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Author’s Note

To protect confidentiality, the names and identifying details in the case histories reported within the book have been changed. Any resemblance to persons living or dead is purely coincidental. Anyone with a history of psychiatric disorder, or who feels emotionally unstable, or who is taking major tranquilizers or antidepressant medication, should not do the exercises in this book without first consulting a qualified mental-health professional.
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A Personal Challenge

In the middle of a nationwide promotional tour for one of my books in the fall of 1978, I received a long-distance call from my mother. She was crying as she said, “You’ve got to come home. Your father’s in the hospital. He’s having emergency surgery for cancer.”

I caught the next plane to New York. The thought that my father might die terrified me not only because of how much I loved him but because he and I had so much unfinished business to take care of. He had always been my father, but I felt that I barely knew him as a person. I was filled with guilt that on some level it was my fault he had developed cancer; that if I had not stayed away from my parents so much, maybe I could have done more for him.

Up until that phone call, I had thought that I had my relationship with my parents “handled.” Living more than three thousand miles away from them, I would join my mother and father for an occasional lunch or dinner when a lecture, book tour or business matter brought me back to New York. I would make sure to limit the reunions to an hour or two. By holding a tight lid on my conflicting feelings for my parents, I had always managed to avoid a direct confrontation during our strained conversations. While hardly enjoying the visits or our routine once-a-week phone calls, all of us nevertheless kept up the appearance of a caring family.

For most of my life, I had thought of my father as a victim and had felt sorry for the many frustrations he suffered. He often complained that his work didn’t satisfy or adequately reward him. At home, most of the time my parents either argued or kept a hostile silence; the tension was such that I remember thinking as a child, “God, just let me survive now and I’ll heal later.” While I loved my father, I also resented him for never breaking out of his rut. After struggling for his entire life, he had reached the age of sixty-five to face a hopeless decision—work until he dropped dead or retire to spend twenty-four hours a day with my mother.

On the plane during the flight to New York to my father’s hospital bed, I sensed that you don’t get to heaven alone—you take your family with you. I realized that I had the opportunity to make this visit different from all the others. Even though I knew I could try to fake my way through it by bringing my father flowers while still holding all my feelings inside, I made up my mind that I was going to reestablish closeness with each of my parents. Keeping them at arm’s length was no longer what I wanted. After years of resenting my obligatory reunions with my parents and blaming them for how unenjoyable it all was, this time I would make myself responsible for what I got out of the visit. I had never before viewed my training in medical school, psychiatry and human-potential seminars as a vehicle for relating to my own parents, yet it was clear that God or nature was saying, “O.K., Bloomfield, let’s see how much you’ve really learned.”

The Two-hundredth Hug

My father’s skin was jaundiced as he lay hooked up to monitors and intravenous tubes in the intensive care unit of the hospital. Normally a well-built man, he had lost more than thirty pounds.

My father’s illness had been diagnosed as cancer of the pancreas, one of the most malignant forms of the disease. The doctors were doing what they could but told us that he had only three to six months to live. Cancer of the pancreas does not lend itself to radiation therapy or chemotherapy, so they could offer little hope.

A few days later, when my father was sitting up in bed, I approached him and said, “Dad, I really feel for what’s happened to you. It’s helped me to look at the ways I’ve kept my distance and to feel how much I really love you.” I leaned over and started to give him a hug, but his shoulders and arms tensed up.

“C’mon, Dad, I really want to give you a hug.”

For a moment he looked shocked. Showing affection was not our usual way of relating. I asked him to sit up some more so I could get my arms around him. Then I tried again. This time, however, he was even more tense. I could feel the resentment starting to build inside me, and I was almost ready to say something like “I don’t need this. If you want to leave me with the same coldness as always, go right ahead.”

For years I had used every instance of my father’s resistance and rigidness to blame him, to resent him and to say to myself, “See, he doesn’t care.” This time, however, I thought again and realized the hug was for my benefit as well as my father’s. I wanted to express how much I cared for him no matter how hard it was for him to let me in. My father had always been very Germanic and duty-oriented; in his childhood his parents must have taught him how to shut off his feelings in order to be a man.

Letting go of my long-held desire to blame him for our distance, I was actually looking forward to the challenge of giving him more love. I said, “C’mon, Dad, put your arms around me.”

