
Session 9 – Exploring Challenging Relationships

Before Our Session

Challenging Relationships
To be self-compassionate, first we need to make contact with our pain. This week we'll be 
shining a spotlight on relational pain – both the pain of disconnection and the pain of 
connection. We will be learning to address relational pain through the power of mindfulness 
and self-compassion.

Much of our suffering arises in relationship so it can also be healed in relationship. Therefore, 
learning to relate to difficult relationships in a healthier way is the best thing we can do for 
ourselves.

We are more likely to open to relational pain when we realize its common humanity. Sartre 
(1989) famously said, “Hell is other people.” Psychologist Salvadore Minuchin said, “Every 
marriage is a mistake; it’s how you deal with it that matters” (Minuchin, in Percy, Hertlein & 
Wechtler, 1999, p. 140). We are all so different—our genes, culture, age, gender, family 
background, dreams and aspirations—it’s a miracle we get along at all!
There are at least two types of relational pain:

• The pain of disconnection—when we are rejected by others, or feel distant or alone.
• The pain of connection—empathic distress, when we experience the difficulties of 

others as our own.

We'll be exploring both of these this week. The purpose of our work this week is not primarily 
to heal relationships; it is about contacting relational pain more precisely – with deeper 
understanding - and holding it with mindful awareness and self-compassion.
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The Pain of Disconnection

A common type of pain experienced in relationships is the pain of disconnection. 
Disconnection causes a host of emotions to arise, both hard and soft.  Anger is a common 
hard feeling directed at those who have harmed us through disconnection.
Anger isn’t necessarily “bad” – like all emotions, it has some positive functions. On the 
discussion board, please discuss these two reflection questions:

1. What do you feel is the function of anger in your relationships?
2. How is it useful?

Here are some possible benefits of anger:
• Anger gives us information that someone has overstepped our boundaries and hurt us 

in some way.

• It can provide us with the energy needed to protect ourselves or take action to make a 
change.

• Anger can be wise if it reduces harm to ourselves or others. This is known as “fierce 
compassion.”

Anger can support our general wellbeing if we don’t suppress it or turn it against ourselves in 
harsh self-criticism.  Like all emotions, our relationship to anger is what determines if it is 
harmful or helpful.

Please discuss on the discussion board:
1. When is anger harmful?

Here are some possible harmful effects of anger:
• Anger is bad for our health, mentally and physically

• Anger can destroy relationships

• Anger is takes us out of the present moment

If we continually harden our emotions in an attempt to protect ourselves against attack, over 
time we may develop bitterness and resentment.  Anger, bitterness and resentment are “hard
feelings” (Christensen & Jacobson, 2000). Hard feelings are resistant to change and we often 
carry hard feelings around with us even when we don’t need them anymore. Unfortunately, as
the sayings suggest:

• “Anger corrodes the vessel that contains it.”

• “Anger is the hot coal we pick up to throw at another person.”

• “Anger is the poison we drink to kill another person.”
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Meeting Anger with Mindfulness and Self-Compassion

If we decide that some particular anger and resentment is not helpful to us any longer, we 
can learn to respond in new ways:

• Validating Anger: First, we need to fully validate our anger before we can do anything 
about it. Many people know that they are angry, but they still subtly criticize 
themselves for being angry. Validating anger means that we support the truth of our 
anger and the worth of ourselves when we are angry.

• Soft Feelings: The next step is to identify soft feelings behind the hard feeling of 
anger.  Often anger is protecting more tender, sensitive feelings, such as feeling 
scared, lonely, or lost.

• Unmet Needs: Behind soft feelings there are usually unmet needs (Rosenberg, 2015). 
Examples of unmet needs are the need to be seen, heard, validated, connected, 
respected, or known. The most universal need is the need to be loved. This unmet 
need often lies at the bottom of anger.

