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the first love letrer i ever wrote was sent to you. just
as this book was written 1o talk o vou. anthony—
vou -have been oy omost incimate liseencr. | will love

you always,

in the song of solomon there 15 this passage that reads:
“i found him whom my soul loves. § held him and
would ot ler him go.” o holdisg on, 1o knowing
again that moment of raprure, of recognition where
we can face one another as we really are, stripped of

artifice and precense, naked and not ashamed.
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Preface

HEN 1 was achild, it was clear 1o me thar life
was not worth living of we did nor know love, T wish |
contled resrify thar | came o this awarcness because of the
v | fiele inomw Difes Baar ie was love's absence thar ler me
know how much love martered. | was my tather’s first
danghrer. Ar the moment ot my birgh, | was looked upon
with loving kindness, cherished and made 1o feel wanted
on this earth and in my home, To chis day | canniot re-
member when thar feelimg of being loved lefr me, 1 just
know thar one dav | was no longer preciows: Those who
had initially loved me well urned awav. The absence ot
thetr recogniton and regard pierced my heart and leklr me
with a teeling of brokenhearredness so protound | was
spedlbound,

Cirtel amd sadpess overwhelmed mie, | did nor know

what [ had done wrong. And nothing [ reed made ie rghe,
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Mo other connection healed the huet of thar frst aban-
donment, that first banishment from love's paradise. For
years [ lived my life suspended, trapped by the past, un-
able to move into the furure. Like every wounded child 1
just wanted o turn back nme and be in chat paradise
again, in that moment of remembered rapture where 1 felt
loved, where [ felt a sense of belonging.

We can never go back. 1 know that now., We can go
torward, We can find the love our hearts long tor, but not
uncil we let go grief about the love we lost long ago, when
we were little and had no voice to speak the heart's long-
mg. All the years of my life T thought | was searching for
leve | found, retrospectively, to be years where | was sim-
ply trying to recover what had been lost, to returmn to the
tirst home, to get back the rapoure of first love. T was not
really ready to love or be loved in the present, T was sall
mourning—chingmg to the broken heart of girlhood, 1o
broken conmections, When that mourning ceased | was
ahle to love again.

I awakened from my trance state and was stunned to
find the world | was living in, the world of the present,
was oo longer a wiorld open to love. And 1 noticed that
all around me 1 heard testimony that lovelessness had be-
come the order of the day, T feel our nation’s tarning away
from love as intensely as | felt love's abandoament in my
girlhood, Turning away we risk moving into a wilderness
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of spirit 50 intense we mav never find our way home again.
1 write: of love to bear winess both o the danger in this
movement, and to call for a return 1o love. Redeemed and
restored, love returng us 1o the promise of everlasting life.
When we love we can ler our hearrs speak.



Introduction

GRACE:
TOUCHED BY LOVE

Ir is possible ro speak with our heare directly. Most
ancient cultures know this, We can actually converse
with our hearr as if it were a good friend. In modern
life we have become sobusy with our datly atfairs and
thoughts that we have lost this essenrial arr of raking
tme to converse with our heart.

—JACE KORENFIELD



5 My EITCHEN wall hang tour snapshots.of

gratfit are | frst saw on construction walls as | walked o
my teaching job at Yale University vears ago. The decla-
ration, “The search for love contimues even in the face of
great odds,” was painted in bright colors. At the time,
recently separated from s partner of almost Hfteen yeass,
I was ofeen overwhelmed by grief so profound it seemed
as though an immense sea of pain was washing my heart
and sool away. Overcome by sensanons of being pulled
underwater, drowning, 1 was constantly searching for an-
chors to keep me afloar, to pull me back safely 1o rhe
shore, The declaration on the conseruction walls with ies
childlike drawing of unidentifiable ammals always lifred
my spirits. Whenever | passed this site, the affirmarion of
love’s possibility sprawling across the block gave me hope.
Signed wirth rhe fArst name of local ammst, these works
spoke to my heart, Reading them | fele cereain the arrist
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was undergoing a crisis in his life, either already controne-
ing loss or facing the possibility of loss. In my head 1 en-
gaged in imagimary conversations aboor the meaning of
lsve with him. | tald him how his playful grafhn art an-
chored me and helped restore my faich in love, | talked
abour the way this declaranon with its promise of a love
waiting o be found, a love | could sull hope for, lifred
me out of the abyss | had fallen into. My grief was a
heavy, despairmg sadness caused by parting from a com-
panion of many vears but, more important, it was a de-
spair rooted i the fear that love did not exist, could not
be found. And even if it were lurking somewhere, | might
never know 1t in my liferime. It had become hard for me
to continue to believe in love™s promise when everywhere
I turned the enchantment of power or the terror of fear
overshadowed the will to love,

One day on my way to work, looking forward ro the
day's meditation on love thae the sight of the grathn art
engendered, | was stunned to find thar the construction
company had painted over the picture with & white paint
so plaringly bright it was: possible o see fainr rraces of
the original art underneach, Upser that whar had now be-
come a ritual affirmation of love's grace was no longer
there to welcome me, | told everyone of my disappaint-
ment, Finally someone passed on the rumor thar the graf-
fiet art had been whitewashed because the words were o
reference 1o individuals: living with HIV and chat the
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artist might be gay. Perhaps. e s ust as likely thar the
men whao splashed paint on the wall were threatened by
this public confessing of a longing for love—a longing so
meense it could not only be spoken bur was deliberately
seatched for.

Afrer much searching | located che artist and talked wirk
him face-to-face abour the meaning of leve. We spoke
abour the way public art can be a vehicle for the sharing
of life-athirming thoughts. And we both expressed our
grief and anmoyance thar the conseruction company had
s callously covered up a powerful message abour love.
To rermird me of the construcrion walls, e gave me snap-
shots of the grafhn are. From the time we met, everywhere
I have lived 1 have placed these snapshows above my
kitchen sink. Every day, when I drink water or rake a dish
trom the cupboard, T stand before this reminder thar we
vearn for love—that we seek it—even when we lack hope
that it really can be found.

THERE ARE NoOT many public discussions of love In
our culture nght now, Ar best, popular cultire is the one
domain mn which our longing for love &5 talked about.
Maovies, music, magazines, and books are the place where
we turn to hear our yearnings for love expressed, Yet the
talk is not the life-affirming discourse of the smxties and
sevenries, which urged us to believe “All vou need 15 love.™
Nowadays the most popular messages are those thar de-

E L
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clare the meaningless of love, it irrelevance. A glaring ex-
ample of this cultural shift was the eremendous popularity
of Tma Turner's song wich the dtle boldly declaring,
“What's Love Got to Do with Tt.™ | was saddened and
appalled when | inerviewed a well-known female rapper
at least owenty years my junior who, when asked about
lowve, responded with biting sarcasm, “Love, what's that—
I have never had any love in my life,”

Youth culture today 15 cynical abour love. And that cyn-
icism has come from their pervasive feeling thar love can-
not be found, Expressing this concern in When All You've
Ever Wanted Isn't Enough, Harold Kushner writes: “] am
afraid that we may be raising a generanon of young peo-
ple who will grow up afraid to love, atraid w give them-
seives complerely to another person, because thev wil
have seen how much it hurts o take the risk of leving and
have it nor work out. [ am afraid that they will grow up
looking for intmacy withour risk, for pleasure without
significant emotienal investment, They will be so fearful
of the pamn of disappointment thar chey will forgo the pos-
sthilities of love and joy.” Young people are cynical about
love. Ultmarely, cynicism is the grear mask of the disap-
pointed and betrayed hearr.

When | travel around the nanon giving lectures abour
ending racism and sexism, audiences, especially voung lis-
teners, become agitated when [ speak about the place of

LT
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love in any movemnent for social justice, indeed, all the
great movements for social justice in our society have
srrongly emphasized a love éthic. Yer voung histeners re-
mait reluctant to embrace the idea of love as a trans-
formative force. To them, love s for the maive, the weak,
the hopelessly romantic, Their attitude i mirrored in
the grown-ups they turn o for explanations. As spokes-
person for a disillusionsd generation, Elizaberh Wurtzel
asserts i Brtch: T Prasse of Difficult Women: “None of
us are gerring berrer at loving: we are getting more scared
of it. We were not given good skills to begin with, and
the choices we make have tended only 1o reinforce our
sense that it 15 hopeless and useless." Her words echo all
that | hear an older generation sav abour love.

When | ralked of love with my generanon, 1 found it
made everyone nervous or scared, especially when | spoke
abour not feeling loved enough. On several occasions as |
talked about love with friends, | was rold 1 should con-
sider seeing a rtherapist. | understood rhar a few friends
were simply weary of my bringing up the topic of love
and felc thar if 1 saw a therapist it would give them a
break. Bur most folks were just frightened of what might
be revealed in any explorarion of the meaning of love in
our lives,

Yet whenever a single woman over forty brings up the
topic of love, again and again the assumption, rooted in
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sexist thinking, is that she is “desperate” tor a man. No
one thinks she 15 simply passionately intellectually inter-
ested in the subject matter. Ne one thinks she is rigorously
engaged i a philosophical undertaking wherein she s en-
deavoring 1o understand the metaphysical meaning of love
in everyday life. No, she 18 just seen as on the road o
“fatal artraction.”

Disappointment and a pervasive feeling of brokenheart-
edness led me o begin thinking mere deeply abour rhe
meaning of love mn our culture, My longing 1o find love
did not make me lose my sense of reason or perspective;
it pave me the incentive to think more, to talk abour love,
and o study popular and more serious wrrning on the sub-
ject. As | pored over nonhcrion books on the subject of
love, | was surprised to find that the vast majority of the
“revered” books, ones used as reference works and even
those popular as self-help books, have been written by
men. All my life | have thoughe of love as primanily a wopic
women contemplate with grearer intensity and vigor than
anybody else on the planer. 1 sull hold this belief even
though visionary temale thinking on the subject has ver 1o
be taken as seriously as the thooghes and writings of men.
Men theorize about love, but women are more often love's
practitioners. Most men feel that they receive love and
theretore know whar ir feels like to be loved; women often
feel we are in a constant state of yearning, wanting love
but not receiving it
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In philosopher Jacob Needleman’s primer A Lifttle Bank
Abont Love, virtually all the: major narratives of love he
comments an are written by men, His hst of significant
references doesn't include books written by women,
Throughour my gradaaee school rrainmg for a doctorare
in licerature, | can recall only one woman poet being
extolled as a high priestess of love—Elizabeth Barrerr
Browning. She was, however, considered 2 minor poer,
Yet even the most nonlitecary student among s knew the
opening line of her most well-known sonnet: “How do |
love thee? Let me count the ways,” This was in pre-
terninist days. In the wake of the contemporary feminist
maovement, the Greek poet Sappho has now become en-
shrined as another love goddess.

Back then, in every creative writing course the poets
dedicated to the love poem were always male, Indeed, the
partmer | left abter many years hest courted me wath o love
poem. He had always been emotionally unavailable and
not ar all interested in love as either a topic for discussion
or a daily life practice, bt he was absolurely conhdent
that he had something meaningful to say on the subject,
I, on the other hand, thought all my grown-up artempts
to write love poems were mushy and parhesic, Words
tailed me when I tried to write about bove, My thooghts
seemed sentimental, silly, and superhcial. When wronng
poetry in my girlhood, 1 had felt the same confidence |
would come 1o see in my adulr life-only in male wrirers.

XKl
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When | first began to write poetry in girlhood, T thoughe
love was the only topic, the most important passion, In-
deed, the frst poem [ published, ae ape twelve, was called
“a look at love.” Somewhere along the way, in thar pas-
sage from girlhood o womanhood, 1 learned females re-
ally had nothing serious o reach the world about love.

