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To my teacher, Nani Bala Barua (Dipa Ma),


who went through so much loss and


came to the power of boundless love.
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INTRODUCTION


Looking for Love




Love takes off masks that we fear we cannot live without and know we cannot live within.


—JAMES BALDWIN




Since we were children, we have been told a patchwork of stories about love. We expect love to give us exaltation, bliss, affection, fire, sweetness, tenderness, comfort, security, and so very much more—all at once.


Our minds are too often clouded by pop-culture images that equate love with sex and romance, delivered in thunderbolts and moonbeams. This idea of love makes us say things and do things we do not mean. It makes us cling frantically to relationships that are bound to change, challenge us, or slip away. Major bookstores often have a love section that’s actually just a romantic relationship section—volumes on how to get a relationship, how to keep a relationship, and how to cure a relationship. As one publisher said to me, “The love market is saturated.”


Perhaps we think we’re getting the portion of love we deserve, which is not very much at all: “I’m just not lucky in love,” or “I’ve been too damaged to love.” We may feel so cynical (sometimes as a mask to hide heartbreak or loneliness) that we dismiss love as a sorry illusion. Some of us decide we are through with love because it takes much more from us than it ever gives back. At those wounded moments when we most need love, a hardened heart can seem like the best defense.


Many of us have been told that if we loved others enough and sacrificed, it wouldn’t matter that we didn’t love ourselves, and that we could keep that up forever. Or if we loved a friend or a child enough, that love itself could cure all ills, meaning no more painful setbacks or defeats. If there is such pain, it implies we were bad at love. Or maybe it was suggested to us that all we needed in this world was love and that we didn’t have to fight what is wrong or call out what is cruel or unjust.


But apart from all these stories, as human beings we naturally live our lives wanting belonging, connection, a home in this world. We yearn for warmth, for possibility, for the more abundant life that love seems to promise. We sense there is a quality of real love that is possible beyond the narrow straits we have been told to navigate, a possibility that’s not idealized or merely abstract. We have an intuition that we can connect so much more deeply to ourselves and to one another.


One of my own turning points came in 1985 when I did a meditation retreat in Burma. I was practicing intensive lovingkindness meditation, offering phrases of wishing well to myself and others all day long, like, “May I be happy; may you be happy.” As I practiced, at one point it felt as though I came to a threshold. On one side was the conventional idea of who I had thought myself to be—that is, someone completely dependent on another person to feel any love in my life. It was as though I considered love to be like a package, in the hands of the all-powerful delivery person, and if that person changed their mind at my doorstep and walked away, I would be bereft—irredeemably incomplete, lacking the love I so longed for. On the other side of the threshold was the reflection of who I suspected I actually was—someone with an inner capacity for love, no matter who was present or what was happening, someone who could access love that another person might enhance or challenge, but there was no one who could either bestow that capacity on me or take it away. I stepped over.


I saw I couldn’t flourish as a human being as long as I saw myself as the passive recipient of love. (There’s an awful lot of waiting in that position, and then damage control when it doesn’t work out, and also numbness.) But I could certainly flourish as love’s embodiment.


This book is an exploration of real love—the innate capacity we each have to love—in everyday life. I see real love as the most fundamental of our innate capacities, never destroyed no matter what we might have gone through or might yet go through. It may be buried, obscured from view, hard to find, and hard to trust . . . but it is there. Faintly pulsing, like a heartbeat, beneath the words we use to greet one another, as we ponder how to critique others’ work without hurting them, as we gather the courage to stand up for ourselves or realize we have to let go of a relationship—real love seeks to find authentic life, to uncurl and blossom.


I believe that there is only one kind of love—real love—trying to come alive in us despite our limiting assumptions, the distortions of our culture, and the habits of fear, self-condemnation, and isolation that we tend to acquire just by living a life. All of us have the capacity to experience real love. When we see love from this expanded perspective, we can find it in the smallest moments of connection: with a clerk in the grocery store, a child, a pet, a walk in the woods. We can find it within ourselves.


Real love comes with a powerful recognition that we are fully alive and whole, despite our wounds or our fears or our loneliness. It is a state where we allow ourselves to be seen clearly by ourselves and by others, and in turn, we offer clear seeing to the world around us. It is a love that heals.


The how of this book is based on a tool kit of mindfulness techniques and other practices cultivating lovingkindness and compassion that I have been teaching for over forty years. Mindfulness practice helps create space between our actual experiences and the reflexive stories we tend to tell about them (e.g., “This is all I deserve”). Lovingkindness practice helps us move out of the terrain of our default narratives if they tend to be based on fear or disconnection. We become authors of brand-new stories about love.


There are meditations, reflections, and interactive exercises designed to be suitable for anybody. They outline a path of exploration that is exciting, creative, and even playful. I draw from my own experience and from that of the many meditation students I have guided, several of whom have generously offered their stories here. The meditations in particular are meant to be done more than just once—over time, practicing them will create a steady foundation in mindfulness and lovingkindness in our lives.


