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Abstract

Similar to the Internal Family Systems®™ approach of
working with exiled parts, a primary focus of the
Buddhist practice of tonglen meditation is to move
towards the emotional experiences that we tend to push
away. The principles and practices of tonglen offer a
means of enriching IFS therapy in several ways (and
vice-versa). By considering the two systems together,
some interesting questions emerge that contribute to the
ongoing exploration of the nature of Self and Self-
leadership.

INTRODUCTION

As is true for many people who have spent time with the
IFS model, we are often struck by the usefulness of
applying this work in a variety of contexts. It is exciting
and validating to continually discover fruitful points of
intersection between IFS and other philosophies and
practices. In recent years, we’ve been particularly
intrigued by the potential marriage that can occur by
combining the essence of a Buddhist practice, called
tonglen meditation, with the IFS model of
psychotherapy. The current article provides an
overview of tonglen meditation and a discussion of how
aspects of this practice can complement the IFS
approach to healing wounded parts. As is true of any
marriage, it also raises some compelling issues,
including how we conceive of the Self and the nature of
Self-leadership.

THE PRACTICE OF TONGLEN MEDITATION

The ancient practice of Tonglen (which literally means
sending and taking), has been revitalized in recent years
by the Buddhist nun, Pema Chodron. It has its roots in
the Buddhist teaching called vipassana (which is often
called mindfulness practice in the West). The essence
of tonglen is to become aware of our tendencies to push
away things that we don’t like and to grasp for things
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that we do like, and most importantly, to notice that in
automatically responding this way we tend to close our
hearts and create unnecessary suffering. The practice
itself involves using the breath as a means of bringing
ourselves more deeply in contact with what is being
avoided - by imaging that we are breathing it in as part of
our inhalation. The in-breath may represent a range of
things including difficult emotions (e.g., sadness, anger,
confusion, aversion, resentment), or a more abstract sense
of darkness and heaviness. The out-breath, which is equal
in length to the in-breath, represents what would be
considered the “antidote”- or the opposite quality - of the
in-breath. This antidote can be something abstract such as
lightness, joy, or peace. It can also be something as
concrete as “a good cup of coffee” (Chodron, 2001b).

Upon hearing this initial description, a reasonable person
might ask, “Why in the world would I choose to do this?”
There is something notably counterintuitive about the
practice, particularly in comparison to the usual relaxation
or visualization technique that involves virtually the
opposite instructions of breathing out what we don’t want
and breathing in what we desire. Certainly the latter
practice fits more closely with our societal norms of
getting rid of things that don’t serve us and acquiring
things that will make us healthier and somehow better. It
is helpful to understand that the intention behind tonglen
is to loosen the grip of habitual patterns of the mind. As
Chodron (2001a) explains,

The darkness we breathe in is really only a
visualization that we create in our minds. It
represents the tendency of our hearts and minds to
shut down and harden. It isn’t something that we
could get rid of, for example, by locking it in a box
and throwing it over a cliff. It isn’t something
foreign that we are taking into our system. We're
Just learning to open. We open on the inbreath by
taking the darkness into a vast open heart. We
open on the outbreath by sending out spaciousness
and light. Either way, in or out, we are opening
further and further (p. 91).

The formal practice of tonglen assumes a background
with more basic approaches to sitting meditation, such as
focusing attention on the breath while observing thoughts
and feelings that arise. One begins the sitting practice of
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tonglen by first “flashing a sense of openness.” As the
phrase suggests, this step involves briefly contacting a
feeling of spaciousness within, by imaging, for example,
a wide blue sky. In IFS terms, this step can be viewed
as briefly accessing Self. The next stages of tonglen
involve breathing in the texture of heaviness, darkness,
or stuckness and breathing out the texture of lightness,
freshness, or coolness. There are various steps in the
formal sitting practice that involve doing this process
both abstractly and in relation to one’s own life or the
lives of others. These stages are followed by doing the
practice for all of humanity, with an awareness of our
shared suffering and our shared desire for happiness.

The form of tonglen which is perhaps most relevant to
the world of psychotherapy is working with a client’s
own (or one’s own) difficult emotions as they arise.
Chodron refers to this as “tonglen-on-the-spot.” The
underlying intent is to greet experiences of pain not only
with a willingness to endure them, but also with an
openness to use them as opportunities to awaken and
soften the heart (Chodron, 1994, p. 7). This is done,
quite simply, by allowing oneself to fully feel emotions
as they arise. If the emotions are painful, there is a
focus on breathing the feeling into the body and
exhaling a sense of lightness. As this breathing is done,
there is a recognition that other people feel this way too,
and an intention that the outbreath might bring relief
more universally. When the emotion is positive, it is
inhaled in order to fully experience it, and with the
exhalation there is an offering that others might know
this same feeling.

