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Praise for Thank You for Being Such a Pain


“A wise book full of insights and surprises that will help managers become better managers—and better people.”

Michael Hammer, Ph.D., President of Hammer and Company and coauthor of Reengineering the Corporation




“A remarkable book which elegantly describes why difficult people are our best teachers, why they are ‘sent to us,’ and how they prompt us toward psychological and spiritual health.”

Dennis Gesten, M.D., Psychiatrist and author of Are You Getting Enlightened or Losing Your Mind?




“Rosen shares some wonderful tales of human misdeed, but he is wise enough to seek healing for them by striking deep roots in traditional teachings and counsels culled from every source imaginable.”

Arthur Green, Ph.D., Philip W. Lown Professor of Jewish Thought, Brandeis University




“This extraordinary book shines with wisdom and illuminates a path to peace. The author’s spiritual teachings and compelling stories masterfully show us how even the most difficult relationships can be healed.”

Joan Klagsbrun, Ph.D., Adjunct Professor, Andover Newton Theological School; Psychotherapist and Director, The Wellspring Center, Watertown, Massachusetts




“Mark Rosen has written practical, powerful perspective on the mirror of relationship.”

Harold H. Bloomfield, M.D., Psychiatrist and author of How to Be Safe in an Unsafe World




“Profound and immensely practical … [a] remarkable ethical work.”

Frederic and Mary Ann Brussat, authors of Spiritual Literacy and Spiritual Rx
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INTRODUCTION


I have not written this book to teach the reader anything new. Rather, it is my aim to direct the reader’s attention to certain well-known and generally accepted truths, for the very fact that they are well-known and generally accepted is the cause of their being overlooked.

MOSHE HAYYIM LUZZATTO



So begins The Path of the Upright, a book written by an Italian rabbi about the spiritual implications of behavior. Though it was first published in Amsterdam in 1740, its opening applies just as readily to the book you are holding.

Thank You for Being Such a Pain is about the difficulties we experience in everyday relationships and the deeper spiritual meanings that underlie them. During our time on earth, very few experiences bring us as much joy or deliver as much sorrow as our relationships with others. From the moment we enter this world, we form relationships, and relationships form us.

Thank You for Being Such a Pain is based on four premises: first, that life’s seemingly random encounters are not so random after all; second, that the pain, frustration, and suffering we experience with certain people are just as important for our personal and spiritual growth as love and joy—adversity is our teacher, pushing past our resistance and teaching us what we would fail to otherwise learn; third, that difficult relationships can and should be healed, as learning how to transform enmity is one of our most important life lessons; and fourth, that healing requires being attentive to the spiritual lessons that life presents us—when we do the inner work we are here to do, our outer relationships and circumstances become transformed.

Perhaps learning spiritual lessons is not your primary motivation as you begin this book; you have probably picked it up because someone in your life is causing you emotional pain and driving you nuts. Maybe even several someones. They might include your boss, your mother-in-law, your next-door neighbor, or your spouse. You may be suffering quietly or trying very hard to do something about the problem. You may even be seeing a professional therapist or talking with your priest, minister, or rabbi to get some comfort. It hurts, and you want it to stop. You are obsessed, and you’d love to forget about the whole thing, but you can’t.

You are looking for a solution. But the real solution does not lie in simply getting the other person to stop annoying you. The best response does not involve retaliation, fighting back, enduring the difficulties, walking away, or giving up. The true resolution comes only when you finally learn what the other person is teaching you.

Your antagonist is indeed a teacher, an unwitting envoy of a universe that wants you to grow. For those who live with a spiritual orientation, life is not a series of haphazard occurrences. The great spiritual traditions all maintain that we live in a magnificent universe, full of meaning. Conflicts that seem to be chance occurrences are actually orchestrated for our spiritual development by an intelligence totally beyond our comprehension. Some call this sacred force God. This may be an unfamiliar notion to you. It may seem preposterous in the face of your anguish or make you uncomfortable, but it is a premise upheld by spiritual teachers and teachings throughout the ages.