• Self-Compassion: Validating anger, finding soft feelings, and discovering unmet needs 
are all mindfulness skills that enable a compassionate response. It is easier to evoke 
compassion for ourselves when we are no longer frozen in anger and we understand 
that our unmet needs are universal, legitimate and worthy. Self-compassion is finally 
giving ourselves the love and compassion we may have been yearning to receive from 
others for many years.
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The Pain of Connection

Another important source of relational pain is the pain of connection. The human brain is 
highly social (Adolphs, 2009; Lieberman, 2014). We appear to have neurons, called mirror 
neurons, dedicated to perceiving in our own bodies what others are experiencing (Rizzolatti 
et al, 1996; Gallese, Eagle & Migone, 2007). Furthermore, when we see someone else 
expressing an emotion, similar neural circuits related to that emotion are stimulated in us 
(Decety & Lamm, 2006; Keysers, Kaas & Gazzola, 2010; Lieberman, 2007). For example, 
witnessing another person in pain activates similar brain structures in the observer as in the 
person in pain (Jackson, Neltzoff & Decety, 2005; Saarela et al., 2006).

Our capacity to empathically resonate with others is evolutionarily adaptive. Not only do we 
require this capacity to raise our young but we also need to understand and cooperate with 
one another to survive. Although “the survival of the fittest” is generally attributed to Charles 
Darwin, he actually considered cooperation to be the key factor that helped a species to 
survive—“survival of the kindest” (Keltner, 2009, p.52).

Emotions are contagious (Hatfield, Cacioppo & Rapson, 1993; Wild, Erb & Bartels, 2001). 
Most parents have seen how their moods are mirrored by their children, and they can also 
regulate their child’s emotions by changing their own emotions (Calkins, 1994; Morris et al., 
2007). Emotional resonance also occurs in intimate partner relationships. For example, 
imagine you returned home in a good mood and your partner was in a bad mood. The 
disappointment of seeing your partner in a bad mood makes you unhappy. Perhaps you 
frown when you are expected to smile and your partner asks, slightly annoyed, “What’s the 
matter with you?” and you think, “Me? What’s the matter with you?” Also, despite our best 
efforts, it is difficult to hide how we really feel. We are influenced by micro-communications 
such as a twinkling eye, a long sigh, or a slight shift in the tenor of a person’s voice.

While others are partly responsible for our state of mind, we are also partly responsible for 
their state of mind. Our contagious emotions can send us into to a downward spiral in which 
negative emotions trigger negative thoughts and appraisals in one person that can lead to 
similar or worse thoughts and feelings in another person (Fredrickson et al, 2008). The good 
news is that compassion can interrupt a negative cycle and start an upward spiral instead. 
When we cultivate compassion—engendering feelings of kindness and concern for ourselves 
or others—our improved attitude leads to positive thoughts and interactions with others.

The tone of our conversation—the underlying attitude—is the main message that we convey 
to others. The easiest way to have good relations with others is to have compassion in the 
face of suffering—for our own suffering or that of others. Positive emotions flow from 
goodwill, and positive interactions flow from positive emotions (Fredrickson, 2004). The more 
we cultivate goodwill toward ourselves and others, the better our relationship interactions will
be. Loving-kindness and compassion training cultivate goodwill.
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On Equanimity

Equanimity is maintaining mental balance in the midst of opposites such as pleasure and 
pain, success and failure, or joy and sorrow. Equanimity is not cold detachment, but arises 
from deep understanding of the transient, interdependent nature of reality. It is a kind of 
caring for another based on both emotional intimacy and wise discernment. As T.S. Eliot 
(2015) wrote in his poem, Ash-Wednesday, “Teach us to care, and not to care.”
Equanimity can be cultivated using language. An example is the Serenity Prayer penned by 
Reinhold Niebuhr in 1943:

“God, give us grace to accept with serenity the things that cannot be changed, courage 
to change the things that should be changed, and the wisdom to distinguish the one 
from the other.” (p.xxiv). 

Equanimity gives us the emotional space to be compassionate while remaining in connection 
with others. For example, when listening to someone tell a difficult story from their past, we 
can find ourselves triggered by a detail that was also a challenging part of our past (e.g. 
trauma, childhood hurts, relationship difficulties etc), feeling the pain of that memory in 
ourselves to the detriment of being able to pay attention to the person in front of us. 
Equanimity allows us to hold our own emotions at the same time as being with the emotions 
of another.

