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“For one human being to love another: that is perhaps the most difficult of all our tasks, the ultimate, the last test and proof, the work for which all other work is but preparation.”


—Rainer Maria Rilke


 


“Whenever your relationship is not working, whenever it brings out the ‘madness’ in you and in your partner, be glad. What was unconscious is being brought up to the light. It is an opportunity for salvation.”


—Eckhart Tolle


















Foreword



[image: Images]


 


 


 


by Richard Borofsky, Ed.D.


 


Near the end of a dirt road in rural Vermont is a most unusual laboratory. Housed in a red clapboard cape cottage, this laboratory has no scientific instruments, computers, animals in cages, or scientists in white lab coats. There are only two researchers here—a man and a woman, who have spent over thirty years together investigating with great dedication a single question: How can one cultivate an open heart in the context of a long-term committed intimacy? Their names are Don and Martha Rosenthal, and the book you’re holding is the fruit of their inquiry.


My wife Antra and I have been frequent visitors to this laboratory, and have come to know these two researchers well—first professionally (we’re couples therapists and workshop leaders ourselves) and later through our deepening friendship. And it has been an extraordinary friendship indeed. The four of us have worked together, shared each other’s hospitality, walked and meditated together in every kind of weather and season, talked shop, cooked meals, laughed a lot, and confided to each other everything from our smallest anxieties to our deepest spiritual yearnings. Everything we have come to know about Don and Martha has increased our affection for them personally and our profound respect for their teaching. So, it is a great pleasure and honor for me to be able to introduce you to my dear friends and this wonderful book.


What you are about to read is a distillation of what Don and Martha have learned from their joint investigation of what it means to cultivate an open heart. As you will see, Learning to Love is both practical and inspirational. It is quite realistic about the many difficulties, limitations, and pitfalls of intimate relationship without being discouraging. It is enormously hopeful about the possibility of transforming even the most damaged relationships, yet it is never naïve or simplistic. In a word, it is balanced. Learning to Love successfully integrates both psychological and spiritual perspectives on intimate relationship without falling into the mistakes or limitations of either.


Learning to Love also navigates quite skillfully the many dichotomies on which couples often founder—dichotomies such as freedom and commitment, honesty and compassion, safety and risk-taking, change and acceptance. All these apparent polarities are resolved here quite elegantly by the understanding that true love has no opposite. It includes everything—discomfort, pain, anger, resentment, despair—all the troubles that at one time or another afflict every serious relationship. In an authentically open-hearted relationship there is room for all of it.


This is what makes Don and Martha so successful in their work with couples—even those who are in dire straits, believing there is no way to resolve their conflicts. As Learning to Love makes clear, when we are in the presence of an open heart, conflict is readily resolved. Problems begin to dissolve (as opposed to being solved), and genuine transformation is possible. Personal and interpersonal difficulties can become a vehicle for deeper intimacy, while fear, hurt, and shame are composted into a fertile soil where love can grow again. This is what Martha and Don are able to accomplish in their work, because theirs is a love inclusive enough to embrace the whole human condition.


This open-heartedness is made possible through the practice of mindfulness—the ability to be aware of how we are with each other moment to moment. Like direct, unfiltered sunlight, awareness makes love grow. It illuminates and animates the best in us. When we are aware, paying attention to whatever is happening right now, we are more able to make loving choices—most importantly, the choice to keep our hearts open. More than anything else, it is making this choice, over and over again, that sustains and deepens our relationships.


In effect, what Martha and Don offer us here is a new form of meditation practice—a kind of mindfulness à deux—that helps couples learn how to be present and attentive while they are relating. Whereas mindfulness has traditionally been practiced alone on a meditation cushion with eyes closed, Learning to Love shows couples how they can be mindful together while they are talking and listening, even when they are hurting, frightened or angry. Whereas mindfulness has traditionally focused on cultivating an aloof detachment from all desires or preferences, this approach enables us to be more passionately and compassionately involved.


To be sure, becoming more mindful requires discipline and commitment. It is an art that can be practiced for a lifetime. However, years of training or formal meditation practice are not required. This is a mindfulness that makes it possible for us to open our hearts to each other right now—no matter what is going on between us. This choice, which the authors tell us can be made whenever we are self-aware, is what this book is all about. Through lucid instructions, explanations, and anecdotes, Don and Martha show us what it means to keep our hearts open in every circumstance life offers—not only when we are feeling loving, but even in our most difficult and painful moments together. Their basic assumption—which radically challenges all our habitual defenses and rationalizations—is that “there’s never a good reason to keep the heart closed.”


This is a bold and inspiring vision—the possibility of relating to each other open-heartedly under any conditions. Yet far from being idealistic or unattainable, this vision is wholly practicable. It is grounded in years of personal experience. In clear, jargon-free language the book shows us what this vision looks like in the real world, in real time. It shows us how any couple, no matter what their difficulties, background, or education, can make it a palpable reality. The only requirement is that we be willing to become apprentices to love, open to learning from whatever happens between us.


Novelist Katherine Anne Porter once wrote:“Love must be learned and learned again and again; there is no end to it.” The Rosenthals know this well. Their book is all about learning to love, and developing the skills and attitudes that make this learning a lifelong process. Their main qualification for writing on this subject is that they—like all good teachers—are themselves dedicated students. One senses this dedication throughout, as well as their curiosity, humility, and wisdom. Because they are living their own teachings, they are inspiring models for those of us wishing to enlarge our own capacity for giving and receiving love.


I hope you will be inspired by these teachings as much as Antra and I have been. May they inspire you to create a laboratory of love in your own home, and to devote yourself passionately to the noble and practical art of unconditional loving.




