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		ONE
The Twenty-first Century Relationship

		What went wrong with our relationships in the twentieth century?

		We live in a world that is out of control. Actually, the world was never controlled or controllable, but a fundamental shift occurred in the twentieth century—we became aware of this fact. Anyone who reads or watches television now knows that there is no end to the things that can hurt or kill you. Our reaction to this daily deluge of problems is understandable: Regardless of how utterly we have failed in the past, we still want to gain some measure of control. Anything that promises that possibility—from a new political movement to a new approach to health, from a new religion to a new gun—will inevitably appeal to many people.

		The first line of defense against our recognition of chaos has been to withdraw into the smallest possible definition of ourselves. Large nations are breaking up into smaller ones. Religions and races are pulling in their boundaries and rejecting anyone who is dissimilar. Men and women, gays and straights, are preoccupied with their differences. And even neighborhoods of one culture now use arms against the neighborhoods of another.

		Obviously relationships have not been immune to this atmosphere. Breakups and divorce are epidemic, even among the elderly. Those couples who do stay together may face addiction, infidelity, disease, financial uncertainties, sexual incompatibility, psychological and physical abuse, and problems with children, in-laws, and schools. Our relationships are as out of control as the world itself. This fact is now inescapable, and its recognition has brought a tide of anxiety and confusion that has engulfed most couples.

		A little over a century ago, a person needed a partner just to share the labor involved in mere survival. Families were larger, with older children often helping to raise their younger siblings. Marriage was permanent; life expectancy was shorter; and it was not uncommon for children to remain at home throughout the lifetimes of their parents. Those who already had wealth looked at marriage as a practical means of increasing it, and for both the poor and the privileged, marriage was needed to continue the family name. In other words, marriage was a simple necessity, a part of life, and not something that had to be singled out and carefully watched, like some strange bank of clouds on the horizon that could bring either a miracle rain or a disaster.

		Today there are no obvious reasons for getting married, and so, thinking that a reason is required, we have invented new ones. Now you need a partner in order to be supported and fulfilled, in order to be “all that you can be.” Concepts such as the “soul mate” have been invented, and mysticism has been injected into sex. If you add to this the fact that we no longer have a moral objection to divorce, then potentially one can have anyone at any time. Little wonder that today most people are probing every aspect of their romantic relationships for inadequacies. If you can have anyone, is your present partner really giving you everything you could get? Or if there is a person with whom you are already mystically matched, the one right person for you, have you in fact found this individual?

		Now couples who come to us for help believe that simply by having a relationship, the hurt and loneliness of their past should be healed. They weren’t happy before they got married, but now that they have a partner, their continued unhappiness is their partner’s fault. It doesn’t occur to them that except for “owning” their “mistake” in choosing each other (an arrogant rationalization for passing judgment), undoing their present unhappiness will require a joint effort.

		When you get married, you simply become like the majority of adults: You are married. That in itself changes nothing. But how you react to it can change everything. Most people still believe that getting married is the most important event in their lives, but being married has become like test-driving a new car. They really think that it doesn’t matter whether they reject it or not and that they can make their decision quickly, conveniently, and in accordance with the latest Blue Book of spouse ratings. Many marriage-denigrating concepts such as the throwaway “starter marriage” are now in vogue.

		The enormous spiritual cost of betrayal and abandonment is presently being so miscalculated that an entire generation is in danger of becoming emotionally and spiritually bankrupt.

		A couple we counseled for three years—we will call them Ben and Mary—developed a deep bond early in their freshman year of college. They got married on the very evening of graduation day. Mary, who had won several titles in synchronized swimming, began teaching at a large racquet and swimming club to support them and to help pay Ben’s way through law school. Two children and twelve years later, they came to us with a family on the verge of a breakup.

		At the time we met them, they had basically everything that couples long for: wonderful children (two girls), successful careers (Mary was now a prominent hydrotherapist for the physically disabled, and Ben periodically gave expert testimony before Congress on the legal issues affecting the elderly), good health, a beautiful home, and a normal, if not above average, sex life.

		At any other time in history, the issues that had arisen between them probably would not have threatened their marriage. Neither of them had ever had an affair, not even an emotional one; neither was abusive to the other or to the children, not even verbally; neither was addicted to anything; they had no in-law problems; they had no money problems; they shared common political and religious philosophies; and they liked most of the same activities. Above all, they had one of the deeper bonds we have seen between two people.

		Basically their issues with each other arose out of the new selfishness in which they had both become steeped, primarily through the books they had read and the separate groups they regularly attended. (Mary went to one of the twelve-step spin-off groups, while Ben attended a large men’s group.) To enhance their sex life, to be “a better physical example” to their children, and to avoid “embarrassing” her, Mary wanted Ben, who was prematurely gray, to dye his hair and lose twenty pounds. This Ben refused to do. He said that if Mary truly loved him, she would accept him as he was.

		For Ben’s part, he wanted Mary either to quit her job or to stop bringing home the “wrenching stories” of her handicapped patients and the soap-opera politics of the hospital where she worked. Mary insisted that she had to have a partner who would listen to whatever she had to say.

		We have never worked harder with any couple than we did this one, nor have we ever felt our failure to keep a family together more acutely. These two definitely loved each other, and they loved their children, but weighed against the advice they were getting from their friends and separate groups—that above all, they must not give in—love was not enough. Or to state it more accurately, although love was unquestionably present, they chose to heed their “emotional needs” (Mary) and their “integrity as an individual” (Ben) rather than the bond between them.

		When Ben found himself back on the singles market, he lost a total of thirty-eight pounds and dyed his hair, his beard, and his eyebrows. Mary found that the stress of the divorce, added to the stress of her job, was too much, and within three months of their separation she had left it. Their oldest girl now comes to us for counseling.