Our exploration begins with that often-forgotten recipient who is missing real love: ourselves. We expand the exploration to include working with lovers, parents, spouses, children, best friends, and work friends, divorce, dying, forgiveness—the challenges and opportunities of daily life. And we move on to exploring the possibility of abiding in a sense of profound connection to all beings, even those around whom we draw strong boundaries or have tried in the past to block. We may not at all like them, but we can wish them to be free (and us to be free of their actions defining us). This vast sense of interconnection, within and without, leads us to love life itself.


I am writing this book for all who find that yearning within to be happier, who dare to imagine they might be capable of much, much more in the matter of love. And I am writing for those who at times suffer in feeling, as I once did, unloved and incapable of changing their fate. My hope is that through this book I can help you cultivate real love, that beautiful space of caring where you come into harmony with all of your life.
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INTRODUCTION


Beyond the Cliché


You are a person worthy of love. You don’t have to do anything to prove that. You don’t have to climb Mt. Everest, write a catchy tune that goes viral on YouTube, or be the CEO of a tech start-up who cooks every meal from scratch using ingredients plucked from your organic garden. If you’ve never received an award and there are no plaques proclaiming your exceptional gifts hanging on your walls, you still deserve all the love in the world. You do not have to earn love. You simply have to exist. When we see ourselves and see life more clearly, we come to rely on that. We remember that we do deserve the blessing of love.


A lack of real love for ourselves is one of the most constricting, painful conditions we can know. It cuts us off from our deepest potential for connecting and caring; it is enslavement to powerful—but surmountable—conditioning.


And yet, no matter what bravery we show to the world, most of us have recurring doubts about our worth. We worry that we’re not desirable enough, good enough, successful enough. We fear we’re not enough, period. Intellectually, we may appreciate that loving ourselves would give us a firm foundation, one from which we could extend love out into the world. But for most of us this is a leap of logic, not a leap of the heart. We don’t easily leap toward things we don’t trust, and most of us don’t trust that we are worth loving.


Nora expresses her confusion: “You always hear that you need to practice self-love in order to love others. But no one tells you how to love yourself. On the one hand, it feels like a cure-all: I need to love myself to find a lover. On the other hand, I think a lot of people seek out romance as a way of not loving themselves. In some sense, self-love is the most difficult. You’re also the most convenient person to hate.”


Michelle describes a wake-up call: “One day, when I was in my late twenties, a dear platonic friend said to me, ‘Do you know how much I love you?’ I instantly felt a wave of sadness. ‘No,’ I said, ‘I don’t know how much you love me.’ ‘I know,’ he replied gently. At that moment, I became aware that I had never even thought of myself as being lovable. And I realized that it was not possible for me to receive love either.”


Why is it so difficult for us to love ourselves? Why is it so much harder to offer ourselves the same sort of care and kindness that we readily dispense to our friends?


For one thing, the notion of loving oneself has gotten an undeservedly bad rap, which goes something like this: self-love is narcissistic, selfish, self-indulgent, the supreme delusion of a runaway ego looking out for “number one.”


In fact, just the opposite is true. When the airplane cabin pressure is dropping, no one would call it selfish when a father secures his own oxygen mask before turning to help his child. More broadly, to love oneself genuinely is to come into harmony with life itself—including all others. Psychotherapist and meditator Linda Carroll explained the difference to me this way: “Loving yourself is holding yourself accountable to be the best you can be in your life. Narcissistic love has nothing to do with accountability.” In other words, when we cultivate tenderness and compassion for the whole of our experiences—the difficult and hurtful parts, in addition to the triumphs—we naturally behave more kindly and responsibly toward others. Our hearts soften and we see that each of us is, in our own way, grappling with this human life that Zorba the Greek called “the full catastrophe”—replete with wonder and sorrow.


And so we begin with ourselves.


We are born ready to love and be loved. It is our birthright. Our ability to connect with others is innate, wired into our nervous systems, and we need connection as much as we need physical nourishment. But we’re also born to learn, and from our earliest days, we begin to create our map of the world and our place in it. We form simple expectations: if I cry, someone will come—or not. Soon we start to weave fragments of our experiences into stories to explain what is happening to us and in the world around us. When we’re very young, most of these expectations and stories are implicit, encoded in our bodies and nervous systems. But as we grow older, they become more explicit, and we may be able to recall where and when we first received a particular message about our worth and about our ability to love and be loved.