[eath became my chosen topic. No one around me;
professors and studenrs alike, doubred a woman's ability
to be sertous when it came o thinking and writing about
death. All the poems in my first book were on the topic
of death and dying. Even so, the poem that opened the
book, “The woman's mourning song,” was about the loss
ot a loved one and the refusal to ler death desorovy mem-
ory. Contemplating death has always been a subjecr thar
leads me back to love. Significantly, | began to think more
about the meaning of love as | wimessed the deaths of
many triends, comrades, and acquaintances, many of them
dymg young and wnexpectedly. When | was approaching
the age of forty and tacing the type of cancer scares that
have become so commaonplace in women's lives they are
practically routing, my hrst thought as | waited for rese
resiles was that | was not ready 1o die because | had nor
vet found the love my heart had been seeking.

Shortly after this crisis ended, | had a grave illness that
was life threatening. Confronting the possibility of dying,
| became obsessed with the meaning of love in my life and

XEI
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i contemporary cultare, My work as a coltural eritic of-
fered me a constant opportunity to pay close attention to
everything the mass media; particularly movies and maga-
zines, tell us about love., Mostly they rell us that everyone
wants love bue that we remain totally confused about the
practice of love in everyday life. In popular coleure love is
always the stuff of fantasy. Maybe this s why men have
done most of the theorizing aboue love. Fantasy has pri-
marily been their domain, both in the sphere of cultural
production and in everyday life. Male fantasy is scen as
something that can ereate reality; whereas female fantasy
i regarded as pure escape. Hence, the romance novel re-
mains the only domain in which women speak of love
with any degree of authoricy, However, when men appro-
priate the romance genre their work 15 far more rewarded
than is the wrinong of women. A book like The Bridges of
Madison County is the supreme example. Had a woman
penned this sennimenral, shallow story of love (which did,
though, have 115 moments| it 15 unlikely it would ever have
become such a mapor mainstream saccess, crossing all
boundaries of genre.

Of course, consumers of books about love are primartly
female, Yet male sexism alone does not explam the lack
of more books by and abour love written by women. Ap-
parently, women are bath willing and éaper to hear what

men have to say about love. Female sexise thinking may

xxli
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lead a woman 1o feel she already knows whar another
womman will say. Soch a reader mav feel thar she has more
to gain by reading whar men have 1o say,

Earlier in my life | read books abour love and never
thought about the gender of the writer. Eager to under-
stand what we mean when we speak of love, 1 did no
really consider the extent to which gender shaped
a writer's perspeenve: It was only when T began te
think seriously about the subject of love and to write
about it that | pondered whether women do this differ-
ently from men.

Reviewing the literature on love nonced how few writ-
ers, male or female, talk about the impact of patriarchy,
the way in which male dominanion of women and children
stands in the way of love, John Bradshaw's Creating Love;
The Nexe Great Stage of Groweth 1s one of my favorite
books on the topic. He valiantly ateempes ro establish the
link between male dominarion (the institutionalization of
patriarchy] and the lack of love of families. Famous for
work that calls attention to the “inner child,” Bradshaw
believes that ending parriarchy 15 ane step in the direction
of love, However, his work on love has never received
ongoing attention and celebration, Ir did not get the notice
given work by men who write abaur love while athrming
sextst-detned gender roles.

Profound changes in the way we think and acr must
take place if we are ro creare a loving culture, Men writing

AX Y
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about love always testify that they have receved love,
They speak trom rhis posinon; it gives whar they say au-
thoriiv. Women, more often than not, speak from a po-
sirion of lack, of nor having received the love we long for.

A woman who ralks of love 15 stll suspecr. Perhaps this
15 hecause all thar enhghrened woman may have o say
ahout love will stand as a direcr threar and challenge 1o
the visions men have offered us. | enjoy what male writers
have to say about love. | cherish my Rumi and my Rilke,
male poets who stur hearts with their words, Men often
write about love through fanmasy, throogh whar they
imagine is possible rather than what they concrerely
know. We know now that Rilke did not write as he lved,
that o many words ot love oftered us by grear men Fail
us when we come face to tace with reality, And even
though John Gray's work troubles me and makes me mad,
| contess 1o reading and rereading Men Are from Mars,
Wenrren Are from Verus, But, like many women and men,
I want to know about the meaning of love beyond the
realm of fantasy—Dbevond whar we imagine can happen.
1 want to know love™s truths as we live them,

Almost all the recent popular self-help wrinmg by men
on love, from works like Mer Are from Mars, Women
Are from Venus ro John Welwood's Love and Awakening,
make use of teminist perspectives on gender roles. Uln-
marcly, though, the authors remain wedded o bebef
systems, which suggese thar there are basic inherent dif-

XNV
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ferences berween women and men. In acroality, all the
concrete proof indicates that while the perspecnives of men
and women often differ, these difterences are learmed char-
acteristics, not innate, or “natural,™ traies. If the noton
that men and women were ahsolute opposites inhabiring
rotally different emotional universes were true, men would
never have become the supreme authoritics on love, Given
gender stereotypes thar assign 1o women the role of fecl-
ngs and being emaotional and to men the role of reason
and non-emonon, “real men™ would shy away from any
talk of love,

Though considered the established “aathorities” on the
subject, anlv a few men ralk freely, relling the world whar
they think abeur love. In everyday life males and females
alike are relatively silent abour love. Our silence shields us
trom uncerrainey. We want o know love. We are simply
afraid the desire to know too much abour love will lead
us closer and closer o the abyss of |lovelessness. While
ours 15 a nation wherein the vasr majority of citizens are
tollowers of religious faiths char proclaim the rransfor-
mative power of love, many people feel thar thev do nort
have a clue as 0 how o love, And practically everyone
suffers a crisis of faith when it comes to realizing biblical
theories about the are of loving in everyday life. It s far
easier o talk about loss.than it 1s to talk abour love. I is
easier to-articulate the pain of love’s absence than to de-
scribe s presence and meaning in our lives.

L AR
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Taught to believe thar the mind, nor the heart, is the
seat of learning, many of us believe that 1o speak of love
with any emotional intensity means we will be perceved
as weak and irratlonal, And i especially hard o speak
of love when what we have to say calls attention to the
fact that lovelesspess is° more common than love, that
many of us are not sure whar we mean when we talk of
leove or how to express love.

Evervone wants to know more about love, We want to
know what it means to love, what we can do in our every-
day lives to love and be loved. We want o know how o
seduce those among us who remain wedded to lovelessness
and open the door to their hearts to ler love enter. The
strength of our desire does not change the power of our
culrural uncertainty. Everywhere we learn that love is im-
portant, and yet we are bombarded by s failure. In the
realm of the political, among the religions, m our families,
and in our romantic lives, we see little indication that love
mforms decisions, strengehens our understanding of com-
mumity, or keeps us together, This bleak picrure in no way
aleers the nature of our longing. We still hope that love
will prevail, We snll believe in love's promise.

Juse as the graffin proclaimed, our hope lies in the re-
ality that so many of us continue to believe in love's
power, We believe it is important to know love, We be.
liewe it is important to search for love's truths, In an over-
whelming nember of private conversations and public

ER IO
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dulogues, | have given and heard resumony abour the
mounting lovelessness in our culture and the fear it strikes
in evervone's hearr. This despair abour love is coupled
with a callous cynicism thar frowns upon any suggestion
that lowve 1 as important as work, as crocial o our survival
as a nation-as the drve ro succeed. Awesomely, our na-
tion, like no other in the world, = a culture deiven by the
quest to love (it's the theme of our movies, muosic, litera-
ture} even as it offers so little opportunity for us to un-
derstand love's meanmg or to know how o realize love
in word and deed.

Chur nation is equally driven by sexual obsession, There
15 no aspect of sexualicy thar s pot studied, ralked abour,
or demonstrased, How-ro classes exist far every dimension
of sexuality, even masturbanan. Yer schools for love do
not exist. Everyone assumes thar we will know how o
love instnerively, Despire overwhetming evidence 1o the
contrary, we still accept that the family is the primary
school for love, Those of us who do not learn how o love
among family are expected 1o experience love in romantic
relationships. However, this love often eludes us. And we
spend a litetime undoing the damage caosed by cruelry,
neglect, and all manner of lovelessness experienced in our
tamilies of arigin and in relanonships where we simply did
not know what to do.

Only love can heal the wounds of the past. However,
the intensity of our woundedness often leads 1o a closing

xxviii
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of the heart, making it impossible for us o give or receive
the love that 15 given to us. To open our hearts more fully
o love’s power and grace we must dare to acknowledge
how little we know of love in both theory and practice.
We must face the confusion and disappointment that
much of whar we were taught abour the nature of love
makes no sehse when applied o daily life. Contemplating
the practice of love in everyday life, thinking abour how
we love and whar is needed for ours to become a cultare
where love's sacred presence can be felt everywhere, |
wrote this meditation.

As the ricle Al Abowt Love: New Visions indicates, we
want o live in a culture where love can flourish. We yearn
e end the lovelessness that is so pervasive in our society.
This book rells us how to return to love, All Abowt Love:
MNewr Visions provides radical new ways to think about
the art of loving, offering a hopelul, jovous visien of love's
teansformative power. It lets us know whar we must do
to love apain. Gathering love's wisdom, it lers us know
what we must do to be rouched by love's grace.

XXX
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CLARITY:
GIVE LOVE WORDS

As a sactery we are embarrassed by love: We mrear ic
as if i were an obscenity. We reluctantdy admir o ir.
Even saving the word makes us stumble and blush . . .
Love is the most important thing in our lives, a pas-
sion for which we would fght or die, and vet we're
reluceant 1o linger over s names. Withour a supple
viocabulary, we can'r even talk or think abour e
directly,

= [MAME ACKEERMAN



HE MEN IN my life have alwayi been the folks
who are wary of using the word “love™ hightly. They are
wary because they believe women make too much of love,
And they know that whar we think love means is not al-
ways what they believe it means. Qur confusion abour
what we mean when we use the word “love™ is the source
of our dithculty in loving. If our society had a commonly
held onderszanding of the meaning of love, the act of lov-
ing would not be so mystifying. Dictionary definitions of
live tend to emphasize romantic love, defmng love firse
and toremost as “profoundly tender, passionate atfection
for another person, especially when based on sexual at-
traction.” Of course, other definitions let the reader know
one may have such feelings within a context that is new
séxual. However, deep affection does not really ade-
quately describe love's meaning,

The vast majerity of books on rthe subject of love wark
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hard to avind giving clear dehnions. In the introduction
to Drane Ackerman’s A Natwral History of Love, she de-
clares “Love is the grear intangible.” A few sentendes
down from this she suggests: “Everyone admirs that love
s wonderful and necessary, yet no one can agree on what
it i5." Coyly, she adds: *We use the word |love i such a
sloppy way that it can mean almost nothing or absolutely
everything.™ Mo definition ever appears in her book thar
would help anyone trying to learn the art of loving. Yet
she 15 not along in writing of love i ways thar cloud our
underscanding, When the very meaning of the word is
cloaked in mystery, it should not come as a surprise that
maost peeple find it hard o define what they mean when
they use the word “love.”