Mindfulness leads to equanimity which leads to wisdom. Mindfulness gives us the space to 
see the complex, interdependent causes and conditions that make our lives as they are. For 
example, if a child’s toy breaks, it may feel like a catastrophe to the child. The child’s 
grandmother, however, only feels sympathy for the child because she has known real tragedy 
and the loss of the toy is relatively insignificant. The grandmother is less emotionally reactive 
about the broken toy and can see the child from a broader developmental perspective.

Discussion About Anger
Anger isn’t necessarily “bad,” it also has some positive functions, like all emotions. On the 
discussion board, please discuss the following:
•What is the role of anger in relationships? 

•How is it useful?

•How can anger be harmful?
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"Awakening Rights" by Mark Nepo

We waste so much energy trying to cover up who we are
when beneath every attitude is the want to be loved,

and beneath every anger is a wound to be healed
and beneath every sadness is the fear that there will not be enough time.

Our challenge each day is not to get dressed to face the world
but to unglove ourselves so that the doorknob feels cold

and the car handle feels wet
and the kiss goodbye feels like the lips of another being,

soft and unrepeatable.

Empathic Resonance - This video is an example of pre-verbal empathic resonance in young 
children.  Twin Babies Talking - https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=_JmA2ClUvUY&feature=emb_logo

Matthieu Ricard video – 1 (I downloaded it to my computer)
This video is not available on YouTube. You can download it from here (click on the name of 
the file below and you will be given the option to play or download it).  
Matthieu_Ricard__Is_Compassion_Meditation_the_Key_to_Better_Caregiving___VIDEO_-
1.mp4

Matthieu Ricard video – 2 - Empathy explained by Matthieu Ricard
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=khjPsVG-6QA&feature=emb_logo

Live Session in Zoom

• Opening Meditation: Compassionate Friend
• Discussion: How is your practice going?
• Informal Practice: Meeting unmet needs
• Topic: Caregiving Fatigue
• Informal Practice: Compassion with Equanimity

• Meet unmet needs in relationships with self-compassion.
• Combine self-compassion and equanimity to manage caregiving fatigue. 

11/18/20 6/16 MSC Session 9



After Our Session

Meeting Anger and Unmet Needs with Mindful Self-Compassion

Unmet Needs

If we decide that some particular anger and resentment is not helpful to us any longer, we 
can learn to respond in new ways:

Validating Anger: First, we need to fully validate our anger before we can do anything about 
it. Many people know that they are angry, but they still subtly criticize themselves for being 
angry. Validating anger means that we support the truth of our anger and the worth of 
ourselves when we are angry.

Soft Feelings: The next step is to identify soft feelings behind the hard feeling of anger. 
Often anger is protecting more tender, sensitive feelings, such as feeling scared, lonely, or 
lost.

Unmet Needs: Behind soft feelings there are usually unmet needs (Rosenberg, 2015). 
Examples of unmet needs are the need to be seen, heard, validated, connected, respected, 
or known. The most universal need is the need to be loved. This unmet need often lies at the 
bottom of anger.

Self-Compassion: Validating anger, finding soft feelings, and discovering unmet needs are all
mindfulness skills that enable a compassionate response. It is easier to evoke compassion for 
ourselves when we are no longer frozen in anger and we understand that our unmet needs 
are universal, legitimate and worthy. Self-compassion is finally giving ourselves the love and 
compassion we may have been yearning to receive from others for many years.
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Forgiveness
The central point of forgiveness practice is that we cannot forgive others or ourselves without 
first opening to the hurt that we experienced or caused to others. To forgive others, we must 
first face the simple fact that we were hurt. To forgive ourselves, we must first open to guilt or 
shame for hurting others. As the saying goes, “Forgiveness is giving up all hope for a better 
past.”

Forgiveness doesn’t mean accepting bad behavior or resuming a relationship that caused us 
harm. We cannot forgive anyone if we remain in a state of fear. If we are being harmed in 
relationship, we need to protect ourselves before we can forgive.

