
Session 8 – Meeting Diffcult Emotions

Before Our Session

Stages of Acceptance

Difficult emotions, such as anger, fear, and grief, cause us pain. When we turn toward difficult 
emotions, even with mindfulness and loving-kindness, our pain may temporarily increase.

Meditators often wonder how much emotional distress they should allow into their practice? 
Meditation teacher Thich Nhat Hanh's response to this question is: “Not much!” 
Experiencing discomfort is necessary for self-compassion to arise, but we only need to touch 
emotional pain.

Rumi's poem "The Guest House" offers reassurance that human beings have the capacity to 
be with very difficult emotions, but when given a choice, we should titrate the amount of 
suffering we allow in our lives to keep from becoming overwhelmed. That’s self-
compassionate.

The Guest House - by 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.
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 clearing 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 beyond.
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Sometimes we aren't ready to have our homes violently swept of its furniture or it would not 
be safe to let the visitor in. The art of self-compassion is to incline gradually toward emotional
discomfort. We can do this in stages.

There are 5 stages of acceptance (Germer, 2009) that can be illustrated, using the Rumi 
metaphor, by how we receive visitors to our home (Brähler, personal communication):

• Resisting –struggling against what comes; hiding in the house, blocking the door, or 
telling the visitor to go away

• Exploring – turning toward discomfort with curiosity; peeking through the peephole in 
the door to see who has arrived.

• Tolerating – safely enduring, holding steady; inviting the guest in but asking them to 
remain the foyer of the house.

• Allowing – letting feelings come and go; allowing the guest to go wherever they want 
to in the house.

• Befriending – seeing the value in all experience; sitting down with the guest and 
listening to what the guest has to say.

Each successive stage corresponds to a gradual release of emotional resistance.

"Allow" by Danna Faulds
There is no controlling life.
Try corralling a lightning bolt,
containing a tornado.  Dam a
stream and it will create a new
channel.  Resist, and the tide
will sweep you off your feet.
Allow, and grace will carry
you to higher ground.  The only
safety lies in letting it all in –
the wild and the weak; fear,
fantasies, failures and success.
When loss rips off the doors of
the heart, or sadness veils your
vision with despair, practice
becomes simply bearing the truth.
In the choice to let go of your
known way of being, the whole
world is revealed to your new eyes.
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Live Session in Zoom

• Opening Meditation: Loving-Kindness for Ourselves
• Discussion: How is your practice going?
• Topic: Strategies for Meeting Difficult Emotions
• Informal Practice: Soften-Soothe-Allow
• Topic: Shame

New practices:

o Labeling Emotions
o Mindfulness of Emotion in the Body
o Soften-Soothe-Allow

After Our Session
Home Practice

Please refer to the handout, "Working with Difficult Emotions," (below) for instructions about 
these practices. You are encouraged to practice the skills from this practice, individually or 
together, when difficult emotions arisevduring daily life, not as a stand-alone meditation 
because we do not want to intentionally recall problems during meditation.

Reminders
• Please keep practicing those skills that you feel are most enjoyable and beneficial to 

you.
• Cultivate thevintention to be compassionate, but drop the effort. Practice in a way that 

is a pleasure and not a chore.
• Connect online via the discussion board or email—sharing insights, challenges, 

inspirations, or questions.
• We only have 2 more weeks left to practice together. MSC is almost over.

Practice suggestions for this week
If you're looking for some structure to your practice this week you could try the following:

• Do the Working with Difficult Emotions practice once more this week as a formal 
practice to help you embody the instructions, remembering to be very gentle with 
yourself. If it helps you to remember the steps, print off the PDF and have it handy for 
when you need it. When you have an experience of difficult emotions during the week,
see if you can remember to go through this practice to tend to yourself.

