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To Alex


Because you have a heart that understands.











There is a brokenness out of which comes the unbroken, a shatteredness out of which blooms the unshatterable.


There is a sorrow beyond all grief which leads to joy and a fragility out of whose depths emerges strength.


There is a hollow space too vast for words through which we pass with each loss, out of whose darkness we are sanctioned into being.


There is a cry deeper than all sound whose serrated edges cut the heart as we break open to the place inside which is unbreakable and whole, while learning to sing.


Rashani


Cofounder of Earthsong, a woman’s sanctuary in Hawaii
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Take this sorrow onto thy heart, and make it a part of thee, and it shall nourish thee till thou art strong again.


LONGFELLOW, HYPERION





The use of intimate relationships as a path toward deepening a relationship with self and God is one of the highest callings of intimacy. I have come full circle. As a baby boomer I came of age in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Until then the word “unconscious” had little meaning—it seemed as if it belonged to a realm beyond the reach of human understanding. The idea that each of us had one, and that it had stored within it great pieces of who we were, felt almost hocus-pocus. But we searched. We searched everything from Freud to Autobiography of a Yogi. What was this unseen, amorphous thing that had so much power over our daily decisions and our life thrust? More mysterious still was the thought of such a phenomenon as a collective unconscious. For years I studied Eastern thought, attempting to gain an understanding of something like a deeper self. Until then the world, I thought, was as it appeared, and people were simply who they thought or said they were. As a cultural group we turned our known world upside down in an attempt to get a better look at it, but it appears to me now that in doing so we simply got a different look at it.


I learned to befriend my unconscious in college. Books I read and courses I studied suggested to me that there was a part of me that lay hidden in my inner depths that I could invite to play a positive role in my life. Practicing positive thinking, opening to abundance, trading negative self-concepts for positive ones were all ways that I could use this storehouse of untapped personal power to flow in a direction that I encouraged. My thinking could act as a rudder, steering the vessel of me through the waters of my life in a direction that I could, in some measure, self-determine. It wasn’t until later in my life when I entered my own recovery process that I also came to understand that my unconscious was a vast storehouse in which I had slowly accumulated the records of my own life history. The idea that what was stored in this unconscious had tremendous power over my thinking, feeling and behavior, over decisions as wide-ranging as what I chose for lunch to whom I chose to marry, took longer for me to fully grasp.


My first real encounter with this, I suppose, was in marriage. I knew I would marry my husband from the first, but if I told you (or myself) why, it would make little sense; though to a deeper part of me, it felt as inevitable as the rising or setting of the sun. If I say it was his glance, or the way he held me when we danced or how I felt when we went grocery shopping together, it would seem superficial; and yet, 23 years later, I understand that it was my unconscious talking to me, reaching out from its shadowy depths to touch itself, to insure the continuance of the very experiences that I had held so dear in my relationships with my own father and mother. He felt as familiar as my own insides, though I hardly really knew him. I understand this today as a sort of re-remembering, reacquainting myself with experiences matching those stored in my memory bank, long forgotten—imprinted onto my brain in childhood. It has always been easy to keep the child in me alive in my relationship with my husband because the child in me chose him for better or for worse. I was drawn toward what I had known and forgotten. The child in me was saying yes, this is familiar—this is what you know. The lucky thing for me is that even though my family was deeply wounded by addiction and divorce, my father and mother loved me. So when I again looked for deep intimacy, I reached not only for what was familiar in all ways, some healthy and some not—I reached also for love because, on an experiential level, I knew what love felt like. I was unconsciously looking to replace the love and comfort I had experienced as a small child and lost, to repair a painful past, to have security and family in my life again.


I remember the vows my husband and I took 23 years ago when we invited both God and other people into our relationship. At the time we were deeply involved in studying yoga and Eastern philosophy. We had traveled to India together in search of a spiritual life. Like so many of our generation, we wanted to understand what life was really about. Like so many baby boomers, we grew up with countless material advantages and learned the disillusioning lesson that possessions and position, though they were indeed good fortune, did not necessarily ensure inner peace or success in love relationships.


Each of us had divorced parents and each of us carried deep wounds as well as riches in the area of intimacy. We had an overpowering desire to restore what we had loved and lost. My parents divorced when I was 14, and my father died when I was 23, but throughout the years after his divorce he would take me aside and tell me that he would always love my mother, that she was a good woman, that their divorce hurt me and that he was sorry for that. When she remarried, he called her husband to tell him he was marrying a fine woman and to wish them happiness. It seems to me that in his old-world way, he was trying to correct the past and do what he could to allow life to go on for those he loved—even if he could not participate.