I leaned up close to him at the edge of the bed with his arms around me. “Now squeeze. That’s it. Now again, squeeze. Very good!”

In a sense I was showing my father how to hug, and as he squeezed, something happened. For an instant, a feeling of “I love you” sneaked through. Where for years our greeting had been a cold and formal handshake that said “Hi, how are you?” now both he and I waited for that momentary closeness to happen again. Yet just at the moment when he would begin to enjoy the feelings of love, something would tighten in his upper torso and our hug would become awkward and strange. It took months before his rigidness gave way and he was able to let the emotions inside him pass through his arms to encircle me.

It was up to me to be the source of many, many hugs before my father initiated a hug on his own. I was not blaming him; after all, he was changing the habits of an entire lifetime—and that takes time. I knew we were succeeding because more and more we were relating out of care and affection. Around the two-hundredth hug, he spontaneously said out loud, for the first time I could ever recall, “I love you.”

A Time for Healing

My father’s cancer became an opportunity for growth and change within my family. I found myself practicing the compassion and understanding I had been teaching my patients. With my assistance, my mother and father began to work out some of the buried resentments and emotional distance that had long accumulated between them. My older sister and I joined them in family meetings during which we were able to share our feelings more honestly and lovingly than ever before.

Ever since I had studied to become a teacher of Transcendental Meditation (TM), my father had dismissed my strong interest in meditation as “weird” and “impractical.” Now, as though he had suddenly heard my point of view for the first time, he enrolled in the basic TM course and was soon meditating twice a day. I also taught him the visualization technique prescribed by Dr. Simonton,* during which my father would picture his white cells going to and gobbling up the cancer cells, apparently mobilizing his body’s defenses against the disease. In addition to the stress reduction and visualization techniques, my father began to improve his condition through diet, physical exercise and planning trips with my mother.

The healing and growth in my family meant that each of us released a whole backlog of resentments, suppressed anger and love. As a result, my father no longer remained stuck in the role of victim or martyr. Instead of blaming his cancer on my mother by saying, as had been his custom, “You did it to me … it’s your fault,” he powerfully regained his will to live. He and my mother began to enjoy life more than they had in years.

When my parents came to my home near San Diego for three incredible weeks with my wife-to-be, Sirah, and me, I felt that my father was my oldest and dearest friend. Sirah and I were giving him lots of love and he was responding with lots of love for her and me. The tension was gone; our time together was very loving and close. We each knew it would be his last time at my home, yet we felt a sense of tremendous gratitude. The doctors had predicted three to six months; my father had survived the cancer for over four high-quality years.

One night after we took my parents out for dinner, my father sat in my hot tub as I massaged his neck and shoulders. With the attention I gave his muscles, he was absolutely melting. We no longer had our defenses up toward each other and for a time we both had the sense that we were one.

My parents, Sirah and I had finally become the close-knit family we had always pretended to be. After we celebrated a very special Father’s Day, my parents went back to New York, where my father died a few weeks later. His life complete, his relationships with his wife and children having come full circle, he died in a state of grace.

Those four years of peace with my parents made a tremendous difference in my life. Seeing the two of them having a good relationship freed me to stop perceiving marriage as a prison. With a new and exciting model of love and commitment in my mind, I was able to break through my fears of and resistance to marriage. From healing my resentments and sharing more love with my parents, I also gained inner peace.

The Price We Pay

If I had never found out what it was like to really feel my parents’ love, I would have missed a tremendous opportunity. I decided to write Making Peace with Your Parents because I understood the harmful price we each pay by having an incomplete and strained relationship with our parents. No matter how we try to rationalize our distance and resentments, or think that we have the relationship “handled,” there are emotional wounds and even health burdens that we suffer from the unfinished business with our parents.

For the longest time, I thought that keeping up my defenses was the only way to relate to my parents. When they would offer unsolicited advice during our phone conversations, I would simply pretend to listen. When I visited them, I told myself that all I could hope for was to make the best of a difficult situation. Even though I functioned as a competent adult in other areas of my life, when I encountered my mother and father I still had the point of view of a helpless and victimized child. I treated the relationship as their responsibility, not mine.

Underneath the protective armor I wore whenever I faced my parents, there were conflicting feelings tugging at me. I loved my parents and at the same time couldn’t stand them. I felt guilty while I dreaded that I might become like them or that my love relationships would remind me of their embittered marriage.

