
 

06 - The Heart's response to difficulty – Compassion  

The first rope that binds our raft 

Meeting suffering with self-compassion 

 
“Suffering is part of the shared human experience. Self-compassion is not 
a luxury — it is a necessity for healing.” ~ Kristin Neff 

“There is no better compass than compassion.” ~ Amanda Gorman  

In the previous chapter, we began the first stage of our journey of recognising 
what it is to be human – by confronting Gotama (the Buddha’s) first realisation 
– the inherent difficulty, unsatisfactoriness, and pain that are part of our 
conditioned existence. We surveyed the challenging terrain of the 'dangerous 
shore' we wish to leave behind. Clearly recognising this reality is an essential 
preparation for building our ‘RAFT to Freedom’. 

But how do we respond to this recognition of the suffering that manifests as 
pain, difficulties and disappointments? Seeing this suffering – our own and 
that of the world – can evoke many reactions: fear, anger, despair, aversion, 
denial, and even blame. Gotama’s sole motivation to devote his life to sharing 
his insights, was out of compassion, not to win arguments or to display his 
knowledge, but to help us to find freedom from suffering. It could be 
understood that the only truly wise and appropriate response to the reality of 
suffering is the Heart's response of Compassion. 

Before we delve into compassion, let's briefly introduce the set of qualities it 
belongs to. As we said in the introduction to this workbook, while the 
foundational planks of our raft are the ‘Five Gift’s (our commitment to 
harmlessness), the ropes that bind our raft together, giving it resilience and 
integrity, are woven from the ‘Four Appropriate Responses’, (traditionally 
known as the ‘Four Brahma Viharas’).  
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These ‘Appropriate Responses’ help open our hearts to develop a kind and 
caring wisdom – engaging a knowing and ‘Wise Heart’ to our suffering and the 
suffering in this world. It’s helpful to recognise how we try to arrange our lives 
to avoid suffering.  

These are four boundless qualities of the Heart: 

1.​ Compassion: Responding to suffering – one's own and others – with 
care, empathy and the ‘Heart’s Desire’ to alleviate it.  

2.​ Kindness: Wishing well-being and happiness for oneself and others. 

3.​ Appreciative Joy: Feeling genuine gladness at the happiness and good 
fortune of oneself and others. 

4.​ Equanimity: Maintaining balance, impartiality, and clarity even during 
life's changing circumstances. 

These four qualities are not just to be directed outwards; they are essential 
for our own inner well-being, manifesting as ‘Self-kindness’, ‘Self-compassion’, 
‘Self-appreciation’, and ‘Self-balance’. They form the strong, flexible rope 
holding our raft together as we navigate difficult waters. Each of the four 
stages of our journey – Recognising, Abandoning, Freedom and Training – act 
like the sails, catching the wind of these positive qualities and progressively 
propelling our raft towards freedom. 

Compassion – the first ‘Appropriate Response’ 

In the first stage of our journey, having recognised the reality of ‘Dukkha’ (pain, 
difficulties and disappointments), the Appropriate Response to bind our raft in 
the making, is to employ the rope of Compassion. Why? Because responding to 
pain with aversion, fear, or anger only adds another layer of suffering. It’s like 
tightening a knot that's already causing pain. Denial prevents us from 
addressing the situation realistically. Despair paralyses us. Compassion, 
however, allows us to acknowledge the reality of pain ("Yes, this hurts," "Yes, 
this is difficult") without adding resistance or judgment. It opens the heart 
rather than closing it. It involves the courage to be with suffering – our own 
and others’ – and the aspiration to alleviate it where possible. It is the 
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response that aligns with wisdom and kindness, motivating skillful action 
rather than reactivity.emp 

Cultivating compassion, particularly ‘Self-compassion’, is fundamental in our 
moving from suffering to freedom. The human struggle with craving and 
avoidance often thrives in environments of harsh self-judgment, shame, and 
isolation. Learning to meet our own struggles, mistakes, and pain with the 
same kindness and understanding we might offer to a dear friend is 
transformative. It allows us to hold the difficult reality of ‘dukkha’ without 
being crushed by it. It strengthens the foundational planks of the ‘Five Gifts’ 
by fostering a kinder inner environment, making it easier to act harmlessly. 
Compassion is the resilient binding that helps our raft withstand the inevitable 
waves of pain, difficulty and disappointment. 

Stephen Batchelor, a Secular Dharma teacher, describes compassion as “the 
ability to bear witness to suffering – one’s own and that of others – without 
fear, to be open to it without immediately having to react, to let it in and allow 
it to touch you.”  

Gotama’s teachings emphasise two distinct aspects of compassion  

★​ An instinctive empathy, a trembling of the heart in response to suffering. 

