
Seeing the Person Behind the Eyes (Talk from 9/1/21) 
 
Rick Hanson [00:00:19] Before I get into my topic about empathy and recognizing the 
being behind the eyes in others, which has many benefits, including helping us be in a 
stronger position to ask for understanding and empathy from others, and that they too 
recognize us as beings rather than objects to be kind of moved around by them. But 
before getting into that talk, I want to give a little announcement that next week and the 
week after, we will have a wonderful guest teacher, Henry Shukman, who is an abbot of a 
Zen monastery or Zen Center, actually, in New Mexico, and who is the author of multiple 
books, including one that just sort of blew my mind wide open in wonderful ways, One 
Blade of Grass, highly recommended. Henry is just a wonderful being deep teacher and 
really quite extraordinary. And he'll be with us next week. I hope you'll come.  
 
[00:01:28] For myself, last week, as you may know, I talked about the experience, the 
feeling of being lived by love as love is a kind of upwelling or current buoying us nourishing 
us and strengthening and protecting us even as it moves through us. And our life 
increasingly can become over time an expression of being lived in a sense by this powerful 
force. That seems like an appropriate introduction last week to the meditation that we did 
this week, in which if you could get a sense of it, there can be a natural opening into the 
love, broadly defined, that's at the heart at the center of that spaciousness, that openness. 
And then increasingly, you can have a sense of a kind of upwelling, a spring rising in you, 
spreading through you and outward into the world. And if you didn't get a sense of that, it's 
OK. It's just an ongoing practice and you can explore it in different kinds of ways. But it's a 
very beautifully heartfelt and embodied way to practice the wisdom of openness and 
spaciousness.  
 
[00:02:50] Now, what I'd like to do is talk with you about a practice that I call See the Being 
Behind the Eyes, which is kind of a poetic way to get at the larger topic of empathy. So I'll 
talk through some kind of key points here. I'll have a number of practical suggestions, 
some of them grounded in the neural circuitry of empathy. And then we'll open it up to your 
questions and comments. If you like, you can use the chat feature to make comments or 
ask questions along the way. Or if you don't want to use the chat feature, just push that 
button and that side bar will disappear. I sometimes am able to glance and see the sidebar 
along the way, but if I'm not, be assured that I will have read certainly everything you've 
communicated to me tonight, even if I can't respond to it right here and right now. We do 
ask, of course, that if you use the chat side bar, you focus on what's helpful for you, your 
own practice, rather than criticizing or advising other people. All right. Here we go.  
 
[00:03:53] So imagine a world in which people interacted with each other like ants or fish. 
You know, imagine a day at work like this or with your family or with friends. You know, 
people aware of the surface behavior of each other almost as like things moving through 
space, while remaining oblivious to their own inner lives, while being unmoved by your 
own. That's a world without empathy. Empathic breakdowns, when there's a lack of 
empathy, shake the foundation of a relationship. Just recall a time you felt misunderstood 
yourself. Or even worse, a time when it was clear to you that the other person just couldn't 
care less about actually trying to understand you. Remembering that empathy is not 
agreement. People can understand us, we can understand them, including in deeper 
levels without approving of them or agreeing with them, or waiving our own rights and 
needs. Empathy is distinct from all that.  
 
[00:05:01] In particular, obviously, anybody is vulnerable, a child, an elderly person, 
someone who's dealing with a real tough situation and there are circumstances right now, 
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like a hurricane has just blown through, people like that have a special need for empathy. 
And when it's a thin soup for them or missing altogether or a thin soup or missing for us, 
it's very disturbing. In my experience as a therapist, longtime therapist and couples 
counselor and family therapist, poor empathy is the core problem in most troubled couples 
or families. Without it, nothing good is likely to happen. With empathy and with that 
deliberate effort to recognize and tune in to the being over there behind the eyes, with that 
kind of empathy, well, even the toughest issues can usually be resolved. Empathy gives 
you a feeling for what it's like to be another person. When you're empathic, that tells the 
other person that they exist for you. In effect, they are a thou to your I, rather than in it, 
drawing on Martin Buber's very powerful way of categorizing relationships or even 
interactions within a relationship as essentially, I thou, I it, or it it, the last one being kind of 
like bodies in space, like standing side by side in an elevator or something. And you know 
what it feels like when you're an it to someone else's I, even if they're coming off all 
charming or trying to explain why you don't really understand and if you only understood, 
you'd realize how good their intentions were, blah blah blah blah blah. Deep in your gut, 
you know their working you. Deep in your gut, you know that they're relating to you in 
some way as a means to their ends, rather than as a being in your own right, even if you 
have different roles or differences of opinion or priorities in different situations. You know 
what it's like to feel it-ed by another person. All right.  
 