My father came to this country at 16, having run away from a seminary education in Greece to seek his fortune in America. He was not fluent in the English language and had $16 in his pocket. Though a truly brilliant man, he didn’t have the advantages that he gave me—no therapy or higher education—but he knew the path of the human spirit, and he did what he could to remove the knife from our hearts. In his old Greek wisdom he understood modeling that if I felt he did not love my mother, I would feel I could not be loved by a man in that forever kind of way. By telling me he would always love her, he told me that I could be loved, too. The sheer size and expression of his love has been a source of strength that I have drawn upon throughout my life.


My husband and I made promises to each other as we walked around the altar. Some I don’t even remember, but the one that has always stayed with me was the last: “You will be my friend in life—here’s to a lifelong friendship, friend.” That commitment has helped us to give and dig deeply, even at times when we thought we had nothing left to give each other. We could take a break and come back and try again. When we couldn’t find a solution to a problem, we prayed for one. At one point in our marriage ceremony we faced each other and repeated the same words simultaneously. “When you are distant, I am close; when I am distant, you are close.” I have always been so grateful for those words because they told me we could take turns, that we wouldn’t always be in the same place at the same time, that one of us could lead the other through the dark and scary corridors of intimacy. If one of us could stay on track, then we could bring the other one along until we could plateau again. This gave both of us the strength to do the difficult inner work we needed in order to use our relationship to heal old wounds. When my abandonment fears got so triggered that I would rather bolt from the relationship than feel, his wisdom could pull me back; and when his engulfment fears grew so intense that he wanted to escape the relationship that was triggering them, my steadiness could weather it for both of us. The gifts that we have given each other in this way have allowed us both to become the people we wished to be and have the life we wished to have.


Our emotional and psychological blocks that kept us afraid of getting close were carried within each of us—the relationship triggered them, but they were not only about the relationship. In any case, until we worked out unresolved issues, we were not able to identify present from past pain. Once we could clear out the unresolved pain from yesterday, the old baggage and transference reactions, we could react to each other in the present. This made conflicts immeasurably easier to solve because hurt feelings were just hurt feelings about what happened today, and not weighed down by decades of repressed hurt from the past that had been triggered by a present-day circumstance.


Much of this work is also the work of the spirit. Cleansing the “lower self,” as yogis would say, or purifying the “nous” or “intellect,” as in the Eastern Orthodox tradition, is part of the path toward God consciousness. The blocks that we carry that keep us from being fully intimate in a relationship are often the blocks that keep us from being fully intimate with God and life. They are the dead wood of the repressed unconscious—numbness, unresolved anger, despair and yearning. When the unconscious is asked to contain all of this in unacknowledged silence, there is little breathing space to allow for the lightness and serenity that are part of higher consciousness. However, despair and yearning are a path toward God if they are channeled in that direction by surrendering to and exploring the contents of the feeling, rather than denying or repressing it. Compassion is born out of just this sort of search; before we can gain the ability to feel for another person, we need to be able to feel for ourselves, to sit with our own woundedness and brokenness until it becomes spiritual. The transformative power of intimacy provides the vehicle to get in touch with both the wound and the love. I had to miss my father before I could risk fully loving my husband, and the love we feel for each other is the community that we share with our children and our world. It expands the container of self, the door through which higher consciousness enters.


Drop a pebble in the water and it will create a series of ripples that resonate far beyond its seemingly innocuous entrance into the lake. Then it will sink to the bottom of the lake, where it will join the vast array of pebbles that make up the water’s floor. So it is with life experiences. Each experience, happy or sad, upbuilding or demeaning, has a ripple effect in the mind and then sinks or is stored in the lake of the unconscious. This storehouse of the unconscious becomes a script imprinted in the vast and subtle network of the brain, out from which we draw our information for living—from which we learn the lines that get acted out on the stage of our lives. How we behave in relationships is informed by what lies in the storehouse of our unconscious mind and gets recalled with split-second accuracy when our relationship acts as an experiential trigger of unresolved pain and hurt.


In Part I of this book we define trauma and map out the stages of grief and mourning we pass through in order to heal. We will also list the warning signs of unresolved grief and trauma.