MESSAGES FROM OUR FAMILIES AND LIFE HISTORY


EACH OF US has our own individual histories, families, and life events that broadcast messages like a twenty-four-hour cable news channel. Some of these messages penetrate our conscious minds, while the majority are received by our unconscious and may take years to retrieve and articulate. Elliott recalls that, as a small boy, whenever he expressed sadness or fear, his father tried to talk him out of his feelings. “You’re not sad,” his dad would say. Or “You don’t look like a chicken, so why are you acting so scared?” Without being aware of it, Elliott internalized the message that it was unsafe to reveal his emotions. It wasn’t until the near breakup of his marriage—averted by a combination of psychotherapy and meditation—that he finally felt free enough to express his true feelings.


For most of us, life experiences are a rich mix of positive and negative, but evolutionary biologists tell us we have a “negativity bias” that makes us especially alert to danger and threat, lest we get eaten by a tiger (or so our nervous systems tell us). In order to ensure our survival, our brains remember negative events more strongly than positive ones (all the better to recall where the tiger was hiding). So when we’re feeling lost or discouraged, it can be very hard to conjure up memories and feelings of happiness and ease.


While this default response is essential to our survival when we’re in real danger, it can also be the source of great suffering when we’re not. With meditation, however, we can actually retrain our nervous systems away from this fight-or-flight response. We learn to identify our thoughts and feelings for what they are, without getting swept away by them.


MESSAGES FROM OUR CULTURE


FRIENDS RAISED WITH a notion of original sin often tell me that guilt has shadowed them from the time they were very young. Common thoughts include things like, I was born bad; I was born broken; there is something fundamentally wrong with me. Even if such concepts weren’t part of our religious or family backgrounds, they persist in our culture and can result in a pervasive sense of defeat: nothing I am or do will ever be good enough.


For some, the sin is being born the “wrong” gender, ethnicity, race, or sexual orientation, all of which can lead to feelings of not belonging. These cultural messages not only impede our ability to love and care for ourselves but can inhibit our potential by causing us to lower our expectations and rein in our dreams. At the same time, the opportunities available to us may realistically be diminished because of society’s projections onto us. We may even become the target of outright hatred and threats to our safety.


James Baldwin, the late, brilliant, gay African American author, described his process of coming to terms with such messages in his essay “They Can’t Turn Back”: “It took many years of vomiting up all the filth I’d been taught about myself, and half-believed, before I was able to walk on the earth as though I had a right to be here.”


We may also be swamped by the pervasive messages of our materialistic culture, which stresses competition, status, and “success” over character and emotional intelligence. This makes it easy to fall into the lose-lose trap of comparing ourselves to others. But, as psychologist Sonja Lyubomirsky points out in her book The How of Happiness, “The more social comparisons you make, the more likely you are to encounter unfavorable comparisons, and the more sensitive you are to social comparisons, the more likely you are to suffer their negative consequences . . . No matter how successful, wealthy, or fortunate we become, there’s always someone who can best us.”


When we constantly hear that we should be smarter, better connected, more productive, wealthier—you name it—it takes real courage to claim the time and space to follow the currents of our talents, our aspirations, and our hearts, which may lead in a very different direction.


MESSAGES FROM THE MEDIA


HAVE YOU EVER wakened in the morning feeling contented and quiet, and then, within fifteen minutes of checking your phone, felt out of sorts and jealous? Longing for something more?


Many of us now spend as much time immersed in images on a screen as participating in the world outside our devices. Whether subtly or blatantly, ads tell us that our bodies need making over, our clothes just won’t do, our living room is a mess, and we’re not invited to the right parties—all as a way to sell us more and more. Along the way, what might be a source of pleasure becomes infused with anxiety.


Social activist Jerry Mander hypothesizes that media is deliberately designed to induce self-hatred, negative body image, and dejection, with advertising drummed up—and sold—to offer the cure.


Regardless of the source of these messages, we can become more aware of them. We can see which messages we’ve adopted as our own beliefs and learn instead to hold them more loosely; in time, we can even replace them with an inquiring mind, an open heart, an enhanced sense of vitality. We may not be able to make the messages disappear, but we can question them. The more we do so, the less intrusive and limiting they become. In turn, we become freer to connect more authentically with others, as well as to our own deepest yearnings.


START WHERE YOU ARE


I HAVE NEVER believed that you must completely love yourself first before you can love another. I know many people who are hard on themselves, yet love their friends and family deeply and are loved in return—though they might have difficulty in receiving that love. But it’s hard to sustain love for others over the long haul until we have a sense of inner abundance and sufficiency.


When we experience inner impoverishment, love for another too easily becomes hunger: for reassurance, for acclaim, for affirmation of our worth. Feeling incomplete inside ourselves, we search for others to complete us. But the equation doesn’t work that way: we can’t gain from others what we’re unable to give ourselves.


