
last seen him. Within a few minutes, Sam blurted it out: “I have to 
help my mother kill herself and I’m here because maybe you can 
help me.” I was shocked and perplexed. I’d been a therapist for over 
15 years and had never had such a request, especially not from a rea-
sonable guy like Sam.

It all made sense when Sam began to explain. His mother had 
suffered a stroke, and she couldn’t speak, eat, walk, or toilet herself. 
Sam said he could read in her anguished eyes that she was begging 
him to end her life. Knowing a little about strokes, and buying some 
time as well, I suggested to Sam that he should probably wait before 
taking drastic action because his mother might recover some func-
tioning over the coming year.

I never heard from Sam again on this issue. When he called for 
an appointment a year later to discuss a different problem, I asked 
him how his mother was doing. He said, “Oh, she’s much better.” I 
inquired what that meant, and Sam said she had not recovered any 
physical capacity, but she seemed happier than she’d ever been in her 
whole life. “How could that be?” I wondered aloud. Sam explained 
that his mother was always the kind of person who was supercompe-
tent, never let others do anything for her, criticized his father merci-
lessly their entire life together, and now his dad was happily taking 
care of his mother in every possible way. “My mother was forced to 
receive love, perhaps for the first time in her entire life,” Sam said, 
“and it seems to have made her a gentler person.”

Uncommon kindness, combined with curiously favorable con-
ditions, seems to have created this remarkable outcome.
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A final example of the power of loving-kindness and compas-
sion concerns my dear friend from graduate school, Gib, and his 
wife, Faye. Gib was 48 years old when he married Faye, then 32 
years old, after the breakup of his first marriage. Faye had blond hair 
and drove a red convertible sports car with the license plate “FUN4-
FAYE.” Three years after they married, Gib was diagnosed with 
acute lymphoblastic leukemia, and the chemotherapy paralyzed him 
from the chest down. Faye remembers driving home after hearing 
the awful news, sobbing, “My husband is paralyzed! . . . My husband 
is paralyzed! I don’t want my husband to be paralyzed!” When I 
visited Faye and Gib 2 years later, I asked Faye, “How do you do it?” 
Her response has echoed in my mind ever since. She softly replied, 
“I didn’t know I could love so much.”

“It’s been a process,” Faye told me. “We’ve had good coun-
selors and ministers. And Gib allows me to talk. Most of the time 
he’s a husband and not paraplegic. He allows me to be me because 
of who he is.” Faye added, “I don’t see that blond bombshell any-
more, but Gib can see the beauty of my soul. God has called us to 
love on a soul-to-soul level. He stripped away much of what we had 
together  initially, forcing us into a deeper level of understanding 
of each other. The love we have now is nothing short of a miracle.”

Eight years ago, a bright light entered Faye and Gib’s life in the 
form of an adopted daughter. When their daughter started school, 
Faye returned to her work as a school teacher. At one point, Faye 
started worrying about herself: “When parents tear up, I tear up 
with them. I do the same with just about anybody.” Then someone 
told Faye, “That’s not weak, that’s compassion!”

I hope this chapter has helped you learn how to integrate loving-
kindness practice into your life, without losing yourself. In Part III, 
I’ll show you how to tailor self-compassion to your personality style 
and circumstances, how to sustain your practice over time, and how 
to gauge your progress.



Part III
customizing  

self-compassion
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8
finding your balance

Man always travels along precipices, and, whether he 
will or no, 
his truest obligation is to keep his balance.

—José Ortega y Gasset, Spanish philosopher

The next step is to customize your self-compassion practice. A 
key element is to balance your personality style—how you 
typically deal with stress—so self-compassion can unfold nat-

urally in your life. For example, a “caregiver” personality might eas-
ily feel compassion toward others but hold back on self-compassion. 
An “intellectual” may understand the concept of self-compassion 
but find it difficult to get on board with the emotional aspect. A 
“butterfly” can be enthusiastic about self-compassion practice at 
first, but fly away at the first sign of difficulty. By knowing how 
you’re built, you can make the most of your strengths and minimize 
obstacles that will invariably crop up.

There are also challenges that arise for all types of people while 
doing self-compassion practice. These are known as the “hindrances” 
in Buddhist psychology: grasping, aversion, weariness, agitation, and 
doubt. It helps to know when you’re caught in one of these mind 
states. You may be skeptical, for example, about whether a person 
who grew up in your family could ever develop self-compassion—
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that’s “doubt.” Or you may want to experience the fruits of the 
practice immediately—that’s “grasping.” Being able to name and work 
with the hindrances will make the practice go a lot more smoothly. 
Taken together, knowing your personality style and what’s hinder-
ing you from moment to moment can save you a heap of trouble.

Being There Now

When I first learned to meditate in 1976, I felt the most impor-
tant thing in life was to become spiritually enlightened. I medi-
tated with a vengeance, occasionally becoming quite anxious and 
irritable. After a few months, I realized I was learning a lot about 
the mind—not a bad idea for an aspiring psychologist—but I was 
becoming rather unpleasant to be with. Then I thought, “What’s 
the point? Why suffer now for rewards in the distant future? Isn’t it 
a better idea to cultivate well-being gradually, every moment of the 
day?” Kindness is both the means to and the end of practice. These 
days, when I find myself struggling too hard at meditation, I simply 
repeat the metta phrases “May I be happy, may I live with ease.” 
That immediately softens my body and mind. Your own meditation 
practice will be in balance when you experience the four corner-
stones of loving-kindness—safety, happiness, health, and ease—in 
this very moment. That’s the goal.

The beauty of self-compassion practice is that you don’t need 
to look far to see if you’re on the right track. Are you meeting 
your daily experiences with kindness? Regardless of whether you’re 
meditating, putting your kids to bed, or stuck in a traffic jam, the 
question is “how” you’re doing it. Do you have good will toward yourself 
or not? It’s that simple. And when you detect discomfort—perhaps 
struggling for something you want or trying to avoid what you don’t 
want—can you feel compassion toward yourself and soften into the 
experience?

The expectation of well-being is your best teacher. Then, when 
safety, happiness, health, and ease are not happening, you’ll be alerted. 
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Pay attention to the experience of discomfort. Then decide what to 
do. Should you focus on the breath to calm your mind? If you feel 
tense and contracted, should you open your awareness to other sen-
sations? Should you just give yourself love? These options arise more 
easily when you have a standard of well-being with which to evalu-
ate your mental condition.

When you experience the same kind of distress over and over—
body tension, doubt, loneliness—it becomes time to examine your 
personality style. Are you striving too hard? Do you expect perfec-
tion? Are you lonely because you’re using meditation to avoid social 
contact? Although uneasiness is a natural occurrence in meditation, 
prolonged distress is a wake-up call to look at your invisible frame 
of reference: your personality. We all need to go there from time to 
time.

What Personality Type Are You?

Our personalities are the containers for our attitudes, thoughts, feel-
ings, and actions. They are what we call the individual “self.” With-
out your personality, you wouldn’t be you! The job of a meditation 
teacher is to work with each unique personality and find a way to 
make the practice happier and more fruitful. Usually that requires 
softening certain aspects of who we think we are. Knowing your 
personality style can help you become your own best teacher.

The following 12 personality styles are offered as aids to prac-
tice. They are anecdotal rather than scientifically derived. I could 
have used one of the existing personality typologies (such as the 
popular Myers–Briggs Type Indicator), but none of those measures 
speak directly to the kinds of challenges that appear during self-
compassion practice. You may see yourself in one or more of the 
following personality styles. Feel free to make a category of your 
own if you can’t identify with any of them.

Our personalities are built primarily around the need to survive 
rather than to be happy, so rest assured that some aspects of your per-
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sonality will run counter to emotional well-being and the practice 
of self-kindness. Try to identify the personality styles that predomi-
nate in your own life and examine their impact on your practice.

As you review these categories, let yourself be good-natured 
about it. Nobody’s perfect. We all need conditioned ways of being 
in the world—we need a “self”—so we don’t have to reinvent our-
selves every moment of our lives. But what worked for you as a child 
may not work so well when you’re an adult, and what works when 
you’re with your lover may not work when you’re trying to bargain 
down the price of a new car. The purpose of this chapter is not to 
change or critique your personality, but rather to balance the effect 
it might have on your self-compassion practice. Start by assuming 
that we’re continually slipping in and out of balance as we juggle the 
demands of daily life.

Caregiver

Does extending compassion to yourself immediately make you think of some-
one else who needs it more than you do? Caregivers find meaning in life 
by caring for others. They’re likely to thrive as a parent, nurse, or 
counselor. (The intrinsic satisfaction derived from helping others 
may compensate somewhat for the relative lack of monetary rewards 
in caregiving professions.) Women are more likely than men to 
be caregivers. Caregivers are good at compassion—accompanying 
another person, emotionally and physically, through periods of 
hardship and distress.

The main threat to the happiness of caregivers is attachment to 
the outcome of their labors. They find it hard to give love and not 
control how things will work out. I heard of one “helicopter par-
ent” who went with her son to his first job interview after college 
and questioned the interviewer afterward about her son’s interview-
ing skills! Caregivers can also lose their peace of mind when they 
overidentify with the suffering of their loved ones, as reflected in the 
saying “A mother can only be as happy as her least happy child.”

Being compassionate with oneself is an effective balm for vicari-
ous suffering, but caregivers often feel they’re abandoning their loved 
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ones if they attend to themselves. Taken to an extreme, a caregiver 
may feel that she’s not a “caring person” if she isn’t struggling at the 
edge of her capacity. The thought is “If I worry enough, my son 
will be safe!” Some mothers find self-compassion comes more easily 
when they say, “Just as I wish that my daughter be safe and happy, 
so may I be safe and happy.” That comforts both sides of the worry 
equation—both subject and object—in the caregiver’s mind.

Caregivers may also deny their own suffering by saying “Yes, 
but he has it so much worse than I do.” Minimizing one’s own pain by 
comparing it to others interferes with self-compassion because we 
have to feel our pain in order to evoke compassion. How do we love 
others without losing ourselves? We start by practicing mindfulness 
of our own discomfort (“This hurts!”). Then we soften into the 
physical feelings and treat ourselves kindly in both word (“I love 
you!”) and deed (for example, a warm bath, a walk along a river). 
Embracing ourselves during hard times protects us from fatigue and 
resentment and gives us the energy to be present for others.

Intellectual

Does self-compassion practice seem too touchy-feely, requiring you to take 
leave of your mind? Intellectually inclined people use their rational 
minds to regulate emotions and solve problems. A fine example is 
the Dalai Lama, who recommends that we think about pain and 
suffering in the following way: “If there is a method of overcoming 
suffering or an opportunity to do so, you have no need to worry. 
If there is absolutely nothing you can do about it, worrying cannot 
help you at all.” Such clarity of thought can be a comfort to more 
emotionally reactive people, especially in times of crisis.

But intellectuals can get out of balance through too much 
thinking (the Dalai Lama excluded!). Lama Surya Das says, “The 
intellect is a good servant but a poor master.” When intellectuals 
are upset, they take the elevator to the top floor and can get stuck in 
their heads. Rational thought is an intellectual’s most reliable means 
of solving problems, but sometimes the problem must be handled 
lower down. For example, traumatic memories are often locked in 
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the body, and the body needs to be soothed to release them. Obsess-
ing can provide short-term relief from emotional pain—it’s a kind 
of escape—but it can also keep emotional problems simmering for 
a long, long time.

I’ve known a few intellectuals who never feel quite comfort-
able with loving-kindness practice. The phrases, such as “May I be 
safe,” didn’t seem credible. “Safe, you say? We’re all going to die, 
so no one is safe!” It’s especially difficult for the intellectual to grasp 
the difference between wishing and the object of wishing. Wishing is 
experienced in the chest region, not the head. It’s an attitude that we 
feel rather than a thought process. Fortunately, the sense of simply 
wishing, without being bound to the object of the wish (health, 
happiness), can be experienced by anyone after sufficient practice.

Some intellectuals recognize the value of self-compassion prac-
tice when they’re in dire distress—when thinking has not helped 
them escape their predicament. Even the most intellectual person 
is a sucker for love when he or she feels terrible. That’s when the 
intellectual settles for “care,” rather than “cure.” Other intellectuals 
develop a gradual appreciation of self-compassion through mindful-
ness practice. They discover that they need to add loving-kindness 
to the mix when confronted with deeply disturbing feelings or else 
they can’t think at all.

Intellectuals are also likely to have a problem with the notion 
of “self” in self-compassion. “Aren’t we reinforcing a fiction,” they 
ask, “that makes us feel even more separate and lonely? Isn’t it bet-
ter to focus on moment-to-moment experience as it arises, without 
superimposing a ‘self ’?” This point of view is entirely correct when 
we’re feeling good. When the sense of “self” is in pain, however, the 
healthiest response is to go where the pain is located. Our attention 
will automatically move beyond the limited “self” when disturbing 
emotions have subsided.

Perfectionist

Are you frustrated by how un-self-compassionate you are, or by the stub-
bornness of old emotional habits? Perfectionists reap the benefits of 
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high standards, but they continually fall short of their own expecta-
tions. When is “good enough” good enough? Probably when you’re 
younger, prettier, smarter, richer, stronger, healthier, and happier. 
The self-help industry is based on the cultural assumption that we’re 
never good enough. Women, in particular, are assaulted on all fronts 
by their supposed inadequacies.

Perfectionism begins in childhood. If a parent has excessively 
high standards for giving approval, the child can carry a sense of 
inadequacy long into adulthood. Alternatively, if there were no stan-
dards and the parent was emotionally distant, the child may develop 
unrealistic standards for him- or herself about what is required to 
receive love.

The main difficulty perfectionists have with self-compassion 
practice is their relentless need to improve: “I must be doing this 
wrong!” Remember that meditation is an even playing field; the 
only “experts” are those who are willing to return again and again 
to the practice. You’ll never meditate properly or be sufficiently self-
compassionate, but you’ll also never fail as long as you stick with 
it. One extra moment of self-kindness during the day is enough. 
Criticizing yourself is the opposite of self-compassion. I’ve found 
that perfectionists become the most ardent practitioners of self-
compassion once they break out of the self-improvement trap.

The only prerequisite for receiving compassion is suffering, and 
perfectionists suffer all the time from feelings of inadequacy. Perfec-
tionists can start the practice right there, in the pain of never mea-
suring up. Perfectionists can also balance their tendency to criticize 
themselves by forgiving themselves for their shortcomings, by train-
ing themselves to feel gratitude, and by savoring positive experiences 
(see Chapter 5). Those are all learnable skills.

Individualist

Is it uncomfortable to explore your feelings when things go wrong or to share 
them with others? Individualists prefer to be independent and to con-
duct their lives without interference from others. They don’t expect 
to be helped when they’re in trouble, nor do they feel obligated to 
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help others. “Each person is responsible for his or her own destiny,” 
they say. Individualists don’t need or want anyone’s pity.

Individualists are attractive to people who admire self-reliance. 
They take on seemingly insurmountable challenges without com-
plaining. Since individualists don’t actively seek out comfort and 
support, they can secretly feel lonely or unappreciated when their 
efforts aren’t recognized. Loved ones often struggle to feel close to 
individualists and may eventually give up trying.

Individualists need to be strong and in control. I’ve known some 
individualists who take up self-compassion practice specifically so 
they won’t need to rely on other people. This doesn’t usually work 
because there’s a limit to how much we can let go internally if we 
think there’s no one to assist us in times of need. Many people have 
told me they wept after a loved one died only while in the company 
of others. If you’re an individualist, reflect on the people who rely 
on you and who might be honored to help you if you needed it. You 
might be less alone than you think.

Softening in response to pain is a foreign concept to the indi-
vidualist. If you’re an individualist, remember that it’s not a sign of 
weakness to feel the gravity of your own struggle. Even the toughest 
characters can be broken-hearted and need support. There’s always 
another day to soldier on.

Survivor

Do you feel you don’t deserve love and attention? Survivors suffer from 
what a pioneer in the field of self-compassion, Tara Brach, calls 
the “trance of unworthiness”; they don’t trust the validity of their 
own feelings or feel entitled to feel good. Some survivors have been 
neglected or abused as children and are struggling to create a life 
worth living. Survivors are often soulful individuals on a lifelong 
quest for deeper meaning. They can be quite compassionate toward 
others who suffer harm and injustice, acutely aware of the cruelty 
and suffering that people inflict on one another.

Many of the challenges that survivors face on the path to self-
compassion have been mentioned earlier. Self-criticism is a common 
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consequence of years of neglect or abuse (“I felt bad; therefore I 
am bad”), which can make it difficult to even start self-compassion 
practice. It’s obviously quite difficult to extend love to yourself if 
your mother said, “I wish I had never taken you home from the hos-
pital.” An open heart can also cause “backdraft”: a burst of repressed 
memories. These memories can be intense and unpredictable, over-
whelming our awareness. To make matters even worse, the survivor 
may shut down emotionally when feeling good, instinctively fear-
ing punishment for not suffering. Love can be both unfamiliar and 
dangerous to the survivor.

Nevertheless, a therapeutic dose of self-compassion is balm for 
a survivor. Compassion is ready to flow because pain is a constant 
element in the life of a survivor, but it helps to first direct it toward 
others, especially a child or a pet. The survivor can eventually redi-
rect kindness back to herself—tuck herself into the circle of love—in 
a safe and timely manner.

Workhorse

You can’t find time for self-compassion practice? “Work” refers to what 
we do for extrinsic goals, like money, power, or fame; “play” refers 
to what we do for its own sake, like enjoying flowers or reading a 
novel. On rare occasions, work is play: Confucius said, “Choose a 
job you love and you will never have to work a day in your life.” 
Self-compassion practice should be understood as a time to enjoy 
being yourself—more like play than work.

Americans are a culture of workhorses. Twice as many Ameri-
cans as Europeans work more than 50 hours a week. In our spare 
time, we try to improve ourselves as well—the self-improvement 
industry is worth over $9.6 billion annually. Workhorses plan every 
minute, multitask, and feel annoyed when their schedules are inter-
rupted. They generally overwork despite the cost to their health and 
relationships.

The main challenge to a workhorse is stopping or slowing 
down. There’s never a good time for the workhorse to practice self-
compassion, either formally or informally. When time allows, other 
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goal-directed activities will immediately take priority: replying to an 
e-mail, catching up on world events, doing the laundry. Meditation 
is about “being.” Workhorses will turn “being” into “doing”—they 
will stress themselves while doing loving-kindness meditation.