[00:07:22] Deep down, usually what people want to know is, am I a thou to you? Do you 
understand me? Do you even want to understand me? That question, do you even want to 
understand me, is typically much more important than any other stakes on the table. So it's 
the question that's most important to answer if we possibly can. And then we can get to 
everything else. Even though it's scary, often scary, everyone longs to be seen, to be 
known. We want to have our hopes and fears acknowledged, including the ones behind a 
polite smile or a frown of frustration. Right? Behind the persona, the mask that we wear, 
we want to be seen behind that mask even as we defend our mask. To have a true caring 
seen, as well as your positive intentions and natural goodness, we really want that seen, 
don't we? Well as much as we long to have that seen by appropriate people, other people 
long for that as well. We want to feel most intimately that, your innermost being, the one to 
whom things happen, the one strapped to this roller coaster of a life trying to make sense 
of it before it ends, we really want to feel that that innermost most vulnerable, you know, 
the marrow of our being that feels things most keenly has been recognized, at least by 
some other people. That's really important to us, isn't it?  
 
[00:09:12] Sensing the deepest layers in people can nourish you as well. For example, I 
had a relative with a huge heart, really big heart, who by many accounts in many situations 
had something of a difficult personality, a big, kind of controlling, large personality. And I 
got reactive to that person over time. And I would, you know, react to the surfaces of her. 
And at one point, though, I began to realize that wasn't good for me and it really wasn't 
good for her. And I didn't want to be that way anymore. So I helped myself by imagining 
that the core of her being was like a campfire that I was witnessing through a tangled 
forest, if you will, of leaves and thorns, but through which I could see. I could see the light 
and I could feel the warmth of that fire. So I started ignoring the forest as it were, the 
leaves and branches between us and just kind of tuned in to that good heartedness, that 
lovingness, the goodwill, the good wishes kind of deep down inside her beneath the layers 
of her own personality. And that was good for me, and it also brought a lot more peace into 
our relationship. That's really quite a good practice. Doesn't mean ignoring mistreatment, 
doesn't mean ignoring the injustice. It means insisting upon, in effect, and being strong 
about for yourself, this deep freedom to be able to recognize all that is true in the world, in 
yourself, and in others, such as recognizing this innermost quality of the campfire of the 



being over there, no matter what, you know, hooey, no matter what hooey is coming out of 
their mouth or eyes. All right.  
 
[00:11:11] So how to do it? How to do it? What are some ways to do it? I have a 
suggestion, which is that you adopt a practice in which you repeatedly remind yourself to 
just kind of tune into the interior, the underlying thoughts and feelings and intentions of the 
people around the people around you and have empathy moments very often lasting just a 
few seconds. It's not time consuming to do this. It's really informative, including if you're 
trying to work with other people or understand what in the world has led them to be doing 
what they're doing if sometimes that's the case. Empathy has a lot of hard headed, in the 
trenches, practical value. To help yourself do this, as I said, remember that empathy is not 
agreement or approval. You're not waiving your rights. You can tune in to someone who 
hurt you or is really annoying. And they really are annoying. It's not just that you're 
annoyed by them. They really are annoying, right? Maybe. You can tune into them. You 
can still try and understand. Wow, what is it? What's going on over there? You know, what 
are the thoughts? What are the feelings? What are the body sensations? What's it like to 
be you? Right? I don't have to agree with you to be really interested in what's it like to be 
you?  
 
