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To my clients and colleagues, who have helped me to understand love.


To my partner, John, and my children, Tim, Emma, and Sarah, who have taught me how to feel it and give it.


And to Father Anthony Storey, who constantly reminded me of my connection to God as the ultimate source of light and love.


—Sue Johnson


To my partner in life, love, and faith—Suzette Comer Sanderfer; to my children—Kody and Kate; and to the other members of my wonderful family—my parents, Sandy and Rosemary; my sister, Kathy; and my incredible grandchildren.


And to the two people who taught me the most about bonding and loving—Auntie Leighla Carter and Marcelle Woods.


—Kenny Sanderfer
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Dance me to your beauty


with a burning violin


Dance me through the panic


till I’m gathered safely in


Lift me like an olive branch


and be my homeward dove


Dance me to the end of love


—LEONARD COHEN











I can see now, GOD, that your decisions are right;…


Oh, love me—and right now!—hold me tight!


just the way you promised.


Now comfort me so I can live, really live;


your revelation is the tune I dance to.


—PSALM 119:75–77 (THE MESSAGE)
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Introduction



Sue Johnson


This is an exciting time for anyone aspiring to understand and begin deliberately shaping their most important love relationship. The first, bestselling version of this book laid out the revolutionary new science of adult love and the couple therapy model, Emotionally Focused Therapy (EFT), based on this science. It also described the explicit map to lasting love that this science now offers us. The book was designed to reach a broad general readership. However, a trusted Christian colleague of mine, Kenny Sanderfer, recently asked me to consider writing a version of this book specifically for Christian couples. His rationale was compelling: Christians seeking guidance for their love relationships want to know not only that what they are reading is grounded in sound research, but also that this guidance is completely consistent with their faith and the Scriptures that guide them in their pursuit of divine wisdom. This made perfect sense. As Kenny and I placed the science of EFT alongside the ancient wisdom of the Christian Scriptures, clear and consistent parallels between EFT and biblical teachings about divine love and God’s teachings about human love leapt out at us. It is not surprising that a system of understanding love relationships based on the best of modern research on adult love is so consonant with the wisdom of this ancient book of faith, which is bookended with images of marriage (Gen. 2 and Rev. 22) and emphasizes the centrality of love from beginning to end. Science and spiritual wisdom often teach us to see things that, once we are aware of them, seem obvious and mirror our own innate sense of truth.


The main reason for the revision of the original book, which is titled Hold Me Tight, is the passion that both Kenny and I share for helping couples—all couples. Kenny communicated to me that, as a Christian, his deep calling in life is to help couples of faith find the love they were created to experience, with God and with each other. I agreed that it would be difficult to find an institution more committed to the task of reconciliation and the restoration of loving relationships than the church. Kenny pointed out that, unfortunately, divorce statistics show just how much people of faith struggle in their marriages. It seems that there has never been a time in Western societies when the challenges to long-term relationships have been so great.


Over many long, fascinating conversations, Kenny helped me see the natural connection between what EFT has to offer and the urgent need of the church to help people of faith shape more positive and lasting relationships. He is passionate about bringing this powerful, effective system for helping couples to people of faith, and helping Christian readers connect with the insights offered by EFT from the vantage point of their own biblical worldview. Our conversations also explored the broadened application of attachment theory to man’s relationship with God—the ultimate giver of secure connection and love. Christians believe, as do I, that we are indeed created for connection. The Bible teaches that as creatures made in the very image of God, we bear the likeness of the One who made us in love for love, and who, in and of Himself, dwells in a community of love: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. I was touched and inspired by the realization that my work could guide readers back to the unhindered loving connection that we were created for and that the Bible refers to again and again.


For my part, I shared with Kenny how my obsession with the drama of close relationships came out of my childhood struggles with the everyday mayhem of my parents’ marriage. Watching them felt like helplessly seeing a train wreck happen again and again. Still, I knew that my parents loved each other deeply. In my father’s last days, he wept raw tears for my mother although they had been separated for more than twenty years. As an adult, I became obsessed with understanding this mysterious and powerful emotion that defeated my parents, complicated my own life, and seemed to be the central source of both joy and suffering for so many of us. I knew in my heart that there just had to be a path through the maze that could lead us all to more empowering, enduring love.


I followed this fascination into a career in counseling and psychology, and in the final phase of my doctorate studies I started to work with couples. I was instantly mesmerized by the intensity of their struggles and, at the same time, continued to feel completely lost and defeated in the face of these struggles, just as I did when I was a child.


So I decided to simply let my couples teach me about the emotional rhythms and patterns in the dance of romantic love. I began to tape my couple sessions and watch them over and over again. Slowly, I began to grasp the key negative and positive emotional moments that defined a relationship and started formulating a clear way of working with couples that was based on changing these moments. My colleagues and I decided to call it Emotionally Focused Therapy, EFT for short. This was a natural choice, as it became clearer and clearer that, more than anything else, it was partners’ emotional signals that shaped the dance between lovers. Emotions communicate and organize our responses to our loved ones. They are the music of the dance. We discovered that changing the music changed the dance.


As we developed EFT, our work was constantly informed and refined by the emerging new science of adult bonding, created by leading developmental and social psychologists. My lab’s research studies began to show conclusive evidence that we could indeed help distressed partners transform their relationships. The results of these studies were, and still are, positive, powerful, and convincing. In addition, with the help of bonding science, we began to understand why distressed partners seethed with such strong emotions as they struggled to get a loved one to respond, and how the new conversations we shaped with our couples—we call them Hold Me Tight conversations—made a lasting difference to these couples’ love relationships.


