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Self-Compassion Practice 

In the meditation on self-compassion, you learn to cultivate a sense of tenderness for your 

own suffering, which is an essential step in including others and our world in your care. 

With the help of carefully guided meditations, you will discover how to offer a deep 

sense of understanding and warmth for yourself in ways that are relevant to your 

particular challenges.  

 The Buddha called compassion “tenderness of heart.” With compassion, your 

heart and mind can gradually soften. You will begin a process of healing by first offering 

the feeling quality of tenderness towards yourself. Once you have learned how to make 

friends with yourself, you are more able to widen your compassion to others.  

 Psychologist John Welwood wrote, “You can’t have compassion unless you’re 

first willing to feel what you feel.” When you allow even your uncomfortable and messy 

emotions into your awareness, you can become open and vulnerable in a gentle way. It 

can be helpful to be truly humbled by the reality of your feelings. By leaning into the felt 

sense of your emotions, you enter in the present moment. When you are truly present 

with yourself, transformation can happen.  

Allowing yourself to become aware of the feeling tone of what is difficult, gives 

you the opportunity to become grounded in the humanity all of us share. Now your inner 

work can become grist for the mill, allowing yourself to become truly compassionate to 

yourself, others and the world.  

  Oftentimes you may not be aware that you have succumbed to the habit of self-

criticism. Your parents and grandparents may have had a harsh pattern of relating, and 
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you may be equally accustomed to the harshness. Also, you may have been told that self-

criticism is a way to control yourself. You may be afraid that you will be reckless and 

irresponsible without the whip of self-deprecation. 

 However, self-chastisement is not a good tool for keeping yourself in check. A 

critical attitude towards yourself makes you frustrated, depressed, anxious, guilty and 

ashamed. When you criticize, undercut or condemn yourself, much of your life energy, 

which you urgently need to heal and to engage with the world, becomes thwarted.  

 When you practice self-compassion, you are willing to be present in your body, 

no matter how uncomfortable it might be. Instead of fighting life, you learn to notice it 

and to allow it to pass through on its own time. Being gentle with yourself allows you to 

witness what is happening with caring eyes, rather than to contract with judgment or to 

react out of fear. Now your energy has a chance to replenish. 

  Loving Kindness and Compassion Practice can be seen as the two sides of the 

same coin. With Loving Kindness Practice you wish yourself (and then others) well, with 

Compassion Practice you feel with your (and then another’s) suffering. His Holiness the 

Dalai Lama tells us, “Compassion and love can be defined as the positive thoughts and 

feelings, that give rise to such essential things in life as hope, courage, determination and 

inner strength. Compassion is the wish for another being to be free from suffering, love is 

wanting others to have happiness.” 

   I sometimes imagine the Loving Kindness and the Compassion Practice as the 

two arms that hold you. One arm is supporting you from below, the other arm protecting 

and blessing you from above. Loving Kindness says: May you be well. Compassion says: 

May I offer you caring when you are in pain. You need both to heal. 
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Carmen’s Story 

 Carmen, a woman in her early fifties with curly brown hair and a warm voice, had 

received the diagnosis of advanced breast cancer a year earlier. Even though she had been 

a dedicated meditation practitioner for a long time, she now had a hard time bringing the 

meditative skills to the challenges of the surgery and chemotherapy. Lymphedema had 

caused pain in her right arm and the aftereffects of chemotherapy had left her feeling 

drained and tired. With her shoulders hunched and a faint sigh, she told me in our session 

together that she had been feeling increasingly down and depleted.  

When I asked Carmen, if she could tell me about her relationship towards herself, 

she started to cry.  

 “Often I just want to run from the discomfort in my arm, the feeling of exhaustion 

and from the always-present anxiety,” she relayed quietly. “It is so important for me to 

stay connected to myself and to my daughter, yet sometimes I just can’t.” Feeling shut off 

from her sixteen-year-old daughter felt unbearable to Carmen, because as a single mom, 

she felt especially close to Angelica. When she became scared, she would retreat to a 

contracted place inside of herself.  