		Thousands if not millions of stories like this one indicate why a new kind of relationship is now needed, one founded on a radically different set of values. Not a perfect relationship, not one that fits the picture of who we want and what that person should do for us, but a relationship that can go through fire and survive. Nor is this a call to return to the all-form, no-content standard of the 1940s and 1950s, when many marriages were held together by the fear of divorce and the censure that could come from breaking the rules, yet contained little love and almost no equality between the sexes.

		Ironically, at this time in the world’s history when we need each other most, when feelings of recrimination, separateness, and discontent are so deep that they have driven out almost all other emotions, and when present world trends offer surprisingly little hope, the therapeutic philosophy that so many have turned to justifies selfism and withdrawal and tends to characterize most loving efforts as symptoms of a pathology. Certainly this is not the goal of many individuals who have been writing and teaching in this area, but as so often happens with new approaches, a shadow teaching develops that becomes more widely accepted than the original. In this book we will refer to that teaching as separation psychology.

		As a people, what we desperately need now are young, old, and middle-aged partners who understand what a real relationship is, who are unwilling to give up on a friend, unwilling to back away from a sacred commitment, unwilling to abandon the gentleness of their own hearts, regardless of pressure from those around them and influences from popular philosophies. To attain this, we must stop scanning our partner’s every act and utterance for signs of abusiveness, suspecting every generous impulse we have of betraying some inner pathology, weighing every gift we give against those we receive, and judging our relationship by an impossible and selfish standard. Let us simply admit that we are flawed, that our families were flawed, that their families were flawed, that we have many unhappy traits, but that nevertheless we have agreed to see this through together. Like a parent with a flawed child, we refuse to stop loving and to stop trying. Let us dare to believe in the possibility that two highly imperfect people can come together and, through patience and creativity and ordinary devotion, heal each other deeply.

		In the twenty-first century the real frontier will not be space, or the oceans’ floors, or telecommunications, or genetic engineering, or a thousand other external pursuits. It will be human relations. Everything we achieve as a species will be torn down again and again, and men, women, and children will be reduced to living as animals of prey—as they already are today in numerous areas of the world—unless we honestly deal with what is destroying us.

		At this time we do not love each other. We don’t even act as if we love each other. We are consumed by an epidemic far more virulent than the black plague, cholera, polio, tuberculosis, or AIDS, and it is composed of simple hatred and fear.

		The answer is not for everyone to start trying to save the world. The heart of humanity must be saved. We have tried attack for tens of thousands of years, and it has gotten us nowhere. The question “What can I do right?” rather than “What are you doing wrong?” points to the one area where progress is still within our control. Attack is the problem, not the answer, because attack is a form of procrastination. It is the decision to focus on what separates us, to the total exclusion of what joins us.

		Surely it’s obvious by now that “Whose mistake is it?” will never unite us, never bring us peace. The revolution must take place within our own circle of acquaintances. We must light the room where we stand. The inherent peace and integrity of our mind must be allowed to shine forth. We begin with our own partner, our own children, our own family, and personally become the answer. How else can we bind up the world’s wounds and begin the healing?

		As ministers and counselors, we can tell you unequivocally that after more than two decades of helping couples with their marriages and almost three decades of working on our own, we have rarely encountered anyone whose life was made happier by the act of abandoning his or her partner. Certainly situations exist in which a child is being sexually or physically abused, or someone’s life or sanity is being threatened, and separation becomes a clear and immediate necessity. But even during the many years when we helped both battered women and batterers, those men and women who personally came to us for help did not prove an exception to our experience that most problems can be worked out, and that it’s happier in the long run to complete the task.

		We will not dwell on the exceptions, because it’s unlikely that many of our readers are in an environment that is unsafe. If you are, then leave—or step away from the relationship temporarily and continue working on it from a distance. But if you are not, stay, and we will do our best to point to at least a few ways that you can gradually heal your marriage, even if at present you don’t have the cooperation of your partner.

		This book is devoted to relationships in which breakup and divorce are unnecessary—which is probably 90 percent of all relationships. Unlike our two other books on couples, our focus here is on how the peculiar set of forces that has come into play at the end of the twentieth century has affected potentially permanent relationships, and what you as a couple can do to recognize these and move beyond them. We think of this book as an emergency manual to deal with an ongoing disaster.

		We know from experience that there are sound reasons for you to have hope. As you will see, our own path has not been an easy one. The problems we have had to work through include a previous divorce, long-term infidelity, financial difficulties, an adolescent child from another marriage, and children of our own late in our marriage. And yet because we have never stopped building it for thirty years, we now have an unshakable friendship. It is possible for you to have this also—and with far fewer delays and mistakes along the way.

		Naturally, a book can’t prevent your partner from abandoning you. But the principles we will outline, if you live them, can keep you from separating from your core if your partner should leave—provided that until such time comes, you stay where you have pledged to stay, work as hard and creatively as you can, and be willing to start over as often as necessary.

		There is a strong current of destiny running through every life. You, like all of us, are not where you are by accident. Before you make a life change, it is in your interest to communicate deeply with your quiet knowing. This place of stillness is so deep and so connected to reality that it can be safely called a part of God. Whether you choose this or another word, or no word at all, it remains in consciousness to guide and assure you, and it is never a mistake to draw any decision about your relationship from this peace.

		Such an approach will obviously increase the chances of your having a permanent and satisfying relationship, but just as important, it will gradually transform you. And it will empower and define you far more than any ego-centered approach ever could. Just as turning against your partner will imprint your heart with a sense of failure and self-betrayal that is very hard to shake, so dedicating yourself to the good of your relationship will connect you more deeply with your intuition and your core and will point a path to a greater peace.