It’s important to recognize that self-love is an unfolding process that gains strength over time, not a goal with a fixed end point. When we start to pay attention, we see that we’re challenged daily to act lovingly on our own behalf. Simple gestures of respect—care of the body, rest for the mind, and beauty for the soul in the form of music and art or nature—are all ways of showing ourselves love. Really, all of our actions—from how we respond when we can’t fit into our favorite pair of jeans to the choice of foods we eat—can signify self-love or self-sabotage. So can the way we react when a stranger cuts us off in line, a friend does something hurtful, or we get an unwelcome medical diagnosis.


As Maya Angelou said in her book Letter to My Daughter, “You may not control all the events that happen to you, but you can decide not to be reduced by them.” I started meditation practice, as many do, with the need to turn around that tendency to feel reduced by life.


Still, it takes a special courage to challenge the rigid confines of our accustomed story. It’s not that easy to radically alter our views about where happiness comes from, or what brings us joy. But it’s eminently possible. We truly can reconfigure how we see ourselves and reclaim the love for ourselves that we’re innately capable of. That’s why I invite students to set out on this path in the spirit of adventure, instead of feeling that real love is a pass/fail exam that they’re scared to take.


Although love is often depicted as starry-eyed and sweet, love for the self is made of tougher stuff. It’s not a sappy form of denial. You might still feel rage, desire, and shame like everyone else in the world, but you can learn to hold these emotions in a context of caring.


Real love allows for failure and suffering. All of us have made mistakes, and some of those mistakes were consequential, but you can find a way to relate to them with kindness. No matter what troubles have befallen you or what difficulties you have caused yourself or others, with love for yourself you can change, grow, make amends, and learn. Real love is not about letting yourself off the hook. Real love does not encourage you to ignore your problems or deny your mistakes and imperfections. You see them clearly and still opt to love.


THE COMPASSION MUSCLE


WE BEGIN TO cultivate real love for ourselves when we treat ourselves with compassion. In a sense, self-compassion is like a muscle. The more we practice flexing it, especially when life doesn’t go exactly according to plan (a frequent scenario for most of us), the stronger and more resilient our compassion muscle becomes.


Katherine says: “The hardest part of this practice for me has been listening to, feeling, and grieving the intense pain of my childhood and teen years. Avoiding this pain gradually closed down my life and awareness, but my heart has begun to warm back to life. I’m able to be present in new ways for myself, my husband, my children, and my grandchildren.”


When Katherine says her heart has warmed, it’s not just a metaphor. As psychologist Kristin Neff (Self-Compassion.org) writes in one of her blog posts, “When we soothe our painful feelings with the healing balm of self-compassion, not only are we changing our mental and emotional experience, we’re also changing our body chemistry.” She reports on research that suggests while self-criticism triggers increases in blood pressure, adrenaline, and the hormone cortisol—all results of the fight-or-flight response—self-compassion triggers the release of oxytocin, the “bonding hormone,” which increases feelings of trust, calm, safety, and generosity.


The starting place for this radical reimagining of love is mindfulness. By sitting quietly and focusing on the steady rhythm of the breath as you draw it in and release it, you create room to relate to yourself with compassion. The breath is the first tool for opening the space between the story you tell yourself about love and your capacity to tap into the deep well of love inside you and all around you.


Nina grew up with rigid parents who thought play was frivolous, so they kept her busy with assigned tasks. And though Nina loved to sing, her mom and dad shamed her because she had less-than-perfect pitch. When I first met Nina at a meditation class, she reported that her life was all demanding work, with no time for play, including singing, her passion. But over many months, she began to experiment with the very things that she’d once been told not to do. She recently wrote me: “I am here to stretch a toe into an area of fear . . . Singing has become a joy—I am learning to play.”


Admonishment for play is a message that would cause anyone to approach any feelings of love with fists readied and a clenched heart. It creates fear. It blocks your voice, your life force, and prevents you from showing yourself to the world as you truly are—off-key notes and all.


LOVINGKINDNESS MEDITATION


FOR MANY OF us, real love for ourselves may be a possibility we pretty much gave up on long ago. So as we explore new ways of thinking, we need to be willing to investigate, experiment, take some risks with our attention, and stretch. We are going to try a new approach to this matter of love we may have been closed to, assuming we already know it inside and out.


The practice of lovingkindness is about cultivating love as a transformative strength, enabling us to feel love that is not attached to the illusion of people (including ourselves) being static, frozen, disconnected. As a result, lovingkindness challenges those states that tend to arise when we think of ourselves as isolated from everyone else—fear, a sense of deficiency, alienation, loneliness. This practice forcefully penetrates these states, and it begins, in fact, with befriending—rather than making an enemy out of—ourselves.


Unlike our pop-cultural ideas of love as mushy, related to wanting, owning, and possessing, lovingkindness is open, free, unconditional, and abundant. Lovingkindness is the practice of offering to oneself and others wishes to be happy, peaceful, healthy, strong.


