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Self-compassion for Now 

With 10 years working in community mental 
health, this time of day, late on a Friday 
afternoon, has gained some significance. I’m 
sure those of you in health, counselling, 
support services can also attest to the 
observation of crisis tending to occur last 
thing in the day. We humans are often so 
reluctant to reach out for help, for so many 
understandable reasons, that its’ not until 
the 11th hour that we reach critical crisis 
point.  

As a clinician this can evoke many feelings depending on the challenges, vulnerabilities and 
resources you are bringing to that moment. If you have other demands, are tired, burnt out or have 
somewhere else to be, like home or Friday afternoon drinks, then it’s understandable to be faced by 
an initial annoyance at things being spoiled. You may have wishful thinking for a quick and easy 
solution, then guilt for having that selfish response. And anxiety, will I have the energy to respond? 
Will I know what to do?  

And this is an important moment. A decision must be made. To accept the crisis before you.  

That this person matters deeply in the world. And in order to show up with your whole heart, you 
need a moment to collect yourself. To drink some water, encourage yourself, breath and trust in the 
process of connecting, validating and compassion.  

So, it’s not lost on me the timing of day that we are speaking to mother earth reaching out to us in 
crisis. 

I would also like to acknowledge that as we sit here, other parts of Australia and the world are 
experiencing effects of climate change. Close to home in NSW, and the towns near where my 
husband grew up is surrounded by bushfires. Over 850 000 hectares of life-giving bushland 
destroyed. Homes, both human and non humans, lost. Four lives lost, and who knows how much 
wildlife. It’s hard to wrap our head and hearts around. That this community, and others, will feel the 
impacts of this assault for years to come. It is now part of their story of life. And the narrative of 
climate change will continue to accrue events like this.     

And because of all this I’m feeling the need to remind us to practise compassion for ourselves here 
together.  

So the invitation is, during this next half hour, if you sense a struggle, an urge to act or to close 
down, activation or a closing, this is a signal that you might be finding the moment tough, tiring, too 



much, too little, to recognise that that is a moment of struggle for you, and to offer yourself words 
or a gesture of self-compassion.  

So, place a hand on your heart or stomach as a gesture of care for yourself. Breathe through and 
stay present. And to observe how this supports you. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

About Psychology for a Safe Climate   

Our group PSC formed 10 years ago in response to inaction on climate change and the wish to 
contribute some understanding from psychology about why it was so difficult to act.  

Slide: What we do 

Over these years our work has changed, from us initiating events, conferences and publications to 
now being invited into organisations and communities. We have seen growing requests for media on 
various subjects like eco-anxiety, burnout, how EWE impact people, how to talk to children, birth 
strikers, and responding to governmental inquiry into MH – all of this is great a validation of our 
work and speaks to an increasing awareness and need in our community for psychological support 
and understanding..  

There is huge demand growing for understanding experiences of eco-anxiety, eco-grief, and also for 
therapeutic help for those troubled by the instability and threat of the climate crisis.  

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Slide: Climate change and compassionate responding 

I trust many here today will already appreciate the valuable role compassion has to play in Climate 
Change, and today I’d like to share a little of how we at PSC are engaging this work.  

But as we know, in order to respond with compassion, we must first acknowledge, radically accept, 
the problem.  

And it’s a big one. And I’m not going to pretend I understand all the ins and outs.  

But, perhaps you’ve noticed this too, the debate about whether Climate change is happening or not 
is slowly moving on.  

It’s not as publicly hidden. Only 8 or so years ago you would be lucky to find the occasional article 
tucked away on page 15 of the newspaper.  

Now its news, front and centre, daily.  

Two Resources 

Self-compassion through supportive touch 

https://self-compassion.org/exercise-4-supportive-touch/ 

What is Self-compassion? 

https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/what_self_compassion_feels_like_in_your_body 



And it’s not as taboo to speak of, although it can still be hard to talk about even with our closest 
loved ones... 

In fact, 77% of Australians think CC is occurring.  

The 2019 Lowy poll says 64% of adults rank climate change number one on a list of 12 threats to 
Australia’s national interests. 60% favour prompt action to address the threat, even if that means 
incurring significant costs. 

I say this remind us, during those moments when we despair that no one seems to care, that no one 
seems willing to change, that actually most people are on board with this and want to tackle it 
together.  

And our public terminology and action is beginning to reflect this realisation. Words like 
Unprecedented, climate emergency, existential crisis are peppered through the news.  

I say this not to frighten you, although fear is a normal response. I say this because often we are told 
that our human minds are not equipped to comprehend this emergency. I find this unhelpful frame 
as it somehow signals we are not adequate enough to respond. Yet existential crisis are not 
unfamiliar to us.  

Mark Epstein said ‘’trauma is not just the result of major disasters. It does not happen to only some 
people. An undercurrent of it runs through ordinary life…..there is no way to be alive without being 
conscious of the potential for disaster. One way or another death, and it’s cousins old age, illness, 
separation and loss) hangs over all of us. Nobody is immune.’’  