	
		
			PART I

			Separation Psychology and Other Indirect Influences to Break Up

			[image: ]

			THE CLOSING DECADES OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY HAVE SEEN THE development of an entire psychological movement based on preserving separateness. In many ways, and possibly in all ways, separation psychology was well intentioned. Despite its broad misapplication of sound ideas, it enabled many people to make attitudinal gains that can be built upon in the twenty-first century. It is good that psychology, instead of merely classifying and theorizing about disorders, has been pushed into being more practical and is now concerned with real people and their problems. For example, almost any form of substance abuse can now be understood and handled, thanks in part to separation psychology. It is also good that we have been encouraged to recognize and develop our creative and spiritual potential and been shown ways to do this. It has been useful to see more clearly, through codependence theory, some of the patterns in which our own ego reactions call forth ego reactions in others, and how theirs affect ours. It is important that the danger of ignoring our needs has been pointed out. Certainly, it has been tremendously helpful that our attitudes toward our children have been more closely examined and that patience and compassion are now seen as effective parental tools and that fear and shame are recognized as ineffective ones. We are also more aware of the childhood antecedents of our problems and of the need to relinquish these obsolete lessons from the past. And perhaps most encouraging of all is the official recognition that we have a spiritual core and that this too must not be neglected. These are only a few of the gains brought about by separation psychology, and if the movement had been able to rest with these accomplishments, our relationships would be strong, our children would be cherished, and our individual potentials would be actualized.

			However, it could not be more painfully clear that strong relationships are usually not the outcome when couples immerse themselves in the philosophy of this movement, become members of its groups, read its books, listen to its tapes, attend its workshops, and seek counsel from its therapists. Many individuals have been helped, but why have so many relationships been destroyed?

			Obviously not all of the difficulties that relationships are currently experiencing can be laid at the feet of this one movement, and we will point out other contributing factors in the course of this book. But never in our work with couples in the last three decades have we witnessed such an across-the-board impact from a set of ideas as we have in the last several years. We have seen this coming since the 1960s, but in the eighties and early nineties it reached a peak that few could have imagined.

			The problem that we have gotten ourselves into as a culture is that we are now oriented toward individual focus and accomplishment, to the exclusion of relationship focus and accomplishment. Thinking in relationship is a very different mental process from the need-centered process we have been teaching each other for the past several decades. And ironically, relationship thinking has the potential of meeting individual needs far more quickly than me-first thinking. We are now a people so consumed with fear and blame, so separate from each other, and so clearly unhappy, that you would think that the inadequacy of “the new selfishness” would be obvious to most people.

			What we call in this book a real relationship is similar to a joint bank account into which money is given. The deposits are not lost or sacrificed. They remain in safekeeping. They even earn interest and grow. Likewise, a real relationship, being a mental account rather than a financial one, holds safe every act of generosity, every gentle laugh, every forbearance, every kindness, every understanding, every moment of peace—whether it is matched by one’s partner or not. And this spiritual investment becomes our inheritance—provided we don’t withdraw it and try to spend it on ourselves alone.

			Unlike money, spiritual gifts can be spent only in relationship, in love. You simply can’t think of yourself as an isolated, solitary body, whose thoughts affect no one but yourself, and still spend your spiritual capital. But if through a real relationship you have discovered that you are more than a body, the inner wealth to which you have been contributing will remain intact even if your partner leaves you. It is our hope, though, that this book will make leaving less likely.

			To be happy, most of us now think we must focus on the small needy part of ourselves, the part that knows only what it was not given, what it does not have, and what it must get now. “If I don’t think about me, who will?”—what a small lonely “me” that is! We forget how much more we are, but a real relationship can help us remember.

		

	
		TWO
How to Swim Against the Tide

		ARE YOU A PART OF THE GENERAL PICTURE?

		today’s tide of opinion         This is not an easy time to build a relationship. On all sides, people feel the need to contrast themselves, and especially their opinions, with everyone else. It’s not having a deep belief, but a different belief, that is now important. Separation is strongly valued and universally practiced. Not only do most families have running battles within them, they also reverberate to the drumbeat of angry talking heads on television, the constant discord on radio talk shows, the war of words in newspapers and magazines, the battle over values between religious and political groups, men and women, blacks and whites, straights and gays, and the sickening average of fifty to a hundred armed conflicts raging at all times between or within nations. We live and move in a documentary of separateness.

		Although at present this discord is particularly egregious, it is a very old and sad theme in human history. You can take steps to lessen its influence on your relationship, and we will be discussing a number of them, but as a couple you are never completely immune to this atmosphere. For this reason each of you must reach within for a different picture of reality from the one the world is continually holding up. The stillness of the spirit—where the fact of your oneness is still known—must be repeatedly touched so that a basis for healing other than mere opinion can be practiced.

		Perhaps the strongest tide of opinion you will have to swim against in order to remain focused on the well-being of your relationship is separation psychology. In the last several years it has begun to be questioned, but those aspects of it that are particularly damaging to relationships are usually not the ones singled out for examination. The so-called “culture of victimhood” may indeed be worth looking at, but even more questionable is the assumption that to build and nourish your ego (“to individuate”) leads to increased self-esteem, empowerment, and the capacity to form an intimate relationship; in short, that “you must love yourself before you can love another.”

		As a result of the remarkable dissemination and acceptance of this concept, not only are we looking at relationships in a one-dimensional way, we are also making unrealistic assumptions about what contributes to our growth as a person.