Many years and studies later, it is perfectly clear that romantic love is all about attachment. Emotional bonding is a wired-in survival code designed to keep loved ones close so that they will be there when we are in need. In order to truly thrive, we all need someone to depend on, a loved one who can offer reliable emotional connection and comfort. This partnership is the natural antidote to humanity’s greatest pain: being alone in the face of the uncertainty of life. I now have a spiritual perspective on this and can see bonding relationships as echoing what the Bible describes as “becoming one” with a loved one (Gen. 2:24; Mark 10:8). God responds to the pain of human isolation by giving man an intimate partner who shares his bone and flesh (Gen. 2:23). God actually announces Eve’s role in Adam’s life using the Hebrew word for helper (Gen. 2:18), which, in Scripture thereafter, is most often used in reference to the strength and comfort God Himself provides as He comes alongside humanity in the inevitable but frightening battles of life. The love between adult partners is indeed infinitely more than the way it is all too often described—as a slightly adolescent mix of sexuality and sentiment.


In my conversations with Kenny that inspired this book, I was reminded of sharing the new science on the nature of love with one of my dearest friends and mentors, Father Anthony Storey, a Catholic priest who befriended me when I was an undergraduate at the University of Hull in England. When, in a long, rambling letter to Father Storey, I shared what I thought to be new and revolutionary insights about love, he wrote back a simple reply: “Of course, Christians have always known that.”


He followed up with a long epistle describing his bond with God and how his closeness to Christ was his home and safe haven. He urged me to remember that Christians have always referred to God as an attachment figure, as the “Heavenly Father.” Just before he died, Father Storey impressed on me again that I should understand the Christian faith as a special bond with God that frees us from fear, generates kindness and compassion, and teaches us, above all, to connect with and love others. He did not speak to me of moral rules, but of relationships.


As Kenny and I talked, these earlier discussions about God and bonding came flooding back, and I reconnected with my sense that, for me, my relationship with loved ones is where I find my way to the sacred, to what is holy. I then went back to reread the studies on the natural links between attachment theory and religious faith that had fascinated me years before. I also began to tune in to my Christian couples with a new awareness about how they viewed relationships, and how their commitment to their faith played into their dance with their loved ones. Even though I still see myself as a seeker rather than someone who has truly found her spiritual home, I have learned much from Christian writings, my Christian clients, and my collaboration with my colleague Kenny as a result of rewriting this book. My appreciation for the teachings found in the Bible has also been renewed.


In the end, as a result of the process I just described, the book you are about to read was an absolute joy to write. It seemed to spring naturally into being.


Perhaps I should back up a little at this point and tell you a bit more about Emotionally Focused Therapy for couples (EFT). As a way of seeing and shaping love relationships, it is simple: Forget about learning how to argue better, analyzing your early childhood, making grand romantic gestures, or experimenting with new sexual positions. Instead, recognize and admit that you are emotionally attached to and dependent on your partner in much the same way that a child is on a parent for nurturing, soothing, and protection. Adult attachments may be more reciprocal and less centered on constant physical contact, but the nature of the emotional bond is the same. EFT focuses on creating and strengthening this emotional bond between partners by identifying and transforming the key moments and messages that foster an adult loving relationship: being open, attuned, and responsive to each other.


Today EFT is revolutionizing couple therapy. Rigorous studies over the past twenty-five years have shown that 70 to 75 percent of couples who go through this therapy are able to move out of distress and become closer and happier in their relationships, and as many as 86 percent report significant improvement in relationship satisfaction in just a few sessions. Study after study has demonstrated positive results for EFT, and studies also show that these results appear to last, even for couples who are at high risk for divorce. This model has long been recognized by the American Psychological Association as fulfilling the criteria outlined for a tested and proven form of couple therapy. The power of EFT comes, I believe, from its grounding in the new science of attachment that allows an EFT therapist to go to the heart of a couple’s relationship and help them shape the loving bond we all long for.


There are now many thousands of EFT-trained therapists and over fifty EFT centers and communities that provide training to mental health professionals all over the world. In addition to the original version of this book, I also recently published Love Sense: The Revolutionary New Science of Romantic Relationships to further explain the exponential growth in our understanding of love and loving.


Even though I have felt for many years that my work and that of my team was making a real difference in the world, I was still surprised when Kenny first wrote to me about his personal introduction to EFT and how he responded as a man of faith. He told me, “The first time I was introduced to EFT and the bonding perspective, I remember saying to myself, ‘This just makes sense!’ Then, as a practitioner, I began to see incredible changes with my couples in my sessions. But what I wasn’t expecting was the impact EFT would have on me personally. It gave me a new way of seeing my relationship with God and with others. It changed how I engaged with the ones I love most—friends, family, and God. The Scriptures are clear that God is love, and He wants more than anything to have an intimate relationship with us individually and as couples. I don’t believe the Bible was intended to be a marriage book, but it sure is a beautiful love story. Our relationship with God colors how we connect with others, and this human connection also helps us develop closeness with God.”


When Kenny then went on to tell me that he believed God’s intention is that we each experience a divine gaze when we look into our partner’s eyes, a gaze that communicates the miracle of being truly known and deeply loved, his perspective began to make complete and perfect sense to me. How could I not respond to his passion to usher his fellow Christians into the dance of love and connection that he and I have seen a thousand times in EFT sessions? How could we not create this new edition together and, as Kenny puts it, “usher Christian couples into the house of love, as science sets out and God intended”?