Even when the harm we experience from others feels personal and intentional, it is usually the
product of a universe of interacting causes and conditions stretching back through time. For 
example, the person may have partly inherited their temperament from their parents and 
grandparents, and their actions are shaped by their early childhood history, culture, health 
status, current events, and so forth. Therefore, they have limited knowledge and control over 
precisely what they say and do from one moment to the next. This is the same for everyone, 
including ourselves.

Sometimes we hurt others without intending to do so and we still feel regretful about causing
such pain. An example is when a lover chooses to be with a person more suitable for them 
than ourselves, or when a young adult leaves home and their parents feel lonely. This kind of 
pain is not the fault of anyone, but it can still be acknowledged and healed with self-
compassion.

There are 5 steps to forgiveness:

1. Opening to pain – reliving the distress of what happened.
2. Self-compassion – allowing our hearts to melt with sympathy for the pain, no matter 

what the causes and conditions might have been.
3. Wisdom – beginning to recognize that the situation wasn’t entirely personal, but was 

the consequence of many interdependent causes and conditions.
4. Intention to forgive – “May I begin to forgive myself (or another) for what I (they) did, 

wittingly or unwittingly, to have caused this person (me) pain.”
5. Responsibility to protect – committing ourselves to not repeat the same mistake again,

to stay out of harm’s way, to the best of our ability.
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Practice
New practices:

• Meeting Unmet Needs

• Compassion with Equanimity

Reminders

The next session will be the last meeting. Please take a look at the handout titled 
“What Works for Me?” (in class 3 notes), over the coming week. It is a list of all the 
meditations and informal practices that have been taught in MSC. Reviewing these 
may help you to start customizing a mindful self-compassion practice for yourselves 
after the course ends. 

Compassionate Friend: guided meditation .mp3 - downloaded

Self-Compassion Break in Relationships

When we're in a heated interaction with another person, rather than getting caught in 
a downward spiral, the Self-Compassion Break is a way to change the tone and 
direction of a conversation. Next time they are in a heated argument, try the Self-
Compassion Break.

You can excuse yourself from the interaction, put a hand over your heart or elsewhere 
as an expression of self-kindness, and silently repeat, “This is a moment of suffering…
Suffering is part of any relationship…. May I be kind to myself….May I give myself the 
compassion that I need.”

When one or both parties in an interaction feel they have shifted from feeling 
threatened to a caregiving frame of mind, starting with oneself, the conversation can 
be continued.

You might also practice Giving and Receiving Compassion (breathing in for oneself, 
out for the other) during the ensuing conversation to sustain a compassionate frame of 
mind. Notice how the state of mind of the other person changes as your own state of 
mind changes.
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Compassion with Equanimity

This exercise is intended for use in actual caregiving situations.  It is a way of being 
compassionate with ourselves while maintaining connection to others.  It combines the
Giving and Receiving Compassion meditation with phrases that cultivate equanimity. 
Equanimity is balanced awareness in the midst of pleasant or unpleasant emotions.

• Please find a comfortable position and take a few deep breaths to settle into your 
body and into the present moment. You might like to put your hand over your heart, or
wherever it is comforting and soothing, as a reminder to bring affectionate awareness 
to your experience and to yourself.

• Bring to mind someone you are caring for who is exhausting you or frustrating you—
someone whom you care about who is suffering. Visualize the person and the 
caregiving situation clearly in your mind, and feel the struggle in your own body.

• Now please listen carefully to these words, letting them gently roll through your mind:

Everyone is on their own life journey.
I am not the cause of this person’s suffering,
nor is it entirely within my power to make it go away,
even if I wish I could
Moments like this are difficult to bear,
yet I may still try to help if I can.

• Aware of the stress you are carrying in your body, inhaling fully and deeply, drawing 
compassion inside your body and filling every cell of your body with compassion. 
Letting yourself be soothed by inhaling deeply, and by giving yourself the compassion 
you need.

• As you exhale, sending out compassion to the person who is associated with your 
discomfort, or to others in general.

• Continue breathing compassion in and out, allowing your body to gradually find a 
natural breathing rhythm—letting your body breathe itself.

• “One for me, one for you.” “In for me, out for you.” 

• Occasionally scanning your inner landscape for any distress and responding by 
inhaling compassion for yourself and exhaling compassion for others.