Imagine how much easier it would be for us o leam
how to love if we began with a shared dehnition. The
word “love™ s most often defimed as a noun, ver all the
more astute théorises of love acknowledge that we would
all love better if we used it as a verb. | 4pent years search-
ing for a meaningful definition of the word “love,” and
was deeply relieved when [ found one i psychiaerist
M. Scott Peck’s classic self-help book The Road Less
Traveled, first published in 1978, Echoing the work of
Erich Fromm, he defines love as “the will to extend one's
self for the purpose of nurturing one's. own or another’s
spititual  growth,” Explaiming further, he continues:

“Love is as love does, Love is an act of will—namely,
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bath an meennen and an action. Will also implies chaoice.
We do not have ta love. We choose o love.” Since the
choice must be made to norture groweh, thes dehnition
counters the maore widely accepred assumption that we
love mstmcrually,

Everyone who has witnessed the growth process of a
child from the moment of birth on sces clearly that before
language is known, before the identity of caretakers s rec-
ognized, babies respond o affectionare care, Usaally they
respond with sounds or looks of pleasure. As they grow
older they respond o atfectionare care by giving affection,
cooing at the sight of & welcomed caretaker. Affection 15
oaly one ingredient of love. To truly love we muse learn
to ik various ingredienss—care, affection, recognition,
respect, commitment, and trust, as well as honest and
open commumnication, Learming fauley definitions of love
when we are quite voung makes it ditheult ro be loving as
we grow older, We start oot committed to the right path
but go in the wrong direction. Most of us learn eacly on
to think of love as a tecling. When we feel deeply drawn
to someane, we cathect with them: that 1s, we invest feel-
ings- or emotion in them. That process of investment
wherein a loved one becomes important o us is called
“cathexis.” In his book Peck nghely emphasizes thar most
of us “confuse cathecting with loving.™ We all know how
often individuals feeling connecred to someone rhrough
the process of cathecring (nsist thar they love the orher
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person even if they are hurting ar neglecting them, Since
their teeling is that of cathexds, they insist thar whar they
feel 15 love.

When we understand love as the will 1o nurture our
own and anather’s spiritual growth, it becomes clear thar
we cannot claim to love if we are hurtful and abusive,
Love and abuse cannot coexist, Abuse and neglect are, by
definition, the opposites of nurturance and care, Ofren we
hear of & man who beats lus children and wife and then
goes to the corner bar and passionately proclaims how
much he loves them. [f you talk o the wife an a good
day, she may also msist he loves her, despite his violence.
An overwhelming majoriey of us come from dysfunceonal
families in which we were taught we were not okay, where
we were shamed, verbally andfor physically abused, and
emotionally neglected even as were also taught to believe
thar we were loved. For most folks 1 is just too threae-
ening to embrace a defimuion of love that would oo longer
enable uy to see love as present in our families. Too many
of us need to cling 1o 2 noton of love thar either makes
abuse acceprable or at least makes 1t seem thar whatever
happened was nor that bad.

Raized in a family in which aggressive shaming and ver-
bal humiliation cocxisted with lots of affection and care,
I had difficuley embracmg the term “dysfunctonal,” Since
I felr and seill feel artached to my parents and siblings,

proud of all the positive dimensioms of our family life, 1
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did not want to describe us by using a term thar implied
gur hite together had been all negative or bad. 1 did not
want my parents to think [ was disparaging them; I was
appreciative of all the good things that they had given in
the family, With therapeutic help | was able 1o see the
term “dysfuncnional™ as & wseful descripnion and nor as
an absolure negarive judgment. My family of erigm pro-
vided, throughout my childhood, & dysfunctional serring
and it remains one. This does nor mean that it is not also
a setting i which affecnion, delight, and care are present.

On any day in my family of origin | might have been
given caring anention wherein my being a smarr girl was
affirmed and encouraged. Then, hours later, | would be
eold that 1t was precisely because [ thought | was so smarr
thae 1 was likely o go crazy and be put in a mencal inst-
tution where no one would visit me. Not surprisingly, this
odd mixeure of care and unkindness did nor posinvely
nurture the geowth of my spirie. Applying Peck’s dehminon
of love o my childhood experience in my household of
origin, | could nog honestly describe ie as loving,

Pressed in therapy to describe my household of orngin
in terms of whether it was loving or not, 1 pamntully ad-
micted chat | did nor feel laved in our household but that
1 did feel cared for. And outside my houschold of origin
| felt genuinely loved by individoal family members, like
my grandtather, This experience of genuine love (a com-

bination ot care, commtment, trust, koowledge, respon-

|
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sibility, and respect} nurtured my wounded spirc and
enabled me to survive acts of lovélessness. | am grareful
to have been raised m & famuly that was caring, and
sirongly believe that had my parents been loved well by
thewr parents they would have given that love o their chil-
dren. They gave what they had been given—care. Remem-
ber, care 15 a dimension of love, but simply giving care
does net mean we are loving,

Like many adules who were verbally andfor physically
abused as children, I'spent a lor of my tife crving 1o deny the
bad things thar had happened, rrying to cling only o the
memaory of good and delicious moments in which | had
known care. In my case, the more successful | became, the
more | wanted to cease speaking the mrurh abour my child-
hood. Often, critics of selF-help litesarure and recovery pro-
prams like to make it seem thar far coo many of us are eager
roembrace the belief charour families of origins were, are, or
remain dvsfuncrional and lacking in love but | have found
thar, like myself, most people, whether raised in an exces-
sively vinlent or abusive home or nor, shy away trom em-
bracing any negative critique of our expenences, Usaally, it
requires some therapeutic intervention, whetherthrough lic-
erature that teaches and enlighrens us or therapy, before
many of us can even begin to crincally examine childhood
experiences and acknowledge the ways i which they have
had an impact on our adult behavior,

Most of us find it diffealt o accepr a definmion of love
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thar savs we are never |loved in a conrexr where there is
abusse, Most psvehologically and/or physically abused chil-
dren have been taughre by parenung adulrs thar love can
coexist with abuse. And in extreme cases thar abuse is an
expression of love, This faulty thinking often shapes our
adult perceprions of love. So thar just as we would cling
ro the noton thar those who hurr ws as children loved s,
we try to rationalize being hure by other adules by insisting
that they love us, In my case, many of the negarive sham-
tng practices | was subjecred o in childhood continued in
my romantc adult relanonships. Initially; T did not want
e accept a definition of love thar would also compel me
ter Face the possibilicy thar 1 had oot known love in the
relationships that were most primary to me, Years of
therapy and critical reflection enabled me to accept thatr
there is no stigma atrached o acknowledging a lack of
love in one's primary relatonships. And if one's goal is
selb-recovery, to be well in one's soul, honestly and real-
mtcally confronnng lovelessness s part of the healing
process. A lack of sustained love does not mean the ab-
sence of care, affection, or pleasure. In fact, my long-term
romantic relationships, like the bonds in my famly, have
been so full of care that it would be guite easy 1o overlook
the ongoing emotional dystunction.

In order to change rhe lovelessness in my primary rela-
nionships, | had to first learn anew the meaning of love and

trom there learn how 10 be loving. Embracing a defnition
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of love thar was clear was the hrst step in the process. Like
many who read The Kogd Less Trtveled agam and agam, |
am grateful to have been given a defmnon of love that
helped me face the places in my life where love was lacking.
I was in my mid-twenties when | first learned ro understand
love “as the will to exeend one’s self for the purpose of nur-
turing one’s own or another’s spiritual groweh.” It sl
ok years for me to lee go of learned paceerns of behavior
that negated my capacity to give and receive love, One
pattern that made the pracnce of love especially difficulr
was my consfantly choosing to be with men who were
emationally wounded, who were not chae interested in be-
ing loving even though they desired to be loved.

[ wanted to know [love but 1 was afraid to surrender
and trust another person, | was afraid o be innmate, By
choosimg men who were not meerested m being loving, 1
was ahle to practice giving love, but always within an on-
fufilling context. Natarally, my need to receive love was
not met, | got whar | was accustomed 1o getting—care
and atfecnon, usually mingled with a degree of unkind-
ness, neglect, and, on some occasions, outright cruelty. At
nmes | was unkind. It ook me a long nme o recognize
that while 1 wanted to know love, I was atraid to be cruly
mumate. Many of us choose relanonships of affection and
care that will never become loving because they feel safer.
The demands are not as intense as loving requires, The

risk 15 not as great.

i C
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S0 many of us long for love but lack the courage 1o take
risks. Even though we are obsessed with the idea of love,
the truth 19 that most of us live relatvely decent, some-
what sarishying lives even if we olten feel thar love is lack-
ing- In these relationships we share gepuine atfection and/
or care. For most of us, that feels hike enough because it
i5 wsually a lor more than we received in our families of
origin. Undoobtediy, many of us are more comfortahle
with the nofion that love can mean anything o anybody
precisely because when we define it with precision and
clarity 1t brings us face to face with our lacks—with ter-
rible alienation. The truth is, far too many people in our
culture do not know whar love 5. And this nor knowing
feels like a rerrible secrer, & lack that we have o cover up.

Had | been given a clear defininon of love earlier in my
life it would not have taken me so long to become a more
loving person, Had | shared with others 8 common un-
derstanding of what 11 means to love it would have been
easier to create love, It s parnculacly distressing that so
many recent books on love conrinue to insist thar defini-
rions of love are unnecessary and meaningless. Or worse,
the authors suggest love should mean something different
to men than it does to women—that the sexes should re-
spect and adapt 1o our inability to communicate since we
do not share the same language. This type of literature is
popular because it does not demand a change in fixed
ways of thinking abowt gender roles, culture, or love.
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Rather than sharing serategics that would help us become
more loving it actually encourages evervone o adapt o
circumstances where love 1s lacking

Wamen, more 50 than men, rush our to purchase this
titerature. We do so becavse collectively we are concerned
about lovelessness, Smce many women belicve they wall
never know talflling love, they are willing o seule for
strategies that help case the pan and increase cthe peace,
pleasure, and playfulness in exisong relationships, particu-
farly romantic oncs, No vehicle in our culture exists for
readers to talk back o the writers of this licerature, And
we do not really know if it has been truly wseful, if it
promores constructive change, The facr thar women, more
than men, buy self-help books, using our consumer dollars
ro keep specific books on bestseller lists, is no indicanion
that these books actually help us transform our lives, 1
have bought tons of self-help books. Only a very few have
reafly made a difference in my life. This s true for many
readers.

The lack of an ongoing public discussion and public
policy about the pracrce of love in our culture and in our
lives means that we sall look o books as a primary source
of guidance and direction. Large numbers of readers em-
brace Peck's defimition of love and are applying it to their
lives in ways that are helpful and transformatve. We can
spread the word by evokang this definition i day-ro-day

P2
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conversations, nor just when we ralk ro other aduls bur i
aur conversations with children and wenagers. When we
intervene on mystifving assumptions that love cannor be
defined by offering workable, useful definitions, we are al-
ready creating a context where love can begin o flourish.

Some folks have difficuley with Peck’s definition of love
because he uses the word "spiritual,” He Is referring 1o
that dimension of our core reality where mind, body, and
spirir are one. An individual does not need 1o be a believer
i & religion to embrace the idea that there is an ammanng
principle in the self—a life force {some of us call it soul)
that when nurtured enhances our capacity to be more tully
self-actualized and able to engage in communion with the
world around us.

To begin by always thinking of love as an action rather
than a feeling 1% one way in which anvone using the word
in this manner automatically assumes accountability and
responsibility. 'We are often taught we have no control
over our “feelings.™ Yer most of us accept thar we choose
our actions, that intention and will inform what we do.
We also accept that our actions have consequences. To
think of actions shaping feelings is one way we rid our-
selves of conventionally accepted assumptions such as that
parents love their children, or that one simply “falls™ in
lowve withour exercising will or choce, thar there are such
things as “crimes of passion,” re., he killed her because
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he loved her so much, If we were constantly remembering
that Jove is as love does, we would noe use the word ina
manner that devalues and degrades its meaning, When we
are loving we openly and honestly express care, affection,
responsibility, respect, commitment, and trust.
Definitions are vital startng poings for the imaginaton.,
What we cannot imagine cannot come inte being. A good
definition marks our starting point and less us know where
we want to end up, As we move toward our desired des-
tination we chare the journey, creating a map. We need a
map o guide us on our journey o love—srarung with the
place where we know what we mean when we speak of

fove,
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JUSTICE:
CHILDHOOD LOVE LESSONS

Severe separations m early life [eave emotional scars
orn the brain because they assaule the essential human
comnection: The [parent-child] bond which teaches us
that we are lovable, The |parent-child] bond which
teaches us how to love, We cannot be wholg human
beings—indeed, we may find it hard to be human—
withour the sustenance of this first attachment.