★​ An active compassion or kindness in action—responding to suffering with 
wisdom and care. 

In our journey to liberation, the first aspect of compassion – a trembling of the 
heart – allows us to recognise pain as a shared experience, fostering empathy 
and connection. The second aspect motivates us to take action – practicing 
self-compassion, supporting others, and making choices that lead to healing. 
Compassion can be viewed as an antidote to cruelty and indifference to 
ourselves and others — it’s also about widening our circle of concern. 

For individuals recovering from the destructive habits we use to manage pain, 
compassion plays a crucial role in breaking the cycles of self-judgment, 
shame, and isolation. By recognising the universality of suffering and 
responding with compassion rather than aversion, we cultivate the strength to 
transform our pain into a source of connection and healing. 
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Gotama emphasised that by recognising suffering with an ‘Open Heart’, we 
cultivate both wisdom and connection, because all beings share the same 
fundamental wish to be free from suffering. Compassion keeps our attention 
focused on the reality of pain with an open, soft heart —a simple attention 
that does not become distressed or worried or preoccupied with fixing or 
doing something. Compassion arises naturally when we see suffering without 
judgment or resistance, recognising our shared human vulnerability.  

Gotama taught that compassion must begin with oneself before it can be 
effectively extended to others. Instead of self-blame, he encouraged 
gentleness and patience in practice. By practicing Self-compassion, we soften 
our inner critic and recognise that imperfection is part of being human. 

Gotama emphasised that compassion for others arises naturally when we see 
that all beings share the same struggles, hopes, and fears. Caring for others is 
not separate from caring for ourselves – compassion is a two-way path. 
Removing the barrier between self and other, one Buddhist teacher says: 

 “It makes no sense to talk about my pain or your pain. It only makes 
sense to talk about pain.” 

Compassion is more than just a feeling; it’s an ethical response to pain and 
suffering — the willingness to stand near and continue to stand near 
unresolvable suffering.  

Compassion and wisdom are sometimes referred to as the two wings of 
Buddhism, wise compassion and warm wisdom —both wings are needed to 
work together for a bird to be able to fly. 

‘Just like me’ 

One of the simplest ways to connect with others is to recognise: 

This person, like me, wants to be happy. 
This person, like me, has experienced pain and loss. 
This person, like me, is trying their best. 
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This breaks down barriers of judgment and strengthens forgiveness and 
patience. 

Compassion in the human struggle with craving and avoidance 

★​ Intoxication as an attempt to escape suffering: 

Intoxication often arises from deep suffering – a way of numbing pain or 
seeking fleeting relief. Gotama taught that clinging to temporary pleasures 
leads to greater suffering in the long run. Rather than self-judgment, our path 
to healing lies in compassionate awareness of the underlying pain. 

★​ Compassion as the antidote to shame: 

Shame and self-judgment fuel compulsion and addictive behaviours. Gotama’s 
teachings offer self-acceptance as a foundation for transformation. Replacing 
self-hatred with self-compassion allows for healing. By viewing our patterns of 
escape and self-sabotage through the lens of suffering rather than moral 
failure, we can break the cycle of shame and isolation. 

★​ Compassion in action: supporting ourselves and others: 

Destructive compulsions and addictions thrive in isolation, but healing 
happens in community. Gotama encouraged spiritual fellowships – supporting 
each other with compassion and wisdom. Which reminds us that no one 
completes  the journey from bondage to freedom alone – we must both offer 
and receive compassion. Johann Hari, in his TED Talk ‘Everything You Think 
You Know About Addiction is Wrong’ says the opposite to addiction… is 
connection. 

★​ Understanding triggers and cravings:  

Rather than seeing cravings as enemies to be fought, compassion allows us to 
meet our experiences with kindness. Instead of reacting with frustration or 
self-loathing, we can ask, “What unmet need is behind this craving?” 

Living with Compassion 
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Gotama's teachings on compassion are not abstract—they are practical tools 
for navigating suffering with an ‘Open Heart’. 

To cultivate self-compassion, we:  

★​ Recognise our own suffering without judgment.  
★​ Practice compassion through meditation.  
★​ Let go of perfectionism and self-criticism. 

Kirsten Neff in her book Self-compassion offers the following phrases for 
moments of distress: 

★​ This is a moment of suffering.  
★​ Suffering is part of life.  
★​May I be kind to myself in this moment.  
★​May I give myself the compassion I need. 

 

To cultivate compassion for others, we:  

●​ See our shared humanity – everyone struggles.  
●​ Respond to pain with understanding, not judgment.  
●​ Support and uplift each other through spiritual friendship. 

