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In this paper, I am going to explore critically empathy 
and compassion from both the conceptual viewpoint and 
from the experiential practice. In the field of psychology 
and spiritual practice, one’s own viewpoint can only be 
subjective and I do not expect anyone to agree with me. 
I only share my human experience.

When I started studying and practicing psychotherapy 
some 53 years ago, I encountered Dr. Carl Rogers’s 
writings on the unconditional acceptance of the patient’s 
experience by his/her therapist. From reading Dr. Rogers 
(1902-1987), I felt moved by his sharing about the 
principles of caring based on the unconditional positive 
regard on the patient’s life experience. It means for the 
therapist to become aware of one’s own judgements 
and biases and set them aside. In the beginning of his 
career, Carl Rogers worked with adolescents having 
dysfunctional behavior, he, then, realized that all his vast 
theoretical knowledge was of no use in helping his young 
clients. Progressively, he did construct a global approach, 
the person-centered approach based on 3 criteria:
 
-	 empathic listening (listening to how the patient does 

verbalize and experience oneself), 
-	 positive unconditional acceptance of one own’s and 

the other’s experience, 
-	 congruence. 

This is a highly requiring approach in terms of the 
listener’s ethical stance. 

Rogers (1965) asked himself: “How can I be real in the 
relationship? This has to come to have an increasing 
amount of importance to me over the years. I feel that 
genuineness is another way of describing the quality I 
would like to have. I also like the term congruent, by 
which I mean that what I am experiencing inside is present 
in my awareness and comes out in my communication. 
In a sense, when I have this quality, I am all in one piece 
in the relationship.”  In our psychosynthesis training set 
up at Centre Source during 25 years, when exposed to 
Rogers’s theories, the trainees in the beginning, thought 
that empathic listening consisted in repeating the same 
wording as the patient does. 

FROM EMPATHY TOWARDS 
SELF-COMPASSION, COMPASSION FOR 
OTHERS AND UNIVERSAL COMPASSION 

As a matter of fact, they, soon, became aware that the 
person-centered approach requires that the counselor/
therapist be really interested in the human experience 
and keeps them from being engulfed in the patient’s 
complaints and trying to fix them. It also does require 
being congruent with the message: if the counsellor/
therapist has negative feelings or sexual attraction 
towards his/her patient, he/she has to sense/feel them 
with care and unconditional positive regard, that’s his/
her responsibility, and not the responsibility of the 
patient who has not to be involved with the matter.

It is a dynamic organic process which does involve 
the whole being. 

According to Rogers himself: “When I have been 
listened to and when I have been heard, I am able to 
re-perceive my world in a new way and to go on. It is 
astonishing how elements which seem insoluble become 
soluble when someone listens.” “Being listened to by 
someone who understands makes it possible for persons 
to listen more accurately to themselves, with greater 
empathy toward their own visceral experiencing, their 
own vaguely felt meanings.”

I was very inspired by the Rogerian process and I have 
integrated in my way of practicing psychosynthesis 
psychotherapy. Acceptance leads to dis-identification 
from fixed parts of ourselves (emotions, feelings, beliefs, 
prejudices, somatizations). 
Metaphorically, if our attention is not fixated on the 
furniture in our apartment, we can sense the whole space. 
And then, we could realize we are that space itself.
The limitation of Rogers’s approach is that it is a 
counseling/therapy approach. Towards the end of his 
life, he set up large groups living together for a certain 
period of time up and practicing the values of person-
centered approach.

SELF-COMPASSION AND COMPASSION FOR 
OTHERS

I would like you to read below the account of a 
Compassion session led by Thich Nhat Hanh, he is 
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usually called Thay, which means Teacher. In Vietnam, 
all monks are called teachers, and per comparison, in the 
West, priests are called Father. After that, I will comment 
the practice.

It was June 1990, the beginning of a very hot summer. 
During the meditation retreat, Sister Chan Khong had 
invited all the Vietnamese men living in Plum Village to 
come and have afternoon tea with Thay. About twenty of 
us gathered around him in the Vietnamese hamlet.
The master led a short meditation. Then, a nun began 
serving tea in small clear glass cups. We took a sip of 
the hot, fragrant liquid, a slightly pungent green tea, the 
kind the Vietnamese like to drink.