= JUniTH VIORST



E LEARN ABROUT love in childhood. Whether
our homes are happy or troubled, our families functional
or dvsfunctional, it's the orginal school of love. | cannot
remember ever wanting to ask my parents to define love.
To my child’s mind love was the good feeling you gor
when family rreated you like you marered and vou rreated
them like they martered. Love was always and only about
good fecling. In early adolescence when we were whipped
and rald that these pumishments were “for our own good
or “I'm doing this becawse T love you,” my siblings and 1
were confused, Why was harsh punishment a gesture of
love? As children do, we preeended o accept this grown-
up logic; but we knew in our hearts it was not right, We
knew it was a lie. Just lke the lie the grown-aps told when
they explained after harsh punishment, "It hurts me more
than it hures you,™ There is nothing thar creates more con-
tuston about fove in the minds and hearrs of children than
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unkind and/or ¢reel pumshmen:s meted out by the grown-
ups they have been taught they should love and respect.
such children learn early on o questnion the meaning of
love, to vearn for love even as they doubr it exiss.

On the flip side there are masses of children who grow
up confdent love is a good feeling who are never pun-
ished, who aré allowed to believe thar love 18 only abour
getting your needs met, your desires satsfied, In their
child’s mmds love 15 not abour what cthey have o give,
love is mostly something given to them. When children
like these are ovenmdulged either materially or by being
allowed to ace out, this s a form of neglect, These chl-
dren, though not in any way abused or uncared tfor, are
usually as unclear about love's meaning as their neglected
and emotionally abandoned counterparts, Both groups
have learned to think shout love primarily in relanon to
pood feehings, in the context of reward and punishment,
From early childhood on, maost of us remember being rold
we were loved when we did things pleasig to our parents.
And we learned to give them affrmations of love when
they pleased us. As children grow they associate love more
with acts of attention, afection, and carning, They still see
parents who amempt to satishy their desires as giving love,

Children from all classes tell me that they love ther
parenss and are loved by them, even those who are being
hurt or abused. When asked to define love, small children
preeey miuch agree that it's a good feeling, “like when you

1 8
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have something to eat thar vou really like™ especially if
i's your f-a-v-o-r-i-t-e, They will say, "My mommy loves
me 'cause she takes care of me and helps me do everything
right,” When asked how to love someone, they talk about
giving hugs and kisses, being sweet and cuddly. The no-
rion that love is about getring what one wants, whether
it's a hug or a new sweater or a trip to Disneyland, 15 a
way of thinking about love thar makes it difficule for chil-
dren to acquire a deeper emotional understanding,.

We like to imagine that mest children will be bomn into
homes where they will be loved. Bur love will nor be pres-
ent if the grown-ups who parent do not how o love, Al-
though lots of children are raised in homes where they are
given some degres of care, love may not be sussained or
even present. Adults across lines of class, race, and gender
mclict the family. Their testimony conveys worlds of child-
hood where love was lacking—where chaos, neglect,
abuse, and coercion reigned supreme. In her recent book
Raised tn Captivity: Why Does America Farl Its Children?,
Lucia Hodgson documents the reality of lovelessness m the
lives of a huge majority of children in the Unired States.
Every day thousands of children i our culture are verbally
and physically abused, starved, toreared, and murdered.
They are the true victims of intimate rérrorism in chat they
have no collective voice and no righes, They remain the
property of parenting adultss to do with as they will.

There can be no love withours justice. Unal we hive ina

I 4
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cultare that nor only respeces but also upholds basic cavil
rights for children, most children will not know love, In
our culture the private famly dwelling is the one mnstit-
tionalized sphere of power that can easily be autocratc
and fascistic. As absolure rulers, parents can wsually decide
without any intervenmion what 15 bese tor their children. It
children’s rights are taken away in any domestic house-
hald, they have no legal recourse, Unlike women wha can
organize to protest sexist dominanon, demanding both
equal nighes and justice, children can only rely on well-
meaning adults to assist them it they are being exploited
and oppressed in the home,

We all know thar, irrespective of class or race, other
adults rarely intervene ro question or challenge what their
peers are doing with “their” children.

At a fun parry, maostly of educated, well-paid profes-
sionals, 2 multiracial, multigenerational evening, the sub-
ject of disciplining kids by hiring was raised. Almose all
the guests over thirty spoke abour the necessity of using
physical punishment, Many of us in the room had been
smacked, whipped, or beaten as children. Men spoke the
loudest in defense of physical punishment. Women, mostly
mothers, talked about hitting a5 a last resort, bur one that
they deployed when necessary.

As one man bragged abour the aggressive beatings he
had received from his mather, sharmg that “they had been
good far him,” [ interrupred and suggested that he might
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not be the misogynist woman-hater he i roday H he had
not been brotally beaten by a woman as a child. Although
it 15 oo simplistic to assume thar just because we are hir
as kids we will graw up o be people whe hit, | wanted
the group to acknowledge that being physically bure or
ahused by grown-ups when we are children has harmiul
consequences in our adule lite,

A young protessional, the mother of a small bey,
bragged abour the fact that she did not hir, that when
her son misbehaved she clamped down on his fesh,
pinching him wniil he gor the message, Bur this, too, s a
form of coercive abuse. The other guests supporeed rhis
young mother and her husband in their methods. 1 was
astounded. | was a lone voice speaking our for the rights
of children,

Later, with other people, | suggested thar had we all
been listening to & man tell us that every time his wife or
girkfriend does someching he does not like he just clamps
down on her flesh, pinching her as hard as he can, every-
one would have been appalled, They would have seen the
action as both coetcive and abusive. Yet they could not
acknowledge that it was wrong for an adulr to hure a child
in this way, All the parents in thar room claim thar they
are loving. All the people m that room were callege edo-
cated. Most call themselvés pood liberals, supporive of
civil rights and femimsm. Bur when it came w the nighes
of chifdren they had a different standard.
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One of the most important social myths we muost des
bunk if we are to become a more loving culture is the one
that teaches parems thar abuse and neglect can coexist
with love. Abuse and neglect negate love, Care and affir-
mation, the opposite of abuse and humaliation, are the
toundation of love. No one can rightfully ¢laim to be lov.
ing when behaving abusively. Yer parents do chis all the
tume in our culture. Children are told thar they are loved
even though they are being abused.

It is a testimony to the failure of loving practice thar
abuse 1s happening in the first place.

Many of the men who offer their personal testimony in
Bovbood, Growing Up Male 1ell stories of random violent
ahuse by parents thar inflicted rrauma. In his essay “When
My Father Hit Me.” Bob Shelby deseribes the pain of re-
peated beanmgs by his dad, stating: “From these experi-
ences with my father, | learned abour the abuse of power.
By physically hiting my mother and me; he etfectively
stopped us from reacting to his humiliation of us. We
ceased o prorest his violations of our boundaries and his
ignoring our sénse of bemng individuals with needs; de-
mands and eights of our own.” Throvghour his essay
Shelby expresses contradictory understandings about the
meaning of love, On the one hand, he says: “l have no
dowubt that my father loved me, bur his love became mis-
directed, He said he wanted to give me what he didn't
have as a child.” On the other hand, Shelby confesses:
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“What he most showed me, however, was his difficuley in
being loved. All hus life he had struggled with feelings of
being unloved.” When Shelby describes his childhood it 1s
clear thae his dad had affection for hom and also gave him
care some of the time. However, his dad did nor know
how to give and receive love, The affecrion he pave was
undermined by the abuse.

Wriing from the space ol adult recollection, Shelby
talks abour the Impact of physical abuse on his bovhood
psyche: “As the intensity of the pain of his hies increased,
i felt the hurr in my hearr. 1 realized whae hurt me the
most were my feelings of love for this man whe was hit-
ting me. I covered my love with a dark cloth of hate,” A
similar story 1= told by other men in autebiographical
narrative—men of all classes and races. One of the myths
abour lovelessness is that it exists only among the poor
and deprived. Yet lovelessness is not a funcrion of poverty
ar material lack, In homes where material privileges
abound, children suffer emotional neglect and abuse. In
order to cope with the pain of woonds infliceed in child-
hood, most of the men in Bovbood sought some form of
therapeutic care. To find rtheir way back 1o love they had
to heal,

Many men in our culture never recover from childhood
unkindnesses, Srodies show that males and females who
are violently humibiated and abused repeatedly, with no
caring intervention, are likely 1o be dyshanctional and will

21



S IR TR O 0 Y A 1 L

he predisposed ro abuse orhers wiolently. In Jarvis Jav
Masterss book Finding Freedonr: Writings fromr Death
Rowe, a chaprer called “Scars™ recounrs his recognition
thar a vast majority of the scars covering the hodies of
fellow inmares (nor all of whom were on deach row] were
not, as one mighe think, the resule of violent adulr inver
actions, These men were covered with scars From child-
hood beatings inflicted by parenting adults, Yer, he
reports, none of them saw themselves as the vicnms of
abuse: *Throvghout my many years of inssicutionaliza-
pon, B, like so many of these men, unconsciously took
refuge behind prison walls. Not uniil T read a series of
bnoks for adults who had been abused as children did 1
become commiteed to the process of examining my own
childhood.” Organizing the men for group discussion,
Masters writes: “1 spoke to them of the pain | had carried
through more than & dozen msatenons, And | explained
how all these events ultimately rrapped me in @ panern of
lashing out against everything,” Like many abused chil-
dren, male and female, these men were beaten by mathers,
tathers, and other parental caregivers.”

When Masters™s morher dies he feels grief thar he can-
nat be wirth her. The orher inmates do not understand this
longing, since she neglected and abused him, He responds;
“She had neglected me, bur am T ro negleer myselt as well
by denving thar [ wished I'd been with her when she died.
that 1 snll love her?” Even on death row, Masters's

(¥
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heart remains vpen. And be can honestly contess to long-
mg o give and receive love. Being huare by parenting adules
rarely alters a child's desiveé to love and be loved by them.
Amaong grown-ups who were wounded in childhood, the
desire to be loved by uncaring parents persists, even when
there 15 a clear acceprance of the reality that this love will
never be forthcoming,

Often, children will wane o remain with parental care-
givers who have hure them because of their cathecred feel-
mgs for those adults. They will cling 1o the misguided
assumption thar their parents love them even m the face
of remembered abuse, usually by denving the abuse and
Fecusing on random acts of care,

In the prologoe o Creating Lovs, John Bradshaw calls
this confusion gbout love “mvstfication.” He shares: “|
was broughr ap o believe thar love s rooted in biood
relationships, You naturaliv loved anvone in vour famaly,
Love was not 3 choice, The love | learned about was
bourd by duty and obligation. , . . My family taught me
our culture's rufes and beliefs about love . . . even with the
best intentions our parents often confused love with whar
we would now call abuse.” To demystify the meaning of
love, the arr and practice of loving, we need to use sonnd
definitions of love when talking with children, and we also
need o ensure that loving acton is never tamted with
abuse.