		In a workshop we gave recently in Montana, a man whose wife was confined to a wheelchair said that he wanted to “check out” his attitude toward her. In the workshop we were demonstrating how you can work through issues even if your partner won’t cooperate, and we had asked for volunteers. This man’s wife was not in the workshop, and so we set up two empty chairs facing each other and invited the man to sit in one of them.*

		Just as we were finishing our demonstration, a psychiatrist in the audience asked if she could work with the man for a moment. He agreed, and the woman came up and began using a therapeutic approach that encouraged him to admit his anger toward his wife. Seeing that the psychiatrist was not making much headway, a colleague of hers in the audience joined her. Switching now to another technique, they together tried to get the man to “vent his rage.” They even asked him to shout out certain angry sentences to see “if they fit.” Obviously they didn’t, and finally they both gave up, declaring that the man had “deadened himself.”

		After the workshop, he came up to us and apologized for not having much anger at his wife. “I’ve spent years working through all of that, and I just don’t have any real judgments of her anymore. I really love her.” This was what he had tried to tell the two psychiatrists several times and what was clear to most of the audience, judging from what they said to us later. However, during their demonstration one of the psychiatrists had played the part of the man’s wife, and when he had been instructed to confront her in anger, a number of people in the audience had shouted out such things as “Yeah, let her [his wife] have it!” “Tell her you resent all this shit you have to do!” “Yell at her!” “Tell her you hate her guts that she does nothing!”

		In talking to some of these people afterward, it was clear that they didn’t believe the man’s basic peace; they thought it wasn’t a healthy attitude for anyone to have in that kind of situation; and above all, they thought he was stuck, that he wasn’t growing.

		is power the source of fulfillment?         Whether the man was actually peaceful could be argued.* But whether peace is appropriate and whether love and acceptance lead to growth are fundamental questions that go to the heart of the new psychology.

		Basic to the appeal of separation psychology is the assumption that separation gives you power, and that from power comes fulfillment. Unquestionably some forms of distancing make you more powerful in the world. The most violent and separating rating news usually gets the highest ratings; the most ruthless child usually controls the playground; the angriest speaker usually motivates the crowd; the most adversarial radio and TV commentators are usually the most popular. We have heard several Little League coaches advise children to “get angry at the ball,” and at times this has resulted in a more powerful swing. And perhaps everyone has been in a group in which just one silently judgmental person dominated the mood. At a party, for example, even though this person may say very little, everyone else tiptoes around him and the overall atmosphere is slightly depressed. To separate yourself from others can give you a certain power—certainly not spiritual power, but a force that can be easily recognized. But does it lead to fulfillment?

		Concepts such as “you are ultimately alone,” “only you can make yourself happy,” “you have a right to the kind of life you want,” “no one knows your dreams as well as you,” “the right partner will share your interests, meet your needs, and grow at the same rate you grow,” and in considering divorce, “what’s best for you is best for the children,” are not only inadequate to fulfill you when they are applied in the ways you will be urged to apply them; they will empty your heart and leave you at odds with all living things. The third verse of the Isa Upanishad reads,

		
			Those who misperceive their real natures are destined for worlds that are sunless and covered by a thick gloom.

		

		You will be fulfilled by the gradual recognition that you are not alone, that you are capable of loving another as much as yourself, and that to give to those who are a part of your life is to receive immediately your own blessing.

		This kind of fulfillment is difficult to describe because the ancient emphasis that has been placed on loving “thy neighbor as thyself” is now being misconstrued to mean that in the process of giving, we withhold from ourselves. But it does not follow that people who commit to loving another take inadequate care of themselves. Actually, they take better care, because now they value their body as the means or instrument that allows them to care for the other, as a mother in a distressed airplane breathes from her oxygen mask so that she can assist her child to breathe—even though she is more concerned for her child’s life than for her own.

		To those who are trying to make the transition from self-ness to one-ness, from ego to love, it can be said that whenever they extend love, they exercise their true nature and literally fulfill their identity. But of course those are just words. Until they experience what it’s like to love another with all their heart and mind, the descriptions of what it’s like may seem to be an insane call for self-immolation. But this is never the case. Without experience, however, it’s difficult to grasp that in a real relationship—whether with your mate, child, parent, or friend—the experience of love is so important that not even the importance of your body can compare.

		If we are going to quote the Upanishads, it’s only right that we also quote Dave Barry.*

		
			I can remember when there was nobody in my world as important to me as me. Oh, I loved other people—my wife, my family, my friends—and I would have been distraught if something had happened to them. But I knew I’d still be here. And that was the really important thing.

			Rob changed that. Right at birth…. I can remember every detail of the time when, at 10 months, he got a bad fever, 106 degrees, his tiny body burning, and I carried him into the hospital, thinking… please, give me this fever, take it out of this little boy and put it in me, please.

		

		the ego’s reaction to fear         The ideals of personal enhancement, personal definition, and personal empowerment are merely a small part of a worldwide shift in attitudes. Perhaps at no time in our history has humanity been more confused about the actual nature of the self. Across the globe, instead of growing in the awareness that we belong to a single world family, we are identifying with ever smaller groupings and classifications. It’s as if we have come to believe that if we found our exact national, racial, religious, or sexual niche, we would at last be real. The bloody results of this ideal of exclusion demonstrate just how far off the mark it is.

		The great promise of our times, the savior to which so many people now look to lessen fear and bring a little control back into their lives, is selfishness. Naturally, it’s not called “selfishness.” It’s called “taking care of yourself”; “actualizing your potential”; “letting go of your need to give”; “doing what’s best for you”; “establishing your boundaries”; “nurturing—parenting—protecting yourself”; “being yourself”; “not giving in”; “following your hopes—dreams—bliss—heart’s desire”; and so on. All of these concepts are good—and all of them are presently being misused. So many of the couples we now work with express their fear of giving as if it were a clear and present danger for them personally. As a minister we know jokingly said, “I’ve never actually met anyone who gave too much.”