Cambridge, Massachusetts


November, 2005





 


 


 


 


 


 


Richard Borofsky, Ed.D., is a clinical psychologist, formerly codirector of the Boston Gestalt Institute, and a former instructor at the Harvard Medical School. He and his wife, Antra, are founders and directors of the Center for the Study of Relationship in Cambridge, Massachusetts.
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Martha and I began our relationship in a small, spartan cabin in the Kachemak wilderness area in South Central Alaska. There were no roads; once a month, we had to take a boat about eight miles to the nearest town for supplies. Our life was simple. We gathered wood, took walks, and practiced yoga. We sat in stillness by the window and watched it get light and then dark. In the plentiful northern winter darkness, we had long, deep talks by kerosene light. Peacefulness arose as we followed ancient rhythms, attempting to come upon simplicity and balance after years of stressful living. With no outside pressures, we found ourselves getting along quite well for the first few years. Fights and unpleasant exchanges were alien to us, and in their absence, we thought we had attained something special. In fact, our unusual lifestyle had allowed us to fabricate an unrealistically positive image of our relationship.


After five years of living this way, we realized it was time for a dramatic change. A sameness had crept into our rhythms, and with a lack of newness, the quiet life began feeling more like stagnation than serenity. It was time to try something different. We ended up in a small coastal village in Northern California, where we gradually entered into a more traditional (relatively speaking—it was still California!) lifestyle.


All of a sudden the precious peace we had so carefully crafted together was shattered. In the abrupt influx of new people, ideas, experiences, and stresses, we found ourselves not only noticing flaws in each other, but becoming increasingly disturbed by what we saw. As a result, over time, each of us closed down to the other emotionally and sexually. Within two years we hit bottom. Many a simple exchange erupted into a painful and seemingly pointless fight. The kindness and tenderness were gone. Neither of us felt emotionally safe with the other, and the mutual trust had evaporated. Something felt terribly wrong. Where had the love gone? How did we get here?


Today, almost thirty years later, we still observe friends and acquaintances reliving problems that are very similar to ours. A truly flowering intimacy is apparently most elusive. Even intelligent people with integrity and goodwill are finding that their education and experience have not taught them enough to keep intimacy flourishing. Those who take their spiritual lives seriously are also not immune from the sometimes breathtaking difficulties of being intimate. Couples of every persuasion, from the most traditional to the most “New Age,” have the same difficulty feeling and expressing the love they originally felt. Others, alone and scarred from the battlefield of relationship, seriously wonder if such an ongoing bond is even possible.


Martha and I survived our crisis. In so doing, we found a depth of connection we never could have imagined. We’ve gone through many moments of joyous discovery and have committed many a painful blunder. In confronting our difficulties, we have made full use of the meditative pursuits we assimilated in our cabin days, as well as Eastern and Western spiritual teachings, Western psychology, and a great deal of groping blindly. Although we still have difficult moments occasionally, we are deeply grateful for the love we now experience together, and we’d like to share with you in the following pages that which has made it possible.




—Don





 


As Don’s account makes clear, the course of our lives has taken us to some unexpected places. When the two of us embarked on our path together some thirty-five years ago, we hadn’t the remotest idea what we were getting into. Like many other couples, we began with a romantic, somewhat naïve vision. We were in love. What’s more, we were surrounded by glorious mountains and glaciers, with plenty of time to enjoy the scenery. In our little cabin on the shore of Kachemak Bay, it was easy to imagine our life of peace and simplicity going on forever. It felt like we had attained a level of bliss that would sustain us the rest of our lives.


But as Don says, it all began to fall apart after a while, despite our idyllic surroundings; and our move to the busy world of California tested the relationship in ways we’d never dreamed. We had virtually no money, and we had to take on unfulfilling meager-paying jobs to sustain ourselves. We moved around in a succession of group living situations that involved all sorts of stresses. And in the midst of all this chaos, we found ourselves doing something we never imagined we would do. We began to argue. We argued over money, over household chores, over different levels of tidiness, over how much attention we were giving each other. Sometimes we would argue over seemingly nothing, just out of irritability. It became shockingly clear that our relationship was afflicted with all the same problems that the people around us were having—people we used to feel superior to. At a certain point, I realized, Oh my gosh, I’m not who I thought I was, and Don’s not who I thought he was. And I haven’t a clue how to deal with it. It was like the first day of kindergarten, not knowing where you’re supposed to hang your coat.


Well, here we are, having been in school a long time now. All the important lessons, we’ve found, have to do with learning to love more unconditionally. There was no way of knowing at the outset how demanding the curriculum would be—how much stamina and focus it would take to work through the obstacles, and how deeply those hindrances would turn out to be imbedded in our innermost selves. Yet I can’t imagine learning so much about myself in any other way. It took that deep involvement with another human being to bring out my hidden darkness and expose it to the light.


Fortunately, my relationship with Don also brought to light the possiblity of moving into my eternal Self—the part of me that’s willing to sacrifice the demands of my ego and seek fulfillment on a vaster scale. Being tossed into the trials of relationship is what forced me to tap into that deeper Source of Love. Had we known the extent of the difficulties, we might never have started on this path. Yet having done so, and having experienced many of the true joys of intimacy, we feel supremely blessed.


It’s not that we’ve left our old selves completely behind. We occasionally encounter some of the old issues: money, household chores, messes that have to be cleaned up. We even have some new ones: long-range health concerns and financial security. But we do not often have discord, and certainly not in the same way. When we do express our differences, we’re able to do it within a context of underlying love and good will. There’s a spaciousness surrounding our disagreements that comes from the reassuring presence of love.