In order for you to benefit from this book, it is not necessary that you agree with this premise or possess a spiritual mind-set. Agnostics and atheists will find much to ponder. The suggestions and exercises that follow require no affirmation of belief.

The perspectives that have shaped this book can be traced to two especially difficult relationships that have been lifelong struggles for me. The first, with my father, has happily begun to heal over the past few years. The second, with my own spirituality, continues to baffle, frustrate, and inspire me.

Perhaps the most difficult relationship we can ever have is one we all share, whether or not we accept or realize it. Each of us has a relationship, invariably a difficult one, with the unknowable Supreme Being. Even those who do not believe in an Ultimate Reality cannot ignore this relationship, for deciding to be a nonbeliever involves a conscious choice about the nature of this relationship.

For those who do believe, the relationship comprises all the most troublesome characteristics of a relationship with a difficult person. Conversations are usually one-sided, we rarely get the response we want, and the other party keeps doing unpredictable and inexplicable things to us.

Since the content of this book has been so strongly shaped by my relationship with my father and my spiritual journey, a more complete story will help you to better understand this book’s point of view.

On September 8, 1939, the Nazis invaded Stashov, a small town in Poland south of Warsaw. My grandfather, Mordchai Rozencwaig, a grocer who was a pious man and an observant Jew, was eventually expelled, along with the town’s entire Jewish population. He perished during a forced march to the Nazi concentration camp known as Treblinka. My father, Samuel, whose friends called him Shmiel, was seventeen at the time of the invasion and an avid athlete. Because of his age and physical condition, he was not sent to an extermination camp. Instead, he and his brother were forced to toil throughout the war for sixteen hours a day in a series of labor camps, building roads, buildings, and munitions for the Nazis. They were finally liberated by Russian soldiers in Therienstadt, a Czechoslovakian extermination camp, on May 10, 1945.

What my father witnessed and experienced was so unspeakable that he was literally unable to talk about it. His pain and horror have never really healed. I didn’t learn the full story until the age of forty-three, when he made a videotape describing his experiences for Steven Spielberg’s Shoah project.

I knew about his torment from as early as I can remember, not because he shared it with me, but because my mother and others constantly reminded me of what he had been through, most likely as a way to excuse his behavior. While some turn to alcohol or other excesses to obliterate emotional pain, my father found that the fatigue from constant work was his drug. He put in eleven-hour days, seven days a week, without vacations, at the small neighborhood grocery our family owned, a legacy from his father. Then he came home and collapsed in his easy chair. A kind and caring man despite his ordeal, he faithfully attended to his children’s basic needs but otherwise was unavailable. Time and emotional support were not his to give.

Growing up, I was often angry with him, but it was an anger tempered by understanding. How does one blame a father for not being present emotionally when one knows so clearly the reasons why? Add to this the constant questions that children of Holocaust survivors invariably ask. Why the Jews? Why six million? How could it have happened? Why wasn’t it stopped? Why did my father survive when so many others didn’t? Where was God?

Those years with my father taught me, through his past and his presence, to always ask myself why people acted the way they did, and to look with compassion at the suffering that must invariably lie at the root of problem behaviors. I have found this invaluable in my subsequent dealings with other difficult people.

My spiritual explorations have acted as another strong influence on the way I have viewed conflict and relationship difficulties. The spiritual lens through which I view life was an early acquisition. In 1957, at the age of four, after hearing from a Sunday-school teacher that God was everywhere, I started looking. I have a vivid recollection of myself as a little boy, filled with awe, gazing into the sky at the corner of Lawrence and Broadway in Chicago’s Uptown neighborhood where I grew up. Any reader familiar with the area, which is across the street from the Riviera Theater, now a rock-concert hall, is probably chuckling right now at my choice of a site for revelation.