		The ego’s reaction to fear is always some form of withdrawal into the smaller self. In marriage couples react by constricting their giving, dividing their mind into “I am I and you are you,” and placing their individual interests over the interests of their partner. Thus the interests of the relationship are forgotten altogether. Looked at through the eyes of selfishness, there is no relationship, there is just me and not-me. Although the partnership could benefit each partner enormously, it’s not merely untried and unexperienced, it’s unseen. Only love can discern the bridge that stretches between two hearts.

		When the mind is afraid, it can’t experience love, and this is why the present atmosphere is so disturbing to relationships. It’s also why the solution, although difficult to achieve, is very direct. “There is no fear in love,” wrote the apostle John. There can’t be, “because fear involves punishment.” The answer is therefore simple: “Perfect love casts out fear.”

		Love is not only our way out of fear, it is also our source of fulfillment. In this lovely passage John describes how we can reach that source:

		
			Dear friends, let us love one another, because love is of God, and everyone who loves is born of God, and knows God. But the unloving know nothing of God, for God is love.

		

		A real relationship, one in which two people love each other to fulfill themselves rather than withdraw from each other to fulfill themselves, is unquestionably a haven from fear—although it is not a protection from the world’s dangers. It is a movable home, a place of peace, a true source of wholeness. Once it becomes the goal of any two people, it not only lasts but grows stronger and lovelier with every effort.

		the mindset of betrayal         Each generation has sought control in different ways. For example, in the forties and fifties, it was generally believed that the way to make your life work was to “play by the rules”—in other words: stay married, work for the same company, attend your place of worship regularly, fight for your country when you were told to, and remain loyal to your alma mater and political party. The next generation tried to gain control by not playing by the rules. In the sixties and seventies it was widely believed that you could take possession of your life by freeing yourself from structure and making your own decisions. If your marriage wasn’t satisfying, you got out of it; you didn’t hesitate to change jobs; you felt free to question your country’s political policies and moral values; and you made up your own mind about religion, what car to drive, how to dress, and what food and recreational drugs to put into your body.

		No matter what time and place they live in, every couple is affected by the general mood of their country, the ideals in vogue, the social changes occurring worldwide, and the attitudes toward relationships most widely accepted. As we leave the twentieth century behind and begin the twenty-first, the atmosphere and conditions we find ourselves in are particularly hard on relationships.

		Since the late sixties, the mindset of betrayal has been spreading through the industrialized world like an airborne virus. It has infected the relationships of singles and the marriages of all age groups. It will also have an effect on yours unless you take steps to protect it. If you are like most couples who get in trouble, you probably won’t believe you are being influenced by the times. You will think that your urge to leave or to be unfaithful is based totally on your partner’s personality and behavior and on your own unhampered free will. And if you act on it, perhaps only years later you may look back and ask, “What happened to us? Our problems weren’t really that bad.”

		Many people who leave or are unfaithful experience the feeling that the divorce or affair took on a life of its own, while they stood by helplessly and watched the destruction of their relationship. It was as if all they had built were flattened by a road compacter that rolled out of nowhere. You don’t want to reach that state of mind—and you don’t have to.

		We pick up the emotions and values that surround us and, to a greater or lesser degree, feel them as if they were our own. This is why it is crucial that we know ourselves deeply. In order to see through what is happening, a couple must either be centered in their own being, or they must have a shared approach that automatically protects them.

		The essential first step is to say to each other, “I will never leave you. I will never threaten to leave you. And if even the thought of leaving takes root in my mind, I will use whatever means necessary to eradicate it. And no matter how often it recurs, I will return my mind to my single purpose in this relationship. The insanity of casting aside lives, breaking up homes, and betraying children will end with us.”

		THE POWER OF CHOICE

		As a boy who increasingly shuttled between parents and stepparents, Hugh was repeatedly beaten, and he saw his mother repeatedly beaten. In the early stages of our marriage, he would sometimes hit Gayle or swat one of the boys. This behavior would come on him suddenly. An instant before, he would not know that he was going to strike someone. It took several years and, what was for him, an extraordinary effort to change. But he did change. What he learned as a result was that anyone can make a decision so deeply that it becomes impossible for that individual to repeat the old behavior. We made a commitment never to leave each other that was as deep as Hugh’s decision never to hurt his family again. Divorce or abuse has been unthinkable for us ever since. Any husband or wife has the freedom to make the same decision.

		A close friend of ours made a similar commitment to her adopted son. He is one of those children presently being classified as having “attachment disorder.” His biological mother was an alcoholic, and he was sexually and physically abused by his father. At age three he was taken from his parents and placed in his first foster home. Our friend’s was the fifth home he was moved to in three years.

		During the adoption proceedings the judge asked our friend, “Do you understand that adopting this child means that from this time on, he will be your son as if he were born to you?” She said that she understood, and she swore to the judge and to the boy that she would never abandon him. She has kept her word, even though she now knows that the child may never be able to form a trusting relationship with anyone. She also knows that if there is any chance that he will, it must first be with her.

		Why would anyone undertake such a task? Surely as a young girl this is not what our friend dreamed of spending her time doing someday. The boy was not related to her; he simply came to her attention. Knowing that she had previously adopted a child and therefore had an open mind to adoption, the boy’s case worker called and told her his story.

		Upon hearing it, our friend realized that what was happening to him had to be stopped. And she was there. Somebody had to commit to this boy. And she was there. She didn’t take the phone call as a sign or as some mystical indicator of how she was to decide, but neither did she dismiss as mere coincidence that this child was brought to her attention. Likewise, we don’t find ourselves where we are by accident, and declining to help those we can help should not be done lightly.