The one thing I would want every reader of this book to know is that no matter what your relationship is like now, you can have this loving presence in your lives. However great your doubts and uncertainties, however dark or littered with obstacles the way may seem, there is a vastness holding you, a love within you that is larger than your problems. If you allow yourself to receive it, it will prove more powerful than all the negativity. Underneath all the obstacles in your relationship lie a richness and joy almost beyond imagining.


In the following pages, we’ve tried to summarize all that we’ve learned from our many ups and downs. We’re grateful for the opportunity to share it with you. May our blessings go with you as you walk the path.




—Martha


















PART I:
Working Together


 


 


 





A successful intimacy requires the development of wisdom and skill at two levels. First, the partners must be able to bring clarity and kindness to their communication even when—most particularly when—difficult feelings are present. Second, the individual partners must learn to release those difficult feelings within themselves by looking deeply into their origin in the depth of the mind. Although these two noble tasks are intimately related, we’ve organized the chapters of this book around the division between the interpersonal and the intrapersonal, the art of communication and the journey of self-awareness. Both are necessary for relationship to flourish.


We begin by shining a light on mutual interaction. In the first seven chapters of Part I, we examine the dynamics of the couple relationship from a number of different angles. Chapter 1 presents an overview of what generally goes wrong in relationships and addresses the potential value of using conflict wisely. Chapters 2 and 3 discuss listening and asking for change, respectively, and offer some fundamental techniques for communicating effectively around thorny issues. Chapters 4 and 5 focus on the healthy exchange of energy that makes intimacy possible, and how to nurture it. Finally, Chapters 6 and 7 explore in some detail anger and pain, which for most couples are the greatest obstacles to harmonious interaction.


















CHAPTER 1



What Goes Wrong
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What Holds Relationships Together?


What is the force that holds couples together? In earlier days it was mutual dependence, economic necessity, and social or religious pressure. Most married couples remained together for a lifetime, although few were able to reach across the formidable barriers of traditional male and female role models to make a genuine connection. In fact, few had any vision of what true intimacy might look like.


The 1960s and ’70s brought major changes to our culture. The women’s movement, the sexual revolution, and the abandonment by many of traditional religious thinking demolished in great part the notion that couples should stay together through difficult times. As a society, we searched desperately for a new purpose in being together. Many hoped to find it in the sexual and emotional gratification that mark the early phase of romance.


Most of us, as we enter into intimacy, feel an incompleteness in our being. It is tempting to regard intimacy as a means to fill this vast emptiness. We hope to receive uninterrupted positive attention and a continually passionate and exciting sexual experience. What even allows us to believe in such a patent impossibility is the presence of these qualities for a brief period during the early romantic phase of the relationship. Thus encouraged, we set up an image in our mind of a relationship whose continual positive and passionate qualities keep us from experiencing our loneliness. Our union is now held together by the hope for uninterrupted gratification.


This unrealistic desire leads to inevitable disillusionment. Anyone who enters into intimacy with the purpose of constant gratification is embarking on a path of pain. Nobody is capable of keeping us perpetually satisfied; nobody else can rescue us from our demons. Should we fall into the common trap of thinking so, the futility of our arrangement will quickly become apparent. Each will begin to resent the other for not fulfilling their impossible task. A new phase of relationship begins in which both partners experience a growing negativity that they are sorely unequipped to handle.


Unworkable Strategies


Living with another person brings us face-to-face with our deepest layers of inner disturbance, which date back to childhood. These disturbances are manifested in mental habits that create illusions and close the heart, interfering with feeling and expressing love. Nothing reveals these inadequacies as forcefully as intimacy.


For most of us, these habits bring hurt, anger, and other painful feelings as an inevitable accompaniment to intimacy. Though the feelings are inevitable, how we respond to them determines whether they erode the foundations of love and trust, or become the raw materials for greater understanding and compassion.


Most of us have not developed the special skills needed to respond wisely to the powerful negative feelings that intimacy awakens. When conflicts arise, we tend to react primarily from conditioning and habit.


In the early years, we develop certain survival strategies that help us respond to the difficulties of our family life. These methods of coping become programmed deep into our consciousness. They may control our behavior over a lifetime, unless they are recognized and released through understanding.


Although many types of survival strategy abound, they can be broken down into three traditional forms. You may recognize one or more of these styles as your own.


 


Niceness—Do you put on a pleasant face, and attempt to find love by transcending or denying negativity? Those who employ this strategy avoid conflict by making peace at all costs. In order not to create disturbance, they are willing to sacrifice their integrity. Those who favor “niceness” need to become familiar with the ways they deny their truth. Their work is to embrace uncomfortable feelings as an acceptable part of life. It may, for example, require courage to express anger, and wisdom to do so at the right moment and in the right spirit.


 


Withdrawal—Do you withdraw behind an emotional barrier and attempt to find peace by not allowing pain into your conscious awareness? Men in particular admire and emulate the stoic hero of the Western—the classic example of one who puts his feelings aside because it seems safer not to be in touch with them. An emotional numbness, or loss of passion, is the result.


Those who withdraw from feeling must learn how to move their energy, perhaps through guided expression of anger or pain. They, too, require the courage to acknowledge their feelings and learn that it is safe to express them.


 


Aggressive behavior—Do you feel a sense of power and control when you are being aggressive? If you employ this approach, you tend to lash out at your partner, continually finding fault, picking fights, and blaming the other for all that isn’t right. The result is weariness from so much emotional turmoil and guilt for being such a difficult partner. In addition, one’s mate tends to close down out of self-protection, and a loss of trust results.