[00:12:37] Also, a really important point, especially if you've been socialized in certain 
ways, this is a really important point, just because we feel another person's problems, just 
because we feel their suffering, doesn't necessarily mean it's our responsibility to do 
something about it. Now, with compassion, we may choose to do what we can. We may 
also recognize that we can feel their suffering and we don't have the ability to make a 
difference or for different reasons, we're going to choose to allocate or invest our 
resources in other kinds of suffering with other people, perhaps, for whatever reason. But 
a really important point, just because we're opening to the pain, the loss, the needs in our 
children or our mates or our friends or extended family, just because we're being a good 
listener doesn't mean that it's necessarily our burden to make things better. And in fact, 
you may have noticed when you're on the receiving end of this, very often, what people 
really want is the sense that you want to understand. Just that. Even if you don't 
understand yet, you want to understand sincerely. Now you're not going to invest, let's say, 
45 minutes. Maybe it's like five minutes. You're willing to invest that right here right now, or 
even a few dozen second. But inside that time frame, you really do want to get it. Like, 
sorry, I don't think I'm understanding here. Can you help me? And it's sincere. They want 
to know that.  
 
[00:14:29] Close second, they want to know that you do understand. Not just that you want 
to understand or you're making an effort to understand, but you actually do kind of get it, at 
least at some level. That's in second place typically. And then a third place is that you're 
going to give them what they want. Now, sometimes this order is not actually the case. But 
generally speaking, especially in relationships that have some depth and reciprocity over 
time, I really think that the priority stack is like that. First, are you motivated to try to get a 
feeling for what it's like to be me? Second, do you actually get what it's like to be me 
accurately? You know, you're not projecting what you think it's like to be me onto me. You 
actually do get it. OK, that's good. And then third, now that you are motivated to 
understand me and do understand me, do you agree with me? You know, are you going to 
give me what I'm asking for here? That's important. But actually those first two, in many 
cases, are even more important than that. And often in my experience, when we give other 
people these first two things, in other words the intention of understanding and the 
actuality of understanding, then often they become more agreeable, more tolerant, more 
willing to negotiate and kind of work things out with us because we've established those 



first two that are really, really important. We've delivered those goods first. Right? And then 
it becomes often easier to work it out about, you know, everything else.  
 
[00:16:10] It helps to start by centering yourself so you don't feel overwhelmed by what you 
are opening to. It's interesting that studies have found that a sense of healthy boundaries 
paradoxically promotes empathy, especially sustained empathy. Otherwise, we kind of get 
flooded and we start having what's sometimes called empathy fatigue. You know, in the 
proverb, the saying, fences make for good neighbors. So it helps to center yourself. As I 
said earlier this evening, grounding in yourself, establishing your own equanimity can 
promote spaciousness and large heartedness, including through simple methods like 
tuning into your own breathing and tracking that, in the present, you're basically all right 
right now. You know, that can help you open up to other people and let their inner life flow 
through you. All right? Like a wind, I sometimes talk about, flowing through the branches of 
the tree, the deeply rooted tree that you are being.  
 
[00:17:12] It can really help to just kind of set aside for a moment your case, your opinions, 
your righteous prosecution about them. I know this well, personally. Just set it aside for the 
moment. It might be true. It might not be true. You don't know. You're not giving it up. Set it 
aside for a moment if you can, and kind of maybe drop into a little bit of don't know, don't 
know mind, inquiry, curiosity, not so sure, wondering what else, interested. At least for a 
while, that can be very helpful.  
 
[00:17:56] It's good, neurologically, I think, to appreciate that empathy is entirely natural. 
We evolved to be profoundly empathic in the hunter gatherer bands that are 300 thousand 
years or so back, human ancestors lived and bred and evolved in, and their hominid 
ancestors for another couple of million years before that, and then primate ancestors 
before that for millions of more years. In these small bands, those who were more 
empathic tended to be more successful at passing on genes that passed on genes. You 
know, we could say survival of the fittest. And in a way, what confers fitness in groups and 
bands that need to cooperate intensely together for them to survive individually, in a 
sense, it's survival of the most empathic. Homo empathicus, something like that. So we 
evolved three major circuits that enable us to be empathic, to really tune in to the being 
behind the eyes.  
 
[00:19:06] The first of these engages actions of others. So we tune in to the intentional 
actions of others, drawing on some of the same neural networks, even individual neurons, 
which is wild, inside us when we do various kinds of intentional action. So by engaging the 
neurons inside us that are active when we do intentional actions, that gives us a sense 
from the inside out of the embodiedness, the purposefulness of other beings. Empathy for 
actions. There are different places in your brain where that happens. A lot of that happens 
in what's called the temporal parietal junction, roughly here-ish, where the temporal and 
parietal lobes come together.  
 