Like the original version, this book is divided into three parts. Part One answers the age-old question of what love is. It explains how we often slip into disconnection and lose our love, in spite of the best intentions and the greatest insights. It also documents and synthesizes the massive explosion of recent research into close relationships.


Part Two is the streamlined version of EFT, presented in a way that ties EFT into Christian values and beliefs and also links to biblical wisdom. It presents seven conversations that capture the defining moments in a love relationship, and it instructs you, the reader, on how to shape these moments to create a secure and lasting bond. Case histories and Play and Practice sections in each conversation bring the lessons of EFT to life in your own relationships.


Part Three addresses the power of love. The chapter Our Bond with God lays out an attachment perspective on our connection with God and how human love opens us up to the divine just as God’s love teaches us to reach for one another. Love also enhances our sense of connection to the larger world. Loving responsiveness is the foundation of a truly compassionate, civilized society.


To help you through the book, I’ve included a glossary of important terms at the end.


I owe the development of EFT to all the couples I’ve seen over the years, and I make liberal use of their stories, disguising names and details to protect privacy, throughout this book. All stories are composites of many cases and are simplified to reflect the general truths I have learned from the thousands of couples I have seen. They will teach you as they taught me.


I started seeing couples in the early 1980s. Over thirty years later, it amazes me that I still feel passionately excited when I sit down in a room to work with a couple. I still get exhilarated when partners suddenly understand each other’s heartfelt messages and risk reaching out to each other. Their struggles and determination daily enlighten and inspire me to keep my own precious connection with others alive.


We all live out the drama of connection and disconnection. I hope this book provides some new understanding that will help you turn your relationship into a glorious adventure, an adventure that resonates with and enriches your life and your Christian faith. The journey outlined in these pages has certainly been such an adventure for me.


“Love is everything it’s cracked up to be,” Erica Jong has written. “It really is worth fighting for, being brave for, risking everything for. And the trouble is, if you don’t risk anything, your risk is even greater.” I couldn’t agree more. For us, in the twenty-first century, it is the tender understanding of the human heart, found in spiritual teachings and also now in the science of human bonding, that shows us how to risk and make a deeply loving, lasting bond with our life partners.













Introduction



Kenny Sanderfer


As Sue mentioned, this book came together as a result of many conversations over quite a long period of time. Participating with Sue in writing it stretched and challenged me. Sue is a world-renowned couple therapist and researcher and a master of asking hard questions and seeking clarity. As we sat together around her table in Ottawa, I did my best to answer her questions. I became immediately aware of my own contradictions and sometimes less-than-clear answers. Our conversations caused me to revisit my beliefs at multiple levels. I feel honored to be on this spiritual journey with Sue and to be her partner in this project.


The main reason for this revision of the incredible book Hold Me Tight is the passion that Sue and I share for helping couples—all couples. As a Christian, I feel a deep calling toward helping couples of faith find the love they were created to experience, with God and with each other. It would be difficult to find an institution more committed than the church to the task of reconciliation and the restoration of loving relationships. Unfortunately, the divorce statistics indicate that as a faith community we have a lot of room for improvement. Just like other couples, we Christians struggle greatly in our marriages. I don’t think there has ever been a time in our society when the challenges to long-term relationships have been so great.


When I began using EFT in my counseling practice, I easily saw the applications for Christian couples; and yet I could also see the need for a book that clearly spoke the language of the Christian faith—a vernacular that people of faith would easily understand and that would broaden the application of attachment theory to our relationship with God. I’ll never forget the first time I was introduced to EFT. I remember saying to myself, “This just makes sense!” I’ve heard the same sentiment expressed a thousand times by both counselors and clients as they experience EFT for the first time. As a practitioner, I began to see incredible changes in my couples in therapy sessions. This is not surprising—there is a body of sound research to support EFT. But what I wasn’t expecting was the impact EFT would have on me personally. It gave me a new map for guiding me in my relationship with God and others.


EFT changed how I saw and interacted with the ones I loved most—friends, family, and God. It is a therapy that builds loving connection and really gets to the heart of the matter. And for the Christian, at the heart of love is God. The Scriptures are clear that God is love, and He wants more than anything to have an intimate relationship with us, both individually and as couples. EFT helped me make sense of the deeper places of my being, the places where only God prevails/dwells.


I don’t believe the Bible was ever intended to be a marriage book, but it is a beautiful love story—a story about a God in pursuit of His bride. We are the bride of Christ. God created us to have a relationship with Him and with others. God’s very nature is relational, and we see this in the relationship of the Trinity—Father, Son, and Spirit. The Father gave his all to the Son, and the Son gave himself to the Father. The Bible says we were created in His image, and that God has created us as relational beings. Our relationship with God is essential to how we connect with others, and our view of God is influenced by our lifelong interactions with others.


The person who most influenced my view of God was my great-aunt and caregiver, Auntie. Auntie lived in a small run-down garage apartment in town and depended on a small grove of pecan trees for most of her existence. I have vivid memories of working long, hard hours with her in her vegetable garden, the black gumbo soil of southeast Texas burning my bare feet. She rested only long enough to make lye soap in a black washpot on an open fire in the shade. It was amazing to me that anyone could be so poor and yet so happy. She refused government assistance—too much Texas pride for that. She had her faith, and that sustained her through thick and thin. It was my relationship with Auntie that forever formed my image of God and influenced my relationships with others.