In Part II we outline the personality changes that can occur as a result of trauma; those issues that resonate and shape personality development and impact our thinking, feeling and behavior.


In Part III we explore and discuss the effects that those personality changes have on our ability to sustain healthy relationships in our lives. We will trace how and where unresolved pain from the past surfaces and gets played out or reenacted in present-day relationships; and how we can choose to use that pain either to get stuck in a cycle of creating more pain or to show us where we need to grow.


In Part IV we explore the relationship between grief and spiritual growth. We see how grief can open the heart to receive grace and wisdom.


In Part V we have our Personal Journal. This is a series of user-friendly exercises that allow the reader to explore personal issues that may be affecting his or her relationships.


The grey pages after sections I, II, and III describe the basic underlying concepts that are the root of grief and trauma.


The circular charts at the beginning of each section outline the impact of trauma on the personality which assists the reader in developing a mental picture or map of the overall process of transforming wounds into wisdom.


Parts II and III of this book are particularly challenging. Some of the material may require a bit of extra effort to comprehend and it may also bring up feelings as you read it. With any luck you will see aspects of your own life flash across your mind as you read. I have tried to make the material as accessible as possible and to use case studies to illustrate points. Though the reading in these sections is dense at times, I feel that once you get through it, you will be able to wrap your mind around a complicated and fascinating subject because, after all, what is more interesting to us than the mechanics and mysteries of our own inner world?


Part IV discusses the rewards and the beauty that can come into life as an outgrowth of plowing through pain and Part V is your section; it is for you, the reader, to use in any way that you wish.


It is my wish that this book will combine the excellent theory available on grief and trauma in a way that will fascinate and challenge you as much as it did me to research and write it. I hope that you will both enjoy this book and find it helpful in creating a more fulfilling life and healthier, happier relationships.


I wish you well.










PART I Loss and Trauma



[image: Image]


Aloys Wach
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Happiness is beneficial for the body, but it is grief that develops the powers of the mind.


Marcel Proust, Remembrance of Things Past: The Past Recaptured


There is far too much talk of love and grief benumbing the faculties, turning the hair gray, and destroying a man’s interest in his work. Grief has made many a man look younger.


William McFee, “On a Balcony,” Harbours of Memory


Great grief is a divine and terrible radiance which transfigures the wretched.


Victor Hugo, “Fantine,” Les Miserables


Sorrow is one of the vibrations that prove the fact of living.


Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, Wind, Sand and Stars


There is no grief so great as that for a dead heart.


Chinese proverb










Loss and Trauma




The tragedy is not that a man dies, the tragedy of life is what dies inside a man while he lives.


ALBERT SCHWEITZER





The Wound That Can’t Be Seen: Healing the Wounded Heart


Any creature that bonds grieves when it experiences separation—whether it be an elephant kicked out of the herd, a duck that has lost its mate or a mother who sends her child off to college. As humans, we are biologically designed to form kinship bonds through which we learn the lessons of love, caring and intimacy. When those bonds are broken, a piece of us breaks or is traumatized by that loss. Then we go through life hungry for what is missing. When we avoid the experience of grief, we lock ourselves up in the loss; we carry around an unhealed wound.


Humans are physical beings, existing in time and space. Scientists tell us today that our emotional bodies are just as physical as our corporeal bodies—only harder to see and measure. Healing is biologically driven: We cut ourselves, we clean and suture the wound. Then we rely on nature to complete our healing process. We cannot reknit our flesh, but nature can. So it is with emotional wounds. Wounds to the heart need to be cleaned in order to naturally heal. A wound to the psycho-spiritual body can be just as crippling to the whole person as a wound to the physical body.


Life is full of losses. Passing wholly through the stages of mourning—whether it be for a loved one, a job, a divorce, a child who has left home or a stage of life—not only strengthens the ego and the inner self, but increases our trust in life’s ability to repair and renew itself. It deepens our inner relationship with the self.


Grieving serves a number of important functions. It releases the pain surrounding an event or situation so that it will not be held within the emotional and physical self. Grieving allows the wound to heal. If we do not grieve, we build walls around the ungrieved wound in order to protect it, even though these very walls can keep healing experiences out as well.


I have asked myself a thousand times what is the difference between a person who can live a healthy balanced life and one who cannot seem to get life together in a productive manner. We all face problems. But some people move through them and some remain stuck. I have observed that clients who succeed in therapy exhibit or acquire certain qualities:




They are able to self-reflect—that is, they look at their own thinking, feeling and behavior and have enough emotional distance from their self-identification so that they see themselves realistically.