		So far our friend’s story doesn’t have a fairy-tale ending. In fact, hers is a situation in which she has given much but has gotten little in return. Five years after he was adopted, not only does this child still not trust his new mother, he has done things that most other parents would find intolerable. He has punched holes in the walls, turned on the gas, broken windows, set fires, and threatened his mother with a knife. Our friend has had a long and successful career in teaching and counseling children in a variety of settings, but her firmness and love, as well as her considerable knowledge of childhood behavior, have so far brought about very little change. Even the experts in this field who have advised her have not yet been able to get a breakthrough. Friends and relatives have suggested that she “take the boy back,” but this she will never do.

		Perhaps you have seen or can imagine the deep strength that taking a stand such as this can bring. Our friend possesses the kind of integrity that comes only when one is deeply rooted in one’s soul. Please compare this strength to the effects you have already seen on those you know who have discarded their spouse, or the children in their care, for far lesser cause.

		There are no sinners here. We are speaking merely of whether it is good for you to resist or to be swept up in the present insanity. The simple fact is that it’s not good for you to abandon your spouse. Each time you break a sacred commitment, the light in your soul dims. That is observable. Those who have discarded one relationship after another are usually a shell of what they once were. You can come back from this mistaken approach, but the effort required is greater than is imagined.

		BEING LEFT

		In most cases you can’t stop someone from leaving you, but you don’t have to participate in the mistake. This implies no particular behavior, such as court battles, pleading, threats, or frequent overtures. It doesn’t even imply that you must resist the divorce. It means simply that in your heart you don’t turn against this person. That much you can do. A divorce will not damage you permanently if you continue to bless this one in your mind. Blessing your partner does not require you to fulfill any particular picture. You don’t have to look forgiving by having visits or phone conversations or agreeing to unreasonable demands. The essential action is unseen and in your heart.

		Unfortunately, the usual pattern is for individuals to attempt to break the bond through blame and anger. They build a case against their former partner in order to justify what happened, and they try to wipe away their own misgivings through attack. This is a highly flawed approach. Not only does it split children’s minds, if children are involved; it actually binds you to whatever mistakes you may have made, and it virtually assures that you will repeat them. Whenever you step away from someone physically, you must step forward mentally.

		The loss that one feels from a divorce is very similar to the loss one feels from a death—so similar, in fact, that there was a period when we allowed people who had been left to sit in on our grief support group. To be left by someone who you believed loved you and would be with you always is deeply wounding. As with a severe physical wound, you may need to be very accepting of how long it takes your heart to heal and for the symptoms of loss you experience to fade away. If you do not turn to judgment and revenge as a way of lessening your pain, you will heal. But if you become bitter, you can easily carry the effects of what happened to you to your grave.

		Almost fifty years after Hugh’s father filed for divorce, Hugh’s mother would still become upset and judgmental if his father came up in conversation. As well as being a running unhappiness, her anger also prevented her from forgiving herself for not having sought custody of Hugh. Censure simply can’t heal the wounds of the past.

		You don’t have to understand why your partner betrayed you—in fact, it’s best not to decide anything about your partner. But you do have to decide that all living things are in God’s hands—or at least, not in yours—and free your mind from useless battles.

		FEAR OF RELATIONSHIP

		During the seventies and eighties, as crisis intervention counselors and as ministers, we married couples, ran groups for couples, counseled couples individually, and gave workshops on relationships throughout the country. Our children always traveled with us, but they eventually reached an age when they had lives of their own and wanted to stay at home. Traveling without them was difficult and dangerous, and so we suspended most of these activities, and we didn’t resume them until a few years ago.

		Immediately we were struck by the changes in attitudes that had occurred while we had been away. Not only were the types of fears people expressed different, but the degree of fear had dramatically increased. Although we were working with a good cross-section of couples, we decided to talk to other therapists to see if they were experiencing the same phenomenon. We questioned counselors, clergy, psychologists, and psychiatrists and discovered that their experience was surprisingly similar to our own. We decided to restructure our groups to accommodate this new mindset and began taking notes for this book.

		If a real relationship is to be formed, it’s necessary to move past fear—fear of psychoanalytical, therapeutic, or recovery-based classifications, fear of failure, fear of influences from the past, fear of loss of power, fear of having chosen the wrong mate, fear of falling back into old patterns, fear of losing your identity, fear of devotion and sacrifice—into the deep and empowering experience of union with another. A real relationship is an absolutely reliable source of happiness and comfort, but few couples have one. It can be attained by virtually any two who are willing to make a sustained effort, such as they might in getting back in shape, or completing an advanced degree, or regaining their health after an operation, or learning the fundamentals of a new profession. If the average golfer would spend the time, study, and concentration on his marriage that he does on perfecting his golf swing, success would be unavoidable.

		Why aren’t we willing to give a comparable effort to marriage? It’s not that we lack courage. Nor do we lack endurance. We are capable of making enormous sacrifices for ourselves alone. Since the surgeon general’s first warning in 1964, more than 30 million Americans have given up smoking, most after repeated failures. Nicotine is an addiction that many experts consider harder to break than heroin addiction. We undergo various extremely painful, expensive, and dangerous plastic surgeries. We spend years forcing ourselves into a new way of eating. We will endure fatigue and pain daily in weight rooms trying to change the shape of our bodies. We will deprive ourselves of almost anything—provided it’s for our exclusive benefit. Yet to make even a small sacrifice for our partner can grate on us for years as a gross unfairness.

		Many people speaking and writing on relationships today strongly encourage this whining and giving up, whining and giving up, over and over, until finally we have before us an entire generation of people who will go to their deaths loveless and alone, never having known what real commitment was and taking no comforting presence with them.

		Don’t allow fear to blur your purpose or dilute your efforts. Acknowledge the fear—whatever it may be—but continue to build the love between you, even if you are doing all the work yourself—which every spouse in every marriage will be called upon to do from time to time. It doesn’t matter so much what you try as that you keep trying. If something doesn’t work, wait and then try another approach. Your objective is not to receive good marks from those who think they know what is therapeutically correct. When Gayle stood by Hugh while he had one affair after another, many of her friends thought that she was weak and despicable. Hugh even looked down on her for loving him. But she was clear within herself that she did love him, that she had seen his potential, and that while she waited for him to come to his senses, she could use the time very effectively to work on her own strength and peace.