The workhorse needs to get off the treadmill just long enough 
to feel the stress of the time-intensive lifestyle. Such moments come 
to everyone, perhaps on the occasion of one’s 50th birthday, when 
the doctor says it’s time to start blood pressure medication, or after 
a heated argument with an inconvenient teenage son. Mindfulness 
of “urgency”—the feeling of toppling forward—can be the first step 
toward reestablishing balance. Then we apply loving awareness to 
the difficult emotions that arise during quiet contemplation, perhaps 
feelings of anxiety, loneliness, or fear of dying. Self-compassion is a 
relatively safe way to meet these demons lurking in the heart of the 
workhorse.

The workhorse will try to achieve the goal of freedom from 
suffering in record time. Once the workhorse has begun to practice 
self-compassion, he or she should guard against becoming overly 
zealous about it. The workhorse needs to find a healthy balance 
between striving and leisure.

Butterfly

Will you likely grow tired of self-compassion practice soon after starting? 
Butterflies are charming, enthusiastic people who become easily 
engaged in new ideas. They’re delightful company because they 
devote their full attention to the people and situations in which they 
find themselves.

Consistency can be a problem for butterflies. They have diffi-
culty seeing a project through to completion and keeping promises 
to themselves and others. Over the course of a lifetime, the butterfly 
may feel that he or she is continually starting over, making lateral 
moves in relationships, career, and residences. The butterfly is likely 
to skip from one meditation practice to another, like drilling for 
water 10 feet in 10 places, rather than 100 feet in one place. The 
butterfly sacrifices depth for breadth.
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What does it take for a butterfly to stick with self-compassion 
practice? The butterfly first needs to experience the cost of flitting 
around: anxiety, loneliness, self-doubt. It’s unrealistic to expect a 
butterfly to work exclusively with one practice (for example, using 
the same metta phrases), but understanding the underlying princi-
ples, like talking kindly to oneself, can keep the butterfly engaged in 
the practice for a long time while changing the specific techniques 
along the way. The support of like-minded individuals is another 
ingredient that helps the butterfly maintain a consistent practice. 
More will be said about sustaining a practice in the next chapter.

Outsider

Do you feel like you just don’t fit in? Being an outsider in our society 
can become a core aspect of one’s worldview. There are so many 
reasons to be marginalized by others: racial prejudice, homopho-
bia, devaluation of women, invisibility of older people, insensitivity 
to poverty, religious intolerance, ethnic biases, and illness or dis-
ability. Is your family background at odds with your current living 
situation, perhaps because you’re from a foreign country, a different 
socioeconomic class, or you had a difficult childhood? Even excep-
tional personal strengths like artistic ability or spiritual sensitivity 
can be invalidated by the dominant culture and make us feel like 
outsiders.

It’s not necessarily bad to be an outsider. People living on the 
margins of society often have special insight into the unspoken 
assumptions of the majority. Martin Luther King said, “Almost 
always, the creative dedicated minority has made the world better.” 
Compelling new music, writing, visual art, cutting-edge comedy, 
and social critique come from outside the mainstream. Besides, our 
materialistic cultural values are certainly not a prescription for hap-
piness.

Nonetheless, the experience of disconnection from our culture 
can undermine one’s basic sense of wholeness. Consider the meta-
phor of a fish swimming in water: as the fish lives and breathes, 
it draws water through its own body. We’re like fish in the water 
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of our culture, and when the water is polluted with racism, sex-
ism, and ageism, we draw those prejudices inside. It’s very difficult 
to be gay in a homophobic society without experiencing internal-
ized homophobia, or Asian in a Caucasian culture without carrying 
around anti-Asian stereotypes. Self-image is inseparable from the 
culture that creates it.

Socially and culturally generated pain must be recognized and 
held in kindly awareness. Responding with bitterness to messages of 
fear, anger, or hatred increases suffering, as does prejudice silently 
taking root within us. Simply feeling invisible to the outside world 
can cause tremendous pain. The Ecuadorian essayist Juan Montalvo 
wrote, “There is nothing harder than the softness of indifference.” If 
you feel like an outsider, start by noticing when you feel the pain and 
then respond to it with self-compassion: “May I be free from anger 
and fear.” “May I love myself, just as I am.”

Floater

Are you good at going with the flow and living in the moment? Floaters are 
generally agreeable people. They follow the tide and fit easily into 
new situations. They respect the opinions of others because every 
point of view is valid within a particular context. Their lives are 
directed more by synchronicity—seemingly random events coming 
together—than by personal goals and desires. They live in the pres-
ent moment.

Taken to an extreme, floaters can be detached and noncommit-
tal. For some floaters, “going with the flow” is an excuse for avoid-
ing difficult challenges, resulting in passivity and lack of direction. 
The floater can become derailed during self-compassion practice 
when old emotional wounds surface.

The greatest challenge to a floater is commitment: identifying, 
trusting, and pursuing one’s deepest convictions. The floater should 
begin self-compassion practice by asking, “What’s my heart’s desire? 
What really matters in my life?” Deeply held values and commit-
ments (for example, relationships, work, health, leisure) help us over-
come obstacles along the way. For example, the pain of childbirth is 
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easier if a woman desperately wants to be a mother, and a bad job is 
tolerable when you really need the money.

Cultivating self-compassion requires commitment because it 
goes against the tide—the tendency to resist emotional discom-
fort and blame ourselves when things go wrong. Given that the 
floater is already skilled at present-moment awareness and letting 
go, self-compassion practice can be smooth sailing once the goal is 
firmly established.

Moralist

Do you become easily indignant with people when they behave badly? Mor-
alists have a strong sense of right and wrong. They thrive in a parent 
role, such as law enforcement or clergy, where correct conduct and 
thinking are valued. Moralists can be relied upon to set clear stan-
dards and defend them against threat. The moralist attitude is often 
welcomed in times of political and social upheaval.

Moralists apply strict moral codes to themselves as well as to 
others. They’re often surprised when they realize that other people’s 
lives are conducted on an entirely different basis from their own. 
The poet George Herbert wrote, “Half the world knows not how 
the other half lives.” Moralists can get caught in “righteous indigna-
tion” when they perceive an ethical lapse in others and can become 
excessively self-critical when they detect their own shortcomings.

During self-compassion practice, it’s necessary for moralists 
to let go of preoccupation with how other people behave just long 
enough to discover how righteous indignation feels in their own 
bodies. The alternative to righteous indignation is not immorality 
but rather an assessment of what’s necessary to guide others into less 
harmful activities. A more benign standard of behavior than “right” 
versus “wrong” is whether an action decreases or increases suffering. 
We don’t need to stiffen ourselves in the presence of misbehavior to 
respond effectively.

A rigid ethical system also blinds us to unattractive parts of our-
selves, such as lust, envy, greed, hatred, and selfishness, which makes 
them less manageable. We’re repeatedly assailed by news reports of 
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holier-than-thou politicians who get caught in sexual imbroglios. 
When we learn to recognize these all-too-human tendencies in 
ourselves, without shame and denial, we have a chance to steer them 
in more beneficial directions.

Finally, the moralist is likely to feel that self-compassion is self-
indulgent. The self-indulgence argument can also be a way of dodg-
ing the unlovely aspects of our own personalities: what we don’t 
know can’t hurt us. Unpleasant feelings like lust, anger, envy, and 
greed will definitely pop up in the course of self-compassion prac-
tice, and hopefully the moralist can suspend self-judgment long 
enough to work with them.

Extravert and Introvert

Do you enjoy your own inner life, or do you prefer to be around others? 
“Extraverts” are gregarious, generally happy people who prefer the 
company of others rather than being by themselves. They enjoy 
activities like acting, political organizing, social networking, and 
management. They tend to think on their feet. Extraverts become 
restless when alone and are relatively unaware of psychological needs 
and problems.

In contrast, “introverts” enjoy the inner life. They like rela-
tively solitary professions such as writing, art, and science. Introverts 
tire easily in social gatherings because they become overstimulated. 
Introverts are not necessarily shy—afraid of being criticized by oth-
ers—but simply prefer their own company. They like to mull over 
what they plan to say before they speak. Research shows that genetic 
and brain differences may partially account for the differences in 
temperament between introverts and extraverts.

It would appear that extraverts are ill-suited for contemplative 
practices like meditation. Most of us, however, fall somewhere along 
a continuum from introversion to extraversion—we like good com-
pany and we appreciate periods of solitude as well. Self-compassion 
practice, especially metta meditation, has something to offer both 
introverts and extraverts because it is both solitary and relational.

There are a number of ways to adapt self-compassion practice. 
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The main challenge to extraverts is the uneasiness that can develop 
when sitting alone. The extravert should be encouraged to prac-
tice informally—during the day, while in the company of others—
rather than tied to one place. For example, walking metta meditation 
(Chapter 7) fosters a sense of connection to others. When working 
with the loving-kindness phrases, the extravert can also emphasize 
the word “we” rather than “I” to feel connected with others (“May 
we be happy and free from suffering”). If you’re an extravert and 
want to do sitting meditation, it’s helpful to address uncomfortable 
feelings by labeling them as they arise (“bored,” “restless,” “anx-
ious”). Finally, the extravert might enjoy the “Giving and Taking” 
meditation described in Appendix B. Giving and taking meditation 
is usually practiced in relationship to others, in both private and 
social settings, and it doesn’t require as much psychological minded-
ness as metta meditation.

The challenge of loving-kindness meditation to introverts is just 
the opposite: it’s often too relational, and the introvert needs to reg-
ulate just how much “relationship” feels comfortable. Since private 
meditation tends to come easily to introverts, they should be wary of 
using the practice to hide from social contact. Some introverts find 
that metta practice reduces their stress level in social settings when 
they send loving-kindness to the other people in the room. The goal 
for both introverts and extraverts is to maintain a healthy balance 
between solitude and engagement with others and to feel comfort-
able in both settings.

What’s Holding You Back?

Once you understand your personality style, you can also benefit 
from knowing the five mental “hindrances” that everyone encoun-
ters on the road to self-compassion: grasping, aversion, weariness, agita-
tion, and doubt. Different people tend to be vulnerable to some of 
these traps more than others. For example, the caregiver tends to 
suffer from grasping, the moralist from aversion, the floater from 
weariness, the workhorse from agitation, and the intellectual from 
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doubt. A hindrance may crop up at any time, and when we can 
identify it (“Ah, clinging”; “Oh yes, doubt”), it begins to subside. 
We don’t want to battle the hindrances; rather, we want to accept 
their existence and work with them in skillful ways.

Start with the assumption that you can be free from suffering, in 
this very moment, right here, right now. Let a sense of well-being be 
the background of your practice. Then, when there’s “disturbance 
in the field,” ask yourself which of the following hindrances might 
be occurring. Bring mindfulness and loving-kindness to the hin-
drance, rather than trying to drive it out.

Grasping

We instinctively grasp for pleasure and for things that we hope will 
give us pleasure. If we don’t get what we want, we feel disappointed. 
For example, imagine how you would feel if you discovered that 
your favorite musician would be playing in a nearby town, only to 
find out that the tickets were already sold out. A desire that hadn’t 
even existed before leaves you feeling disappointed.

We also cling to what we enjoy and feel sad when it ends. If you 
had a nice bowl of ice cream, you might have wanted to enjoy the 
taste forever and felt disappointed when you finished it.

Grasping and clinging are similar expressions of desire. The 
Buddha said that desire is like taking out a loan; it’s repaid by loss 
and separation when the pleasure is used up. Desire per se is not the 
problem; it’s when we become a slave to our desires that we experi-
ence unhappiness. We need to hold our desires lightly.

We should be especially wary of becoming too attached to the 
good feelings that will arise during self-compassion practice. If you 
cling to love and happiness, your practice will become more frus-
trating than uplifting. Good feelings will arise and disappear as night 
follows day. An antidote to the hindrance of clinging to pleasurable 
feelings is to return to the practice of cultivating good will for your-
self in spite of how you feel. When you’re disappointed, exercise 
self-compassion because you feel disappointed.
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Aversion

This book is primarily about overcoming aversion. Other words for 
aversion are “avoidance,” “resistance,” “entanglement,” “disgust,” 
and “resentment.” Aversion is what we instinctively feel toward dis-
turbing feelings. We can experience aversion toward an internal state, 
like anxiety or depression; toward an external object, like an open 
wound or spoiled food; toward other people, in the form of anger 
or fear; or toward ourselves. The Buddha called aversion a “sick-
ness” because it ruins our health, and the antidote he prescribed was 
loving-kindness.

Aversion keeps us from seeing what’s bothering us, from under-
standing it, and from working with it skillfully. When aversion is 
directed toward ourselves, we lose the ability to comfort and forgive 
ourselves for our mistakes. Sharon Salzberg suggests that we look at 
anger and aversion from the perspective of a Martian who’s seeing 
them for the first time. “What is this?!” Curiosity is the first stage 
toward overcoming aversion. The subsequent stages, given in Chap-
ter 1, are “tolerance,” “allowing,” and “friendship.” We can move 
gradually from timid curiosity about what ails us to appreciation and 
respect. The same is true for the shameful and unlovely parts of our-
selves. Self-kindness gives us the chance to learn more about what’s 
bothering us, and ultimately to release it.

Weariness

This hindrance is also known as “dullness of mind,” “mental iner-
tia,” “sloth,” “torpor,” and “boredom”—lack of interest in the prac-
tice of self-compassion. The opposite of weariness is the sense of 
delight that a child feels when encountering a fascinating object for 
the first time.

Is it possible to keep self-compassion practice as interesting as 
it felt in the beginning, perhaps with eyes moist with tears the first 
time you realized its true promise? That’s unlikely, but it helps to 
remember why you started to practice. The reason was probably “to 
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feel better!” Somewhere along the line you might have begun to 
practice in a mechanical fashion and forgotten your purpose. “I have 
to go to work . . . got to meditate first . . . can’t concentrate . . . 10 
minutes to go. . . .”

When you sit, see if you can really, REALLY, let yourself be 
happy and free from suffering. When discomfort arises, meet it with 
love and awareness and let it go. If you have a metta practice, savor 
the true meaning of the words and remind yourself of the target of 
the practice: yourself. Give yourself the experience of love and com-
passion however it comes most easily to you. Few of us can resist the 
attractive power of true love.

Weariness can descend upon the practitioner when the practice 
becomes too repetitive. The art of self-compassion, like all medita-
tion, has an element of repetition. More than that, however, medita-
tion is an active process of working with the skills of single-focus 
awareness, open-field awareness, and loving-kindness in creative 
sequences and combinations. Consider yourself like a captain on 
rough seas, always needing to make a course correction. Stay alert 
to the conditions that arise in each successive moment and make the 
most of them. You’ll get bored and have a rougher ride if you switch 
to autopilot.

Agitation

Agitation is also known as “restlessness,” “remorse,” or “anxiety.” It 
refers to dissatisfaction with the way things are and the need to move 
on . . . somewhere, anywhere. The Buddha called agitation a tyran-
nical boss who’s never satisfied. Regret over the past or worry about 
the future keeps the practitioner perpetually agitated.

Agitation can be quelled in numerous ways. The first step is 
to live your life with the fewest regrets. You’ll feel the need to 
keep running if you leave a trail of misery behind you. Generous 
deeds can’t protect you from being mistreated (“No good deed goes 
unpunished”), but you’re more likely to feel peace of mind at the 
end of the day if you make others happy.

Another strategy for reducing restlessness is to appreciate the 
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present moment. Ajahn Brahmavamso, a meditation teacher, said, 
“The fastest progress . . . is achieved by those who are content with 
the stage they are on now. It is the deepening of that contentment 
that ripens into the next stage.” How do we experience content-
ment in the present moment when the present moment doesn’t feel 
good? Rather than daydreaming about the future, we can reanchor 
ourselves in the present moment by labeling exactly what we’re 
feeling—“urgency,” “restlessness,” “anxiety”—and by softening 
into the physical experience of agitation. Restless legs? Clenched 
teeth? Deeper feelings may emerge when we don’t react to restless-
ness, such as fear of being forgotten or left behind. Once we contact 
the discomfort of restlessness, or the suffering behind it, compassion 
can flow naturally. And the agitated heart will rest when it feels 
truly loved.

Doubt

The last hindrance, doubt, refers to skepticism about the practice or 
one’s ability to succeed at it. When the mind is doubting, it isn’t 
experiencing compassion or loving-kindness. Much time and energy 
are wasted in doubt.

The questions that most students bring to their meditation teach-
ers are often tinged with doubt. For example, “Will I really make 
progress if just accept what I’m feeling in the present moment?” 
Teachers listen compassionately to their students’ experiences, vali-
date positive changes, and generally leave their students feeling less 
alone and more optimistic. The Buddha said doubt was like being 
lost in a desert. Every student will get lost from time to time in the 
particulars of his or her experience and will need someone or some-
thing that reveals the bigger picture. Buddhist psychology is such a 
roadmap and has been guiding students for over 2,500 years.

The student can also document his or her own progress to see 
if the practice is effective. Have you had moments of unexpected 
happiness since beginning self-compassion practice? Has your inner 
dialogue become more benign? Are you becoming more sympa-
thetic to the plight of others? Have old relationship conflicts begun 
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to ease up? The next chapter will go into the matter of “progress” 
in greater detail.

Bringing It All Together

The practice of mindfulness and self-compassion will gradually 
reshape your personality. That means that your usual ways of han-
dling problems will become less automatic and you’ll have the free-
dom to choose how to respond to a given situation. Other people may 
say that you’ve changed, but you may just be feeling more and more 
like yourself.

To recap, the first step toward inner transformation is mindful 
awareness that you’re feeling emotional discomfort. The next step 
is self-compassion. That’s mostly what’s required to alleviate emo-
tional suffering. With consistent practice, you’ll develop a habit of 
sensing uneasiness in your emotional landscape and make shifts in 
attitude and attention without even being consciously aware of it. 
It’s a new relationship with yourself that feels like having a loving 
companion by your side all day long.

FACE Your Challenges

There will always be times when conscious intention is required to 
deal with difficult emotions. The following four steps—F-A-C-E—
can help you meet such challenges:

1.	 Feel the pain.
2.	 Accept it.
3.	 Compassionately respond.
4.	 Expect skillful action.

Step 1, feel the pain, refers to mindfulness: knowing what you’re 
experiencing while you’re experiencing it. You can’t work with pain 
if you’re hiding from it. Mindfulness of pain means we actually feel 
it, not just keep it at a distance.
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Step 2, accept it, means active, nonjudgmental embracing of 
experience in the here and now. Acceptance reverses the impulse to 
fight discomfort and thereby make it worse.