 Carmen talked about the sense of betrayal she felt by herself and by life, and how 

difficult that was. “I was left feeling lost, without a purpose,” she said. “That was the 

deepest kind of loneliness I experienced: to be alienated from myself and from life 

herself.” I asked her when she first started feeling like this. “Well,” she said, “first there 

was shock. Everything was becoming really thick, and then fear crept in. Fear of 

abandoning those I love. Then shame slithered in silently, which is the feeling of ‘what 

did I do wrong to deserve this,’ and a sense of being flawed.” 
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 As I knew that Carmen was open to meditation, I asked if she would allow me to 

guide her in a Self-Compassion Practice. I explained that this kind of meditation might 

help her to re-connect with herself again and that compassion would be a safe container 

for her deep sense of vulnerability. This kind of meditation, I explained, would help her 

to lean gently into whatever feelings she might have. I suggested that she could record the 

meditation on her iPhone so she could practice at home.  

 I first guided Carmen to relax in the big brown chair and to feel the sensations in 

her body. She placed her right hand on her heart, and her left hand on her belly. After 

settling into the sensation and movement of her breath, we moved towards the practice of 

Self-Compassion meditation. Gently, I encouraged her to hold herself with an attitude of 

kindness and caring. I asked her to pull up an image of herself in front of her mind’s eye 

and to kindly observe whatever was coming up. “Can you recognize what currently is 

challenging for you, and what feelings might be there?” I asked her. Carmen exhaled a 

long low breath and I saw a tear running down her cheek.  

 Then I guided Carmen in Self-Compassion meditation, and asked her to repeat the 

following phrases silently to herself after me and to notice the feelings or sensations that 

came up: 

 

May I hold myself with gentle care. 

May I hold myself with compassion,  

even when I feel  vulnerable. 

May I extend tenderness towards myself 
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as I experience this challenge to my body and life. 

May I be free from suffering and all its causes. 

May I continue my life with ease. 

 

 Carmen started to cry again and spontaneously, with her right hand, she rubbed 

the area of her heart. I asked her to keep sensing her breath flowing through and to follow 

its natural movement: breath expanding with the inhale, letting go with the exhale, breath 

like a breeze brushing through the leaves of a tree. 

 I rang my bell and waited for a moment for Carmen to be present in the room with 

me again. She said that she had not felt connected to herself in this way for a long while 

and how grateful she was. She added that it was hard for her to experience so much 

vulnerability, but that allowing herself to feel it now was comforting. We decided that 

this was enough work for one day and that we would meet in the coming week. Carmen 

took her recording and left. 

 When Carmen returned to my office later that week, she told me that she liked the 

phrases very much, but that she found it difficult to offer love to her body. “My body 

right now is like an alien thing,” Carmen murmured. “How can I love it?” I noticed the 

deep pain caused by Carmen’s feeling of separation from herself. We also talked about 

the anger she felt towards her body for not functioning as she thought it should. She 

mentioned the discomfort and swelling in her right arm and her awful exhaustion. She 

confessed that deep inside she felt out of control. The insecurity her illness had caused 

Angelica, her young daughter, was difficult for her to bear. 
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 I had an idea. Even though it was not possible for Carmen to feel love toward her 

own body, maybe it would be possible for her to feel tenderness towards Angelica’s body 

if she imagined Angelica hurting. I said, “I see that it is difficult to bring tenderness to 

your own body. How would it be if Angelica’s young body were wounded in some way? 

Was there a time when that happened?”  

After a brief silence, Carmen answered, “Yes, there was a time six years ago, 

when Angelica had a ruptured appendix. Her tummy was inflamed, she had a high fever, 

great pain, and was for over a week in the hospital.”  

I said, “Can you imagine Angelica in a big hospital bed, in pain, with fever, 

scared for you to leave? See what it is like to offer compassion to her suffering body.” 

 

May you, Angelica, be safe. 

May you, Angelica, be free from suffering. 