Those who explode in blame and anger need to find alternative, less harmful outlets for their emotional intensity. They will also benefit from fully questioning the beliefs that lead them to blame others for their own pain.


 


Niceness, withdrawal, and aggressive behavior are unsatisfactory because they all avoid dealing directly with difficult feelings. Pretending everything is okay, hiding behind a wall, or lashing out are painfully ineffective ways of communicating. They inevitably fail to bring resolution. But we are faced with a difficult challenge: Our strategies are so deeply ingrained that they often remain with us for a lifetime, unless we work to replace them with new ways of coping. Only those who are able to transcend their strategies will have an opportunity to experience an intimacy that flourishes over time. Much of this book deals with the releasing of these habitual and inadequate ways of responding to conflict and pain.


The Downward Spiral:
How Relationships Fall Apart


Through the years, we have worked with hundreds of couples who, like us, originally perceived the purpose of their relationship to be mutual gratification. Eventually one party would fail to gratify and their partner would resent them, since they were not fulfilling the function they had been assigned. The partner would express their resentment unskillfully, and the painful downward spiral would begin its inevitable course.


Whenever we perceive our partner to be looking unkindly on us, unless we are extremely alert, we react. We close down, defend ourselves, and even go on the offensive. A variety of negative thoughts and emotions may arise at this point: hurt, anger, anxiety, judgment, resentment, confusion . . . anything but love.


If our purpose in being intimate is merely to feel good, this unpleasantness is seen as an annoying and regrettable obstacle to be pushed away or overcome. If we believe our partner’s role is to make us comfortable or whole, then whenever they are not fulfilling this function, we resent them. In so doing, we aren’t helping them feel comfortable or whole, and the resentment swiftly becomes mutual. Negative feelings start to feed on themselves. As imperfections arise, each partner begins to resent the other for not being the perfect, radiant, loving person whom they experienced at the beginning.


Traits that were initially admired may now seem less attractive. The pristine honesty for which we once esteemed our partner is now seen as a blunt and tactless disregard for our feelings. Their childlike spontaneity has become a juvenile emotional indulgence. Their rocklike steadiness feels more like drab predictability, a lack of passion and vitality.


This change in perception leads to a loss of affection. The sweet little gestures that so naturally accompanied the romantic stage wither away. The tone of voice begins to acquire an edge. A once-exciting sexuality takes on a mechanical quality. As the downward spiral deepens, fights or withdrawal become more frequent and the kindness begins to dissipate. As each feels more misunderstood, it becomes increasingly difficult to see what it was in their partner that initially attracted them.


Every loveless act in one partner generates a negative reaction in the other. The fear of losing what was so precious increases mutual fear. Guilt, too, is generated by this process. Each partner, observing themselves becoming more difficult to be around, likes themselves less and less in the presence of the other. The increasing guilt intensifies the discomfort level in the relationship and may lead to further hostility or avoidance. Now the classic downward spiral is in full force.


Since our education has taught us virtually nothing about this painful but prevalent phenomenon, we are totally unprepared to respond when it arises. We find ourselves getting drawn into a process that feels out of our control, as the dream begins to crumble.


Left to run its course, the downward spiral results either in the relationship blowing apart or in a lifetime permeated with resentment. Couples who remain together in the midst of such bitterness end up quarreling endlessly or putting an emotional callus around their negativity. A common result is a relationship without joy or passion, one that’s essentially dead. If the original purpose was mutual gratification, the inevitable outcome is disillusion. Few couples escape these painful consequences.


To arrest this downward spiral it is necessary to learn a more effective response when our partner is not pleasing us. Waiting for the change to come from another is a fruitless endeavor; the responsibility for change has to come from oneself. But if you have tried to alter the way you respond to negativity, you well know that it is no easy task.


In addition to our personal strategies for dealing with conflict, our culture has provided us with two approaches: one psychologically based, the other spiritually. Each of these approaches contains an important truth, yet each is fatally flawed. It will be helpful to look more closely at why these common ways of responding to difficulty in intimacy are problematic.


The Psychological Mistake


We call the first ineffective strategy “the Psychological Mistake.” It originates from our need to accept ourselves the way we are, the need to escape denial. We cannot push away our self-centeredness, resentment, or other undesirable feelings and change them simply by an act of will. In fact, no internal or external manipulation, however subtle, can bring fundamental change.


This perspective emphasizes the limitation of living according to “shoulds.” When we find ourselves getting angry or resentful toward our partner, we refuse to suppress these feelings. We are encouraged to get angry, to cry, to relive old hurts, and to express our frustration with our partner.


However, this approach is flawed by its lack of vision. There is little interest in going beyond these negative feelings; in fact, spiritual aspirations are seen as an escape from the real world. The Psychological Mistake unquestioningly assumes that our partner’s negative behavior is an actual threat, rather than a perceived one. Therefore our unloving feelings and defensiveness are fully justified.


At its worst, the Psychological Mistake encourages indulgence of negative feelings and righteous judgment toward the imperfections of one’s partner. It is possible to spend years in therapy honing one’s blaming apparatus. We become highly skillful at identifying what doesn’t feel good, getting in touch with and giving full expression to anger and hurt. In fact, we may enjoy this indulgence on a regular and frequent basis.


The problem with this approach is that we can spend a lifetime luxuriating in the pleasure of negative feelings, and never come to the end of it. We are tempted to lay our difficulties at the feet of others, to enjoy the role of victim, and to deny our own contribution as adults to the way we feel. We fail to call into question the hidden attitudes that give rise to our negative feelings and perpetuate them.


