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To Sanjay, the love of my life.





AUTHOR’S NOTE





THIS BOOK IS for everyone who wants to achieve happy, lasting love; to feel more confident and compassionate; to have greater emotional resilience; and to be more connected to friends and family. I hope my message will appeal to you regardless of your age, gender, sexual orientation, race, or religion.


That said, my perspective is largely informed by my own experiences as a married, heterosexual woman. After considerable deliberation, I decided to narrate this book in a conversational “girlfriend-to-girlfriend” tone to avoid subjecting you to a bevy of pronouns in an effort to make the voice as neutral as possible. (I tried, I promise.) This would have only made for tiresome writing and even more tiresome reading.


Instead, I interviewed and observed people with very different backgrounds, and have incorporated their stories and insights to create as inclusive an environment as possible. As you’ll see in this book, Radical Acceptance transcends labels. Love is paramount, no matter what form it takes. Please remember that I am here for you, regardless of how you identify yourself.


Speaking of identities: I have carefully concealed the identity of the individuals referenced in this book. With the exception of Sanjay and me, along with a handful of references to friends and family whose stories offer positive examples for this book, virtually all other names and identifying features have been changed.


This book is for people at every stage of love they may find themselves in. Whether you are single, dating, engaged, married, living together, nursing a broken heart, going through a divorce or breakup, or describe your situation as “complicated,” Radical Acceptance is for you. You’ll see references to and stories about people in all stages of love throughout the book.


I have laid this book out very deliberately to ease you into the Radical Acceptance mind-set and help you build a strong foundation for it. In part 1, we begin with an overview of Radical Acceptance and address different scenarios you may find yourself in. By the time you enter part 2, which features the five steps to Radical Acceptance, my goal is for your heart and mind to be open and engaged to ensure you get the most out of this book.


I have peppered all sections with entertaining and informative morsels. While they may not all apply to you at exactly this moment, many of them, I suspect, will be relatable nevertheless, and may be helpful to you in the future or may offer insights for you to share with a friend. For instance, there are many insights and anecdotes in part 1 that are targeted to people who are single or dating, but a number of them are likely to prove useful to you even if you’re in a long-term relationship or married. From flirting to fighting to infidelity to building trust in your relationship and learning to manage expectations, these chapters are filled with material that I hope you find interesting and useful, no matter what love stage you are in.


My wish is that you’ll read the entire text from beginning to end, perhaps make notes in the margins, your e-reader, or your journal, and then return to the parts that resonated with you, challenged you, or inspired you. You’ll find that this book is packed to the gills with wisdom, thoughtful advice, illuminating anecdotes, scientific research, inspiring quotes, cameo appearances from popular cultural icons, and so much more. It may be tough to take it all in at once, even for you ultra-careful readers. In any event, I hope you love it.


Finally! I would truly love if you were to share feedback with me during your Radical Acceptance journey via social media and through my website. Together, we can spark a Radical Acceptance movement, leading to much more love, compassion, and happiness in our world.


Now, let’s get started!





INTRODUCTION





ONE NIGHT, AFTER years of living with my boyfriend Sanjay, one of our disagreements became too much. “You are impossible!” I shouted at him. “I love you, but I can’t keep doing this.” I bolted out of the apartment we shared on the Upper West Side and, shaking with anger, stormed down Broadway and stopped at a hotel to inquire about a room. I wound up instead sitting in a dark, dingy Irish pub nearby drinking tea and reading a book until three a.m.


Walking back home late that night, and in the days following, I thought a lot about my relationship with Sanjay, whom I had fallen for the instant I laid eyes on him. He was the most brilliant man I’d ever met, and I loved him dearly. But our relationship was riddled with conflict. We had chemistry galore and were committed to each other, yet we sustained a lot of frustration that never seemed to get resolved. This wasn’t because either of us had fatal flaws. In fact, we were very much alike: well-educated, ambitious, hard-working professionals who had a lot of fun together, who endeavored to have a family and share a rewarding, love- and joy-filled life.


And yet. There was pain. And fighting. And blame. We had them in spades. Oh—and endless discussions about what each of us could do better that stretched into the wee hours of the night. He needed me to work less and prioritize him more. I needed him to be less critical of me and to learn to express his frustrations and criticisms much more constructively. He needed me to always have his back—even in public situations where I disagreed with him. And he needed me to be less defensive. I needed him to appreciate me more and understand me better. Despite how much we cared for each other, we did not feel loved enough by each other, which led to a vicious cycle of defensiveness and withholding. Looking back now, it was obvious that we both needed to listen better, judge each other a lot less, and find more constructive ways to manage our differences and disappointments.


Shortly after the night at the Irish pub, I recounted the challenges Sanjay and I were experiencing to Lorell, an old family friend, someone very wise whom I had known for years. She had surprising advice. Profound advice, in fact. She said, simply, “Andrea, just love him.”


That stopped me dead in my tracks. What she said was spot on. Moreover, hearing it was such a relief, so liberating. I will always recall that conversation with Lorell—it was such a pivotal moment in my life. I was on the phone with her, standing in the bedroom of the New York City apartment where Sanjay and I had lived together for a few years. I had been wringing my hands and ruminating endlessly about what to do, about how we could make it work. We weren’t married yet, but we were planning to be. And suddenly, upon hearing Lorell’s three simple words, any nagging sense of fear and anxiety that had been eating away at me evaporated.


Her words offered me a powerful path forward. Upon deciding to “just love him,” I was finally, really making a commitment to him and to our relationship. While we had been together for a handful of years, and though I loved him very much, our differences sometimes seemed intractable, to the point where I had been nursing an exit strategy in the back of my mind. During these challenging phases I would think about how I could extricate myself from our relationship without falling apart. Where would I live? How would Sanjay handle it? How would I handle it? I’d convince myself that I’d feel heartbroken, but that we would both be better off. I now know that planning for the worst will inevitably result in a failed relationship. There was a better way.