There are a host of ways to meet emotional difficulties with 
mindfulness (Step 1) and acceptance (Step 2). Some techniques 
emphasized in this book are softening, allowing, and labeling, described 
in Chapters 2 and 3. “Softening” refers to accepting the bodily man-
ifestation of stress. “Allowing” means accepting the emotional expe-
rience of discomfort—letting it be just as it is, free to come and go. 
“Labeling,” or naming how we feel, helps us disentangle from it.

Step 3, compassionately respond, means bearing witness to your 
own pain and responding with kindness and understanding. To do 
this, you can use the loving-kindness phrases or any of the other 
pathways to self-compassion mentioned in Chapter 5 or in Appen-
dix B. The more we suffer, the more self-compassion we need, but 
sometimes that’s the hardest step to remember.

Step 4, expect skillful action, means you’ll be in the right mind-set 
to tackle even the trickiest dilemmas when you’re mindful and com-
passionate. This could mean getting out of an abusive relationship, 
changing your job, or letting go of your resentment and accepting 
someone’s shortcomings. Maybe you’ll want to apologize to some-
one and ask for forgiveness. The behavioral options are unlimited.	

Facing Back Pain, Insomnia, Stage Fright, 
and Difficult Relationships

The conditions described in Chapter 1 of this book have their root 
in resistance to emotional distress. For example, Mira herniated a 
disk while doing yoga. It hurt physically, but, more than that, it sig-
nified to her the end of her vigorous lifestyle. That was a shocking 
and unacceptable possibility for Mira, so she became obsessed with 
the problem, blamed herself for her misfortune, and reduced her 
level of physical exercise, which led to tighter muscles and increased 
pain. The healing path began after Mira learned how fighting her 
condition only made it worse. Her progress went from Step 1, feel-
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ing the pain rather than trying to resist it; to Step 2, accepting what 
was happening to her; to Step 3, not beating up on herself emotion-
ally; to Step 4, intelligently caring for herself with massage therapy 
and moderate exercise.

Insomnia treatment follows a similar pathway, assuming you’ve 
ruled out physical and environmental causes of insomnia. Rather 
than ruminating all night long about the consequences of not sleep-
ing, which can keep the nervous system on high alert, you need 
to recognize how much emotional distress you feel in the very 
moment of ruminating (Step 1). Then you accept your sleepless-
ness as a fight you can’t win (Step 2) and respond with kindness 
(Step 3). One friend related the following incident when his wife 
had a cold and shifted about restlessly in bed beside him: “When 
I stopped wanting her to be more still, I started rubbing my head, 
got up to read a magazine, and, of course, quickly fell asleep in 5 
minutes. If I kept ‘griping,’ I would have laid awake in bed for hours 
in frustrated resentment.” His acceptance of the situation led to a 
self-compassionate response—rubbing his head—which eventually 
led to falling asleep.

If you still can’t fall asleep when you accept your sleeplessness, 
it may be that the mind is troubled with overstimulating thoughts. 
You should then gently steer your attention to less energizing topics. 
One such exercise is simply to feel the sensation of each outbreath—
mindfulness of breathing—and to recite a metta phrase with each 
exhalation. The loving-kindness phrases will take the edge off your 
struggle, and the boredom of repeating the mental exercise over and 
over will help you drift off to sleep, as long as you’re practicing this 
exercise for its own sake and not keeping yourself on edge by doing 
it to fall asleep.

Managing stage fright follows a similar trajectory. Let yourself 
be anxious, feel it in your body, expect that fear is a natural human 
response to speaking to a large number of strangers, give yourself 
some love for being in that uncomfortable position, and then, per-
haps, refocus on what you have to say. Dedicating yourself to ben-
efiting your audience with a few good ideas removes the “self” that 
feels the worry.
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Treating the Addictions

Self-compassion is no stranger to substance abuse treatment. 
When an Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) member says at a meet-
ing, “I’m an alcoholic,” he or she is speaking from a larger frame 
of self-acceptance—nothing to hide. Resisting the idea that one 
is an alcoholic, or becoming engulfed in shame when a relapse 
occurs, can be obstacles to staying clean and sober.

Alan Marlatt and colleagues at the University of Washing-
ton created a “mindfulness-based relapse prevention (MBRP)” 
program for alcohol and substance use disorders. It’s an 8-week 
program that combines Jon Kabat-Zinn’s mindfulness training 
with cognitive–behavioral techniques. Participants are taught 
about craving; they identify triggers for substance use—feeling, 
thoughts, and situations—and they learn to “urge surf.” Key fea-
tures of the MBRP program are accepting one’s experience, see-
ing thoughts as just thoughts, taking care of oneself, and finding 
balance in life.

Another approach was developed by Kelly Avants, Arthur 
Margolin, and colleagues at Yale University School of Medicine: 
spiritual self-schema therapy (3-S+). It is intended for addic-
tion and HIV-risk behavior in people of all faiths, although it’s 
based in Buddhist psychology. In this 12-session, manual-guided 
program, participants learn to move from the addict schema 
(“addict self”) to the schema of abstinence and harm preven-
tion (the “spiritual self”). Metta meditation is taught in session 
6 to increase awareness of harm caused by anger and hatred 
and to increase compassion. A research study designed by Zev 
Schuman-Olivier at Harvard Medical School showed that the 
3-S+ program resulted in decreases in impulsivity and intoxi-
cant use and greater motivation for abstinence compared to a 
standard care comparison group. One participant responded 
in the following way to a question about what she found helpful: 
“The meditation. That people deserve to be happy and free. My 
breathing, taking time out for myself, treating myself to some-
thing good sometimes.”
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Finally, difficult relationships necessitate that we drop first into 
our own emotional pain, validate what we’re feeling, and then lis-
ten with kindness and understanding to what the other person has 
to say. We all have vulnerabilities that make us pull away from one 
another. In the episode described in Chapter 1 involving Michael 
and Suzanne, they witnessed how their vulnerabilities had pulled 
them apart (Michael pursuing his workaholic ways and Suzanne 
reacting with panic about their marriage), they felt the pain of dis-
connection from one another, accepted the pain as a sign of wanting 
to be closer, gave themselves credit for trying so hard to support the 
family, and learned to speak with one another in a less reactive, more 
positive manner: I miss you!

Mindful Self-Compassion Meditation

Sometimes we need a “time out” to disentangle from the automatic 
thoughts and feelings that rule our daily lives. I practice the follow-
ing meditation in my own life, and I teach it to distraught clients in 
therapy. It takes only 5 minutes once you’re familiar with it, and it 
synthesizes much of what you’ve already learned in this book. You 
can also stretch this meditation to 30–45 minutes, as you like.

Try This:  Mindful Self-Compassion Meditation
Sit in a comfortable position, close your eyes, and take three deep ••
relaxing breaths.

Open your awareness to the sounds in your environment. Come ••
into the present moment by simply listening to whatever presents 
itself to your ears.

Form an image of yourself sitting in the chair. Note your posture as ••
if you were seeing yourself from the outside.

Next, bring your awareness •• inside your body. Note the world of 
sensation occurring there in this very moment.

Now feel your breathing wherever it’s most obvious to you. Pay ••
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special attention to every out-breath. (Use a different anchor for 
you attention if you feel more comfortable doing so.)

Replace your out-breath with the loving-kindness phrases. For the ••
next few minutes, slowly repeat the phrases, returning now and 
again to an image of yourself sitting in the chair.

Gently open your eyes.••

Facing Emotional Pain in Meditation

The following example illustrates how we can work in meditation 
with mindfulness and self-compassion to establish a new relation-
ship with ourselves and the world in which we live.

Natasha is a single 32-year-old family physician who began 
practicing mindfulness meditation to help herself relax. She is the 
daughter of hardworking parents who desperately wanted her to 
become a successful doctor. Natasha learned to value achievement 
just as much as they did, which also meant she hardly found the 
time to socialize or unwind. It didn’t really matter to Natasha until 
recently, when she discovered her friends were getting married and 
having children. Natasha just seemed to be getting tired.

Mindfulness meditation worked very nicely for Natasha at first, 
especially the calming effect of focusing on her breath for half an 
hour each morning and taking conscious breaths throughout the 
day. After a few months, however, Natasha noticed that focusing on 
her breath was making her anxious. She worried that breath medi-
tation had stopped working for her, or worse. Sometimes Natasha 
found herself taking deep breaths—gasping for air—during her 
meditation.

Natasha consulted with her meditation teacher, who suggested 
that she was focusing too hard on her breath and she should open 
her awareness to other sensations that were occurring in the body. 
This helped, and Natasha discovered that her breath became a refuge 
again whenever she returned to it. She took the lesson to heart and 
broadened her informal practice to include the feeling of her feet 
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on the floor. She especially liked this mindfulness exercise when 
appointments piled up near the end of the day and she was running 
from one examining room to another.

Natasha decided to go on a silent, weeklong retreat to deepen 
her practice. She chose a combination mindfulness/metta retreat. 
Natasha woke up at 5:15 a.m. and diligently attended every 40-
minute meditation session for the first 3 days. Then she heard that 
teacher interviews were scheduled to begin on the fourth day. To 
her surprise, Natasha found herself stricken with fear about the 
interviews: “Will the teacher think I’m a good meditator? Will she 
like me?” Natasha meditated, hoping the fear would subside, but the 
more diligently she meditated, the worse it became.

Feeling broken and exhausted from fighting her fear, Natasha 
dragged herself to the meditation hall on the fourth morning. The 
morning meditation instructions were on loving-kindness medita-
tion, especially metta for oneself. When Natasha sat down to prac-
tice metta meditation, it struck her like a revelation: “I don’t have to 
concentrate, I don’t have to be mindful, I don’t need to apply more 
effort, I don’t even need to calm down . . . all I need to do is love 
myself because I’m in such a miserable state!” Natasha stopped using 
her breath as the anchor of her meditation and switched to the metta 
phrases. As she began ruminating about the upcoming interviews, 
she said to herself, “May I be safe. May I be free from fear. May I live 
my life with ease.” Her body relaxed, and she found a tear trickling 
down her face. It no longer mattered what the teachers thought of 
her, or even what she thought of herself—she was okay just being 
who she was.

During the lunch break the same day, Natasha wondered to 
herself why she was so afraid of the interview. After all, the purpose 
of a meditation interview is to be supportive and helpful, not to 
judge. Natasha concluded that she was a perfectionist—self-critical 
and never good enough. She was the daughter of parents who des-
perately wanted her to be successful and financially secure. No mat-
ter how many A’s she got on her report cards, her parents could 
never let up. Natasha internalized the message that she needed to 
strive relentlessly in order to prevent catastrophe.
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Natasha decided it was time to live her life in a new way. She 
could hardly recall the last time she had taken a vacation. The 
dreaded interview eventually arrived, and Natasha shared with her 
teacher all that had occurred over the previous day. The teacher 
advised Natasha to cultivate a “preference for the present moment.” 
The present moment is always a mini-vacation from striving—there 
are fewer worries because there’s no future in the present. Natasha 
took this message to heart and started skipping sitting meditation 
sessions to walk in the woods, listen to the birds, and smell the earth. 
As she walked, she said to herself, “May I be safe. May I be happy. 
This moment, this beautiful moment.”

When Natasha returned to her sitting meditation, she blended 
loving-kindness into her mindfulness practice. She used her breath 
to quiet her restless mind, she opened up to body sensations when 
she felt her breath shortening, and she used metta phrases when she 
felt disturbed or overwhelmed. Natasha learned to inhabit her body 
in a new, more loving, way.

During the remainder of the retreat, Natasha remained par-
ticularly vigilant to the hindrances of “clinging” (to calmness) and 
“aversion” (to fear). She recognized when she slipped into the “work-
horse” or “perfectionist” mode. She labeled “striving” as it arose. 
Natasha also uncovered deeper feelings when she stopped striving—
feelings of loneliness, fear, and emptiness—and she brought kindly 
awareness to these as well. Natasha had learned on her retreat to 
allow each moment to be just as it was—to simply sit.

Back at work, Natasha was surprised to notice how happy she 
was to see her patients and how carefully she listened to them. 
She had dropped an invisible layer of struggle—the struggle for 
approval—and she felt more at ease with others. Natasha also dis-
covered she had more sympathy and understanding for her parents 
and the struggles they had gone through as she was being raised. 
She had found them in herself and knew the pain they unwittingly 
passed on to her. Natasha resolved not to transmit the same struggle 
for achievement to her own children, should she ever have the privi-
lege of having kids.

Natasha’s personal transformation might have eventually 
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occurred in daily life, but retreats can generate deep changes in a 
relatively short period of time due to the absence of ordinary dis-
tractions. In Natasha’s case, she saw how her intolerance of feeling 
fear magnified anxiety into an intense situation. The only approach 
that helped Natasha was self-compassion. It opened her to further 
insights, such as underlying feelings of inadequacy and her fear of 
being left alone without anyone to rely upon if she faltered or failed. 
As Natasha validated herself with loving-kindness, her need for 
approval from other people began to subside. Natasha experienced 
a wholly unexpected sense of connection with others, including her 
patients and her parents. What had begun as an exercise in stress 
reduction evolved into a new, more compassionate way of life.

You now have the essential concepts and tools to cultivate self-
compassion. The challenge, of course, is to practice them. There are 
so many pressing concerns and responsibilities in daily life that self-
compassion is easy to forget. What does it take to maintain a practice 
over time? The next and final chapter will show you how.
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9
making progress

Suffering doesn’t disappear from our life, but into our 
life.

—Barry Magid, psychiatrist

If you think it’s hard to measure your progress on the path to self-
compassion, you’re right. That’s because the practice is paradoxi-
cal: we change by accepting ourselves more and more, bad feelings 

and all. Since our usual standard for measuring progress is feeling 
better, how do we know when we’re on the right track? With self-
compassion, bad feelings can be a good sign—perhaps you’re opening 
up because you have the confidence and skill to handle them? Or 
if you’re frustrated by the tenacity of self-critical thoughts, maybe 
you’ve finally become aware of your mental chatter? Or if you feel 
that you’re a hopeless case and have no self-compassion, perhaps it 
reflects your growing desire to treat yourself well? This chapter will 
explore what we mean by “progress” and offer suggestions for assur-
ing that progress is indeed made.

The Grand Reframe

Self-compassion offers a novel approach to life experience: we sit 
comfortably in the midst of our own uncomfortable emotions, let-
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ting them take their course as we soothe and comfort ourselves. In 
the words of Ajahn Brahm, a meditation teacher, “When you visit 
someone in the hospital, talk to the person and leave the doctors 
and nurses to talk to the sickness.” When applied to ourselves, that’s 
self-compassion. We’re attending to ourselves with great kindness, 
especially when our condition seems hopeless.

The key question is “Am I meeting more and more of my life experi-
ence with kindness and understanding?” That is, how consistently do you 
respond to yourself in a kindly way when things go wrong? Do you 
soothe and nurture yourself when you feel sadness, grief, longing, or 
rage? When you fail at something, are you sympathetic with yourself 
for failing? If you fall down 100 times, are you willing to pick your-
self up 101 times? Is self-kindness gradually becoming a new way of 
life? A client of mine once remarked, “Taking 2 minutes more in a 
warm bath is one step toward staying in warmth one’s entire life.” 
Another said after a year of committed practice, “The practice is my 
own—now it works. I know the feeling. It’s part of me.”

You can’t fail at this endeavor. Every day provides fresh oppor-
tunities to meet suffering with kindness, and every time you do that 
you’re a success. Those moments may add up to a lifetime. You also 
have sufficient support for the practice—you were born with the 
motivation to be happy and free from suffering. The combination of 
innate desire and the self-rewarding nature of self-compassion will 
keep you on the path.

Stages of Self-Compassion

Everybody starts practicing self-compassion in order to feel better. 
That’s natural, but it’s an ultimately flawed agenda because it pits us 
against the way things are, which leads to no good. Eventually we 
give up this agenda and move to a more refined understanding of 
the practice. Self-compassion goes through three distinct phases—
infatuation, disillusionment, and true acceptance—culminating in self-
compassion for its own sake.
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Infatuation

I often introduce the loving-kindness phrases in therapy by saying: 
“If you feel comfortable doing so, please close your eyes, and I’d like 
to say a few phrases that you can roll around in your mind and carry 
with you throughout the week. They may make you feel better by 
changing how you treat yourself when things go wrong.” Then I 
slowly recite the metta phrases two or three times: “May I be safe. 
May I be happy. May I be healthy. May I live with ease.” People 
who’ve been fighting with themselves for a long time are attracted 
to the phrases like bees to honey. They fall in love with them. It’s 
not uncommon for tears to flow if the practice is destined to make 
a significant change in the person’s life. Tears signify the beginning 
of the end of the struggle.

One such person was Tanya, a 57-year-old magazine editor, 
who had been suffering for two decades from a severe case of insom-
nia. Previously, Tanya had given me three typed pages listing all the 
insomnia treatments she’d tried. She’d gotten to the point where she 
couldn’t imagine living like that for another 30–40 years. I listened 
to Tanya’s story for three sessions before she asked me to weigh in 
on it. I shared the loving-kindness phrases with her, and 1 day later 
Tanya wrote the following e-mail:

I left your office yesterday with the phrases in my head. I dropped off 
the car at my husband’s office, then walked along the Charles River to 
go home. The leaves on the trees and the grass were so green, almost 
neon, and undulating supernaturally. Everything seemed so vivid. I 
stopped to watch the goslings, then saw a seagull catch a fish. The air 
was almost a perfect temperature, though the light was dim through 
the heavy cloud cover. When I got home, I saw my new home from a 
different perspective. All of my hard work on it shone. The angles and 
curves of the architecture were apparent to me, as if I had just awoken 
to the beauty of it. I made dinner and enjoyed being in the house for 
the very first time. My husband came home and we had dinner and 
there was an easy tranquility between us. Then I went to bed . . . and 
I slept almost the entire night. I just woke up twice.
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Tanya’s sleep improved dramatically for the next 5 weeks. Although 
an intense awakening like this is relatively rare, it reflects the sense 
of revelation that can occur when we let go and accept ourselves for 
the first time.

The infatuation phase of self-compassion eventually has to end, 
though, because it’s based on the narrow wish to feel good. Like any 
love relationship, some unpleasantness eventually intrudes and pops 
the bubble of infatuation. But some important groundwork has been 
laid. The heady experience of loving oneself—letting go of fighting 
the way we are—gives confidence that seemingly intractable emo-
tional problems can indeed be worked through.