They take their own good advice and live by it rather than spending valuable time and energy digging trenches, then sitting in and defending them.


They identify what they are feeling and articulate it to themselves and others, which gives them the ability to face the pain of loss.


They identify their issues and live with a realistic rather than an idealized view of themselves, and when life hurts they are able to own their issues and work with them.


They cope with loss by calling it by its correct name, and move through the emotional turmoil of a grieving process.


They separate the past from the present, which allows them to live in today without sabotaging it with unresolved, unfinished business from the past.


They find meaning and purpose in their struggle, which is how spiritual transformation and growth take place.


They use life struggles not only to get through but to grow, thus deepening and strengthening their relationship with life and self and others.





I find it very exciting and hopeful to see this process at work. Over and over again I have seen lives that were in shambles turn around and become happy and productive. I have witnessed people who were caught in chronic despair awaken to their own pain, process it and get better. These are not overnight miracles. They are not the result of thinking the right thought, going to the cutting-edge seminar or seeing the perfect therapist. They are the result of surrendering to the grief process, having the courage and willingness to walk through it and the commitment to stay with it for as long as it takes. Healing is a series of quiet awakenings, born of the willingness to struggle to have a true and honest encounter with the self.


We have, in attempting to explain the complexities of the human mind and our relationship with self, created the field of psychology. But in our quest to contain and describe pathology, we have forgotten the philosophical roots of the field. The philosophers of ancient times took on no less of a goal than to better understand the whole of the human spirit, body, mind and soul. The ancient Greeks and yogis did not research representative control groups, but spent their lives in lifelong contemplation and observation, first of self and then of others. They looked at humans and attempted to order the functions of both mind and spirit. When psychology ignores the spirit, it goes its way without a conscience, without that very energy that first gave it life. Without a spiritual philosophy, life is reduced to only what we see. Scientific observation has expanded too much for life to be reduced to this narrow and superficial vision.


The field of psychology expanded very quickly after World War II in order to address the traumas of war, and perhaps this partially explains why its focus has remained so pathologically oriented. Perhaps this happened because psychology made its alliance with the Newtonian model of science, and broke off from philosophy and art. But the human spirit has always sought to express itself at the deepest level through art, writing, music and ritual. These are the voices of the soul, the vehicles through which inner turmoil and grief are worked through and brought from silence into song, through shadow into light. Throughout time we have expressed our humanness through the vehicles of body, mind, heart and soul. Possibly a society less inhibited in this personal expression would have less need for violence and less buried hurt flowing into the underground river of emotional isolation and psychological illness.


We can suffer loss in many ways. A person can be lost not only to death but to divorce, addiction, separation or alienation. The stages of mourning and bereavement following the death of a loved one are similar to what I observe people go through in the process of therapy, whether or not they have lost a loved one to death. Often the people I see in the field of addictions have lost a loved one to addiction, divorce or mental illness. In the case of children of divorce, the children lose the warmth and reliability of both parents in the home. They often feel left behind and deeply confused. “If Daddy can’t get along with Mommy, then how can I? Should I move away too? What happened to our family?” Similarly, the children of alcoholics may still have the parent in the home, but they have lost access to their loved one. Their loved one is there, but emotionally the experience of those children is that their mother or father is lost to them, a prisoner of their addiction and unavailable to the children who need them. Often children of parents with psychiatric disorders such as clinical depression or psychosis feel that they can neither emotionally or psychologically find their parents, nor can they rely on them to help them with their own developmental needs on a consistent basis. Children who are physically, emotionally or sexually abused may feel the loss of innocence or childhood.


Clients that I serve seem to need to go through a process of active grieving of early childhood losses in order to be able to move into adult roles. If they do not go through this, and if they remain locked in the pain associated with early loss, they unconsciously have such a strong yearning for the original lost object (person or experience) that they spend much of their time hoping, wishing and trying to make their present-day adult situations into relationships and careers that will give them what they lost—which is, of course, not possible. Consequently, they move through cycles of excitement and disappointment, disillusionment and abandonment of their endeavor that closely mirror their earlier experience and serve to retraumatize them. Their access to adult roles is blocked because they are stuck in the unfinished business associated with their child roles. These are wounds that can go unattended in our need to “get on with life.” Oftentimes, these ungrieved wounds lead to emotional problems and depression later in life.