The immense, binary power of commitment became clear to me. I say binary because it is on or it is off. You can’t kind of be committed. I realized that when I vowed to simply love Sanjay, a profound shift had occurred in my heart and in my mind. My thoughts, actions, intentions, and words all aligned to communicate and achieve this commitment. Previously, the signals I had unwittingly been sending were along the lines of: Well, maybe I will be there for you as long as you behave and we are getting along. Or maybe I can’t always be there for you. My work is my top priority.


Now, rather than withdraw, brood, and ruminate, I would extend compassion and approach any disagreements more constructively. I would obsess less about my current annoyance and instead focus more on the long run—together. This series of related insights not only changed my relationship dramatically, but it planted one of two crucial seeds for what would eventually blossom into Radical Acceptance.


•  •  •


In the meantime, the other crucial seed had already taken root. I had been pursuing my MBA at Columbia Business School, where I was the managing editor of the student newspaper, The Bottom Line. My background was in finance and engineering, but this position gave me a taste of media. I loved it. I had just concluded a terrific summer internship at Goldman Sachs, but I returned to my second year at Columbia determined to do something I was truly passionate about. I hail from a family of entrepreneurs and entered B-school thinking about starting my own business one day.


Based on my and Sanjay’s experiences, I had been reflecting on relationships. I thought about the doubts and fights in the love lives of many of the people I was close to, including the painful divorce one of my best friends went through. I realized that every person, every couple, does a dance of sorts to connect and try to get close. But many times they only end up creating distance from one another.


I thought a lot about a couple I know who have been married for nearly twenty years, Vinod and Priya. They were high school sweethearts. They have a ton of chemistry and clearly love each other very much. But he is incredibly critical and judgmental of her, and she is ready to implode with resentment and hurt. She makes a noble effort to placate him, to minimize creating any waves, to try to protect herself and not upset him. But while she’s done this out of love, she has also disconnected from him, creating a horrendous cycle: he perceives her distance, which makes him feel bad, which he responds to with anger. Somehow he doesn’t connect the dots that she’s put up walls because of him. And thus the cycle of hurt continues. Vinod and Priya’s relationship is a classic example of how often loneliness or disappointment in a relationship translates into anger. It’s something I had experienced for far too long. It’s incredibly painful and can be very destructive: the common pattern where we punish those who hurt us where it hurts the most. It’s some of the worst kind of pain and suffering that can be experienced. Unfortunately, it’s also some of the most common.


I realized that everyone can relate to love’s heart-soaring triumphs and its unparalleled ability to bring them to their knees. My experience was a testament to how maintaining a loving relationship is often the hardest but most rewarding experience in life. Then, early in my second year in B-school, as I was sitting in Professor Feiner’s high-performance leadership class, I had an epiphany.


Earlier that week I had read an excerpt of the book Soul Mates: Honoring the Mystery of Love and Relationships out loud to Sanjay, which led to a lively and endearing conversation. During Professor Feiner’s class, I started thinking about how the incredibly crowded media landscape tended to cover the topic of love and relationships—and then suddenly the moon and stars aligned. I was floored by how simplistic, and often downright superficial, this coverage was. “59 Ways to Please Your Man,” “17 Sneaky Ways to Get Him to Propose,” and “Just Lose 10 lbs. and You’ll Be Happy!” are representative of the kinds of headlines that have dominated this subject area, especially by some of the most popular women’s magazine brands. Of course, these articles often cause women to feel even worse about themselves: disillusioned, self-conscious, and alone.


Love was just one element in a much broader editorial mix among the traditional women’s media outlets, along with sections dedicated to hair, shoes, shopping, celebrities, dieting, and so on. Across the media and publishing landscape there were magazines and websites devoted to sports, beauty, fashion, architecture, cooking, home décor, celebrities, computers—the list goes on and on—but there was not one solely dedicated to love. It struck me that any really good, compelling information on love and relationships was primarily acquired through books. The Truth about Love; Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus; Getting the Love You Want—I had read and been inspired by them all.


Love permeates pop culture: it has a major or minor presence in nearly every story ever sold, from The Good Wife and Friends to Gone with the Wind and Titanic. When you think about it, most superhero movies even have romance as a key plot line! Yet, despite all of its power and importance in our lives, I realized that no media company had laid claim to this topic in a truly substantive, affirming way. I knew that love in all of its forms was the root of happiness and so much more; it’s the most powerful, important thing in the world—and typically the most difficult to get right.


Sitting there in class, I managed to find monumental “white space” in the overcrowded media landscape. Having identified this enormous opportunity, I decided to leave my lucrative, promising career in finance and start a media company focused on love and relationships.


Given what a wonderful metaphor dance is to love, my cousin Elise suggested I call it Tango. I was hesitant at first: Wouldn’t people think it was dedicated to the famous Argentinian dance? But finding and sustaining true love is nothing if not an ever-dynamic dance. Indeed, it takes two to tango! After a day or two, I decided her idea was brilliant. The name I gave to my company was Tango Publishing, which led to the eventual creation of YourTango.com, where we passionately believe that helping people love better and connect more meaningfully is key to increasing their happiness, confidence, and sense of belonging. An abundance of data fuels our passion, including the epic Harvard Grant Study. After seventy-five years and $20 million, this research, which attempted to determine what variables promote a fulfilling life, reported its number-one most important conclusion: “Happiness is Love. Full Stop.”


YourTango focuses on what’s happening inside women’s hearts and minds—and at its core, YourTango is based on my belief that truly accepting ourselves and the ones we love is the key to success in love.