Disillusionment

Disillusionment hits when the practice doesn’t work anymore. It fits 
into a broader framework, succinctly stated by meditation teacher 
Rodney Smith: “All techniques are destined to fail!” That’s because 
“techniques” are employed to feel better, and the only way to feel 
better in the long run is to abandon trying to feel better. Hence, all 
techniques are inherently flawed. More to the point, our underlying 
motivation is flawed, and it has to gradually shift if self-compassion 
exercises are to remain effective.

Although the disillusionment phase initially caused me some 
confusion, both as a practitioner and in my role as a psychotherapist, 
I have since learned to welcome it. Disillusionment is an opportu-
nity as well as a crisis. For example, Tanya had a bad night after 
her first 5 weeks of refreshing sleep. She panicked and was up 14 
times for 3 nights in succession. Her openness to giving herself 
kindness had been eclipsed by the older habit of trying to feel bet-
ter. I reminded Tanya that trying so hard to fall asleep had caused 
20 dreadful years of insomnia and we weren’t going to allow her 
despair and panic to become the reason for another 20 years of this 
hell. The question was “Are you practicing self-compassion to fall 
asleep or because you suffer? It will fail if you use it to fall asleep, 
and it will succeed if you just love yourself when you are filled with 
fear and despair.”
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The disillusionment phase isn’t fun. Tanya’s struggle with disil-
lusionment came out in another e-mail:

But I feel angry . . . at who or what, I’m not sure. I just feel very, very 
angry that I can’t seem to rely on my body to sleep. It doesn’t make 
me feel very optimistic about the future, and then I get even more 
angry. So okay, I will try not to try and just let it be.

The disillusionment phase is a “relapse” that can become a 
“prolapse”—a step forward—when we work with the problem 
behind the problem.

I often tell my patients in the disillusionment phase that the 
measure of their efforts is not how anxious or depressed they may 
feel from week to week, but how willing they are to feel that way. 
Acceptance is a more reliable measure of progress than random 
fluctuations in mood because it’s the only factor that’s under our 
conscious control. In Tanya’s case, the questions were clear: How 
willing are you to be awake at night? Can self-compassion help you 
accept sleeplessness?

True Acceptance

True acceptance is a natural ripening of practice. It can’t be forced. 
There’s a wisdom aspect, plus the requisite kindness. When we truly 
accept, we realize in a deep, intuitive way that antagonizing our-
selves is wasted effort and that the only intelligent alternative is to 
let go. In the true acceptance phase, acceptance and self-compassion 
can occur in a flash, often with only a touch of conscious awareness. 
One client of mine who formerly suffered from severe shyness hears 
himself saying whenever he gets a surge of anxiety: “Don’t fight it!” 
The instinctive effort to avoid discomfort may linger somewhere in 
the background, but we’ve seen through it. We give ourselves kind-
ness for its own sake.

True acceptance also has the experience of common humanity. 
We don’t feel singled out by our personal idiosyncrasies. There’s the 
sense that no matter what ails us, someone somewhere is probably 
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struggling in the same way with the same dilemma. This was illus-
trated by Brenda (in Chapter 1), who said, “The pain of Zach’s death 
has connected me to all mothers since the beginning of time who 
have lost children.” The pain may be childhood trauma that pre-
disposes one to fearfulness, or attention deficit disorder that makes 
it difficult to follow through on promises, or the social stigma of 
being too fat that makes us hide in shame. Whatever it is, we’re not 
alone.

During the true acceptance phase, Tanya remembered that she 
had to look out for herself when she was a child because her mother 
was emotionally detached and her stepfather was scary and often 
cruel. In those days, Tanya stayed safe by remaining vigilant and 
invisible. It was taboo for her to have personal needs and danger-
ous to be seen because she could become a target for her stepfather’s 
aggression. The adult Tanya still lived in fear of bad things happen-
ing to her. This insight—how she was programmed to fear, worry, 
and catastrophize—along with the recognition that she needed to 
nurture herself in a way that she had never learned as a child, helped 
Tanya drop some of her struggle with insomnia. She even began 
to see the value in welcoming sleeplessness because it was a prime 
opportunity to strengthen her new habit of self-compassion and 
because it helped her fall asleep.

The three stages of self-compassion—infatuation, disillusion-
ment, and true acceptance—correspond to the phases of any good 
long-term relationship. First we connect with ourselves as we would 
connect with a new love. Then we discover that we’re not protected 
from the pain of living and that we need to adjust to the condi-
tions of our lives. Finally, we get to know ourselves very well and 
we accept what we can’t change and acknowledge that we have to 
work skillfully with what we have. This evolution is a refinement of 
intention, moving away from always wanting things in a particular 
way to wisdom and letting go.

The stages also correspond to the shift from cure to care. In the 
infatuation stage, we have the underlying wish to cure what ails us. 
The disillusionment phase calls an abrupt halt to that agenda. In the 
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true acceptance phase, we care for ourselves because life is hard and 
a merciful response seems the only intelligent option.

The Power of Commitment

Our intentions are subtle. We know from the research by Benjamin 
Libet described in Chapter 3 that our intentions are formulated in 
the brain even before we’re aware of them and before we act. Neuro-
logically speaking, the only option we have is to stop what’s already 
under way, assuming we recognize early enough what’s going on in 
our minds.

For our lives to go in the direction we want, it helps to reinforce 
those intentions and commitments that make the most sense to us. 
Usually we’re on autopilot, following the hidden agendas of our 
genetically predisposed and conditioned personalities. For exam-
ple, introverts may spend a lot of time avoiding people, caregivers 
might comfort themselves by helping others, and individualists may 
be secretly trying to get admiration for their intrepid self-reliance. 
These agendas take up most of our lives but may not be what we 
really want to do.

Psychologist Steven Hayes and colleagues have developed a 
model of psychotherapy based on core values and commitments. A 
good life is one in which we intentionally pursue what’s most mean-
ingful to us as we meet obstacles along the way with mindfulness 
and acceptance. What are your own core commitments? What do 
you want your life to stand for? What are your basic expectations in 
the areas of health, wealth, relationships, work, and spirituality? Do 
you primarily want your kids to be happy or do you want them to 
be wealthy? Do you want to live 100 years? What would you like to 
be said in your eulogy?

Perhaps you would like to take a moment and ponder these 
questions. Our commitments can be strengthened when we throw 
the force of conscious choice behind them.

One way to discover your intentions is to look at what you’re 
already doing. What’s the red thread that runs through your life? Are 
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you choosing family over career? Do you like intellectual excite-
ment more than physical thrills? Do you prefer social or solitary 
activities?

Most of us are at cross-purposes with ourselves. We value health, 
yet we run ourselves ragged at work. We treasure our families, but 
we lose patience with them every day. What do you really want? 
What’s your heart’s desire?

When you question yourself in this way, you may return to 
the innate wish to be happy and free from suffering. Not that our 
derivative commitments aren’t essential for a valued life, but it helps 
to ask Why? Why do I want a happy family? Why do I want to stay 
healthy? Such inquiry takes courage, and the ultimate success of 
your self-compassion practice depends on how committed you are 
to being happy and well. If you haven’t thought through your myr-
iad responsibilities and commitments, you’re less likely to benefit to 
the fullest extent from self-compassion practice.

How tightly should we cling to our core commitments? Hold 
them like a pen, not too tight and not too loose. Too tight causes 
cramping, and too loose will make the pen fall out of your hands. 
And don’t be in a rush. The more deeply we settle into our experi-
ence, the more quickly our lives will change. Joseph Goldstein, one 
of the meditation teachers who started the Insight Meditation Soci-
ety, suggests “relaxed persistence.”

Also, try to make your commitments as pleasant as possible. We 
naturally avoid difficult activities. If it isn’t pleasant, adjust it in some 
way. For example, don’t think, “Now I have to meditate!” When 
you sit down for meditation, say to yourself, “The only thing I have 
to do now is be with myself as lovingly and happily as possible.” 
Then use your skills—single-focus awareness, open-field awareness, 
and loving-kindness—to figure out how to do that. Let it be easy, 
even if it isn’t.

Maintaining a Meditation Practice

Many meditators have a dirty secret: they don’t practice as much 
as they say. Trying to get a concrete answer to the question “How 
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much do you meditate?” can be like asking for sexual secrets or 
how much money a person earns. I’m no stranger to this phenom-
enon either. If we ever meet and you ask this question, I hope I 
can respond humbly, truthfully, and with self-forgiveness. Forgiv-
ing ourselves when we fail to meet our own expectations is the first 
step toward sustaining a meditation practice. Some additional tips 
follow:

Shall I Sit?

Most people don’t have a formal, sitting meditation practice. Why? 
Because most people don’t feel very good when they close their eyes. 
Sooner or later (usually sooner!), we bump up against mental and 
physical discomfort. Why bother? The whole point of sitting medi-
tation is to figure out how to be as happy as possible in our own skin. 
It helps to think of sitting meditation as a time to “be” without any 
other obligations and responsibilities, and go from there.

We don’t need to do sitting meditation, but we need to practice. 
Practice means “systematic training by multiple repetitions.” We’re 
training the brain to function in a stronger, healthier way, just as an 
athlete trains the body. Donald Hebb, the father of neuropsychol-
ogy, said “Neurons that fire together, wire together.” Repetitive 
practice is essential. It needn’t be boring, however: I’m pleased to 
report that although meditation is old and familiar, most days it still 
feels interesting to me because each moment is new—never came 
before, never to be repeated.

When and how you practice depends on your personal prefer-
ences and life circumstances. As I mentioned earlier, the easiest way 
to practice is informally: being aware whenever you feel emotional 
discomfort and responding with kindly awareness. Formal sitting 
meditation is more intensive practice, a chance to focus longer on 
the task at hand and to learn at a deeper level. The purpose of sitting, 
however, is to transform your daily life, not to get into altered states 
of consciousness. The most effective practice plan is to have both a 
formal (sitting) and an informal (daily life) practice to support each 
other. And whatever you decide to do, if it’s not basically enjoyable, 
it’s not self-compassion.
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Start Small

Anyone can do sitting meditation—you just have to make it short 
enough. The simplest way to start the habit is to follow the “3-second 
rule”; sit down for 3 seconds. Who can’t do that? If you previously had 
a practice and want to rejuvenate it, plan to sit down for a very short 
time. Three-second meditation overcomes the greatest barrier to 
practice: starting. Once you’re sitting, it’s easy to remain seated for 
longer periods.

Envision

If you want to meditate in the morning, start by envisioning the first 
10 minutes of your day while you’re still in bed. Will you go to the 
bathroom and then meditate? Will you go to the bathroom, have 
some tea, shower, and then meditate? If you can see the events unfold 
in your mind, you’re less likely to be distracted by the rush of morn-
ing responsibilities. Similarly, if you meditate after work or before 
you go to bed, try to envision beforehand when and how you’ll get 
to your meditation seat.

Make It Social

It helps to get together periodically with people who share your 
interest in meditation. If you don’t have that opportunity, perhaps 
you can chat with sympathetic friends over the phone. You can 
also visit websites where meditators share their experiences, such 
as yahoo.com/group/giftoflovingkindness. Guided meditation tapes and 
related audiovisual materials can also provide a supportive context 
for practice.

Study

Our lives are usually driven by the cultural value of getting what-
ever we desire. Meditation teaches the opposite skill of wanting 
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what we already have. Books written with wisdom and compassion 
are an invaluable aid to practice. They can be good companions on 
the path.	

Find a Teacher

Having a teacher is an opportunity to learn from those who’ve gone 
before. A skilled teacher may be able to show how you’re making the 
practice unnecessarily difficult, help peel away misunderstandings, 
remove doubts, and provide personal encouragement. Good teach-
ers inspire as much by example as by what they say.

There still aren’t many meditation teachers in the West, so it can 
be difficult to find a personal teacher in your geographic area. Most 
Western practitioners travel long distances to go on retreat and learn 
from a variety of teachers. Don’t fret too much if you haven’t found 
a personal teacher, though. A teacher is only as good as the student, 
and ultimately only you can transform yourself.

Go on Retreat

Retreats are an excellent place to learn the practice, to troubleshoot 
areas of difficulty, or to receive advanced training. They usually 
last from a few days to a few months. Most retreats occur in silence, 
except for daily meditation instructions, talks by teachers, and per-
sonal interviews. Silence alone has the effect of drawing out underly-
ing emotional issues that we wouldn’t recognize in daily life, which 
we learn to engage using the skills of meditation.

Two years ago, during meditation, I received a tap on the shoul-
der from the retreat manager, who told me with great tenderness 
that my father had just died. I left the retreat to see about funeral 
arrangements and to connect with my family, and when there was 
nothing further to take care of, I returned to the retreat. Sitting in 
the midst of my grief, occasionally weeping, smiling, regretting, 
and loving my father, I was reminded how healing it can be to have 
the company of compassionate people, even when they don’t say a 
word.
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Further Practice Considerations

Many questions will emerge as you progress on the mindful path 
to self-compassion. Questions are an important part of practice. A 
curious, welcoming attitude and a carefully framed question will 
create space in your mind for an answer to appear all on its own. 
You can learn to trust that. However, the following issues may have 
already arisen for you:

“My practice has done so much for me that I want to share the wealth. 
How can I get my family involved?”

It’s generally best to keep your practice to yourself. Try not to 
become an annoyance to your loved ones by converting them to 
your practice. They’ll be curious when they notice your good will 
toward them. Our nearest and dearest are definitely transformed 
by the practice . . . when we change. They’ll probably be living in a 
happier environment.

It’s interesting, however, how naturally kids take to self-
compassion practice. I received the following e-mail from the 
mother of a 2-year-old:

We were driving back from southern Vermont, so Mia had been in 
the car seat for about an hour and a half already (pretty good for a 
2-year-old) when we got stuck in traffic. At that point she’d had it 
with being in the car and car seat and she started to have a mini-
meltdown. I started to say the loving-kindness phrases out loud, as a 
way of dealing with the terrible pain of watching my child in distress 
and not really being able to do anything about it. To my surprise (and 
extreme relief for both of us) the minute I started saying the phrases, 
she started responding to each phrase affirmatively and calmed right 
down. We got into a nice little cadence . . . 

May we have peace in our hearts.

Mia: Yeah.

May we have joy in our hearts.

Mia: Yes.
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May we be free from suffering.

Mia: Okay.

May we live with ease.

Mia: Yes.

This went on for a couple of minutes, and then she was fine. I 
was especially surprised because I had already tried to soothe her by 
singing songs and by reaching into the back seat and playing with 
her.

Here’s another thing I’ve noticed: sometimes when she is having 
trouble settling down for her nap I will say the phrases to myself, and 
it is as if the energy in the room changes, and she senses it and she 
settles right down.

Self-compassion may come easily to young children because they 
have not yet been tainted by social conditioning—they still live 
close to our inborn wish to be happy and free from suffering. One 
mother told me that using “we” is especially effective with young 
children (“May we be happy”) because kids have a fluid sense of 
“I” and “mine.” When helping older children become more self-
compassionate, a useful question to ask is “What would your best 
friend say to you right now?” Once you’ve grounded yourself in the 
practice, use your creativity to explore the many ways to engage 
your children.

“Should I always think of my own needs first?”

We need to listen to one another to be happy in relationship. That 
means that we have to occasionally put our own needs aside and 
validate the experience of the other person. But as you read in the 
vignette about Suzanne and Michael in Chapter 1, we can’t put our 
own needs aside to have a happy relationship unless the pain buried 
in our hearts is seen and heard, at least by ourselves.

Troy and Carlos had been living together for eight years and 
had a 4-year-old adopted son. Carlos came from a large, close-knit 
family that had loud, cantankerous arguments over the dinner table, 
whereas Troy’s family of origin was quiet, often even sullen due 
to simmering resentments. Troy had a low tolerance for emotional 



234	 CUSTOMIZING SELF-COMPASSION	

outbursts because they had quickly become violent when he was a 
child. He was an introvert, and he calmed down in private. When 
Troy and Carlos had a disagreement over how to raise their son, 
Carlos demanded that Troy talk with him as Troy retreated into the 
bedroom to lie down. Carlos was an extravert, preferring to solve 
problems in the presence of others. As Troy pulled away, Carlos 
became agitated and spoke loudly; the pain of disconnection was 
too great for Carlos to bear, unfamiliar as it was from his family of 
origin. Carlos was left feeling wounded, and Troy felt threatened, 
leaving them no room to actually hear the hopes and dreams they 
each had for their child and how to incorporate them into how they 
raised him.

After 3 months of couple therapy, I asked this couple what they’d 
learned from treatment, if anything: “If there were only one thing 
to remember when you have an argument, what would that be?” 
Troy said, “Not to judge myself.” (Troy felt like a “horrible person” 
when Carlos yelled at him.) Carlos said, “Open to unhappiness.” 
Carlos had entered the relationship expecting that Troy’s compan-
ionship would always feel good. He hadn’t anticipated that Troy 
would pull away in an argument, making him feel lonely and aban-
doned. Troy and Carlos put their insights into practice. Carlos found 
that validating the unhappiness he felt as Troy retreated helped him 
“lay aside how it is for me, not even reluctantly, and then listen with 
openness and patience to figure out where Troy is coming from.” 
That brought Troy out of his corner, and he reminded Carlos what 
a valuable companion he was.

Mindfulness and self-compassion can transform most of our 
personal relationships for the better—but only if we’re willing to 
feel the inevitable pain that relationships entail. When we turn away 
from our distress, we abandon our loved ones as well as ourselves. 
But when we incline toward whatever is arising within us, we can 
be truly present and alive for one another.

“Will I ever overcome the urge to resist and avoid emotional pain?”

No. The instinct to push away pain is hardwired. A patient of mine 
once said, “The desire to not get upset is like hope—it springs eter-
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nal!” We will always have the potential for self-made suffering from 
trying to avoid emotional pain. Mindfulness and self-compassion 
practice can simply make those periods shorter and shorter.

Geoff was an exceptionally bright guy, a computer wizard, 
who felt anxious about many things: his kids, job, money, marriage, 
and physical health. Almost anything he paid attention to became a 
source of worry. In therapy, Geoff quickly understood the concept 
of “what you resist persists.” He was the perfect client, diligently 
practicing formal meditation twice daily for 20 minutes and infor-
mally whenever he felt anxious during the day. After a month, when 
I asked if his efforts were paying off, Geoff said he wasn’t sure. He 
still felt anxious despite all his hard work.