		Happiness is not actually dependent on how other people behave.

		Marriages go through stages; people shift gears and change; mistakes are a part of growth. Gayle understood all of this—at least well enough not to focus on Hugh’s antics. Friends stand by friends. Friends stand by friends even when they are making mistakes. This is the key to both love and healing.

		RELATIONSHIP: THE NEW REALITY

		It is a long-cherished belief that love is more likely to lead you into a bad union—and to keep you there—than is anxiety. In other words, “love is blind,” and fear is the friendly emotion that will protect you from it. In truth, the committed are better able to see a relationship, to evaluate its dynamics, and to know if the time has come to step away from it. Contrary to what is commonly believed, commitment does not cause one to remain doggedly in a mistake. Moreover, the mistake most people stay stuck in is not the relationship, but their attitude toward it.

		This same principle applies to relationships of all kinds. It holds true even to one’s body. It could never be a mistake that we have a relationship with our body, yet our attitude toward that relationship can and often is mistaken. Those who stand in judgment of their body usually do not, for example, understand the function of food: that it’s there to nourish the body, not to reward, punish, or excite it, that it’s one of many ways to express love and caring, just as sex is in a marriage. But since they don’t love their body (and note that a body that is not considered beautiful, just like a child who is not, can be loved), they are always analyzing and comparing it—it never looks right, feels right, impresses others as it should, has the energy it should, or stays as healthy as it should. Because they disapprove of it, they can’t see it. Their body is wonderful in many ways, yet they are literally unaware of its attributes. If their body becomes sick, they don’t see clearly how to care for it and will often neglect doing the very thing that would help it most, because they unconsciously believe that it deserves what it gets. Whatever it may be—our car, our house, our child, our body, our spouse—unless we identify with it, we can’t fully see it. Acknowledging our oneness, even our oneness with our questionable creations, increases vision. When a child identifies with a doll, the doll is better cared for.

		Those who distance themselves from their partners are as blind as those who distance themselves from their bodies and are prone to do the things least conducive to their own happiness. If, for example, a couple is having an argument in front of a therapy group, many of the other participants will instantly spot the mistake in communication that the couple is making but is too blind to see. They may be so blind, in fact, that sometimes they still can’t see it even after it has been pointed out by the other group members.

		If the actual choice were between your needs and your partner’s, the current approach to relationships would be reasonable. But since a relationship is a third reality that encompasses both of you, it has more power to make you happy than either your or your partner’s reality alone. Whoever decides to give to it will receive a rich return, even if for a time the other person is unable to.

		There is no private growth. It can’t be targeted like an isolated set of muscles in one area of the body. What “grows” is not a single set of ego needs but our awareness of the spirit. And the spirits of all living things connect and are one. That can be felt if not seen. Growth simply can’t occur on the level of separated individuals.

		We have a friend whose life work is caring for people with multiple disabilities. For the past three years she has had the same six clients under her care. All of them would have to be institutionalized if it were not for the individual attention that she and the small staff she is a part of give. Most of them require “total care”: They can’t walk, bathe themselves, feed themselves, or carry on a conversation. One man has extreme scoliosis, cerebral palsy, and severe Down’s syndrome. He laughed last week for the first time in his adult life. Another man has a progressive seizure disorder. He has had as many as ninety grand mal seizures a day and always has at least five to ten. He also has a bad temper.

		Our friend, who has no other income, makes less than a starting schoolteacher, and yet she has found this work deeply rewarding. It’s not a status job, because very few people even know about her work. She receives no job security; her hours are difficult; and all her clients are dysfunctional, needy, uncommunicative, ungrateful, and physically unattractive. They are unable to further her political aims or express her religious beliefs. They are unable to participate in any of the sports or entertainments she loves. And obviously they could never be expected to fulfill her sexually. Today, any one of these privations, or any number of others, would be considered ample justification for leaving.

		And yet she “gets her needs met.” How? By devoting herself to the relationship she has with each of them. This job does not allow her much free time. As she told us, “I don’t have a whole lot else going on in my life.” Yet she remains unaffected by the popular calls to her ego: “What is your dream?” “What is it you have never done?” “You don’t have to settle for this.” “You can have it all!” Oddly, she doesn’t want it all. She is content with her mute, deaf, twisted, incontinent clients. Admittedly, she is an extreme example, but she is mentally and physically healthy. She is a normal person. And although her work is not a marriage, the principle is the same for you and me.

		Conversely, we also know a man who left his wife because she had a leg amputated. She was young, attractive, funny, intelligent, an exceptionally good mother to his two daughters from a previous marriage, and very much in love with him. He said, “All I have been dealing with for a year now is this leg thing. I need a life of my own.” He had unthinkingly become part of the general picture, and most of his friends sympathized with his very common mistake in attitude.

		A relationship exists independently of the egos or bodies involved. This is not a supernatural concept. It can be seen clearly in common, everyday life. For example, an infant cannot give—in the terms that the ego defines giving. It does not know that it has a relationship with its mother, in the terms that the ego defines knowing. It may not even recognize its mother. And yet there is a relationship, and the more the mother gives to it, the more the relationship embraces her in beauty. Those who care for the very old or the dying also know the benefits that can come to one who gives to a relationship in which the other party does not contribute—once again, in the terms that the ego defines contributing.

