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CHAPTER TWO

Staying in Emotional Balance:  

Healthy Self-Regulation

“I’m too reactive,” or “I’m too sensitive.” 
(actually, “Self-resonance creates ongoing  

support, calm, and balance.”)

Just for a moment, imagine yourself resting on the pages of this book, 
physically being held with deep acceptance and welcome. Are you sur-
prised by this image? Is it possible for you to conjure, even for a heartbeat? 
Sometimes we can be surprised into warmth, even if it never felt possible 
before.

Why is it important to bring in warmth when we are talking about 
emotional balance? Because what lets children be steady and resilient is 
the understanding, responsive accompaniment of their parents and their 
community. When we have a sense of belonging and mattering in the 
world, everything becomes easier, we relax, and we move toward unflap-
pability and a kind of sweet curiosity for ourselves and others.

Life is easier with warmth. When we have integrated resonance for 
ourselves as our fallback, we don’t need to use props or substances to take 
care of ourselves. We don’t have to medicate ourselves with chocolate or 
wine or bourbon. When we can come back to balance after we’ve had a 
hard time— without medicating ourselves with substances or behaviors, 
and without harming ourselves or others— we feel better, and we can 
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make solid, well-founded decisions more often. Here is a tour of the skull- 
brain geography of coming back into emotional balance.

BR A IN  CO N CEPT  2.1:  TH E  BR A IN  IN  TH E  PA L M 
O F  TH E  HAN D— A  TOU R  O F  TH E  BR A IN

It is possible to get a sense of the brain by using the arm and hand as 
a model, with the fingers closing down over the thumb into a fist (Fig-
ure 2.1). 1 Here, the forearm represents the spine, and the base of the 
hand represents the brainstem (the part of the brain that does everything 
that is automatic, such as breathing and adjusting body temperature and 

Figure 2.1. The brain in the palm of your hand
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heart rate). The thumb represents the limbic system, a brain area deep 
inside the skull-brain that helps us with emotions, memory, bonding, and 
watching for danger (it includes the amygdala and hippocampus, which 
will be important to us later). The limbic system is tucked into the center 
of the brain. The fingers show the bumps that we usually think of when 
we think about the skull-brain, the surface of which is called the cortex 
(it interprets our world; stores all the sensations and perceptions that 
make up memory; does all our planning, creating, and sense making; and 
moves our body).

The limbic system lies deep in the heart of the brain and is also, 
a little confusingly, the gateway for everything that’s coming in. All 
sensations (from the inner world) and all perceptions (from the outer 
world) enter the brain through the limbic system. This is where the star 
of the emotional brain, an organ called the amygdala, holds emotional 
and nonconscious memory and filters everything that comes in. It auto-
matically sorts present-day experience to identify similarities to difficult 
or dangerous situations from our past and sounds the body’s emotional 
alarm when it finds a match. When a person is awake, the amygdala is 
participating in full brain waves of energy that occur twelve to one hun-
dred times a second,2,3 essentially asking the questions, “Am I safe, do I 
matter? Am I safe, do I matter?”

The amygdala makes rough matches between experience and emo-
tional importance.4,5 For example, if someone smells the familiar aftershave 
worn by an unstable uncle during his childhood, that person might go on 
alert, even if the uncle died decades ago. Or if a person sees a friendly hand 
coming toward her for a fist bump but has experienced physical abuse, she 
might flinch instead of enjoying friendly touch. The amygdala sets off the 
emotional alarm whenever there is a sense of historical or present-time 
danger, but it also makes positive connections: if a person sees someone in 
profile and is reminded of a beloved teacher, his body might relax.

The more a person was originally parented with warmth and affec-
tion, the stronger the connections are that run from the prefrontal cortex 
(PFC) to the amygdala and the less reactive that person is.6 The more 
trauma a person has survived, and the less emotional support that per-
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son received, the more the amygdala will be the dominant force, with 
more robust streams of energy and information going the other way, 
from the amygdala to the PFC. And this means that a traumatized per-
son will be more reactive. For these people, every time the amygdala 
sounds the alarm, they have to figure out how to deal with their own 
amygdala- fueled, knee-jerk reactions to the world. Their reactions can 
be intense and persuasive. Sometimes people believe their own alarm no 
matter what outer evidence tells them. (For example, one spouse might 
never really believe that the other is faithful, even though that other is 
rock solid in her commitment to the marriage.) Sometimes people don’t 
believe their own emotional alarm at all, no matter what’s happening in 
the outer world. (For example, these people can blindly persist in a course 
of action, even though they’re getting lots of signals that it isn’t safe, like 
continuing to go out with a partner who is sexually coercive.) Of course, 
neither of these situations is ideal— the very best option is when a person 
can use the thinking part of the brain, the cortex, to listen to the voices 
of the amygdala and to intuition and make the best decision, taking all 
the evidence, factual and emotional, into account.

