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Dr. Buczynski:  Hello everyone. We’re back. This is the part of the week where we’re going to focus on clinical 

application, on using the ideas from this week in your work.  

I’m joined, as I always am, by my two good buddies, Drs. Rick Hanson and Joan Borysenko. Let’s jump in and 

talk about what stood out to you this week. How about if we start with you, Joan, and then we’ll go to you, 

Rick. 

 

Finding the Humanity Behind Blame 

Dr. Borysenko: There was one thing that totally stood out. Everybody’s 

presentation was so different and so rich, but what came to me was 

tenderness. 

Pat Ogden’s story was so very tender. Chris Germer – such tenderness as 

he talked about common humanity; there was something about that 

that touched me very, very deeply. We all have needs. They need to be met. Many of us fall into traps of 

blame; we don’t know why and there’s something underneath. 

But what really will stick with me from this week is Chris Germer’s very simple tool: when you’re feeling hurt, 

when things are difficult, to take a breath in for yourself and a breath of compassion out to your partner.  

For years I’ve taught Tonglen and lovingkindness, but this is such a very simple way to bring forth that shared 

humanity of breath-in. And particularly when you put your hand on your heart, you can really feel it in breath

-out to your partner. I’ll use that. It’s a great tool.  

Dr. Hanson:  What stood out for me is on the one hand the importance of taking responsibility for your own 

experience, which took me back to my own roots in the human potential movement in the very early 

seventies – the idea of taking responsibility for your own experience. 

“Many of us fall into traps 

of blame; we don’t know 

why and there’s 

something underneath.” 
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Yet on the other hand, the other side of the truth is the ways in which our experience in this moment is the 

result of so many causes, a vast network of causes – some of them 

inside us, many of them outside us.  

How do we help people balance those two truths in which they can be 

both responsible for what they’re experiencing while not blaming 

themselves necessarily for it, and also recognizing that they are at the 

effect of lots of lots of forces coming at them? 

That to me is a frame in which we can talk about these kinds of things. 

It actually reminded me of the saying going back to the early eighties 

about “It’s important to be somebody before you can become nobody” and this idea that it’s in part through 

recognizing your own responsibility for our experience that we can start opening out into the wisdom of 

interdependence – “Inner being,” as Thich Nhat Hanh puts it – and recognizing that we’re a local expression, 

a local wave in a vast ocean of causes. 

 

How to Reframe Forgiveness to Help Shift Clients Away from Blame 

Dr. Buczynski: Chris Germer talked about helping couples heal their relationship using self-compassion, and 

he walked us through three steps to achieve that. Can you share a story of how you worked with someone to 

use elements of self-compassion to combat blaming others? 

Dr. Borysenko:  Absolutely.  

One way to think about blaming others is that you are resentful, and one of the things I know is that the 

biggest blocks to physical healing are holding on to regret and resentment, self-blame and blame of others. 

In years and years of working with clients in the Mind-Body Clinic setting, when I thought, “Why do some 

people really not heal?” There’s no movement, even in ten weeks of a program based on meditation, 

mindfulness, yoga, learning about your emotions – this was it. 

So, we actually put in more and more components of forgiveness 

training because of that. So, the way that I would work with someone, 

“How do we help people 

balance those two truths 

in which they can be both 

responsible for what 

they’re experiencing while 

not blaming themselves 

necessarily for it.” 

“The way that I would 

work with someone is 

reframing why you need 

to forgive.”  
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when you’re thinking about forgiveness training, when you’re forgiving either self or others, is reframing why 

you need to forgive. 

At the time I was running the clinic, the Carlos Castaneda books were very, very popular, and in it he told a 

story of a petty tyrant. This great, great sorcerer or great “know-all” was sent by his own teacher to live with 

a really terrible person who abused him, and Don Juan escaped from the terrible person.  

He went back to his teacher and his teacher said, “But wait a minute. The point is I sent you there so that you 

could learn how to keep your own center, and you have to stay there until you’ve learned that.” This was the 

lesson of the petty tyrant. 

For some people, that story works really well and they think, “Okay. I’m really learning something of very big, 

great value from this person,” and then they’re able to hold it in a different way, to shift perspective.  

Then the other aspect of forgiveness training that I find very, very important is simply changing your 

grievance story, because what happens with resentment and repetitively blaming people is you keep 

repeating to yourself why this person is so blame-worthy – “Blah-blah-blah” over and over [laughs].  

It’s like the opposite work of installing the good; it’s like installing the blame and inflaming your whole body 

and brain. 

It really does lead to physical inflammation to do that. Once again, to help somebody tell a different story, to 

shift the perspective – it could be the petty tyrant story; it could be (and hopefully is) a story of “What am I 

learning or have I learned from this situation that makes my life richer, deeper, better?”  

That’s an important thing.  