[00:19:52] Second, we can have empathy for the emotions of others, and a different part of 
the brain is involved with this. Of course, the whole brain works together, yada yada, and 
there's some localization of function. So the insula, two of them on either side of the 
temporal lobes on the inside are very involved with interoception. I talked about that 
earlier, tuning into your inner body sensations and your gut feelings and tuning in to kind of 
the deeper layers of your psyche, including their somatic markers, the somatic embodied 
sense of them. We use the insula to do that with ourselves. Well, we also use the insula, 
we draw upon its capabilities to tune in to the feelings of others. And in fact, some of the 
same neurons, it's the same kind of dynamic that are engaged when we tune in to our 



emotions, get active, when we tune in to the feelings of the person sitting across the table 
from us. So we get a feeling again from the inside out of what it's like to be them.  
 
[00:20:56] And then last, third major source of empathy neurologically, kind of circuitry 
wise, our prefrontal regions behind your forehead. These tend to come online as we 
approach or move soon past our third birthday. Not so online for really young kids. And as 
people get demented, these circuits can lose their function while still more fundamental 
circuits that promote empathy for action and empathy for emotion are still present. So even 
though our beloved, perhaps grandmother is losing the ability to remember lots of things or 
to understand certain kinds of ideas, she can still pick up on vibes. Very important to keep 
in mind when being with with people like that, let's say. So these prefrontal regions, these 
prefrontal regions enable what's called theory of mind, where we can have empathy for the 
thoughts of other people, their intentions, their plans, their priorities, the ways in which they 
believe things are true that we know for sure are not actually true. They're just not true. We 
can imagine what it's like to be them in that regard. And so this means, as I'll get into a 
moment, that we were born empathic. You were born empathic. You are naturally 
empathic, even if some of that capacity has been kind of lost, maybe through disuse over 
the years. And you can become more tuned in to the being over there in three kind of 
major ways related to these major circuits.  
 
[00:22:30] So like one, in terms of actions, you can tune in to their breathing, their posture. 
Without being annoying and way too 60s about it, you can kind of mirror them a little bit. 
Well, what's it like to be you? You know? What would it be like in my body if I sat up in that 
way? What would be going on with me if I kind of leaned forward with that irritated look on 
my face? Or would that be like? Right? You can look for micro-expressions, right, around 
their eyes or on the corners of their lip. We have very expressive faces, human beings. 
And in that way, tune in to their kind of the embodied qualities, the action tendencies of 
them. Definitely also try to tune in to their feelings, particularly the softer ones, softer 
feelings under verbal positions or anger. What's underneath it all? It's so easy to get 
combative. I feel very often that people in quarrels, it's like their proxies are fighting with 
your proxies almost at the surface level. Their shells are fighting with your shell. 
Underneath it all, what's going on underneath it all in them, which sometimes can help you 
actually also become more aware of what's going on underneath it all in you? So what's 
going on underneath? And can you tune in with your own gut feelings, your own gut 
feelings which might be resonating, resonating kind of strongly with those of other people? 
You can ask yourself underneath it all, stepping away from my own positions, my own 
righteousness, my own surety that I'm correct, hmm, if I were in their shoes, if I had their 
life, if I had their parents, if I had their grandparents, if I had to deal with what life is dishing 
them every day, if I had to live with their biology, their constitution, their temperament, oof, 
if I had to deal with all that's happened to them over the years, what might I be feeling right 
now? If I had to deal with me, what a nightmare, what might I be feeling right now? 
Feelings.  
 
[00:24:44] And then for sure, see if you can tune in to their thoughts, their expectations, 
their interpretations, the meanings that they're giving things, maybe underneath it all, their 
underlying priorities. Can you tune in to that? Can you kind of imagine that? You could 
take into account without psychoanalyzing them, their personal history, their Enneagram 
type, you know, their Myers-Briggs profile, or their horoscope, or whatever you know about 
them you take that kind of into account. And then in this, part of theory of mind is to form 
hypotheses about other people. A little bit, gentle, if only in your own mind, like, wow, what 
might be the real stake on the table here for them even though I'm only hearing about 
three levels up this kind of proxy for what's really, really, really scaring them right now or 



making them really angry? What is it deep down? You know, we can form little hypotheses 
about that and kind of check in with ourself. What might be true?  
 