Anthea’s  Story
One afternoon at a women’s prison, Anthea, a woman who 
hadn’t spoken at all during the first ten weeks of the twelve-week 
class, raised her hand. “I wanted to share with you what hap-
pened to me yesterday,” she said. “I have been in prison for twelve 
years. I have six different mental health diagnoses, and I have 
been through ten anger management classes, with no change in 
my self-control. But yesterday, I was with my probation officer, 
and she made me so mad I wanted to hit her. Always in the past 
I would have just punched her. But yesterday I remembered you 
standing there talking about the brain, and opening and closing 
your hand to show what happens when we get mad. I couldn’t 
remember which one was better, whether my hand was supposed 
to be open or closed, but for the first time in my life, I didn’t 
punch someone that I thought about hitting.”
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Daniel Siegel, the synthesist who created the field of interpersonal 
neurobiology, has shared this very supportive way of using the hand to 
represent the brain with most of his audiences. People all over the world 
are now using this model, including the thousands of students that I have 
taught about the brain and language in prison. Many of them have told 
me that they now walk the halls (and those of them that have left prison 
now move through their lives) opening and closing their fingers around 
their thumbs to help themselves remember self-regulation.

BR A IN  CO N CEPT  2.2:  SE L F -  REGU L AT IO N

Go back to Figure 2.1 for a moment and look at how the fingers can 
close over the thumb representing the amygdala, part of the limbic sys-
tem. When the fingers are closed, the pads of the second and third fin-
gers easily touch the thumb. This part of the brain (represented in the 
hand by the first two knuckles of the fingers) is the PFC. When the PFC 
supports and regulates the amygdala, people are able to respond to their 
own fears, irritations, and worries with flexibility, care, resonance, and 
responsiveness.7, 8 This is a brain-based definition of our new favorite con-
cept, self-regulation (Figure 2.2). A common language definition would 
be having the ability to control bodily functions, manage powerful emotions, 
and maintain focus and attention.

In contrast, we could call all of the other strategies that we use to 
respond to stress self-management, including controlling the self, others, 
and the environment; self-criticism; and even self-hate (we’ll learn about 
this in Chapter 11). Addictions and compulsions in particular can be 
used as a way to escape the “savage” resting-state thought patterns cre-
ated by the default mode network (DMN). And we can call the lack of 
success of those strategies dysregulation, which occurs when people have 
temper tantrums, act out violently and abusively, or have to live with the 
aftereffects of posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). As mentioned in the 
last chapter, PTSD and its intrusive memories are part of what make the 
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brain into a savage and painful place to live when the DMN turns on its 
own person, altering the sense of self.9

Even though it starts with the word self, self-regulation doesn’t mean 
that a person has to do it all alone. Self-regulation and self-management 
are the different strategies for self-care that we have inside ourselves, 
based on the way that our caretakers treated themselves. In science speak, 
self-regulation is always internalized coregulation; it comes from healthy 
relationships. The same thing is true for dysregulation— people develop 
unhealthy regulation habits based on unhealthy relationships. As our 
lives continue past the point of trauma, the amygdala is no longer react-
ing to real threats; rather, it is reacting to internal voices and perceiving 
them as threats, which is part of the looping stress of the savage DMN.

In the case of self-regulation, someone else, somehow, somewhere, 
has given us the feeling that we are known, that we make sense, and 

Figure 2.2. Self- regulation: prefrontal cortex and 
amygdala
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that we can depend on them. But as we have been learning, not every-
one has had the opportunity to be held with warmth so that they can 
internalize it and carry it with them. For those of us who didn’t get to 
bring that warmth inside from our original relationships, this is the work 
that lies before us now. As we learn to soften the savage thoughts of the 
resting-state DMN, the whole brain quiets. Let’s learn more about how to 
bring ourselves warmth.