We use the repetition of certain phrases to express these wishes and as the vehicle to change the way we pay attention to ourselves and others. There are three main arenas in which we experiment through lovingkindness meditation:


How do we pay attention? With the practice, we learn to be more fully present and whole in our attention, rather than fragmented or distracted.


What do we pay attention to? If we are fixated on our flaws and the faults of others, without falling into denial, we learn to admit the other side, the good within us, the capacity for change still alive in us even if unrealized or covered over.


Who do we pay attention to? We learn to include those we have tended to exclude, we learn to look at rather than right through those we have previously unconsciously decided do not matter, do not count. The spirit of these wishes is that they connect us all in our common urge toward happiness.


Cultivating lovingkindness for ourselves is the foundation of real love for our friends and family, for new people we encounter in our daily lives, for all beings and for life itself. The classical progression of lovingkindness meditation is that you start with offering lovingkindness to yourself and move on to others with whom you have varying degrees of difficulty. After ourselves, over time we will meditate on someone we admire and respect, then a friend, then a neutral person such as your dry cleaner or a shopkeeper, then a person who is somewhat challenging for you, and then all beings. In this section, we will focus on lovingkindness for ourselves and move on to complete the arc of the practice in the following two sections.




—Traditionally, the phrases used are ones like, “May I be safe,” “Be happy,” “Be healthy,” “Live with ease.”


—Some people prefer to say, “May I feel safe, feel happy . . .” The last phrase, “May I live with ease,” means in the things of everyday life, like livelihood and relationships. “May it not be such a struggle.”


—Feel free to experiment with these phrases, or replace them altogether with different phrases that might work better for you. Some common replacements are “May I be peaceful” or “May I be filled with lovingkindness” or “May I have ease of heart.”


—The phrase needs to be general enough, open enough so that it can be the conduit for paying attention to yourself and others in a different way. The spirit is one of gift-giving, of offering. It’s a sense of blessing—we’re not goal-setting or parsing areas of self-improvement, like, “May I get better at public speaking.” What would happen when we then focused on our neighbor or grandmother? Instead, we’re practicing generosity of the spirit with each phrase.




The power of concentration we want to be developing is challenged by constantly needing to think of new phrases for each new recipient. While you shouldn’t feel imprisoned by the phrases, it’s good to mostly keep the same phrases toward the varied recipients if you can. The aspirations we repeat should be deep and somewhat enduring—rather than something fleeting like, “May I find a good parking space.”


INTRODUCTION PRACTICES


Introducing lovingkindness




1.   Begin by sitting comfortably. You can close your eyes or not, however you feel most at ease. You can set the time you plan to sit for, using an app or an alarm. If you are newer to meditation, five or ten minutes would be my suggestion. Choose the three or four phrases that express what you most deeply wish for yourself, and begin to repeat them silently.


2.   Repeat the phrases, like, “May I be happy,” with enough space and enough silence so that it is a rhythm that’s pleasing to you. I have a friend who thought he’d get extra credit for saying more phrases—you don’t need to be in a rush. Gather all of your attention around one phrase at a time.


3.   You don’t need to manufacture or fabricate a special feeling. The power of the practice comes from our full, wholehearted presence behind each phrase, from being willing to pay attention to ourselves and others in truthful, though perhaps unaccustomed ways. If you fear sentimentality or phoniness, this is an especially important reminder.


4.   This is different from affirmations that tell us we are getting better and better, or insist that we’re perfect just as we are. If it feels phony, or like you are begging or imploring (“May I please, please be happy already”), remind yourself that it is a practice of generosity—you are giving yourself a gift of loving attention.


5.   You may decide it is helpful to coordinate these phrases with the breath, or simply have your mind rest in the phrases.


6.   When you find your attention has wandered, see if you can let go of the distraction gently, and return to the repetition of the phrases. Don’t worry if it happens a lot.


7.   When you feel ready, you can open your eyes.




Receiving lovingkindness


An alternative practice to experiment with is imagining someone who represents the force of love for you. Perhaps they’ve helped you directly, or perhaps you’ve never met them but you’ve been inspired by them from afar. Maybe they exist now or they’ve existed historically or even mythically. It could be an adult, a child, or even a pet. See if you can bring them here, get a sense of their presence—you might visualize them or say their name to yourself.


Then experience yourself as the recipient of their energy, attention, care, or regard as you silently repeat whatever phrases are expressive of that which you would wish the most for yourself. But say them as though from them to you: “May you be safe,” “Be happy,” “Be healthy,” “Live with ease of heart.”


All kinds of different emotions may arise. You may feel gratitude and awe. You might feel shy or embarrassed. Whatever emotion arises, just let it pass through you. Your touchstone is those phrases: “May you be happy,” “May you be peaceful,” or whatever phrases you’ve chosen. Imagine your skin is porous and receiving this energy coming in. There’s nothing special you need to do to deserve this kind of acknowledgment or care: it is coming simply because you exist.


