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Week 118, Day 3: Chris Germer, PhD 

How Addressing Shame Can Deflate Fear 

Dr. Buczynski: According to Dr. Chris Germer, shame can sometimes hide under the guise of fear. 

So how can we work with shame to help a client diminish both feelings? 

Here, Chris will share how understanding the three paradoxes of shame can help people their fear.  

Dr. Germer: How do we address shame?  

What’s really necessary, I believe, is to begin to hold ourselves in a loving embrace, just as we are as an 

imperfect human being. We really [need] to learn to love ourselves in that condition – with our shame. Then 

we can discover that a whole mountain of difficult emotions begins to dissolve, including fear. When chronic 

fear is upheld by shame, and we address the shame, the fear will collapse.  

There are many reasons why we feel shame.  

One is cultural.  

For example, if a person is in a minority, the dominant culture will 

inevitably devalue, marginalize, or make the person feel invisible; and we take that in. That’s shame. It has no 

foundation; it’s purely arbitrary in that it’s cultural, but we take it in as if it were real. 

By the way, you don’t have to be in a minority to be devalued and invisible. Women around the planet have 

been treated this way, and they’re not the minority.  

When the culture devalues any person, they take it in as a valuation of self. That then can lead to a lot of 

anger. Either we become broken by it or we get mad by it. Ultimately, what we want to do is get free of it. 

So, shame can have a cultural source.  

Some people are chronically angry; that’s just because they’re suffering continuous cultural pain.  

Some people develop shame because of early childhood experience like neglect or abuse, and you just take it 

on. You say, “I was treated like this because something was wrong with me,” or, “Obviously I’m not lovable – 

“When chronic fear is 

upheld by shame, and 

we address the shame, 

the fear will collapse.” 
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why would my own mother not have loved me?” or something like that.  

There’s also intergenerational shame – something somebody did two generations ago.  

There are lots of reasons why we feel shame. Ultimately, if it is in us and we haven’t been able to name it as 

shame, and we haven’t been able to find a way to be kind to ourselves in that cultural or personal wound …. 

if we haven’t engaged that pain, we’re going to spend most of our 

lives trying to protect ourselves against that pain. One of the most 

common ways of doing that is with anger. 

One thing we know is when shame is repressed, denied, or 

defended against, we behave really badly. We hurt ourselves and others. Violence…. cultural… nations go to 

war over shame. The consequences of unacknowledged shame can be pretty horrifying.  

The flip side of it is that when we look at shame very closely and through the eyes of compassion, we 

discover three very remarkable things.  

The first thing we discover is it’s an innocent emotion because it arises from 

the wish to be loved. We have been born with the wish to be loved. In a 

moment of shame if we could say, “I feel this way because I just wish to be 

loved. I only want to be loved,” or, “I only wanted to be loved. This is why I 

feel like this,” and, if we can connect with the wish to be loved behind 

shame, the shame begins to dissolve.  

That’s the first thing: shame feels blameworthy but it’s innocent. 

The second is, shame feels permanent and all-encompassing; but it’s actually like any emotion -  it’s 

temporary.  

The third thing is, shame makes us feel separate and alone; but it’s actually a universal emotion the purpose 

of which is to keep us connected – ironically.  

These are three paradoxes about shame.  

When we notice these things about shame, particularly that it’s an innocent emotion, it becomes workable. 

We can only know this through the eyes of compassion.  

“When we look at 

shame very closely 

and through the eyes 

of compassion, we 

discover three very 

remarkable things.”  

“When shame is repressed, 

denied, or defended against, 

we behave really badly.” 
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We can give ourselves this compassion. When we are compassionate with ourselves because we feel shame 

and can see through shame with self-compassion, that righteous indignation, anger, self-abuse, suicidality, 

and rage at others …. all that stuff gets a bit softer. It begins to melt. 

Apropos anger, apropos depression, and apropos fear. When we can discover shame and bring kindness to 

ourselves in the midst of shame, because we are just human, our lives become so much easier. This is one of 

the main, really powerful, aspects of self-compassion. 

Dr. Buczynski: As Chris just shared, by fostering a client’s self-compassion, we can help them discover new 

ways to work through shame and fear.  

Now tomorrow, we’re going to get into what one expert says are the three main components of working with 

fear. 

But right now, I’d like to hear what you think. How will you use these ideas in your work with your clients? 

Please share your thoughts in a comment below. And while you’re there, go up and read other people’s 

comments and maybe comment on their comments. That brings our community together. 

I’ll see you tomorrow. 