The Self- Responsive PFC

Researcher Moshe Szyf says that our mother is in every cell of our PFC. 10 
This means that people who have grown up with a traumatized mother 
have the responsibility of transforming their internalized original mother 
into one who is warm, understanding, and resonant, in order to support 
long-term health and well-being. Again, the tricky part of this idea is that 
it necessitates learning how to turn warmth and resonance inward. This 
may seem hard, but it is doable, and it is key to long-term well-being and 
brain health. Happily, since brains always seem to be reaching for what-
ever will help them work better, it is helpful to find models in action or 
writing that make it possible to understand and that make the voice of a 
warm, understanding, and resonant mother come alive.

A note about gender of “mother”: Research shows that whatever 
gender our parents have, the primary parent functions as the 
“mother”— this person could be a man— and fosters our rela-
tionship with ourselves. The secondary parent functions as the 
“father”— this person could be a woman— and fosters our expec-
tations of relationship with the world.

In any effective experience of receiving resonance, in other words, 
of having another person attune to us with warm curiosity and giving us 
the sense we are understood, we get to know ourselves a little better. And 
every time this happens, we are creating memories we can draw upon of 
what it would feel like to nurture the part of us that feels the emotion. 
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(You can wrap your fingers snugly around your thumb to represent this.) 
This improves our capacity for self-regulation and for self-empathy and 
begins to change the inner thought patterns of the DMN in more posi-
tive directions.

The PFC is a very large area of the brain, and it contributes to our 
humanity in many ways besides self-regulation, including decision mak-
ing and planning, abstract thought, and problem solving. It will help us 
learn what is helpful from this book and steer us toward exploring new 
possibilities.

Let’s take a look at the tools and skills of self-regulation, which lead to 
self-warmth and self-responsiveness, so that we can begin to learn them 
if we weren’t given them in childhood. Researcher Matthew Lieberman 
has found that brains find their way back to emotional balance in three 
main ways: 11

1. Identifying what we are feeling (naming emotions)
2. Thinking about the situation in a different way (reframing)
3. Thinking about something else instead of what is bothering 

us (distraction)

Another researcher, James Coan, has added one more piece to the puzzle 
of how brains return to calm:

1. The real or imagined presence of a person whom we feel cares 
about us (accompaniment). 12

Here is a short description of each approach to self-regulation.

Naming our emotions

If you have doubts that talking about feelings will help you, you are 
in good company. Research shows that most people don’t believe that 
putting words to emotions helps at all. People don’t think that it makes 
things better to name what’s happening, even though the effectiveness of 
this approach can be seen with fMRI. 13 Perhaps this is because many peo-
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ple cope by paying no attention to their emotions or their bodies and the 
naming of feelings is unfamiliar and thus uncomfortable. But the experi-
ence of naming what is happening not only works to calm us down; when 
it is done with a caring other it can also create relationships of warmth 
and trust, no matter how old we are. Bringing these relationships inside 
(importing them into our own brain and carrying them there as memory) 
helps people feel more secure in the world. 14 This can have unexpected 
long-term benefits, including improving immune system function; the 
sense of meaning and purpose in life; resiliency in the face of trauma, 
depression, or posttraumatic stress; and relationships with others and 
with ourselves. 15

So why don’t people talk about their emotions, if it is so helpful? 
There can be very good reasons that people have turned off the part 
of their brain that tells them about their body’s emotional response to 
the world. 16 If a person’s skull-brain has no way to respond to messages 
from the body-brain (for example, if the burning, bubbling, cramping, 
twisting sensations that come with intense emotions have never been 
acknowledged, or if every one of these unchanging sensations feels like 
a driving hunger or a craving for an addictive substance), then a person 
may need to learn to ignore the body-brain. In other words, if emotions 
are an unbearable trip to unrecoverable emotional hell, then turning 
off body sensations can help people manage their world. It can be a 
solid survival strategy to have no idea what is happening in the body. 
Connection with the body can be unendurable. So it is important to 
take this journey slowly and acknowledge that reading about this infor-
mation may seem simple and unemotional but can awaken old trauma 
and restimulate old pain.

If you find this to be true for you, slow down. If we move slowly 
enough, we can simultaneously build a capacity for resonant, calming 
response at the same time that we awaken the voice of the body.