I’ve cited this study probably twice before, but I want to cite it again. You probably know this study; it’s by 

Reed and Enright, and it’s probably a 2007 or 2008 study. But taking women who have been in abusive 

relationships and having them focus on the strengths inside them that allow/had allowed them to leave the 

relationship, it’s a very different story that you can tell yourself.  

That’s very important to recognize: what is the story of blame that you keep installing, installing, installing, 

and how can you hold it differently? 
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How Humor Can Be Effective in Helping Clients Turn Their Perspective Inward 

Dr. Buczynski: Dick Schwartz talked about how he uses the language of parts to help reluctant clients feel 

more comfortable looking at their own responsibility for problems instead of focusing the blame on other 

people. Can you share how you helped someone feel comfortable enough to start looking inward instead of 

outward? 

Dr. Hanson: This notion of the compounded nature of the psyche that is made up of parts is really one of the 

most powerful ideas we have of working with other people. It’s a wonderful idea.  

It goes back to Freud with his original tri-part model of the id, ego, and superego – three different parts of 

the self struggling with each other dynamically. It’s a really incredibly 

powerful idea. 

For myself, having worked with a lot of couples in this territory, I have 

found this usually hard, for someone to open into the vulnerability of 

really addressing their parts, which tends to undermine their case 

against the other person. It’s hard for them to do that in front of the other person. Often I’ll arrange – with 

the consent of everybody involved – for an individual appointment in which to kind of explore this and 

unpack it. 

I find this also helpful; a little bit of brain talk can go a long way, just pointing out the highly networked 

nature of the brain, all those little nodules communicating with each 

other. So it’s natural, based on the underlying hardware, for us to 

experience being made up of many parts and having multiple voices. 

I’ll even joke about the part of this that sets the alarm early in the morning to get up and exercise, and then 

the other part that smacks the alarm and says, “Who set the darn clock?” People get that; they get this idea 

of parts. 

Then, going into it, it’s really helpful to appreciate really the ways that the parts are helping. People have 

different language for this.  

Richard has developed such an extraordinary model; I go back sometimes to my roots in Gestalt or voice 

dialogue. But really we’re getting at the same thing: How are these parts trying to help you?  

“A little bit of brain talk 

can go a long way.” 

“It’s usually hard for 

someone to open into the 

vulnerability of really 

addressing their parts.” 
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I’ll use the metaphor of a committee where maybe there’s this annoying person, Bob, who’s always mouthing 

off and ranting away – and yet Bob’s trying to help, actually, and there is something useful somewhere in 

there that Bob is offering here. How can we relate to parts in this way? What are the functions they’re trying 

to serve? 

In a way, that really normalizes it: “You’re not psychotic. I’m the same way. We’re all made up of many 

parts.” I think of a Walt Whitman line, “I am multitudes”; we all have 

multitudes inside.  

Then the last thing I’ll do is really focused on – again structurally this is 

common – the notion of you are the chair of the committee. It’s Bob’s role to speak up, and it’s Mary’s job to 

be annoyed at Bob. Fine. But who’s the chair of the committee? Who’s the person who needs to regulate 

these different voices, give them a chance to speak up, and then move on as appropriate? 

I’ll make little jokes with people, like, “Okay, Bob. Anything else? Thank you for sharing.” “Dah-dah-dah.” “I 

heard that, Bob. Last chance – anything new?” “Dah-dah-dah.” “Thank you for sharing, Bob. We got this. 

Thanks.”  

Now, it’s on to the next thing. Again, people kind of laugh at that, and they relate to it and they move on. 

Those are some of the ways I’ll work with this.  

Bringing it back into the couple – because Dan Siegel puts it “Differentiate to integrate,” that general proverb 

– when the parts are more differentiated in an accepting way, then it’s easier to integrate them with the 

couple. 

 

When Clients Look to Others for Their Healing  

Dr. Buczynski: Pat Ogden talked about how each person has places inside that are wounded and hurt, and 

people often expect their partner to take care of those hurt places.  

Can you talk about your experiences working with people who expected others to heal them, and what did 

you do to try to help them stop turning that into blame? 

Dr. Borysenko:  First of all, when we fall in love with someone, part of what happens is, suddenly, the 

attachment we’ve always wanted is there, or we’re flooded with oxytocin and all of these yummy hormones.  

“We all have 

multitudes inside.” 
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All of our little tender, hurt places are like watered with fairy dust it feels so wonderful. This is a state like no 

other. 

I always like to tell people, “It’s just a preview of coming attractions,” because, in six months or a year, the 

fairy dust blows away and you’re left with the reality of “This is a person whose needs I may not even know.” 

The magic of relationship is that it’s a journey of discovery together, 

to see really what those needs are.  

But as a therapist, one of the things we’re often taught to be aware 

of is being viewed by a client as the perfect healer – that sometimes 

our clients basically fall in love with us.  

That here we are, and in our presence they expect to be healed; they may feel that oxytocin. They are being 

seen; they’re being accepted for who they are; they’re being held.  