May I offer your sweet wounded body the gentleness and care it needs to heal. 

  

 Tears poured from Carmen’s eyes.  She gently rubbed her heart. “I love her so 

much,” she said, “I can send healing love imagining her fragile body.”  

I continued, “Carmen, see if the following offering feels right to you:” 

 

Just as I offer Angelica’s wounded body my tender care,  

May I also hold my own wounded body with love again. 

Just as I offer respect and love to Angelica,  

May I also offer respect and love myself. 
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May hold the intention that one day I can feel affection 

for my body, heart and soul again. 

 

 Carmen sat for a while in the big brown chair. She whispered, while continuing to 

cry, “It is so much easier to feel love and compassion for Angelica than for myself. But to 

feel for Angelica helped me to feel for myself.” She asked if together we could formulate 

some phrases that would help her continue to cultivate self-compassion. These were the 

phrases we came up with: 

 

May my heart be full of love and kindness. 

May I be free from inner and outer danger to my body, heart, mind, and soul. 

May I tend to myself during this trying time with loving care. 

May I be able to love my body as it is right now. 

and may I hold the intention to love my body even as it is so wounded. 

May I embrace my fear with tender care 

as I am patient with my great sense of vulnerability. 

May Angelica and I live with freedom and with ease. 
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Key Points: 

 Self-Compassion is the movement of your heart when experiencing your own 

pain and sorrow. 

 Cultivating self-compassion softens your heart and allows you to make friends 

with yourself. 

 Self-Compassion allows you to experience the “felt sense” of what you are 

experiencing, however painful it may be. 

 When you can feel the “felt sense” of your pain and stay with it, something within 

you unlocks and your heart can open. 

 Loving Kindness and Compassion Practice are two sides of the same coin. With 

Loving Kindness Practice you wish yourself and another well, with Compassion 

Practice you feel with your own and another’s suffering. 

 The dynamic of love and compassion can unfold as a widening spiral, starting 

with ourselves, extending to others and our world. 
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Loving Kindness Practice  

 May my heart be full of love and kindness. 

May I live my life with ease. 

May I be free from inner and outer danger to my body, heart, mind, and soul. 

May my mind and heart be free from sticky thoughts and feelings. 

May I accept my life with all its challenges and opportunities. 

May my mind and heart be open like the sky to all that flows through. 

May I be free from suffering and the causes of suffering. 

May I find the support I need. 

May life rise up to meet me. 

 

Self-Compassion Practice 

May I tend to myself during this trying time with loving care. 

May I offer compassion to myself, especially when I feel vulnerable.  

May I extend caring towards myself when I feel scared and lonely. 

May I be able to hold my fear with tender care.  

May I hold myself with gentleness and friendship.  

May I hold my sense of shame, guilt, and insecurity with gentleness and understanding.  

May I take care of my body, so it may be healthy and well. 

May I give myself the gift of tending towards myself.  

May I be free from suffering and the causes of suffering.  

May I receive the support I need.  

May life rise up to meet us all. 
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Compassion for Others  

As your wounded heart begins to heal with self-compassion, it may begin to fill with 

generosity and kindness; the boundaries of your self-preoccupation may loosen and 

compassion for yourself can widen to compassion for others.  

Writer and psychologist Kristin Neff, who has developed impressive programs in 

self-compassion, writes, “Acknowledgement of the interconnected nature of our lives-

indeed of life itself-helps to distinguish self-compassion from mere self-acceptance or 

self-love. Although self-acceptance and self-love are important, they are incomplete by 

themselves. They leave out an essential factor-other people.” 

The Dalai Lama emphasizes that compassion originates in the understanding that 

we all are interdependent with everything that is alive. Interdependence is grounded in 

the insight that nothing is separate from anything else. From a Native American Way of 

looking at things, our original instruction as humans and animals is to live in 

interdependence and not as separate beings. That is why we feel more complete inside 

when you practice compassion. 