In doing this practice of staying with the emotions, what
often becomes apparent is the amount of mental
gymnastics or extreme behaviors used in order to avoid
deeply feeling. From an IFS perspective, this avoidance
is seen as the efforts of managers and firefighters “to
keep vulnerable and needy parts locked in inner closets”
(Schwartz, 2003). These efforts can take a multitude of
forms from blaming, running away, and telling
ourselves stories - to engaging in impulsive behavior
such as bingeing on drugs, food, or even work.

We practice tonglen by breathing in the texture of our
feelings, for instance, if we overhear a conversation that
evokes insecurity and vulnerability. Instead of letting
the mind spin some story to move us out of our feelings
- or letting our managers intervene (“Oh I'm sure they
didn’t really mean to exclude me,” “Who cares what
they think anyhow”), we let ourselves stay with the
emotion and notice what it feels like in our bodies. The
value of using the breath to stay present with feelings is

that there is often a tendency to move so quickly out of
uncomfortable emotional experiences that we don’t even
really know what these emotions feel like, or what
messages they might hold. Tonglen practice invites us to
ask ourselves, “What does sadness feel like?” “What
does anger feel like?” “What does it feel like to be
vulnerable?” In IFS terms, by allowing ourselves to stay
present with the feelings of our parts, we come to know
them more fully, thereby coming into deeper relationship
with them.

Pema Chodron describes this process as “abiding” with
our experiences, as opposed to “abandoning ourselves” as
we attempt to escape what we are feeling. By doing this,
not only do we deepen in our capacity to know ourselves,
but more profoundly, we deepen in our capacity to know
everyone. This is especially true when we are able to
drop beneath the details of the “triggering” event and stay
present, as fully as possible, with the texture of the feeling
in the body. This aspect of tonglen is similar to the
recognition in IFS therapy that an intellectual part
recounting a story is not healing to the part that has gone
through the experience.

Thus, in the spirit of tonglen, we allow ourselves to feel
the ego-piercing and uneasy quality of insecurity,
knowing that other people feel this too. The content of
the overheard conversation may differ, but the emotional
consequences are strikingly universal. This process is
viewed as the doorway to realizing our connection with
all other humans; it serves as the doorway to compassion.
In Chodron’s (2001a) words, “You can’t stand in another
person’s shoes until you stand completely in your own”

(p- 86)

Applying Tonglen to IFS Therapy

A quality shared by tonglen meditation and IFS therapy is
the rich and rare invitation to embrace emotional pain,
both in the moments that these difficult emotions arise,
and when necessary, by revisiting the wounds held by
exiled parts. As Schwartz (1997) describes, IFS offers a
path of “compassionate resilience” that serves as a middle
ground between the two common alternatives offered in
our society: to shake off life’s blows, or to become
overwhelmed by them (p. 43). Similarly, what the
practice of tonglen proposes is a path of embracing and
opening to life’s challenges through repeated acts of
genuine courage.

The overview of tonglen meditation presented is not
meant as an encouragement to begin formal practice
(given that this is best done with the guidance of a
teacher). Instead, what is often most appropriate and
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useful in working with clients is simply to present the
idea behind tonglen meditation as an additional way of
encouraging them to move into their emotional
experiences and to understand that this can be balanced
with a sense of spaciousness. Tonglen offers a middle
ground alternative, similar to “compassionate
resilience,” in which the Self can consciously choose to
move toward emotions as opposed to “being
overwhelmed by and blending with” them (Schwartz,
2003). It represents the middle ground of choosing to
wade into the water, as opposed to finding oneself
engulfed by an enormous wave, or vowing to avoid the
beach all together.

In some contexts, it is possible and appropriate to
integrate certain aspects of tonglen with IFS therapy as
a means of increasing the presence of Self-leadership.
This can be done in four particular ways. First, tonglen
meditation offers a philosophy that sees value in
accepting aspects of ourselves that are often devalued in
society. As Chodron (1994) points out, “Nobody ever
encourages you to allow yourself to feel wounded first
and then try to figure out what is the right speech and
right action that might follow” (p. 61). This philosophy
can offer encouragement to manager and firefighter
parts to see that it is safe for exiled parts to be accessed
and to be willing to step back - an essential step in order
to work effectively with exiles.