My vision for YourTango is to be to love what ESPN is to sports. For over ten years I have been on a personal mission to help millions of people across the globe love more deeply and more successfully, to help them feel more connected and more confident, and to help them achieve life’s ultimate prize: unconditional love and belonging. My conviction only grows with each passing day, especially when we receive messages from readers thanking our writers and editors for the beautiful stories and insightful advice we post. My team and I feel enormously proud to know we have improved countless lives and, based on some emotional missives from readers, that we have even saved some.


YourTango has succeeded in creating a community for people to be inspired and entertained by validating stories, approachable experts, and thought-provoking perspectives. We have built a unique marketing platform called YourTango Experts, which hosts nearly a thousand dating coaches, family therapists, mediators, relationship counselors, and other relationship and mental-health experts, including: John Gray, Harville Hendrix, Helen LaKelly Hunt, Pat Love, Stan Tatkin, Esther Perel, Sue Johnson, Mary Morrissey, Marty Klein, Charles J. Orlando, Bernie Siegel, John Gottman, Paul Brunson, Nick Ortner, Helen Fisher, Ian Kerner, and many more of the foremost thought leaders in this space.


•  •  •


As I immersed myself in building YourTango and analyzed what was happening in my own relationship, it eventually became clear to me that I had been perpetuating the turmoil in my relationship by continuing to focus on our conflicts, my disappointment, and my habit of running away from pain and frustration. Rather than looking at disappointments and differences as a chance to grow closer (and wiser!), I allowed them to severely strain our relationship.


Sanjay had his flaws. I had mine. But he was a truly good man and we loved each other deeply. Going one big step beyond “just love him,” I determined that fully accepting Sanjay, and fully accepting myself, was a powerful idea. In fact, it was a radical one. This powerful new approach is what I call Radical Acceptance. Radical Acceptance is the key to making a relationship not only work, but thrive. It’s been the key to making my relationship with Sanjay deep and rewarding. And it changed the way I view love forever.


And now, I want to share it with you.


Just think for a moment how it would feel if you knew your significant other fully accepted you—all of you. Wouldn’t that be the most liberating and empowering feeling imaginable? No matter your flaws or shortcomings, you are okay; you are loved. In my observations, only a very lucky few have achieved such a status—but it is my belief that almost anyone can. I say “almost” because Radical Acceptance requires a degree of fortitude, self-awareness, and maturity. These can be challenging traits for some to nurture. But for those of us who do manage to develop them, we can become practically bulletproof. It’s worth every ounce of effort you are willing to make.


So, what is Radical Acceptance? It is loving without judgment. It is replacing judgment with compassion and empathy. It is loving your partner fully for who he really is—flaws, shortcomings, insecurities, and all. Radical Acceptance creates such a feeling of safety, security, and trust in the relationship that you both can truly be yourselves. To radically accept someone means: “I love you right here, right now. I have your back, no matter what. I know your flaws, failures, and shortcomings—and I still love you. I will not resent or resist them. Instead, I will extend tenderness to them.”


Now, here’s the beautiful, uber-powerful secret of Radical Acceptance. You will find that this process is actually often less about loving his unlovable parts and more about loving your unlovable parts. It’s about loving yourself fully for who you really are—insecurities, flaws, and all. As you practice Radical Acceptance “on him,” your perceptions shift and you are more readily able to quit sweating the small stuff; to let go of your tendency to control, blame, and be defensive; and to extend more empathy and compassion to yourself. You will be more loving and confident. Love and abundance beget further love and abundance. That said, it’s not a walk in the park. This takes plenty of inner work and brutal honesty. Radical Acceptance is often less about his shortcomings, flaws, failures, and annoyances than your reaction to them.


There is something “kabbalah-esque” in this core component of Radical Acceptance. (Kabbalah is an ancient tradition tied to the Jewish faith that endeavors to help people find fulfillment in their lives.) A wonderful mentor of mine, David Bell, who has studied kabbalah, once quipped, “The opponent is not the person with whom you are in a relationship. The opponent is your reaction to this person and what arises in the relationship.” Bingo! (Get ready. We’re going to see this phrase again during this book.)


My friend and renowned biological anthropologist Dr. Helen Fisher has extensively studied the impact of love on the brain, which she details in multiple brilliant TED Talks, numerous New York Times bestselling books, and in speeches around the globe. Helen has discovered compelling insights1 among couples who remain happy over many years together. For example, after putting more than one hundred people into MRI machines and studying brain activity, she unequivocally asserts that the top three physiological traits—traits revealed by the activity in their brain—which long-term happy couples exhibit are as follows: they are empathetic, they have strong emotional control (i.e., they don’t freak out easily), and they maintain “positive illusions” about their partners over the long run, which means these couples focus on one another’s desirable traits while overlooking the negative traits. Fortunately, these observations align perfectly with Radical Acceptance, and as we’ll see again and again in this book, the science backs it up every time.


By the way, even the most secure couples still occasionally fight and feel hurt by each other. During your Radical Acceptance journey, your partner is bound to say something critical to you, lose his temper, flake out on your anniversary, or do any number of things that upset or annoy you. But Radical Acceptance will reduce friction and negativity in a big way, and it will provide you and your partner with a powerful new framework to manage disagreements and disappointments.


Radical Acceptance does NOT give license for you to be a doormat, nor does it mean you should be passive or lazy in your relationship. It is not about taking the path of least resistance. It offers a means to proactively and positively manage your perceptions of and reactions to your partner’s normal shortcomings and flaws. It’s about preventing the quest for perfection from becoming the enemy of what is good or great about your partner.