 Wisdom includes insight into interdependence, and compassion is how your heart 

perceives and expresses interdependence. When you realize in your body and heart that 

you and I are not separate and that we are part of an interdependent benevolent field, then 

the wish for the wellbeing of others and compassion for their distress arises naturally.  

There are traditional Buddhist practices for developing your metaphorical heart 

muscle, for developing compassion. We all need to find our individual ways into this 

practice.  Customarily this is done by following the sequence of extending compassion 

for self, for a loved one, for a neutral person, for a difficult person and for the world.  
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While for many of you it might be helpful to start with compassion for yourself 

and your own predicament, for others a different doorway to compassion might be more 

accessible. Then compassion for your beloved dog or child might be more readily 

available as a beginning step. 

Compassion for yourself was discussed in the previous chapter. In the traditional 

sequence, the next step is to expand compassion out towards someone who is easy for 

you to love or to someone who shares your sorrows.   

From there, you may carefully widen the scope of your compassion outward, for 

example to someone you generally like, even though you do not know her or him well. 

This person might be someone you have encountered briefly in a doctor’s office or a 

supermarket. 

The next step is to extend compassion to those who pose a difficulty for you. 

Those might be groups who have attributes or attitudes that make you uncomfortable. 

People who hold moral views you disagree with might feel especially unlikable to you. 

The last group to extend your compassion towards is the world of sentient beings 

beyond those you already know, including fellow humans, other mammals, reptiles, birds 

and fish. I personally regard our earth, including the trees that give us oxygen and the air 

that gives us life, as sentient beings as well. 

 In my work with my clients and students, where I relate closely with a great 

variety of people and their very individual challenges, I include these traditional 

practices, and also meditations and prayers designed to meet individuals in their personal 

difficulties, in their particular sufferings. When you want to send compassion to someone 

who angers you or towards whom you have complicated feelings, your compassion 
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practice needs to be tailored to the feelings you are experiencing. If you have felt hurt by 

a particular person, she may be the hardest to include in the caring of your heart. It can be 

especially challenging to send compassion to someone in your family, your circle of 

friends or your work life with whom you are in conflict.  

 Sometimes when extending a heartfelt feeling is too much of a stretch for you, it 

is helpful to start with an intention to offer compassion. A beginning step might be to set 

the intention that one day you will be able to offer that problematic person true 

compassion. A phrase, you might use could be, “May I hold the intention to offer you 

compassion in some time to come.”  

 It is most helpful in these individual compassion prayers that you create the 

phrases that allow you to extend compassion in a way that is as relevant, as accessible 

and as specific as possible. Then you are more likely to experience the feeling tone of 

those phrases in your heart. For example, when you offer compassion to a person you 

know who suffers from great insecurity after having lost her job, you might say as part of 

your morning practice: 

 

 May you find the courage you need as you face your fear. 

 May you be loved and sustained by those close to you in this time of uncertainty. 

May you experience the strength to navigate this trying situation wisely. 

 

 When you are creating phrases of compassion for a friend who is going through a 

divorce, you might pray: 
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May you find inner stability in times of change. 

May your sorrow be met with compassion and care. 

May you and your family find a new sense of balance. 

 

When you feel compassion for a friend’s teenage child who has come in conflict with the 

law, you might pray: 

 

May you be free from inner and outer danger. 

May you develop inner resources of stability and peace. 

May you find the support you need to learn and grow. 

 

Fundamental to the practices offered in this book is the understanding that your 

own suffering can open you to become increasingly compassionate towards others. 

Especially when you learn to hold your own suffering with gentleness and self-

compassion, your wound can become a gateway for a deeper capacity to touch others 

with your caring. You also may have at some point in your life lost your job, suffered 

during times of separation or had a child in trouble. 

The wounded healer is an ancient archetype of someone whose own wounding 

has become the source of her ability to care about and for others. Tending to your own 

wound with kindness and insight allows you to understand and care for others who have 

been wounded in similar ways.  