[00:25:47] Now, whether you're tuning into actions, emotions, thoughts, the blend of them 
all together, you know, sometimes it's appropriate when we're trying to tune in to the being 
behind the eyes, if we can respectfully check out our sense of what it's like to be them. We 
might ask questions, you know, like, were you feeling this? Or did you want that? Or do 
you feel pulled between this and that? Or the shocker question for many people to hear 
from one's lips, could you say more about that?  
 
[00:26:22] Be respectful. You're not doing this to gather information to use against them. 
That's a felony offense, you know, in a relationship. You're not being prosecutorial. You're 
not trying to tell them how they feel. You're sincere and humble and interested in trying to 
see the being behind the eyes. Later on, if it's appropriate, later on you can move into your 
case, your views, you can move into asserting your needs. But I think it's really important 
to mark the distinction and not move too rapidly from empathy focused conversations into 
problem-solving conversations. It can be very jarring to be on the receiving end of what 
seemed like an empathy conversation in which there was a kind of I thou relationship and 
suddenly the other person is trying to persuade us to something or fix us or tell us what, 
you know, really ought to happen. Mark that transition. There's a place for that. There's a 
place for it. But mark that transition. That could really help.  
 
[00:27:29] It can also help to sense your own inner being. That, oh, that sweet, tender, 
vulnerable, so sensitive and affected innermost, you know, like the quick, as it were, the 
area under your fingernails that's so sensitive. Sense it, be aware of it in yourself, and then 
that can help you be more aware of it in another person. Stay with it. Empathy is a kind of 
mindfulness. Tuning into the being behind the eyes, empathic receptivity, is sustained 
presence, sustained attention in this case, not so much in the feeling of breathing around 
your nose and upper lip, but the inner life, the inner world of another person. Stay with it. 
Come back to it. You can get better at empathy, and you can deepen the empathy quotient 
in important relationships in terms of the amount of empathy that's typically there. Notice 
how being present with the inner being of others actually can often help interactions, even 
if they're tough ones, even if they're tense, brittle, even if there's a lot of anger that you're 
empathic with, including being empathic with yourself. Still, this quality of being present, 
being receptive and kind of seeking the sense of what's it like to be you? What's it like to 
be you? And seeking that with respect, you know, can really have a very beneficial effect 
on many, many interactions and relationships. You know what it's like when others are 
seeking you non-invasively, respectfully, not using it against you later, respectfully, and 
they really want to understand. Wow. It's one of the greatest gifts we can get from another 
person, right? And therefore, it's one of the greatest gifts that we can give to others.  
 
[00:29:49] So finishing up here, I want to also add that if it feels right at some point, 
particularly on a foundation of your practice of this way of being that I'm describing here, 
as you can, as feels right to you, it's not always right in the moment, sometimes we're just 
shocked, sometimes we're stunned, sometimes all we can do is not, you know, yell at 
them or storm out of the room or just slam the phone down, back in the day when we 
would slam phones down. And yeah, maybe it's not the moment to try to be really 
empathic. But as you can, as you strengthen in this, it puts you in a stronger position to 
ask for this kind of treatment yourself, to ask that others make an effort to acknowledge the 
thou in you to their I behind your eyes. They can get a sense of that. And to ask for more 
understanding yourself or at least some effort to see you and try to understand you before 
jumping to their conclusions or jumping on the attack. By being more present in your way 



of the self, you also will know better what to ask for when it's time to ask for that from other 
people.  
 
[00:31:10] And then last, as you deepen your sense of the beings behind the eyes. You 
can get a deeper sense of this beingness as process inside yourself. You can get a sense 
of yourself as a channel, in effect, through which your life streams. And with some of the 
richest streaming, of course, being the other beings around you. It's a really beautiful way 
to live, and it also is a very important resource that we can draw upon for resilience and 
coping, including with very, very hard things. All right.  
 