It seems to be important to capture the completeness of an emo-
tional experience. In the naming work that I do, if we get only part 
of what’s happening emotionally, and not the whole thing, the client 
doesn’t relax. This is partially demonstrated by research showing that 
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we can tell the difference between the words we use to name emotion 
and that we are affected by whether those words match our experience. 
The activity in the amygdala decreases when the right word is matched 
with the right emotion, 17 and when there is less activity in the amyg-
dala, there is relaxation in the rest of the body, and stress levels also 
decrease. Herbert Benson’s discovery of the relaxation response 18 shows 
us that there is an additional layer of relaxation that happens when we 
connect with words about “big ideas,” words like love, care, tenderness, 
exploration, integrity, play, and support. (We will work with this in more 
detail in Chapter 3.)

Even though it is so life-serving to pay attention to the body’s mes-
sages, it can be hard to find support and breathing room to do this in this 
fast-paced world. Take the opportunity to use your reading as a reminder 
to slow down for self-connection.

Putting words to inner experience is helpful in another way, too. 
When people can’t read the messages being sent by the body, they are 
in what scientists call alexithymia, or body blindness. Did you ever meet 
anyone who was stressed out and angry but didn’t seem to realize it? 
They might not even have known that they had an increased heart rate 
or tension in their belly or that their eyebrows were pulling together. 
These people have a hard time knowing what their emotions are, let 
alone being able to talk about them. When people don’t know what they 
are feeling, there’s nothing they can do to remedy the situation. People 
who are body-blind show increased stress on their immune system 19 and 
have a harder time with their relationships. There is also a link between 
being body-blind and being depressed.20 These people also suffer more 
from posttraumatic stress,21 and some research even shows that they have 
shorter lives.

To sum up, developing a conscious practice of naming emotions is 
one of the sweetest and most counterintuitive forms of self-regulation (in 
which the brain takes care of itself without accessing external behaviors 
or substances, as opposed to self-management, which uses work-arounds, 
such as addictions). When naming emotions is done with warmth, it can 
foster the mothering relationship between the PFC and the amygdala 
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that securely attached children receive effortlessly from their childhoods. 
Happily, as people start to name what is happening, they can learn to 
accompany themselves through emotional experience and support them-
selves and their immune systems while doing so.

Reframing

People use reframing every time they change their perspective on an issue 
or event. For example, if a person is cut off on the freeway by someone 
going faster than the speed limit, she might let go of her angry response 
by imagining what sort of emergency the person is in: driving someone to 
the hospital or picking up a sick child from school.

Another way that reframing is used is the shift to seeing the big 
picture of the self. We do this when we remember that we were hurt in 
the past and that it may not be necessary to be angry or afraid in the 
present time. (Reframing by reminding the self of what is true often arises 
from bringing together naming and accompaniment; see below). When 
it happens spontaneously, we know that old brain patterns are starting to 
change. The shift in perspective often lets people release resentment or 
shock and supports the return to calm.

We are also reframing when we start to look at our brains as “just 
brains.” As we see the similarities between our brains and the brains of 
other animals, we begin to notice the previously invisible structures that 
have innate relationships with one another, and we start to appreciate the 
“beautiful constraints” that we live within. Human beings are a marvel 
of infinite essence, suspended on the webbing of our neural connections. 
With this information, we can both mourn and embrace our humanness 
and find our own neuroplasticity— our capacity for change and growth.

Reframing is self-regulation, rather than self-management, because it 
too is the brain taking care of itself by accessing its own resources. People 
reference their spirituality, their integrity, and their understanding of the 
world in order to find their way through this ethically and emotionally 
challenging life we all live. Placing value on warmth for the self can be 
one way of reframing that supports the growth of the neural fibers of 
affection and resonance that are potentially life-changing.
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Distraction

Another way that people can bring themselves back to calm is by distract-
ing themselves from what has happened or from what they were thinking 
about. This is done by deliberately thinking about something else. People 
will bring their thoughts to such subjects as remembering someone who 
loves them, prayer, meditation, thinking about a happy time in their life, 
rerunning sports events or movie scenes, picturing a beautiful place in 
nature, or even planning for the holidays.

Distraction is another way to self-regulate (rather than self-manage) 
as it is an internal brain choice that does not depend on taking exter-
nal action. When we shift our thoughts in ways that include warmth, 
perhaps choosing subjects for thought that calm and soothe us as if we 
were giving ourselves gifts, we seem to be growing the fibers that support 
long-term well-being.