Perhaps more important, this indulgence strengthens and solidifies some profoundly mistaken notions that lie at the root of our pain. By blaming others for our suffering and remaining complacent about our own responsibility, we fail to investigate the real purpose of our distress. The uncomfortable outcome is a relationship where unexamined blaming of the other becomes a way of life. Therefore, the Psychological Mistake keeps us feeling powerless, afraid, and resentful of the people we believe responsible for our pain. Something of profound importance is missing here.


The Spiritual Mistake


What is missing from the Psychological Mistake can be found in its antithesis, the Spiritual Mistake, although this perspective too has its limitations. The virtue of this approach lies in seeing the true need to go beyond the petty concerns of the daily mind; to transcend self-centeredness, anger, and violence.


Deep in our being lurks a sense that we have the right and the capability to experience love, peace, and joy in our lifetime. We often ask ourselves, Why remain content with the gray world of guilt and fear, or with the superficial pleasures with which we escape our pain? Our discontent with the experience of life is telling us that something very real needs to be honored. It inspires us to live by a loftier vision. We don’t have to live our lives in the prison of fear that we have crafted for ourselves. Fundamental change is possible.


Those who hold this vision of going beyond the prison of daily life try very hard to live up to certain ideals: forgiveness, a positive attitude, acceptance of one’s partner “just as they are.” All the spiritual traditions tell us we should obey the Golden Rule. We should forgive others, and be charitable and kind even to those who are unkind to us. This perfect state is in deep contrast with our present imperfection; yet we are exhorted to make an effort, gross or subtle, to realize it. If, at present, our hearts are closed, if we are unforgiving, angry, agitated, or self-centered, we are asked to envision a state—always in the future—in which our hearts are open and we are forgiving, peaceful, quiet of mind, loving. We make a supreme effort to have good thoughts and emotions, as well as right actions. We feel virtuous if we succeed; pathetic or sinful if we fail. As an inducement to make this shift, rewards and punishments are sometimes offered, in this life or the next.


A major difficulty with this approach is that we want so much to be “good,” to transcend our humanness, that we are tempted to deny the darker aspects of our emotional reality. For example, many of us as children were told that big boys (or girls) don’t cry. Our sadness was denied, but not dispelled. But what is not first accepted cannot be transformed. We can never get rid of a feeling by denying or resisting it; by saying that we shouldn’t have it. Although we may try to hide the less savory facets of our inner life, they do not disappear, but remain to haunt us from deep within.


The attempt to live up to spiritual ideals presents another common difficulty. To the extent that we take our spiritual progress seriously, we harbor fear, often unconscious, that we won’t succeed in our transformation. This fear gives rise to an act of harsh self-judgment every time we fail to live up to our ideal. And this lack of charity toward ourselves will often cause us to close our hearts to others—to those who, like us, are not able to attain our ideal of spiritual perfection.


Without accepting our human imperfections, we end up judging them when they arise in ourselves or in others. But the very act of judgment is another act of violence, an example of the thing we are judging. To achieve a peaceful and loving end, we employ a means that is repressive and unkind. When we deny our humanness in the interest of transcending it, we far too often foster those very qualities of separation, closed-heartedness, and self-centeredness that we find so distasteful.


This may help explain why, after so many thousands of years of high-minded teachings, we seem largely unable to live up to them, especially with the person we claim to love most in the world. How many of us, when our partner is upset with us, are actually able to put into practice the great and inspiring principle of responding to negativity with love? Anyone who has tried will acknowledge that it is far easier to appreciate the beauty of this teaching from a safe distance than actually to live by it.


Denial is the end product of making certain feelings unacceptable. The Spiritual Mistake breeds relationships filled with indirect expressions of negativity, seriously impeding honest communication.


After Martha and I reached our lowest point, we tried everything we could, falling frequently into one or the other of these mistakes. Sometimes we became experts at the righteous expression of negativity. Other times we tried heroically to relate from a more enlightened perspective, pretending to an equanimity we did not feel. Of course, neither helped. We seemed so thoroughly unable to give each other what we thought we wanted that we came very close to ending our relationship.


But something kept us going. Perhaps it was our shared interest in finding a path that would allow ample expression of all our feelings, even the most negative, while at the same time preserving a loving space in which both of us felt safe. We wanted to bring together heaven and earth, as it were, holding to the vision in the midst of chaos. Sometimes it felt like we were walking along a narrow ridge with a precipice on each side. After struggling for years, with many victories and setbacks, we have come to see that there is another way of responding to difficult feelings that neither represses nor indulges them, but allows them to be transformed into something higher.



A New Purpose in Being Together


We come back now to the quest for a new purpose that will succeed in holding couples together. An approach is needed that will allow couples to go through hurt, anger, fear, confusion, and conflict, and somehow manage to emerge with their relationship not only intact, but more deeply alive.


What can hold couples lovingly together is a shared vision of relationship as a spiritual path. This vision will bring together what is best from both the psychological and the spiritual approaches. Much of this book is an elaboration of what this means in actual practice.


The process involves a fundamental shift in the relationship’s center of gravity. No longer is our purpose in being together simply the serving of our individual needs. Our relationship is no longer a bargain of convenience. Rather, our joint purpose is to find the truth of who we really are by bringing compassion, awareness, and honesty into every aspect of our relationship and our daily life. In discovering together what blocks our love, we open ourselves to higher possibilities. Instead of being antagonists in a power struggle, we become allies in a journey of exploration. Instead of struggling against each other in conflict, the two of us become allies in a common effort to eliminate old patterns of fear, blame, and unconsciousness. We join forces in overcoming the habits that engender disharmony at the physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual levels. Whichever one of us is more aware in the moment can lead the way. If our light goes out, we will temporarily borrow our partner’s, and vice versa. The old struggle tore us apart, but the new struggle will strengthen our bond.


