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Coming Home to Yourself
Unconditional Presence, the Body, and Finding a Sense of Belonging

Brian Kennedy, MA, LMFT

You may have people in your life and still feel that your place with them is uncertain. You are welcome
when you are helpful, composed, or easy to understand. But when you feel disappointed, need care, or
have a different wish, belonging becomes less assured. You begin preparing an explanation before you
have allowed yourself to know what you feel.

Many people seek therapy hoping to feel better, understand themselves, or improve a relationship. Beneath
those wishes there may be another: to have a reliable place within their own experience. A place where
sadness does not make them unacceptable, disagreement does not erase their worth, and needing someone
does not require them to give themselves away.

I use the image of emotional homelessness to describe this difficulty finding a place to belong within
oneself and with others. It is a metaphor, not a diagnosis. It can name a longing without determining its
cause. Childhood may be part of the story; current loss, exclusion, unstable housing, illness, or an
unreliable relationship may also deserve attention. An inner home cannot substitute for livable conditions
or dependable human company.

The question I want to explore is how we become more able to remain with ourselves while staying open
to real connection. The direction includes receiving care, allowing difference, and choosing responsible
action. It does not ask us to become self-sufficient or to accept painful circumstances simply because we
can sit quietly with the feeling they produce.

How a place can become something we must earn
For some people, being needed has become the most dependable route into relationship. You anticipate,
reassure, and take responsibility before anyone asks. For others, independence protects against the
disappointment of reaching and not being met. You may move between these positions: working hard for
closeness, then withdrawing when it feels too costly.

Both can contain genuine strengths. You may be generous, resourceful, and capable of enjoying solitude.
The concern is whether these capacities have become compulsory. Can you offer care without losing the
right to need it? Can you spend time alone without having to make needing others a failure?

Bowlby’s attachment framework gives attention to the availability of a secure base [1]. It helps us ask what
we expect when we turn toward someone. Those expectations may be shaped by repeated experience and
may also change. They do not allow us to infer a childhood history from how someone feels today.

It can be useful to notice exceptions. Perhaps there is one friend with whom you can be tired, or one place
where you do not need to explain yourself. Perhaps you receive practical help more easily than emotional
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care. These differences make the wish more particular and reveal capacities already present, rather than
confirming that you have no home anywhere.

Letting yourself have the experience you are having
You feel hurt, then become angry at yourself for feeling hurt. You want company, then decide that the
wish is embarrassing. An ordinary feeling has acquired a second difficulty: the demand that it should not
exist. The effort to change it can make you feel further away from yourself.

Welwood’s teaching on unconditional presence invites us to meet experience before trying to improve it
[2]. In this essay, that means acknowledging what is here with enough room to remain interested. His
teaching is clinical and contemplative; it is not a law that every difficulty resolves through openness. Your
resistance, numbness, or wish to stop also belongs in the encounter.

You might begin with the fact that something is difficult, without approaching its deepest layer. You might
say to yourself that you do not yet know what you feel. Acknowledging uncertainty can be more honest
than finding a moving explanation. The aim is a little less pressure to leave your experience before you
have understood it.

Acceptance does not mean approving an event, agreeing with every thought, or acting on every impulse.
You can feel angry and decide not to punish. You can recognize loneliness and choose to call someone.
You can acknowledge that a relationship hurts and seek protection or change. Making room for a feeling
can help judgment become more available; it does not replace judgment.

When feeling needs company
Sometimes turning inward brings the fear that you will be swallowed by what you find. You may
remember being alone with more feeling than you could manage, or you may simply be overwhelmed
today. Continuing alone is not a test of courage. The useful step may be looking around, moving, attending
to a task, or finding someone who can stay with you.

AEDP’s clinical framework distinguishes anxiety, defenses, and core affective experience [3]. That
distinction makes pacing and accompaniment important. A feeling becoming more intense is not
necessarily a sign that the encounter is becoming more useful. There needs to be enough room to remain
connected to the present and to choose whether to continue.

You may need a therapist, a trusted friend, or practical help before inward attention is welcome.
Sometimes being understood is the new experience. Sometimes someone helping with a concrete burden
makes more difference than another conversation about feelings. Self-understanding and external support
can develop together.