 The Wounded Healer re-envisions her own wounded-ness. Rather than feeling 

defeated, bitter or defended, the Wounded Healer knows that her wounds can, 
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paradoxically, become a source of strength and health, allowing her tenderness of heart to 

be present while staying open to another’s pain.  

  When you are experiencing your darkest hour, you may finally soften into a 

gentle place within your own heart; at times something can begin to open. I think of Mary 

Oliver’s line, “Deep in the wood all the locks click open, and the fire surges through the 

wood and the blossoms blossom.” From a place of having been contracted inside 

yourself, you may be able to open up with a new sense of sensitivity and caring. 

 The “Breathing Through Meditation,” which allows you to let pain pass through 

you freely as part of your breath-stream, teaches you a new kind of resilience by relating 

to the world in a connected and open way. Now you can open to the pain of others 

because you feel confident and open.   

 By breathing through what is painful, rather armoring yourself against it, you 

sense yourself as being part of the bigger web of life. Breathing in and through the 

suffering of others helps you to feel closer to them while not holding on to their suffering. 

In that way the “Breathing Through Meditation” can be part of both your care of others 

and your self-care. As you are letting go of distress into the bigger stream of life with the 

outbreath, the resistance you may be experiencing in the face of your own or another’s 

misery may flip into an experience of openness and connection. 

 

Lydia’s Story 

 This is the story of a mother who so much wanted to feel compassion for her 

troubled daughter. She had to look at her own wounded heart to discover her inner 
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wounded healer. Only then she was able to find the sensitivity and openness to offer 

compassion to her daughter.  

 “We brought Tina to the emergency room last night. Someone had found her in a 

parking lot, high on drugs.” Lydia’s face flushed with embarrassment, then tears started 

to well up. Her daughter Tina has had a long struggle with heroin. Several rehabs had 

depleted the family’s savings. They were emotionally and financially at their wit’s end. “I 

don’t know what to do anymore,” Lydia said as she sobbed.  

  When Lydia thought of her daughter Tina, she felt overwhelmed. For some years 

Lydia had tried to do anything for Tina to help her survive. “I don’t know how to keep 

my heart open to Tina,” she confided. “I feel so frustrated and angry with her.” She 

added, “If I could, I would like to move away and forget that she exists.” Lydia released a 

long jagged breath. “But I can’t.” She described Tina in the emergency room the night 

before, “so messed up and out of it.” A cut on Tina’s head had left her tinted blond hair 

encrusted with blood; her was face bruised and smeared with mascara.  

 I felt the anguish of this parent and realized that, first of all, she needed my 

compassion as well as my non-judgmental acceptance. “It must be difficult for you to 

keep your heart open. The last few years must have been devastating for you and the 

family.”  

 “Yes, our family is practically destroyed,” Lydia replied. “My husband is stuck in 

front of the TV all night, otherwise he goes out with his buddies. My other children 

moved away, not wanting to have anything to do with this calamity. I feel as if nobody is 

really here with me.”  
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  Before Lydia could feel compassion for Tina, she first needed to acknowledge 

her resentment and grief. I offered Lydia the following phrases of self-compassion: 

 

May I be compassionate with myself, as I feel anger and sorrow. 

May I, one day, live my life again with freedom and with ease. 

 

I knew how burnt out Lydia felt and how hard it was for her to feel authentic 

feelings for Tina. Lydia’s heart seemed buried under layers of numbness, frustration and 

repulsion. At the same time, I knew how much Lydia wanted to feel love for her daughter 

again. I proposed to Lydia that it might help to begin her practice by extending the 

intention to again feel one day affection and caring for Tina again. “I can do that,” Lydia 

nodded quietly. 

 

May I hold the intention that one day my heart will be full of tenderness 

and love for Tina again.  

May I stay open and keep holding the vision that one day Tina and I will 

share our love again. 

 

 Lydia looked into my eyes, and said, “Deep down, even now I know I care very 

much. Saying those phrases made me realize that. I see Tina as the little child she was 

when she was four years old, so sweet with her pigtails. Can we add some phrases of 

compassion?” Together we formulated the following phrases:  
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May you, Tina, find healing and balance in your heart. 