Even simply introducing the idea of tonglen may be
useful in identifying extreme manager parts that are
intent on protecting the system from experiencing the
pain of exiles (“That’s not a good idea. We can’t feel
that type of pain.”). This response can serve as a useful
entry point for working with the concerns of manager
parts, and for beginning to sense the exiled part that it is
protecting.

The encouragement to feel what we feel highlights a
central premise that underlies vipassana practice; that
much of our suffering arises out of our self-created
concepts about our experiences, and our tendency to
push away the experience itself. In IFS terms, being
overwhelmed by sadness and fear can actually be
amplified by the presence of polarized parts — parts that
want the exiles to go away. It is not the sadness or fear
in and of itself that creates intense pain, it is the sadness
or fear being told that it is not okay to feel such feelings
that is most difficult. This is borne out by a common
experience in which clients, contrary to their
expectations, find that by more deeply opening up to
their feeling, these feelings become less intense.

A fascinating study conducted by Kemeny (Moyers,
1993) supports this notion. In efforts to study the effects
of intense feelings on the immune system, immune
functioning in actors was measured as they went into
emotional states ranging from extreme exhilaration to
extreme despair. The study’s results showed that
experiencing both extremes resulted in higher, more
effective levels of immune functioning, compared to
neutral emotional states. This, perhaps, is analogous to
what people refer to when they say that they had a “good
cry.” Furthermore, immune functioning does seem to be
compromised when individuals experience chronic
depression, a state that often involves masking or fighting
feelings of sadness or grief.

Pema Chodron tells a story of an Indian saint named
Milareppa, which powerfully illustrates the courage and
reward inherent in embracing painful emotions:

When Milareppa, a renowned saint and teacher,
returned to his mountain cave, he was greeted by a
group of demons. His first inclination was to
“enlighten” them by teaching them great truths.
He found, however, that his teachings had no
effect on them. At this point, he decided that as
long as they seemed intent on staying, that he
would make a comfortable home for them — he
would, in essence, treat them as honored guests.
Upon giving them tea and cookies, all but one of
the demons instantly disappeared. Now, being
face-to-face with the lone remaining demon, which
was particularly fierce with huge teeth, Milareppa
felt he had no other choice but to step into the
mouth of the demon. At this point, the final demon
disappeared.

Along with encouraging managers and firefighters to step
back, a second way that tonglen can be applied to IFS
therapy is in working directly with exiled parts. When
taken together, the principles of both models offer a
useful way of articulating what it means to be in deep
relationship with painful aspects of ourselves. For
example, the IFS conceptualization of wounded, exiled
parts offers a language and imagery that can greatly
enrich one’s practice of tonglen. The commonly used
instructions of breathing in the “texture” of a feeling can
take on much more richness and clarity if a person is able
to conceive of this texture as a part within them. The
tonglen notion of shifting one’s awareness from the
details of “what happened” to the feelings in the body also
offers a way of intimately embracing a part. This may be
especially useful when a client is having difficulty exper-
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iencing emotion, or is caught in a habitual pattern of
relating to a stagnant concept of a part versus knowing
and seeing its evolving, changing nature. Deeply
experiencing exiled parts also adds a richness to what
IFS therapists call witnessing. Given that exiled parts
often want to be witnessed prior to letting go of the
burdens that they carry, tonglen can be a useful
precursor to the unburdening process.

By using both IFS and tonglen principles, feelings of
vulnerability can be approached as if weaving together a
fabric, with each alternating layer building on the
previous one. Parts language offers a way to clearly
connect with emotions in a concrete form. Tonglen
breathing can deepen the experience of the feelings that
are being held by the part. Conceiving of this
vulnerability as a part offers a way for this wounded
aspect to give voice to what is being experienced, which
then can be followed by an invitation to return from
words to feelings, and from the head to the body, in
order to drop more deeply into the experience of the
part.

A third aspect of tonglen meditation that has relevance
for IFS work is the emphasis placed on balancing the
inbreath and the outbreath. The inhalation can be
viewed as offering a deeper experience of the part’s
feelings and the exhalation can be seen as offering an
experience of Self. This balance between the inbreath
and outbreath offers a model for how clients can come
to a place of equilibrium in relationship to the feelings
held by exiled parts. For clients who lean toward over-
intellectualizing their experiences, the inbreath becomes
particularly useful for bringing them in closer contact
with exiled parts. For clients who feel emotionally
overwhelmed by a part, the outbreath is helpful for
accessing more Self-like qualities. Either way, the
equal emphasis on inbreath and outbreath encourages
balance in the system.