You can end the session by allowing that quality of lovingkindness and care to flow right back out toward all beings everywhere. That which you received, you can now transform into giving. The quality of care and kindness that does exist in this world can become part of you and part of what you express in return.


And when you feel ready, you can open your eyes and relax.


Being love


When we opened the Insight Meditation Society in February 1976, we didn’t have any programming scheduled for the first month. Those of us who were there decided to do a retreat ourselves. I decided to do intensive lovingkindness practice, which I had long wanted to do. Even though I didn’t have a teacher to guide me, I relied on my knowledge of the structure of the practice (beginning with offering lovingkindness to yourself, etc.) and began.


I spent the whole first week offering lovingkindness to myself, and I just felt nothing. No bolts of lightning, no great breakthrough moment—it felt pretty dreary. Then something happened to a friend of ours in Boston, so several of us suddenly had to leave the retreat. I was upstairs in one of the bathrooms, getting ready to go, when I dropped a large jar of something on the tile floor, and the jar shattered. To my amazement, I noticed the first thought that came to me was You are really a klutz, but I love you. Look at that! I thought. You could have given me anything in the course of that week to persuade me something was happening, and I would have said no. Yet all along, something deep and profound was shifting.


That’s how we know if the practice is working or not. Our efforts likely won’t show results in the formal period we dedicate to meditation each day; rather, they will show in our lives, which of course is where it counts. When we make a mistake, when we feel unseen, when we want to celebrate our ability to care. We will see the effects when we meet a stranger, when we face adversity. The results reveal themselves both as a result of our dedicated practice and because lovingkindness is an accessible tool no matter what situation we are in.


The difference between a life laced through with frustration and one sustained by happiness depends on whether it is motivated by self-hatred or by real love for oneself. There are several specific factors that either limit or increase our ability to come from a genuine place of real love for ourselves.


Kaia wrote her thoughts about this to me: “Through experiences of fear, rejection, and pain—the experiences that for most of us are part of a ‘normal’ childhood and adult life—I eventually shut myself off from that pure love, at least part of the time. I believe that for most of us, a great deal of the time, love feels painful, vulnerable, like a golden nugget we know is contained deep inside of us, but that we feel compelled to guard at all costs. And we’re often doing this without even noticing it.”
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THE STORIES WE TELL OURSELVES




We tell ourselves stories in order to live.


—JOAN DIDION




Our minds are wired to create order, a cohesive narrative, and our stories are our anchors. They tell us who we are, what matters most, what we’re capable of, what our lives are all about.


Something happens to us in childhood—say, a dog bites us—and suddenly we have a story. We become terrified of all dogs, and for years afterward, we break into a sweat whenever a dog comes close. If we pay attention, one day we realize we’ve spun a story in our minds about an entire species based on a single incident with a single animal—and that our story is not really true.


The tales we tell ourselves are the central themes in our psyches. If we’re the child of an emotionally needy, alcoholic parent, we might conclude—unconsciously—that it’s our job to take care of absolutely everyone, even to our own detriment. If as adults we’re diagnosed with a serious illness, we may believe it’s our fault and create a story around that: We didn’t eat right. We stayed too long in a toxic relationship. Until we begin to question our basic assumptions about ourselves and view them as fluid, not fixed, it’s easy to repeat established patterns and, out of habit, reenact old stories that limit our ability to live and love ourselves with an open heart.


Fortunately, as soon as we ask whether or not a story is true in the present moment, we empower ourselves to reframe it. We begin to notice that nearly all of our stories can be cast in various lights, depending on our point of view. Sometimes we may be the hero of our story; at other times, the victim.


I think of Jonah, who was the first in his family to attend college. Even the first step of applying was daunting, and once he was admitted, he had to find a way to finance his education himself. That meant juggling long shifts at work and a heavy course load at school. He struggled to keep up in his classes. Still, as he proudly tells his story, the obstacles he overcame were a key to his success. Jonah graduated and got a good job, where he met his partner. A decade after graduation, Jonah says, “Look at me now.”


But Jonah might tell his story in a different way, with pain taking a more central role. There would be more memories of lonely nights, feelings of exclusion, worries about being an impostor. Jonah might describe how the world was stacked against him and linger over the people who had slighted him. It would still be a hero’s story, but one marked by frustration and bitterness.


Many of the stories we tell ourselves about love are like the painful version of Jonah’s story. We’re more inclined to regard past losses with self-blame than with compassion. And when it comes to the present, we tend to speculate and fill in the blanks: A friend doesn’t call at the appointed hour and we’re convinced he’s forgotten us, when in fact he had to take his sick child to the doctor. Our boss asks to speak to us and we’re convinced we’ve done something wrong, when instead we’re given a new project. Since we’re not aware that we’re spinning a story, these narratives can contribute to anxiety and depression, while constricting our hope for the future and eating away at our self-worth.