Geoff was in the “disillusionment” phase of treatment. He was 
practicing in order to be less anxious, to “comfort [anxiety] away,” 
which is yet another form of resistance. Geoff was a workhorse and 
an intellectual—he understood how to work toward a goal, and it 
was taking him a little longer to get the feeling for self-compassion. 
With this insight, Geoff gradually shifted his emphasis from work-
ing toward self-compassion to just giving himself kindness when he 
felt bad. (“This hurts. May I live with ease.”) He stopped seeing self-
compassion as a “project” and started living in the present moment 
as an anxious guy who needs some loving.

Intellectual people initially believe that the concept of self-
compassion is the thing itself, but conceptual understanding is only 
the first step. Resistance to discomfort is a subcortical process occur-
ring at the gut level, and self-compassion becomes most effective 
when it operates at that level. But even when compassion is deep, 
resistance springs eternal. Practice is necessary as long as we reside 
in a human body.

“Does self-compassion ever become automatic?”

Yes, somewhat. Changes will occur in your life when you least expect 
them, such as when you lock your keys in your car or when you 
show up at an important meeting 1 hour late. You may be surprised 
to discover how understanding you’ve become (“I guess I’ve been 
overcommitted lately”), rather than self-critical (“You fool!”).
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I had client, Aiko, who had not heard of self-compassion before 
she began practicing it. Six months later, as Aiko was describing 
her daily schedule of crippling work deadlines, I wondered aloud 
whether she ever remembered to be compassionate with herself. 
Aiko replied that simply saying the word “compassion” made a tear 
trickle down her face and softened her body. Another client told me 
that the word “kindness” was all he needed to evoke the feeling. 
With sufficient practice, words like “kindness” or “compassion” can 
trigger a host of beneficial nonverbal responses—softening the body, 
allowing unpleasant feelings to pass through, and loving ourselves. 
At later stages, only a flash of awareness (“Ouch!”) is enough to trig-
ger a self-compassionate outcome.

“My problem is my own behavior! How do I change?”

All of us suffer from less-than-exemplary behaviors. Those actions 
often arise from our schemas—old habits of responding to threaten-
ing situations. Cesar, a middle-aged jazz musician, was a man with 
“mistrust” and “failure” schemas.

Cesar worked a daytime job in an office supply store and com-
plained bitterly about the fact that his talents were not properly rec-
ognized and compensated for at this stage in his life. Whenever his 
boss at the store questioned something he did, such as how he talked 
to customers, Cesar responded sharply and angrily. Behavior like 
this had led to a succession of unsatisfactory jobs.

I had known Cesar for about 2 years when complaints about his 
supervisors started sounding repetitive. Cesar noticed the pattern as 
well. He confided in me that he had an anger problem, lamenting 
that “anger is like drinking poison and expecting someone else to 
die.” Cesar saw how correcting the problem would have to be an 
inside job. I asked Cesar what criticism from his boss signified to 
him. “I won’t be able to provide for my family,” he said. “I’m all 
alone at work. I will never be able to make enough money to play 
music.” Cesar broke it down even further: “I’m a failure.”

We discussed kindness toward oneself as a way to transform 
anger at its roots. Cesar, an unusually creative person, decided to 
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visualize a “wisdom figure with his arm around me” whenever he 
felt like a failure. In just a few weeks, Cesar found himself feeling 
less vulnerable at work, knowing he had a way of comforting him-
self when he felt attacked, and his angry retorts subsided.

Finding the soft feelings behind our hard feelings—in this case, 
the sense of failure behind angry words—gives us flexibility in how 
we behave in response to perceived threats. We’re no longer con-
demned to act in habitual ways. We’re not trying to directly change 
hard feelings—to drive them out—but rather to cultivate a soft rela-
tionship to hard feelings that gives them a chance to change on their 
own.

“Can’t being soft open the door to getting taken advantage of? Is that 
really the best way to be?”

Many situations in life demand mental toughness. Some person-
alities, like the “floater” or people suffering from “weariness,” may 
need to summon up inner strength to meet life’s challenges. Their 
default option is to acquiesce, which can cause more suffering when 
they’re caught in a bad situation. It’s important to set limits on the 
behavior of others when they’re hurting us.

Paula was a physical therapist, married for 4 years to a gentle, 
well-educated, handsome man, Kyle. His family of origin had a long 
history of alcoholism, and after a year of marriage, Kyle fell into the 
same trap. Paula felt sorry for him, and enjoyed his company when 
he was sober, but over time she found herself the family’s sole finan-
cial provider and her partner less and less emotionally present. When 
she started flirting with a colleague over lunch, Paula decided that 
she needed to take steps to address her marital problem.

Kyle refused to acknowledge that he suffered from alcoholism, 
so Paula turned to Al-Anon for support. Over the following 3 years 
Paula felt alternately sorry for Kyle and enraged at his emotional and 
financial abandonment of her and their two kids and his unwill-
ingness to stop drinking. Paula’s struggle was validated at Al-Anon 
meetings, which gave her the courage to seek legal advice about 
divorce. Upon getting this news, Kyle still refused to admit he had 
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a problem, blaming Paula and his unhappy marriage for his drink-
ing. Paula always considered divorce to be a last resort, and she felt 
terrible about it, as if God would be disappointed with her. She 
was caught up in shame and blame. Paula gradually opened up to 
the anguish of returning every evening from work to her husband 
watching TV with a martini. “I deserve to be happy,” Paula heard 
herself saying. “I too need moments of leisure. I don’t deserve to be 
lonely, angry, and miserable all the time.” Paula left her husband.

When we pay attention to our inner experience and accept 
how we truly feel—unhappy, lacking direction, empty, ashamed, 
despairing—we’re likely to discover a huge reservoir of strength and 
determination. Like a mother defending her young, internal softness 
often leads to external toughness. The foundation for setting limits 
on others is knowing our own limits.

“If it’s my current attitude toward pain and suffering that’s so crucial for 
emotional healing, does that mean I should just leave my past behind?”

This question echoes many discussions I’ve had with psychothera-
pists who were trained to explore their patients’ early childhood 
experiences. It’s indeed important to understand how our past has 
shaped us. Our core emotional habits are meaningful objects for 
mindful self-compassion (see self-schemas in Chapter 4) and know-
ing the details of our lives help us to accept them more fully.

Remember Michelle, the young woman described in Chapter 
1 who couldn’t control her blushing? Michelle had always been a 
highly sensitive person, more so than her three brothers. Her father 
was quite stern and didn’t mince words when he was upset with the 
kids. Michelle was also a beautiful child who received a lot of atten-
tion for her appearance, but schoolwork didn’t come easily to her. 
She dreaded each September when school began, especially after 
a carefree summer. Michelle applied herself with diligence to her 
schoolwork and eventually succeeded in graduating from a good 
university.

Deep inside, however, Michelle always felt like an imposter. 
She had vastly exceeded the achievements of her parents, which she 
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believed was due to hard work rather than her intelligence or com-
petence, and she had internalized the critical messages of her father. 
When Michelle went on job interviews, she was sure her inadequa-
cies would be exposed, especially if the interviewer was a male.

Michelle had a brief infatuation with therapy after she dis-
covered that acceptance-based strategies stopped her blushing. 
But infatuation quickly led to disillusionment, which lingered for 
many months. It just wasn’t enough to “accept” that she blushed—
something deeper had to be addressed. Ironically, Michelle had a 
breakthrough when she became depressed during the fall season. 
She couldn’t understand why she was feeling that way until she con-
nected it with school resuming and how terrible she always felt at 
that time of year. “My father always told me that I was not as smart 
as my brothers. I could never prove him otherwise. It felt awful.”

With that insight, Michelle started feeling the pain left deep in 
her heart. To accept blushing meant being a total failure—unlovable. 
Michelle started to grieve those many years of academic struggle 
and self-doubt, allowing herself just to feel sad about it. Somehow 
she started to feel more human and in her body. Michelle became 
more patient with the therapy process as well, knowing how deeply 
her feelings ran. She gave herself 3 years to learn to be more self-
accepting in response to blushing. To assist the process, Michelle 
visualized Jesus tapping her on the shoulder whenever she felt bad. 
When she started to blush, she added, “May I love myself just as 
I am.” I recently called Michelle, 1 year after we last met, to get 
permission to write her story. She told me she hardly ever thinks of 
blushing anymore.

Self-compassion has the “gleam of the particulars,” as poet 
Naomi Shahib Nye might say. The details of our lives are necessary 
to contact the deeper meaning of our daily experience. In the case 
of Michelle, she couldn’t fully connect with her emotional pain—
get a visceral sense of it—until she understood its origin and the 
long trajectory it took in her life. Then she had a deep and authentic 
experience to address with self-compassion. Self-compassion is not a 
strategy for bypassing our personal issues—it helps us to have a full 
life within them.
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“Self-compassion has done a lot for me, but is it an emotional cure-all?”

There’s always an element of self-compassion—caring for ourselves 
and allowing ourselves to be happy—when life is flowing smoothly. 
We should be cautious, however, about pushing self-compassion on 
ourselves in all situations. Sometimes we need to turn away from 
our pain to make it manageable, sometimes we should take medica-
tion, and other times we should do nothing at all. Self-compassion 
is not a universal panacea.

There are also occasions when we need to take a tough atti-
tude toward our emotions. That doesn’t mean denying them, but 
rather it means that certain circumstances—abuse, war, working as 
a paramedic—require that we focus exclusively on the task at hand 
until we can process our feelings later on. The challenges in our lives 
are too diverse to respond to self-compassion alone, but, in combi-
nation with other tools at our disposal, self-compassion can make 
life a whole lot easier. Ultimately, what makes our lives happier in 
the long run is the compassionate thing to do.

It may sound strange, but I generally try to avoid the term “self-
compassion” while counseling others because it creates a standard 
against which we all inevitably fail. Self-compassion isn’t a “thing” 
that we either have or don’t have. Instead, as a practitioner and as a 
therapist, I try to remain open to emotional pain and breathe kind-
ness into it, one moment after the next.

Measuring Your Progress

Self-compassion is a long-term adventure. You’ll recognize changes 
in yourself almost immediately, but an underlying shift in attitude 
is a slow, incremental process. It’s best to take the long view—give 
yourself a lifetime to practice, but make sure you notice progress 
along the way. Haba na haba, hujaza kibaba (Swahili for “Little by 
little fills the pot”). Or, as my good friend and meditation teacher 
Trudy Goodman said, “Self-compassion is never fixed, never having 
arrived.”
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Self-Compassion Scale

If you completed the Self-Compassion Scale when you read about it 
in Chapter 4, you can retest yourself now to see how you’re doing. 
See if your scores on self-kindness, common humanity, and mind-
fulness go up, and if your scores on self-judgment, isolation, and 
overidentification go down.

Self-Compassion Journal

One month is a sufficient period of time to discover the transforma-
tive power of self-compassion. Within 2 months, you’re likely to go 
through both the infatuation and the disillusionment phases. I often 
recommend to beginning practitioners that they keep a journal for 
at least 3 months to explore the vicissitudes of practice. Journaling 
is an opportunity to monitor habit change, to troubleshoot, and, 
most important, to notice new ways you might be responding to 
problems in your life. The simple act of writing also reinforces your 
commitment.

Make your journal simple and easy to use. You can keep an 
open document in your computer, e-mail a daily entry to yourself, 
or just jot down notes on a pad kept in your purse or pocket. Record 
the subtle changes, such as the kindly words that might appear unex-
pectedly in your mind. If you’re not the writing type, make a mental 
note of changes or mention them to others who might be interested 
in your progress. A Self-Compassion Journal might look like this:

Day 12

Slept poorly last night and feeling edgy. Sitting meditation for 
20 minutes after coffee. Meditated to feel better, which didn’t work 
at all. When I just let myself feel crummy and say the phrases, I 
felt better. I continued the phrases on way to work, but then forgot 
the whole day. Super busy. Will try again before I go to sleep.

Day 13

Slept better last night, maybe because of the phrases? No time to 
meditate today. Consciously enjoyed the warm water in my shower, 
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though. That was different. Since I didn’t meditate, I promised 
myself to say the phrases more often during the day. When my 
phone rang, I noticed on caller ID that it was the day care center. I 
said “safe, safe, safe” and then picked up the phone. A first! There 
was no problem, but I felt better anyway.

Day 14

Sat for 10 min this morning. It helped to envision that before I 
got out of bed. I’d prefer 20 min. Didn’t get past the breath part in 
10 min. Helps to think beforehand that I’m sitting just to be with 
myself before a busy day and let everything be just as it is. It’s the 
only time of the day like that. Usually I’m trying to accomplish 
something.

The old car rattle started again on the way home. %$#@&*! 
I mean, METTA!

Day 15

Woke up saying, ”Don’t be afraid.” Haven’t got a clue where that 
came from. I’m hardcore! Mornings are getting a little less crazy, 
maybe because I’m going to bed earlier. It’s still a pain trying to 
get Josh out the door. Maybe I’ll sing the metta phrases to him. It 
couldn’t hurt Josh to grow up knowing this stuff.

Keeping a journal is itself a contemplative practice and a self-
compassion exercise. You’re honoring the preciousness of your own 
experience, even if it’s odd, funky, or confusing.

If you’re having trouble getting started with journaling, try 
picking a specific problem, such as resentment toward a lazy col-
league who gets all the credit at work, and document what you’re 
doing and how it’s going. Perhaps you started saying “May I love 
myself just as I am.” How is it going? Also, note when you forget 
to practice—the slippery slope back to old habits—and brainstorm 
how to support yourself.

Avoid the trap of evaluating your progress while you’re medi-
tating. You may or may not have a positive state of mind and still 
be making progress. While practicing, stick to the practice itself. 
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That means that if you feel bad, deliver kindness to yourself. Or 
anchor your attention in your breath, or sit back and watch the inner 
drama in a generous, openhearted way. Stay engaged in the present 
moment, and don’t judge how it worked until you’re done.

You can measure your progress by how you feel in your daily life. 
Are you feeling happier, more confident, less stressed? More impor-
tant, are you responding with more and more good will toward 
yourself when things go wrong? When you banged your knee on 
the coffee table, did you say, “Ouch! That hurts! God love you!” or 
did you blurt out, “You clumsy jerk!” Are you trading self-criticism, 
self-isolation, and self-absorption for self-kindness, a sense of your 
humanness, and the ability to let go? If so, make a note.

Beginning Anew

The path to happiness and well-being never ends. Just when we 
think we’ve arrived, a new challenge presents itself and we begin 
again. This book was written to help dissolve the illusion that we 
can better ourselves to the point where emotional pain is a thing of 
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the past. A more fruitful path is to cultivate uncommon kindness—
kindness toward ourselves—as long as we live and breathe. In the 
words of meditation teacher Pema Chödrön: “. . . we can still be 
crazy after all these years. We can still be angry after all these years. 
We can still be timid or jealous or full of feelings of unworthiness. 
The point is . . . not to try to throw ourselves away and become 
something better. It’s about befriending who we are already.”

It could make all the difference in your life.
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Appendix A

emotion words

The following list of emotion words was compiled from an online 
search by computer linguist Steven DeRose. It attests to the sub-
tlety and diversity of human emotional experience. The list can be 

used to find a label for almost any emotion you’re likely to have in daily 
life.

This list, as well as the author’s sources, can also be found at www.
derose.net/steve/resources/emotionwords/ewords.html.

Reprinted by permission of Steven J. DeRose.

Pain/Pleasure

Angry
acrimonious, angry, annoyed, appalled, bitter, boiling, cross, devastated, 
disgusted, enraged, frustrated, fuming, furious, hostile, in a huff, in a 
stew, incensed, indignant, inflamed, infuriated, irate, irritated, livid, mad, 
offended, outraged, piqued, provoked, rageful, resentful, sullen, up in 
arms, virulent, worked up, wrathful, wrought up
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Sad

aching, afflicted, agonized, anguished, bereaved, blue, cheerless, clouded, 
crestfallen, crushed, dark, dejected, depressed, despairing, despon-
dent, disconsolate, discontented, discouraged, disheartened, dismal, dis-
pleased, distressed, dolorous, down, downcast, downhearted, dreadful, 
dreary, dull, embarrassed, flat, frowning, funereal, gloomy, glum, grief-
stricken, grieved, guilt, hapless, heartbroken, heavyhearted, humiliated, 
hurt, ill at ease, in despair, in pain, in the dumps, injured, joyless, lonely, 
low-spirited, low, lugubrious, melancholy, moody, moping, mournful, 
offended, oppressed, out of sorts, pathetic, piteous, regretful, remorse, 
rueful, shamed, shocked, somber, sorrowful, spiritless, suffering, sulky, 
sullen, tortured, tragic, unhappy, woebegone, woeful, worried

Happy

airy, amused, animated, beatific, blissful, blithe, bright, brisk, buoyant, 
cheerful, cheery, comfortable, contented, convivial, debonair, ecstatic, 
elated, enthusiastic, excited, exhilarated, exultant, festive, free and easy, 
frisky, genial, glad, gleeful, great, high-spirited, hilarious, humorous, 
important, inspired, jaunty, jocular, jolly, jovial, joyful, joyous, jubilant, 
laughing, lighthearted, lively, lucky, merry, mirthful, overjoyed, peaceful, 
playful, pleased, proud, rapturous, satisfied, saucy, self-satisfied, serene, 
sparkling, spirited, sprightly, sunny, terrific, thankful, tranquil, trans-
ported, vivacious

Ecstatic

delighted, fabulous, fantastic, overjoyed

Power/Control/Responsibility

Irresistible

aggressive, exuberant, immortal, indestructible, invincible, invulnerable, 
powerful, unstoppable
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Powerless

bashful, blocked, defeated, discouraged, disorganized, exhausted, hope-
less, irresponsible, overwhelmed, thwarted, worn down, worn out

Out of Control

careless, impotent, obligated, obliterated, powerless, reckless, vulnerable, 
weak

Apathetic

complacent, full of ennui, immobilized, lazy, lethargic, numb, passive, 
quiescent, unconcerned, unmotivated

Adequate

capable, competent, composed, confident, encouraged, excited, in con-
trol, organized, responsible

Attachment

Alone

cut off, excluded, forsaken, isolated, left out, rejected, shut out, detached, 
lonely, lonesome, misunderstood

Independent

arrogant, autonomous, cocky, strong, macho

Attached

affectionate, belonging, captivated, cherished, compassionate, connected, 
empathetic, included, liked, loved, loving, understood

Codependent

addicted, insecure, needy, sympathetic
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Hated

abandoned, chastised, criticized, deserted, discarded, forsaken, ignored, 
left out, let down, overlooked, rejected, replaced, unapproved of, unlov-
able, unloved