In pursuit of this quest we learn that change comes not through effort or resistance but through understanding. We learn to hone our awareness when we would normally be mechanical; to open our heart when we would usually be judgmental. We learn to look upon all anger, hurt, and fear-based behavior—our own and our partner’s—as a cry for healing rather than as a threat to our safety or a reflection of our unworthiness. We learn a radically new way of communicating in which we release defensiveness in the interest of our true safety. We create an emotionally secure environment in which we facilitate the healing of old wounds. We do all this because we have embraced a spiritual vision that aspires to something better and nobler, yet has room for our imperfections. This is a profound and significant challenge. Our parents, schools, society, and religions have not adequately prepared us for it.


The Right Use of Difficulty


A great mass of fear lurks in the human consciousness. Each of us has taken on our own piece of it to process and release. Some of us have chosen a partner to help us discover where our understanding is incomplete.


It is hard to understand how there can be negative energy between you and your partner without there being anything wrong, or anyone to blame. When a relationship becomes a spiritual path, we are no longer interested in blaming our partner if things don’t feel comfortable. Being comfortable is no longer our goal. Instead, our purpose is to help each other unearth our essence and work through anything that might be blocking its full expression.


This gives us a new perspective on our conflicts. All the difficulties between us can now be used to reach our new goal. The troublesome feelings are feedback that point, if we know how to look, to those places in us that are in need of light, clarity, or reenvisioning.


We sense that at some level, we have asked for these difficulties as a teaching to show us our obstacles. Therefore, deep in our hearts we are grateful to each other for those trials that help us see the truth about ourselves. Knowing ourselves frees us from the illusion that has kept us in a state of pain and conflict.


Pain as Feedback


How then do we begin to change our attitude toward uncomfortable feelings? The use of pain as feedback is perhaps easiest to understand at the physical level. Hangovers taught me a great deal in my heavy-drinking days; in fact, they kept me from fully succumbing to alcoholism at a relatively early age. If I have a terrible headache every Sunday morning, I can regard this as a piece of feedback directing me to look at what I am putting into my system every Saturday night. A hangover is a direct, specific, nonverbal message, a reaction from my body. It is an invitation to investigate where the toxins are coming from.


But toxins can assume many forms. Psychological toxins, for example, can be any values, beliefs, and attitudes that are not in harmony with the way our minds were meant to function.


It has been said, “The truth will set you free; but first it will make you miserable.” Psychological toxins, like hangovers, give rise to a suffering that asks something of me. Just as the physical discomfort of my hangover is an invitation to investigate on the physical plane, the mental discomfort in my relationship invites me to investigate on the psychological plane.


A typical psychological toxin might be the belief that when my partner expresses anger, I am in danger. But what if my discomfort arises not from their behavior, but from the fact that I am regarding it through a powerful distorting lens? What if I were to take all the energy I have been using to blame my partner, and use it to explore how my mind suffers because of its interpretation of my partner’s anger?


It takes courage to face yourself, to look unflinchingly upon the attitudes and behaviors that compromise your integrity. It takes real clarity to see the ways you compress your experience of yourself, restrict your creativity, and diminish your value in your own eyes. As imperfections and insecurities are shared, they become undone, and the openness that evolves from such sharing has a vitality and a truth that strengthens the relationship. In this process lies true intimacy.


The Value of Conflict


There is nothing that can’t be used to deepen your intimacy. Relationship is not meant to be played out only harmoniously in the key of C major; there are sharps, flats, dissonant notes that enrich the music you make together. An intimate relationship does not fear conflict, but uses it to uncover new depths, to open up a deeper sharing. Conflict is not something to avoid, for in it lies the potential for concentrated learning. Conflict is a way station along the path where differences are fully appreciated and accepted.


Rick and Sally came to one of our weekends for couples harboring a deep fear of conflict. Rick was a landscape contractor who also led men’s workshops. Sally was a former teacher now raising a family, as well as doing a lot of volunteer work in the school and the community. Both were highly articulate and seemed competent and practical; their very appearance (Rick sporting a ponytail, baseball cap, and work clothes; Sally with straight hair and a long skirt, looking every bit the down-to-earth country woman) bespoke a relaxed amiability that put others at ease. Theirs looked to be the picture of a well-functioning marriage; one that included a large circle of friends, a strong presence in the community, and an ability to make things happen for themselves and for others.


Nothing we learned about Rick and Sally that weekend contradicted any of these impressions, but during the course of the workshop, some other aspects of the picture began to emerge. Their communication revealed a deep dissatisfaction—one that, judging from their tentativeness in talking about it, had rarely been expressed.


For example, Rick, after some difficulty in coming up with anything he considered a problem in the relationship (a common thing, especially for men), finally launched into something he was careful to label “trivial.” He said that when he came home frustrated or discouraged by the day’s events, Sally’s response was usually sympathetic. She would quickly find out what was bothering Rick, question him about it, and take up the problem with gusto. As Rick groused about his difficulties, she would offer all kinds of constructive suggestions. If Rick was having a problem with a guy on his crew, she would have advice on how to deal with it. If he was overstressed from trying to combine job estimates with getting the kids to Little League games in the evening, she would offer to arrange carpooling, or propose rescheduling the estimates for the weekend.