As I grew older, during the 1960s, I found the Judaism I was exposed to as a child inadequate in satisfying my search for God. My bar mitzvah was a typical stand-up performance devoid of any spirituality. I didn’t really find any teachings that appealed to me until I started college. There I discovered Eastern philosophy and began to meditate daily. At twenty-one, after graduation, I took on my first full-time job, as a meditation teacher. You can probably imagine my father’s inability to see this as suitable employment for a new college graduate and nice Jewish boy.

The Eastern meditation group I was involved with kept me happy and deluded until my late thirties, when all the Jewishness I had suppressed came rushing back during and after a trip to Jerusalem to attend my youngest brother’s wedding.

Growing up with a father who had survived the Holocaust had not inspired me to embrace being Jewish; after all, being Jewish had been proven to be hazardous to one’s health. Plus, it wasn’t fashionable to be Jewish—many of the Jews I knew with strong spiritual leanings had turned East for spiritual sustenance, finding little of interest in a once rich and deeply mystical tradition that had been watered down to appease the demands of a rational twentieth century. It is striking how many current books that draw upon Eastern spiritual teachings have been written by Jews.

The Jewish people have been irrational targets of animosity (and a lot worse) for thousands of years. In my rediscovery of Judaism, I discovered a wonderfully rich body of teachings on difficulties in relationships, both in the Jewish mystical tradition and in the writings of the Hasidic masters. I embraced them eagerly as a way to heal my own painful relationship problems but, just as importantly, as a way to reconnect with my previously abandoned religion.

Relationship difficulties was a theme confined not only to my personal life. On a professional level, I had chosen to pursue a career that involved relationship difficulties in the workplace. I earned both a master’s degree and a doctor of philosophy in industrial relations, studying the dynamics of the employment relationship and the conflicts that inevitably arise between employees and management.

Following a distressing and debilitating two-year conflict with my graduate advisor over the final chapter of my doctoral dissertation that almost kept me from completing my Ph.D., I became a college professor in the Boston area. I taught courses on behavior in organizations and on the management of human resources and subsequently launched a management consulting practice.

In 1992, Interface, an adult education center in Cambridge, Massachusetts, asked me to give an evening talk on difficult people at work. I combined my professional training in workplace conflict with my spiritual studies and added my abundant personal experience with difficult people. I studied what other traditions besides Judaism had to say about relationship difficulties, finding consistent themes in Buddhism, Hinduism, and Christianity. Participants loved the workshop. I had unknowingly generated the foundation of this book.

This text is the product of the many workshops I have given since then and draws on the experiences of the many wonderful people who have attended them. They freely shared their stories and gave me helpful feedback in shaping my ideas.

And, of course, the book has also been strongly influenced by my own experiences with the many difficult people who have paraded through my life from my birth onward, leaving me at times desperate for solace and solutions. I share my discoveries and insights with you here.

Fortunately, through a combination of luck and skill, I’ve managed to heal many difficult relationships over time. I count several people as friends with whom I once had unpleasant adversarial relationships.

Through the process of working through these difficult relationships, I reluctantly learned a great deal about myself, realized some painful truths, and acquired insights into my character flaws and self-centered desires. The process continues; there is always something new to learn. None of this growth would have taken place in the absence of such encounters. I am a wiser and more mature person as a result of my experiences with difficult people, albeit one who has been very much humbled.

I would be less than honest if I didn’t also admit to being difficult myself. Certainly not to everyone, and hopefully not all that often, but enough so that I’ve managed to annoy some and hurt a few. And they’ve let me know, loudly. What is ironic and yet so indicative of a Universe that wants me to learn and grow is that some of the unpleasant acts I’ve done to others have later been done to me.

It is my genuine hope that the concepts, stories, exercises, and suggestions in this book will help you in your dealings with difficult people, providing spiritual uplift and comfort. May you be blessed with deep insight and a complete healing.