• Practice Affectionate Breathing twice this week
• Practice Lovingkindness for Yourself twice this week
• Write down your experiences in your journal if it helps you to connect to your practice 

better
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WORKING WITH DIFFICULT EMOTIONS

The following sequence of practices can be used to meet difficult emotions, as they arise in 
daily life, with mindfulness and compassion. They are: (1) labeling emotions, (2) mindfulness 
of emotion in the body, and (3) soften-soothe-allow. These practices may be practiced 
individually or in combination. 

Labeling Emotions 

• When you are in a stressful situation or struggling with difficult emotions, see if you 
can name the different emotions that arise within you: 

o Anger? 

o Sadness? 

o Grief? 

o Confusion? 

o Fear? 

o Longing? 

o Despair? 

o Shame? 

• Now see if you can name the strongest emotion—a difficult emotion—associated with
that situation. 

• Begin repeating the name of the emotion to yourself in a gentle, understanding voice, 
as if you were validating for a friend what they are feeling: “That’s longing.” “That’s 
grief.”

Mindfulness of Emotion in the Body 

• Next, please choose a single location in your body where the feeling expresses itself most 
strongly, perhaps as a point of muscle tension, an achy feeling, or a heartache. 

• In your mind, gently incline your awareness toward that spot, maybe even thinking of your 
body as if it were the body of a beloved child. 

© Christopher Germer & Kristin Neff. Mindful Self-Compassion. August 2017. All rights reserved.
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WORKING WITH DIFFICULT EMOTIONS

Soften-Soothe-Allow 

• Begin softening into that location in your body, letting the muscles soften, letting 
them relax, as if in warm water. Softening…softening…softening… Remember that 
we’re not trying to change the feeling—we’re just holding it in a tender way. 

• If you wish, just softening a little around the edges. 

• Now, soothing yourself because of this difficult situation. 

• If you wish, placing your hand over the part of your body that feels uncomfortable and
just feeling the warmth and gentle touch of your hand. Perhaps imagining warmth and 
kindness flowing through your hand into your body. Soothing…soothing…soothing.

• And are there some comforting words that you might need to hear? If so, imagine you
had 

• a friend who was struggling in the same way. What would you say to your friend? 
(“I’m so sorry you feel this way.” “I care deeply about you.”) 

• Can you offer yourself a similar message? (“Oh, it’s so hard to feel this.” “May I be 
kind to myself.” 

• Finally, allowing the discomfort to be there. Making room for it, releasing the need to 
make it go away. 

• And allowing yourself to be just as you are, just like this, if only for this moment. 

• Softening…soothing…allowing. Softening…soothing…allowing. 

• Now letting go of the practice and allowing yourself to feel exactly what you’re feeling 
in this moment, and to be just as you are.

© Christopher Germer & Kristin Neff. Mindful Self-Compassion. August 2017. All rights reserved.
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Discussion points

Please discuss the following questions on the discussion board this week. 

1. How do you understand the difference between shame and guilt?
2. What might stop us from using self-compassion when we are feeling shame?
3. How might mindfulness help us when we are experiencing shame?
4. Why don't we immediately connect with the shame experiences of others, when we 
are in the grip of shame?
5. What emotions are preferable to feeling shame?
6. How does it feel to hear another's shame story?
7. What do you understand as being the evolutionary value in humans feeling shame?

Optional Extras

Brené Brown: Listening to shame

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=psN1DORYYV0&feature=emb_logo

Reading To Support Session 8

Ch 16&17 - The Mindful Self-Compassion Workbook Neff & Germer
Ch 6 - Self-Compassion by Kristen Neff
Ch 3 - The Mindful Path to Self-Compassion by Chris Germer
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Embracing Imperfection, Working with shame and difficult emotions - Susan Pollak, MTS, Ed.D

Psychology Today, Posted Nov 22, 2014

For the past four and a half days, I have been co-teaching (with Kristy Arbon), an intensive Mindful 
Self Compassion (MSC) course, http://www.centerformsc.org/, a transformative mindfulness-based 
intervention (MBI), developed by Christopher Germer, Ph.D. http://www.mindfulselfcompassion.org/,
 and Kristin Neff, Ph.D. http://www.self-compassion.org/. Building on the evidence-based research of 
mindfulness-based interventions such as Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) 
and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy, (MBCT), MSC incorporates exciting new research and 
practice on the power of loving-kindness, compassion, and self-compassion to help people work with 
the inevitable suffering of daily life and how they react to it. Participants are taught to respond to 
difficulties not by berating themselves, but by giving themselves the same kindness and understanding 
that they would extend to a close friend. Suffering is part of the human condition; it is something that 
can unite rather than separate us. There is no need to hide or isolate when times are difficult.

