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To the memory of Ralph Metzner, who taught me how to channel.
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And to my wife, Jude,
who every day shows me how to love.



LOVE 

in the Time of Impermanence
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“This is a beautiful and thought-provoking exposition of the fleeting nature of love and the necessary work on ourselves and in our connections with others that we must maintain for love to thrive and endure.”

DR. L. EDUARDO CARDONA-SANCLEMENTE, 
AUTHOR OF AYURVEDA 
FOR DEPRESSION

“This is a delicious book. If you don’t know what true love is, you will by the time you finish this book. If you’re blessed to know love, you will savor every familiar morsel. In either case, the practical meditations will give you the tangible experience of the deep wisdom shared here.”

SUZANNE GIESEMANN, AUTHOR
OF MESSAGES OF 
HOPE

“Matt McKay has devoted his life to being a healer of the hurting in his thoughts, words, and deeds. He has walked the talk in his compassionate counseling as a clinical psychologist; and he has talked the walk as a lecturer and prodigious writer. When his son, Jordan, died tragically, Matt had the courage to step through the veil and enter into a cosmological dialogue with his son. In his latest work, Love in the Time of Impermanence, 
he offers the distillation of their joint wisdom in an articulate and 
comprehensive examination of the origin and motivating force behind all life, 
namely love. Jordan is proud of you, Matt.”

SEÁN ÓLAOIRE,
PH.D., COFOUNDER AND 
SPIRITUAL DIRECTOR OF COMPANIONS
OF THE JOURNEY
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INTRODUCTION

Love Lives On

Death is the mother of beauty.

WALLACE STEVENS

Everything we know and count on and love is impermanent. That truth crashed down on me in 2008. On an early autumn day that year I learned that my twenty-three-year-old son had died.

Though Jordan was gone, though I could no longer hold him or hear his voice, my love for him remained a living thing. It nourished me and kept me going. It was a blanket that protected me from emptiness and nihilism.

I wondered at love’s strength, its unwillingness to die with the body, its resilience in the face of every kind of change and loss this world can throw at us. And I wondered what love actually is, what it’s made of. What do we mean, I questioned, when we say we love something? Why, for some, does love die or disappear, while for others even death has no dominion over their love?

As a psychologist and couples therapist for more than forty years, I have witnessed the death of love. Many times. I have seen how emotional pain deadens the will and desire to express love. How it turns caring into anger and contempt. But I have also seen how we can learn to love in the face of monstrous pain and loss. I have learned how some keep love alive in the crushing maw of impermanence.

That is the purpose of this book: to learn to know what love is and how to keep it—even when you hurt, even when things are taken, even as you walk daily in the shadow of uncertainty.

Love in the Time of Impermanence grew from years of seeking and 
exploration after Jordan’s death. But it also came from our living 
relationship—and from Jordan himself. I learned to talk to him in spirit. For 
more than a dozen years I have channeled and learned from my son in the 
afterlife. The books Seeking Jordan  and The Luminous Landscape of the 
Afterlife are distillations of hundreds of “conversations” between us. The book you are now reading is a collaboration. Jordan’s words are offset in boxes and offer the wisdom of a soul who has lived many lives and who understands our fate of love and loss.

We offer this book to you so that whatever changes, whatever is taken or lost, your love will live and be untouched.
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What Love Is

Love is the most 
important thing on Earth. It’s what all of us seek. We build our families, as 
best we can, on a foundation of love. Our most valued relationships have love at 
their core. Our communities, even our countries, are held together with love. 
And our connection to God, or the Divine, is often described as love itself. Yet for all its power and centrality, love is hard to describe much less define. The idea of love seems at once too ephemeral to hold but also too big to corral with language. And when we try to describe it, we are often forced into greeting card clichés because love is conflated with experinces of harmony, romance, sexual pleasure, and joy. Yet love is none of those things.