[ a sociery like ours, where children are denied full civil
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rights, 1t 15 absolutely crucial thar parentimg adules learn
how to otter loving disapline, Setnng boundares and
teaching children how to set boundaries for themselves
prior to misbehavior 15 an essential part of loving parent-
g, When parents start out disciphning children by vsing
punishment, this becomes the pattern children respond o,
Loving parents work hard o discipline without pumish-
ment. This does not mean that they never punish, only
that when they do punish, they choose punishments like
time-outs or the taking awav of privileges. They focus on
eaching children how o be self-disciplining and how 1o
take responsibility for their actions. Since the vast majority
of us were raised in households where punishmenr was
deemed the primary, il not the only, way to teach disci-
pline, the fact thar discipline can be taught withour pun-
ishment surprises many people. One of the simplest ways
children learn discipling is by learming how 1o be orderly
in daily life, to clean up any messes they make. Just teach-
ing a child o rake responsibulity for placing roys m the
appropriate place afer playtime is one way to teach re-
sponsibility and seli-discipling. Learning 1o clean up the
mess made during playtime helps a child learn to be re-
sponsihle. And they can learn from this pracrical act how
to cope wirh emortional mess,

WERE THERE CURRENT relevision shows that acrually
modeled loving parenting, parents could learn these skills.
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Television shows ortented roward farmibies often favorably
represent children when they are overindulged, are disre-
spectful, or are acnng out, Often they behave in a more
adult manner than the parents. Whar we se¢ on television
reday actually, ar best, models for us mappropriate be-
havior, and in worst-case scenarios, unloving behaviors.
A preat example of this is'a movie hke Hame Alore, which
celebrates disobedience and violence, But televigion can
portray caring, loving family interaction, There are whole
generations of adules who talk nostalgically abour how
they wanted their families to be like the hotive poriraits
of family life portrayed on Leaee It to Beaver aor My Three
Sons. We desired our families 1o be like those we saw on
the screen because we were witnessing loving parenting,
loving houscholds. Expressing to parents our desire o
have families like the ones we saw on the screen, we were
ptien told that the families were not realistuc, The reality
was, however, that parents who come from unloving
homes have never learned how 1o love and cannor creare
leving home environments or see them as realistic when
watching them on television, The reality they are mast
familiar with and trust is the one they knew mtimarely.
There was nothing uvtopian aboue the way problems
were resolved on these shows, Parent and chald discussion,
critical reflection, and Anding a way to make amends was
usually the process by which musbehavior was addressed,
On both shows there was never just one parcnting Agure.
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Even though the mother was absent on My Three Sons,
the lovable Uncle Charlie was a second parent. Ina loving
household where there are several parental caregivers,
when a child feely one parent is being umjust thar child
can appeal ro another adult for medianon, understanding,
or support. We live in & sociery where there are a growing
mumber of single parents; female and male. Bur the indi-
vidual parent can always choose a friend o be another
parenting figure, however himited theer interaction. Thes is
why the categories of godmother and godfather are 5o cro-
cial. When my best girlhood friend chose to have a child
without a father in the houschold, 1 became the god-
maother, a second parenting hgure.

My friend’s daughter turns to me to intervene if there
15 a misunderstanding or miscommurnicarion berween her
and her mom. Here's one small example. My adult friend
had never received an allowance as a child and did not
teel she had the available extra money to offer an- allow-
ance to her daughter. She also believed her daughter
would use all the money to buy sweers. Telling me chat
her daughter was angry with her over this issue, she
opened up the space for us to have a dizlogoe. 1 shared
tny beliet that allowances are important ways 1o teach
children discipline, boundanes, and working through de-
sires versus needs. | koew enough abour my friend's -
nances 1o challenge her insistence that she coold not atford

o pay & small allowance, while simultaneously encour-
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aging her not 1o progect the wrongs of her chitdhood onro
the present. As ro whether the daughrer would buy candy,
| suggested she wive: the allowance with a scarement of
hope that it would not be used for overindulgence and see
what happened,

It all worked our joust hine, Happy to have an allowance,
the daughter chose 1o save her money to buy things she
thoughe were really impartane. And candy was not on this
hist. Had there not been another adulr parenting hgure
involved, it might have taken these rwo a longer ome to
resolve their conflict, and unnecessary estrapgement and
wounding might have oceurred, Significantly, love and re-
spectful interaction between two adults exemplified for the
daughter (who was told abour the discussion} ways of
problem solving. By revealing her willingness 1o accept
criticisim and her capacity to reflect on her behavior and
change, the mother modeled for her daughter, withour los-
ing dignity or authority, the recognition that parents are
not always righe.

Unnl we begin to see loving parenting in all walks of
life in our culture, many people will contnue o believe
we can only teach discipline through panishment, and thar
harsh punishment is an acceptable way to relare o chil-
dren, Because chifdren can innarely offer affection or re-
spond to affectienate care by returning ie, it is often
assumed that they know how to love and therefore do not

need to learn the art of loving, While the will to love is
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present in very young children, they soill need guidance in
the ways of love. Grown-ups provide thar gudance,
Love is as love does, and 1t is our responsibility to give
children love, When we love children we acknowledge by
our every action thar chey are not property, that they have
rights—thar we respect and uphold their rights.
Withour justice there can be no love,



Three

HONESTY:
BE TRUE TO LOVE

When we reveal gurselves o our parmer and find tha:
this brings healing rather than harm, we make an m-
porrant  discovery—thar intimate relationship can
provide a sancruary from che world of facades, a sa-
cred space where we can be ourselves, as we are. , .,
This kind of unmasking—speaking our truth, sharing
our inner struggles, and revealing vur raw edges—is
sacred scrivity, which allows two sowls co meer and
touch more deeply,
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T 15 NO pccident that when we Arst learn aboot jus-
rice and fair play as children it 55 wsoally in 8 context
where the issue 15 one of telling the truch, The heart of
justice 1s eruth celling, seeing ourselves and rhe world the
way it 15 rather than che way we want it to be, In recent
vears sociglogists and psychologists have documented the
tact thar we live in a nanon where people are lying more
and more each day. Philasopher Sissela Bok's book Lyimg:
Moral Choice in Public and Private Life was among the
first works 1o call atrenrion to the grave extent to which
Iving has become accepred and commenplace i our daily
interacticns, M. Scott Peck's The Rogd Less Traveled in-
cludes an entire section on lying. In The Dance of Decep-
o, Harrier Lerner, another widely read psychotherapise,
calls artention to the way in which women are encouraged
by sexist socialization to pretend and manipulare, o lie as
a way to please. Lerner outlines the various ways in which
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comstant pretense and lymg alienate women from their
erue teclings, how it leads 1o depression and loss of sclf-
AW ATCOCSN.

Lics ure told aboor the most insignificant aspects of
daily life. When many of us are asked basic quesnions, like
How are you roday? a lie 15 substiruted for che truth,
Much of the lying peaple do in everyday hife is done either
o avoid conflict or 1o spare someone's feelings. Hence, if
you are asked to come 1o dinner wirh someone whom you
de nor parvcularly like, vou do not rell the sruch or simply
decline, vou make up a story, You wll a lie. In such a
situation it should be appropriate to simply decline if stat-
ing one’s ressons for declinmg might unnecessarily hurt
SOMENIE.

Lots of people learn how to lie in childheod, Usually
they begin to lie to avoud punishment or to aveid disap-
potnting or hurting an adulr. How many of us can vividly
recall childhood moments where we courageously prac-
ticed the honesty we had been taught to value by our par-
ents, only 1o find that they did nor really mean for us o
tell the truth all the nme. In far too many cases children
are punished in clrcumstances where they respond with
homesty 1o a question posed by an aduolr authority Agure.
Ir is impressed on their consciousness early on, then, that
telling rhe reath will cause pain. And so they learn thar
lying 15 a way to avold being hurr and hurting orhers.

Lots of children are confused by the insistence thar they
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simulfaneously be honest and vet also learn how o prac-
e convenient duplicity. As they matuee they begin to sce
how often grown-ups lie. They begin ro see that few peo-
ple-around them tell the truth. 1 was raised m a world
where children were raughe o rell the truth, bue it did not
take long for us to figure out that adules did not pracoce
what they preached. Among my siblings, those who
learned how to tell polite lies or say what grown-ups
wanted to hear were always more popular and more re-
warded than those of us who told the ruth.

Among any group of kids it 15 never clear why some
quickly learn the fine art of dissimulation (chat is, raking
on whatever appearance 15 needed to mamipulace a situa-
ton| while others hod it hard to mask troe feching. Since
pretense is such an expecied aspect of childhood play, it
is-a perfect context for maseering the arr of dissimulanon,
Concealing the truth 15 often a fun part of childhood play,
vet when it becomes a common practice it 15 a dangerous
prefude o lying all the nime;

Sometimes children are fascinated by lying because they
see the power it gives them over adults. Imagine: A lictle
girl goes to school and tells her teacher she s adopied,
knowing zll the while thar this is not ooe. She revels in
the attention received, both the sympathy and the under-
standing offered as well as the frustration and anger of
her parents when the teacher calls ro talk about this newly
discovered imformaven. A friend of mine who lies a lot

¥



ALL ABGUT (IO U

tells me she loves fooling people and making them act

on knowledpe thar only she knows is unirue; she i ten

years old. )
When I was her age | was frighrened by lies. They con-

fused me and they created confusion. Other kids poked
fun at me because 1 was not good at lying. In the one truly
vinlent episode between my mother and father, he accused
her of lying to him. Then there was the night an older
sister lied and said she was baby-siting when she was
actually out on a dare. As he hit her, our father kepr yell-
ing, “Don't you lie to me!™ While the violence of his re-
sponse created in us a terror of the consequences of lying,
it did nor alter the reality thar we knew he did nor always
tell the truch. His favorice way of lying was withholding,
His morto was “josr remain silent™ when asked questions,
then vou will net ger “caoghr in a lie.”

The men 1 have loved have always lied o avoid con-
frontation or take responsibility for inappropriate beliav-
ior, In Dorothy Dinnerstein’s groundbreaking book The
Mermaid and the Mmotawr: Sexwal Arrangements and
Human Malase, she shares the insight thar when a little
boy learns that his powerful mother, who controls his life,
really has no power within a pamiarchy, it confuses him
and causes rage. Lying becomes one of the strarcgic ways
he can “act out™ and render his mother powerless, Lying
enables him to manipulate the mother sven as he exposes
her lack of power. This makes him feel mare powerful.
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Males learn to he as a way of obtaining power, and
females not only do the same but they alsa lie ro prerend
F-.,_,werlcmn:mi. Im her work Harner Lerner tulks abowt the
way in which patriarchy upholds deception, encouraging
women to present a false self 1o men and vice versa, In
Dory Hollander's 101 Lies Men Tell Women, she conhirms
that while both women and men lie, her data and the
findings of ather researchers indicare thar “men tend to fie
more and with more devastanng consequences,” For many
voung males the earliest expenience of power over others
comes from the theill of lying to more powerful adules and
getting away with it. Lots of men shared with me that it
was dithcult tor them to tell the truth if they saw thas it
waould hurt a loved one, Signthcantly, the lving many boys
learn 1o do o avoid hurting Mom or whomever becomes
a0 habirnal rhar it becomes hard for them to distinguish a
lie from the crurh, This behavior carries over mito adult-
hood.

Often, men who would never think of lying in the work-
place lie constantly in intimare relationships. This seems
o be especially the case for heterosexual men who sece
women as gullible, Many men confess that they hie because
they can get away with i their lies are forgiven. To un-
derstand why male lying is more accepted in our lives we
have to understand the way in which power and privilege
are accorded men simply because they are males within a
patriarchal culture, The very concept of “being a man™
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and a “real man™ has always implied thar when necessary
men can take action thar breaks the rules, that is above
the law. Patriarchy tells vs danly through movies, elevi-
sion, and magazites that men of power can do wharever
they want, that ir's rhas freedom that makes them men.
The message given males s that o be honest bs o be
“soft,” The ability to be dishonest and indifferent to the
consequences makes a male hard, separatés the men from
the boys.

John Stoltenberg’s book The End of Manbood: A Book
for Men of Conscience analyzes the extent to which the
masculine identity offered men as the ideal in patriarchal
culture is one that requires all males ro invent and invest
in & fafse self, From the moment lictle boys are taughr they
should not cry or express hurt, feelings of loneliness, or
pain, that they must be tough, they are leaming how
mask true feelings. In worst-case scenarios they arc learn-
ing how to not feel anything ever. These |essons are usu-
ally taught ro mafes by other males and sexist mothers.
Even boys raised in the most progressive, loving house-
holds, where parents encourage them to express emotions,
learn a different understanding aboutr mascalinity and feel-
ings on the playground, m the classroom, playing sparts,
or warching television. They may end up choosing patri-
archal masculinity to be accepted by other boys and af-
firmed by male authority hgures.