A Few Remarks About This Book

This book is primarily intended for those struggling with difficult people in their daily lives. While some of the concepts will also be of help to those in an intimate relationship, or to those who have been deeply hurt by someone in the past, this work is not a substitute for individual or couples therapy by a skilled professional. The hurts and complications that some of us face are sometimes just too daunting for us to unravel on our own. Please consider seeking competent help if you need it.

The material that follows is organized into two parts. Part 1, Understanding the Difficulties, contains a variety of perspectives that will give you new insights into your problems with difficult people. It attempts to answer one of the basic questions that we all ask—why is this happening to me? Chapter 1 provides introductory perspectives. In chapter 2, we examine options—what can one do when troubled by an encounter with a difficult person? Chapter 3 presents a set of possible reasons behind difficult behavior as a way to change how these difficulties are viewed. Chapter 4 examines in detail the core idea of this book: that our difficulties are not random but are sent to us for spiritual growth.

Part 2, Healing the Difficulties, presents specific techniques, advice, and recommendations for improving and resolving your difficult relationships. It answers another fundamental question—how can I heal what I’m feeling and make things better? Chapter 5 offers both psychological and spiritual methods for healing the difficulties without the other person being present. Chapter 6 offers suggestions for a face-to-face discussion with a difficult person, and chapter 7 provides guidance for relating to future difficulties from a spiritual vantage point.

Within each chapter are segments of varying length. While the concepts in this book unfold in linear fashion, it is also possible to read only the sections that are of interest to you, since they are self-contained.

Each chapter ends with a section called Explorations, comprising exercises that will help you delve more deeply into the concepts you’ve read about. If you plan to do the exercises, you may want to acquire a separate notebook for privacy and so that you have enough space in which to write.

For many years, I noticed how every nonfiction book I read that contained stories of a personal nature began with a statement about how names had been changed to protect the individual’s privacy. Having collected such stories, I now understand why, so I’ve also been careful to change names and details. Some of the stories are composites of several different people’s narratives in order to better illustrate a particular point. I also include some of my own stories about difficult people, inspired by the Dalai Lama, whose autobiography Freedom in Exile describes in factual terms what the Chinese did to Tibet and the Tibetan people.

I’ve had great fun locating relevant quotations to begin each section. I regret that some of them are politically incorrect with respect to gender. Once, at a workshop, after I had apologized for the male pronouns in some of the quotations, a woman sternly suggested to me that it was about time I replaced them!

I didn’t. What I did was to find as many relevant quotes from women as I could. I hope you are able to overlook the sexist language of writers such as William Shakespeare or Mark Twain and appreciate their pithy insights. There are no replacements for genius.

In the Notes section at the end of this book, I’ve indicated, whenever practical, where a particular idea originated. I’ve also provided suggestions for further reading.

While this is a book about relationships, it is also a book about spirituality. I find it very difficult to write about spiritual ideas without reference to a concept of God. For me, trying to write a book with a spiritual message that avoids references to a Supreme Reality is like trying to write a cookbook without references to food.

Still, I have made an effort to be sensitive to the varied notions of God that we all carry. In the course of my studies and teaching, I have met many people who carry a negative concept of God because of the way religion was taught to them in their early years. Pediatric religion, in my opinion, is the single biggest reason why New Age concepts of spirituality have for many supplanted traditional religious practices. Issues regarding God’s gender, which my dear friend Rabbi David Zeller likes to call “God below the belt,” also evoke many strong reactions.

In an attempt to avoid these negative reactions, I alternate the terms Universe and Holy One in this book with the term God. Holy One (in Hebrew, HaKadosh Baruch Hu) is my personal favorite among the many names of God in the liturgy of my own tradition, simultaneously conveying divinity and unity. Feel free to substitute your own terminology if you so desire.

As a final introductory comment, I feel the compulsion to answer an uncomfortable question I’ve been asked more than once: “Do you actually practice what you recommend?” I would love to say that I did. The reality is that I try and regularly fall short. What you are about to read represents the ideals I strive toward, based on the teachings of the great religious traditions. I take consolation in the thought that if we all at least tried, even if we regularly fell short, the world would be a little less difficult and a little more loving.