At its root, love is just one thing. It is relationship itself. It is the connective tissue that binds us together, that creates oneness and belonging. It is a gravitational force that connects you to friends, colleagues, family (blood and genetics don’t connect families), a community, a land, and all there is (the Divine). And love isn’t the emotion or pleasure you take in those connections—love is the connection itself.

All of our core values, the things we hold dear, derive from love—of self, of others, or of the Divine. If you examine what truly matters to you, what your life is about, love is the force behind all of it. For example, all efforts at self-improvement, at personal growth and learning, are motivated by love of self. Everything you do to build and support  your relationships is driven by love of others. The work you do and the people your work serves can be a reflection of love. Creativity is an act of love; the appreciation of beauty is an act of love; the great pleasures of the body (athletics, food, music, dance, sexual expression) can all be acts of love. And spirituality—the awareness that we belong to each other and to all—is born from love.

We arrive in this world naked and alone, suffering amnesia for our place of origin. What starts to heal that aloneness is love. Love from and for our caregivers; love of a place, of familiar rooms and streets; love of proximate souls whom we are drawn to; love of experiences that bring us joy. The threads connecting us to everything outside of self are made of this same quest for entanglement. Our survival in this difficult place depends on seeing and acting on love.

In the same way plants are heliotropic—always moving toward the sun—we are amortropic, orienting always toward attachment and love. This amortropic orientation reflects a basic law of quantum physics: our world does not have separability; objects that have ever interacted are forever entangled. What happens to one soul entangled by love affects the other. Forever. No matter how far apart in space or time they may be. So we are drawn toward each other by love and once entangled, remain so forever. This is the source of all connection.


LOVE’S OPPOSITE

Knowing a thing’s opposite can illuminate the thing itself. If the essence of love is connecting, the opposite of love must be the severing of connection. Hate can’t be the opposite of love because hate is a form of relationship. There’s a painful but deep connection between those who hate one another. Selfishness is sometimes thought to be the opposite of love. But the focus on self doesn’t block relationship; it merely distorts it into serving only the self.

The true opposite of love is the silence of abandonment, the judgment that says you are cast out, you are not one of us. It is any credo that separates people into good or bad, into tribes where you either belong or you are dangerous and foreign; it is any judgment that dehumanizes and rejects.

[image: image]

The rooms where we feel safe are defined by the familiar, the faces we know.

Everything outside seems dangerous. The people we don’t know could do anything, say anything. We protect ourselves by deciding they are evil.

But the mere thought that there is good and evil creates evil. Because it is the means by which we separate ourselves from the other. Reject the other. Dehumanize the other. Separation—the delusion that we are not all one—is what evil is made of.

There is no them. The room that seemed so small that it contained just a 
single life holds everyone.

[image: image]

Any belief that separates and severs relationship takes us in the opposite direction from love. And any act that disconnects, that breaks the belonging between souls, sets our course away from love. So in love’s opposite, we also see love’s essence: it is the bond that holds us, that moves us toward the experience of being one.




THE REACH OF LOVE

Because love is relationship, it isn’t limited to the connection between souls. We can love objects and places as well as living beings.

The beautiful things that we come to love—whether it’s light shimmering in the leaves of an aspen, a cascade pouring between shoulders of granite, or the polished carving of a monk bent in prayer—constitute our relationship to the world. They are physical expressions of the collective consciousness to which we all belong, and our love for them is a mere aspect of our love for all that is.

Love can reach to include anything we can see, hear, and feel because love is the energy form connecting the universe.




HOW LOVE EVOLVES

Love is both an orientation and a skill—evolving for each of us personally and also for humankind over thousands of generations. We begin life as self-focused individuals largely unaware of the experience of the other. Our own needs and distress are preeminent. But each relationship is a laboratory where we learn more about love. Over time our sense of self expands to include others. What is good for them is good for us; their pain becomes our pain. There is a growing sense of oneness among the souls we connect to, a feeling of belonging, a sense of fates intertwined. Our orientation moves from a focus on me to concern for us.