Radical Acceptance makes you stronger and more powerful because of how much it asks of you and what it gives back to you, like after you have been doing some serious yoga, running, or any training that is physically demanding. It may be tough to get started but after a while you feel soooo good and strong. And I am not just talking about your emotions! I could go on and on (and on) here about the physical benefits you derive from a healthy, active love (and sex!) life. If you care about your physical health, add Radical Acceptance to your routine.


Radical Acceptance also does not mean your partner has license to take advantage of you. It does not make allowances for behaviors and traits that are patently unacceptable, including acute character flaws (e.g., he seriously lies, cheats, or steals); verbal, emotional, or physical abuse; or any behavior that is threatening or dangerous. There are gray areas, of course, that are best managed case by case—naturally, all relationships are different. Radical Acceptance can be a salve for some difficult emotional issues, such as a bad temper, melancholy, or low self-esteem. It’s a call only you can make. You may be able to handle one or more of these challenging tendencies. But if you can’t, you can’t. Any issues that skirt the line between unfortunate shortcomings and fatal flaws may require more than Radical Acceptance, including professional or medical help.


And, yes—in some cases, Radical Acceptance may lead you to terminate the relationship. If this happens, you will do it with confidence. Breaking up is a heart-wrenching decision, one that typically leads to self-doubt and what-ifs: What if he is just about to turn himself around? What if he just needed time to learn he could really trust me? What if I’m ending this too soon? What if I’m making the wrong decision? Radical Acceptance helps you minimize these doubts by instilling a sense of calm confidence that you made the right decision.


As in any venture, success is never guaranteed. A relationship can still fail no matter how much work you put into it. However, if your partner recognizes your efforts, the good man in him—the man you are trying to love—should reciprocate. If he does not—if he takes advantage of you, or he exploits your efforts—then you are in a deal-breaker scenario and it will be time for you to move on. Ideally this won’t happen, of course, but Radical Acceptance provides you with the tools to confront almost any situation, no matter how painful it can be, and ensures that you will emerge stronger and more confident than ever before.


This is a great segue to explain the connection between feminism and Radical Acceptance. For the purposes of this book, I identify feminism as an extremely positive term, and believe its primary purpose is to empower women to achieve our full potential—personally, professionally, financially, and spiritually.


I consider myself an ardent feminist and actively support feminist causes. YourTango is a bastion of what I call happy, positive, productive feminism, the kind that builds women up instead of callously judging and tearing them down. I have crafted Radical Acceptance to be pro-feminist—even if some of my writing may seem counter to certain stereotypical feminist principles. I prefer to call these ideas pro-humanist. It’s important to note that while I have written this book in a hetero girlfriend-to-girlfriend, conversational narrative, all aspects of Radical Acceptance apply equally to men and the LGBTQ community. When I say something like “Make him a priority,” if you happen to be a heterosexual male, or a homosexual female, you should interpret this as “Make her a priority.”


Radical Acceptance is not about subjugating readers to their male partners. It is about making anyone who reads this book stronger, more confident, and more empowered as individuals and as romantic partners. Moreover, Radical Acceptance is not about keeping score—you cannot measure your worth by what he does or doesn’t do, moment by moment, tit for tat. It is okay to take the initiative, and it is okay to be the one who “gives more”—at least until Radical Acceptance starts to really take root in your relationship.


When Radical Acceptance seems to be asking too much of you, reflect on these ancient wise words from Lao Tzu: “Being deeply loved by someone gives you strength, while loving someone deeply gives you courage.” Yup. Pretty much.


•  •  •


Looking around, I see an endless slew of people trying to evolve and transform themselves. But the truth is, people do not self-actualize in isolation. In other words, people who transform themselves positively do so with others. Throughout this book, I provide considerable evidence that experiencing love and belonging is a biological imperative. While we are emotionally and biologically wired for connection, many of us lack the wherewithal to truly love ourselves and our significant others, especially past the honeymoon phase. People who self-actualize can be truly seen and loved for who they really are—including the scary, shameful parts. As our egos stand down, our hearts can open to others and ourselves.


“Self” only exists within the context of “others”—they are inextricably linked. Improving yourself means improving your relationship with the people around you.


“Love is not a contract between two narcissists. It’s more than that. It’s a construction that compels the participants to go beyond narcissism. In order that love lasts, one has to reinvent oneself.”


—ALAIN BADIOU, FRENCH PHILOSOPHER


If everyone had the wisdom and the ability to offer unconditional love, the failure rate of marriage would be much lower. Meanwhile, among marriages that ostensibly remain intact—which, in many instances should be characterized less as “successful” than an effective cycle of détente—many more would be genuinely healthy and fulfilling. Instead, far too many people merely muddle through life feeling love for their spouse but also feeling a lot of resentment, boredom, hurt, loneliness, and anger—while simultaneously feeling endlessly judged and criticized. Too many people do not feel enough love coming back at them. They hold back, they judge, they resist, they blame, they nag, they keep score, they withdraw. Thus fueling the vicious cycle. Does this sound familiar?


These are experiences I know far too well. I had to learn the hard way. I knew I wanted to spend the rest of my life with Sanjay very early in our relationship. We’ve been together through seventeen years of joy and pain, we now have two young children, and we both run our own companies. Even now, we still find there’s room for practice. The difference is that we have the Radical Acceptance framework and insights to draw upon, again and again.


I want to help you experience the transformative power of Radical Acceptance. By committing to this journey, you may well realize that you are with Mr. Right already. For others, Radical Acceptance will place you in a better position to recognize when you have finally found him or her. After all, soul mates are made—they are not born. Nicholas Sparks may be amazing, but don’t let The Notebook lead you to believe that you just have to keep waiting for the One. Instead, I have laid out the path for you to proactively forge happy, lasting love. Most crucially, you will become stronger by practicing Radical Acceptance. You will become happier. You will become more compassionate. You will become more confident and emotionally resilient.