The worst part was our inability to communicate. We pretended we were devoted to one another, yet we could not show or feel that emotion because of hidden resentments. It was unacceptable to express anger in my family and much too risky to be affectionate or loving. All those years the love between us was unspoken and often unnoticed. Then my father got cancer and it was almost too late.

As a psychiatrist and the co-director of a health center, I see countless instances in which people have emotional, relationship, career and even physical problems in their day-to-day lives that can be understood and alleviated only by tracing back more deeply to their unresolved conflicts with their parents. Many of the here-and-now conflicts people have with their spouses, lovers, ex-lovers, bosses, partners or children are in part emotional reenactments of suppressed feelings stored from incidents that happened when they were children. The same unresolved conflicts they had with their parents always seem to “mysteriously” reappear to affect their adult relationships.

For instance, Karl is a patient of mine who came to our clinic complaining of severe backaches. Sometimes he would be flat on his back for a week after his muscles went into spasm. Even though Karl had not spoken to his father in more than ten years, we quickly discovered that his angry outbursts directed toward his wife, teenage sons and boss could be traced back to unresolved feelings of anger and frustration that he never expressed to his harsh disciplinarian father. The deep resentments Karl had been harboring for years contributed to both the physical and interpersonal conflicts he was having.

In a similar fashion, Deborah came to the clinic to work out her problems with men. She complained that “I always find I am attracted to the kind of guys I can’t trust.” Divorced once and the mother of a ten-year-old daughter, Deborah wanted to find out how to break her pattern of short-lived, frustrating relationships.

When I asked her what her parents’ relationship was like, Deborah described how her mother, an intelligent woman who had dropped out of a top college to get married, sacrificed herself for a man who “never lived up to his potential.” When Deborah first began to go out with boys in high school, her mother warned her, “Don’t settle for someone like your father.” Now Deborah realized how much the conflict between her mother and father was still affecting her relationships with men.

Regardless of status or income, no one seems to be immune to the complex and harmful effects of an unresolved conflict with one’s parents. One of my closest friends is a well-known forty-eight-year-old physician who lives in Minnesota. Hard-working, innovative, fun-loving and a family man with a wife and four grown children, he has always impressed me with his vitality. Yet the last time he visited me, when we were showering after a game of basketball, I noticed a huge outbreak of eczema (an irritating skin ailment) all over his back and shoulders.

I asked my friend, “How did you get that?”

Somewhat embarrassed, he laughed and said, “My mother just came to visit for two weeks. I get this same flare-up every time she comes to Minneapolis.”

In spite of his seeming to “have it all together,” this eminent physician had broken out in an irritating rash, apparently from unresolved tensions with his mother. When I told him about Making Peace with Your Parents, he smiled and said, “I’ll take two copies and call you in the morning!”

Then his expression became serious, as he admitted, “It’s funny about parents. I’ve been trying to ignore my mixed feelings about my mother for years.” Pointing to the eczema sores on his back, he added, “But it’s hard to ignore this kind of physical reaction.”

Why Wait?

You do not have to wait for a crisis in which you are sick or one of your parents is dying to make peace with your mother and father. There are compelling reasons to start right now. Whether you are twelve or eighty-two, you may be carrying around many of the pressures and unresolved conflicts of that most fundamental relationship, the one you have (or had) with your parents. These heavily charged, suppressed emotions play an important role in determining your day-to-day health and happiness.

In order to assess the extent to which you can benefit from Making Peace with Your Parents, consider the following questions:


1. Are you free of regrets and resentments from your childhood?

2. Do you feel relaxed and at your best when you get together with your parents?

3. Are you able to recognize when you are angry in the present as a result of a resentment or unresolved hurt from your childhood?

4. Can you trust your parents and confide in them?

5. Do you enjoy phone calls with your parents?

6. Are you confident about your ability and desire to be a good parent?

7. Are you able to forgive your parents without trying to change them?

8. Do you feel comfortable taking care of your aging parent(s)?

9. Can you accept the reality of a parent dying?

10. Are you glad you had the parents you did?

11. Do you feel loved and accepted by your parents?

12. Have you come to grips with your mixed feelings about your parents’ divorce?

13. Have you completed your resentments and regrets toward your parent who is no longer living?



For each time you were unable to give a quick and honest “Yes” response, there will be a portion of Making Peace with Your Parents to assist you. The book includes both the psychological insights and the practical strategies to help you understand your relationship with your parents, defuse the painful emotions you carry inside and rebuild a healthy relationship with your mother and father.