In Texas, football was king. As a boy, I spent every waking moment preparing for and fantasizing about playing football. I remember one fall night, when I was about twelve, walking home from an important game that my high school had won. I should have been happy, celebrating with the rest of the town—car horns were honking, the band was playing, and fans were cheering—but that wasn’t the case. I had this sudden sick realization that the chances of my ever playing football weren’t that good. I had the desire, but my body hadn’t gotten the message! I was almost the smallest kid in town.


I walked into Auntie’s house late that night as disappointed as I had ever been in my life. If I wasn’t a football star, then I was nothing. When I entered the house, I saw Auntie half-asleep on the couch, holding a transistor radio up to her hearing aid. Over her smudged glasses, she looked deep into my eyes and said, “Y’all beat, huh? You won.” She didn’t know or care a thing about football, but she had listened because she knew that the game was important to me.


My sadness lifted almost instantly, as I realized that winning the game wasn’t the point. I mattered to her and she cared about what was in my heart, and that’s what counted. She had held on to that radio all evening, waiting to hear the final score, because she knew how much it meant to me. I’ll never forget the way I felt as she looked into my eyes. It went straight to my heart. My disappointment was replaced by a sense of calm delight. This is what I would describe as a “divine gaze” of love. This experience changed me forever. It shaped the template of how I see myself, my God, my wife, my family, and others. God created us for connection—intimate connection—a special and unique intimate relationship with Him and with our life partner.


I am convinced that it is God’s intention that we each experience a divine gaze when we look into our partner’s eyes. I’ve seen this happen a thousand times in my sessions with couples.


Jesus encouraged us to move out of the house of fear and to make our home in Him (John 15:4). It is my prayer that this book will help usher you into the house of love with your partner, and that you both may experience the true love and intimacy God created us for.
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A New Light on Love













Love—A Revolutionary New View





“We live in the shelter of each other.”


—Celtic saying






“How priceless is your unfailing love, O God!


People take refuge in the shadow of your wings.”


—Psalm 36:7




Love may be the most used and the most potent word in the English language. We write tomes about it, pen poems about it. We sing about it and pray for it. We fight wars for it (see Helen of Troy) and build monuments to it (see the Taj Mahal). We soar on its declaration—“I love you!”—and plummet at its dissolution—“I don’t love you anymore!” We think about it and talk about it—endlessly.


Of course, the Christian knows, this word does not just encompass romantic love. Love in its purest form is also the central theme of the Bible from Genesis to Revelation. The central message of the Bible is that God is love. For people of faith, then, romantic relationships are part of this spiritual reality.


But what is love, really? And what does the church say about love and intimacy?


No institution has devoted more time and resources to helping people find and keep love than the church has—premarital counseling, marriage retreats, sermons, teachings—and yet marriages are in trouble and the divorce rate is the same inside the church as outside the church. The messages about love and intimacy have been emphasized, but Christian couples struggle, like everyone else, to make sense of how love plays out in relationships.


Scholars and practitioners have wrestled with definitions and ways of understanding love for centuries. To some cold-blooded observers, romantic love is a mutually beneficial alliance based on trading favors, a give-get bargain. Others, more historically inclined, regard it as a sentimental social custom created by the minstrels of thirteenth-century France. Biologists and anthropologists view it as a strategy to ensure the transmission of genes and rearing of offspring. Christian teachers have viewed loving one’s partner as a moral imperative and have stressed the spiritual value and aspects of such a relationship.


But to most people, in the end, love has been and remains still a mystical elusive emotion, open to description but defying definition. Back in the 1700s, Benjamin Franklin, an astute student in so many areas, could only attest to love as “changeable, transient and accidental.” More recently, Marilyn Yalom, in her scholarly book on the history of the wife, admitted defeat and called love an “intoxicating mixture of sex and sentiment that no one can define.” My English barmaid mother’s description of love as a “funny five minutes” is just as apt, if a little more cynical.


Today, though, we can no longer afford to define love as a mysterious force beyond our ken. It has become too important. For better or worse, in the twenty-first century, a love relationship has become the central emotional relationship in most people’s lives.


One reason is that we are increasingly living in social isolation. Writers like Robert Putnam in his book Bowling Alone point out that we suffer from a dangerous loss of “social capital.” (This term was coined in 1916 by a Virginia educator, who noted the continuous help, sympathy, and fellowship that neighbors offered each other.) Most of us no longer live in supportive communities with our birth families or childhood friends close at hand. We work longer and longer hours, commute farther and farther distances, and thus have fewer and fewer opportunities to develop close relationships.


Most often, the couples I see in my practice live in a community of two. The majority of folks in a 2006 National Science Foundation survey reported that the number of people in their circle of confidants was dropping, and a growing number stated that they had no one at all to confide in. As the Irish poet John O’Donohue put it, “There is a huge and leaden loneliness settling like a frozen winter on so many humans.”


Inevitably, we now ask our lovers for the emotional connection and sense of belonging that my grandmother could get from a whole village. Compounding this is the celebration of romantic love fostered by our popular culture. Movies, as well as television soap operas and dramas, saturate us with images of romantic love as the be-all and end-all of relationships, while newspapers, magazines, and TV news avidly report on the never-ending search for romance and love among actors and celebrities. So it should come as no surprise that people recently surveyed in the U.S. and Canada rate a satisfying love relationship as their number one goal, ahead of financial success and satisfying career.