So we do have the wisdom of experience to guide us through. 

It is time that’s the problem. It’s crisis point and we must act. 

The inadequacy of our crisis response however, so powerfully revealed by 16-year-old Gretta 
Thunberg at the United Nations Climate Action Summit this year: 

"The popular idea of cutting our emissions in half in 10 years only gives us a 50% chance of staying 
below 1.5 degrees [Celsius], and the risk of setting off irreversible chain reactions beyond human 
control 

"Fifty percent may be acceptable to you, but those numbers do not include tipping points. Most 
feedback loops, additional warming hidden by toxic air pollution or the aspects of equity and climate 
justice. They also rely on my generation sucking hundreds of billions of tons of your CO2 out of the 
air with technologies that barely exist. So a 50% risk is simply not acceptable to us — we who have 
to live with the consequences.’’ 

I personally would never get in a car, or plane, if I knew there was only a 50% survival rate, so the 
logic of this is mind boggling.  

And for those not familiar with why 1.5 degrees Celsius, compared to two degrees, is so important 
can look to the IPCC report that outlines that 1.5 is a general indicator of where many climate 
impacts, in balance, go from destructive to catastrophic.  

Compassion in Action 

Because of this, everyday people, who would not usually consider themselves ‘’activists’’ are 
protesting. This is the fire of Compassion in action.  



The most recent Climate strike attracted 300 000 participants in Australia, more if you count those 
who can’t make it to the event.  

Councils and countries around the world are declaring climate emergencies.  

This year, In April, the first parliament in the world to declare a climate emergency at the national 
level was the welsh parliament. Then came Scotland, and Britain, UK becoming the first country in 
the world to officially declare a state of climate emergency. Since then Portugal, Canada, France, and 
Argentina all followed.  

Before this, in Dec 2016, Darebin Council, in Melbourne was the first council in the world to declare 
a climate emergency, led by grassroots group DCAN and publication Don’t’ mention the emergency 
by psychologist Jane Morton.  

 Since then 60 Jurisdictions in Australia representing roughly 6 million people  - a quarter of the 
population -  have declared a CE, including the government of the ACT, and South Australias upper 
house.   
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Emotional Resourcing Needs 

All of this means more and more people are engaging in the subject matter, and quite naturally, 
feeling it too.  

This is reflected in the growing articles on eco anxiety, grief, crisis and need for self-care. 

One of the psychologists, authors we are inspired by is Bob Doppelt, captures the essence of why we 
do what we do and offers clear rationale for why we need practitioners, like you, in this space.  

He reflects, even if we act on climate change at the pace the scientist say we should, that people are 
already suffering, and going to suffer more - from traumatic events that pile on top of each other 
without time and space to recover.  

And how this has huge implications on children, families, neighbourhoods. Stress and pressures that 
left unattended to can lead to reactivity, rigid, controlling authoritarian responses, it can inflame 
conflict, and lead to poor coping behaviours like substance use, gambling, poor eating, that further 
inflame the problems.  

So Bob, is acknowledging the immense nature of stress, chronic and acute on the body, mind, 
relationships and community– that climate change is impacting on ordinary every-day people, 
landscape and wildlife. 

This is the time to ramp up our effort for preparing people for the impacts of climate change, 
through education of psychological and social resources focused on self-awareness, grounding and 
emotional regulation skill, and the mental framework for we approach adversity in order to respond 
effectively.  

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

There are many challenges when it comes to Climate change, but one of the most common 
questions that we hear in our workshops is: 

Why on earth are we not acting faster? taking emergency action?!  



And this question is not to be misunderstood.  

it’s not actually a total discounting that action is happening. Most people can see signs of 
incremental change, and some aspects of our society and structures that are being challenged and 
transformed – such as ethical consumption, divestments, green energy.  

Rather it’s a questioned triggered by those profound, and dumbfounding moments, when we 
recognise the vast disconnect between severity and urgency, the ecological and humanitarian crisis 
we face, and the insufficiency of solutions.  

Sort of like changing one’s diet to reduce risk of heart attack but continuing to smoke. Expecting 
people to just eat healthy or give up smoking when they are surrounded by the enticing products of 
fast fatty foods and decades of powerful tobacco industries pushing their addictive products into our 
society…For individuals to change we need society to change.  

Solutions that are necessary but not sufficient, in diversity, breadth or imagination. 

So naturally one feels then why?  

Many have researched, published and analysed this question around barriers to action.  

So rather than speak to that, I invite us today to rest with the question.  Because it is indeed a very 
frequent and troubling question to experience.  

What might it be telling us about our own experience of pain in that moment?  

Firstly, this question speaks to our empathy response. It speaks to the pain that precedes the 
question, and to beauty of us opening of our hearts and minds that precedes the pain.  

Yet, with attuning to empathy comes a flood of consequences. Emotions of fear, anxiety, grief, 
disgust, guilt and shame. Overwhelm. Despair. 

Inadequacy and self-criticism, not knowing or doing enough. 

Urges to push away, leave the problem for another person or another day.  