Where do the grief and sadness and fear go when we, as a society, no longer honor the depth of loss and support someone through it? We seem to see feelings of grief as a sign of weakness rather than strength. In fact, true grieving both requires a strong ego and builds a strong ego because it asks us to stand beside our own pain and allow ourselves to have it. It asks us to be strong and compassionate and wise enough to hold our own woundedness in our hearts without abandoning ourselves at this very crucial moment. There is nothing weak about this. It is a sign of love and contact with what is real and alive in this world, and it requires the wisdom to give ourselves the right to be human.


The aforementioned are dramatic types of losses, but as we live our lives, we experience various ranges of loss on many levels. The loss of youth, the loss of our physical strength and prowess as we get older, the loss of hair, the loss of beauty, the loss of career, the empty nest syndrome—the list goes on. How we learn to cope with loss greatly influences how deeply we allow ourselves to experience life, and how successfully we are able to modify old roles and adopt new ones.


Giving Voice to the Wound


There are two concepts of catharsis: the Aristotelian one of purging inner pain, and the one that arises out of Eastern religion that holds that “a saint, in order to become a savior, [has] first to save himself” (Moreno, 1946). In other words, he has to become self-actualized. “Catharsis” in Greek means to cleanse. Working with and through pain is one of the ways that cleansing occurs within a person. Whether the pain is self-imposed, as in the case of the aesthetic, or visited upon us by a life circumstance out of our control, it can burn away the attachments and preoccupations of the ego-centered self. Orthodox psychotherapy, too, sees self-purification as the first task of the therapist or priest before and while helping others: “Physician, heal thyself” (Luke: 4:23). According to Andrite Vlachos, a Greek Orthodox theologian, “The truly physician-like nous (mind, intellect) is the one that first heals itself and then heals others of the diseases of which it has been cured” (Orthodox Psychotherapy, 1994). We might say that one aspect of grief is totally self-centered while another is universal, illuminating our deepest and most intense attachments in life. Then, in a spiritual awakening, we surrender control and the belief that anything is everlasting except the soul, the seed of life itself.


Filling an Empty Hole


Hurt people search the world for just the right relationship that will make everything all right forever, that will fill the empty hole, provide missed nurturing and give them the life, love and security that got derailed because of trauma. They become fixated on finding it and so begin a lifelong search, but they search for the wrong thing and they search in the wrong places. Their black-and-white thinking causes them to see the solution to their problem as being a solution, a person, a job and so on. Each new relationship becomes a hope for being saved, for turning their life around. When the person disappoints or the job is less than wished for, they return to a position of helplessness, seeing themselves once again as having been cheated. Rather than look within themselves to find out what they are doing (or not doing) to contribute to the emptiness they feel, they look outside. “I’ve made another bad decision,” “I only choose unavailable, messed-up people,” “My boss is impossible” and so on. Their very hurt and irrational shame render them unable to turn the microscope back upon themselves to ask the hard questions that would lead to a resolution rather than a repetition.


When people or animals are traumatized, they rely on primitive survival strategies. Fight, flight and freeze are survival mechanisms. They allow us to get through a situation alive, but they do nothing to help us resolve or integrate. They flood the brain and body with chemicals that put the system on red alert and are designed to help us cope with danger or acute stress. When they are burdened through overuse, they can affect a person’s ability to assess normal situations. Later in life, victims of trauma assess each situation as if it were a threat or a danger, and the intensity that these trauma survivors carry within themselves distorts their reaction to normal life circumstances, inhibiting their ability to have normal relationships. They see danger where it doesn’t exist, offense where none was intended. They attach themselves anxiously to people, driving them away because of their neediness. The fact that they have not learned to modulate their interactions with people means that they tend to overreact, shut down or withdraw (fight, freeze and flight). So once again they fall back onto their black-and-white thinking, which in this case manifests as “I made the wrong choice again,” “Things will be fine when I find the right person—this was the wrong one” and so on. Because of this kind of all-or-nothing thinking, they are unable to stand back, assess a relationship and make appropriate adjustments to make it work. To fit themselves into the relationship and the relationship into themselves; to compromise, adjust and work it out. Instead, their life comes to mirror their trauma reaction—intense involvement or withdrawal, nothing in between.