•  •  •


We have a lot to cover! After a more in-depth primer of how Radical Acceptance is the best gift ever in part 1, we’re going to proceed with a short but critically important caveat: when not to practice Radical Acceptance. Radical Acceptance isn’t a cure-all for a bad relationship, nor is it the fix to a relationship in which a major difference or disconnect will prevent long-term compatibility. There are times when it’s best—or imperative—to walk away from a relationship and to not attempt Radical Acceptance. Next, rather than the bright red flags, we will address various shades of orange that may be harder to discern, which may in fact be deal-breakers or merely manageable differences. We will explore why most long-lasting relationships evolve into a phase demanding more than romance and chemistry. We will face a common, heart-breaking scenario: when you are at the end of the rope in your marriage. And we will dive deeply into the question that plagues many women: Am I settling?


Then comes the exciting, challenging, rewarding parts! This is the heart of the book: the five steps to Radical Acceptance. They are:


STEP 1: Just Love Him (or Just Dump Him). You will identify his unlovable parts, and then you will commit to just loving him, no matter what. If you can’t commit to loving him, then it’s time to move on. Without this crucial, binary step, Radical Acceptance cannot happen.


STEP 2: Stop, Reflect, Introspect. You will explore what happens when you inevitably want to reject something, maybe several things, about him. You will want to make him stop doing that extremely Annoying thing he does. Perhaps you’ll mutter, “Oh my God, I’m going to kill him,” under your breath. That’s okay—who hasn’t felt these excruciating pangs of anger and hurt? Stop, Reflect, Introspect is a powerful technique that allows you to get outside your emotional reactions. Not only will this help prevent blowups, but you will understand what occurs internally for you that enables so much pain and hurt. Empathy and compassion play a leading role in this chapter.


STEP 3: Radical Communication. We will discuss proven methods for creating safety in your relationship. Safety and trust are essential ingredients for successful communication. Creating a safe space for vulnerability is crucial for Radical Acceptance to fully take root, and I will help you get there. We will delve into techniques to facilitate better communication, including being very mindful of body language (both yours and his).


STEP 4: Love All of Him—Even the “Unlovable” Parts. There is no such thing as meeting him halfway when it comes to Radical Acceptance. Radical Acceptance means you always have his back—even when he is wrong. Radical Acceptance is unconditional love—even when it feels unbearably difficult, when you feel deeply hurt or disappointed, or when you feel he is at fault. Step 4 is the bread and butter of Radical Acceptance. How do you love the unlovable parts of someone? Or at the very least make peace with them? I will show you.


STEP 5: Apply the Platinum Rule and Make Him Your Priority. Yup, we’re going one past the golden rule! In this section, we’ll practice how to express your affection in ways that are most meaningful to him, and how to train yourself to become more in tune with his wants and needs without becoming a feminist’s nightmare! We’ll also delve into how crucial it is to make sure he’s a priority to you—and that he knows it!


Next, we’ll focus on the amazing, glorious you. It is just as important to be the right person as it is to find the right person. From taking care of yourself physically to nurturing those traits and interpersonal skills that make you feel special and lovable, your relationship will benefit from you being healthy, happy, and empowered. Finally, we’ll look beyond Radical Acceptance at great ways for making your relationship last and making it more fun!


Each section will feature real-life stories from couples who have dramatically improved their relationships, plus many more insights gleaned from my years of developing Radical Acceptance. I’ll show you how to bring your intimacy and communication to the next level. I will share in-depth guidelines for when not to commit, and how to differentiate between annoying habits and outright deal-breakers. Sometimes you simply cannot accept someone’s flaws. He tends to be impatient, is a little bit of a cheapskate, and has no fashion sense? We can work with that, assuming he has plenty of other redeeming traits. He’s an extreme narcissist prone to excessively passive-aggressive behavior? Nope, probably not.


This book will serve as your definitive guide for not only when to love him or leave him, but more importantly how to truly love him—and yourself. That’s because radically accepting someone requires radically accepting yourself. It means being brutally honest. It means taking ownership of your own vulnerabilities and insecurities. You will find the process immensely liberating and empowering—and yes, at times, pretty tough.


“Trying to change someone else is an act of aggression. Trying to change yourself is an act of love.”


—DAVID BELL


•  •  •


Radical Acceptance is about recalibrating the importance and value of love—for ourselves and for others. It is a call to action to elevate love and togetherness to their rightful high-priority status in all people’s lives. The value to individuals, families, and society of doing so is truly inestimable. Not only does vast data bear this out, but think of the historical figures that have achieved near-universal respect and admiration: Martin Luther King Jr., Gandhi, Jesus, the Buddha, Nelson Mandela, and Mother Teresa, among other individuals who galvanized the masses with their messages of love, compassion, and inclusivity.


I have channeled my passion and knowledge of Radical Acceptance into a book that taps into this immense power, one that can transform your life. I am relentlessly committed to planting Radical Acceptance into the hearts and homes of people across the globe, spawning an army of happy, loving “Radical Acceptors.” Please join me!





PART 1



[image: Images]


PREPARING FOR RADICAL ACCEPTANCE






COMMIT TO RADICAL ACCEPTANCE: THE BEST GIFT EVER





IT’S EASY TO complain that your partner isn’t living up to your expectations. But what’s actually effective—what puts the energy of love in motion—is seeing someone who has flaws, yes, but realizing you can help this person become the best version of himself through unconditional love. This is Radical Acceptance.