PART I
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UNDERSTANDING
THE
DIFFICULTIES
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CHAPTER 1

FRIENDS AND FAMILY, ENEMIES AND STRANGERS

Difficult People: There’s No Escaping Them


The Bible tells us to love our neighbors, and also to love our enemies; probably because they are generally the same people.

G. K. CHESTERTON



A coworker who persists in telling you every small detail of her lackluster life. A neighbor who responds to your third complaint about barking dogs by hanging up the phone. Cousins who boast about their new vacation home even after learning you’ve just been laid off and might have to face foreclosure.

Difficult people bedevil us. They sap our energy and distract us, causing us minor annoyance and major distress. We protest, complain, and struggle to cope—sometimes successfully, often uselessly. Many a psychotherapist has built a practice offering advice about how to deal with difficult people, because each of us grapples with at least one such boss, neighbor, or relative.

While the circumstances of interpersonal difficulties may differ, the theme is ever the same. People have been making other people miserable for thousands of years. The Bible is filled with stories of people who do terrible things to each other. Every time we deal with a difficult person, we face one of the dilemmas of being human.


When you are struggling with a difficult person, know that you are not alone. Many before you have faced similar struggles, and many share them with you now. Know also that you will face difficult people in the future. There’s no escaping them.



What Makes Someone Difficult?


Ninety-nine percent of the people in the world are fools and the rest of us are in great danger of contagion.

THORNTON WILDER



One of the fascinations of writing this book has been listening to the stories I’ve been told. People have shared the most outrageous, hilarious, and heartbreaking tales about what difficult people have done to them.

Marlene, who cleans houses, told me about the time her husband gave her entire wardrobe to Goodwill after she announced she was filing for divorce. Gerald, a journalist, spoke about a newspaper editor who was so despised by his staff that when he died they all came to the funeral just to make sure he was really dead. And John, an attorney, described how his new law partner took advantage of him by contriving an elaborate financial scam while he was on vacation. The resulting mess practically bankrupted him and left him legally entangled for years.

One newspaper story I ran across described a contest for the worst boss. The winner was a man who sent his secretary to the bar up the street at the close of work each day to scout for women he could hit on.

The people who do these things to us come in many different forms. Bullies use their power to intimidate. Backstabbers are pleasant in person but do terrible things in our absence. Know-it-alls are always right. Hotheads explode at the slightest provocation. The list of difficult types is almost endless, as are the many words, both colorful and unprintable, used to describe them.

A difficult person can be a stranger, a neighbor, a teacher, a member of the clergy, someone at work, a relative, or a spouse. One can have a brief but unpleasant encounter or live through a lifetime of woe.

Difficult people make us feel miserable. They refuse to give us our due, or they ridicule, ignore, or disappoint us, hurt our pride, take things from us, lie and deceive, mistreat and betray.

We love to talk about these people. We do it at the coffee shop, we do it in therapy, we do it on radio talk shows. Some of us call them names, others look for a sympathetic ear, and almost everyone wants advice.

We suffer mightily from them. We get depressed, we get angry, we give up. Some of us just stew in silence, others plot revenge, and once in a while we just scream in frustration.

But, no matter how different each circumstance may seem, all of them have one thing in common: Each time we have an encounter with a difficult person, we have an uncomfortable emotional reaction.

The definition of a difficult person is deceptively simple. A difficult person is anyone whose words or actions evoke unwanted and unpleasant emotions.


So, no matter who it is, and no matter what is being done to us, a difficult person is someone who causes us to feel things we’d rather not be feeling.



Why Do Some People Drive Us Crazy?


The art of being wise is the art of knowing what to overlook.