A fourth application of tonglen to IFS therapy is
encouraging a recognition that other people in the world
also feel this type of pain. When this awareness arises
organically, it offers a deep sense of connection to the
commonality of human experience. This, in and of
itself, can be deeply healing by moving a person out of
their sense of isolation into a more Self-like
compassionate stance for their own part as well as for
other people. Ironically, this healing comes precisely at
the very center of the most painful emotions that seem
utterly personal.

Implication of for Self and Self-leadership

What is most intriguing about tonglen meditation is that
in arriving at this place of recognizing one’s own pain,
and the reality that others share such pain, one has
achieved the goal of the practice. This goal, in Chodron’s
(1994) words, is to experience bodhichitta, or an
awakened heart. An awakened heart is defined as a heart
that contains compassion, openness, and clarity because it
is softened by pain. What is essential in the
understanding of bodhichitta is that this awakened heart
is, in fact the “wounded, softened heart” itself (p. 11). It
is a state made possible only by working through the
deepest of pain.

It is interesting that this description of bodhichitta, in a
sense, clevates the importance of wounded and exiled
parts of ourselves. From a tonglen perspective, there
should be a sense of excitement in having opportunities to
encounter such parts because they provide the pathway
towards spiritual growth and awakening. There is an
amusing account of one of the first teachers of tonglen
who chose to have his “tea boy” be a gruff unpleasant
individual who would consistently evoke inner material to
work with (Chodron, 2001b). Schwartz has aptly used the
term “tor-mentor” to describe this phenomenon. From a
tonglen perspective, there can be a slice of humor found
in having such difficult emotions gifted upon us without
even having to pay for them.

On a more serious note, the practice of tonglen does
suggest that the path of awakening involves being deeply
present with the emotions held by exiled parts. This
experience of fully feeling one’s own feelings, along with
enlarging this experience to include others, can lead one
to a state of compassion, clarity, and spaciousness that
feels notably Self-like. It is almost as though there is a
“magic wardrobe” (to borrow an image from C.S. Lewis)
that is placed in the most precious and vulnerable core of
exiled parts, which leads directly to Self.

Possibly the description of bodhichitta, or the awakened
heart, is also a description of what a Self-led system looks
like when the Self is in close relationship with vulnerable
parts, and when parts that may have been exiled are no
longer in this polarized state. Taking this a step further,
the description of bodhichitta suggests that one quality of
a Self-led system that has “cultivated an awakened heart”
is that the Self is able to easily access a “tenderness tinged
with some kind of sadness” (Chodron, 1994, p. 11). Of
the eight descriptors that Schwartz (2003) offers in delin-
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eating the Self (e.g., compassion, calmness, clarity, Using these two systems in conjunction with each other

curiosity, confidence, courage, creativity, and can offer additional tools for working with managers and
connectedness), this notion of bodhichitta seems to firefighters, and for deepening the Self’s ability to be
intersect with the first: Compassion. The nature of present with the emotional experiences of exiled parts.
bodhichitta offers a depiction of Self that differs from The goal in tonglen meditation, of cultivating an
the traditional mindfulness notion of a detached awakened heart, has implications for the value of
observing witness. Instead, it implies that to what ever embracing exiled parts and for the role that these parts can
degree the Self functions as a conductor for all the parts play in fostering compassion for others. The practice of
(Schwartz, 1987), it is a conductor that can be touched tonglen also emphasizes the key role that fluidity in
by emotion. movement between the Self and parts might play in
continuing to understand the nature of the Self-led
It is also interesting to revisit the emphasis on the equal system.
inbreath and outbreath in tonglen meditation and the
implication of this practice in describing the Self-led It is also worth noting that a parallel article could be
system. The rhythm of the breath in tonglen serves as a written for tonglen meditators. The clarity in
metaphor for the underlying Buddhist principles on understanding psycho-spiritual functioning that has been
which the practice is based. In Buddhism, suffering is advanced by the IFS model offers a similarly useful
considered to be caused by “attachments,” which can contribution that can deepen and enrich the practice of
take the form of grasping for what one wants tonglen. Hopefully this dialogue regarding the East-West
(attachment to desires), pushing away what one doesn’t interface and its relevance to IFS, as encouraged by
want (attachment to aversion), or holding emotional Cohen & Johanson (2003), will continue in both
experiences and opinions with a sense of non-changing directions.

permanence and “realness” that ignores the somewhat
arbitrary nature of perception (attachment to illusion).
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