Often, trauma survivors don’t understand what compromise feels like; they experience it as a loss of self because they haven’t learned how to stay connected with another person or situation while maintaining a sense of self—to modulate their inner world and, by extension, their outer world. They repeat rather than resolve, react rather than listen, and withdraw or fuse rather than engage. Or they may go on automatic pilot, remaining physically in the relationship while on the inside they have broken their connection with it. They interact with their intellect, doing what they think is called for, but they shut off the part of themselves that interprets on a feeling level, and their interaction is based not on what they feel and sense but on what they think. They lose their ability to pick up and interpret the subtle cues that would help them read the relationship dynamics and adjust themselves, or else they overreact to signals, reading into them more than is there. The all-or-nothing relational pattern is a direct result of shutting down the nonsurvival systems such as emotions.


Compounding this, trauma survivors frequently use liquor and drugs to medicate the pain and isolation that they experience, reaching for a chemical solution to their problems. This is why, when addicts get sober, they are often in emotional pain. After their “medication” is removed, they are once again confronted with the unresolved pain that drove them to drink in the first place. If we resolve traumas, we cry the tears and feel the fear and abandonment that we could not afford to feel at the time of immediate danger. If we don’t resolve those traumas, we shut down our inner world and function in the outer world just as we did then, with the same defenses we used at the time of the original hurt.


This pattern explains in part why trauma survivors so often re-create high-stress relationships: They are drawn to that level of external intensity, as it matches up with the intensity of their inner world. They are, in a sense, wired for intensity and have trouble living with nuance, which requires modulating their emotional responses and making subtle adjustments to adapt to the natural vicissitudes of a relationship. Trauma is an interruption of the attachment bond, and it alters our ability to attach in healthy, well-modulated ways, whether that relationship be with the self or another person. The ability to relate becomes impaired. The sad truth is that no person or situation can fully heal a survivor of cumulative trauma or piled-up hurts until such time as that person also engages in healing from within. The outside relationship can provide the person with a vehicle through which to heal, to relearn how to relate, but until the survivor is able to learn, meaningful change will probably not take place. Trauma survivors need relationships and groups in which to reawaken the self that went under for protection. They need to be vulnerable, to feel their feelings rather than shut them down—but until they are able to stop projecting their pain by blaming others for it, they will not be able to reflect upon themselves enough to heal, to take responsibility and ownership for what goes on inside of them, to get honest first with themselves and then with others. People who have accumulated negative effects from loss or trauma need to pass through active stages of grief and mourning in order to get on with their lives in healthy, rather than unhealthy, ways.


Divorce: The Hidden Wound


We are at a cultural crossroads that changes the way we apply our understanding of grief and trauma issues. Nowhere is this more evident than in the changing institution of marriage. In the life of a husband and wife, “till death us do part” was the norm until the 1950s. In this century alone we have added two-and-a-half decades to the average life span of each individual. In other words, “till death us do part” is 25 years longer than in previous centuries. This may be one of the reasons why we have seen the divorce rate skyrocket, approaching 50 percent of the married population. The prospect of spending two or three extra decades in one marriage has led to a reassessment of the commitment. While divorce itself has become commonplace, its pain and the sense of loss that it engenders are far-reaching and profound. Religious institutions have had rituals in place for centuries that deal very effectively with loss through death, but none that deal with the grief attendant upon loss through divorce, because divorce was not the same issue when life itself was shorter and families were a central economic and procreative institution.


Divorce is actually a more complicated loss than death when it comes to issues of mourning because it robs both spouses and children of their family continuity and dramatically reorganizes family relationships. When divorce is not openly mourned by spouses, children and all of the other extended family members that it affects, the grief goes underground. Where does it go? The answer to this is staring us right in the face, though it is often missed and mislabeled:




	It gets played out in the crowded court system in the form of protracted legal battles that are vehicles for unresolved pain and anger.


	It gets dramatized in painful and complicated custody battles that turn children into unsuspecting carriers of family grief.


	It gets acted out by children through aberrant behavior and drops in performance at school.


	It carries over into subsequent, often premature, relationships that become burdened with unresolved pain from previous relationships.


	It leaks into the family system where it is mistaken for present pain. Natural dissention within the family is made more potent by unresolved past anger making normal family problems feel overwhelming.


	It erupts on the streets and spills into the penal system through young people who have inadequate support systems to meet their developmental needs.


	
It leads to drug and alcohol addiction, the outcome of misguided attempts to numb the emotional pain that follows the trauma of loss.