In his importane work Rediscovering  Masculity,
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Vieror Seidler stresses: “When we learn o use language as
boys. we very quickly learn how o comceal ourselves
through language, We learn 1o ‘master’ language so that
we can control the world around us. ., - Even though we
learn ra blame others for our unhappiness and misery in
relanionships we also know ar some unspoken level how
our masculinicy has been limited and injured as we touch
the hurt and pam of realizing how little we seem w feel
abour anything, . . . Estrangement trom teelings makes it
easier for men o he because they are often in a trance
state, unlizing survival seracegies of asserting manhood
that they learnéd as boys. This inability 0 connect with
others carries with it an inability to assume responsibilicy
for causing pam. This denial is mose evident in cases where
men seek to justity extreme violence toward those less
powerful, usually women, by suggesting they are the anes
who are really victimazed by females.

Regardless of the intensity of the male masquerade, in-
wardly many men see themselves as the victims of love-
lessness. Like everyone, they learned as children 1o behieve
that love would be present in their lives. Although so
many boys are taught to behave as though love does not
matter, in their hearts they vearn tor it That yearning does
not go away simply because they become men. Lying, as
one torm of scting out, s a way they articufate ongoing
rage at the failure of love’s promise. To embrace patriar-
chy, they must actively surrender the longing o love,
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Parriarchal masculmity requires of bovs and men nor
only thar they see themselves as more powerful and su-
pertor o women bur thar they do wharever it cakes o
maintain their controlling position. This is one of the rea.
sons men, more s0 than women, use lving as a means of
gaining power in relationships. A commanly accepred as-
sumption i a patrrarchal culrure is that love can be pres-
ent in a situation where one groap or individual dominates
another. Many people believe men can dominare women
and children yer sull be loving. Psychoanalyst Carl Jung
msightfully emphasized the truism thar " where the will o
power is paramount love will be lacking.” Talk o anv
group of women abour their relanonships with men, no
myarcer their race or class, and vou will hear stanes abour
the will to power, about the way men use lving, and thar
includes withholding mformation, as a way 1o control and
subordinare.

1T 15 No accident thar greater culrural acceprance of ly-
ing in this society coincided with women gaining greater
social equality, Early on in the feminist movement women
insisted that men had the upper hand, because they usually
controlled the Anances. Now that women’s earning power
has greatly increased (though it is not en a par with
men's), and women are more ecaonomically independent,
men who want o maintain deminance must deploy sub-
tler stratepies to colonize and disempower them, Even the
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wealthiest professional woman can be *brought down™ by
bemg m a relanonship where she longs to be loved and is
consistently lied 19, To the degree that she rusts her male
companion, Iving and other forms of berraval will most
fikelv sharter her self-confidence and self-esreem,

Allegiance to male dominarion requires of men who em-
brace this thinking fand many, if not most, do) rhar chey
mamtain dominance over women “by any means neces-
sary.” While much cultural arention is given to domestic
violence and practically evervone agrees it 1 wrong for men
e hit women as a way of subordinating us, most men use
psychalogical terrorism as a way to subordinate women.
This is @ socially acceptable form of coercion, And lying 1s
one ot the mast powertul weapons in this arsenal, When
men lic to women, presenting & False sclf, the terrible price
they pay to maintain “power over™ us is the loss of their ca-
pacity to give and receive love. Trast 15 the foundanion of
mtimacy. When lies erode rrust, genuine connection cannot
take place. While men wha dominare others can and do ex-
perience angoing care, they place a barrier between them-
selves and the experience of love.

All visionary male thinkers challenging male domina-
tion insist that men can return to love only by repudiating
the will to dominate, In The End of Manbood, Stolienberg
contimually emphasizes that men can honor their own self-
hood only through loving juseice, He asseres: “ Justice be-
tween peaple is perhaps the most important connection
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peaple can have.™ Loving justice for themselves and athers
enables men 1o break the chokehald of pamarchal mas-
culiniey. In the chaprer nrled “How We Can Have Betier
Relationships with the Women i Our Lives,” Staltenberg
writes: " Loving justice between a man and a woman does
not stand a chance when other men's manhood matters
more, When a man bas decided o love manhood more
than justice, there are prediceable consequences in all his
relanionships with women. . .. Learning to live as a man
ot conscience means deciding thar your loyalty to the peo-
ple whom vou love 15 always more important than what-
ever lingering lovalty vou may sometimes feel o ocher
men's judgment on your manhood,” When men and
women are loval o ourselves and orhers, when we love
justive, we understand fully the mynad ways m which ly-
ing diminishes and erodes the possibility of meaningful,
cartng connection, that ir stands in the way of love.
Since the values and behavior of men are usually the
standards by which everyone in our culture determines
what is acceprable, it is important 1o understand thar con-
doning lving s an essential component of patriarchal
thinking for evervone, Men are by no means the only
group who use lies as a way of gaming power over others,
Indeed. if parriarchal masculinity estranges men fram their
selthond, i is equally tree that women who embrace pa-
traarchal feminmiry, the insistence thar temales should act

2% though they are weak; meapable of rational thought,
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dumb, silly, are also socialized to wear a mask—ro lie:
This is one of the primary themes in Lerner's The Dance
af Deception. With shrewd insighe she calls women to ac-
count for our participation in structures of pretense and
lies—partcularly within family life. Women are ofren
comforrable lving to men in order to manipulate them to
give us things we teel we wanr or deserve. We may lie 1o
holster 2 male’s self-esreem, These lies may rake the form
of pretending to teel emotions we do not feel ro pretending
levels of emotional vulnerability and neediness rthar are
talse,

Heterosexual women are often schooled by other women
in the are of lying 1o men as 2 way 1o manipulate, Many
examples of the suppore females receive for lying concern
the desire to mare and bear children, When ! longed to
have a baby and my male parner at the nme was not
ready, | was stunned by the number of women who en-
couraged me 1o disregard his feelings, to go ahead withoutr
telling hum, They tele it was fAne to deny a child the rght
to be desired by both female and male biological parents.
(Mo deception is invalved when a woman has a child with
a sperm donor, as in such a case there 15 no visible male
parent to ceject or punish an unwanted child.) It disturbed
me that women | respected did nor take the need for male
parenting seriously or believe that it was as important for
g man to want 1o parent as a woman. Whether we like it

or not we stll live in a world where children want m
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know who their fathers are and, when they can, go m
search of absent fathers. 1 could not imagine bringing a
child inta this world whose Facher might reject him or her
because he did not desire a child in the first place.

Growing up m the fifties; in the days before adequarte
birth control, every female was acutely conscious of the
way unwanted pregnancies could alter the course of a
young woman's life, Stll, it was clear then thar there were
girls wha hoped for pregnancy to emanonally bind mdi-
vidual males to them forever. | thoughr those davs were
long gone. Yet even in this era of sockal equality berween
the sexes 1 hear stories of females choosing to get pregnant
when a refationship 15 rocky as a way of forcing the male
to remain in their life or in the hope of forcing marriage.
Muore than we might think, some men feel extremely
bound o a woman when she gives birth o a child they
have fathered. The face that men succamb 1o being lied ro
and manipulated when the issue 15 biological parenting
does not make it right or just, Men who accepr being hed
to and manipulated are not only abdicatng their power,
they are seting up a situation where they can “blame”
wamen or justify woman-hatmng.

This is another case where lying s used to pain power
over someone, 1o hold them against therr will, Harrier Ler-
ner reminds readers thar honesty s only one aspect of
rruth relling—rthar it is equared with “moral excellence:
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an absence of deception or fraud,™ The mask of parriar-
chal *“femininicy™ often renders women's deceptions ac-
ceptable, However, when women lie we lend credence 1o
age-old sexist stereotypes that suggest women are inher-
ently, by virtue of being female, less capable of truch rell-
ing. The ongins of this sexist stereotype extend back to
ancient stories of Adam and Eve, of Eve's willingness 1o
lie even to God.

Often, when informarion is withheld by womeén and
men, protection of privacy is the justiheanon. In our cul-
ture privacy is often confused with secrecy. Open, honest,
eruth-telling individuals value privacy. We all need spaces
where we can be alone with thoughts and feelings—where
we can experience healthy psychological autonomy and
can choose to share when we want to. Keeping secrets is
usually about power, about hiding and concealing infor-
mation. Hence, many recovery programs siress that “youo
are only as sick as your secrets.” When a former boy-
triend’s sister shared with me a carefully guarded family
secret regarding incest, which he did not know abour, |
responded by requesting that she tell him. If she didn't, |
would. 1 felt that keeping this information a secrer from
him would wiolare the commitment we had made as a cou-
ple to be open and honest with each other. By withholding
this information from him, joining his mother and sisters,

[ would have been participating in family dysfuncrion.
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Sharing with him affirmed my lovalty and respect for his
capacity to cope with reality,

While privacy strengthens all our bonds; secrecy weak-
ens and damapes connection. Lerner points out thar we
do not usually “know the emotional costs of keeping a
secret™ unnl the mruth is disclosed, Usually, secrecy in-
volves lying. And lying s always the serting tor potennal
hetrayal and vinlation of trust.

Widespread cultural acceprance of lying is a primary rea-
son many of us will never know love. It is impossible to
nurmure one’s own or another's spiritual growrh when the
core of one’s being and identity is shrouded in secrecy and
lies. Trusting that another persan always intends your
good, having a core foundanon of loving pracrice, cannot
exist within a context of deception. It i this truism that
makes all acts of judicious withholding major moral dilem-
mas. More than ever before we, as a society, need to renew
a commitment to truth telling. Such a commitment is diff-
cult when lying is deemed more acceprable than telling the
truth, Lying has become so much the accepted norm that
people lie even when it would be simpler to tell the truth.

Pracucally every mensal health care practictioner, from
the most erodite psychoanalysts to pnrramed seli-help gu-
rus, 1ell us that it is infinitely more fulflling and we are
all saner if we tell the truth, yer most of us are not rushing
to stand up and be counted among the truth rellers. In-
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deed, as someone committed o hemg homest in daily life
| experience the constant drag of being scen as a “freak™
for telling che truth, even when 1 speak truthfully abou
simple marters. It a friend gives me a gift and asks me o
tell him or her whether or not I hike 1, T wall respond
honestly and judiciously; thae &5 1o say, | will speak the
truth (0 a positive, caring manner. Yer even (n rhis situa-
non, the person who asks for bonesty will often express
annoyance when given a truthful response.

In today’s world we are taught o fear the truth, wo be-
lieve it always hurts, We are encouraged o see honest
peaple as nave, as potential losers. Bombarded with cul-
tural propaganda ready to msull in all of us the novon
that lies are more important, that truth does not matter,
we are all potential vicnms. Consumer culrurs in particu-
lar encowrages lics, Advernsing 15 one of the cultural me-
divms that has most sanctioned lying, Keeping people in
n constant staie of fack, in perperual desire, strengthens
the marketplace economy. Lovelessness is a boon to con-
sumensm, And lies strengthen the world of predatory ad-
vertising., Qur passive acceptance of lies in public life,
particularly via the mass media, vpholds and perpetuates
lying n our privace ives. In oar public life there would be
nothing for tabloid journalism to expose if we lived our
hives out in the open, committed to truth telling. Com-

mitment to knowing love can protect us by keeping us
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wedded ro a life of rruth, willing 1o share ourselves openly
and fully in boch private and public lite.