Compassion is not just a feeling – it is an active way of being that transforms 
suffering into connection and wisdom. By integrating Gotama’s insights into 
intoxication, we open our hearts to healing, for ourselves and for the world. 

Self-Reflections 

Consider your typical responses when faced with difficulty or suffering (your 
own or others): 

★​What is my habitual reaction to physical pain? Mental or emotional pain? 
★​When I see suffering in others, what feelings arise most strongly (for 

example, empathy, pity, aversion, overwhelm, desire to help)? 
★​How do I typically react when I make a mistake or experience a setback? 

Is my inner voice harsh or kind? 
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★​What does the idea of 'Self-compassion' mean to me? Does it feel 
accessible, difficult, or unfamiliar? 

★​ Can I recall a time when responding to difficulty with compassion (from 
myself or someone else) made a positive difference? Can I have 
compassion for myself? If not, why not? 

★​ Can I recognise that everyone suffers just as I do? 
★​When have I seen another person struggling and felt empathy? Can I 

extend that same kindness to myself? 
★​How does understanding that suffering is universal help me feel less 

isolated in my journey to wholeness? 
★​How have I judged myself harshly in my journey towards freedom? 
★​ If a close friend were in my position, what kind words would I offer 

them? Can I offer myself the same kindness? 
★​When I make mistakes or experience setbacks, how do I typically 

respond? What would it be like to respond with understanding instead 
of shame? 

★​ Can I see my harmful cravings and compulsions not as a moral failure, 
but as an expression of suffering that needs compassion and care? 

★​When I see others suffering, what is my first reaction? How can I 
respond with care instead of avoidance? 

★​How can I be more present with someone else’s pain without trying to 
fix them? 

★​When I witness someone else's pain, can I take a moment to pause, 
breathe, and feel their experience without rushing to solve it? 

 

Journaling prompts 

Use your journal to explore compassion more deeply: 

★​ Acknowledging your pain difficulties and disappointments: Write about 
a specific difficulty or form of suffering you are currently experiencing. 
Try to describe it simply, without excessive judgment or storytelling. 
Then, experiment with offering yourself a phrase of compassion, such 
as: "This is really difficult right now. May I meet this with compassion." 
Write about how this feels. 
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★​ Compassion versus other responses: Think of a recent challenging 
situation. What was your initial reaction? Was it compassion, or 
something else (examples include anger, fear, self-pity, blame)? How did 
that reaction affect the situation and your own well-being? How might 
responding with compassion have changed things? 

★​ Obstacles to self-compassion: What gets in the way of you offering 
yourself compassion? (for example, beliefs like "I don't deserve it," or 
“This is self-indulgent,", fear of letting yourself off the hook and 
self-criticism). Explore these obstacles gently. 

★​ The rope metaphor: Reflect on how compassion (especially 
self-compassion) could act as a ‘rope’ binding your efforts together on 
your path to freedom. How might it provide strength and flexibility when 
facing challenges, preventing your raft from falling apart under stress? 

Supporting material: Scientific and philosophical perspectives on compassion 

For those interested in the science and philosophy behind this practice, here 
is a brief overview: 

★​ Neuroscience: Research suggests that compassion involves distinct 
neural pathways from empathy alone. While empathy activates pain 
circuits (feeling with someone), compassion activates areas associated 
with reward, affiliation (oxytocin release), and readiness to help (motor 
cortex). Practices cultivating compassion, particularly self-compassion, 
are linked to increased heart rate variability and vagal tone (indicators of 
better emotional regulation and resilience) and reduced stress responses 
(lower cortisol). It seems our brains are wired for caregiving, and turning 
that inwards has measurable benefits. 

★​ Psychology: Pioneering work by researchers like Dr. Kristin Neff has 
demonstrated the significant mental health benefits of self-compassion. 
It is strongly correlated with reduced anxiety, depression, and stress, 
and increased emotional resilience, life satisfaction, and motivation 
(contrary to fears that it leads to complacency). Self-compassion 
involves three components: self-kindness (vs. self-judgment), common 
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humanity (recognising suffering is shared, vs. isolation), and mindfulness 
(balanced awareness of difficult feelings, vs. over-identification or 
avoidance). Therapeutic approaches like Compassion-Focused Therapy 
(CFT) and Trauma-Informed Mindfulness directly target shame and 
self-criticism by cultivating compassionate mind states. 

★​ Philosophy: Many ethical traditions value compassion. Buddhist 
philosophy sees it as one of the essential qualities of an awakened 
mind, arising naturally from wisdom's understanding of our 
interconnectedness and universal suffering. In Western ethics, concepts 
like the "ethics of care" emphasize relationality and compassionate 
response. Stoicism, while stressing acceptance, doesn't preclude 
compassionate action based on recognising our shared humanity and 
rationality. Compassion provides a powerful ethical motivation rooted in 
affective connection rather than abstract rules alone. 