[00:32:08] So I want to check out some of the questions and comments. So many already 
you might want to see what's there. So I'll speak first to Tom. Tom Brown at 7:17, what is 
the difference between empathy and presence? Presence seems more like a set of 
behaviors on a set of feelings. Thoughts? People use words in different ways. For me, a 
sense of presence is being present, here, not elsewhere, not thinking about the future of 
the past, not lost in thought, not caught up in the default mode network, just really present. 
But just because you're present doesn't necessarily mean you're empathic. Doesn't 
necessarily mean that you have a tension and a receptivity to what's happening, what's 
going on with other people. Presence really helps. I think it's kind of hard to be empathic 
without presence, but I think we can be present without being empathic. Maybe that's the 
way I would distinguish there. All right?  
 
[00:33:11] Um. Aha! So at 7:17 Rajeswari, hopefully I'm not mangling your name too badly 
at 7:17, 17 minutes past the hour for me, writes, I often find myself sensing unexpressed 
feelings like anger or disapproval in others and then tend to respond to it in ways that may 
not be ideal. My kids have told me that "I read them wrong," quote unquote. So I need I 
need to work on moderating this activity. This is a really important point. We have to be 
kind of careful between empathy and projection. You know? We can kind of get a vibe or 
get a sense but misunderstand other people. And that's not uncommon. That's where the 
respectfulness of empathy is helpful, the curiosity, the inquiry, the not knowing, the not 
jumping to conclusions, slowing it down, giving yourself time to get a deeper read on 
what's going on here, remembering that so often other people, they have the songs 
playing in their inner iPod, their inner jukebox that were recorded long before you were 
born or handed down to them via lineage of people who recorded them originally, you 
know, far upstream, and they're just dealing with their own inner soundtrack, and they can 
hardly even hear your own words. And sometimes that's helpful to appreciate that. The 
kind of horrible truth and the wonderful truth is that we're a bit player in most of the dramas 
of other people's lives. And that's just a fact, much as they're bit players in our own inner 
dramas most of the time. OK?  
 
[00:34:54] Let's see. A few others. Aha! So, Margo ask a really important question at 7:18. 
How do you do this, what I'm talking about, when someone has hurt you deeply and has 
not treated you with respect or empathy themselves? Very important. First, you don't have 
to do this. And knowing that you don't have to opens up a space in which you're free to 
choose to do it. But it's important, you don't have to. And I think sometimes with certain 
people, they have wronged us so deeply or wronged others so deeply, they betrayed us 
utterly, honestly, it's out of reach. It's inauthentic to pretend to be empathic. We're not. The 
best we can do is to not do something really hateful or evil to them. And maybe that's the 
best we can do in the moment. At a point, though, and you may find that this point is 
helpful to you, it's certainly been helpful to me, we find that it helps us to have a deeper 
understanding of the many forces inside that other person that led them to do what they 
did. We see clearly what they did, we're not diminishing or minimizing what they did. And 



also, we can if we want to, get a greater knowledge, really empathic knowledge of the 
many forces and factors and layers and tugs and pushes and pulls and external influences 
even on them that kind of led them to do what they did, or the ways in which they and we 
are situated in a larger social, political, economic, cultural, structural society that affects 
how people treat each other. Not letting them off the hook morally, but broadening your 
understanding of all of that. And why would we do that? It often is very helpful because for 
one, it helps us deal with them more successfully if we can. It can help us deal with them 
more effectively in the future when we understand more deeply. Whoa, now I understand 
what your motivations really are underneath your sweet talk. I get it now. You know, that 
can help us because empathy can recognize those deeper layers in which we start to 
realize, whoa, you're not actually my real friend or you're my friend as long as I deliver 
everything to you. You know what's yours is yours, and what's mine is yours. Whoa. You 
can sometimes realize that with empathy. Also, sometimes empathy opens up 
compassion. We start to realize, you know, what they did was really bad. It was really 
wrong. I'll never get justice, maybe, from them, certainly about this. And, you know, they're 
suffering too. They're kind of a mess. Not with contempt or disdain, but just clear seeing 
like, wow, a lot going on over there. That can help us. That can help free us from holding 
on to bitter resentments and grudges that harm us much more than they, you know, bring 
justice to other people. OK. Very important point. All right.  
 