WILLIAM JAMES



Who we find difficult and who doesn’t bother us is different for each person. Suppose Sam dislikes people who talk during the movies. They bother him so much that he thinks they should be tied up with licorice whips and bombarded with stale popcorn and half-empty soft-drink cups. He’d like to see all movie blabbers taken into a dark room and “shushed” by a horde of uniformed ushers with bright flashlights until they take an oath never to talk during the movies again.

But people who talk during movies don’t bother Sallie one bit. When Sallie was in college, she would go to the movies on campus just to shout at the screen along with all the other students who were there for the same reason. She loves to listen to other people’s jaded comments. Movies just aren’t any fun unless someone behind her is making colorful remarks about the characters, the dialogue, or the plot.

In both cases, the others’ behaviors are identical, but Sam’s reaction and Sallie’s are at opposite ends of the spectrum. Could it be that difficult people exist in the eye (or ear) of the beholder?

Given this perspective, we can begin to understand why a person isn’t difficult just because of what he does. People are difficult, as our previous definition suggests, when we experience unpleasant emotions as a result of their behavior.

It is natural to focus on the apparent cause of our distress. But this is a distraction. Our real focus should be on ourselves. We need to look at our own feelings and our own responses to difficult people’s behaviors. We need to ask ourselves why we are reacting so strongly.


An important starting point for dealing with difficult people is to pay attention to what is going on inside us, not just to what the difficult person is doing.



Ways of Seeing


The world is as you are.

MAHARISHI MAHESH YOGI



We like to think that we see the world clearly. We are invested in believing that our view of reality is accurate. So when someone does something that we consider difficult, our interpretation of the situation becomes our truth.

If only it were that simple. In actuality, there are several truths. There is our truth, the truth of the person with whom we’re having the difficulties, and the truth of any witnesses or bystanders. Each has a different take on the situation, and each is convinced that his or her interpretation is the most accurate. The Japanese movie classic Rashomon, directed by Akira Kurosawa in 1950, explores this theme by showing a crime over and over again, each time from the perspective of one of the involved parties. And each story is radically different.

When we view our difficulties, our interpretations are based on how we feel at the moment. If we are tired, or angry, or suspicious, we will experience an interaction with a difficult person differently than when we’re feeling good. Our view of our difficulties is also based on our history. All of our life experience, all of our hurts and mistakes and previous encounters, affect the way we see things now.


When dealing with a difficult person, it is important that you be open to new ways of viewing the situation. If your current perceptions and assumptions about the difficulties were entirely accurate, you would probably have been able to solve your problem by now.



Why Do Relationships Have Difficulties?


The sword does not feel the wound.

PHILLIP PAUL HALLIE



A friend of mine once made an offhand comment that relationships were so complex she wondered how anyone managed to make them work. Indeed, those of us in the throes of painful relationship difficulties often despair at solutions. But we apparently haven’t given up all hope, or we wouldn’t pick up books like this one.

While there are many reasons that difficulties arise in our relationships, three are fundamental: insensitivity, inadequate communication, and lack of caring. If Barney doesn’t think about others, if he doesn’t know how others feel about what he does, and if he doesn’t care once he finds out, Barney is a good candidate for being difficult.

Words and actions are powerful; every time we say or do something to someone else we have an effect on that person. Ideally the effect is positive, creating a loving and uplifting feeling. On occasion, it is destructive and can be deeply hurtful. Most of the time, it’s somewhere in between.

Sensitivity is the capacity to anticipate and appreciate another’s feelings. If we are sensitive, we have a good “sense” of how our words and actions affect someone else. Sensitivity serves as an inner guide to action and speech. If we are insensitive, difficulties arise in our relationships, since we act and speak in ways that do not consider the other person’s reactions.

But being sensitive is not enough to prevent difficulties in relationships. Sensitivity has limits; it is always unconfirmed and never infallible. Jim might care about Joan, have the best intentions for her, and think he is anticipating her feelings and needs but still not be helpful. Joan is the only person who is in a position to decide whether Jim has in fact been helpful or hurtful.