One of my students attributes his painful marriage and divorce, as well as other “failed” relationships, to his own feelings of unworthiness and self-blame. “I am so thin-skinned because I’m beating myself up 24-7,” he says. “Had I been more compassionate with myself in my past relationships, perhaps I would’ve had better coping mechanisms.” Through psychotherapy and meditation, this student has learned to question his negative storytelling and tune out the constant chatter of his inner critic.


Diane, whose partner had recently broken off their engagement, immediately blamed herself for being “unlovable,” even though she, too, harbored serious doubts about the future of the relationship. But instead of pausing and investigating the source of her story of unlovability with mindfulness and self-compassion, Diane leaped to a negative conclusion carried over from childhood.


If we heard a friend say, “I’m not worth much. I’m not interesting, I’ve failed at so much, and that’s why no one loves me,” we would probably leap to her defense. “But I love you,” we’d insist. “Your other friends love you, too. You’re a good person.” Yet so often we don’t counter the negative statements that crowd our own minds every day.


Instead, we might ask ourselves: If I look at what’s happening through the eyes of love, how would I tell this story?


TAPPING INTO BURIED NARRATIVES


OUR SENSES ARE often the gateway to our stories, triggering memories from long ago. We catch a whiff of fresh blueberry muffins, which reminds us of our childhood—the blueberries growing wild in our garden when the family had a beach house. And then we’re gone: we smell the sea, taste the clams we ate sitting on high stools at the boardwalk, and are transported back to that horrible night when Dad got drunk. The sharp memory of that night might bring up the sad thought that Dad probably never really loved us, followed by a leap into the present: Maybe I’m spoiled for love. Maybe I’ll never be loved.


This process is largely unconscious. The unconscious mind is a vast repository of experiences and associations that sorts things out much faster than the slow-moving conscious mind, which has to work hard to connect the dots. Moreover, the unconscious mind operates with some very powerful biases, and tends to underscore our pain.


In some cases, the limiting stories we have woven about ourselves don’t even belong to us. Unconsciously, we may be reliving our mother’s anxiety, our father’s disappointments, or the unresolved traumas suffered by our grandparents. “Just as we inherit our eye color and blood type, we may also inherit the residue of traumatic events that have taken place in our family,” explains therapist Mark Wolynn, author of It Didn’t Start with You. Wolynn tells the story of a client who suddenly became paralyzed with the fear of being “suffocated” when she turned forty. It was only when she investigated her family history that she discovered that a grandmother whom she’d been told had “died young” of vague causes had actually been put to death in the gas chamber at Auschwitz when she was forty years old.


The idea that traumatic residues—or unresolved stories—can be inherited is groundbreaking. Research in the rapidly developing field of epigenetics—the biological science of alterations in gene expression—shows that traits can be transmitted from one generation to as many as three generations of descendants. For example, a landmark study in Sweden found that a grandparent’s experience of either famine or plenty had implications for the life span of the next generation—and the one after that. Another study, this one conducted by Rachel Yehuda, a professor of psychiatry and neuroscience at Mount Sinai Hospital in New York, found that offspring of Holocaust survivors were three times more likely to respond to a traumatic event with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) than children whose parents did not survive the Holocaust. What’s more, Yehuda and her team found that the children of pregnant women who were near the World Trade Center when the buildings came down were also more prone to PTSD.


If you think you may be unconsciously living out someone else’s story, Wolynn suggests asking yourself—or family members—some key questions. These include: Who died early? Who left? Who was abandoned or excluded from the family? Who died in childbirth? Who committed suicide? Who experienced a significant trauma?


Whether the stories we tell ourselves arise directly from our own life experiences or were unconsciously inherited from previous generations, identifying the source of our personal narratives helps us to release its negative aspects and reframe it in ways that promote wholeness.


REWRITING OUR STORY


AS WE CONSTRUCT our identities, we tend to reinforce certain interpretations of our experiences, such as, “No one was there for me, so I must be unlovable.” These interpretations become ingrained in our minds and validated by the heated reactions of our bodies. And so they begin to define us. We forget that we’re constantly changing and that we have the power to make and remake the story of who we are. But when we do remember, the results can be dramatic and turn our lives around.


For years, Stephanie struggled with insomnia. When she was in her early thirties, her doctor prescribed a blood-pressure-lowering medication for her persistent migraines. The trouble was, Stephanie already had low blood pressure, and the drug made it drop even further, making her so anxious that she felt as if she would die if she let herself fall asleep. Instead of identifying the real source of the problem, her physician prescribed sleeping pills. By the time Stephanie consulted another doctor (who discontinued the blood pressure medication immediately), she was hooked on sleeping pills—and remained addicted to them for the next twenty years.