In addition to helping you make peace with your parents, the insights and exercises in this book address a number of other critical issues that are indirectly affected by your relationship with your parents. Having conflicting and unresolved feelings about them can affect your moment-to-moment health and well-being, your satisfaction with your career, work and leisure time, and your most significant emotional relationships. Every day of the year marriages and loving relationships break up in part because one or both partners are plagued by unresolved hurts and conflicts from their earlier relationships with their parents. As we have seen, running battles with ex-lovers, in-laws, bosses, children, relatives and friends tend to be emotional replays of earlier parental conflicts.

To begin to comprehend the extent to which your relationship with your parents affects your daily life and peace of mind, give an honest answer to each of the following:


1. Do you feel free of the expectations and obligations of others?

2. Can you make a mistake without excessive self-criticism?

3. Are you able to express anger effectively without turning it inward or reacting with blind rage?

4. Are you good at both nurturing yourself emotionally and supporting yourself materially?

5. Are you comfortable with your sexuality?

6. Do you work well with bosses, teachers, landlords and other authority figures?

7. Are you free from paralyzing fears of rejection, disapproval or abandonment?

8. Have you overcome your fears of being trapped by a committed love relationship or marriage?

9. Are you free from excessive striving and unrealistic expectations that make you a slave to your work?

10. Are you good at setting limits for people who impose upon you?

11. Do you and your spouse or lover work through your arguments without blaming or holding on to resentments?

12. Do you appreciate and love yourself fully?

13. Do you feel fulfilled by your current home environment and family life?

14. Do you enjoy being responsible for your own happiness, emotions and the quality of your life?



What to Expect

Making Peace with Your Parents is not an overnight cure-all. It is a compilation of the experiences and insights of patients and workshop participants over the past eleven years. Combining my own experiences in my family with the research of my colleagues, the case histories of my patients, the literature in the field, and recent breakthroughs in psychiatry, I have developed a series of easy-to-follow exercises and personal growth skills that you can use effectively whether your parents are alive or have died. Each of us carries inside the emotional memories from his or her childhood. This book will help you learn to rediscover your personal power to master those complex emotions and to create an adult life as loving, joyful and fulfilling as you desire.

The process of making peace with your parents will take persistence and creativity for maximum success. The cases and personal accounts within the book serve as realistic examples of the variety of ways patients have used these techniques, resulting in differing rates of personal growth and change. While names have been disguised to preserve confidentiality, these examples are typical of the rapidity with which change can occur if the intention is there. Many thousands of people have already made enormous strides in improving their health, happiness and love relationships using these insights and skills.

The key to personal growth is not only awareness but behavior change. As you read the discussions and exercises and put them into practice, you can expect to gain the following:


—A far more extensive understanding of the relationship you had with your parents in your childhood and adolescence. That includes problems and conflicts as well as deep feelings of love you may have long ago suppressed.

—The ability to heal your hidden resentments and emotional hurts. These exercises will help prevent past upsets from “mysteriously” reappearing in your current relationships.

—The understanding and insight necessary to forgive your parents and learn to enjoy them exactly the way they are. This does not mean forgetting or stuffing away your feelings. Rather, you will be shown how to work through your anger successfully and get beyond your judgments and expectations in order to rediscover your ability to love and be loved by your parents.

—Effective communication skills to help you break out of the frustrating rut you and your parents have fallen into. Learning to express anger and love effectively and constructively will help you not only with your parents but with all of your relationships.

—Special insights and techniques to deal with “difficult” parents, including those who are martyrs, dictators or unavailable. There will be a host of useful examples from patients who not only survived but grew from working through their differences within the most critical, neurotic or threatening family situations.

—A greater understanding of the ways in which you may have held back your sexual expression and joy as a result of your upbringing. You will be given effective skills for unraveling the complex double messages about sexuality that parents give to their children, as well as techniques for throwing off parental inhibitions and increasing your sexual fulfillment.