		We live in Arizona, and in our house we have a large empty aquarium that our boys use to observe creatures from the desert before letting them go. When Jordan was eight, we retrieved a five-foot gopher snake from where it was sunning itself across our neighbors’ front door stoop. Three days later, we told Jordan that the time had come to let it go. This was on a Thursday and he said that he wanted to keep it until the following Tuesday, the day kids could bring interesting things to class. We told him that the snake would have to be fed live rats, and we didn’t want to do that. In fact, we said we wouldn’t do that!

		That afternoon, when we were at the pet store to buy “just one rat,” Jordan saw how cute they were and said, “If we let the snake go, can I keep the rat?” At that time Jordan was allergic to anything with fur, but the store owner assured us that being small, it didn’t have much fur. He also said he could guarantee that no feeder rat would live over three years. So we paid the two dollars and brought “Ratty” home. In the next few months we met a surprising number of rat lovers. Aside from the fact that they all seemed to have reached further into their minds for a name, their rats did not appear to be superior to ours.

		Just like these people, Jordan loved his rat. Hardly a day went by that he didn’t call us in to see some wonderful new expression on Ratty’s face (ears up, ears down, eyes open, eyes closed) or some hilarious behavior (Ratty sleeping on his left side, Ratty sleeping on his right side, Ratty sleeping on his stomach, or—Jordan’s favorite—Ratty looking up when the glass is tapped). Countless times he asked us which part of Ratty’s body we liked the most. We couldn’t just name one but had to make a case for it. (“I like his feet.” “Why?” “Uh, because they’re pink.” “What about the nails?” “Yes, his feet have nails.” “They’re pretty long.” “Yes.” “They’re pretty sharp too.” “Yes, they are.” “What do you like best about his nails?” “They’re clean.” “Look, you can see through them.” “I’ll take your word for it.”)

		If you let them crawl on you, feeder rats will chew holes in your clothes. If you let them sit beside you while you watch TV, they will chew holes in the couch—no matter how much it cost. They never put the toilet seat down; in fact, they never use the toilet. They are not loyal. They have no table manners. They will not meditate with you. They are not enthusiastic about your friends. They are classic enablers that demand you give to them but never give back. And if a feeder rat grows to love you, it will pee on you to mark its territory.

		If people can love a feeder rat, you can love your spouse.

		
			* Our modification of the gestalt therapy technique is explained more fully in Chapter Nine, under “The Two- and Three-Chair Approach.”

			* The first psychiatrist later wrote us a letter of apology in which she said that she had misread the man because her husband had filed for divorce the day before the workshop and that she had projected her own anger onto the man.

			* This is from a column that ran in our local paper, The Arizona Daily Star, July 5, 1993.

		

	
		THREE
Beyond I, Me, and Mine

		REACHING THE SELF THAT CAN JOIN

		our imaginary identity         To gain a little perspective, let’s examine what the self is and what it is not. If we are going to define ourselves and withdraw into what we have described, we should at least be clear about the nature of what we are choosing. There was a time when a degree of uncertainty, and therefore openness, was generated by the questions: Who am I? What am I? Where am I going? Within separation psychology, the answers to these questions are often petty and temporal. Lip service is given to the spiritual, but the characteristics and limitations of the non-spiritual are applied to one’s needs, and the terms spirit and soul are used mainly to indicate how deeply one can be wounded.

		Surely all individuals have a moment in which they sense that there is something more to them than ego identity, and yet what but the ego feels the need of private fulfillment, of personal empowerment, of individuation, of separate rights? What but an ego could engage in domestic turf wars and cherish an opinion over goodwill? Naturally this does not mean that we put off healing our bodies and psyches. But healing ourselves is an act of generosity, not of selfishness. It was only when an alcoholic friend of ours was confronted by seven of his friends—who, in turn, each related instances of how his drinking had hurt them—that he turned his life around. If Hugh’s mother could have foreseen the extreme suffering that her death would cause his stepfather, she probably would have given up the smoking that she knew was killing her. And if Hugh could have felt the pain and humiliation that his affairs were causing Gayle—something he did feel acutely later in life—he would not have thought of them as “my own business.” Healing is the recognition that we never suffer alone.

		As we have discussed in other books, the ego is an imaginary identity, very much like the imaginary friend that many people have in childhood. This playmate is entirely a projection of the child’s mind, but to the child it is real and autonomous. It has a body, a name, a personality, and a history that is different from the child’s. It says things that surprise the child, even though the child’s mind is producing the words. It has needs and makes demands. And most important, once it has been established, it defends itself. For example, it might warn the child not to get too close to another child who is becoming friendly, because it knows that real companionship will dim its aura of reality.

		Likewise, the ego is a false sense of identity, of something separate and apart from all other living things. It is formed primarily in childhood and has “a mind of its own”—its own thoughts, needs, emotions, and beliefs. It seems autonomous and real. It seems worth protecting. In fact, if we think there is nothing more to us, it feels like self-destruction not to be defensive. And yet it’s composed entirely of the past. It is what the world, in a thousand conflicted ways, has instructed us to feel and think, and the current circumstances, whatever they may be, must be interpreted rather than seen in order to sustain what we have learned.

		The ego is a body of lessons, none of which quite fits the present situation. But it is an identity and operates as our identity—until we begin to sense something about ourselves that is deeper and more consistent. This is often a long process, and while it is under way, our ego needs must be dealt with. If the nature of a need has not been clearly seen, it will still seem to be desirable, and ignoring it merely builds up pressure. However, a need can be met in many ways and does not have to be satisfied in the old destructive way that we may be used to. For example, on one level, Hugh’s affairs were a “need” to run from a barren inner life, but clearly there are less destructive ways to withdraw from the emotions caused by an impoverished attitude toward life.

		During a meditation, after a near-death experience, while giving birth to a child, at the depths of severe suffering, or in the presence of love, we may notice a new set of feelings and thoughts, new in the sense that we discover them
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