A friend of mine once described Radical Acceptance as the “EpiPen of relationships.” I love that metaphor, but it needs a very big caveat. What she meant was how unbelievably helpful Radical Acceptance can be in a flash—that is, when things are about to spiral out of control and you are about to react badly to some dumb little thing. In that regard, Radical Acceptance is an instant, ready-made injection that can stave off toxic, avoidable outcomes. When my blood is boiling after Sanjay says something irritating, I always try to ask myself, “Are you practicing Radical Acceptance right now?” Instead of reacting badly, I try exercising restraint and extending tenderness to him. As we’ll explore later in the book, controlling our emotional reactions is key to Radical Acceptance.


But here’s where the metaphor breaks down: Unlike an actual EpiPen, which is merely a temporary fix and is unable to permanently rid the body of life-threatening allergies, Radical Acceptance effects profound, lasting change. It’s built to work for the long haul—and while it can work wonders in a pinch, significant effort is required for it to truly take root in a transformative, healing way. I will provide you with a ton of data and offer many suggestions for how to make your journey easier, but the absolutely essential key is that you have to practice Radical Acceptance for it to really work.


I know. Buzzkill. Barely three paragraphs in and we’re already talking about hard work.


But here’s the good news: Radical Acceptance can introduce (or reintroduce) healing, grace, confidence, and, ultimately, tremendous love, into your relationship. You will replace that vicious cycle of negativity with a virtuous cycle of positivity. Yes, you will face resistance and setbacks during your journey, and you will slip up from time to time. That’s okay. The key is not to be discouraged. Radical Acceptance will only remain a great idea and an interesting theory if you do not make the regular, daily effort to practice it. After all, fundamentally changing your habits and your way of thinking doesn’t happen overnight. By consciously choosing to accept his unlovable parts (and your own!), by focusing on the positive and overlooking the negative, you will actually establish new neural pathways. Thankfully, our brains are more than capable of changing in positive, profound ways, even well into adulthood. This is called neuroplasticity, and we’ll revisit this and related concepts regularly in this book.




Not long ago, I received a message on Facebook from Kevin, a very old friend who had read some of my early writing on Radical Acceptance. He wrote:


I think the last we talked I was showing my appreciation for your take on Radical Acceptance. I must tell you, I try to put it into practice as often as I can. Accepting those that I love for who they are . . . not what I want them to be. It’s been life changing. I am the happiest I have ever been.


I have had so many people share their praise for Radical Acceptance, but Kevin’s note is powerful in part due to its brevity. It’s incredibly rewarding to hear testimonials of how the simple idea of Radical Acceptance can lead to what we all seek: lasting love and happiness.





I want to raise some foundational points before we progress further the heart of the program. The first are the most burning concerns people have about Radical Acceptance: “What if I practice Radical Acceptance but he never gets it? What if he never reciprocates? Won’t this put me in a position of weakness?” I touch on reciprocation, along with how Radical Acceptance makes you stronger, below, and address these themes in depth throughout this book.


Next we’ll take a look at trust in a relationship and why it is so crucially important to establish in your Radical Acceptance journey. Loving and being loved unconditionally means taking a leap of faith. It means feeling safe in your relationship and making room for vulnerability. It means taking off your mask and enabling him to do the same, so that you can both be truly seen for who you are. This level of security may take time to develop, but I will hold your hand as you learn this process.



RECIPROCATION


Just loving him fully without expecting immediate reciprocation . . . that sounds tough. Will it work? Will opening your heart actually make you feel stronger and more confident in your relationship and in your life?


You can’t possibly know unless you try. And what you will get, no matter what, is clarity. Clarity on whether you should stay in the relationship or if you should end it. After you have done everything you can to love and radically accept him, if the relationship still isn’t working or if his behavior just proves too challenging, you know it’s time to say good-bye. You’ve tried everything. The what-ifs—What if I tried harder? What if he wasn’t seeing the real me? What if I needed to give him a chance?—will evaporate. You may be sad and angry for a time, but you will harbor much less—if any—uncertainty or doubt. Because of that, you will find how much easier it is for you to move on.


Understandably, most people want to ensure their efforts aren’t “wasted.” To those I say: love is never wasted. When it comes to love, there are never guarantees of success. All you can do in the relationship is your part, which is why I always urge each partner to initially quit worrying about how the other is reciprocating. It rarely works to go halfway and expect him to immediately meet you there, fifty-fifty, even-steven. In fact, when I offer advice to people who want to improve their relationship, I always encourage them to each go all in, to each give 150 percent. This might feel scary for a little while, but it’s a winning long-run approach.


“There is no safe investment.2 To love at all is to be vulnerable. Love anything, and your heart will certainly be wrung and possibly be broken. If you want to make sure of keeping it intact, you must give your heart to no one, not even to an animal. Wrap it carefully round with hobbies and little luxuries; avoid all entanglements; lock it up safe in the casket or coffin of your selfishness. But in that casket—safe, dark, motionless, airless—it will change. It will not be broken; it will become unbreakable, impenetrable, irredeemable. The alternative to tragedy, or at least to the risk of tragedy, is damnation. The only place outside Heaven where you can be perfectly safe from all the dangers and perturbations of love is Hell.”


—C. S. LEWIS, THE FOUR LOVES


But won’t you look desperate if you offer your undivided love and affection to your partner without knowing if you’ll get something in return? Won’t you just be a doormat? And shouldn’t the guy always love the girl just a tiny bit more?


Nope, definitely not, and heck no!


Radical Acceptance requires radical giving—giving more, giving your all, and doing it all again, over and over. I know this may be a different way of thinking about love and life than you’re used to. We live in an instant-gratification world in which we are conditioned to get what we pay for, stat. Radical Acceptance requires a fundamental recalibration of your relationship expectations. It’s about not expecting someone else to “make you happy,” but thinking much more about what you have to offer your partner. The relationship has to make you happy. As Katharine Hepburn once said, “Love has nothing to do with what you are expecting to get, only with what you are expecting to give, which is everything.”