One of my favorite practices from the course, which can be used either as a formal or 
informal meditation during difficult times, is Soften, Soothe, and Allow (free downloads available from 
the MSC website listed above). It incorporates physical compassion (softening), emotional compassion 
(soothing), and mental compassion (allowing), a powerful trifecta.

The following is an adaptation:

• Find a comfortable position, either sitting or lying down, and take a few relaxing breaths.

• Notice any tension or tightness in your body. Soften into that location, inviting the muscles to 
soften rather than requiring that they do so, like applying heat to sore muscles. You may like to 
repeat softening…softening…softening.

• Then, soothe yourself because you are struggling, perhaps by putting a hand over your heart, 
feeling the warm and tender touch, and letting kindness stream through your hand into your 
body You may want to add some encouraging words, such as, “This is hard to feel. May I be 
kind to myself.”

• Finally, allow the discomfort to be there, making room for it rather than wishing it would go 
away.  You may want to repeat, allowing…allowing…allowing.

• If you like, perhaps repeating the words,softening…soothing…allowing, softening…soothing…
allowing.

• Try to stay with your experience, continuing to use the technique whenever you need to manage
a difficult emotion or life circumstance.

This practice is taught as a way to work with difficult emotions, especially shame. I’ve been using this 
with patients struggling with cancer and other illnesses, and profound loss or heartache such as death 
or divorce, and have found it to be enormously helpful. Self-compassion is uniquely helpful in 
managing the shadow of shame that seems to follow catastrophic misfortune.
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In the MSC course, working with shame is paired with songwriter Peter Mayer’s evocative 
video, Japanese Bowls, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qOAzobTIGr8. This song was inspired by 
the Japanese art of Kintsugi, which dates back to the 15th century, when a Japanese emperor sent a tea 
bowl to craftsmen for repairs. By filling the cracks with gold and lacquer, damaged vessels were not 
only repaired, but their value increased, and a new art form was created. As a philosophy and 
metaphor, this ancient art invites acceptance of change, and a compassionate embrace of the knocks, 
breaks, and shattering that we’re all subject to in the course of our lives. If only our scars and lines 
could be something we celebrate, a mark of wisdom that increases our value rather than something that 
needs to be hidden or disguised.  One of our participants quipped, “This fix is the polar opposite of 
botox!”
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Guilt, Shame and Blame: Why one of these is healthy By Kristy Arbon 

I recently did the online TOSCA Test of Self-Conscious Affect, out of interest, to explore my tendency 
toward shame self-talk, guilt self-talk, and blaming others. The test is designed to distinguish whether 
we are likely to have an inner dialogue around shame or guilt in response to a situation, or if we 
completely abnegate responsibility and push the blame out to someone external to us. 

In MSC we are encouraged to see our internal landscape and our field of awareness as our laboratory 
for exploring our experience. It’s part of the mindfulness piece – only once we can see what’s going on 
for us, can we take action to tend to our needs. I love tests like the TOSCA, but I also know that these 
kinds of tests are not the whole picture, and might even not measure what they purport to measure, 
however if something like the TOSCA helps us to simply look at and think about our experience in a 
different way, it can be a useful tool. 

Shame and guilt have some very important distinguishing features that have wide ranging 
ramifications. Shame is “I am bad,” while guilt is “I did something bad.” Shame is “I am fundamentally
flawed,” while guilt is, “That was a really bad idea.” Shame is, “Let me hide, I am not worthy, I do not 
matter,” while guilt is “What do I need to do now to fix this?” 