A simple Appropriate Response meditation: Meeting difficulty with 
compassion 

Find a comfortable posture, either sitting or lying down. Allow your eyes to 
gently close or maintain a soft, unfocused gaze. 

Take a few slightly deeper breaths, allowing your body to settle... Notice the 
points of contact between your body and the surface supporting you... Let go of 
any unnecessary tension you might be holding… 

Recite one, some or all of the following phrases like a silent whisper at the 
back of your mind: 

●​ “May I be free of fear and danger.” 

●​ “May I be free of pain and sorrow.”  

●​ “May I hold myself with great care and compassion.” 

●​ “May I find peace and healing in this moment.” 

Alternative phrases: 
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●​ "This is a moment of suffering." (Acknowledging the First True Reality) 
●​ "Suffering is a part of life; many people feel this way." (Connecting with 

common humanity) 
●​ "May I be kind to myself in this moment." 
●​ "May I meet this difficulty with compassion." 
●​ "May I hold my pain with tenderness." 
●​ "May I give myself the compassion I need." 

Repeat the phrases that resonate most, letting them sink in gently... Breathing 
softly... There's no need to force any particular feeling. Simply offer the intention 
of kindness and compassion towards your own difficulty. 

Notice any subtle shifts in your body or mind... Perhaps a slight softening, a 
little more space around the difficulty... Even if nothing changes, the act of 
offering compassion is itself the practice. 

Stay with this for a few more moments... Offering kindness to yourself as you 
navigate this challenging terrain. 

When you feel ready, gently release the phrases. Take another conscious breath 
or two. And slowly bring your awareness back to your surroundings, opening 
your eyes if they were closed. 

Remember to Remember 

Compassion, particularly self-compassion, is the first strand of the strong, 
resilient rope that binds our raft together. It is the wise, kind and appropriate 
response to the recognition of ‘dukkha’, the inherent pain, difficulties and 
disappointments of life laid bare by Gotama's first realisation. Instead of 
adding layers of resistance, judgment, or despair, compassion allows us to 
meet suffering with an open heart and the intention to alleviate it. It provides 
the emotional sustenance needed to continue our journey, ensuring our raft 
remains intact even when navigating rough waters. 

As we continue through the first stage of our journey, recognising the different 
facets of human experience, let this quality of compassion be your constant 
companion. It is a powerful resource, always available, helping us to hold the 
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truth of our lives with courage and grace, preparing us for the work of 
Abandoning in the second stage of building our raft. 

Final Thoughts 

Now that we have laid our foundational planks (Five Gifts) and bound them 
with the rope of compassion – it’s time to enter the stream. 

“The heart is like a garden. It can grow compassion or fear, resentment or love. 
What seeds will you plant there?”  ~ Jack Kornfield 

Sutta References 

★​ Karaniya Metta Sutta (Snp 1.8 / Khp 9 - The Discourse on 
Loving-Kindness): While focused on Metta, this sutta embodies the spirit 
of boundless goodwill that underpins all Brahma Viharas. 

○​ Summary: This beloved text encourages the cultivation of 
boundless loving-kindness towards all beings, without exception, 
wishing for their safety and well-being. It describes the mental 
state to be cultivated – gentle, humble, content, unburdened – 
which provides the foundation for compassion, joy, and equanimity 
to arise. 

★​ Brahma-vihara Suttas (e.g., AN 4.125 & 126, DN 13, MN 7): Various suttas 
describe the cultivation and benefits of the Four Brahma Viharas. 

○​ Summary: These texts explain how to systematically cultivate 
loving-kindness, compassion, appreciative joy, and equanimity, 
extending these feelings boundlessly in all directions. They 
describe the profound peace, purification of mind, and positive 
rebirth associated with mastering these states. Compassion 
(Karuna) is specifically defined as the aspiration, "May these 
beings be free from suffering!" aroused when seeing or considering 
beings afflicted by suffering. 

★​ Vatthupama Sutta (MN 7 - The Simile of the Cloth): Discusses purifying 
the mind, where compassion helps cleanse defilements. 
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○​ Summary: The Buddha uses the analogy of cleaning a dirty cloth. 
Just as dyes won't take well on a dirty cloth, higher states of mind 
cannot be attained with a defiled mind. He lists mental impurities 
(like ill will, anger, envy) and describes how practices like 
contemplating the Brahma Viharas, including compassion, help to 
cleanse the mind, making it receptive to wisdom and liberation. 
“Your heart acts as a compass, guiding you towards purpose and 
passion. Embrace empathy, compassion, and understanding…”​
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