Love is also a skill that is forged in the heat of different and often competing needs shown in the face of hurt and misunderstanding and in the slow discovery of who this other really is. These needs are an opportunity to get better at turning love into action and tailoring our expressions of love to what another can feel and receive.

In the same way we personally grow more able to love, our capacity to love evolves as a species. Early on in the development of Homo sapiens—as with other primates—we were able to care for partners and children. This caring response could also extend to favored individuals in the clan. Over millennia the ability to love and care began to extend outward—to one’s tribe, to groups sharing common rituals and beliefs, to the personification of God or gods, and more recently to humanity as a whole. The history of love in our species has moved from caring for a few nearby individuals to a sense of expanding oneness.

While many of us still experience limits to love—caring mostly for members of our tribe or church or nation—there are growing numbers around the world who feel a belonging to and caring for all. This is the trajectory of love for humans—our sense of oneness will continue to deepen and expand until it includes everything that is.




THE FOUR ELEMENTS OF LOVE

Love is active, not passive. It is about what you do, not what you feel. And because love is enacted, and therefore a choice, it is something under your control. It’s something in your power to keep. Nothing can take love from you—not loss, not rejection, not death—if you act on love every day.
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The apparent impermanence of love is an illusion created by the material world. The illusion dissolves every time you act with love. The feelings of love wax and wane. The motivation or desire to be loving waxes and wanes. But the intention to love can be a constant. It is a north star to navigate by; it is the basis for most decision making; it’s what guides us through every moment of every relationship.
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The four elements, or acts of love, are care, knowledge, compassion, and intention. Each element is a special way we manifest love in relationships. Together they are the fabric that holds everything.

Care

At the heart of love is caring. The welfare of those we love is important; the fate of what we love matters. Caring means we are committed to what’s best for the other. We are aware of their needs and react as if those needs are our own. It’s as if our sense of self expands to include the loved ones, and whatever happens to them happens to us.

Care is the opposite of wanting. When you want someone—their presence, their attention, their beauty—the focus is on your own needs. You are hungry; you are consuming what you love. Caring moves attention away from yourself. What matters is the other. The beauty of the beloved inspires respect, a reverence, a commitment to protect. Whether your love is for another soul, a beautiful object, or a place on Earth, the commitment is the same: to care.

Knowledge

The adage that love is blind cannot be more false. Love requires us to see because if we don’t know the other, what is it that we love? Without knowledge, our love is for a fantasy, a projection. The beloved is our own creation, a made-up product of desire.

Love is always active. Knowing what you love involves paying attention—observing with interest and a hunger to understand. In the case of another soul this means noticing how they feel, what they think and believe, how they respond across many situations and challenges, and what they care about. Such knowledge is gathered during the entire length of the relationship. This core activity of love—seeing and learning—never ends.

Loving beautiful objects also involves active knowing. We study every detail of the object; we learn its history. We watch it change as it reflects different qualities of light. We take in what is unique, what sets it apart from every other object of beauty.

Loving a place on Earth requires the same process. We know it in every season, every time of day. We know it close-up as well as in a vista. We know it by touch and sound. We know what harms and nourishes this place. We experience its beauty viscerally as a part of the fabric that makes us who we are.

Compassion

In a physical world everything someday becomes damaged and changed. By time and erosion, by disease, by loss of function, by the endless collisions of cause and effect. Mountains wear away; lakes dry up or become saline; deserts form where grass and trees once grew; whole ecosystems change or die. Everything physical breaks down, the integrity of the original thing worn away and finally lost. Organisms with a nervous system suffer physical pain, and more complex beings suffer emotional pain as well. Love is not love without feeling joined by this fundamental of existence—how we hurt, how things wear away.

