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For my children

Kirsten, Nina, Andrew, Michael, Emily, and Lucas

Though much is taken, much abides.

And grandchildren

Tatiana, Karl, and Felipe

Our gifts to the 21st century



After a bomb killed two dozen young people at a Tel Aviv disco a few years ago, Israeli youth refused to be cowed. They resumed a robust nightlife. Today, outside the scene of the bombing, beneath a stone memorial listing the names of the dead, is a single inscription: LO NAFSEEK LIRKOD. It means, “We won’t stop dancing.”


—Gene Weingarten, The Washington Post Magazine
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1.


Paradox governs our lives.


In thirty-six years of listening to patients talk about their dreams and discontents, it has become apparent to me that most of us have a lot of difficulty figuring out what it means to be happy and how to achieve and sustain this desirable state.

One would think that, living in the most affluent society the world has ever seen at a time in which our material welfare is virtually guaranteed, where our natural enemies have been subdued and most of the infectious diseases that threatened human life contained, we might have the leisure to figure out ways of living and relating to each other that would produce sustained feelings of fulfillment and contentment. That this is not the case is what keeps people like me in business.

What, exactly, is our problem? What is it about the human condition that stands between us and the lives we desire?

As someone who works with his head and heart, I always admired those who work with their hands. I spent a lot of time on a farm when I was young and became adept at, among other things, converting dead trees into firewood. Some years ago, when I bought a house in the suburbs, I installed a woodstove and started scavenging for fuel. One day I passed a house with a dead oak tree in the front yard and stopped to ask the homeowner if I could take it down in exchange for the wood. He seemed happy for me to do so.

I dropped it into the street and over the course of a day converted it into a large stack of firewood. As I hauled the last of it away, the homeowner expressed his gratitude and told me that a tree company had wanted to charge him $500 for this service. I decided to go into business. I discovered that to become a “licensed tree expert” one had to take a written and practical exam. I showed up in my state capital on the appointed day and found myself in a room with a lot of young guys wearing flannel shirts and three-day beards. The written test was easy enough, but then we had to accompany an examiner on a stroll through the streets of town. He would point out a tree and we had to write down its species name on an answer sheet. It was the middle of winter, so while those who knew their trees better than I did wrote their answers down, I was on my hands and knees trying to scare up some recognizable leaves.

In any event, I got the license, put an ad in the paper, and, over the next couple of years, cut down a lot of trees. It seemed to me a more productive way to exercise than running on a treadmill at the local sports club. Then I paid a real tree expert to teach me to climb, which added to the charm of the experience, though it did create some homeowner consternation when, as frequently happened, my on-call beeper went off and I had to climb down the tree to use their phone to talk to the hospital emergency room.

Anyway, climbing and cutting trees usually drew a crowd of interested onlookers. One day when I was going up a dead hickory, I grabbed a branch that broke off in my hand and I fell about thirty feet onto a lawn, narrowly missing a flagstone walk and a couple of spectators. As I lay there stunned and embarrassed, a man rushed up and began palpating my thyroid gland while reassuring me, “Don’t worry, I’m a doctor.” So I said, “What kind of doctor are you?” “I’m a dermatologist,” he answered. In the distance I could hear the siren of the approaching ambulance. Shortly after my broken back healed, I folded the tree business.

I tell this story because, like so much of life, it contains plenty of both good and bad news: My dreams of earning bread from the sweat of my brow were realized, but my health suffered. To swing gracefully from your climbing rope requires that you first get up the tree. People admire those who take physical risks, but it’s also entertaining when they plunge to the ground. I have plenty of firewood, but my bad back makes it difficult to carry it into the house. And so on.

I have come to believe that an important force in people’s lives might be called the determinative role of paradox. Sometimes when something happens to us it is many years before we know whether it was fortunate or disastrous. Many of our favorite folk sayings are expressions of this truth: “Too much of a good thing is bad.” “He who wants everything, risks everything.” “God punishes us by answering our prayers.” We succeed in our work at the expense of our families. The love of our youth is the bane of our middle age. Experience makes us wiser but time defeats us. The more things change, the more they remain the same.