It is, then, imperative that we comprehend what love is, how to make it, and how to make it last. People of faith, knowing that we are created in love and for love, feel this imperative on a spiritual as well as a pragmatic level. God is love (1 John 4:16) and we are created in the image of God (Gen. 1:27). To be disconnected from an understanding of what love is and how to live it out is a threat to the most fundamental aspect of our humanity, namely our connection to God and to one another. When we lose the ability to create and hold on to romantic love, we lose the completeness that God created us for as his image bearers (Gen. 2:18–24). Thankfully, during the past two decades, an exciting and revolutionary new understanding of love has been emerging, and it is one that reflects, echoes, and supports the Christian view of the union between life partners.


We now know that love is, in actuality, the most compelling survival mechanism of the human species. Not because it induces us to mate and reproduce. We do manage to mate without love! But because love drives us to bond emotionally with a precious few others who offer us safe haven from the storms of life. Love is our bulwark, designed to provide emotional protection so we can cope with the ups and downs of existence. As Mozart noted, “Love guards the heart from the abyss.” We are relational beings. God created us for relationship with Himself and with others. We are created for connection.


This drive to emotionally attach—to find someone to whom we can turn and say “Hold me tight”—is wired into our mind, soul, and spirit. It is as basic to life, health, and happiness as the drives for food, shelter, and sex. We need emotional attachments with a few irreplaceable others to be physically and mentally healthy—to survive. We will see below how recent research bears out the truth of Scripture and how “all truth is God’s truth.” Here we find that, by obeying God’s basic command “Love one another,” we actually determine our ability not only to survive but also to thrive—to live fully.


A NEW THEORY OF ATTACHMENT


Clues to love’s true purpose have been circulating for a long time. Back in 1760, a Spanish bishop writing to his superiors in Rome noted that children in foundling homes, though they were sheltered and fed, regularly “die from sadness.” In the 1930s and 1940s, in the halls of American hospitals, orphan children, deprived only of touch and emotional contact, died in droves. Psychiatrists also began identifying children who were physically healthy but who seemed indifferent, callous, and unable to relate to others. David Levy, reporting his observations in a 1937 article in the American Journal of Psychiatry, attributed such youngsters’ behavior to “emotional starvation.” In the 1940s, American analyst René Spitz coined the term “failure to thrive” for children separated from their parents and caught in debilitating grief.


But it remained for John Bowlby, a British psychiatrist, to figure out exactly what was going on. Let me be honest. As a psychologist and as a human being, if I had to give an award for the single best set of ideas anyone had ever had, I’d give it to John Bowlby hands down over Freud or anyone else in the business of understanding people. He grabbed the threads of observations and reports and wove them into a coherent and masterful theory of attachment.


Born in 1907, Bowlby, the son of a baronet, was raised, in the fashion of the upper class, primarily by nannies and governesses. His parents allowed him to join them at the dinner table after he turned twelve, and then only for dessert. He was sent off to boarding school and then attended Trinity College, Cambridge. Bowlby’s life departed from tradition when he volunteered to work in the innovative residential schools for emotionally maladjusted children being started by visionaries like A. S. Neill. These schools focused on offering emotional support rather than the usual stern discipline.


Intrigued by his experiences, Bowlby went on to medical school and then took psychiatric training, which included undergoing seven years of psychoanalysis. His analyst apparently found him a difficult patient. Influenced by mentors like Ronald Fairbairn, who argued that Freud had underestimated the need for other people, Bowlby rebelled against the professional dictum that the crux of patients’ problems lay in their internal conflicts and unconscious fantasies. Bowlby insisted the problems were mostly external, rooted in real relationships with real people.


Working with disturbed youngsters at the Child Guidance Clinics in London, he began to believe that blighted relationships with parents had left them with only a few, negative ways to deal with basic feelings and needs. Later, in 1938, as a beginning clinician under the supervision of the noted analyst Melanie Klein, Bowlby was assigned a young hyperactive boy who had an extremely anxious mother. He was not allowed to talk to the mother, however, since only the child’s projections and fantasies were deemed of interest. That infuriated Bowlby. His experience spurred him to formulate his own idea, namely that the quality of the connection to loved ones and early emotional deprivation are key to the development of personality and to an individual’s habitual way of connecting with others.


In 1944, Bowlby published the very first paper on family therapy, Forty-Four Juvenile Thieves, in which he noted that “behind the mask of indifference is bottomless misery and behind apparent callousness, despair.” Bowlby’s young charges were frozen in the attitude “I will never be hurt again” and paralyzed in desperation and rage.


Following World War II, Bowlby was asked by the World Health Organization to do a study of European children left homeless and orphaned by the conflict. His findings confirmed his belief in the reality of emotional starvation and his conviction that loving contact is as important as physical nutrition. He believed that keeping precious others close is a brilliant, built-in survival code.


Bowlby’s theory was radical and noisily rejected. Indeed, it almost got him thrown out of the British Psychoanalytic Society. Conventional wisdom held that coddling by mothers and other family members created clingy, overdependent youngsters who grew up into incompetent adults. Keeping an antiseptic rational distance was the proper way to rear children. That objective stance held even when youngsters were distressed and physically ill. In Bowlby’s era, parents were not allowed to stay in the hospital with their sick sons and daughters; they had to drop the children off at the door.


In 1951, Bowlby and a young social worker, James Robertson, made a movie called A Two-Year-Old Goes to Hospital, graphically showing a little girl’s angry protest, terror, and despair at being left alone in a hospital. Robertson showed the film to the Royal Society of Medicine in London in the hope that physicians would comprehend a child’s stress at separation from loved ones and need for connection and comfort. It was dismissed as a fraud and almost banned. Well into the 1960s in Britain and the United States, parents still typically were allowed to visit their hospitalized offspring for only one hour a week.