Accompaniment

Neglected children who have been left alone without relationship, even 
with all the food and shelter they need, are so starved that by the age of 
five years their brains weigh significantly less than the brains of children 
who have been nourished by relationship, or accompanied.22

James Coan’s research, which shows that hills are less steep and pain 
is less intense when someone is with us,23 invites us to begin to under-
stand how profoundly social we are as humans. When someone is with 
us, the brain’s alarm center, the amygdala, calms down. When we feel 
like we are supported, cortisol and stress levels drop. We feel pain less. 
Tasks become easier. Our entire brain-body is made to carry the memory 
of supportive people with us all the time. We are not meant to be alone.

Being accompanied is more important than everything else: stress, 
trauma, overwhelm, and tragedy. When we have a sense that we can count 
on people to be solid and loving, we can import them into our brains, and 
their care for us is integrated into the web of connections between the 
PFC and amygdala, as part of the larger picture of self-regulation.

This can be tricky, though, if humans have been a source of pain 
and distrust. This also shows up in the full brain-body structure. The 
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senses of “safety” and “threat” are different states of the complex neural 
network that includes both the brain and parts of the nervous system 
that extend into the body. The amygdala supports this by altering the 
flow of brain chemicals that communicate when the entire brain-body 
should prepare for danger. The whole alarm process can be regulated or 
dysregulated depending on the kinds of connections there are between 
the PFC and amygdala, which in turn depend on life experiences, mem-
ories, and skills. Relationships can be coded as essentially dangerous, 
even not survivable, depending on a person’s life experiences, memories, 
and skills that may or may not have been acquired. When experiences 
have been negative, people may automatically reject others’ warmth for 
them as untrustworthy. Contrary to such a lifetime of expectations, it 
may actually be true that people like us, are inspired by us, want to be 
around us, and appreciate our gifts. But when we have encoded all rela-
tionships as dangerous, we might not even be able to conceive that we 
could be liked.

It’s true, people are flawed: they get irritated with us, they suddenly 
disappear when we wish they were there, they say they’ll do something 
and then forget or get overwhelmed and can’t show up the way we (and 
they) wish they could. Then, if we aren’t careful, it is possible to write off 
them and their warmth and love and not bring them inside us to become 
part of our team. There is a part of allowing ourselves to be accompanied 
that is intentional. We have to deliberately open the door to real-life rela-
tionships. We have to let ourselves be loved by humans. We can’t hold 
out for perfection in the experience of being accompanied.

Ask yourself if you are willing to be loved by humans, and if you 
are willing to accept warmth, love, and reassurance from people who 
are essentially flawed, occasionally unreliable, and sometimes in the grip 
of their own trauma. This is not an invitation to stay in an abusive or 
neglectful relationship, but it is a gentle offering of the possibility that 
those people have felt and even continue to feel warmth or care for us, 
and we get to carry their love with us even when it’s hard, or even after a 
difficult relationship has ended.
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Combining Naming and Accompaniment

Once we start to name experience, especially when the naming is com-
bined with warmth, we may find that our bodies become more fluid and 
responsive. It becomes more compelling to know what we are feeling 
because when we know, we can resolve things in a new way and feel bet-
ter, instead of being stuck forever in the unbearable sensations connected 
to difficult (but unnamed) feelings.

When emotional experience has not yet been named, it is still pres-
ent in the body. It might show up as a fleeting facial expression or gesture. 
It can also influence the way we think about people or events. As Alan 
Fogel writes in his book BodySense, “Just as emotions of which we are not 
aware can show up in our actions and expressions, thoughts may reveal 
embodied experiences of which we may not be aware.” Sometimes we 
can discover what the emotional basis of our thoughts is by listening to 
our words. Is there judgment? Might there be contempt or irritation that 
has not been named? Is there an old resentment? Is it possible that we are 
feeling some hopelessness or discouragement?

Many people have never had the combined experience of naming 
and warmth, so their bodies remain unchanged. If people get irritated 
with a coworker, and no one understands them, they can stay irritated 
for years. An ancient heartbreak can continue to ache like a sore tooth, 
flaring up whenever it is touched by a stray thought. And it is possible to 
still feel anxious and ashamed when thinking of childhood pain, even 
after seventy years have passed. When the emotion is finally known and 
named, it is possible for the body-brain to begin to relax into the message 
being received by the brain in the skull.