Urges to act, propelled into unrelenting feverish action.  

We all feel these moments.  Can we find space to be in this challenging moment, between problem 
and resolution, with compassion? 

Why are we not doing more? Does this question speak to our growing realisation that climate change 
is happening now?  

Before, it was a distant problem, happening somewhere in the future, to someone far away.  

Now it is so close to home, and for many it is home.  

The signs are all around us.  

Riding the train last month, on my way to work listening to the news I first heard of the destructive 
fires in the world heritage Lamington National Park, home to more than 200 rare and threatened 
plant and animal species, rainforest that shouldn’t burn, another ‘’unprecendented’’ disaster, and 
the loss of Binnaburra lodge. I was Breathless.   

Growing up, this was a special place our family had enjoyed, a place close to my heart that I had 
hoped to share this with my girls one day.  



 
The tears welled up as the train rolled into the city. The extent of my grief response surprised me, 
and perhaps left me feeling a little shameful.  
 
Yet the words of Trebbe Johnson, author of Radical Joy in Hard Times, were with me.  
She says ‘’There is no decree that tears of loss may be shed for humans only. It is not only 
permissible but appropriate and even sane that I feel sad… The place you love and yes feel loved 
by…this place is not just physical territory, it’s a spiritual and emotional landscape as well. So when it 
is subjected to injurious treatment, it’s you, too, who are under assault’’.  
 
We are grieving. Grief for the familiar that is being transformed beyond recognition by cc. familiar 
trees, beaches, landscapes street scapes. Glenn Albrecht, environmental philosopher, coined this 
termed solastalgia; the distress we experience in relation to the loss of all that is familiar to us –
environmental change around us.  
 
We will all have stories of our own of how CC is now impacting our lives.  

SO perhaps, this question also speaks to our remembering.  That we are inseparable from earth, part 
of the web of life.  
 
Not in just an intellectual way, but really feeling that again, as our ancestors did. That we are in a co-
dependant relationship that demands respect, care and protective action.  
 
But this also creates tension.  
 
A tension between knowing we are inseparable from nature, and the conscious, or at times perhaps 
unconscious, neo liberal way, that has been embedded in us for decades, that objectifies the earth, 
the other, in order to supply our endless needs. The part of us that, as Paul Gilbert said ‘’fuels our 
excitement and drive system – our competitive psychology, that will gobble up the earth’s resources 
if allowed to’’.  
 
Can we have compassion for the part however small or large that we too play in this fantasy of 
separation from nature?  
 
Can we have compassion for others who don’t dare or don’t have the resources to look at this? 
 
And Finally, the question ‘’why aren’t we in emergency mode’’ speaks to/reminds us of the great 
paradox - between feeling safe and unsafe.  

As permaculture teacher Silvia Di Blasio observes: “I’m safe here” I tell myself …and yet, a sense of 
urgency burns inside’’.  
 
In that question lies a moment when every bone in your body is telling you something is terribly 
wrong that needs immediate action. Every bone, an intriguing phrase. Bones being are made from 
some of the most common minerals also found in the soil of the earth – calcium, phosphorous, 
magnesium, potassium. Our language intuitively offering us the earth to speak to us.  
 

How can compassion guide us in those challenging moments? 
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PSC Workshops 

As you can see, there is much depth to the emotional landscape of engaging in climate change. 

Our hope is to give space to express feelings, through creative methods, and offering resources that 
support emotions and resilience. 

One of these is teaching Self-compassion, as a natural and essential survival response. That it orients 
our mind and behaviour to recognise pain and motivates us to do something about it. 

And from our experience, this practise combination of emotional expression with invitations to 
engage in resources like self-compassion, seems to meet two key needs: 

1. Togetherness:  

At the end of each workshop we often ask participants what is something they have learned or 
would like to remember from the workshop, and they most common reflection is feeling they 
are not alone.  

That other people feel this way too when faced with these problems. It reminds us of our 
common humanity and supports a shift from ‘’Me to we’’.  

We are all needed, we all have a role to play, and there is space for us all to contribute in this 
great turning.  

 
2. Allowing:  

People often report a relief in being allowed to feel. Through compassion there is the possibility 
of seeing our emotions, even the most painful, as speaking some truth to us. That they are not 
bad or unwarranted. That instead emotions are complex and often contradictory. Fear and 
excitement, despair and hope, sorrow and love, empowered and disempowered…. 

 

Togetherness and Allowing, two resources that I hope you felt today. 

I would like to end with a quote by Marc Coleman, author of Awake in the Wild. Its one of my 
favourites.  

‘’The more our hearts love this beautiful earth and everything within it, the more we feel the pain of 
the life that is currently being harmed on this planet. Thought this experience is sometimes difficult to 
bear, it has a purpose. Our love can help kindle the necessary fire within to protect that which we 
hold most dear’’ 

Invite you now, in our closing, to turn to someone near you, and share from your hearts, what is it 
that you most love? And what do you need in these difficult times?  

 

Thank you, and may you be well.  
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