It is the discovery that “obeying the rules” does not always, or perhaps even usually, lead to fulfillment that is the biggest disillusionment of all. It turns out that many of the rules we follow were constructed to protect the interests and privileges of someone other than us. This is why so many people feel themselves in the grip of influences they cannot control: faceless bureaucracies, large corporations, economic forces—all the engines of a society that guarantees the pursuit of happiness but sets many obstacles on the path to its achievement.

In an effort to describe what constitutes acceptable behavior, it falls to the institutions of mental health to play their roles in defining “normality.” Psychiatry has done its part by constructing the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, now in its fourth edition. Within this weighty compendium are descriptions of various forms of behavior deemed abnormal by this society. Here we have the major mental illnesses—schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, major depression—alongside all the forms of anxiety and discouragement that cause people to seek help. Included as well are those maladaptive and troublesome patterns of behavior that comprise the “personality disorders”: antisocial, compulsive, dependent, avoidant—all the people who annoy, exploit, and alienate their fellow citizens.

We appear to have a genetic loading for a variety of attributes. Identical twins raised apart have a high likelihood of suffering similar mental disorders. There is also evidence of a high concordance for personality characteristics, notably antisocial personality disorder. In the struggle between nature and nurture, both, not surprisingly, turn out to be important in determining the kinds of people we are.

Amid all this diagnosing and describing of human behavior, we are still confronted with the essential questions of how to live, how to discern what it is that we are responsible for, and what we must accommodate. One analogy is to heart disease. Clearly there are things that predispose us to suffer coronary events over which we have no control—our gender and genetic backgrounds, for example. If you are a man whose family history is one of early death from heart attacks in its male members, it is a good idea to refrain from smoking, watch your diet, and exercise regularly. But you still stand a good chance of suffering a myocardial infarction. So does it make sense to say “the hell with it” and eat, drink, and smoke as you please for as long as you can? That, of course, is a personal decision.

One author has defined happiness as a ratio between accomplishment and expectations. If the numerator of that fraction is sufficiently large—if we have done enough with our lives, however we define that—we have a good chance of being happy. If, however, the denominator, expectations, are sufficiently great, they can overcome whatever we have accomplished and we are left feeling unfulfilled. What is important to notice is that, insofar as the subjective experience of happiness is concerned, both components of the ratio are self-defined. What, to each of us, represents a satisfying level of accomplishment? And how does this match up with the expectations we have of ourselves? This concept usefully explains why people we might consider less fortunate materially than we are might be living happier lives and is the source of the truism that money can’t buy happiness. (Though it must be said that Malcolm Forbes maintained that anyone who believed this was shopping in the wrong places.)

The best strategy for living, then, seems to be to control what we can without indulging the illusion that we can control everything. Perhaps another way of expressing this is through yet another paradox: We gain maximum control when we relinquish the fantasy of total control. Again we are attempting to walk a line between the extremes of helplessness and omnipotence.

If this sounds like a plea for moderation, perhaps it is. I prefer to think of it this way: If we are to be happy in a world where bad things happen routinely and unexpectedly, we need to keep our expectations realistic and develop a resilience to tragedy that will protect us from despair. We need to attune ourselves to the good news/bad news paradox and develop a capacity for accepting what we must. We also need to learn the art of letting go: of the past, of unresolved grievances, of our younger selves. Nobody gets out of here alive. Whether this reality is a reason for despair or an incentive to mobilize the courage required to get up each morning is a matter of attitude. This is where we have a choice.


2.


Much of what we think we know is untrue.


We all have our blind spots—things about the world or about ourselves that we firmly believe, even when the evidence suggests otherwise. In my experience as a psychiatrist, most people have a modest opinion of themselves in most respects. (Of course, I see more than my share of depressed people.) It’s true that if you ask almost anyone how old they feel, they will subtract ten years from their chronological age, but very few people are delusional about it. We know how old we really are. If we refuse to acknowledge it to others, we also know we’re lying.

Not many adults believe that they’re extremely attractive, exactly the right weight, superintelligent, or destined for greatness. There is even a handy adjective, courtesy of Freud, for those who think too highly of themselves: narcissistic. (Though I am mindful of the traditional caution that “a narcissist is anyone better-looking than you are.”)

