The Healing Power of ComPassion

B. Raven Lee, PhD, LCSW

Our task [as humans] must be to free ourselves from [the] prison [of separation] by widening our
circle of compassion to embrace all living beings and all of nature.

“I feel so helpless and angry,” Jane blurted out as
she sank further into the huge, black sofa in my
office, her eyes swollen from crying. Her 24-year-
old son was a drug addict, and Jane had been
tormented for years trying to help him. “I have
tried so hard to have compassion, not get angry, be
kind. I keep helping him, but then I become so
exhausted.” Jane sighed. “The only option I have
is to shut him out of my life, or I’ll be swallowed
up. But that doesn’t work either.” Jane, like many
people, had misunderstood the concept of
compassion, and was caught in a cycle of guilt,
depression, and blame (Worthington et al., in
Gilbert, 2005, p. 178). In recent years, on the heels

Albert Einstein

quality in many religions, in Buddhism,
compassion is coupled with wisdom and regarded
as the two wings of a bird, both essential for flight.
Compassion, or karuna in Sanskrit, is one of the
four sacred qualities of the heart (Brahma
Viharas). It is an attitude, like a loving mother
towards her sick child, and connotes an empathic
response to the suffering of others, with an
intention that the afflictions be healed and that all
beings be safe and secure. (Germer, Siegel &
Fulton, 2005). “Compassion is an important aspect
of human nature,” says H.H. Dalai Lama. “It is
already there, whether you are a Buddhist or not”
(Goleman, 1997, p. 19). He says that one can learn

of research on the benefits of
mindfulness meditation, there
is growing interest in the
therapeutic  application  of
compassion, in particular, with
depression, self-blame, and
shame (Davidson &
Harrington, 2002; Gilbert,
2005). What is the true nature
of compassion and how does
one remain openhearted to

to cultivate this state of
mind.

Compassion is not pity. It is
“a feeling of equality rather
than that of a superior person
looking at an inferior
person” (Salzburg, in
Goleman 1997, p. 19). In
Buddhist views, there are
different levels of

others’ suffering without being
fatigued?

In one of his many teaching stories, the Buddha
and his student were walking past an old beggar
asking for money and food. The student was
puzzled when the Buddha did not stop to help, but
continued walking on. “Master, I thought we were
to be compassionate?” The Buddha smiled and
replied, “I am being compassionate. I am praying
that his suffering be alleviated.”

Compassion does not mean giving away our
possessions or blind self-sacrifice. While it is a
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compassion. In the -earlier
stages, compassion is still identified with desire
and attachment. As we cultivate wisdom, a deeper
and comprehensive sense of compassion arises,
based on the realization that the other person is just
like myself, and has the equal right to be happy and
to overcome suffering, regardless of whether the
person is hostile or friendly. Thus, true compassion
emerges from an awareness that all beings are
interconnected. When we truly internalize this
awareness of interdependence, then compassion
will naturally flow to all beings, even to our
enemies. This realization is central to Buddhist
teachings, and Buddhist teacher and psychologist
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Jack Kornfield regards it as the second principle of
Buddhist psychology. “Compassion is our deepest
nature. It arises from our interconnection with all
things” (Kornfield, 2008, p. 23).

Compassion is an attitude, intention, and state of
mind, but also informs rightful action. Compassion
is having the courage to do the right thing, even
when we need to say no from a place of wisdom,
care, and concern. This aspect is known as the
fierce sword of compassion. In my experience,
many people do not understand this important

integration, which are keys to healthy body, mind
and spirit (Siegel, 2007).

As I sat with acceptance and witnessed Jane’s
profound suffering, she began to feel the
connection and trust. I then guided her to work
with her breath and mindful awareness. As she sat
without judgment, and sent loving kindness to
herself, Jane was able to be with the enormous
pain. As if her breath of compassion was like a
loving mother cradling her sick child, Jane
experienced being held by a wave of warm energy,

aspect, and confuse =
compassion with co- F
dependence, losing themselves
in trying to be helpful, but, in
the process, becoming
engulfed in the suffering. This
distorted view occurs when we
do not truly understand that
compassion is not one-sided. It
1s circular, and extends to
include ourselves.