Loved

accepted, adored, adorable, approved of, desirable, entrusted, loved, vali-
dated, valued, welcomed

Social Standing

Belittled

chagrined, diminished, discredited, disgraced, insignificant, underesti-
mated, unsupported

Embarrassed

ashamed, awkward, disparaged, guilty

Average

common, ordinary

Esteemed

admired, appreciated, respected, revered, significant, supported, valued, 
worshiped

Justice

Cheated
disparaged, victimized
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Singled Out
affronted, categorized, guilty, judged, labeled, rated, stereotyped

Justified
absolved, acquitted, appeased, redeemed, satisfied, vindicated

Entitled
exempt, favored, immune, privileged

Freedom

Trapped
imprisoned, optionless

Burdened
obligated, pressured, put upon, thwarted

Free
autonomous, independent, released, unshackled

Direction/Focus

Derailed
disjointed, disoriented, torn

Lost
baffled, bewildered, confused, unfocused

Focused
committed, complacent, determined, in the zone
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Obsessed

compelled, consumed

Desire/Interest

Demoralized

disappointed, discouraged, disheartened, disillusioned, disinclined, 
repulsed, stifled, thwarted

Bored

ambivalent, apathetic, complacent, full of ennui, indifferent, lackadaisical, 
unmotivated

Attracted

absorbed, affected, agog, full of anticipation, anxious, attracted, avid, 
challenged, concerned, confident, craving, curious, dedicated, desirous, 
eager, earnest, enchanted, engrossed, enthusiastic, excited, fascinated, fer-
vent, fervid, hopeful, inquisitive, inspiring, intent, interested, intrigued, 
keen, motivated, needed, nosey, snoopy, zealous

Lustful

addicted, ardent, aroused, horny, hot and bothered, infatuated, lustful, 
needy, passionate, turned on, yearning

Safety/Security

Fearful

afraid, aghast, alarmed, anxious, appalled, apprehensive, awed, cautious, 
chicken, cowardly, defenseless, diffident, dismayed, doubtful, exposed, 
fainthearted, fearful, fidgety, frightened, hesitant, horrified, hysterical, in 
fear, insecure, irresolute, menaced, misgiving, nervous, panicked, petri-
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fied, phobic, quaking, restful, scared, shaky, shocked, suspicious, terrified, 
terrorized, timid, timorous, trembling, tremulous, upset, worried, yellow

Anxious
apprehensive, cautious, concerned, distrustful, doubtful, dubious, full of 
misgiving, hesitant, indecisive, pensive, perplexed, questioning, skeptical, 
suspicious, tense, unbelieving, uncertain, uncomfortable, wavering

Fearless
audacious, bold, brave, certain, confident, courageous, daring, dauntless, 
determined, encouraged, enterprising, gallant, hardy, heroic, reassured, 
resolute, secure, self-reliant, spirited, stout-hearted

Safe
at ease, calm, comfortable, composed, peaceful, secure

Surprise
astonished, bewildered, confused, shocked, startled, surprised

Miscellaneous

active, afraid, agitated, animosity, antagonistic, artificial, astounded, 
aware

bad, balanced, beautiful, blurry

childish, clear, clever, competitive, complexity, conciliated, conspicuous, 
constrained, contemptuous, courteous, cruel, cynical

deceitful, decisive, defiant, dependent, desperate, destructive, different, 
dim, disqualified, disregarded, dissatisfied, distracted, disturbed, divided, 
drained, droopy, dumb
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earthy, embittered, empty, energetic, enlightened, envious, evil, exasper-
ated

failure, fatigued, firm, flustered, fond, foolish, forgiving, fortunate, frank, 
frantic, friendly, frozen, fulfilled, full, futile

generous, giddy, good, grateful, greedy, gullible

harried, hasty, haughty, helpful, helpless, homesick, honored, horrible

imposed upon, impressed, inadequate, incapable, incompetent, inconsid-
erate, ineffective, inferior, intense, intimidated, intricate, involved

jealous, jumpy

kind

lenient, longing, lovable

mature, mean, meditative, methodical, miserable, misery, mocked, mur-
derous

natural, naughty, nice

obnoxious, odd, optimistic, out of place

pained, patient, perturbed, pessimistic, pitied, pleasant, posing, possessive, 
pretty, pushy, put down, puzzled

relaxed, relieved, respected, responsive, restless, restrained, revengeful, 
rewarded, ridiculous, right, routine

skeptical, scornful, self-confident, self-doubt, servile, sharp, shy, sick, silly, 
sincerity, sleepy, slumber, smart, sneaky, solemn, spiteful, stable, stingy, 
strange, stressed, stubborn, stunned, stupid, successful, suicidal, superior, 
sure
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talkative, tempted, tenacious, tender, tentative, terrible, tired, tolerant, 
troubled, trusted

ugly, unaware, undecided, undeserving, undesirable, uneasy, unequaled, 
unfair, unfulfilled, unified, unmatched, unsettled, unsupported, unstable, 
unsure, unwanted, unworthy, uptight, useless

vehement, vigilant, vile, violent, vitriolic

weary, whimsical, wicked, wiped out, wonderful, worthless, worthy
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Appendix B

additional  
self-compassion exercises

A self-compassion exercise is any practice that enhances good will 
toward ourselves when we suffer. Loving-kindness (metta) medi-
tation has been emphasized in this book because it changes the 

inner dialogue that has a large impact on how we feel. Other pathways to 
self-compassion were mentioned in Chapter 5, and more can be found in 
the books and audio materials listed in Appendix C. The additional prac-
tices described below were selected due to their unique nature or broad 
appeal.

Giving and Taking Meditation (Tonglen)

This unusual meditation uses the ordinary process of breathing, coor-
dinating it with the mental practice of inhaling suffering and exhaling 
ease and well-being. “Inhaling suffering?” you say. “Shouldn’t it be the 
reverse, inhaling ease and exhaling suffering? Am I not just building up 
suffering inside?” The beauty of this meditation is that with every breath 
it reverses our instinctive tendency to avoid or resist negative experience. 
By intentionally drawing pain inside, we undermine the mental habit of 
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resistance that creates and perpetuates suffering. That’s a compassionate 
thing to do.

Giving and taking meditation is attributed to the Buddhist teacher 
Atisha Dipankara Shrijnana, who lived in India in the 10th century ce. 
Tong means “giving” in the Tibetan language and len means “taking.” (It’s 
actually practiced len-tong, taking and giving.) The purpose of this mind-
training technique is to develop compassion toward all beings, including 
oneself. The foremost Western proponent of giving and taking medita-
tion is Pema Chödrön, an American nun in the Tibetan Buddhist tradi-
tion. Her books listed in Appendix C, especially Tonglen, offer a wealth of 
insight into the practice. The following series of meditation instructions 
are adapted from Pema Chödrön’s instructions and specifically emphasize 
self-compassion. They can be practiced as a sitting meditation for 10–20 
minutes, or informally whenever you feel the need.

Sit quietly for a few moments.••

Take a few conscious breaths, breathing in and out through all the pores ••
of your body. Feel your breath as you inhale and as you exhale. You might 
want to imagine your body as a balloon that is being inflated with every 
in-breath. Do this until your attention is anchored in your breathing.

Open yourself to •• physical sensation in your body and locate any discom-
fort. If you have any, where is it located? Your stomach, chest, neck, or 
head?

Now focus on your heart area and see if you’re carrying any •• emotional 
distress. If so, what’s its texture? Does it feel “thick,” “turbulent,” “hard,” 
“rough,” or “heavy”? How does it look in your mind’s eye? Does it appear 
“dark,” “gray,” or “murky”? Try to get a sense of the discomfort so you can 
clearly identify it. Give it a name, if you wish, such as “pain,” “discouraged,” 
or “worried.”

Link your discomfort to your breath. With every in-breath, draw •• in your 
distress. Take a rich, full breath. Inhale the discomfort from wherever it’s 
located in your body.

Imagine that your discomfort is being transformed in the gap between ••
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your in- and out-breaths, perhaps by light in the center of your being or 
simply on its own.

Breathe out spaciousness and relief to yourself and others. Breathe from ••
your center through your own body, suffusing it with well-being, and into 
the world.

Let your out-breath be the opposite of your in-breath. If you are breath-••
ing in darkness, send out light. If you’re inhaling tightness, exhale soft-
ness. If you’re breathing in roughness, send out smoothness. Practice in 
a way that you can feel the difference. If you’re visualizing your body as 
an empty balloon, let the air out, releasing clean, pure air to all beings. 
You can send out ease and well-being to specific needy persons or to the 
world in general.

Feel free to take more than one breath to inhale suffering or to exhale ••
well-being, until you get the hang of it. Then let your breath gradually 
settle into a natural, easy rhythm, breathing in your distress and breathing 
out kindness and well-being.

Close your meditation by sitting quietly, allowing your entire internal ••
experience to be just as it is.

Tonglen meditation depends on our ability to release sticky feel-
ings—to draw them in and freely let them go. That’s why Pema Chödrön’s 
instructions suggest we breathe through all the pores of the skin or visual-
ize our bodies like an empty balloon—there’s less to stick to. That’s also 
the reason we just sit quietly and let go of all effort before and after tonglen 
practice.

Tonglen meditation contains many of the underlying healing mecha-
nisms we talked about earlier in this book. It uses the calming power of 
focused attention on the breath, it anchors the ruminative mind in the 
body, it reverses the tendency to avoid or resist emotional pain, it encour-
ages balanced awareness of pain, it nourishes good will, and it generates a 
greater sense of connection with others.

My 34-year-old niece helped me recognize the healing aspect of con-
nection in tonglen practice.

My niece is the mother of two beautiful daughters, a 2- and a 4-year-
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old. Her 4-year-old was going through a difficult phase at a family gath-
ering, crying and fussing a lot. She confided in me how painful it was to 
hear her daughter cry and was at a loss for how to help her daughter, or 
herself, feel better. As a busy mother, she had no time to meditate and 
barely enough time to breathe. I wondered whether tonglen meditation 
might help and taught it to her in just a few minutes.

At breakfast the following morning, my niece told me the practice 
worked wonders—it helped her stay calm even though her daughter con-
tinued to be distraught. When I asked how that worked, she explained 
that she inhaled her distress and frustration and exhaled love to her daugh-
ter. The practice allowed her to “stay close to [my daughter] without los-
ing myself.” By wanting the crying to stop, my niece was unconsciously 
distancing herself from her daughter and suffered the pain of a crying 
child plus the pain of disconnection. Tonglen meditation helped her get 
her daughter back.

I know another woman, Celine, who uses tonglen to alleviate her 
distress when she sees signs of aging—new wrinkles, sagging jowls—in 
the mirror in the morning. Celine inhales the anxiety of the woman in the 
mirror, and as she exhales, Celine says, “Darling, you’re just getting older. 
So is everyone else. Everyone is growing old together.”

Tonglen can be practiced when we’re distressed in any way. Work-
horse personalities seem to like tonglen because, with a little practice, 
it slips effortlessly into a busy day. Extraverts may enjoy the connection 
aspect and that it’s slightly less psychological than metta meditation—more 
rooted in the bodily process of breathing. Generally speaking, people who 
enjoy their bodies may take easily to tonglen. Tonglen practitioners with 
experience in metta practice can try reciting the metta phrases along with 
each tonglen out-breath, sending loving-kindness to all. Find what works 
for you.

Modifications to Giving and Taking Meditation

Opening to emotional pain can be overwhelming at times no matter what 
method we use. If that happens during tonglen practice, there are a few 
modifications that I’ve found useful. For example, if you’re very over-
whelmed, try this:
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Sit quietly for a few moments.••

Take a few breaths through all the pores of your body and also breathe ••
out through all the pores of your body.

Think of a few people who love you and place them in a circle around ••
you. Locate them as close to or as far away from you as you like. Visualize 
them patiently sitting, just for you, with love and care in their hearts. You 
can also visualize your favorite pets or see yourself in a natural setting, 
surrounded by beauty.

Place your hand on your heart.••

Continue consciously breathing. As you inhale, breathe in their love. As ••
you exhale, return the love. Get a sense of inhaling warmth and kindness 
and exhaling gratitude and love.

Breathe in and out as long as you wish, feeling the energy of loving-••
kindness radiating toward you and from you as you breathe.

Gently open your eyes.••

This adaptation steers you away from suffering and is suitable when 
you’re deeply upset. When you’re less upset—perhaps merely “disturbed”—
you can open yourself to a little more suffering, but be sure you still give 
loving-kindness to yourself as well. The following spectrum of tonglen 
modifications correspond to how distressed you may be when you prac-
tice:

Overwhelmed•• ?	T ake loving-kindness from those who love you. Give 
	 loving-kindness to those who love you.

Disturbed•• ?	T ake in your own suffering. Give loving-kindness to 
	 yourself.

Distressed•• ?	T ake in your own suffering. Give loving-kindness to 
	 yourself and others.
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Dissatisfied•• ?	T ake in your suffering and the suffering of others. Give 
	 loving-kindness to others.

Content•• ?	T ake in others’ suffering. Give others loving-kindness.

You may notice that the very first set of tonglen instructions given 
above—taking your own suffering and giving loving-kindness to yourself 
and others—is practiced in the middle range of discomfort (“distressed”). If 
you’re feeling better than that—only “dissatisfied”—try connecting your 
pain to the pain of millions of others on the planet who might be feeling 
exactly the same way in the present moment. For example, if you have a 
stomachache, think of all the people who have stomachaches. Draw that 
common pain into your body with the in-breath, transmute it, and breathe 
out ease and well-being to all. You might get relief from the feeling of not 
being so alone in your struggle.

If you’re feeling “content,” try taking on the suffering of others and 
giving out love to others. That is traditional tonglen practice, designed 
for liberation from the prison of our own individuality. When the Dalai 
Lama was asked how he meditates, especially to cultivate forgiveness, he 
responded:

I use meditation technique called giving and taking . . . I make visualization: 
send my positive emotions like happiness, affection to others. Then another 
visualization. I visualize receiving their sufferings, their negative emotions. 
I do this every day. I pay special attention to the Chinese—especially those 
doing terrible things to the Tibetans. So, as I meditate, I breathe in all their 
poisons—hatred, fear, cruelty. Then I breathe out. And I let all the good 
things come out, things like compassion, forgiveness. I take inside my body 
all these bad things. Then I replace poisons with fresh air. Giving and tak-
ing. I take care not to blame—I don’t blame the Chinese and I don’t blame 
myself. This meditation is very effective, useful to reduce hatred, useful to 
cultivate forgiveness.

Most of us don’t have the compassion of the Dalai Lama, or his peace 
of mind, so we are advised to practice with the other modifications as 
well.
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Centering Meditation

Centering meditation is a technique for discovering a compassionate 
word or phrase that applies particularly to you and your current situation. 
Beginning practitioners of loving-kindness meditation can use centering 
meditation to discover their own personalized metta phrases.

Centering meditation comes from a 14th-century anonymously writ-
ten book called The Cloud of Unknowing, which was discovered in the 
attic of a Trappist monastery in Spencer, Massachusetts. Centering became 
popular in 1982 through Father Basil Pennington’s Centering Prayer: Renew-
ing an Ancient Christian Prayer Form. The meditation is designed to open 
our hearts and minds to inner guidance that is beyond our usual habits of 
thought. The following meditation is a secularized version of that tech-
nique. Like many other meditations, the prescribed length of time is about 
20 minutes, once or twice a day.

Sit comfortably, close your eyes, and take a few deep, relaxing breaths.••

Notice your posture—sitting, not lying down, not standing—and feel any ••
sensations in your body. If you have any physical discomfort, gently touch 
it with your awareness. If you have emotional distress, notice it and let it 
be there.

Now bring attention to your •• breathing, wherever you feel it most strongly. 
Nostrils? Chest? Belly? When your mind wanders, gently return to the 
sensation of breathing. As you breathe, let your awareness move deeply 
into the experience of breathing. Do this for 5–10 minutes.

The breath comes seemingly out of nowhere—it’s actually breathing •• you, 
keeping you healthy even when you’re fast asleep. Go deeply into the 
breath, to the source of the breath. Let your awareness drop into the 
deep, empty space from which breathing emerges, from which the faint-
est movement originates. This place, beyond thoughts and words, is a 
field of great peace and freedom.

Just continue to breathe and open your awareness to the source of your ••
breath. As you do so, listen for any words that may bubble up. Open 
yourself up to a word or a phrase that might be just what you need to 
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hear right now. If a word or phrase were to appear from the bottom of 
your heart, what would it be?

Take a few minutes to do this. Breathe, relax, and open yourself to words ••
that might bubble up from deep inside. If no words arise, just stay with 
your breath. If a few words arise, roll them over in your mind and select 
one that’s perfect for you at this time in your life. Some possibilities might 
be “love,” “let it be,” “I love you,” “yes,” “trust,” “peace” or “mercy.”

When you have a word or phrase, allow yourself to savor it, rolling it over ••
and over in your mind. If you notice that your mind has wandered, bring 
it ever so gently back to the word or words.

After a while, let go of what you’re doing and simply be with your inner ••
experience, letting yourself be just as you are.

Slowly open your eyes.••

It can be a stirring experience to hear encouraging words coming 
from the depths of one’s being, such as “I love you,” “Let go and let God,” 
or “Have courage.” An intellectual client of mine, an electrical engineer 
with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), heard “Don’t 
be afraid.” The words stirred him to tears, unsure why they came up 
since they seemed unrelated to his usual way of thinking. Then he heard 
“Focus!,” a familiar admonition from his childhood. He wisely selected 
“Don’t be afraid” as his centering phrase. Another client with ADHD 
heard the word “dynamo” while he did the centering meditation, and he 
felt it energized him when his mind wandered off task.

Centering meditation is essentially mantra meditation with a twist: 
the mantra is self-generated. A mantra is commonly used in meditation 
to disentangle us from meaningless thinking and calm the mind through 
one-pointed attention. Depending on the religious tradition, sometimes 
the meaning of the mantra is important, sometimes it’s the sound, sometimes 
it’s writing the mantra that matters, and often a mantra is just a meaningless, 
yet helpful, object of attention.

The sound of the body exhaling, “Ahhhhhhh, ahhhhhhh, ahhhh-
hhh,” is a mantra, and can be comforting when you feel under stress. 
Repeating a name of God, particularly if you feel loved by God, can be a 
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compelling way to use a mantra to cultivate self-compassion. A name of 
God ( Jesus, Ram) may come to mind during centering meditation or can 
be brought in from your religious tradition.