Communication is vital; we must listen to and even ask for feedback from others so that we know how they actually feel about what we say and do. If we hurt someone inadvertently, and they don’t say ouch, we might do it again out of ignorance. If someone lets us know that they appreciate something we’ve done, then we know we’ve done the right thing and will do it again.

Of course, if someone says ouch and we ignore what we hear because we really don’t care, difficulties in the relationship can only escalate.

Because some of us can be insensitive, we sometimes do things without giving thought to their repercussions. Because many of us don’t speak up about how we feel or don’t ask how others feel, people continue to drive us crazy or we continue to drive them crazy. And because there are times when we just don’t care, difficulties persist; no one wants to be treated with indifference.


Overcoming our difficulties in relationships requires that we work on developing sensitivity, communication, and caring.



Everyone Is Difficult to Someone


I am firm. You are obstinate. He is a pig-headed fool.

KATHERINE WHITEHORN



Everyone is difficult to someone. Even you. If you are honest with yourself, you have to admit that at one time or another you’ve done something to drive someone crazy.

Most of us, most of the time, have absolutely no idea that we are doing so. But some of us are experts at it, and a few even take pleasure in it.

Yet no matter how annoying we are to others, we do not willingly accept being labeled as difficult. When we do something to annoy someone else, we’re not being difficult; we see it as justified.

“I had a bad day,” we assert. “I didn’t mean it,” we plead. “I didn’t do anything,” we maintain. “You deserved it,” we insist. “You made me do it,” we rationalize.

What’s really going on is a desire to preserve our self-image. It’s a lot easier to focus on another person’s behavior than it is to admit that we’re being difficult.

Admitting the effects of our own behaviors on others would mean identifying with the very behaviors we condemn. It would mean that we could no longer pretend that we were better than the person who was causing our pain. It would mean that difficult people weren’t that different from us; in fact, they are us.

To understand our encounters with difficult people, we eventually need to accept the fact that we are them.

A Spiritual Perspective


There is a plan to the universe. There is a high intelligence, maybe even a purpose, but it’s given to us on the installment plan.

ISAAC BASHEVIS SINGER



I began playing tennis several times a weeks after high school when I found a regular partner, the son of the local Methodist minister. Ted and I would walk to the public courts at Winnemac Park in Chicago, whack some balls around on the cracked asphalt surface, and head back to the parsonage where he lived. We’d listen to the latest rock music while his sisters practiced piano and sang very proper Christian music in rehearsal for the upcoming Sunday church service. I was treated warmly, almost as a Jewish curiosity.

As a tennis player, my forehand was adequate, my serve passable, and my backhand rickety. I enjoyed playing with Ted, but my strokes didn’t improve until a few years later, when I began to play against people who took the game more seriously. One opponent spotted my lame backhand and began to target all his shots to my left side. I was forced to improve my backhand. Another won because I was out of shape. He wore me out by making me run all over, skillfully scattering his returns around the court until my trotting eventually slowed to a fatigued totter. I worked on building my endurance, cursing his talent between increasingly labored breaths each time we played.

I liked playing with Ted because we were good friends, we had fun, and because it wasn’t very demanding. I was less fond of playing with my other partners, who turned something I enjoyed into hard work. I needed to remind myself that my game was improving under their pressure.

The same sort of pattern emerged in graduate school. I tended to like the classes taught by professors who were entertaining and not too demanding. Other classes, the ones with challenging topics and relentless workloads, were agonizing. One class in particular was notorious, taught by a professor who had no interest in real-world issues and a sadistic bent toward impossibly complex statistics. I was amused to read a reminiscence of his class in a recent alumni newsletter that compared the camaraderie among the students to the community spirit that tends to emerge during a natural disaster.

Yet looking back, I realize that I learned far more from the hard classes, and the learning stayed with me. For both tennis and school, there wasn’t much of an association between how things felt inside and what I ultimately learned.

I find it useful to think of the difficult people in my life as being like skilled tennis opponents or tough professors. I don’t like what they do, I don’t like how I feel, but I recognize that they provide me with an unmatched opportunity to improve myself, one that is available nowhere else.

