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06 - The Heart's response to difficulty – Compassion  

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

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 
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 
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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. 

 

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? 
★​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? 
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★​ 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. 

★​ 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 
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your path to freedom. How might it provide strength and flexibility when 
facing challenges, preventing your raft from falling apart under stress? 

 

 

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 
truth of our lives with courage and grace, preparing us for the work of 
Abandoning in the second stage of building our raft. 

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