To know love we have o tell rhe trurth to ourselves and
to athers. Creanng a false sell to mask fears and insecur-
ines has become so common that many of us forget who
we are and whar we feel underneath the preténse, Break-
ing throogh this demial s always the frst step i ancov-
ering our longing to be honest and clear. Lies and secrets
burden us and cause stress. When an individual has always
hied, he has no awareness that truch telling can take away
this heavy burden. To know this he must ler the hes go.

When feminism firss began, women talked openly about
our desires 10 know men better, 10 love them for who they
really are. We talked abour our desires to be loved for
who we really are (i.e., to be accepred in our physical and
spiritual beings rather than feeling we had to make our-
selves into a fanrasy self to become the objecr of male
desire). And we urged men m be rrue to themselves, to
express themselves. Then when men began 1o share their
rhoughts and feelings, some women could not cope. They
wanred the old lies and pretenses ro be back in place. In
the seventies, a popular Sylvia greeting card showed a
woman seated i fronr of a fortune-teller gazing into a
crystal ball. The capuon en the front of the card read:
“He never ralks about his feelings,” On the inside the re-
sponse was: “Next year at 2:00 P men will start talking

about their feelings. And at 2:05 women zll over Amenca
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will be sorev,” When we hear another person’s thoughts,
beliefs, and feelings, It is more difficult o project on o
them our perceptions of who they are, [v s harder o be
mampulative. Ar cimes women find it difficult o hear
what many men have to say when what they tell us does
not conform o our fantasies of who they are or who we
want them to be.

The wounded child inside many males is a boy who.
when he brst spoke his truths, was silenced by paternal
sadism, by a patmarchal world thar did not want him o
claim his true feelings. The wounded child inside many
temales is a girl who was taught from early childhood on
that she muost become something other than herself,
deny her troe feelings, in order to atract and please
others: When men and women punish each other for truth
telling we reinforce the notion that lies are better. To be
lowving we willingly hear each other’s truth and, most im-
portant, we affirm the value of wuth celling. Lies may
make people feel better, bur they do not help them to
know love,

4 ¥
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COMMITMENT:
LET LOVE BE LOVE IN ME

Commitment is-inherent in any genumely loving re-
latiwmshep. Anyone who s truly: concerned for the
spiritual growth of another knows, consciously or in-
stinctively, thit he or she can significantly foster that
prowth only through a relationship of constancy,

—M, SCOTT PECK



OMMITMENT TO TRUTH telling lavs the ground-
work for the openness and honesty thar is the heartheat
of love, When we can see ourselves as we rrulv are and
accept ourselves, we build the necessary foundarion for
setf-love. We have all heard the maxim "If you do not
love yoursell, you will be unable to love anyone else,™ It
sounds good, Yer more often than not we feel some degree
of confusion when we hear this ststement. The confusion
arises because most people who think they are not lovable
have this perception because at some point in their lives
they were socialized 1o see themselves as unlovable by
forces outside their control. We are not born knowing
how to love anvone, either ourselves or somebody else.
However, we are born able to respond to care, As we
grow we can give and receive artennon, affection, and joy.
Whether we learn how to love ourselves and others will
depend on the presence of a loving environment.
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Self-love cannot flourish in solaton, It 5 no easy task
ter be seli-loving. Simple axioms thar make self-love sound
easy only make marrers worse. It leaves many people won-
dering why, if it is so easy, they continue o be trapped
by feelings of low self-esteem or self-hatred. Using a work-
ing defininon of love thar ells os it is the acrion we ke
on behalf of our cwn or another’s spiritual growth pro-
vides us with a beginning bluepring for working on the
issue of self-love, When we see love as a combinaton of
tridst, commitment, care, respect, knowledge, and respon.
sibiliey, we can work on developing these qualities or, if
they are already a part of who we are, we can learn o
extend them to ourselves,

Many people find it helpful to crinically examine the
past, particularly childhood, to charr their internalization
nf messages thar they were not worrhy, nor enough, that
they were crazy, stupid, monstrous, and so on, Simply
learming how we have acquired feclings of worthlessness
rarely enables us to change things; it s usually only one
stage 1 the process. 1, [ike so many other people, have
found it usetul o examine neganive thinking and behav-
ioral patterns learned in childhood, particularly those
shaping my sense of self and identiry, However, this pro-
cess alone did not ensare self-recovery. It was not enough.
I share this because it is far too easy ro stay stuck insimply
describing, telling one's story over and over again, which

§4
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can be a way of holding on to gricf abour the past or
holding on to a narrative thar places blame on others,
While it is imporeant for us to understand the origing
of fragile self-esteem, it is also possible 1o bypass this stage
(identifymng when and where we received neganve sociali-
zation} and sefl create a foundadon for building self-love.
Individwals who bypass this stage tend to move on 1o the
next stage, which 15 actively introducing into our lives con-
structive life-affirming thought patterns and behavior.
Whether a person remembers the details of being abused
is not impoertant. When the consequence of that abuse is
a feeling of worthlessness, they can sull engage in a pro-
cess of self-recovery by finding ways to affirm self-worth.
The wounded heart learns self-love by first overcoming
low self-ésteem. Mathaniel Branden®s lengthy work Six
Fillars of Self-Esteerm highlights importane dimensions
of self-esteemn, “the pracoce of living consciously, self-
acceptance, self-responsibaliy, self-assertiveness; living pur-
posefully and the practice of personal integrity.™ Living
consciously means we think eritically about ourselves and
the world we live in. We dare to ask oueselves the basic
questions who, what, when, where, and why. Answering
these questions wsually provides us with a level of aware-
ness thar enlightens. Branden contends: “To live con-
sciously means to seek to be aware of evervthing that bears
On our actions, purposes, values, and goals—to the best

]
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of our abiliry, wharever thar abihty may be—and w0 he-
have in zccordance with that which we see and know.”
Tao live conscinusly we have 1o enpage in eritical reflection
about the world we live in and knosw most imamarely.
Ulswally 1t 15 through reflection char mdividuals who
have nor accepred themselves make the choice o stop lis-
renmg o negarive voices, within and ourside the self, thar
cemstantly reject and devalue them, Affirmadons work for
anyone striving for seli-acceprance. Although | had for
veiars been interested in therapeuric modes of healing and
self-help, athrmations alwavs seemed 10 me a bir corny.
My sister, who was then working as a therapist in the keld
of chemical dependency, encouraged me o give afhrma-
tions & try to see it | would experience any concrere
changes in my outlook. | wrote afirmations relevant o
my daily life and began to repeat them in the morning as
part of my daily medianons: At the top of my list was
the dectaramion: *I'm breaking with old patterns and mow-
ing forward with my life.” | not only found them o be a
rremendous energy boost—a way to kick off the day by
my accentuaring the positive—| also found it wsetul
repeat them during the day it | felr particularly stressed ar
was falling into the abyss of negamve thinking. Affrma-
tions helped restare my emortional equilibrium,
Selt-acceprance 15 hard for many of us. There 158 voice
inside that is constantly judging. frst ourselves and then

others, That voice enjoys the mdulgence of an endless nega-
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rive oritigque, Because we have learned o believe negarivity
15 more realistic, it appears more real than any positve
voice. Once we begin o replace negative thinking with
positive thinking, it becomes urrerly clear that, far from
being realistic, negative thinking s absolutely disenabling.
When we are positive we not only accept and afirm our-
selves, we are able to afhrm and accept others,

The more we accepr ourselves, the better prepared we
are 1o take responsibilicy i all areas of our lives, Com-
menting on this thicd pillar ot selt-csteem, Branden defines
self-respansibility as the willingness “1o take responsibilicy
tar my actions and the atainment of my goals - . . for my
lite and well-being.” Taking responsibibty does not mean
thar we deny the reality of mstiononalized injusnce, For
example, racism, sexism, and homophobiz all create bar-
riers and conerese incidents of discrimination, Simply ak-
g responsibility does not mean thar we can prevent
discriminarory acts’ from happemmg. But we can choose
how we respond o acts of injusiice. Taking responsibibiny
means thar in the face of barriers we still have the capaciry
te mmvent our lives, to shape our desrimies i ways char
maximize our well-bemg. Every day we practice this shape
shifting to cope with realinies we cannot easily change,

Many women are married to men who were unsuppor-
tive when they decided to further their educanons, Meost
of these women did not leave the men in their lives,
they engaged in constructive strazegies of resistance.
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One woman 1 spoke with was imhibired because her hug-
band worked in a plant and she felt uncomtorrable having
more educarion than he did. Yet she wanted to reenter the
workforce and needed an advanced degree o do so. She
made the choiwce o take responsibality for her needs and
desires, helieving it would slso enhance the well-being of
her family. Returning ro work boosted her self-esecem and
changed the passive-aggressive rage and depression that
had developed as a consequence of her 1solation and stap-
nation, Making this decision and finding ways 1o realize
it was not an easy process, however, Her hushand and
children were often disgruntled when her independence
forced them 1o accepr more household responsibilicy. In
the long run, everyone benefired. And it goes without say-
ing that rthese changes boosted her selb-esteem in ways that
showed her how selt-love made it possible to extend her-
self im a constructive way ta others. She was happier and
g0 were those around her.

In order to makes these changes she had o make use
of another vizal aspect of selt-esteem, “self-assernveness,”
defined by Branden as “the willingness to stand op for
myvself, to be who | am openly, to treat myself with respect
iri all human encounters.™ Since many of us were shamed
in childhood either in our families of ongin or in school
sertings, a learned partern of going along with the pro-
gram and not making a fuss is the course of acnon we
most Frequently choose as o way e avoid condlict, As chil-
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dren, conflict was often the setring for put-downs and hu-
miliation, the place where we were shamed, Our attempis
at self-assertion failed as an adequate detense. Many of us
learned thar passivity lessened the possibility of amack.

Sexist socialization teaches temales thar self-assertiveness
rs a threat to fermminity. Accepting this faulty logic lavs
the groundwork for low self-esteem. The tear of being self-
assertive usually surfaces in women who have been trained
to be good girls or duciful daughters, In our childhood
home my brother was never pumished for talking back.
Asserting his opinions was g positive sign of manhood.
When my sisters and | voiced our opinions we were told
bv our parenting adules thar this was negarive and unde-
sirable behavior, We were rold, especially by our dad. that
fermale self-assertion was not feminine, We did not liszen
o these warnings. Even though ours was a parriarchal
haouschobd, the tact that females far cumumbered the two
males, my dad and my brother, made it safe for us 0
speak our minds, to talk back, Luckily, by the ome we
were young adults the feminist movement had come along
and validared thar having a voice and being self-assertive
was necessary for binlding self-esteem,

One reason women have rraditionally gossiped more
than men is because gossip has been a social inferacnion
wherein women have felr comforrable stanng what they
really think and feel. Often, rather than asserting what
they think at the appropriate moment, women say what
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they think will please the listener. Larer, they gosap, stag-
myg ar thar moment their true thoughts. This division be-
eween a false self invented o please others and a2 more
authentic self need nor exist when we cultivate positive

sl f-esteem.

THE FEMINIST MOVEMENT really helped women
understand the personal power that is gained through
positivie  self-assertiveness, Gloria  Steinem's  best-seller
Revolstion fraom Within caurioned women abourt the dan-
ger of achieving success withour doing the necessary
groundwaork for self-love and self-esteem. She found that
achieving womén who still suffered internalized self-hatred
invariably acted out in ways that undermined their success.
And if the self-hating successful person did nor act out she
may have lived a life of private desperation, unable o cell
anyone success dees not, in fact, reverse crippled self-
esteem, To complicate matters, women may feel the need to
pretend thar they are seli-loving, to assert confidence and
power o the outside world, and as a consequence they feel
psychologically conflicted and disengaged from their true
being. Shamed by the fecling that they can never Iepanyone
know who they really are, they may choose isolation and
aloneness tor tear of being unmasked.