Society still does not know what to do with divorce. And yet it is our collective inability to deal with the pain that allows it to spill over into virtually any or all areas of our individual lives and relationships.


We will work with these and other wounds caused by separation, loss and addiction as well as problems in dealing with other losses such as job loss, relocation and normal maturational life losses.


How I Got Here


Initially I was attracted to this subject, I thought, because I consistently saw clients with unresolved grief and trauma issues. After years of training on how to identify particular problems, interpret thoughts, feelings and behaviors, I eventually came to feel that each and every person I saw who carried unhealed wounds within, hungered to be nurtured and accepted. What these people really needed from me as a therapist, as much as clever interpretation or specific goals, was a place to come with their tears. The interpretation and goals were important, but they came later.


Next, grief and trauma theory provided a way out—through a process called mourning. Most people traumatized by life losses or acute stress need to pass through an active process of mourning so they can heal.


Often it is just this process that is denied them, simply because so many acute stresses and losses come from living in dysfunctional families, and dysfunctional or highly stressed families tend to hide and deny their pain. Later in the process I began to understand what part of me was reaching toward this subject and what relevance it had to my life.


My relationship with my father was one that I would describe as deeply close, connected in a very profound way. In retrospect, I understand that our closeness was not always healthy, that I idealized my father in order to quiet my fears about the sides of him that scared me, and that our closeness isolated me from other members of my family. But at the time, I felt both blessed and indentured by his love and I never questioned beyond that. We were, he used to say, “cut from the same cloth.” We understood each other’s insides, we liked the same foods, we walked together, drank café-au-lait in the sun and discussed great subjects.


I never remember not being taken seriously by him when he was sober. The thoughts I expressed seemed always to be of interest. In his presence, I felt that the world was on my side. My father began to drink when I was a little girl. Liquor began to erode the father I knew by around my fourth-grade year—slowly at first, then more each week. By the time I was in the sixth grade, the father I had known was available only, say, 30 percent of the time. The other 70 percent, he was lost in a world that belonged more to alcohol than to me or the family or his community. Slowly, “the drink took the man.” I watched my father die a little more each day, like seeing someone drown in a deep lake and not being able to bring the person out. It was as if our family dynamic was frozen in place at that point in time. The sheer pain of it all left us in stupefied silence, traumatized, eerily still, removed and out of sync with the world around us, like an untimely frost on October leaves. We were out of season. Life was losing its predictable order. Nothing worked—not treatment, prayer, being good, being tough, being perfect, being outrageous. Nothing helped.


As the father we knew died, my family died too. Each day we were a little sadder, and each day we grew more and more adept at hiding that sadness. Because of our traumatized reactions, we could not share our sorrow and confusion, and relationships that had once been easy became tense. We took our pain out on each other because we didn’t know how to process it as a family. Early on I withdrew into myself. Because what went on around me was confusing and the very people I had previously gone to for support were now less available, I numbed out emotionally, going through the motions of what used to be my life without much feeling attached. I didn’t cry. Consequently, I got migraine headaches, stomach distress and heart pains, but none of them, I told myself, were all that bad.


One day at school, in my 11th-grade year, I felt a migraine coming on. I went to the school nurse to ask to be sent home. She asked me some questions about my life and I reluctantly explained my situation at home, to which she said, “You’re going to hate me today, but some day you will thank me. You can’t go home.” Instead, she gave me water, aspirin, a bed and a blanket. I can still see that little room and feel the itchiness of the institutional blanket drawn across my legs. I remember staring at the ceiling. She told me that what was happening to my father and my family was truly sad, tragic even, and that it was normal to be sad about it. I hadn’t heard that till that moment. I think many people had said it, but I hadn’t heard it. I felt tears move down my cheeks, almost imperceptibly—disconnected little drops of water running along the sides of my face. Then I did something I hadn’t done in a long time—I let myself cry. I lay there and cried all the tears I had bottled up for my lost life. What had happened to us? Where had we gone? I was embarrassed by the stifled little moans I heard coming from me, but the tears kept flowing. I could feel my stomach heave and rumble, but still they kept coming. The room seemed as if it were spinning through space. My head felt as though a truck were driving through it; I was disoriented and self-conscious but my body kept crying in spite of me. After I had cried for what seemed like hours, the nurse let me choose whether to go home or not. I chose to stay. I took a walk, had a cup of coffee, pulled myself together and walked back into my life. Somehow that crying, that acknowledgment of pain and loss, allowed me to reenter both my life and my self. I have never really left since.