Centering meditation can also have a surprisingly beneficial effect on 
people who are likely to feel alone or unloved, such as outsiders, survivors, 
or perfectionists. They feel connected to a deeper, more loving part of 
themselves. The butterfly and floater personalities may also benefit from 
centering meditation by learning to trust inner guidance.

Light Meditation

“The light of love.” “The clear light of awareness.” “Shed some light on 
the matter.” Light is a universal symbol for virtuous qualities such as love, 
truth, and wisdom. When we visualize light within ourselves, we affirm 
our good qualities.

The following meditation may be familiar to people from different 
meditative traditions and has been modified here for self-compassion. 
Readers who are good at visualization, those who prefer nonverbal medi-
tation, or intellectuals who like to work with abstract images are likely to 
enjoy light meditation.

A number of different mental tasks are involved in light meditation, 
so give yourself sufficient time, perhaps 15–20 minutes, to practice in a 
relaxed, unhurried manner. The point is to savor inner warmth, not to 
finish quickly.

Light a candle and place it before you. Sit comfortably with a reasonably ••
straight back and take a few deep, relaxing breaths. Gaze at the candle 
for a minute as it quietly emanates light in all directions. Gently close your 
eyes.

Visualize the candlelight in the heart region of your body, as an unwaver-••
ing flame or an orb of light. Let it shine in all directions just like a candle.

Continue to rest your attention in your heart area. Feel the soft glow of ••
candlelight in your heart. If you wish, you can open and close your eyes a 
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few times, seeing the flame before you and then visualizing the flame in 
your heart.

When your mind wanders, bring it ever so gently back to the light in your ••
heart.

Now begin to slowly move the light to different parts of your body. If you ••
are feeling discomfort in any part of your body, let the light linger there 
awhile longer before moving onward.

First bring it to your head. Let the light illuminate your brain.

Then, going back down through your heart region, bring it through 
your arms to your hands, one arm after another. Take all the time you 
need.

Again starting at your heart, now bring the light down your trunk and 
legs to your feet—one leg and then the next.

Then bring the light back to your heart. If you have any emotional pain, 
allow the discomfort to be there while you suffuse your heart with 
light.

Now let the light expand outside yourself, to include others in your room ••
or house, your country, and the entire world. In your mind’s eye, visualize 
yourself and your entire surroundings suffused with warm, radiant light.

Slowly open your eyes when you’re ready.••

You can move the light anywhere you wish. If you want to keep it 
to yourself, feel free to do so. Personalities like caregivers and extraverts 
may want to share the light with everyone, and introverts may feel more 
comfortable nestled within themselves. After a few weeks of practice, you 
probably won’t need to use a candle anymore, nor will you need to scan 
the body with light—you’ll be able to suffuse your body with light at a 
moment’s notice.

Don’t try to be too literal about light meditation, or any visualization 
meditation. You don’t have to actually “see” the candle in your mind’s 
eye as you saw it outside—just let there be a sense of illumination in your 
heart region. When you close your eyes, you’ll see light patterns on your 
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eyelids. This is possible because you’re a conscious being and your nerve 
cells contain energy. Every cell of your body contains energy. Let yourself 
be aware of the energy—pulsation, light, vitality—in your chest cavity.

Remember that the light is not intended to drive away negative feel-
ings or qualities. It dispels darkness by its very nature, not by “trying.” 
The warmth of light is like a heating pad that can be applied to a painful 
muscle. Simply apply the treatment when and where it’s needed and see 
what happens.

Music Meditation

Music can be a meditation when we’re absorbed in it. Meditation, in the 
broadest sense, is a method of regulating attention and awareness for a 
particular purpose. Sometimes music is relaxing, sometimes it’s stimulat-
ing, and often it moves us wordlessly into states of heightened perception 
and emotional awareness. When we use music to evoke good will toward 
ourselves, by focusing our attention and allowing loving feelings to arise, 
it becomes a self-compassion meditation.

Music can provide comfort in the midst of suffering. Pachelbel’s 
“Canon” helped a dear friend who was dying of cancer accept her illness. 
When I play the song “I Will Always Love You” (Whitney Houston) in a 
workshop, it always moves a few people to tears. The key when listening 
to music is to allow yourself to be moved.

Music is a universal language—it can be enjoyed by all the personal-
ity types—but it’s also highly subjective. Make your own “self-compassion 
play list.” You can reinterpret some familiar love songs to bring love to 
yourself such as “I Will Always Love You” or “Stand by Me.” Others, like 
Anna Nalick’s “Just Breathe” or “All the Good in This Life” by Garbage, 
are explicitly self-compassionate. Devotional music, like Josh Groban’s 
“You Raise Me Up,” can awaken a deep sense of love, softening how we 
look at both the world and ourselves.

Here’s a random selection of music to get you started:

“Dear Lord”/John Coltrane Quartet

“Close to You”/The Carpenters
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Finale, Symphony No. 9: “Ode to Joy”/Ludwig van Beethoven

“When I’m Sixty-Four”/The Beatles

“You Are the Sunshine of My Life”/Stevie Wonder

“Our Love Is Here to Stay”/Ella Fitzgerald

“Angel”/Jimi Hendrix

“Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring”/Johann Sebastian Bach

“Dedicated to the One I Love”/The Mamas and the Papas

Piano Sonata, Op. 109: first movement/Ludwig van Beethoven

Finale, Suite from The Firebird/Igor Stravinsky

“Reach Out, I’ll Be There”/Four Tops

Traumerei, Op. 15, #7/Robert Schumann

“If You Love Somebody, Set Them Free”/Sting

“I Hear a Symphony”/The Supremes

Fantasie in C, third movement/Robert Schumann

“Everybody Is a Star”/Sly and the Family Stone

“Thank You (Falletinme Be Mice Elf Agin)”/Sly and the Family 
Stone

Sonata No. 2: first movement, Andante/Alexander Scriabin

“Lean on Me”/Ben E. King

“Acknowledgement,” from A Love Supreme/John Coltrane Quartet

“Til the Morning Comes”/Grateful Dead

Being in Dreaming/Michael Hewett

“Welcome”/John Coltrane Quartet

A Meeting by the River/Ry Cooder and V. M. Bhatt

Nature Meditation

As Georgia O’Keeffe said, “A flower touches everyone’s heart.” Wilder-
ness areas and national parks have become the pilgrimage centers of the 
secular world, where we go for refuge, connection, and healing. When 
we walk in nature, we inevitably imagine ourselves as big as the sky, as 
solid as a tree, or as deep as a lake. If you sit long enough in the woods, 
listening quietly, the inhabitants of the forest will come out to be with 
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you. Nature meditation may be especially healing to the survivor and the 
outsider. It offers a special way of practicing self-compassion when contact 
with people is, or has been, difficult.

The natural world is a great teacher. Nature continuously reveals 
birth and death, heat and cold, wet and dry, light and dark—the truth of 
impermanence. It can also be cruel, showing the universality of suffering. 
Nature is way too grand and beautiful to possess or control. Only by let-
ting go and allowing ourselves to be vulnerable and moved by it can we 
share in nature’s wealth. That’s meditation.

My wife and I have a cabin in the Maine woods without electricity or 
running water. I go there, as John Burroughs wrote, “to be soothed and 
healed, and to have my senses put in tune once more.” My wife doesn’t 
have a formal meditation practice, but when she steps into the woods, her 
eyes sparkle with joy. She feels a sense of aliveness and interconnection 
that escapes most of us living in the concrete jungle.

For a compassionate guide to nature meditation, read Awake in the 
Wild: Mindfulness in Nature as a Path in Self-Discovery by Mark Coleman. 
This book contains instructions for meditating in nature and will make an 
excellent companion on your next walk in the woods.

Making a Vow

The subtext of this book is “intention, intention, intention,” and making 
a vow can strengthen our core intentions. A vow is generally considered 
a solemn promise, but it’s better to think of it as something gentle and 
light. It’s a touchstone to which we return again and again, for the joy of 
it, as we might return to the breath in meditation. A vow turns life into 
meditation.

The loving-kindness phrases can double as a vow. For example, when 
I wake up in the morning, I try to remember the phrases:

May all beings be safe and free from harm.
May all beings be peaceful and happy.
May all beings be healthy and strong.
May all beings live with ease.
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Sometimes I just say:

May all beings be happy.
May all beings be free.

This little practice helps me notice when I unwittingly layer suffering 
upon myself or cause difficulty to another person during the day. A friend 
told me, “The wish for all beings to be free sets the mind straight.”

A vow shapes how we conduct the activities of our lives. It can apply 
equally to major tasks, such as raising children, and to minor tasks, like 
brushing our teeth. A vow may be especially useful for people who feel 
rudderless, such as the floater or the butterfly, and it comes easily to the 
moralist, who strives to do the right thing, or the perfectionist, who sets 
high standards. The latter two groups can help balance their zeal by for-
mulating a gentle vow, like “compassion first.”

A vow is the easiest of all meditations. We frontload all the work 
when we decide what we want our lives to stand for and then simply restate 
the vow occasionally to ourselves. If the vow truly reflects your heart’s 
desire, it will have a power all its own, shaping your thoughts, feelings, 
and actions (see “The Power of Commitment” in Chapter 9).

As we progress on the path of self-compassion, the distinction between 
our own suffering and the suffering of others begins to blur. That is, as we 
stop fighting against personal pain, our attention naturally shifts to others. 
Compassion itself becomes the vow.

This impulse is behind one of the Dalai Lama’s favorite vows, origi-
nally written by Shantideva, an Indian Buddhist monk from the 8th cen-
tury ce:

For as long as space endures,
And for as long as living beings remain,
Until then may I, too, abide
To dispel the misery of the world.
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further reading and practice

Now that you’ve had a taste of self-compassion, the following 
resources can assist you in deepening your practice. Study is an 
important component of practice insofar as good ideas can inspire 

you and help you avoid unnecessary confusion. The books listed below 
explore compassion and mindfulness from a variety of angles, especially 
the intersection of modern psychology, Buddhist psychology, and psy-
chotherapy. Many of the following materials don’t focus explicitly on self-
compassion, but they contain the spirit of the practice. Use them as an 
opportunity to experiment on your own. Some books below are written 
for a general audience and others are oriented more for mental health 
professionals, so please check online for reviews of books that may interest 
you.

There’s no substitute for practicing under the guidance of a qualified 
teacher. Since many practitioners don’t have access to teachers, audiovisual 
materials can be a valuable aid to practice. Some guided meditation tapes 
are listed below, as well as websites where information and other resources 
can be found.

Retreats are also an important part of deeper practice. Meditation 
training centers from the insight meditation (metta), Tibetan Buddhist 
(tonglen), and Zen (compassionate awareness) traditions are listed below.
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Books

Compassion

Bayda, E. (2008). Zen heart: Simple advice for living with mindfulness and com-
passion. Boston: Shambhala.

Brach, T. (2003). Radical acceptance: Embracing your life with the heart of a 
Buddha. New York: Bantam Dell.

Chödrön, P. (1997). When things fall apart: Heart advice for difficult times. 
Boston: Shambhala.

Chödrön, P. (2001). Tonglen. Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada: Vajradhatu.
Chödrön, P. (2005). Start where you are: How to accept yourself and others. 

London: Element/HarperCollins.
Dalai Lama (2001). An open heart: Practicing compassion in everyday life. New 

York: Little, Brown.
Dalai Lama, & Cutler, H. (1998). The art of happiness: A handbook for living. 

New York: Riverhead Books.
Dalai Lama, & Ekman, P. (2008). Emotional awareness: Overcoming the obsta-

cles to psychological balance and compassion. New York: Holt.
Davidson, R., & Harrington, A. (2002). Visions of compassion: Western scien-

tists and Tibetan Buddhists examine human nature. Oxford, UK: Oxford 
University Press.

Feldman, C. (2005). Compassion: Listening to the cries of the world. Berkeley, 
CA: Rodmell Press.

Gilbert, P. (2009). The compassionate mind: A new approach to life’s challenges. 
London: Constable & Robinson.

Goleman, D. (Ed.). (2003). Healing emotions: Conversations with the Dalai 
Lama on mindfulness, emotions, and health. Boston: Shambhala.

Goleman, D. (2006). Social intelligence: The new science of human relationships. 
New York: Bantam Books.

Hanh, T. N. (1998). Teachings on love. Berkeley, CA: Parallax Press.
Kornfield, J. (1993). A path with heart: A guide through the perils and promises 

of spiritual life. New York: Bantam Books.
Kramer, G. (2007). Insight dialogue: The interpersonal path to freedom. Boston: 

Shambhala.
Lama Surya Das. (1998). Awakening the Buddha within: Tibetan wisdom for 

the Western world. New York: Doubleday.
Makransky, J. (2007). Awakening through love: Unveiling your deepest good-

ness. Somerville, MA: Wisdom.
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Salzberg, S. (1995). Lovingkindness: The revolutionary art of happiness. Bos-
ton: Shambhala.

Salzberg, S. (2008). The kindness handbook: A practical companion. Boulder, 
CO: Sounds True.

Mindfulness

Arpaia, J., & Rapgay, L. (2008). Real meditation in minutes a day: Enhancing 
your performance, relationships, spirituality, and health. Somerville, MA: 
Wisdom.

Batchelor, S. (1997). Buddhism without beliefs. New York: Riverhead 
Books.

Boorstein, S. (2008). Happiness is an inside job: Practicing for a joyful life. New 
York: Ballantine Books.

Goldstein, J., & Kornfield, J. (1987). Seeking the heart of wisdom: The path of 
insight meditation. Boston: Shambhala.

Goleman, D. (2006). Social intelligence: The new science of human relationships. 
New York: Bantam Dell.

Gunaratana, B. (2002). Mindfulness in plain English. Somerville, MA: Wis-
dom.

Hanh, T. N. (1976). The miracle of mindfulness. Boston: Beacon Press.
Kabat-Zinn, J. (1990). Full catastrophe living: Using the wisdom of your body 

and mind to face stress, pain, and illness. New York: Dell.
Kabat-Zinn, J. (1994). Wherever you go there you are: Mindfulness meditation 

in everyday life. New York: Hyperion Press.
Kabat-Zinn, J. (2005). Coming to our senses: Healing ourselves and the world 

through mindfulness. New York: Hyperion Press.
Kornfield, J. (2008). The wise heart: A guide to the universal teachings of Bud-

dhist psychology. New York: Bantam Dell.
Lantieri, L., & Goleman, D. (2008). Building emotional intelligence: Tech-

niques to cultivate inner strength in children. Boulder, CO: Sounds True.
Mace, C. (2008). Mindfulness and mental health. London: Routledge.
Magid, B. (2008). Ending the pursuit of happiness: A Zen guide. Somerville, 

MA: Wisdom.
Moffitt, P. (2008). Dancing with life: Buddhist insights for finding meaning and 

joy in the face of suffering. New York: Rodale Books.
Rosenberg, L. (1998). Breath by breath: The liberating practice of insight medita-

tion. Boston: Shambhala.
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Sharples, B. (2006). Meditation and relaxation in plain English. Boston: Wis-
dom.

Siegel, D. (2007). The mindful brain: Reflections and attunement in the cultiva-
tion of well-being. New York: Norton.

Tolle, E. (1999). The power of now. Novato, CA: New World Library.

Psychotherapy

Begley, S. (2007). Train your mind, change your brain. New York: Ballantine 
Books.

Bennett-Goleman, T. (2001). Emotional alchemy: How the mind can heal the 
heart. New York: Harmony Books.

Benson, H. (1984). The relaxation response. New York: Avon.
Brown, B. (1999). Soul without shame: A guide to liberating yourself from the 

judge within. Boston: Shambhala.
Epstein, M. (1995). Thoughts without a thinker. New York: Basic Books.
Germer, C., Siegel, R., & Fulton, P. (Eds.). (2005). Mindfulness and psycho-

therapy. New York: Guilford Press.
Gilbert, P. (2005). Compassion: Conceptualisations, research and use in psycho-

therapy. London: Routledge.
Glasier, A. (2005). A call to compassion: Bringing Buddhist practices of the heart 

into the soul of psychology. Berwick, ME: Nicolas-Hays.
Goleman, D. (Ed.). (1997). Healing emotions. Boston: Shambhala.
Goleman, D., & Dalai Lama. (2003). Destructive emotions: How can we over-

come them? New York: Bantam Dell.
Greenspan, M. (2003). Healing through the dark emotions: The wisdom of grief, 

fear, and despair. Boston: Shambhala.
Hayes, S., Follette, V., & Linehan, M. (Eds.). (2004). Mindfulness and acceptance: 

Expanding the cognitive–behavioral tradition. New York: Guilford Press.
Hayes, S., & Smith, S. (2005). Get out of your mind and into your life: The new 

acceptance and commitment therapy. Oakland, CA: New Harbinger.
Kaklauskas, R., Nimanheminda, S., Hoffman, L., & MacAndrew, J. 

(2008). Brilliant sanity: Buddhist approaches to psychotherapy. Colorado 
Springs, CO: University of the Rockies.

Ladner, L. (2004). The lost art of compassion: Discovering the practice of happiness 
in the meeting of Buddhism and psychology. New York: HarperCollins.

Lyubomirsky, S. (2007). The how of happiness: A scientific approach to getting 
the life you want. New York: Penguin Press.
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Roemer, L., & Orsillo, S. (2008). Mindfulness- and acceptance-based behav-
ioral therapies in practice. New York: Guilford Press.

Rubin, T. (1975). Compassion and self-hate. New York: Touchstone.
Williams, M., Teasdale, J., Segal, Z., & Kabat-Zinn, J. (2007). The mind-

ful way through depression: Freeing yourself from chronic unhappiness. New 
York: Guilford Press.

Websites

Online group on loving-kindness: groups.yahoo.com/group/giftoflovingkindness

Self-compassion research: www.self-compassion.org

Science of meditation and compassion: www.mindandlife.org

Teachers:
    Tara Brach: www.imcw.org/tara-brach
    Pema Chödrön: www.shambhala.org/teachers/pema/
    Dalai Lama: www.dalailama.com
    Jon Kabat-Zinn : www.umassmed.edu/cfm/index.aspx
    Jack Kornfield: www.jackkornfield.org
    Lama Surya Das: www.dzogchen.org
    Sharon Salzberg: www.sharonsalzberg.com
    Thich Nhat Hanh: www.iamhome.org, www.plumvillage.org

Buddhist practice journals: www.tricycle.com, www.thebuddhadharma.com, 
www.shambhalasun.com

Mindfulness-based stress reduction: www.umassmed.edu/cfm

Mindfulness and psychotherapy: www.meditationandpsychotherapy.org

Guided Meditation and Teaching

Audiovisual materials of all kinds: www.soundstrue.com

    Recommended guided meditation from Sounds True:

Sharon Salzberg and Joseph Goldstein (2002). •• A Step-by-Step Course 
on How to Meditate (workbook, CDs, and study cards).
Sharon Salzberg (2008). •• Unplug.
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Sharon Salzberg (2005). •• Lovingkindness Meditation.
Sharon Salzberg (2005). •• The Force of Kindness: Change Your Life with 
Love and Compassion.
Tara Brach (2000). •• Radical Self-Acceptance.