—An awareness of the ways in which marital conflicts are often related to unresolved issues with your parents. There will be techniques to help you eliminate fears of intimacy and negative family patterns you may be bringing into your love relationships.

—Ways to deal effectively with the death of a parent. Losing a parent can be devastating and yet may signify a period of profound growth and maturation. You will discover how dealing with your parent’s death can lead from crisis to personal breakthrough.

—Self-parenting skills through which you can become a more nurturing and loving person for yourself and your children. Problems with our children are often related to problems we had with our parents. Specific strategies will help you become more of the mother or father you wanted to be.



To make peace with your parents, you may have to give up a lot. You may have to give up your resentments, your anger, your annoyance, your desire to punish and your need to blame. You may have to give up resisting your parents and be prepared even for times when it appears that they win and you lose. You may have to learn to admire and respect a parent for whom you may now feel a degree of contempt or hate. Indeed, you may need to learn to accept your parents exactly the way they are rather than the way you think they should be.

Why bother, or who cares, you might say? It is not primarily for your parents, but for you. Your peace of mind, your love and work relationships, and your moment-to-moment aliveness may be at stake. The means for making a shift in your relationship with your parents—and primarily in yourself—are now available to you. Making peace with your parents is a personal challenge that will bring you enormous and lasting satisfaction.


*For more on visualization as an adjunct to cancer therapy, see Carl Simonton et al., Getting Well Again: A Step-by-Step Self-Help Guide to Overcoming Cancer for Patients and Their Families (Los Angeles: Tarcher, 1978).
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From Resentment to Forgiveness

As a psychiatrist and personal-growth seminar leader, I have heard thousands of accounts of bitter conflicts between individuals and their parents. Yet in every instance, underneath the anger and resentment, one central truth is clear: We each have a deep desire to love and be loved by our parents. We want to let go of the anger, hostility and bitterness that keep us separate and unable to communicate.

In order to clean up your relationship with your real-life parents, however, you must first make peace with your inner parents—the internalized messages, feelings and conflicts you carry around inside your head. Your mind is a storehouse for the painful memories and hidden resentments from your childhood—the things your parents did that deeply hurt you or made you feel that your physical or psychological survival was threatened. Until you begin to work through that emotional backlog of accumulated resentments, a satisfying and harmonious relationship with your mother and father is almost impossible. Instead of permitting you to love and enjoy your parents, the hidden resentments will force you to find every opportunity to feel victimized by their actions, to blame them and to repeatedly act out the old negative patterns that you resent. No matter how noble your intentions to love and be loved by your parents, the resentments you harbor will sooner or later get in the way.

How often have you said or felt one of the following about your parents?


“I try to be nice, but they do things just to upset me.”

“They’re completely set in their ways. I can’t talk to them.”

“Sure I love them, but at the same time they drive me crazy.”

“They just can’t accept that I’m different from who they thought I would be.”

“All they want to talk about is the past, and they never stop reminding me about things I would rather forget.”



Notice that each of these attitudes implies that the conflict with your parents is primarily their fault, their responsibility. It is as though you are a helpless victim waiting for them to change or apologize. Don’t hold your breath! For as long as you wait for them to make the first move, you will continue to be plagued by the hidden resentments you carry inside. This is especially true for those whose parents have died. No matter how much you may want to believe that you no longer have to deal with a departed parent, the fact remains that your feelings for that parent are very much alive in your mind.

Hidden Resentments

A resentment is a feeling of hurt or anger because someone threatens your survival. By survival, I mean not just your physical existence but the emotional “survival” of your self-conception: your opinions, your feelings or the things you identify with your self. During your childhood there were times when your parents, for whatever reasons, made you feel belittled, ignored, abandoned, manipulated or in other ways psychologically attacked. We each have a backlog of these painful memories that restrict us and reduce our vitality. The question is what to do with them.

Unfortunately, resentments toward parents are never safely tucked away in the past. They are like tiny emotional abscesses—pockets of venomous feelings that never disappear. Most of the time your mind is oblivious to past resentments. Yet every once in a while the process that Freud described as “repression” breaks down. You might have a frightening or hostile dream. You might have an argument that arouses suppressed feelings of anger toward one or both of your parents. You might find that when you are ill and need others to care for you, old resentments and fears will suddenly reemerge. While the childhood incident with your parents may itself remain hidden in your subconscious, the associated venomous feeling will once again be experienced.