Bowlby needed to find another way to prove to the world what he knew in his heart. A Canadian researcher, Mary Ainsworth, who became his assistant, showed him how to do that. She devised a very simple experiment to look at the four behaviors that Bowlby and she believed were basic to attachment: that we monitor and maintain emotional and physical closeness with our beloved; that we reach out for this person when we are unsure, upset, or feeling down; that we miss this person when we are apart; and that we count on this person to be there for us when we go out into the world and explore.


The experiment was called the Strange Situation and has generated literally thousands of scientific studies and revolutionized developmental psychology. A researcher invites a mother and child into an unfamiliar room. After a few minutes, the mother leaves the child alone with the researcher, who tries to offer comfort if needed. Three minutes later, the mother comes back. The separation and reunion are repeated once more.


The majority of children are upset when their mothers walk out; they rock themselves, cry, throw toys. But some prove more emotionally resilient. They calm themselves quickly and effectively, reconnect easily with their mothers on their return, and rapidly resume playing while checking to make sure that their moms are still around. They seem confident that their mothers will be there if needed. Less resilient youngsters, however, are anxious and aggressive or detached and distant on their mothers’ return. The kids who can calm themselves usually have warmer, more responsive mothers, while the moms of the angry kids are unpredictable in their behavior, and the moms of the detached kids are colder and dismissive. In these simple studies of disconnection and reconnection, Bowlby saw love in action and began to code its patterns.


Bowlby’s theory gained still greater currency a few years later when he produced a famed trilogy on human attachment, separation, and loss. His colleague Harry Harlow, a psychologist at the University of Wisconsin, also drew attention to the power of what he called “contact comfort” by reporting his own dramatic research with young monkeys separated from their mothers at birth. He discovered that the isolated infants were so hungry for connection that when given the choice between a “mother” made out of wire who dispensed food and a soft-cloth mother without food, they would choose the squashy rag mother almost every time. Generally, Harlow’s experiments showed the toxicity of early isolation: physically healthy infant primates who were separated from their mothers during the first year of life grew into socially crippled adults. The monkeys failed to develop the ability to solve problems or understand the social cues of others. They became depressed, self-destructive, and unable to mate.


Attachment theory, at first ridiculed and despised, eventually revolutionized child-rearing methods in North America. (Now when I get to sleep beside my child’s bed as he recovers from an appendicitis operation, I thank John Bowlby.) Today it is widely accepted that children have an absolute requirement for safe, ongoing physical and emotional closeness, and that we ignore this only at great cost.


It is interesting, in this context, to read in Scripture how often Jesus uses touch in His acts of care and healing. In Mark 10:13–16, we read, “People were bringing little children to Jesus to have him touch them, but the disciples rebuked them. When Jesus saw this, he was indignant. He said to them, ‘Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these. I tell you the truth, anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it.’ And he took the children in his arms, put his hands on them, and blessed them.” By reaching for those who are vulnerable, honoring this vulnerability, and offering loving visceral connection, Jesus sets out a clear model for human behavior.


LOVE AND ADULTS


Bowlby died in 1990. He did not live to see the second revolution sparked by his work: the application of attachment theory to adult love. Bowlby himself had maintained that adults have the same need for attachment—he had studied World War II widows and discovered they exhibited behavior patterns similar to those of homeless youngsters—and that this need is the force that shapes adult relationships. But again his ideas were rejected. No one expected a reserved upper-class conservative Englishman to solve the riddle of romantic love! And anyway, the general belief among many members of the public was that we already knew all there was to know about love. Love was painted as simply short-lived, disguised sexual infatuation, Freud’s basic instinct dressed up. Something we simply fell into and then fell out of. Or a kind of immature need to rely on others. Only in spiritual circles have these popular views of love been routinely questioned. In such circles, love between partners has often been framed as a moral imperative, with a focus on selfless giving rather than needing or attaining emotional connection.


Most important, however, the attachment view of love was, and perhaps still is, radically out of line with our culture’s established social and psychological ideas of adulthood: that maturity means being independent and self-sufficient. The notion of the invulnerable warrior who faces life and danger alone is long ingrained in our culture. Consider James Bond, the iconic impervious man, still going strong after five decades.


Psychologists use words like undifferentiated, codependent, symbiotic, or even fused to describe people who seem unable to be self-sufficient or definitively assert themselves with others. In contrast, Bowlby talked about “effective dependency” and how being able, from “the cradle to the grave,” to turn to others for emotional support is a sign and source of strength. Christianity, too, has always viewed reliance on God’s love, the union with a partner and with others in the community of faith, as a positive force. Both attachment science and Christianity teach that turning to others and acknowledging our vulnerability is admirable, and that responding with empathy and care to others is a key part of emotional and spiritual wholeness.


Research documenting adult attachment began just before Bowlby’s death. Social psychologists Phil Shaver and Cindy Hazan, then at the University of Denver, decided to ask men and women questions about their love relationships to see if they exhibited the same responses and patterns as mothers and children. They wrote up a love quiz that was published in the local Rocky Mountain News. In their answers, adults spoke of needing emotional closeness from their lover, wanting assurance that their lover would respond when they were upset, being distressed when they felt separate and distant from their loved one, and feeling more confident about exploring the world when they knew that their lover had their back. They also indicated different ways of dealing with their partner. When they felt secure with their lover, they could reach out and connect easily; when they felt insecure, they either became anxious, angry, and controlling, or they avoided contact altogether and stayed distant. Just what Bowlby and Ainsworth had found with mothers and children.