What that school nurse taught me was that I had to grieve. I had to face my life to stay in it, and in order to do that I had to grieve what was no longer there. I began to write at that point in my life. When I felt sad, I used to go into the stationery store and mentally talk to the neatly stacked legal pads and blank paper lined up along the open shelves. They held my feelings for me; their very blankness drew thoughts and images from my mind and calmed my spirit. I now know that giving into the grief—sitting in the wound—allowed me to restore my life again. Once I could sit in my own life rather than deny it, I could assess it realistically. I got a job, I spent time with friends I genuinely enjoyed, I developed a couple outside interests, I started going to church and joined the choir. I was amazed at how much the world had to offer me if I let it, and that feeling has never really left me. The shell around my heart cracked and the world came in.


Today I understand that surrendering to a process of mourning, however awkward, allowed me to take in life again. That process has returned to me all that I lost and much more. My husband and I are celebrating our 23rd wedding anniversary, and we have a son and daughter whom we adore and who love us. These relationships at times have felt almost magical in their capacity to bring beauty into my life. My husband and I work constantly on our marriage, getting the help we need to plow through old wounds that could drive us apart and using them instead as indicators of where our work lies. My siblings and mother and I have been able to share our hurt and reach for each other again in ways that feel safe and nurturing, to enjoy each other’s company and accept each other’s love and support. I am able today to appreciate what a wonderful family I came from and how much I was given by them. We were all just doing the best we could with what we had to work with at the time, and we have all come to realize that what we have is far more than what we lost. I feel so deeply grateful today for the family I came from and the family I married into.


This process works. It is time-honored, built into our biology. The natural healing system built into the human being is a way to release pain and stress. This, I am convinced, is what is underneath violence, epidemic depression and social alienation. It is unfelt, unprocessed pain that fuels pathology and acting out much of the time. Great religions have rituals tailored to meet just these human needs. In today’s mobile society, with its longer life span and decreased extended family, we need to return to these old rituals and revitalize our existing institutions. We need to develop new institutions to find ways of having support and community, and rites of passage in our lengthened stages of life. We need to expand our idea of grief and mourning, extending it from death into life. Each life trauma or loss needs to be mourned and processed to whatever extent is appropriate in order to integrate it and move on.


When people with unresolved grief and pain from the past enter into intimate adult relationships, they bring their pain with them. The very intimacy, the feelings of dependency and need that are part of any intimate relationship, triggers buried fears and hurts. Conflicts that would otherwise be resolved with a little work trigger unresolved conflicts from the past, and in a split second the past and present become an indistinguishable muddle of emotion. Soon the full force of the old pain gets acted out in the present, projected onto the screen of the relationship—not the one that caused it but the one that triggered it.



The Four Stages of Grief


People who experience loss pass through a predictable set of feelings or stages. Though these stages may be experienced simultaneously, repeated or leapfrogged, and may be short or long in duration, they provide a useful map of the emotional terrain more or less crossed after a loss.


The stages we pass through as a consequence of loss and separation, according to British psychoanalyst John Bowlby, are (1) numbness, (2) yearning and searching, (3) disorganization, anger, despair, and (4) reorganization. Numbness is that sort of nonexperience of shutting down emotionally and psychologically—walking through the day as if anesthetized, seeing the world moving along but feeling estranged and disconnected from it. Yearning and searching refer to that ache that can sometimes seem physically located somewhere in the chest. It is a longing, even at times an unbearable feeling of unrequited needing and inner or outer searching for what feels missing. It can be accompanied by searching behavior ranging from real searching for what is lost, to looking to replace lost love in functional and not so functional ways. Disorganization, anger and despair are the natural outcome of searching and not finding, yearning for what feels painfully absent. We can feel an irrational anger, even rage, over what is missing. We despair over the prospect of never getting it and are not able to organize either thought or day while carrying around this throbbing emotional and psychological wound. Reorganization/integration is a natural outcome of spent grief, of coming to a point of acceptance over what is lost. Grieving actually allows reorganization and integration to happen because the pain is experienced rather than repressed, and so can be integrated into the self-system rather than split off. This is the stage of coming to terms with the loss and finding meaning in life again, incorporating what has been learned from the experience into our personal story.
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