Objections to Being Compassionate With the Self

It’s all well and good to talk about self-kindness, self-compassion, or 
self-resonance when the concepts might be foreign and impossible. Try-
ing to imagine these ways of being with self can go against the culture 
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of the family or community. The belief that others are more important, 
or that the self is not worth warmth or compassion, can get in the way. 
People can also imagine that, if they are kind to themselves, they’ll be 
stuck the way they are and they’ll never improve.

It might also be possible to hear the word compassion but have no idea 
what it might mean. People may even be able to recite the dictionary defi-
nition but still be so bewildered by the word that they don’t know what 
direction to point themselves in to find it.

Even hearing all the benefits of turning toward the self with under-
standing, it can seem dangerous to move in the direction of self-warmth. 
If we speak vulnerably and with generosity to and especially about our-
selves, does it lay us open to accusations of self-centeredness or selfish-
ness? Self-connection can seem more like something that should be 
hidden than something that should be shared. People might hear the 
word self-compassion and think that it means excusing themselves for 
doing things they regret, rather than seeing it as being forgiving, seeking 
internal understanding, finding self-acceptance, and coming to a sense 
of self-worth.

Sometimes just bringing such possible objections and accusations out 
into the light of day can pop them like soap bubbles. But sometimes these 
self-accusations do not shift. One possible root cause for this unchange-
ability is the human need for belonging. People can live in family and 
country cultures that highly value modesty and humility and even self- 
 recrimination, cultures that might make it difficult to turn toward the 
self. In such cultures, self-compassion can seem like a violation of integ-
rity. If this is true for you, bow to this important voice within you and 
keep reading if possible, since the kind of self-warmth that is described 
here is very different from pride, self-aggrandizement, or justification.

In the best of all possible worlds, our parents were able to talk with 
us with understanding when we were upset, combining our two golden 
regulation strategies, naming and accompaniment, creating the inte-
grated other regulation that we call self-regulation. If we were lucky, we 
got to know ourselves more deeply and more generously through our 
relationship with our mother and father.24 If this is true for us, we have 
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a natural ability to do this for other people and for ourselves. It is like 
how our fingers, representing our PFC, naturally curl over, nestle, and 
support our thumb, representing our emotional center— our amygdala. 
Few of us, however, have grown up in this best of all possible worlds.

So what can we do if we grew up without naming or accompani-
ment? Is there any hope for us? Yes! We just have to grow robust new 
connections to support the pathway of self-regulation. All of the informa-
tion, activities, and meditations offered here are designed to strengthen 
our neural connections for self-care. Learning about the brain is part 
of what lets us know why it’s important to name emotional experience 
(naming) and helps us see the big picture of ourselves in the context of 
the important relationships in our lives (reframing). It also lets us identify 
healthy ways to distract ourselves (distraction) and reminds us why being 
accompanied is so helpful (accompaniment). And happily, these pathways 
of self-regulating neurons are in the brain areas that can become more 
effective as we age,25 making our hopes for healing even more attainable.

Something profound happens when we stand back and look at our-
selves, rather than just being reactive without self-reflection. We can rest 
in a place of nonjudgment when we see ourselves as naturally automatic 
brains, trained through our lives to respond in certain ways, and simulta-
neously capable of change. When self-gentleness is offered as an option, 
it brings the hope that we could be held with affection no matter what 
our past looks like. Once we learn that is possible, we can’t unlearn it. 
This may be even more important than all the factual information that 
could be taught. At the same time, learning about the brain supports the 
big idea that we actually make sense and that we are worthy of warmth 
and understanding.

Self-gentleness can be a radical and unfamiliar notion. The follow-
ing guided meditation will give you a chance to experiment with having 
warmth and tenderness for yourself. If you have an inner voice that tells 
you it’s selfish to care for yourself, remind the voice that this practice 
makes your love for others more powerful and lets you give your chil-
dren, your friends, and even your animals the best possible and most 
health-contributing brain to model themselves on.
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 GUIDED MEDITATION 2.1:  One Cell

What is it like to be asked to hold yourself with warmth? If this is a tall 
order, here is a meditation that might make it easier. Instead of having to 
feel kindness for your whole self, the one-cell meditation asks you to just 
be gentle with one small part of yourself.