Hazan and Shaver followed up with serious formal studies that reinforced the quiz’s findings and Bowlby’s theories. They found that the key principles of attachment applied to adult relationships too, and not just to the bonds between children and parents. These key principles simply state that:




• Our deepest instinct all through life is to seek out and stay close to a few precious loved ones.


• Contact with these loved ones offers us a safe haven to go to and a secure base to go out from with strength and confidence. Secure connection makes us stronger as individuals.


• Loss of a felt sense of connection with such loved ones is painful and creates a disorienting sense of vulnerability. Disconnection at times of high need can be traumatizing for human beings.


• Emotional accessibility and responsiveness to another’s signals and needs shape secure loving connection. The quality of our emotional engagement is the key element that shapes our love relationships.


• There are only a few simple strategies that we use to connect and deal with perceived disconnection. When we feel safe enough, we can risk reaching for a loved one and asking for our needs to be met. When we feel unsafe, we resort to demanding and controlling or, if we truly expect rejection and desertion, we try to turn away and shut down our needs for connection. These negative strategies can shape the very disconnection we are trying to cope with or avoid.


• As adults we can hold loved ones in our minds and find comfort, and we do not always need physical closeness. Adult romantic bonds also have a physical—a sexual—element. Sexuality is part of adult bonding.


• The relationship between God and people of faith can be understood as an attachment bond, in which God is a safe haven, a secure base, and the ultimate source of comfort and care.




Hazan and Shaver’s work set off an avalanche of research. Hundreds of studies now validate Bowlby’s predictions about adult attachment, and you will find them cited throughout this book. The overall conclusion: a sense of secure connection between romantic partners is key in positive, loving relationships and a huge source of strength for the individuals in those relationships. Among the more significant findings in attachment studies are the following:




• When we feel generally secure, that is, we are comfortable with closeness and confident about depending on loved ones, we are better at seeking support—and better at giving it. In a study by psychologist Jeff Simpson of the University of Minnesota, each of eighty-three dating couples filled out questionnaires about their relationship and then sat in a room. The female partner had been warned she would soon be participating in an activity that made most people very anxious (the activity wasn’t spelled out). The women who described themselves as feeling secure in love relationships on the questionnaires were able to share their unhappiness about the upcoming task openly and ask for support from their partners. Women who generally denied their attachment needs and avoided closeness withdrew more at these moments. Men responded to their partners in two ways: when they described themselves as secure with relationships, they became even more supportive than usual, touching and smiling at their partners and offering comfort; if they described themselves as uncomfortable with attachment needs, they became markedly less sympathetic when their partners expressed their needs, downplaying their partners’ distress, showing less warmth, and touching less.


• When we feel safely linked to our partners, we more easily roll with the hurts they inevitably inflict, and we are less likely to be aggressively hostile when we get mad at them. Mario Mikulincer of Bar-Ilan University in Israel conducted a series of studies asking participants questions about how connected they felt in relationships and how they dealt with anger when conflicts arose. Their heart rates were monitored as they responded to scenarios of couples in conflict. Those who felt close to and could depend on partners reported feeling less angry with and attributing less malicious intent to their partners. They described themselves as expressing anger in a more controlled way, and expressed more positive goals, such as solving the problems and reconnecting with their partners.


• Secure connection to a loved one is empowering. In a group of studies Mikulincer showed that when we feel safely connected to others we understand ourselves better and like ourselves more. When given a list of adjectives to describe themselves, the more secure folks picked out positive traits. And when asked about their weak points, they readily said they fell short of their own ideals but still felt good about themselves.


Mikulincer also found, as Bowlby predicted, that securely bonded adults were more curious and more open to new information. They were comfortable with ambiguity, saying they liked questions that could be answered in many different ways. In one task, a person’s behavior was described to them and they were asked to evaluate this person’s negative and positive traits. Connected participants more easily absorbed new information about the person and revised their assessments. Openness to new experience and flexibility of belief seem to be easier when we feel safe and connected to others. Curiosity comes out of a sense of safety, rigidity out of being vigilant to threats.


• The more we can reach out to our partners, the more separate and independent we can be. Although this flies in the face of our culture’s creed of self-sufficiency, psychologist Brooke Feeney of Carnegie Mellon University in Pittsburgh found exactly that in observations of 280 couples. Those who felt that their needs were accepted by their partners were more confident about solving problems on their own and were more likely to successfully achieve their own goals.




From the very first studies on the nature of attachment bonds, it has been clear that for people of faith, their connection with God is experienced as a potent source of attachment security. He is seen as the ultimate safe haven and refuge. His guidance also offers an anchor and a compass for believers as they face the uncertainties of life. Psychologist Lee Kirkpatrick of the College of William and Mary, in Virginia, consistently finds in his research that believers describe God and relate to Him as a reliable, responsive parent—a perfect attachment figure who is always there for His children. Scripture describes God as a “father to the fatherless” (Ps. 68:5). Mario Mikulincer also finds that, in general, people naturally turn to thoughts of God and His comfort when subjected to subliminal threats—for example, images of failure or of death. This spiritual bond is explored further in Part Three of this book, in the chapter “Our Bond with God.”


A WEALTH OF EVIDENCE


Science from all fields is telling us very clearly that we are not only social animals, but animals who need a special kind of close connection with others, and we deny this at our peril. As we read in Genesis 2:18, “It is not good for man to be alone.” Indeed, historians long ago observed that in the death camps of World War II, the unit of survival was the pair, not the solitary individual. It’s long been known, too, that married men and women generally live longer than do their single peers.