While you will ultimately need and deserve reciprocation, giving love to others is still self-serving. At the same time, it’s about remembering that you are worthy of tremendous love from others and yourself.


Far too often, we are our own worst enemies. We think shitty, defeating thoughts about ourselves as often as pop radio stations play Taylor Swift—again and again and again. We beat ourselves up and refuse to give ourselves a break. And then we expect someone else to magically treat us as rock stars.


Um, do you see the paradox here? I always say that love starts with you. It is the opposite of selfish to love yourself, to know your worth, and to claim your beauty. As we will discuss in part 3, even the most successful women fall prey to a very debilitating “confidence gap” in which they are mired in self-doubt. No one can stop this debilitating cycle but you. You have to believe that you are worthy of love, praise, sacrifice, tenderness, and, yes, because we are all flawed, that you are worthy of forgiveness and compassion. As my wise big sis Maria says, “It’s an inside job!”


Practicing Radical Acceptance is the ultimate inside job—it’s doing that crucial inner work that leads to personal transformation and your ability to be a far better partner (and friend, parent, son or daughter, etc.).


Friend: I am here to tell you that YOU. ARE. WORTHY. You are worthy of love. You are worthy of respect. You are worthy of admiration. Believe it.


As we all know, it’s a common fallacy to “just put a ring on it” and expect that we will live happily ever after. My close friend Kimberly’s experience in her marriage exemplifies this problem. She wrote to me,


I had all sorts of fantasies about “happily ever after” that I was not aware of when my boyfriend Phillip and I decided to marry. What I was aware of was that Phillip possessed many qualities I found attractive and important in a lifelong partner. However, over the years, I found myself developing resentment, as my needs—ones that I was not even aware of—went unmet.


I blamed my husband.


In the deep emotional recess of my heart, I really, really thought that marriage (and raising a family) would make me feel fulfilled: I thought this was supposed to make me happy. What made it harder was my resistance to the truth of my marriage. I looked to my husband to give me validation, affirmation, help (on my timetable), attention, and friendship. If I’m rigorously honest, I demanded that Phillip give me what I wanted or I’d feel let down by him.


Basically what I wanted from him was what I imagined was a male version of myself. Naturally, that is not who he is! Although I didn’t ask him to “change,” I did measure his behavior against an internalized image of how I thought he “should” be. And when I wanted to talk about us, what I really wanted to do was point fingers and dwell on what he was doing wrong.


As I have started to practice Radical Acceptance, I can’t help but see how I am in our way. I realize that one of our biggest challenges is my expectations of Phillip. And that’s not going to change by coming up with rules or making suggestions on how we can “improve” or “do it differently.”


What I’m now much more tuned into is that my husband truly means well and loves me dearly. If he drops the ball, it’s not because he doesn’t care about or love me. In loving without judgment, I am reminded that Phillip is who he is and how he is. We have areas of similarity and areas of complete differentness. Frankly, when I really allow myself to see him, I thoroughly value who he is. And when I do, magic happens!


Our life together now is a pleasure. I realize blaming him never ever fixes me or helps us. It simply doesn’t. When I am “blaming,” Radical Acceptance helps me bring my focus back to me. For me, Radical Acceptance is tuning into Grace.


I love this beautiful testimonial because Kimberly is so honest about experiences that are incredibly common in relationships. She blamed and judged her husband and projected her own insecurities onto him. She clung to an idealized version of her partner—essentially, a man that was her flawless mirror image—instead of loving him for who he was, right there in front of her. We will delve into these common traps in greater detail throughout this book.


Kimberly’s experience encapsulates a crucial but simple insight, one that should be self-evident but often isn’t. I said it above and I am going to say it again here, but more emphatically.


LOVE STARTS WITH YOU.


You must be prepared to give it and not be obsessed with a preconceived, perfect version coming right back to you. Why aren’t we taught this in school as, like, a basic life lesson? I suppose Paul and John tried when they sang that “the love you take is equal to the love you make.” But seriously, it’s time for some government-sponsored PSAs and billboards.


I suspect some Christians (and others of faith) might tell me, “Girl, we’ve been saying that for a long time. Get with the program!” Maybe my haphazard Catholic upbringing failed to sufficiently educate me on this, but I also don’t think love is the exclusive province of the church. This should be social doctrine rooted in science, medicine, and cultural norms. Let love and kindness start with you. Let loving without judgment start with you.


I had a fascinating conversation with Dr. Dan Siegel, a clinical professor of psychiatry at the UCLA School of Medicine and bestselling author of Mindsight, among many other brilliant books. Based on his groundbreaking research in interpersonal neurobiology, Dan has reached a provocative conclusion: “Rather than relationships shaping people,3 my research shows that relationships make people.” The implication is that relationships have vastly more impact on individual development and well-being than is commonly believed.


“Take South Africans, for example,” Dan told me. “Many communities subscribe to a philosophy known as Ubuntu, which means that you as an individual exist in the response of someone else.” Among the Zulu people of South Africa, a customary greeting has two parts. The first, Sikhona, means, “I am here to be seen.” The second, Sawubona, means, “I see you.” This same idea of being seen is also the core of Radical Acceptance. Being truly seen allows vulnerability to take root, creating fertile ground for intimacy and connection to flourish. See, and be seen.


Ubuntu has roots in pluralism—community and togetherness is emphasized over the individual. In Ubuntu culture, Dan told me, “Yelling at another person and yelling at yourself are literally synonyms for the same thing. You exist within the connections to others and because of them.” (For more about Dan’s exploration into the mysteries of the human mind, I urge you to pick up his latest book, Mind: A Journey to the Heart of Being Human.) In the same spirit, Radical Acceptance urges couples to see themselves as one self-supporting unit. Negativity and hurt directed at one partner is directed at the relationship as a whole, while joy for one partner should be joy for both.