Since people and situations in your current life will in certain ways resemble people and situations from your past, you can expect that stressful memories will be continually reactivated. Whether these resemblances to your parents are accurate or not, past resentments can subconsciously exert total command over your present feelings, thoughts, attitudes and behavior. The psychological truth is that holding on to our past resentments toward parents robs us of our current peace of mind and our ability to experience satisfaction in our here-and-now relationships.

When your spouse or lover says something minor that happens to remind you of your parents’ nagging, your angry and blame-filled emotional reaction surprises you with its intensity. When your boss or partner acts authoritatively, old resentments toward your parents can cause you to lash out inappropriately. When your children or someone else’s children demand things you never got as a child, your resentments can inhibit your desire to willingly nurture their needs.

These hidden resentments have the power to make your life miserable and often do not disappear on their own. Every time past resentments get reactivated in the present, your mind and body are subjected to harmful physical and emotional symptoms of stress. Your thinking will be clouded, your muscles may become tense, your heart may race and your blood pressure may rise. While you will probably assume that your anxious feelings are directly caused by the current incident, in fact the stress-filled reaction relates back to unresolved conflicts with your parents.

This chapter will show you a number of successful techniques for making peace with your inner parents. As a result, you will be better able to understand and deal effectively with your feelings toward your actual parents (whether they are alive or not). In addition to healing your relationship with your mother and father, the chapter will show you how to stop taking out your parental resentments on your spouse or lover, boss or partner, children or siblings, as well as on yourself.

Sources of Hidden Resentments

Hurt feelings and unresolved conflicts can get “stuffed” into your subconscious for many years. As far as you can tell, they have disappeared; you may rarely, if ever, be aware of painful incidents or feelings from your childhood affecting your day-to-day experience. Eventually, however, the chronic stress of unresolved emotional hurts can contribute to serious health problems (such as cancer, ulcers, hypertension and heart disease), career and job conflicts, marital problems and reduced vitality.

You can assume that hidden resentments may be festering inside if you


—Feel like getting back at or telling off your boss.

—Sometimes lose your temper over a small matter and say things you later wish you hadn’t said.

—Get bogged down in frequent fights, disagreements, struggles for control and feelings of distrust with your spouse or lover.

—Feel left out, overlooked, unappreciated or taken for granted at home or at work.

—Suffer from frequent headaches, neck aches, backaches, stomach aches or other bodily aches and pains.

—Have a weight problem or go on eating binges when you are emotionally upset.

—Dread having to call, write or visit your parents.

—Still compare yourself and compete with one of your brothers or sisters.

—Poke fun at or make spiteful comments about those you love.

—Frequently feel disappointed by or bitter about your family, work, the world, life, God, other people.

—Feel your parents never showed their love for you.

—Try to make others feel sorry for you.

—Feel like you are frequently holding back anger from your spouse, lover, family, friends or children.

—Feel restricted in expressing your love for your spouse and family.



Taking the Next Step

Once you become aware that









The Benefits of Forgiveness






What You Resist Persists




























Suppressed Love



Healing Your Resentments





1. MAKING A LIST



























2. VISUALIZING YOUR PARENT











3. WRITING THE LETTER

















4. FEELING SUPPORT





5. OVERCOMING YOUR RESISTANCE TO FORGIVENESS








	Dear Mom:


	 



	I forgive you.
	No I don’t. Not really.



	I forgive you.
	But I’m still afraid of you.



	I forgive you.
	Except when you try to manipulate me.



	I forgive you.
	Only because you make me feel guilty.



	I forgive you.
	I’d like to, anyway.



	I forgive you.
	It’s not easy after your phone calls.



	I forgive you.
	But I wish you could see me for who I am and not who you want me to be. If you weren’t trying to live through me I could relax more around you.



	I forgive you.
	Maybe. I don’t know.



	I forgive you.
	This feels strange. Almost numb.



	I forgive you.
	This is taking too long.



	I forgive you.
	I wish you’d just know that I love you.



	I forgive you.
	I care, but it’s hard to show you.



	I forgive you.
	If only I could be sure I was safe to be myself around you.



	I forgive you.
	[nothing]



	I forgive you.
	[nothing]



	I forgive you.
	[nothing]





Breaking Through














It’s Never Too Late
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