Having close ties with others is vital to every aspect of our health—mental, emotional, and physical. Louise Hawkley, of the Center for Cognitive and Social Neuroscience at the University of Chicago, calculates that loneliness raises blood pressure to the point where the risk of heart attack and stroke is doubled. Sociologist James House of the University of Michigan declares that emotional isolation is a more dangerous health risk than smoking or high blood pressure, and we now warn everyone about these two! Perhaps these findings reflect the time-honored saying “Suffering is a given; suffering alone is intolerable.”


But it’s not just whether or not we have close relationships in our lives—the quality of these relationships matters, too. Negative relationships undermine our health. In Cleveland, researchers at Case Western Reserve University asked men with a history of angina and high blood pressure, “Does your wife show her love?” Those who answered “No” suffered almost twice as many angina episodes during the next five years as did those who replied “Yes.” Women’s hearts are affected, too. Women who view their marriages as strained and have regular hostile interactions with their partners are more likely to have significantly elevated blood pressure and higher levels of stress hormones compared with women in happy marriages. Yet another study found that women who had had a heart attack stood a threefold higher risk of having another if there was discord in their marriage.


In men and women with congestive heart failure, the state of the patient’s marriage is as good a predictor of survival after four years as the severity of the symptoms and degree of impairment, concludes Jim Coyne, a psychologist at the University of Pennsylvania. The poets who made the heart the symbol of love would surely smile at scientists’ conclusion that the strength of people’s hearts cannot be separated from the strength of their love relationships.


Distress in a relationship adversely affects our immune and hormonal systems, and even our ability to heal. In one fascinating experiment, psychologist Janice Kiecolt-Glaser of Ohio State University had newlyweds fight, then took blood samples over the next several hours. She found that the more belligerent and contemptuous the partners were, the higher the level of stress hormones and the more depressed the immune system. The effects persisted for up to twenty-four hours. In an even more astounding study, Kiecolt-Glaser used a vacuum pump to produce small blisters on the hands of women volunteers, then had them fight with their husbands. The nastier the fight, the longer it took for the women’s skin to heal.


The quality of our love relationships is also a big factor in how mentally and emotionally healthy we are. We have an epidemic of anxiety and depression in our most affluent societies. Conflict with and hostile criticism from loved ones increase our self-doubts and create a sense of helplessness, classic triggers for depression. We need validation from our loved ones. Researchers say that marital distress raises the risk for depression tenfold!


That’s the bad news—but there is good news, too.


Hundreds of studies now show that positive loving connections with others protect us from stress and help us cope better with life’s challenges and traumas. Israeli researchers report that couples with a secure emotional attachment are much more able to deal with dangers such as Scud missile attacks than other less-connected couples. They are less anxious and have fewer physical problems after attacks.


These studies about the power of positive connections resonate with Christian teachings. Christians often report that turning to their bond with a loving God helps them deal with distress. They find comfort in their sense of belonging with and to God. In his book on the spiritual nature of man, Alister Hardy recounts the story of how a woman who was crippled by despair and hospitalized for depression decided to pray. She told Hardy, “Suddenly, a voice said, ‘Afraid or sane, you are still one of my sheep.’” This became the pivotal moment of her life and her healing.


Simply holding the hand of a loving partner can affect us profoundly, literally calming jittery neurons in the brain. Psychologist Jim Coan of the University of Virginia told women patients having an MRI brain scan that when a little red light on the machine came on, they might receive a small electrical shock on their feet—or they might not. This information lit up the stress centers in patients’ brains. But when partners held their hands, the patients registered less stress. When they were shocked, they experienced less pain. This effect was noticeably stronger in the happiest relationships, the ones where partners scored high on measures of satisfaction and that the researchers called the Supercouples. Contact with a loving partner literally acts as a buffer against shock, stress, and pain.


The people we love, asserts Coan, are the hidden regulators of our bodily processes and our emotional lives. When love doesn’t work, we hurt. Indeed, “hurt feelings” is a precisely accurate phrase, according to psychologist Naomi Eisenberger of the University of California. Her brain imaging studies show that rejection and exclusion trigger the same circuits in the same part of the brain, the anterior cingulate, as physical pain. In fact, this part of the brain turns on anytime we are emotionally separated from those who are close to us. When I read this study, I remembered being shocked by my own physical experience of grief. After hearing that my mother had died, I felt battered, like I had literally been hit by a truck. And when we are close to, hold, or make love with our partners, we are flooded with the “cuddle hormones” oxytocin and vasopressin. These hormones seem to turn on “reward” centers in the brain, flooding us with calm and happiness chemicals like dopamine, and turning off stress hormones like cortisol.


We’ve come a long way in our understanding of love and its importance. In 1939, women ranked love fifth as a factor in choosing a mate. By the 1990s, it topped the list for both women and men. And college students now say that their key expectation from marriage is “emotional security.”


Love is not the icing on the cake of life. It is a basic primary need, like oxygen.


Attachment science and Scripture are coming together here to sing a hymn on the primacy and sanctity of loving connection.


The Hebraic word for love in the Bible, ialeph,ayin, is silent. It is actually just a sound—the sound of inhaling and exhaling. Throughout Scripture this word is used to describe the intimate connection that God desires to have with us and that we can have with our life partners. This kind of love is one in which we are so close to our beloved that we breathe in the breath of the other. This closeness is described as panim el panim, which literally means face-to-face.


The Christian faith affirms that God desires a breath-to-breath and face-to-face relationship with us. This, then, is the model for our love with our partners.
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