With the notable exception of those we pay to entertain us, most people tend to underestimate their strengths. Consider, then, your answers to the following questions: Are you an insightful person? Do you have a good sense of humor? Are you a good driver? Try these on friends and family and note the small number who say no. Some of the least introspective people I encounter credit themselves with a great capacity for self-understanding. And don’t try to talk them out of it. I hear various explanations for all forms of emotional distress, but seldom does someone say, “I think my problem is imbedded in my personality, but I’ve never really looked below the surface of my life; I’m just on autopilot.” Sometimes I can talk people into considering such things as unconscious motives or maladaptive thinking. Sometimes not.

The ability to laugh (especially at ourselves) is a valuable defense mechanism and one of the most effective antidotes to life’s plentiful tragedies. There was a time when, confronted by patients I was seeing in therapy who said they had a good sense of humor, I asked them to tell me a joke. This is obviously unfair and not a true test of anything except memory. Now, I just give people punch lines to famous stories and ask them to re-create the lead-in. Try it:


“If the fourth one quits, we’ll be up here all day.”

“The captain wants to go water-skiing in the morning.”

“I forgot to call you yesterday.”

“Just be out of the house when I get home.”



Fun, isn’t it? Not for everybody. If you are zero for four, go to GordonLivingston.com and click on “jokes.” (This is a game for humor experts. Please do not risk your closest relationships by trying it at home.)

As for driving, little needs to be said. People sit in front of me with histories of speeding citations, multiple accidents, incarceration for DWI. All are certain that they are skillful drivers, subject to the vagaries of luck or overzealous law enforcement. Who among us can motor down the highway and not be puzzled by the certain knowledge that the woman driving next to us putting on lipstick and the man who just cut us off would, if asked, both classify themselves as excellent drivers?

Like the famous three lies (“The check is in the mail,” “I love you,” and “The flight will be delayed about an hour”), the three questions tell us something about ourselves and about the human condition. We may long to win the lottery or appear on national TV. What would really improve our lives is to laugh more, think about why we’re here, and let each other merge.


3.


Forgiveness is a gift we give ourselves.


For a time after the massacre in 1999, on a hill overlooking Columbine High School, stood fifteen crosses, memorials to both the victims and the perpetrators. Then the father and stepfather of one of the dead children removed the two crosses bearing the names of the shooters. They questioned the propriety of honoring murderers in the same place as their victims.

And so, while we were still struggling with the meaning, if any, of this tragedy, we were confronted with the question of what attitude we should take toward it. After the funerals and the ceremonies of remembrance, these events, like the sea of flowers placed near the school, began to fade. Our designated commentators turned elsewhere for opinion fodder, and the story of how two suburban boys chose to celebrate Hitler’s birthday became a part of the river of events that flows by us and is lost to the memory of all but the families of the dead. Only the bereaved can understand what it is like to live in a world that does not notice their permanently unhealed wounds. If we are destined to forget, we might at least consider the possibility of forgiveness.

We are not a very forgiving nation. Much of our law, which is to say our principal attempt at justice, is based on the concept of retribution. The idea of getting even, when that is clearly not possible, is deeply imbedded in the culture. To cite only two examples: 74 percent of Americans favor the death penalty, and we live in the most litigious society in the world. No mistake involving injury to others, real or imagined, is tolerated. Victimization and blaming are national pastimes.

In this atmosphere, it is not surprising that forgiveness is unfashionable. One definition of the word is “giving up a grievance to which you are entitled.” Widely confused with forgetting or reconciliation, it is neither. Forgiveness is an act of letting go, of relinquishment. It is not something we do for others; it is a gift to ourselves. The shooters at Columbine High inflicted the death penalty on themselves. What is left for us to do to them? We do not release them from accountability by forgiving; we free ourselves from the burden of bitterness. In this sense forgiveness is a selfish rather than an altruistic act.

People present themselves for psychotherapy burdened by grievances. Abusive childhoods, alcoholic parents, bad marriages—misfortunes of every type—are offered as “explanations” for one’s current mood or behavior. The disadvantage of these formulations is that, though we have all been shaped to some extent by our past, none of us has the power to change what has happened. To relinquish the hold that the past has on us requires a conscious choice and, paradoxically, requires no strength, only courage. It necessarily involves forgiveness, not just of those who have hurt us, but also of ourselves, for the myriad mistakes, shortcomings, and wasted opportunities that mark our lives.
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