May you, Tina find the support you need to be once again healthy and free. 

 

Lydia was struggling to set clear boundaries for Tina, so she would not be enabling her 

drug habit. She came up with the following phrase: 

 

May I, Lydia, be able to offer you warmth and care,  

while also keeping healthy limits,  

which are good for you and me. 

 

I had a sense that it might help Lydia to widen her perspective. To focus only on 

your predicament can make you feel lonely and separate. To include others allows you to 

see yourself within a wider interconnected perspective. I asked her to think of mothers, 

fathers and grandparents in similar predicaments and to extend compassion towards them. 

Lydia told me about the other parents she had met in various rehabilitation centers and 

how their stories had been so very sad, like hers. I guided her in the following meditation, 

while encouraging her to expand her compassion to the many others who share similar 

predicaments.   

 

May you too be free from the burdens you are experiencing. 

May you be free from sorrow and grief.  

May you receive the support you need to heal. 

May life rise up to meet you exactly where you are. 
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May you be well and live your life with ease. 

 

 As we worked together, and as I supported her ongoing meditation practice, Lydia 

also gained insight into her own wounded heart. Lydia’s father had died early of 

alcoholism and her mother had been deeply depressed. Through diligent meditation 

practice and psychotherapy, Lydia began to make peace with the hurt child she had once 

been. Lydia joined Adult Children of Alcoholics, which in conjunction with the other 

inner work she did, allowed her to gradually heal. By knowing her own injury, and by 

having made friends with the wounded child within, she discovered the wounded healer 

inside. Eventually she became a support and sponsor for other parents of children with 

drug addictions. 

 Gradually it became possible for Lydia to feel empathy and warmth for Tina 

again. The “Breathing Through Meditation,” which had been developed by Joanna Macy 

to help distressed activists, allowed also Lydia to stay open to her daughter’s suffering 

without being overwhelmed by it. When beginning this meditation, Lydia remembered 

her interconnectedness with the web of life. She prayed: 

 

As my breath continues in its effortless flow, 

 I visualize breath as a stream,  

a breath-stream that touches me gently… 

 

Then, while holding an image of the struggling Tina in her mind’s eye, Lydia prayed: 
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As I extend my awareness outwards  

beyond myself to the suffering that is present in Tina’s life, 

and I allow my protective walls to drop.  

I allow images of Tina to come forward,  

images of her fear and isolation. 

 

Lydia continued: 

 

I open to images of wounding and damage 

in wider and wider circles of family suffering, 

as I allow myself to relax and to just let them surface. 

 

Lydia closed with: 

 

As the breath stream flows through, 

 I imagine the exhale touching the open weave of my heart,  

carrying in its flow the pain of others.  

and as I experience myself as part of the interconnected flow of life, 

 I feel secure, alive, and fully awake.  

 

 This meditation has remained part of Lydia’s regular practice to this day, while 

Tina continues to struggle with addiction.  
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Key Points: 

 Developing compassion for yourself allows you to extend compassion to others. 

 With ongoing practice, your ability to feel compassion and offer compassion to 

others increases. 

 Compassion can expand in a widening spiral, leading from yourself, to others 

and to our world. 

 Your own wounded-ness can lead to a widened space within your own heart, 

allowing you to feel compassion for others and to become engaged on behalf of 

those who suffer in this world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 21 

 

Compassion for Others  

 

 May I tend to you during this trying time with loving care. 

May I offer you compassion, especially when you feel vulnerable.  

May I extend caring towards you, especially when you feel scared and lonely. 

May I be present with you, when fear leads you to contract and shut down.  

May I meet you with gentleness and friendship.  

May I recognize your sense of shame, guilt and insecurity with gentle understanding and 

respect.  

May I be aware that you and I are both part of the interdependent field of wisdom and 

compassion.  

May you be free from suffering and the causes of suffering.  

May you receive the support you need.  

May life rise up to meet us all. 

  

  

 


