
SESSION 5: SUFFERING & 
COMPASSION 

 

 

 
 

 

“Compassion is born from understanding suffering. We all 

should learn to embrace our own suffering, to listen to it 

deeply, and to have a deep look into its nature.” 

Thich Nhat Han 

  



N the last session we talked about 
deep listening. Deep writing flows 
from deep listening. Our journals 
help us to get to the very core of 

who we are. Writing is a way of 
remembering the deep self that exists 
beyond the roles and the labels. Free 
writing is a way of listening deeply to the 
cries of our souls. 
 
   

Listening to our Suffering 

Pain - emotional, mental or physical - is 
inevitable.  Many things will trigger it. 
From the big events, like the loss of a 
loved one or a terminal illness, to the 
smaller events, like facing retirement or 
being grounded with a broken ankle. 
 
Even in times when life seems to be 
smooth sailing, there are often 
undercurrents of anxiety and worry. It’s 
inevitable. But we have a choice how we 
face the sorrow and pain life dishes out. 
 
We can close our hearts, harden our 
bodies and minds and live in a state of 
refusal or denial. Or worse, we to take on 
the victim perspective and become 
trapped in useless “why me” thoughts. 
 
Another option is to sit with what is painful 
or brings us sorrow with an attitude of 
loving kindness and compassion.  
 
Your journal is an opportunity to actively 
develop a nurturing relationship with your 
pain, discover how much your heart can 
encompass, and to heal. 
 
Healing starts with our willingness to listen 
deeply and to accept that suffering is part 
of life. As Thich Nhat Hanh says, 
“Compassion is born from understanding 
suffering.” 
   

  

The Four Noble Truths 

When life dealt me a double dose of grief, 

the Buddha’s Four Noble Truths helped me 

to see my suffering as the opening of the 

door to deep transformation. 

 

The Four Noble Truths encapsulate the 

Buddha’s basic teachings on how to 

become liberated from suffering.  

 

You don’t have to be a Buddhist to benefit 

from these teachings. The Buddha didn’t set 

out to establish a religion. His aim was 

purely to figure out how to stop our 

suffering. You may think of the Four Noble 

Truths as powerful philosophical insights 

into the human condition. 

 

The First Noble Truth is about 

recognising the existence of suffering in life. 

The Pali word dukkha has been translated as 

suffering, discontent, unsatisfactoriness or 

anguish. Life is full of all shades of suffering  

- stress, despair, discontent, and 

unhappiness. 

 

The Second Noble Truth states that the 

cause of suffering is desire. Desire refers to 

our craving and attachment to things like 

pleasure, material possessions, people, 

validation and immortality - none of which 

can ever be fully satisfied. 

 

The Third Noble Truth refers to the 

insight that there is a cure for our suffering. 

Suffering ends when craving and clinging 

end. This doesn’t mean we have to sell all of 

our possessions and live ascetically in a 

cave. 

 

Giving up useless cravings and obsessions 

starts by practicing mindfulness. It means 

I 



learning to rest in awareness and calming 

that inner restlessness of chasing new 

experiences, excitement and validation and 

our tendency to cling to material 

possessions and to people. 

 

The Fourth Noble Truth refers to the 

path to healing or how we can transform 

suffering into wellbeing. The Buddha taught 

that we end suffering by walking the 

Eightfold Path of right understanding, right 

intention, right speech, right action, right 

livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, 

right concentration. 

 

Mindful Journaling is a first step in walking 

that path. By writing down what troubles 

you, you are able to find clarity and insight. 

Personal reflective writing is a way of 

working through things, befriending your 

pain, identifying limiting beliefs and letting 

go. 

 

The Buddha taught that developing the 

virtues of the Four Noble Truths is the key to 

happiness.   

 

Thich Nhat Hanh reminds us that finding 

happiness is linked to having compassion in 

our hearts. Compassion, in turn, is born from 

understanding suffering. 

 

So let’s practice self-compassion and loving 

kindness towards yourself with the next two 

writing prompts. 

 

 

  



 

WRITING PROMPTS 9 & 10 
 

 

 
 

 

 

PROMPT  9 
 

“The Wound Is Place Where The Light 

Enters You.” Rumi 

 
Our wounds are our greatest teachers. It 
is when we are confronted with our 
deepest pain and grief, that we have the 
greatest opportunity for growth. 
 
In our western cultures we run from the 
wounded and the vulnerable. We 
celebrate those who soldier on, shielded 
by an armor against their own pain, 

focused on demonstrating strength and 
resilience. When we break down, we 
medicate or numb our pain. 
 
Transformation from pain and suffering 
will only happen if we allow ourselves to 
go through the experience rather than 
trying to get over it. 
 
When we confront our wounds, especially 
through writing, we have the chance to 
access our inner wisdom and healing. We 
need to listen to our wounds, because 
each one holds its own message and 
lesson. 
 
Be brave and confront your own darkness, 



explore what scares you. Go near the pain 
you might be avoiding.  
 
Set your timer for 10 MINUTES and ask 
yourself the following questions: 
 
   
1. What scares me? 

 

2. What is my greatest suffering? 

 

3. What secret(s) am I scared to share? 

 

4. What do I feel ashamed of? 

 
 
2. Reflect for a moment on what you have 

written. Now reflect on the messages and 
lessons contained in your wound(s). Set 
your timer for another 10 MINUTES and 
write without stopping to this prompt: 
 
   
If your wound had a voice, what would it 

tell you? 

 
 
Each of our wounds has a different voice 
and a different message. Dig deep. Don’t 
be afraid to go where it hurts. Nurturing 
your wound(s) is what will bring healing 
and light. 
 
Reflect on what you have learned about 
yourself today. 

 
 
 

._._._._._._._._. 
 
 

 
PROMPT  10 
 

No Mud, No Lotus 

   Having confronted our deepest darkness 

in the last prompt, let’s practice self-

compassion in this session. 

 

Thich Nhat Hanh reminds us that learning 

to be compassionate towards ourselves 

and others, starts when we understand 

suffering: “If a lotus is to grow, it needs to 

be rooted in the mud. Compassion is born 

from understanding suffering” Thich Nhat 

Hanh. 

 

Your journal is a unique opportunity to dig 

through the mud and the garbage, 

allowing it to compost so that it can 

become the fertile ground of your 

personal growth. 

 

Listen deep inside for the voice of your 

inner wisdom. Now think about the 

wounds that you have identified in the last 

writing practice. What would you like to 

tell them? 

 

Set your timer for 15 MINUTES and have a 

written dialogue with your wound(s).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Dialogue with your wound(s) 

 

 

Tell your wound how it can grow into a beautiful lotus flower. Be gentle to yourself and let 

the voice of your inner wisdom speak. 

 

When you have finished, write for another 5 MINUTES to reflect on how you feel about 

your writing. What have you learned about yourself. 
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