Thay looked at us with his bright smile and inquired 
about our meditation. A man to my right spoke: “When 
I meditate, I first feel good, then I feel sad. I remember 
our country, which I left 15 years ago and which I might 
never see again”.  Another man, further away, echoed:” 
At night, I wake up and can’t get back to sleep, I dwell 
on images of the past”. Another expressed his pain: 
“cousins back home reported growing poverty, even in 
the once-prosperous Delta, due to the regime’s economic 
policies”. Yet another: “My younger sister never leaves 
home, she stays confined to her apartment on the 13th 
quarter in Paris”. A man with a childlike expression: 
“My father has been drinking since he began living in 
exile”.

Thay remained silent for a moment, his keen gaze 
scanning the gathering, then his soft voice rose in 
Vietnamese: “We all love our country. It stretches, like 
a dragon, from the highlands of Cao Bang in the north 
to the tip of Ca Mau in the far south, for almost two 
thousand kilometers. The dragon is irrigated by immense 
rivers, the Mekong and the Red River, with their many 
tributaries, ”the veins of the dragon.” With the monsoon, 
the rain from the sky stimulates the rice seedlings to feed 
us. Water is so present for us Vietnamese that we chose 
the word water, nước, or also earth-water, đất-nước, to 
designate the country, the homeland.”
Listening to him, I thought of my parents who, living in 
Paris, experienced a shock on April 30, 1975, when the 

Northern army entered Saigon, the capital of the South. 
My mother then exclaimed constantly: “Do you realize 
? we have lost our country, mất nước, we lost our water, 
it’s a great misfortune!” My father, dazed, said nothing, 
but two years later, he fell in the street, the victim of 
a ruptured aneurysm. He survived, but remained semi-
paralyzed and died 10 years later. The disconnection 
from our homeland had been expressed at the level of 
the brain.

Thay, with his compassionate smile, continued to speak: 
“we feel sadness and pain at having left our country. 
With mindfulness, our homeland is within us, with us, in 
our way of thinking and feeling.”
He took a few tea leaves from the tea bag to show us. 
“These tea leaves were picked in Moc Chau, south of 
Hanoi. They are impregnated with the mountain wind, 
the dew, and all the other plants nearby”. From the tea 
box, he took other tea leaves to show us. Leaves that had 
been picked in Bao Long, in the highlands of Central 
Vietnam. He held them up to his nostrils: “They are 
imbued with the mountain wind, the dew, and the other 
nearby plants. They were carefully picked and assembled 
by the ordinary people of this region.”

Listening to him, I could imagine the human chain that 
had allowed these leaves to arrive here, through the 
stages of a meticulous ritual: the picking of the buds 
in the early morning, the preparation of the leaves, 
fermentation, and shaping. Thay picked up his cup of 
tea, from which steam continued to rise. He brought it 
close to his lips: “I smell the scent of our country. I feel 
on my lips and in my mouth, the scents of our country. 
I breathe in, I breathe out, our country is with each 
of us, forever.” Everyone in the audience drank their 
tea, a golden liquid, with reverence and awareness of 
the intimate connection with the native land. In their 
mouths, a taste of woody aroma. A peaceful moment 
shared together. The group took their leave of Thay, who 
had a word of attention for each person before leaving. 
My neighbor, who had spoken first, had a reassured face 
and thanked the master. Ok, thank you. 

Now, I do comment the practice.
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1) We are in 1990, and people keep fleeing away from 
Communist Vietnam because of poverty. And those who 
are already abroad express their suffering from the exile. 
As you know, there is not one kind of suffering, but 
multiple kinds. The term compassion does come from 
the latin, cum, with, and patere, feel/sense.

2) In this context, Thay did practice compassion for a 
group of Vietnamese men. 
How does he proceed ? He could have performed a 
consolation ritual with mantra chanting and musical 
instruments. But he did not do that. He could have 
talked with some of the men. He did not do that. Instead, 
he kept gathered the whole group of men. 
He created a powerfeul Embodiment ritual with visual, 
auditory, sensory, flavor, olfactory elements. The 
Presence of the Home Land was embodied there, right 
now, in the group, in all bodies.