If grief comes, it may concern something genuinely missing: reliable care, a childhood possibility, a
relationship, or a future that did not arrive. Grief can matter deeply without being a required route for every
reader. Anger, relief, uncertainty, joy, and ordinary action may have their own place.
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The body as one place of knowing
You may recognize disappointment as a heaviness, anticipation as a leaning forward, or the effort to
remain agreeable as tension in your jaw. Sensation can help make an experience more particular. You may
discover that you are tired rather than uninterested, frightened rather than unwilling, or moved by an
encounter you were about to dismiss.

Gendlin’s Focusing approach invites attention to a felt sense and to words or images that fit it [4]. The
important movement is checking the fit rather than imposing an interpretation. If a word does not describe
what is happening, leave it. If there is no clear felt sense, you do not need to produce one.

Damasio’s somatic-marker hypothesis considers how body-related signals participate in decisions [5]. It
does not make sensation infallible. A tight stomach may accompany anticipation, illness, fatigue, or fear; it
cannot prove that a situation is unsafe or that a particular event occurred long ago. What you feel and what
you know both belong in deciding what comes next.

I sometimes describe sensation, feeling, and awareness as different ways of approaching embodied
experience. These are perspectives, not anatomical bodies. Sensation concerns pressure, warmth, breath, or
movement. Feeling concerns sadness, anger, pleasure, and how we are affected. Awareness concerns
noticing without immediately becoming the whole story we tell about what we notice.

These perspectives may overlap. You can recognize a feeling through words rather than sensation, or
remain externally focused while becoming clearer about a need. There is no correct mode of access.
Persistent physical symptoms also deserve appropriate medical attention; the image of an emotional home
does not explain their cause.

The conditioned body as an image, not a verdict
Some responses become familiar enough to arrive before reflection. You brace when someone sounds
disappointed. You grow quiet when asked what you want. You explain when someone offers care. The
phrase conditioned body can describe that felt familiarity, provided it does not turn a complex response
into proof of stored trauma.

Schore’s work on attachment and regulation offers a developmental synthesis for considering these
patterns [6]. It does not establish your early attachment category or a specific injury from present
sensations. Ask when the response occurs, when it does not, and what is happening in the current
environment. The answer may involve history, present conduct, workload, or several influences.

The old image of digesting experience can also be useful as a metaphor. You give something attention,
language, company, or action, and it may become less overwhelming or easier to hold. This is not a
substance melting out of tissue. Nor does an unchanged feeling mean you are resisting the work. Some
experiences need time; some need changed circumstances; some need a different kind of support.
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You can test an explanation through a modest change. If you think you tense because you must answer
immediately, try asking for a minute with a safe person. If the pause helps, it gives you useful information.
If the response remains, consider other influences. The point is to let experience correct the account rather
than make the account explain every result.

Kindness that is believable enough to use
You do not have to replace every harsh thought with reassurance. Sometimes a fair description is enough:
this is disappointing; I am tired; I wanted more company than was available. The sentence can recognize
your humanity without promising that everything will be all right.

Neff’s self-compassion framework brings together kindness, common humanity, and balanced awareness
[7]. In this context, it offers a way to meet pain without making it a solitary defect. It can include
responsibility: you may have neglected something, need to apologize, or need to change an agreement.
Kindness can make those actions more possible.

Research synthesized by Wakelin and colleagues suggests that self-compassion interventions can reduce
self-criticism, while leaving important uncertainties about study quality and variation [8]. That evidence
supports exploration; it does not prescribe this practice as treatment or guarantee a result. You remain
entitled to report that the language does not fit or that practical assistance matters more.

In When Your Inner Critic Says You Are Not Enough, I examine how a concern can become an attack on
worth. Here the invitation is quieter: can the feeling have a place before you decide what it means about
you?

Remaining yourself while allowing another person to matter
An inner home needs connection. You can take responsibility for how you respond and still ask another
person to help. You can become more able to tolerate disappointment and still recognize when a
relationship offers too little. Depending on others is part of human life, not an error to overcome.

Bowen’s differentiation framework concerns having a position while remaining connected and open to
influence [9]. It adds an important counterweight to self-acceptance: your experience is real, and another
person has an experience too. You can recognize hurt without deciding that their intention is settled; you
can hear their account without abandoning your own.

The familiar wish is expressed in Meet Me Before You Move Me. Being understood may create room for
another perspective. It does not require agreement, and it does not exempt either person from
responsibility. More room within yourself can mean more capacity for a difficult conversation, rather than
a reason to leave every uncomfortable one.