The mistake I used to make, and the mistake that many of us continue to make, is to judge life by our subjective experience. If it feels good, if it makes us happy, if it doesn’t yank us out of our comfort zone, it’s good, and we pursue it. If it scares us, pushes us to the limit, angers us, or threatens our complacency, it’s bad, and we avoid it. Having such a mind-set can mislead us. Our minds may have a natural tendency to seek pleasant experiences, but that doesn’t mean we’re headed in a positive direction.

Having intense emotional reactions to difficult people is both normal and desirable—in fact, I would start to wonder about those who didn’t react this way. But having a negative emotional reaction doesn’t necessarily mean that something bad is happening to you. The two do not always go hand in hand.

Suppose you were able to escape your emotional dungeon and observe your difficult relationships with complete objectivity. You might realize that your nemesis was actually helping you to develop qualities that had been dormant, or getting you in touch with some previously frozen feelings, or enabling you to understand yourself in ways that were previously inaccessible. If you’ll permit me to stretch my tennis metaphor, difficult people help you to improve your interpersonal backhand, develop your emotional forehand, and strengthen your spiritual serve.

You have every right to grit your teeth, swear, yell, complain, and act as if you don’t believe any of this while you’re in the midst of a painful encounter with a difficult person. It took me a long time and lots of anguish before I came around to seeing my plight in this new and ultimately uplifting way. However, I confess to drawing heavily on my spiritual beliefs, and I can certainly appreciate that you may not share these beliefs.

But for the sake of further inquiry, let’s consider as a working assumption the possibility that truly difficult people don’t just randomly show up in our lives. Let’s suppose they are sent to us.

Difficult people, according to this viewpoint, are teachers who help us to develop in a fashion that can only take place when we are forced to face and surmount an unwelcome challenge. Difficult people impel us to rise to the occasion.

We are not on this earth just to have fun, although that is one of the bonuses of being human. We are here to develop our talents, refine our character, and contribute our utterly unique and divine essence toward the greater good. No one else can do what we are here to do.

The catch is that we can’t make our contribution to this cosmic scheme if we’re not ready. There are things we must learn; it is likely that we can’t learn at least some of them without a divine kick in the spiritual butt.

So, I ask you to give serious consideration to the possibility that the Universe delivers unto us the ideal foe, a person whose characteristics exactly correspond to the places within us that need learning and healing.

The suffering we endure may not make any sense to us at the time, but in retrospect, if we search within ourselves for meaning, we will eventually come to the realization that we have been transformed by the encounter in a necessary way.

It is not possible to prove this to you; I ask that you consider this way of viewing your relationships with an open mind and a receptive heart. As you learn more about this perspective in the course of reading this book, assess its value for yourself in your dealings with difficult people.

The great spiritual traditions all teach that we live in a meaningful, purposeful, and loving universe. Later in this book I’ll attempt to describe what these teachings have to say about the indispensable role of difficult relationships in our spiritual development.


It is helpful to consider the possibility that difficult people are sent to us to help our spiritual growth. Our



Explorations

TAKING INVENTORY







	Name and Age
	Write the person’s name or initials and approximate age.



	Male or Female
	List the difficult person’s gender.



	Work or Home
	Do you encounter this difficult person at work or in your personal life?



	How Often?
	How often does the person affect you? All the time, periodically, or occasionally?



	When?
	When are you affected by this difficult person? For example, does it happen randomly? After drinking? Only when you are tired? Hungry? When you are under stress? When the person ignores you? Criticizes you? When you have to work together and coordinate efforts?



	Your Feelings
	What is your emotional response to this person’s behavior? For example, are you angry? Do you feel bad about yourself? Do you feel taken advantage of? Do you think about revenge?



	Negative Traits
	What is it about the person that bothers you so much? For example, is the person conceited? Stubborn? Critical and judgmental? Selfish?
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