Talks from insight meditation retreats (free downloads): www.dharmaseed.
org

Guided mindfulness meditation CDs by Jon Kabat-Zinn:  
www.mindfulnesscds.com

Guided meditation and teaching by Pema Chödrön: 
www.pemachodrontapes.org

Meditation Training

Depending on the teacher, self-compassion is integrated into meditation 
training to varying degrees. Before you take instruction or go on a retreat, 
please research your teacher very carefully to determine whether his or her 
teaching style is compatible with your needs.

To start your search for meditation centers and communities in your area, 
go to dharma.org/ims/mr_links.html.

For a broad listing of Buddhist meditation centers around the world, go to 
www.buddhanet.info/wbd/.

The following meditation centers are likely to have teaching and medi-
tation programs that are compatible with the material presented in this 
book:

United States

Non-Buddhist

Center for Mindfulness in Medicine, Health, and Society
55 Lake Avenue North
Worcester, MA 01655
www.umassmed.edu/cfm
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Insight Meditation Tradition

Barre Center for Buddhist Studies
149 Lockwood Road
Barre, MA 01005
www.dharma.org/bcbs

Bhavana Society
Route 1, Box 218-3
High View, WV 26808
www.bhavanasociety.org

Cambridge Insight Meditation Center
331 Broadway
Cambridge, MA 02139
www.cimc.info

InsightLA
2633 Lincoln Blvd, #206
Santa Monica, CA 90405-2005
www.insightla.org

Insight Meditation Community of Washington, D.C.
P.O. Box 212
Garrett Park, MD 20896
www.imcw.org

Insight Meditation Society
1230 Pleasant Street
Barre, MA 01005
www.dharma.org/ims

Metta Forest Monastery
P.O. Box 1419
Valley Center, CA 92082
www.watmetta.org
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Mid-America Dharma
455 East 80th Terrace
Kansas City, MO 64131
www.midamericadharma.org

New York Insight Meditation Center
28 West 27th Street, 10th floor
New York, NY 10001
www.nyimc.org

Spirit Rock Meditation Center
P.O. Box 909
Woodacre, CA 94973
www.spiritrock.org

Zen Tradition

Blue Cliff Monastery
3 Mindfulness Road
Pine Bush, NY 12566
www.bluecliffmonastery.org

Boundless Way Zen
297 Lowell Avenue
Newton, MA 02460-1826
www.boundlesswayzen.org

Deer Park Monastery
2499 Melru Lane
Escondido, CA 92026
www.deerparkmonastery.org

Upaya Zen Center
1404 Cerro Gordo Road
Santa Fe, NM 87501
www.upaya.org
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Village Zendo
588 Broadway, Suite 1108
New York, NY 10012-5238
villagezendo.org

Zen Center of San Diego
2047 Feldspar Street
San Diego, CA 92109-3551
www.zencentersandiego.org

Tibetan Buddhist Tradition

Dzogchen Foundation
For teaching and retreat schedule, go to www.dzogchen.org.

Naropa University
2130 Arapahoe Avenue
Boulder, CO 80302
www.naropa.edu

Shambhala Mountain Center
4921 Country Road 68C
Red Feather Lakes, CO 80545
www.shambhala.org

Tenzin Gyatso Institute for Wisdom and Compassion
P.O. Box 239
Berne, NY 12023
www.tenzingyatsoinstitute.org

Canada

Gampo Abbey
Pleasant Bay
Nova Scotia BOE 2PO
Canada
www.gampoabbey.org
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For other Canadian meditation centers, go to www.gosit.org/Canada.htm.

Europe

Non-Buddhist

Centre for Mindfulness Research and Practice
Institute for Medical and Social Care Research
University of Wales, Bangor
Bangor LL57 1UT
UK
www.bangor.ac.uk/mindfulness

Insight Meditation Tradition

Gaia House
West Ogwell, Newton Abbot
Devon TQ12 6EN
UK
www.gaiahouse.co.uk

Kalyana Centre
Glenahoe
Castlegregory
County Kerry
Ireland
www.kalyanacentre.com/contact.html

Meditationszentrum Beatenberg
Waldegg
Beatenberg CH-3803
Switzerland
www.karuna.ch
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Seminarhaus Engl
Engl 1
Unterdietfurt 84339
Bavaria
Germany
www.seminarhaus-engl.de

For other European centers, go to www.mahasi.eu/mahasi/index.jsp.

Zen Tradition

Plum Village Practice Center
13 Martineau
Dieulivol 33580
France
www.plumvillage.org

Tibetan Buddhist Tradition

Shambhala Europe
Kartäuserwall 20
Köln 50678
Germany
shambhala-europe.org

For Shambhala centers worldwide, go to www.shambhala.org/centers.

Sanctuary of Enlightened Action
Lerab Ling
Roquerdonde 34650
France
www.rigpa.org/Lerab_Ling.html
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Australia/New Zealand

Insight Meditation Tradition

Bodhinyanarama Monastery
17 Rakau Grove, Stokes Valley
Lower Hutt 5019
New Zealand
www.bodhinyanarama.net.nz/

Santi Forest Monastery
Lot 6 Coalmines Road
Bundanoon
New South Wales 2578
Australia
santifm1.0.googlepages.com

For other Australian insight meditation centers, go to www.bswa.org/ or 
www.dharma.org.au/.

For other New Zealand insight meditation centers, go to insightmeditation.
org.nz/.

Zen Tradition

For Zen centers in Australia, go to iriz.hanazono.ac.jp/zen_centers/centers_
data/australi.htm.

For Zen centers in New Zealand, go to iriz.hanazono.ac.jp/zen_centers/
centers_data/newzeal.htm.

Tibetan Buddhist Tradition

Shambhala Meditation Centre Auckland
35 Scarborough Terrace
Auckland
New Zealand
www.aucklandshambhala.org.nz
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Counting Self-Judgment exercise, 113
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Default network, 47
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Defense mechanisms, 26–27
Denial mechanism, 26–27
Dependence/incompetence schema, 94
Depression, 47, 100
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Destructiveness of emotions, 61–62
Dieting, self-compassion and, 99
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Difficult emotions. See Emotions, difficult
Difficult Person meditation, 174
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Discomfort
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balance and, 195
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Emotional deprivation schema, 94
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developing self-compassion and, 116–122
labeling, 43, 69–77, 211, 245–253
meditation and, 74–77
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existence of the self and, 98
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Counting Self-Judgment exercise, 113
Difficult Person meditation, 174
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Music meditation, 264–265
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Soften, Allow, and Love exercise, 67–68, 102
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External focus, trauma and, 78–79
Extravert personality style, 206–207

FACE acronym, 212–213
Failure, fear of, 98–99
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Fear, emotion words for labeling, 250–251
Feelings. See also Emotions

befriending, 106–108
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Fight, flight or freeze responses to stress, 19–20, 
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Floater personality style, 204–205
Focus, emotion words for labeling, 249–250
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Free will, 65

Freedom, emotion words for labeling, 249
Friend category of people, 168, 170–172
Friendship stage of acceptance, 28, 30–31, 209

Gender, 72, 85
Genetics, happiness and, 121–122
“Gift of desperation”, 33
Giving and Taking meditation, 207, 254–259
Good will, loving-kindness and, 135–136
Grasping hindrance, 208
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Guided meditation, 230, 272–273
Guilt, 117, 140–141, 182
Gut feelings, 65

Happiness
altruism and, 183
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childhood roots and, 121–126
developing self-compassion and, 116–122
emotion words for labeling, 246
increasing, 115
loving-kindness and, 81–82
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pleasure-seeking treadmill of, 13, 14, 27
smiling and, 119
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Hedonic treadmill

benefits of, 27
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Individualist personality style, 199–200
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Interest, emotion words for labeling, 250
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Job dissatisfaction, back pain and, 18
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Limbic system, 118. See also Brain functioning
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compared to prayer, 153–154
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sleeping and, 214
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Making a Vow exercise, 266–267
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compared to loving-kindness, 158
developing self-compassion and, 104–105
overview, 104–105

Marriage, 15. See also Relationship conflict
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default network and, 47
developing self-compassion and, 104
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maintaining a practice of, 228–231
measuring your progress, 240–243
overview, 4
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research regarding, 53
resources for further reading and practice, 
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for others, 166–178, 184–190
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prayer and, 153–154
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in daily life, 154–157
loving-kindness for others and, 184–190
overview, 136–140
sleeping and, 214
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“Middle way”, 25–27
Mindful path technique, 37–42
Mindful Self-Compassion Meditation, 216–217
Mindful walking exercise, 58–60
Mindfulness. See also Exercises

anchoring emotions and your mind, 44–49, 
64–69

beginning to practice, 42–49
of the body, 49–51
components of, 57–59
customizing, 57–60
in daily life, 56–60
inner transformation and, 212
loving-kindness and, 132–135, 152
measuring your progress, 240–243
mindful path, 37–42
overview, 4, 34, 37, 38–40
questions regarding, 232–240
resources for further reading and practice, 

270–271
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schemas and, 96
self-compassion and, 82, 83–84, 89–92
trauma and, 78–79
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Mindfulness of Body Sensations exercise, 50–51, 
147

Mindfulness of Breathing exercise, 45–46
Mindfulness of Emotion in the Body exercise, 

66–67, 147
Mindfulness of Sound exercise, 42–43
Mindfulness-based relapse prevention (MBRP), 

215
Mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR), 

53, 90
Mindlessness, 40–42
Minimizing one’s pain, 197
Mistrust/abuse schema, 94
Money, spending, 109
Moralist personality style, 205–206
Motivation, self-compassion and, 91
Music meditation, 264–265
My Schemas exercise, 94–95

Narcissism, self-compassion and, 99
Nature meditation, 265–266
Negative emotions, 73–74, 117, 120–121. See also 

Emotions, difficult
Negativity/pessimism schema, 94
Nervousness, fear of public speaking and, 22
Neutral category of people, 168, 172–173
Nonharm, developing self-compassion and, 

112–114
Noting, 69–71

Obsessive–compulsive disorder, 47
Open-field awareness, 81–82
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Outsider personality style, 203–204
Overidentification, 82
Oxytocin, tend and befriend response and, 85

Pain. See also Emotions, difficult
back pain and, 17–19
caregiver personality style and, 197
caring for others and, 179–180
emotion words for labeling, 245–248
facing in meditation, 217–220
individualist personality style and, 200
labeling emotions and, 73–74
loving-kindness and, 132–135, 142–143, 151
mindfulness and, 55
outsider personality style and, 204
questions regarding, 234–235
resistance and, 15–25
savoring and, 115–116
schemas and, 93–96
self-compassion and, 93–96, 179–180
suffering and, 62–64
survivor personality style and, 201
turning towards rather than attempting to 

change, 10–15
Perfectionism, 100
Perfectionist personality style, 198–199
Personal qualities, 115–116, 143
Personality

balance and, 193–194
examining, 195–207
overview, 96–98
reshaping of through the practice of 

mindfulness and self-compassion, 212
styles of, 195–207

Pity, 89, 117, 158
Pleasant Life, 183
Pleasure, 208, 245–248
Pleasure-seeking treadmill

benefits of, 27
loving-kindness and, 143
overview, 13, 14

Positive affirmation, 158
Positive emotions. See also Emotions

developing self-compassion and, 116–122
feeding, 120–121
labeling and, 73–74
loving-kindness and, 143
well-being and, 119

Power, emotion words for labeling, 246–247
Prayer, compared to loving-kindness meditation, 

153–154
Projection mechanism, 26–27
Psychological well-being

altruism and, 183
balance and, 194–195
self-compassion and, 100
smiling and, 119

Psychotherapy, resources for further reading and 
practice, 271–272

Public speaking, fear of, 20–22, 157, 213–216
Punitiveness schema, 94

Regrets, 16, 41, 210–211
Rejection, fear of, 98–99, 117

Relapse, 225
Relationship conflict

disconnection and, 162–166
loving-kindness and, 156–157, 181–182
overview, 15, 213–216
resistance and, 22–24

Relationship to pain and pleasure, 14
Relationships, 166–178. See also Caring for 
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Relaxation, mindfulness and, 55
Religion, mindfulness and, 55
Remorse, loving-kindness for others and, 182
Repetition, weariness hindrance and, 210
Research results, 53, 98–100
Resistance. See also Avoidance

aversion hindrance and, 209
compared to acceptance, 31–32
labeling emotions and, 73–74
pain and, 15–25
questions regarding, 234–235

Resources, 268–279
Responsibility, emotion words for labeling, 

246–247
Retreats, 231
Rumination, 47, 100

Sadness, 117, 246
Safety, 26, 79, 250–251
Savoring, 114–116, 147–148
Schadenfreude, 171
Schemas

labeling, 152
loving-kindness and, 151, 152
overview, 93–96
self-compassion and, 93–96

Security, 250–251
Self, 92–98, 96–98, 122
Self-absorption, 3, 84
Self-awareness, empathy and, 88
Self-care, 102, 179
Self-compassion. See also Loving-kindness

from acceptance to, 31–34
balance and, 179–180, 193–195
caregiver personality style and, 196–197
childhood roots and, 121–126
commitment and, 227–228
compassion fatigue and, 182–183
determining the depth of in yourself, 82–84
hindrances to, 193–194, 207–212
inner transformation and, 212
measuring your progress, 240–243
mindfulness and, 89–92
naturalness of, 84–86
nonharm and, 112–114
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pathways to, 102–112
questions regarding, 232–240
research regarding, 98–100
resources for further reading and practice, 
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stages of, 222–227
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Self-Compassion Scale, 82–84, 241
Self-criticism

labeling of, 70–71
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moralist personality style and, 205
overview, 3
perfectionist personality style and, 199
self-compassion and, 84, 100, 113–114
survivor personality style and, 200–201

Self-esteem, 98–99
Self-forgiveness, 156
Self-image, 203–204
Self-improvement, 34–35, 201–202
Self-indulgence, 206
Selfishness, 86–89, 140–141, 158
Self-isolation, 3, 84
Self-judgment, 82, 82–83, 113–114
Self-kindness

overview, 82–83
savoring and, 114–116
self-compassion and, 84
trauma and, 79

Selflessness, wisdom of, 121
Self-pity, 89
Self-sacrifice schema, 94
Self-talk, 136–140, 154–157
Sensing, 70–71
Serenity, 14
Shame

common humanity and, 83
loving-kindness and, 149–150, 150–151, 182
self-compassion and, 100

Shyness, caring for others and, 180–181
Sitting meditation. See Meditation
Sleep problems

loving-kindness and, 156
overview, 213–216
resistance and, 19–20

Sleeping, 186
Smiles, well-being and, 119
Social anxiety, caring for others and, 180–181
Social connectedness. See also Connectedness

emotion words for labeling, 248
meditation and, 230
self-compassion and, 99–100

Social isolation/alienation schema, 94
Social trust, disconnection and, 164
Soften, Allow, and Love exercise, 67–68, 102
Spending money on others, 109
Spirituality, 110–112
Splitting mechanism, 26–27
Stage fright. See Public speaking, fear of
Stages of acceptance, 27–31
Strangers, loving-kindness towards, 172, 172–173
Strengths, 115–116, 143
Stress, 49, 53
Stress response

introvert personality style and, 207
overview, 85
self-compassion and, 19–20

Subjugation schema, 94
Suffering

caregiver personality style and, 197
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labeling emotions and, 73–74
loving-kindness and, 81–82, 157
perfectionist personality style and, 199
relationship between pain and resistance and, 
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self-compassion and, 84

Suppression, emotional, 21
Survivor personality style, 200–201
Sympathy, befriending your feelings, 106–108

Teacher for meditation, 231, 273–279
Tend and befriend responses to stress, 85
Thinking in mindfulness, 43
Thought suppression, 100
Thoughts, 55, 104–106
Tolerance stage of acceptance, 28, 29, 209
Tonglen meditation, 254–259
Transcendence, mindfulness and, 55
Trauma

difficult emotions and, 78–79
loving-kindness for others and, 182
self-compassion and, 85–86
survivor personality style and, 200–201

True acceptance stage of self-compassion, 
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Trust, social, 164

Unrelenting standards/hypercriticalness schema, 
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Unworthiness, feelings of, 200–201

Values, 227–228
VIA Signature Strengths Questionnaire, 116
Visualizations, 105, 262–264
Vulnerability to harm and illness schema, 94
Vulnerable, feelings of being, 26, 93–96

Waiting on yourself exercise, 35
Walking meditation, 184–186, 207
Walking mindfully exercise, 58–60
Weariness hindrance, 209–210
Websites, 272
Well-being

altruism and, 183
balance and, 194–195
self-compassion and, 100

Wishing, intellectual personality style and, 198
Words, loving-kindness and, 136–140, 146–147, 
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Workhorse personality style, 201–202
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Worry, benefit of, 16
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Zen practitioners, 47



	 306	

about the author

Christopher K. Germer, PhD, is a clinical psychologist in pri-
vate practice, specializing in mindfulness- and acceptance-based 
treatment. He has been integrating the principles and practices of 
meditation into psychotherapy since 1978 and has taken numerous 
journeys to India to explore the varieties of meditation. Dr. Germer 
is a Clinical Instructor of Psychology at Harvard Medical School 
and a founding member of the Institute for Meditation and Psycho-
therapy, an organization dedicated to teaching mental health profes-
sionals how to integrate ancient Buddhist psychology into effective 
modern psychotherapy. He lectures nationally on mindfulness and 
self-compassion, and is a coeditor of the professionally acclaimed 
book Mindfulness and Psychotherapy.


	Front Matter
	contents

	foreword
	acknowledgments
	introduction
	Chapter 1
	Chapter 2
	Chapter 3
	Chapter 4
	Chapter 5
	Chapter 6
	Chapter 7
	Chapter 8
	Chapter 9
	Appendix A
	Appendix B
	Appendix C
	notes
	index
	about the author