On one level, Rick’s response to all this was gratitude. How wonderful to have a wife who takes such an interest in your problems and tries to help you solve them. Indeed, Rick admitted, Sally’s suggestions were often really good. However, on another level, he found himself experiencing deep frustration and resentment. He wasn’t sure why. As he spoke, his voice began to rise. Finally, what he really wanted from Sally came to him: “I wish sometimes you’d just shut up and listen!”


We were all a little surprised by his vehemence, though as he went on, it began to make sense. More than anything, Rick wanted Sally to understand how frustrated or angry he felt, before telling him what to do about it.


“How can I even think about what to do when I’m feeling that way?” he asked. “When you jump in and start trying to fix things, it just about drives me crazy.” Because Rick had never expressed this feeling (partly because he was so ashamed of his own ingratitude), he was quite charged over the issue. When his resentment erupted, it was with considerable anger.


Sally was taken aback. She had been completely unaware of how this dynamic was affecting Rick. The fact that she was able to hear and understand all this without getting defensive seemed to soften his anger; his face had a new look. “I never thought I’d be able to tell you this and be heard,” he said. Then he hugged her.


Sally, later in the same session, brought up an issue that had a striking symmetry to Rick’s. She had been asked to be the head of the board of her local parent-cooperative preschool, which felt like a great honor. Nevertheless, it was a demanding commitment and she was not totally sure whether she could do it, given her other activities. Naturally, she conveyed her dilemma to Rick. He reacted swiftly: “My God, Sally, you can’t be serious. Both of us are already totally maxed out and our finances are stretched. You’re at your limit. Do you really want to take on a whole new job that pays zip? Do yourself a favor, tell them to get someone else.”


Even though Rick was ostensibly displaying concern for her well-being, something didn’t feel right to Sally. Something in Rick’s words, she confessed, had deeply hurt her feelings. As she talked about it in the group, she began to cry. She became aware of a deep sadness, and a feeling of worthlessness. Sally continued to discuss her feeling and it became clear.


Rather than first acknowledging the pride and pleasure she had felt in being asked to be on the board, Rick had rushed in with rather harsh advice, based more on fear than on understanding. Just being asked had meant a great deal to her and made her feel wanted and accepted by people she cared about. Whether or not she could handle the commitment, there was a part of her that deeply desired to say yes. By dismissing this entirely, Rick was in effect telling her that none of these feelings mattered. Her joy at being appreciated had been utterly shattered by the one person by whom she most wanted to feel valued. “Weren’t you even glad for me?” she said through her tears. “Weren’t you proud of me? Didn’t you understand how much I wanted to do this?”


Rick had no idea how he’d been affecting her, but by the time she was done, he found it easy to see the reason for her tears. He was made to see his insensitivity just as Sally had been made to see hers.


In subsequent sessions that weekend, Rick and Sally brought up several more of these ostensibly minor issues. They progressed as through a funnel, with old upsets coming to light. They began to realize how much had remained unspoken over the years, and what the price for that silence had been.


We were struck by how remarkably similar their feelings were. Each one wanted more from the other. Each one experienced the other’s behavior, no matter how positive-seeming, as an obstacle to intimacy. Each one craved a degree of closeness that they were afraid to ask for; their lack of intimacy was veiled by the superficial harmony of the relationship. In fact, the need to maintain peace at all costs was becoming a kind of tyranny. Where there is no room for creative dissonance, no space to share difficult feelings, there is a lack of trust; and where trust is lacking, love cannot fully flourish. The task that Rick and Sally saw for themselves by the end of the workshop was quite different from the one they had pictured at the start. It was not to iron out the few remaining wrinkles in a basically smooth-running partnership. Keeping the surface unruffled was, in fact, troubling the depths. Rather, the task was to allow dissatisfaction, to allow disruption, to allow disharmony to occur. In a sense, it was to create a larger harmony where there would be room for disharmony. It meant speaking one’s mind when something didn’t feel right, and encouraging one’s partner to do the same. It meant having the courage to take the risk of not being “nice.” It was an important revelation for Rick and Sally that all this could be done without shaking the underpinnings of their relationship, or impairing their ability to function well together. They came to the workshop feeling like they had to have it together; they left feeling a huge relief that their intimacy did not depend on superficial harmony.


Risk-taking Versus Safety


It will often seem risky to allow unsavory aspects of yourself to be seen by your partner. Every true intimacy must confront this dilemma. One option involves venturing forth into new and possibly frightening territory: being honest in potentially painful areas. The other option is to respect a natural timing, to refrain from forcing things, to create an emotional climate that feels truly safe. A healthy relationship needs to integrate and balance these opposites.


If you take too many risks, you may have more conflict than the relationship can handle. There is a temptation to disregard the other’s vulnerability. One does not feel safe in this relationship. Too much risk-taking subverts the very exploratory climate it means to foster.


On the other hand, everyone feels uncomfortable sharing certain personal feelings with their partner. To stay entirely away from these difficult issues leads to an overemphasis on safety and creates an environment so predictable that the relationship becomes dull from want of growth, like Rick and Sally’s. If you find yourself in a relationship that has become stale, perhaps you need to take more risks.


 


• • •


Most people have a tendency toward either risk-taking or safety. Those who naturally enjoy risk-taking may sometimes regard their partner, if they are not similarly constituted, as too nice, too careful, or just plain cowardly. Those who lean toward safety may regard someone who’s more adventuresome as pushy, aggressive, or insensitive. It’s easy to fall into an extreme and to look with disfavor upon one’s opposite, but it’s far more useful to understand the virtue in that opposite, especially when it brings balance to the relationship.