[00:38:23] I think what I'm going to do—Barbara Wieland, you've had your hand up. I see a 
Zoom User as well. I think I'll have time for two people here for questions. So, Barbara, I'm 
asking you to unmute and turn your camera on, please, if you can. Barbara Wieland. Can 
you unmute yourself, Barbara? Tell you what, I'll bounce back and—Barbara, you've 
unmuted yourself. Can you turn off your camera? You've muted again. Tell you what, I'll go 
to Zoom User with the dog. I'm going to ask you to unmute and hello, hello, unmute 
yourself. Oh great. Hopefully, I'll be able to come back to Barbara. All right, great. Caller 
number 3 with the dog,  
 
Zoom User [00:39:12] With a just adopted dog.  
 
Rick Hanson [00:39:14] Oh, that's great.  
 
Zoom User [00:39:15] Newly adopted.  
 
Rick Hanson [00:39:16] Yeah.  
 
Zoom User [00:39:17] Off the streets. So what you just said helped a lot. And I want to 
kind of restate it and get your feedback.  
 
Rick Hanson [00:39:34] OK, good. And I'll ask you as I do everybody to be succinct and 
focused. You're focused. That's great. So good.  
 
Zoom User [00:39:41] So, uh, close relatives that have done harm to me and my family for 
decades. Not in their perspective, but certainly for all of us. And very righteously so. In 
other words, we deserved it. We deserve the anger, the meanness, the resentment, all of 
that.  
 
Rick Hanson [00:40:21] So what's the question?  
 



Zoom User [00:40:23] So I've been struggling with thinking that, feeling I had to somehow 
create a good relationship with them just because they're relatives. But really, I just want to 
tell them how terrible they've been and be right.  
 
Rick Hanson [00:40:49] OK.  
 
Zoom User [00:40:50] Show them, you know, how they're wrong. And then further, they 
don't really like who they are.  
 
Rick Hanson [00:40:59] But what's the question?  
 
Zoom User [00:41:04] Just that I'm struggling with those things and do I just—I mean, is it 
OK to, you know, just say they're not the kind of people that I want in my life, even though 
they're close relatives?  
 
Rick Hanson [00:41:25] This is great, so, good. All right. So I don't know the particulars of 
your situation, obviously. The fact that you've opened your heart to that sweet dog, you 
know, speaks really well of you. What I would say for myself, see if it's useful for you, is 
that it's helpful to sort of separate some key things. So there's the clear seeing of what 
happened, the facts and the history in relationship to values. OK? And the values are your 
right to have, that certain things are bad or good or misdemeanors, but not felonies in 
relationship land, or wow, those are serious felonies, for example. It's up to you. So there's 
that part. You know? Knowing what you see and what matters to you, that's here. Right?  
 
[00:42:27] Then, separate from that, there can be if you want empathy for what, by which I 
mean understanding, not approval, not agreement, but understanding, including deeper 
understanding of the emotions and bodily tendencies and deeper layers of the psyche that 
have made other people do and be what is the case, right? You can have empathy that's 
separate, right? And then there's the third question of what to do about it. These are 
separate things. I find that clear seeing, including knowing what my relevant principles and 
values are and whether something is a small deal or a really big deal as I judge it. And 
second, having a deeper sense of what's going on with other people, who they are, what 
kind of person they are, and what will lead them to do what they did, that then really helps 
me choose better with less emotional charge, with less vengeance, with less rancor. But 
sometimes with more moral confidence, more dignity and head high, and a sense of 
healthy entitlement over here, and even sometimes a recognition that the other person 
does not have a learning curve. Empathy can help us recognize that another person is 0 
for 3 on some things that really matter most. Deep down, are they committed to good 
process with other people? Deep down, are they committed to learning? And deep down, 
do they have a good heart, at least as far as I'm concerned? And if the answer is 0 for 3, 
that really tells you about another person. And empathy can help you realize that.  
 