If your longing concerns friendship or community, inward work alone cannot supply the missing contact.
The possibilities in A Place Among Others include ordinary invitations, receiving help, and finding

https://briankennedylearning.com/about/publications/the-inner-critic-and-the-longing-to-belong
https://briankennedylearning.com/about/publications/meet-me-before-you-move-me
https://briankennedylearning.com/about/publications/a-place-among-others
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settings where more of you can participate. Building an inner home and finding a place among people can
support each other.

A practice of unconditional presence
The following four movements preserve the practice at the center of this essay. They are invitations, not
stages you must complete. Choose something manageable rather than your most painful memory. Keep
your eyes open if that helps, use a fictional situation, or remain with the room. A minute may be enough.
Stop if inward attention feels unwelcome or makes it harder to remain present.

1. Acknowledge. Notice what is here without immediately explaining it. You might recognize sadness, an
uncertain feeling, a thought, a bodily sensation, or a wish to avoid the practice. Choose ordinary words that
fit. If nothing is clear, acknowledge that. You do not need a story about childhood to begin.

2. Allow. See whether the experience can have a little space beside what else is present: the chair, the
room, a sound outside, your next ordinary task. Allowing is different from liking the feeling or
surrendering to its demand. If it remains too much, give attention to the surroundings instead. That is a
change of pace, not a failure.

3. Open. If it is welcome, consider a less adversarial response. You might recognize that this is a difficult
moment and that attacking yourself will not make it easier. A hand on your chest is optional; words may
help, or company may help more. If kindness feels forced, fairness or simple acknowledgment can be
enough.

4. Enter, if you choose. You may briefly become more interested in the particular quality of the feeling or
sensation while retaining contact with the present. Nothing needs to reveal itself. This movement is
optional, not a higher achievement. If the experience becomes more intense, distant, or confusing, return to
the surroundings, stop, or seek support. Staying with an earlier movement is equally legitimate.

The practice draws on Welwood’s teaching and Gendlin’s invitation to check experience rather than force
it. It is my educational synthesis, not their complete methods or an AEDP session. Its value depends on
what it actually makes possible for you.

Let the result tell you what to do next
Before trying the practice, make a small prediction. Perhaps you expect to recognize your need more
clearly, remain uneasy without attacking yourself, or discover that inward attention is not useful today.
You do not have to expect softening or relief.

Afterward, ask what happened. Did you feel more accompanied, unchanged, distracted, pressured, or
overwhelmed? Did the feeling become clearer? Did you discover a practical need? If the practice helped,
notice which movement fitted. If it did not, shorten it, change its form, seek company, or leave it alone.



Brian Kennedy Learning | Educational material 6

Fosha and Thoma’s clinical writing attends to reflecting on helpful change rather than passing over it [10].
The educational adaptation here is to notice what an experience gave you and whether you want to use it
again. Gratitude, tears, calm, or insight are possible responses, not requirements or proof of lasting change.

Fictional illustration: Someone feels lonely after a busy day and assumes they should be more
self-sufficient. A brief pause reveals that they would like ordinary company. They send a modest invitation
to a trusted friend, who is unavailable tonight but offers another day. They remain lonely and feel less
ashamed of asking. The result is mixed, and useful: inner acknowledgment made an external request
possible without supplying immediate relief.

A different result might lead elsewhere. If nobody is available repeatedly, the next step may involve
building a wider support network. If naming the feeling brings more distress, companionship or
professional support may be a better starting point. The practice should help you participate in life, not
become a reason to remain alone with what needs a response.

Building an inner home in ordinary life
You might return briefly to this inquiry during an ordinary transition: after work, before answering a
request, or when you notice yourself preparing to disappear. Ask what is here and what would help you
remain a little more present today. The answer might be food, a walk, sleep, a clear limit, a repair
conversation, or letting someone assist you.

Choose one action small enough to use. Later, check whether it fitted. Becoming reliable to yourself
includes keeping practical promises, acknowledging what did not work, and asking for help when needed.
It is more substantial than finding reassuring words, and less dramatic than becoming a person who never
feels lost.

There may still be days when belonging feels uncertain. You can meet that uncertainty without making it
your entire identity. You can want care without earning it through disappearance. You can remain
interested in others while giving your own experience a place. An inner home grows through these
ordinary returns, with doors open to the people and conditions that help a life become more livable.

Sources and further reading
Emotional homelessness, inner home, and digesting experience are metaphors. The practice is educational
and its illustration fictional. These sources contribute clinical theory, research, and contemplative meaning;
their combination is not evidence that BKL treats trauma or that one history explains the reader’s
experience.
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