Dan advocates passionately for a new definition of self, one that is not determined by “you” and “me.” Given the crucial role our relationships play in every aspect of our being, self is really a version of “we.” There was a famous antidrug PSA4 during the 1980s that showed a rat alone in a cage with two water bottles. One bottle was filled with pure water and the other was laced with cocaine. Unsurprisingly, the rat became addicted to the cocaine water. The ad ominously warned: “Nine out of ten laboratory rats5 will use it . . . and use it . . . and use it . . . until they are dead.”


But here’s the catch: These tests were done in isolation. Each rat was by itself, alone in a cage for a prolonged period of time. The experiment was repeated a second time, but the rats were now living together. This time, the rats mostly ignored the cocaine water. They didn’t like it, and no rats died. Community and togetherness, it turns out, can often overpower the most self-destructive threats. Like many people, these rats were less interested in getting high than in escaping a profound sense of loneliness.


Human beings are fundamentally wired for connection—physiologically, emotionally, sexually, and in so many other ways. There’s even evidence of this in the mystical realm! Lorell Frysh, who has a doctorate in East-West psychology and was a key catalyst for this book, emphatically agrees with me. (She’s the one who told me to “just love” Sanjay, as you may recall from the introduction.) Lorell has spent over forty-five years exploring, studying, and receiving initiation in many of the great spiritual, mystical, and healing traditions of the world.


“From a mystical perspective,6 relationships are seen in the context of a greater wholeness,” she told me. “Mystics understand that we are all connected as the fabric and expression of One Being. People feel complete when every aspect of themselves can show up, be seen, and loved. Very often problems occur in relationships when we feel unseen, unheard, and unacknowledged. But in truth, as we ease our own barriers and defenses, we become better equipped to serve each other. As we release pain and disconnection from ourselves and our past trauma, it becomes easier to find a deeper home in love.” The primacy of our connectedness offers an existential truth that we should all act upon.


This is why I am incredibly motivated to spur Radical Acceptance into a beautiful, powerful movement. A sense of belonging and being seen are paramount to our well-being. But this mutuality doesn’t happen by itself. It must start somewhere. Why not let it start with you?




LOVE IS A BIOLOGICAL IMPERATIVE







I had the great fortune of interviewing Dr. C. Sue Carter and her husband, Dr. Stephen Porges. They are both brilliant scientists who have performed groundbreaking work in neurophysiology, biology, behavioral neuroendocrinology, and psychophysiology.


A biologist and behavioral neurobiologist, Dr. Carter is the director of the Kinsey Institute and Rudy Professor of Biology at Indiana University, and she was the first person to identify the physiological mechanisms responsible for social monogamy. Dr. Porges is a Distinguished University Scientist at the Kinsey Institute and research professor in the Department of Psychiatry at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and he is responsible for the Polyvagal Theory, which I touch upon later in the book. In 2013 they cowrote an article in European Molecular Biology Organization Reports entitled “The Biochemistry of Love: An Oxytocin Hypothesis,” which truly stopped me in my tracks. One big Ah Ha after another!


The article makes a compelling case for the crucial role love plays on a physiological as well as emotional level: how it not only impacts the circuitry of our brains and the physiological health of our hearts, but how love even affects the expression of our genes, potentially impacting future generations. Based on Sue’s research, we now know that oxytocin, an important hormone that serves as a neurotransmitter and is known as “the cuddle drug,” plays a crucial role in this phenomenon.


I have excerpted some of my favorite portions of the text, but will start with a bit of commentary to clarify key points. (I know for some readers this may be a bit tough to grasp. It’s powerful, fascinating stuff that helps clarify why love and loss impact us so deeply, but please don’t stress if a lot of it reads like a foreign language to you!)


The vagus nerve is the tenth cranial nerve, originating in the brain’s medulla, and it has two branches, the dorsal and ventral. The ventral vagus connects the brain to our heart, middle ears, eyes, larynx, and pharynx, among other places in our bodies and is affiliated with how we communicate with others. For this reason, it is often referred to as the “social vagus,” and in addition to assisting with how we communicate and socialize with others, it plays a key role in how we self-soothe and calm ourselves. Oxytocin is often activated by the presence of infants, and it’s heightened in new and nursing mothers, as well as in positive social interactions. Oxytocin assists with attachment from early life to old age. Highlights of the article are as follows:


The biology of love originates in the primitive parts of the brain—the emotional core of the human nervous system—that evolved long before the cerebral cortex. The brain of a human “in love” is flooded with sensations, often transmitted by the (ventral) vagus nerve, creating much of what we experience as emotion.


Love is an epigenetic phenomenon: social behaviors, emotional attachment to others and long-lasting reciprocal relationships are plastic and adaptive and so is the biology on which they are based. Infants of traumatized or highly stressed parents might be chronically exposed to vasopressin (also a neuropeptide and close cousin to oxytocin), either through their own increased production of the peptide, or through higher levels of vasopressin in maternal milk. Such increased exposure could sensitize the infant to defensive behaviors or create a life-long tendency to overreact to threat.


Both parental care and exposure to oxytocin in early life can permanently modify hormonal systems, altering the capacity to form relationships and influence the expression of love across the lifespan.


Given the power of positive social experiences, it is not surprising that a lack of social relationships might also lead to alterations in behavior and concurrently changes in oxytocin and vasopressin pathways.


Although research has only begun to examine the physiological effects of these peptides beyond social behavior, there is a wealth of new evidence indicating that oxytocin influences physiological responses to stress and injury. Thus, oxytocin exposure early in life not only regulates our ability to love and form social bonds; it also has an impact on our health and well-being.
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