We all know what happens to some clients who didn’t have this early in their life, who feel that we’re going 

to heal them, and it’s the perfect holding situation. Then, God forbid, we have to change an appointment, or 

we make a slip and they don’t feel held – and voila! – there is a sense of rage. Because none of us can 

perfectly hold another person.  

When that happens, it’s a terrific opportunity to actually look at “This is just natural. In life, there are places 

in all of us where there is hurt and rage, and to some degree they will be held by other people, but eventually 

we’re going to have to hold them ourselves.” 

 

Four Steps to Help Clients Examine Their Own Contributions to a Problem 

Dr. Buczynski: Pat Ogden told the story of working with a couple whose relationship was characterized by 

anger, and thrall, and general unhappiness. By working somatically, she was able to help them go from 

wanting the other person to change, connected to change by connecting to a part of themselves, that they 

needed to change. 

How do you help clients, especially couples, see that what needs to change is within themselves, instead of 

focusing on what they feel their partner needs to change? 

“One of the things we’re 

often taught to be aware of 

is being viewed by a client 

as the perfect healer.” 
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Dr. Hanson:  This is one of the hardest things, because when people come into therapy, the structure 

commonly is plaintiff/defendant, and you’re in the room because someone has a grievance and has felt 

frustrated with that other person. 

I used to, for a long time, try to force more of a symmetry so that you’re both plaintiffs and defendants. But 

really the structure usually is one person in particular is feeling aggravated.  

Then, over time, as their issues get addressed, sometimes that plaintiff/defendant structure goes the other 

way and then it’s the other person who has their own little list. 

What to do about it? Because it’s such a mess and so charged, I’ve tried to unpack it and think about it in four 

steps. I’ll just go through them quickly here. 

The first step is to really normalize and appreciate the importance of being able to say what you want or ask 

for what you need.  

It’s especially important because very often the so-called plaintiff – 

and I’m using that work incredibly loosely – belongs to a group of 

people that historically have had their needs dismissed, minimized, 

trivialized, or shamed, or brushed away.  

So, it’s very important to not, ourselves, slide into that role of trying to make them see that they’re really the 

problem and it’s not such a big deal. We need to be very careful about this.  

I’m working my way toward helping them take responsibility for their own psychology from the inside out, 

but to get to that, it really is important, actually, to normalize and name the importance of being able to ask 

for what you need, and also say how/what you’re experiencing first.  

Second, to really name the fact that you’re going to communicate what you want but you have limited 

influence over that other person, and you’re going to reserve your rights. It’s okay to reserve your rights – to 

ask for what you want, first say how you feel, and then you see what they do. You’re able to autonomously 

make choices for yourself long term, especially as sometimes it happens that the stakes are really quite high 

at the point they get into my office.  

“Normalize and appreciate 

the importance of being 

able to say what you want 

or ask for what you need.” 
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The third thing is to really focus on self-caring. Acknowledge all the issues in that 

other relationship. Very often there’s a factor of – if not, at bottom, that – the 

issue that ostensibly looks like it’s with the other person is really landing on a 

person who’s running on empty, a person who’s just running on fumes.  

The more that they resource themselves, the less intense the impact of the other, and actually the more, 

over time, more resources they have to actually then assert themselves skillfully and patiently, and forget 

and forgive and so forth.  

So, “How can you take more care of yourself?” sort of systematically, independent of what the other person 

does – which also carries that implicit message that “You can have efficacy for this yourself. You can actually 

be the agent of your own self-caring, independent of what others do.”  

Which then moves me into this fourth part. I call it unilateral virtue, or the 80/20 rule, in which, yes, spend 20 

percent of your attention on what the other person can do better, but, over here, how can you take care of 

your side of the street? 

Often this approach, unilateral virtue, emphasizes where you do have cause, where you do have influence, 

walk the high road itself for its own sake. It will also help you feel like a better person. It’s your best-odds 

strategy for getting what you need from the other person anyway, and it tends to break gridlocks: two people 

saying, “I’ll change if you change.” “ I’ll change if you change.” “Yes – you go first,” and then people are just 

stuck there. 

Then, when I move to that unilateral virtue point, finally – which actually can happen fairly quickly – the 

foundation is laid for the person to feel, “Okay. I will look at my part of this. I will take maximum, reasonable, 

personal responsibility” – keywords there – “that I get to decide myself, for lining out, one after the other, 

my partner’s issues with me.  

“I’m going to walk that road for a few days in a row or even weeks in a row, and then I’m going to ask more 

strongly and clearly for what I need. And the odds are a lot better – no guarantee but the odds are a lot 

better – there will be a good result when I do.”  

Dr. Buczynski:  Thanks. That’s it for us for this week. Now we’d like to hear from you: how are you going to 

use these ideas in your work?  

“Really focus on 

self-caring.” 
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Please leave a comment below, and while you’re there, go up and read other people’s comments and even 

comment on their comments. That brings our whole community together.  

We’ll be back next week. Take good care, everyone. 