3) If we practice self-compassion for ouselves, we are 
with the part of us who does suffer, we feel/sense with 
it, we are not it, which means that we are a larger whole.
Where in our body? In the belly, the chest, the neck, the 
eyes, the spine ? We orient our sense of feel there, in 
that part, and we receive all the compassion possible, 
kindness, gentleness, care, presence, protection. And 
this compassion surrounds us and does envelope 
us. We stay open to our suffering in its sensory and 
emotional dimension, we do not stay in the intellectual 
consciousness. This acceptance allows our embodiment 
to take in charge this suffering. How ? Embodiment is 
wider than only the material body, it’s our living link to 
the universal creation. It’s depicted by Dr. Assagioli as 
the Universal Self. 

Through our body, we are linked to the universal 
creation. This process takes place through acceptance/
disidentification with the suffering part. 

Dis-identification happens simultaneously with 
acceptance. Embodiment is also a practice of Tibetan 
Bouddhism. It requires that we do not try to change our 
suffering, to struggle with it, to control it. 
Self-compassion is different from prayer, in which we 

do expect a result, even through the intermediary of a 
superior entity. Self-compassion is a full acceptance 
of our present experience, in our body/mind/emotions/
awareness. 

4) In the practice of the method of Meditation of 
Integrative Consciousness© that I have created, 
I do teach extending the compassion to others and to 
universal compassion. As a matter of fact, the meaning 
of suffering is a reminder to ourselves that we are a 
living organism in a time/space frame. And suffering is 
experienced by all living organisms, in different forms. 
It’s not self-centered, egocentric concern. The practice 
of compassion for others is essential to open ourselves 
to others’suffering. This practice is fundamentally 
different from prayer: we do not have expectations for 
the others, we do not have a project for them, they are 
fully responsible for their lives. It’s not counseling/
therapy, even in the form of person-centered approach 
or psychosynthesis. It’s simply and fully being with the 
suffering part of others. Of course, this does not prevent 
us from doing something in concrete action, but without 
expecting anything in return. 

5) As for universal compassion, I would like to quote a 
poem from Thich Nhat Thanh “Promise me” written in 
1965 for the young people of the School of Youth for 
Social Service that he created to help people in the midst 
of the Vietnam war. Some young people were already 
killed or emprisoned. 

PROMISE ME

Promise me this day,
Promise now,
Promise me …
Even as they strike you down 
with a mountain of hatred and violence,
even as they step on you and crush on you
like a worm,
even as they dismember and disembowed you,
remember, brother,
remember:
man is not our enemy
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the only thing worthy of you is compassion----
invincible, limitless, unconditional….
…….
And those who love you 
Will behold you
Across ten thousand worlds of birth and dying.”

Alone again,
I will go on with bent head,
knowing that love has become eternal.
On the long, rough road,
The sun and the moon
will continue to shine.”

As we practice self-compassion and compassion for 
others, we may reach the consciousness that compassion 
is everywhere, in our reality and in the universe. That’s 
what Thich Nhat does describe this in the last two 
verses:”the sun and the moon will continue to shine”. As 
a matter of fact, we do bathe in universal compassion. 
The Sun, the moon and all the stars turn around in the 
cosmos and allow life to perpetuate itself in our daily 
reality, so we can breathe, and the seasons recycle the 
vegetation. Of course, how humanity does handle this 
universal compassion is its very responability. 
The poet Dante evokes a similar reality in the the last 
verse of his immense poem The Divine Comedy. That 
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verse is the culmination of the journey in the 3 realms : 
Hell, Purgatory and Paradise. Approaching the heights 
of Paradise, he does encounter angels of different ranks, 
and we expect him to meet God in person, under the form 
of a bearded giant in white dress. No, disappointment. 
The poem does culminate in the last 2 verses, depicting 
a reality beyond imagination:

“Love that does move the Sun and the other stars, 
l’Amor che move il sole et l’altre stelle”
Love, universal compassion is the prime mover of all 
reality.