If you are listening to someone read this, and it supports your imag-
ination, close your eyes. If you are reading this to yourself, simply 
imagine as you read. Gently begin by wondering, what is your sense 
of your whole body? Notice that you have toes, ankles, knees, hips, 
fingers, wrists, elbows, shoulders, ribs, a stomach, and a back, and 
that as you breathe, you can feel your breath go in and out. Yes, you 
are a breathing being, and you might be able to feel the sensation in 
your body as your breath moves. Where is your sensation of breath-
ing most alive? Invite your attention to rest there.

As you ask your attention to stay with that place of alive sensa-
tion, be warm and accepting, no matter where your focus goes. You 
can see your attention as a curious or wary puppy, or as a gung-ho 
toddler, and see if that brings you any more ease.

As you speak to your attention, allow your voice to be gentle 
and warmly curious: “Hello, attention, would you be willing to come 
to my breath?” As you ask your attention to change its focus, let 
your touch or intention be soft and respectful. When your attention 
is drawn to other parts of your body, or to other thoughts, thank it 
for its persistent efforts to support your well-being by going to what 
it thinks is most important, and gently and with kindness ask it to 
return to your breath.

Now, with your eyes closed, put one hand out in front of you, 
palm up. In your imagination, bring one tiny live cell from your body 
out into the palm of your hand. See how you feel about this one, 
small, pulsing entity. Can you see that it is in relationship with the 
larger world? That it has a tender skin that keeps it separate from all 
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your other cells, but still lets communication happen? That it notices 
the tone of the emotions that it lives in, and responds to them? 
Sometimes as we connect with different parts of our body, we find 
that these parts really want to contribute to the whole of us. Do you 
find that this cell cares for you and wants the best for you? Can you 
feel warmth and care for it? How about gratitude?

Notice whether this one cell, as a representative of your whole, 
spends much of its time in any particular emotion. If it had an emo-
tional tone, would it be lonely or sad? Is it needing reassurance and 
comfort? Is it fearful or anxious, and longing for safety and predict-
ability? Is it irritated or angry, and wanting respect and consideration? 
Is it a happy cell? Glad to be acknowledged and appreciated? Would 
it enjoy company in its satisfaction? Notice whether it is possible for 
you to feel appreciation for its contribution to your life. How is this 
cell feeling with your attention on it? Is it relaxing a bit?

Now, in your imagination, return this cell to your body, and let 
it communicate its experience to the cells around it. What is that 
like? If this experience was pleasant, it may be that this cell will let 
all the other cells in your body know that it is possible to be held 
with warmth and care, and a warm glow may begin somewhere, and 
ripple gently through you.

Bring your attention back to your body as a whole. Is it any 
easier to feel warmth for your whole self, after having done it for 
a tiny part of you? Whether it is or it isn’t, invite your attention to 
notice what it is like to be you as a physical being in gravity. Where 
do you feel your body touching surfaces? Can you feel your own 
weight and presence? Are your feet on the floor? Is your bottom 
on a chair? Where are your arms and hands? What is holding them 
up? How is the balance of your head on your spine? Notice that you 
are being supported by the earth. Just for one small moment, allow 
gravity to be the earth’s love for you and your weight. And gently let 
yourself return to present time, to whatever you are bringing your 
attention to next. . . .
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WHY PRACTICE THIS GUIDED MEDITATION?

We are all capable of feeling warmth and care for others, but we often 
have no idea how to bring our natural capacity for compassion inward, 
to the very core of our being. By taking one of our cells and putting it 
outside our body, we are able to fuel this meditation with our natural 
capacity to have warmth for others. Then as we bring the cell back into 
ourselves, we invite the neural fibers to carry messages of acceptance and 
resonance in a direction we aren’t used to, backward and downward to 
the sense of self and to the amygdala. This builds the nest of neural fibers 
that will cradle our emotional being.

With this meditation, we are exploring whether connecting with the 
self becomes more possible if we reduce the difficulty level by focusing on 
just one cell and bringing gentleness and warmth together with the idea 
of who we are. Since this strengthens the fibers of self-regulation, it is one 
of the cornerstones of the healing power of this work.

Strengthened by hope and the beginnings of self-compassion, we will 
use the next chapter to meet our resonating self-witness and learn more 
about naming experience, specifically our emotions and our longings.
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