Shame erodes our faith in ourselves. Brene Brown says that, “shame corrodes the very part of us that 
believes we are capable of change.” Shame is about powerlessness, ineffectualness and victimhood. We
cannot effectively take action in the world while under the iron grip of shame. As Brene teaches, we 
can learn shame resilience, and we can tend to ourselves in the midst of our shame, but it’s an insidious
and entrenched tendency that requires a lot of work to root out. 

Guilt, on the other hand, can’t wait to reach out to make amends. Guilt can offer a sense of urgency in 
taking action. If I believe I might have offended my friend, I’ll think about the situation, leave enough 
space to sit with my action and its possible ramifications, and then reach out to her as soon as I can to 
say, “Did I offend you, dear one? If so, I am very sorry.” Guilt is a much more fluid emotion, and its 
remedy apparent and achievable. Personally, I’ll take the informative and constructive power of guilt 
over shame any day! 

However, much to my disappointment, I have come to believe that I am quite a shame-prone person. I 
recently asked a colleague the rhetorical question, “I seem to experience a lot of shame. I wonder if 
other people experience this much shame.” He offered that he had never had much of a problem with 
shame. Part of me deduced that he hadn’t looked hard enough, while another part that could conceive 
of a life without shame could only imagine the freedom that came from being in that particular world. 

As I was tallying up the results of the TOSCA test, I was seeing a trend, and I remember saying to 
myself, “This can’t be good,” as it became apparent that I had answered nearly 100% in one category. I
assumed it was shame self-talk. You can imagine my surprise when I found that I had an average 
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amount of shame self-talk and tendency to blame others, and it was guilt self-talk that scored nearly 
100% (telling me that I had an above average level of guilt selftalk). It was one of those “Hang on, who
am I again?” moments, where I felt my sense of my own identity being pushed off its axis. 

It precipitated a cascade of memories of “taking responsibility,” the fundamental assumption under 
guilt. The memories filed away in that folder in my mind went all the way back to when I was 4, taking
my little brother by his hand and leading him away from danger, to last week when I was alert and 
ready to rescue my neighbors cat during a thunderstorm. And the memories keep tumbling out of that 
folder – so many ways to take responsibility for things that, generally, are not my responsibility, 
outcomes that I am not at blame for. I am becoming aware that often my first impulse is to feel 
responsible, to feel at blame, and to feel guilty. 

It feels as if the fact that I have the ability to prevent some suffering in the world automatically makes 
me responsible for alleviating all of it. This is the Bodhisattva ideal, but my feeling is that it’s meant to 
be done joyfully and intentionally, not with the shackles of responsibility for all the world’s suffering 
the way I sometimes feel it. Slavery, genocide, racial hate crimes and animal cruelty are, I think it’s 
safe to say, not mine to own and make amends for as part of my solo mission. 

I can’t tell you how useful this revelation is for me in my journey of discover. It’s as if I can now view 
my internal landscape through a more powerful microscope. If I can wedge mindfulness in at that point 
where I feel I’ve gone straight to taking responsibility, then I can make informed decisions to not 
indiscriminately take the blame and heap on the guilt. I can decide what I am at blame for, what I am 
guilty for, and leave the rest to the universe to sort out. The benefit of this – more time responding and 
creating and less time reacting and planning rescue missions. 

I am the protector of my own guilt. That’s something I can take responsibility for. 

Founder of HeartWorks, creatrix of Somatic Self-Compassion and developer of Live Online Mindful 
Self-Compassion for the Center for Mindful SelfCompassion, Kristy Arbon is an Australian living and 
loving in the US. After discovering the deep healing power of emergent self-wisdom and 
selfcompassion in her own life, Kristy felt called to share these practices and trainings with others. 
She's since made it her life's work. "I teach so that I can learn, and I learn so that I can teach.” 
www.kristyarbon.com
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