This is what happened to Jane. In her desire to help
her son, she lost sight of her own needs and
limitations. Without the true understanding of
compassion and wisdom, she became lost in an
endless cycle of blame, anger, and helplessness. In
recent years, we are discovering the importance of
self-compassion in treating depression, shame, and
guilt. Training in self-compassion stimulates brain
processes for feeling loved, supported, wanted, and
included (Gilbert, 2005, p. 253). Compassion acts
in our brains and bodies as a self-soother that helps
to regulate affect and promote integration.

When we become compassionate to ourselves, we
can then be open to our own suffering without
judgment and harshness, or as one of my patients
stated, “to be extra kind to myself.” This attitude
has a direct effect on our physical body.
Compassion is directly related to the heart, which
has grey matter similar to the brain and sends
signals to entrain brain functions, which, in turn,
affects other parts of the body. Openness, empathy,
and intention to alleviate the suffering of others
and ourselves serve to activate certain parts of the
brain that promote mindful awareness and
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and her heavy heart
il opened, becoming more
spacious. In that
spaciousness, “my fogged
up mind seemed to
become clearer, and I
realized how difficult it is
to be a mother watching
her child suffer, unable to
help him.” As she kept
witnessing this helpless
feeling, Jane felt
tenderness in her heart growing and extending to
all other parents in the same plight.

Her self-compassion gradually dissolved her
blame, and then moved deeper into her huge
storehouse of shame, rooted in feelings that she
was not a good mother. Jane was only 19 when she
became pregnant with her son, and ended up
marrying the abusive boyfriend. He was a raging
alcoholic, but Jane finally acknowledged that the
worst of it was she did not stop him when he began
abusing their son. “What kind of a mother am 1?”
Jane tore into herself, overwhelmed by her shame
and guilt. As she steadied her breath and witnessed
this enormous pain in her body, Jane became aware
of how she wanted to berate herself. The self-
compassion served as an anchor for her to hold this
tension and not be sucked into her wave of
destructive emotion. “I was so young and
unaware” Jane sighed, as she forgave herself. “He
[her husband] was also young and was abused by
his father.” Jane ‘s forgiveness and compassion
began to extend to include all beings caught in a
cycle of violence and suffering. “It is tough to be
human,” she said.
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In the following months, the softening in her heart
and the unflinching ability to sit with her pain
enabled Jane to contact her son again, and to
witness his suffering without collapsing back to her
old pattern of rescue and retreat. She learned to set
clear boundaries, to be loving but firm, and most
important, that when she felt her own sadness, she
took time to sit mindfully with her own pain, and
compassionately dissolve the suffering. Jane’s son
was still an addict, but Jane no longer felt drained,
helpless, and angry. Like the Buddha who could
not give food or money to the old beggar, she now

understood the true nature of compassion, which
brings much healing. The noble truths of
Buddhism teach that there is suffering in life, but
also that there is a path out of the suffering. “With
compassion we come to trust our capacity to open
to life without armoring” (Kornfield, 2008:31).
When we stop shutting ourselves off, and lean
courageously into our own pain with compassion,
then the illusion of separation will be dissolved,
which allows us to embrace all living beings,
including ourselves.

Founder of Integrative Wisdom Path, B. Raven Lee, PhD, LCSW is a Jungian psychotherapist, meditation instructor, and
diplomate in clinical hypnotherapy and energy psychology. She integrates interpersonal neurobiology, clinical hypnotherapy,
and dreamwork with traditional psychotherapy into her private practice in Pasadena, California, which specializes in mind/body
healing, spirituality and trauma. You can reach her at drravenlee@juno.com or 626.396.1871. Her website is
www .integrativewisdompath.com.

Training in ec]uanimitg requires that we leave behind some baggage:
the comfort of rejec‘cing whole parts of ourselves, for examplc, the
security of onlg welcoming what is pleasant. The courage to continue
with the unfolding process comes from selﬁcompassion and from

giving ourselves Plent9 of time.

—~Ane Pema Chodron
Buddhist Teacher
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