• If you find that anyone needs extra compassion, directing your breath in that direction.

• Noticing how your body is caressed from the inside as you breathe.
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• Letting yourself float on an ocean of compassion—a limitless ocean that embraces all 
suffering.

• And listening to these words once again:

Everyone is on their own life journey.
I am not the cause of this person’s suffering,
nor is it entirely within my power to make it go away,
even if I wish I could
Moments like this are difficult to bear,
yet I may still try to help if I can.

• Now letting go of the practice and allowing yourself to be exactly as you are in this 
moment.

• Gently open your eyes.

"Compassion" by Miller Williams

Have compassion for everyone you meet, even if they don't want it.
What appears bad manners,

an ill temper or cynicism is always a sign of things
no ears have heard, no eyes have seen.
You do not know what wars are going on

down there where the spirit meets the bone.
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Optional Extras

Videos

• Jack Kornfield - The Ancient Heart of Forgiveness

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yiRP-Q4mMtk&feature=emb_logo

• Jack Kornfield: 12 Principles of Forgiveness

https://www.youtube.com/watch?list=PLEkZ2XeYY2yoiMxtq3syUcFo-47ozGzg9&v=h-
RBTd23RN0&feature=emb_logo

• Lucinda Williams performs "Compassion" live at Rockwood Music Hall. Recorded 
October 1st, 2014.  The poem “Compassion” was written by her father, Miller Williams.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n7hw4bV-P8M&feature=emb_logo

• Self-Compassion for Caregivers: Preventing Burnout

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CUK4FSTqilo&feature=emb_logo

• Moving from resistance to empathy to compassion

https://www.youtube.com/watch?list=PLGZ-
qBcM2T2b0_Pd07W7I1OPs1irpKQY3&v=D38S9o_6qnc&feature=emb_logo

• Empathy

https://www.youtube.com/watch?list=PLGZ-
qBcM2T2b0_Pd07W7I1OPs1irpKQY3&v=cDDWvj_q-o8&feature=emb_logo

Research and Articles

• Empathy & compassion review Singer Current Biology 2014 – downloaded on 
computer

• Caretaking Our Beloveds: Shame, Injured Instincts and a Strategy by Kristy Arbon 
(article below)

Reading To Support Session 9

Ch 18, 19, 20, 21 - The Mindful Self-Compassion Workbook Neff & Germer
Ch 11 - Self-Compassion by Kristen Neff
Ch 9 - The Mindful Path to Self-Compassion by Chris Germer

Reading to support "Empathic Resonance" and "Managing Caregiving Fatigue"
Social – Why Our Brains Are Wired to Connect by Matthew D. Lieberman
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Caretaking our Beloveds: Shame, Injured Instincts and a Strategy 
by Kristy Arbon 

A number of women lately have asked me about the phenomenon of the volcanic eruption of 
rage toward our beloveds that seemingly comes from nowhere. You know the one – you’re 
feeling a bit tetchy all day and then one of your beloveds says or does something quite small 
and you blow up. Rage erupts. 

Clarissa Pinkola Estés talks about this as an outcome of injured instincts. In her book, 
Women Who Run with the Wolves, she explains how women (mostly women, although this 
relates to men as well) have been socialized to be “good girls,” to be helpful, to not protest 
when they feel uncomfortable, in fact to quell their instinctual response to complain and reject 
even in the face of real physical, psychological or emotional harm. Our instinct to reject others
and protect ourselves is countered by our culture’s message that we need to be acceptable, 
not strong-minded. Our rejection of others and their actions will make them unhappy and 
we’re taught to not make others unhappy. Such a powerful price paid for acceptance. 

So, why the rage eruption? After an hour, a day, a year, a lifetime of exiling our natural 
instinct to take care of ourselves, to express our anger, indignation, disgust, disapproval or 
dismay, all that pent up protective instinct needs an outlet, and it will explode out at 
inopportune moments. What we resist persists. Protective emotions like anger don’t go away 
when we try to ignore them – they are transformed into something else like bitterness and 
resentment, addictive behavior, depression or anxiety. Until anger is given an audience and 
allowed to express itself, to tell its story, it will continue to make us sick. 