“I hated myself for taking them and tried so many times to stop, but I just couldn’t,” she recalls. “I truly believed that there was something inherently wrong with me and that my body no longer had the capacity to sleep without chemicals. The nights I tried not to take the pills, I’d lie awake for hours, panicking, drenched in sweat, until I finally just gave up and reached for the drug.”


But two years ago, when Stephanie started reading news stories about the dangers of sleeping pills, she became determined to stop taking them. She began meditating more regularly and tried every imaginable herbal remedy; still, she struggled and relapsed off and on for months. It wasn’t until she identified—and questioned—the story she’d been telling herself about how she couldn’t sleep unaided by drugs that she successfully weaned herself off them. “When I finally saw clearly that I’d been held captive by this story that was just a story and not the truth, it was as if a lightbulb went on. For the first time in twenty years, I was able to trust my ability to let go and fall asleep on my own,” she says.


Ultimately, we’re the only ones who can take a familiar story, one that is encoded in our bodies and minds, and turn it around.


Nancy Napier, a trauma therapist, talks about working with people who have been through what she calls “shock trauma,” a huge life disruption—from dangerous situations, like a terrible car accident or plane crash, to more everyday events, like getting laid off or a break up in a relationship that are perceived as huge. The key piece, Napier tells me, is that people’s ordinary lives have been destabilized, and their expectations feel like they have been ripped apart. One of the first things she often says to her clients who have experienced trauma is You survived. “You’d be amazed at how many people for whom that is a real surprise,” she explains. “It’s a news flash to the nervous system and psyche.”


If I were choosing captions for snapshots of my early life, they would look like this: “Motherless child,” “Abandoned,” “My mentally ill father,” “Raised by first-generation immigrants,” “I don’t know how to be like everyone else.” Pain, upheaval, and fear brought me to seek a new story through meditation.


One of my meditation teachers was an extraordinary Indian woman named Dipa Ma. She became my role model of someone who endured crushing loss and came through it with enormous love. Her whole path of meditation was propelled by loss—first, the deaths of two of her children, then the sudden death of her beloved husband. She was so grief-stricken that she just gave up and went to bed, even though she still had a daughter to raise.


One day her doctor told her, “You’re going to die unless you do something about your mental state. You should learn how to meditate.” The story is told that when she first went to practice meditation, she was so weak that she had to crawl up the temple stairs in order to get inside.


Eventually, Dipa Ma emerged from her grief with enormous wisdom and compassion, and in 1972, she became one of my central teachers.


One day in 1974, I went to say good-bye to her before leaving India for a brief trip to the United States. I was convinced I’d soon return and spend the rest of my life in India. She took my hand and said, “Well, when you go to America, you’ll be teaching meditation.”


“No, I won’t,” I replied. “I’m coming right back.”


She said, “Yes, you will.”


And I said, “No, I won’t. I can’t do that.”


We went on this way, back and forth.


Finally, she held my gaze and said two crucial things. First, she said, “You really understand suffering, that’s why you should teach.” This remark was an essential catalyst that enabled me to reframe my story: The years of upheaval and loss were not just something I had to get over but a potential source of wisdom and compassion that could be used to help me help others. My suffering might even be some kind of credential!


The second thing Dipa Ma said was this: “You can do anything you want to do. It’s your thinking that you can’t do it that’s stopping you.” What a different slant on my usual story of incapacity, incompleteness, and not being enough! I carried Dipa Ma’s farewell message with me back to the States. It set the course for the rest of my life.


To say I am grateful for the things I went through in childhood is a bridge too far for me. But I know those experiences are what allow me to connect to people, heart to heart.


In a similar spirit, Zen teacher Roshi Joan Halifax cautions against trying to convince ourselves to regard childhood traumas as gifts. In a recent talk, she suggested, “Think of them as givens, not gifts.” That way there’s no pretense or pressure to reimagine painful experiences. If something is a given, we don’t deny it or look the other way. We start by acknowledging it, then see how we can have absolutely the best life possible going forward.


TO TRULY LOVE OURSELVES


TO TRULY LOVE ourselves, we must treat our stories with respect, but not allow them to have a stranglehold on us, so that we free our mutable present and beckoning future from the past.


To truly love ourselves, we must open to our wholeness, rather than clinging to the slivers of ourselves represented by old stories. Living in a story of a limited self—to any degree—is not love.


To truly love ourselves, we must challenge our beliefs that we need to be different or inherently better in order to be worthy of love. When we contort ourselves, doggedly trying to find some way to become okay, our capacity to love shrinks, and our attempts to improve ourselves fill the space that could be filled with love.


Maybe we don’t need to correct some terrible deficiency. Maybe what we really need is to change our relationship to what is, to see who we are with the strength of a generous spirit and a wise heart. St. Augustine said, “If you are looking for something that is everywhere, you don’t need travel to get there; you need love.”
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