Risk-taking has its virtues, offering excitement and growth. All of us have a tendency to stay within the relatively comfortable limits of our personality, with its known repertoire of feelings and expressions. Limits vary from person to person and change as we go through life, but we all share the feeling of danger as we approach our personal edge. Taking risks means daring to explore the outer limits of our rage, our tears, our terror, our emotional black holes. To approach our edge, some of us require but a suggestion, while others may need a more concerted and skillful nudging. But for all of us, the value of exploring the unknown lies in the newness it brings into our lives.


Safety means security, and this is especially important when we’re feeling vulnerable. When we feel safe, we know we won’t be attacked or judged, but honored and respected. Particularly for those of us who are by nature more cautious, this feeling of safety is a crucial ingredient in the willingness to venture beyond the known. Therefore, safety balances risk-taking.


Seeking the Treasure


A game that is often played at children’s parties involves children searching for a hidden treasure. Someone plays the piano, and as the children get closer to the treasure, the piano gets louder; as they get farther away, the piano gets softer.


In an intimate relationship consecrated to a spiritual goal, there is a treasure that’s shared by both parties: the fulfillment of love in its most perfect expression. As partners move together through the ups and downs of daily life, a great Piano Player offers encouragement and guidance for attaining this treasure.


As the partners open their hearts, when they are more loving and forgiving, the Universe plays the music louder, and they feel more alive, happy, and fulfilled. As their hearts close, when they are attacking and blaming each other, the Universe lets them know they are on the wrong track. Their thoughts darken, they become more uncomfortable, they have less energy. Even their bodies lose vitality and health. They have lost their way.


If one’s hearing is blocked to the harmony of their relationship, one’s partner may be able to catch the strains clearly. Whoever has the better hearing at the moment can prevail, and the leadership can be handed back and forth. What could be simpler?


One of the great fruits of this work comes when you experience your partner acting in an unloving way, and you watch yourself respond for the first time with compassion instead of hurt or anger. It’s a lovely experience, one that feels deeply good to the core. The music has just gotten a bit louder. Such experiences can turn a stuck or dull relationship into one that’s passionate, alive, and creative.


To listen closely to this music brings a kind of exhilaration into one’s life. A new quality is introduced to the relationship, as one begins to let go of old conditioning that closes the heart. Then all the imperfections can be used as compost to enrich the soil of intimacy. The most difficult times are now seen as blessings in disguise. The alliance becomes a sacred vehicle for helping each other come into the fullness of our being.


Thoughts from Martha


I feel it’s important to begin this work with a message of hope for those who may not be feeling much hope. In our years of offering couples retreats, Don and I have seen many relationships in dire straits. It’s not unusual for half the couples at a workshop to be questioning whether they want to remain together. We see couples who are barely on speaking terms, ones whose marriages have been rocked by affairs, ones who can’t stop creating misery for their children, ones utterly deadlocked over the basic issues of their lives. And yet, no matter how bad it is, Don and I always reassure them that they have the power to change it all. It takes willingness and persistent focus, but it can be done. In a surprising number of cases, these couples leave with an understanding that allows them to let in a little light and hope, enough to begin creating a new relationship.


People in a desperate state are often the last to know the true potential of their relationships. Their opinions on the subject simply aren’t trustworthy. Oftentimes they’ve already made up their minds that the relationships can’t work, which becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy if not challenged. We tell them that from our experience, they do have reason to hope. Not only have we been hopeless ourselves, but we have seen many others come back from the same darkness. This is a message worth hearing, no matter how bleak things look.


Taking a workshop by itself could never be a panacea, but it’s a beginning. We don’t try to convince people with arguments that they can change. We try to show them ways of dealing with the most difficult problems, to give them an experience that proves even the knottiest long-term issues are workable.


Usually the key is a shift in attitude. We often meet with couples who describe the painful situation in their relationship as if it were either their partner’s fault or something that just happened to both of them. Each is encouraged to ask, “What’s going on between us now, and what is my role in creating our pain?” Those who are willing to do this have to examine some of their deepest assumptions, such as: “I would never do what my partner is doing,” “I could never love someone who’s behaving thus,” or “My partner is responsible for my pain.” They see how the mind closes the heart, and how readily they can undo a decision made from a place of illusion. These are the people most likely to emerge from the dark tunnel, to leave the workshop with a reference point for finding their love. Once couples experience even a small part of this, they can no longer maintain the fiction that their situation is hopeless.


We don’t say every intimacy needs to continue. Keeping people together for its own sake is not our interest. Some may be so far down the path of resentment that they can no longer find the embers of their love. But if the embers can be located, they can be fanned. Yes, it takes time and dedication, especially after toxicity has built up. It means developing the willingness to open the heart in the midst of all the cumulative hurt and anger that usually prevail. Over time, this capacity can be reinforced in many ways: books and tapes, friends, conscious intention, prayer and affirmations—whatever helps us remember the essentials. For those willing to try, the effort generally makes a difference. But it’s surprising how many people come to us with no idea of how different it could be. When couples emerge from the darkness of their crisis—and many have, including us—they often come to see it as a blessing in disguise.


A painful experience points to what isn’t working. When the pain becomes intense enough, it gets everybody’s attention. If partners can use their distress to move from judgment to empathy, from blaming each other to acknowledging their own role in the difficulty, they have a tremendous opportunity for new life and a new relationship.


It’s heartwarming to have met so many couples willing to accept this challenge, to step onto a new and extraordinary path. The choice is an adventurous one, but its rewards are sure. This message of hope is one based on personal experience, and my greatest wish is that it be heard by all.
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