So, what do we do? Here are three steps in a process toward reconciling ourselves with our 
anger:

1. Develop the skill of kind awareness or mindful compassion of your thoughts, emotions 
and sensations. We need to do this before we can do anything else. We need to get a 
sense of the terrain before we can work out what to pack in our backpack. What we 
can notice we can nourish.

2. Tune into your soul’s purpose, your core values, and identify what you need. What is 
right, true, grounded, real and beautiful for you? This information tells you where your 
goals are, tangible landmarks you can aim for in your internal work. This will give you a
context for what needs to change and why. It will give you motivation to do the 
important inner work you need to do. 

3. Get curious about your inner processes, especially the habitual responses, addictive 
behaviors, places you resist your experience, shame responses, and the dark things 
that go thump in the night. These dark places hold a wealth of information that you 
need to understand your inner landscape. What we can feel we can heal. Find out 
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what’s going on “down there where the spirit meets the bone” (“Compassion” by Miller 
Williams). Recruit a therapist, teacher or mentor to help you out: they have tools that 
can hold your processes with skill and kindness, possibly saving you years of 
floundering around in the swamp of the soul. Through this brave curiosity, you’ll see 
the barriers that get in the way of the goals you set to align yourself with your soul’s 
purpose. From there, you have your work cut out for you, you have a direction to head 
off in. Be courageous, know that you are worthy 

This 3-step process aligns with what the Strozzi Institute teaches as part of its Embodied 
Leadership teachings, but it really mirrors many other processes followed by teachers, 
therapists, group skills training (including Mindful SelfCompassion) and mentors everywhere, 
including myself. I just went through this process for myself with a situation I faced. Here’s 
how it looked: 

1. Awareness: I was feeling some difficult emotions as a result of some negative energy 
coming from a beloved, so I brought kind awareness to my experience of feeling bad. 

2. Soul purpose: I had a fresh memory of a sister telling me that she was no longer willing
to caretake her beloved, and that she needed to take care of herself. Buoyed by her 
fierce compassionate statement of intention, I realized I, also, was often putting myself 
in the role of caretaker, as well as feeling shame over what I perceived as a rejection of
me by my beloved when they did not have the tools necessary to meet my needs. One 
of my core values is emotional and psychological freedom, so I turned a corner and 
decided to use this difficult moment to align myself with this goal – to not lose myself to
caretaking or proliferate my shame. 

3. Inner process: As I did this, anger made itself apparent to me, and I saw how my 
injured instincts had lead me to this place of caretaking out of a sense of shame and 
responsibility. Like my sister, I decided I wasn’t going to follow this old pattern. I 
allowed the anger to express itself in my body. I invited my body to have its experience
rather than using the distractions of caretaking and shame as a way to resist my 
somatic experience. I was surprised to find, at this point, that most of the work was 
already done: acknowledging and validating the anger was quite close to the finish line 
for this piece of work. In the final phases of this piece of work I had an experience that 
felt a bit like dissociation, a bit like empty mind, a bit like confusion, and realized that I 
had just created a new neural pathway: I had just gone against a very old habit and my
mind didn’t know what to make of it. My body and mind felt very tired and I wanted to 
escape to the bliss of sleep, but I stayed with my experience. I eventually moved 
through to the other side of the experience, and the shame and tendency to caretake 
were gone, replaced by a sense of protection, mindful indignation, realization of how 
my old patterns had developed, and a love for my dear self. 
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This was my piece of work. Doing pieces of work like this at every opportunity contributes to a
lifelong body of work that creates a larger and more vibrant soul expression, more confidence 
in my power and my place in the world, more love for myself and for others. I can’t think of 
anything I’d rather be doing. 

When we are someone who suffers from injured instincts, what we often find when we go 
through this kind of process is that our inner child is unprotected and our inner fierce 
compassionate mother-teacher has been tethered. We need to work slowly, patiently and 
kindly with our internal family, protecting the inner child and finding our inner compassionate 
mother-teacher’s voice. She’s in there. I promise she is. And she is longing to have a voice 
and help you set boundaries in a loving and integrated way so that you can stop 
compromising your needs for the comfort of others. 

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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