This experience of change and loss—the aching sadness we experience at the damage, breaking down, or loss of objects and places we love—causes pain for sentient beings and lies at the core of physical existence. But it is also the source of our compassion for everything that feels. Compassion is knowing and feeling the pain, damage, and loss that touches everything. It is an unavoidable part of caring.

Intention

Intention is the force that turns love into action. It’s what expands passive caring into caring behavior; it transforms passive knowledge of the beloved into an active quest to see and understand. It turns compassion into a commitment to hold, to heal, and to repair.

Intention is what makes love real in the world; it is the source of every act, every expression of love. The mother who cuddles and rocks her baby to sleep is turning caring into action—this is the intention to love. A partner who asks questions about how a beloved felt and reacted in a challenging moment is acting on the intention to know. Someone who listens to and validates a friend’s distress is turning compassion into action. This, too, is the intention to love.

While the feeling of love will come and go, while desire and engagement may change, the intention to love can become a constant that shapes and defines our relationships forever. It is through intention that love never dies.
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What connects us to everything is love. Each act of love deepens our belonging—not just to one another, but to all. Each act of love strengthens our intention, our very ability to love. So it is the muscle of intention, as it gets stronger, that makes love bloom in us. With each act of love, we grow more able to see, hear, and feel love. Instead of existing in random, isolated moments where its expression is always a surprise, love dwells in us. It becomes our arms that hold, our legs that carry, our voice that comforts. It becomes what we do and finally what we are.

Struggling to choose love, when everything inside and around us clamors to choose relief, is why we’re here. What would love have you do? This is the only question that matters, the only choice that we come here to make.
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What Love Is Not

If love is connection—connection to others, connection to Spirit, and connection to our higher sense of self—then the opposite of love is disconnection, detachment, abandonment, isolation, and severing our connection to others. But between such clearly defined opposites are many experiences we call love, or describe as love, but that are not love. Some of the confusion about love is baked into our language (for example, the phrase I love chocolate), or grows from hidden cultural assumptions (for example, the idea that falling in love is 
love). The culture-and language-driven misperceptions about love make it 
important to clarify what love is not.

We also tend to confuse the “doorways” to love with love itself. Pleasure, companionship, sex, and emotional needs, as well as shared values, aspirations, and life-changing experiences can all function as opportunities to build love. But love may or may not grow from these gateway experiences. They are not a rationale or proof for love. Love exists only in the connection, not in any of the doorways through which we might enter a relationship.


EXPERIENCES WE LOVE

We use the word love to describe many very different experiences. For example, a friend whose first language was not English once remarked, “You here in America use the word love to describe lots of things. You ‘love’ ice cream. You ‘love’ your new boots. And you ‘love’ your wife. It’s confusing. What’s the difference?” And he was correct. For many of us—no matter what language we speak—understanding the true nature of love can be confusing. One thing seems clear: we often attach the word love to experiences that are not describing a true relationship. We can certainly appreciate the pleasure of ice cream or new boots, but these things are merely objects that provide us temporary enjoyment.

When we taste ice cream, there is a biochemical reaction in our mouths and brains that gives us pleasure and reinforces our desire to have more. When we see an object that we find attractive—such as a garment, a piece of jewelry, or even an attractive person—there’s a similar biochemical process in our brains that gives us a rush of pleasure and reinforces our desire to see that object or person again. This same biochemical process also happens when we eat chocolate, have sex, or do something exciting like ride a roller coaster or ski down a mountain. We get a rush of excitement in our bodies and we call it love, when really, we’re noticing and commenting on a rush of hormones and neurotransmitters that cause pleasurable feelings. This rush of pleasure is temporary. The tendency to confuse pleasure with love is made worse by conventions of language that conflate pleasure (including pleasurable feelings such as sexual arousal) with love.

The problem and potential danger of these experiences that we “love” is that we may have strong expectations that they will last, when in truth they are often fleeting—the ice cream disappears, the boots wear out, or the person you met—with whom you felt such chemistry—disappoints and shows no interest in return.
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