[00:44:22] And so the question of what to do and the roles that we have and, you know, 
and so forth if someone's a family member, you know, that's a complicated thing. My own 
kind of middle way that I've come to a fair amount and maybe I'll finish on this point is I 
have found that it's helpful sometimes to shrink the size of a relationship. And to realize, 
you know, I may have to go to church in the same church or synagogue whatnot they're in. 
You know, I may once a year just sort of need to do the Christmas thing, the Thanksgiving 
thing, and sit at the other end of the table and make sure I have my own transportation and 
maybe even bring a wing man or wing woman, you know, an ally with me to the gathering 
and so forth. And that's it. And other than that, I'll be civil. I'll be reasonably agreeable. But 
I'm not going to act like we're best buddies and deep in my heart I'm going to know who 



they are. And maybe I even will say a simple word or two and not play their game any 
more. I'm going to step out of the script that they keep trying to write me into. Their role, 
my role and the lines I have to say. No. I'm out. I'm free. I'm out of that movie. I'm no 
longer in your movie. I'm in my movie, even if we're both stuck in the same room together. 
I find that that's often kind of a good way. You realize, you know, there just isn't a 
foundation. You don't really have the causes and conditions. You don't have the allies, you 
don't have the occasion to really bring it. And often it's better to not really bring the strong 
force of truth unless you can really bring it all the way. Because otherwise we get caught 
kind of in the middle in which we're sort of sputtering and they're set up for a big 
counterattack that we're really not prepared to deal with, sometimes. I should finish here, 
so I'll be hyper quick.  
 
Zoom User [00:46:35] What do you mean by bring it all the way?  
 
Rick Hanson [00:46:37] Yeah, great. So in a hypothetical, you might write a letter to this 
person that you share with your entire extended family. And even further, you could get a 
big billboard outside their home. You know? You are a jerk. Or other stuff like, you know, 
you maybe did some terrible things to my niece that they're now coming to light. All right? 
It could be, you know, it's a pretty big deal. Or you could, in front of others, say things to 
them. Or you could just write a letter to them and leave it be. You know, you could do 
certain things. And there is a place for that. I've done things like that. And, you know, 
there's a place for that sometimes. On the other hand, you might think to yourself, you 
know, this other person is completely committed to not getting it. They'll just use it against 
me. They'll take one sentence out of a very carefully worded letter and post it on Facebook 
and try to use it against me. I just don't want to get into it with them. You might decide that. 
And that's my point. But on the other hand, you might well have decided, I'm never, ever, 
ever going to be vulnerable to you again. I'm never, ever, ever going to leave my kids with 
you. I'm never, ever, ever going to do anything financial with you. And frankly, I'm going to 
have one or more allies, maybe relatives, maybe not, who understand me about this and 
why I'm taking this stance. You could do those things. OK.  
 
[00:48:07] I thought that was very helpful, actually. Really practical, including sorting out 
these three sort of things and putting empathy in its place. Empathy of the kind I'm 
describing makes us stronger. It makes us tougher. It makes us more willing to walk in with 
our head high and not take any crap anymore. You know? It doesn't mean that we have to 
go to war with other people, but it can really mean sometimes that, you know, it's not my 
problem. I've met so many people, especially highly empathic people, often who happen to 
be female to imagine that tattooed on the inside of your eyelids are three letters: N.M.P. 
Not my problem. And to appreciate yeah, that we can be highly empathic while also being 
crystal clear about differentiation, individuation, fancy words for not my problem. Your 
karmas are your own. I have compassion for you. I wish you well. And boy, am I happy to 
be very, very, very distant from you. That's OK. And it's really helpful to know that you 
really can step into greater empathy without stepping into adding burdens to yourself of 
caretaking or emotional management of other people. OK, good.  
 
[00:49:39] All right, everybody. That was hopefully a good one, and I really encourage you 
to come next week. Henry Shukman, wonderful teacher. Let's take a moment, just a breath 
or two or three to let whatever's helpful for you tonight to sink in. Just let it sink in, if you 
could. Letting it sink in. Good. So I'm going to ring the bell, say goodbye, and then if you're 
still here in a couple of minutes, I'm turning it over to Art Ewardt who I'm going to make 
host right now and then in a couple of minutes, Art will sort those of you who remain into 
these small Zoom breakout rooms. I really enjoyed this topic and I know that Henry's 



teachings next week and the week after will be really, really wonderful. Thank you very 
much. Thank you very much for seeing the being behind my eyes. Much as I can see or 
intuit the being behind your eyes, I can really feel, really, truly, that you see me, which is 
one of the most beautiful and important and precious gifts in this life. Thank you. Take 
good care.  
 