This is true of men as well. When powerful men reach
the height of personal achievement in their careers, they
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often undermine all they have worked for by engaging in
self-destructive behavior, Men who reside ar the bortom
ot vur nation's economic totem pole do this and se do
men at the top. President Clintor engaged in decentful be-
havior, betraying both his personal commitments to his
tamily as well as his political commitment to be a paragon
of American values 1o the people of this country. He did
5o when his popularity was at an all-ume high, Having
spent much of his life achieving against rhe odds, his ac-
tons expose a fundamental flaw in his self-esteem. Al-
though he 15 2 white male, Ivy League-educated and
economically well off, privileged, with zll the accompa-
nying perks, his irresponsible actions were & way of un-
masking, of showing 1o the world that he really was not
the “good guy" he was pretending 1o be. He created the
context for a public shaming thar no doobt mirrors mo-
ments of childhood shaming when some authority hgure
in his life made him feel he was worthless and that he
would never be worthy no matter what he did, Anyone
who suffers from low self-esteem can learn by his exam-
ple. If we succeed withour confronting and changing
shaky foundarions of low sclf-esteem rooted mn contemps
and hatred, we will falter along the way,

1T 15 No accident that “living purposely” is the stxh
element of self-ésteem. According to Branden it entails
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taking responsibility for consciously creating goals, iden-
titying the actions necessary to achieve them, making sure
pur hehavior s m alignment with our goals, and paying
attention to the ourcome of our actions so that we see
whether they are leading us whete we wanr to go, Most
peaple are concerned about hving purposetully when it
comes to choosing the work we do. Unforrunately, many
workers teel they have very little freedom of choice when
it comes to work, Most people do not grow op leaming
thar the work we choose to do will have a major impact
on owr capacity to be self-loving.

Work occupies much of our time. Daing work we
hate assaults our self-csteem and sclf-confidence. Yet most
workers cannot do the work they love, But we can all en-
hance our capacity o live purposely by learning how to ex-
perience satisfaction in whatever work we do. We find that
sarisfacrion by giving any job toral commitment. When |
had a teaching job | hated (the kind of job where vou long
to be sick soyou have an excuse tor not gomg o work), the
only way [ conld ease the severity of my pain was to give my
absolite best, This strategy enabled me to live purposely.
Doing a job well, even if we do not enjoy what we are do-
ing, means that we leave it with a feeling of well-being, our
self-esteem intace. Thar self-esteem aids us when we go in
search of a job that can be more fulfilling.

Throughout my lite | have endeavored to not only do
work | enjoy but to work with individuals T respect, like,
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or love, When | frst declared my desire to work m a loving
environment, friends acted as though 1 had wruly lost my
mimnd. To them, love and work did not go rogether. But 1
was convineed that I would work better in a work environ-
ment shaped by an ethic of love. Today, as the Buddhist
concept of “right livelihood™ 15 more widely understond,
more people embrace the belief that wark that enhances
our spiritual well-being strengthens our capacity to love.
And when we work with love we create a loving working
environment. Whenever I enter an office, | can immediately
sense by the overall atmosphere and mood whether the
waorkers like what they do. Marsha Sinetar writes about
this concept in her book Do Whar You Love, the Money
Wil Fallow as a way to encourage readers to take the risk
of choosing work they care abour and therefore learning
through experience the meaning of right livelihood.
While there are many meaningful insights in Sinerar'y
book, it is equally true that we ¢can do whar we love and
money will nor always follow, Although this is utterly dis-
appointing, it can also offer us the cxperiencial awareness
that doing what you love may be more important than
making money, Somerimes, as has been the case in my life,
I have had 1o work ar a job that 15 less than enjoyable in
order to have the means o do the work | love. At one
point in a very mixed job career I worked as a cook in a
club. 1 hated the noise and the smoke. Bur working nighes
left me free to write mn the day, o do the work 1 truly

63



L | L O LT L PR3 L |

wanted to do, Each experience enhanced the value ot the
other, My nightime work helped me relish the quiet se-
remity of my day and enjoy the alone rime so essential to
WIIing.

Whenever passible, it 15 best to seck work we love and to
avind work we bare. Bur somenimes we learn what we need
1o avaid by doing it. Individuals who are able o be eco-
nomically self-sufficient doing whar they love are blessed.
Their experience serves as a beacon toall of us, showing us
the ways right livelthood can seeengthen self-love, ensuring
peace and contenitment in the lives we lead beyond work.

Ofeen, workers believe that if their home lite is good, it
does not matter 1t they feel dehumanized and exploweed on
the job. Many jobs undermine self-love because they re-
quire that workers constantly prove their worth. Individu-
als who are dissatished and miserable on the job bring this
negative energy home, Clearly, much af the violence in
domestic lite, both physical and verbal abuse, is linked 10
job misery. We can encourage friends and loved ones
maove toward greater self-love by supporting them in any
etfort to leave work that assaults their well-bemng,

Folks who are our of the paid worktorce, women and
mén who do unpaid work in the home, as well as all other
happily unemployed people, are often doing what they
wanl to do. While thev are not rewarded by an income,
rheir day-ro-day life often provides more savistaction than
it would if they worked ar a high-paying job in a steessful
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and dehumanizing environment. Sanshed homemakers,
both women and the rare men wha have chosen to sty
home, have a lot to teach vs all about the joy that comes
from self-derermination. Thev are their own bosses, ser-
ring the terms of their labor and the measure of therr re-
ward. More than any of us, they have the freedom 1o
develop right livelihood,

Maost of us did not learn when we were young thar cur
capacity o be self-loving would be shaped by the work
we do and wherher that work enhances our well-being.
Mo wonder then thar we have become a nation where so
maty workers feel bad, Jobs depress the spirit. Rather
than enhancing self-esteem, work is perceived as a drag,
a megative necessity, Bringing love into the work environ-
ment can create the necessary transformation that can
make any job we do, no matter how menial, o place where
workers can cxpress the best of themselves. When we
waork with love we renew the spirit; that renewal 15 an ace
ot selt-love, it nurtures cur growth. It’s not what you do
but how you do it

In The Knitting Sutra, Susan Lydon deseribes the labor
of knitting as a freely chosen crafe that enhances her
awareness of the value of rght livelihood, shanng: "“Whaz
[ found in this tiny domesne waorld of knitting is endless;
it runs broader and deeper than anyone might imagine, It
is mnfnite and seemingly [nexhausnble in its capacity to
inspire, excite, and provoke creanve insight.” Lydon sees



S R R R T

the world that we have rradinonally thoughrt of as
“waonman's work™ as a place o discover godliness through
the vt of crearing domestic bliss, A blissful househeld 15
one where love can flounsh,

Creating domestic bliss is especially useful for individu-
als living alone who are just learning 1o be self-loving,
When we intentionally strive o make our homes places
where we are ready 1o give and receive love, every object
we place there enhances our well-being. 1 create themes
tor my different homes. My fat in the ciey has the theme
“love's meeting place.™ As a small-town person moving ta
a g city [ tound that 1 needed my enviconment o eruly
feel like a sancruary. Since my onc-bedroom flaz is so
much smaller than the places | had been accustomed o
living in, ! decided 1o take only objects | mmuly lnved—the
things | felr | could nor do withour, It 15 amazing how
much sruft vou can just ler gooof, My countey place has a
desert theme, | call it “soledad hermosa,” beautiful soli-
tude, | go there to be quier and siill and ro experience the
divine, to be renewed.

OF ALl THE chapters for this book, this one was the
mast difficalr to write, When 1 ralked with friends and ac-
guaintances abour selt-love | was surprised o see how
many ol us feel troubled by the notion, as though the very

idea implies too much narcissism orselhshness. We all need
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tir rid ourselves of misguided notiens abouat self-love, We
need to stop fearfully equating it with self-centeredness and
selhshness.

Selt-love is the toundation of our loving practice, Wich-
ouf it our other eHores o love fail. Giving ourselves lave we
provide our inner being with the opportunity to have the
unconditional love we may have always longed to receive
trom someone clse, Whenever we interact with others, the
love we give and receive is always necessanly condinional,
Although it is not impossible, it is very difficult and rare for
is 10 be abie ro exténd uncondirional love ro others, largely
because we cannot exercise control over the behavior of
somedne else and we cannot predicr or utterly control our
responses to their actions. We can, however, exercise con-
trol over our own actions. We can give ourselves the
unconditional love that is the grounding tor sustained ac-
ceptance and affirmation, When we give this precious gift
to ourselves, we are able o reach out 1o others from a
place of fulfillment and not from a place of lack.

One of the best guides o how to be selb-loving 15 ro give
ourselves the love we are often dreaming ahour receiving
from others, There was a nme when | felr lousy abour my
aver-forty body, saw myself as oo fat, too this, or oo
that. Yet | fantasized abour finding a lover who would
give me the gift of being loved as [ am, It s silly, isn't i,
that | would dream of someone else offering o me the
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acceprance and affirmation [ was withholding from my-
self. This was a moment when the maxim "You can never
lowve anybody if you are unable ro love yourself™ made
clear sense, And [ add, "Do nor expect to receive the love
from someone else you do not give yoursell.”

In an ideal world we would all learn in childhood o
love ourselves, We would grow, bemg secure in our worth
and value, spreading love wherever we went, fetting our
lighr shine. If we did not learn self-love in our youth, there
is still hope. The light of love is always in us, no marter
how cold the flame. It is always present, waiting for the
spark to ignite, waitng for the heart to awaken and call
us back to the first memory of being the life force inside
a dark place waiting to be born—waiting to see the light.
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SPIRITUALITY:
DIVINE LOVE

As a woman and a lover, however, 1 am moved by
the sight of my Beloved, Whire He 18, 1 want ro be,
What He sulters; | wang to share, Who He is, T want
1 he: erucifed Tor Jove,

—5aINT TERFSA OF AVILA



IVING LIFE 1N touch with divine spirit lets us
see the light of love in all hving bengs. Thar hghe s s
resurrecting |ife force. A colrure thar is dead o love can
only be resurrected by spiritnal awakening, On the surface
it appears that cur nanen has gone so far down the road
ot secular individualism, worshiping the twin gods of
money and power, that there seems o be no place for
spiritual life, Yer an overwhelming majormy of Americans
who express faich o Chrisnanity, Judaism, Islam,
Buddhism, or other religious traditions clearly believe
that spiritual lite is importane. The crisis of American like
does not seem o be generated by a lack of interest in
spirituality. However, this interest 1s constantly co-opred
by the powertul torces of matenalism and hedonistic con-
SUMEerism.
In the conclusion to his insighttol work The Are of Loe-
g, written i the mid-ffties bur still relevane o weday™s
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warld, psychoanalyst Ench Fromm courageously cills ar-
tention to the reality that “the principle underlving capi-
ratistic sociery and the panciple of love are incomparible,”
He contends: “Our society is run by a managerial bo-
reaucracy, by protessional politicians; people are mon-
vated by mass suggestion, their aim is producing more and
consummg mare, as purposes m themselves,” The cultural
emphasis on endless consumption deflects arention from
spiritual hunger. We are endlessly hombarded by messages
telling us that our every need can be sarished by marerial
increase, Arrist Barbara Kroger creared a work proclaim-
ing "1 shop therefore Fam™ 1o show the way consumerism
has mken gver mass consciousness, making people think
they are what they possess, While the zeal to possess -
tensifies, 0 does the sense of spuritual empriness. Because
we are spiritually empty we ey to Al up o0 consumerism.
We may not have enough love but we can always shop.
Qur national spiritual hunger springs from a keen
awareness of the emotional lack in our lives, It is a re
spanse to loveléssness, Going to church or temple has not
satisfied thes hunger, surfacing from deep within our souls,
Oregamized religlon has failed o satisly spiritual hunger
because it has accommodated secular demands. interprer-
ing spiritual life in ways thar vphold the values of a
production-centered commaodity culture, This is as true of
the tradicional Christian church as it is of New Age spiri-
raality: It 15 no accident that so many famous New Age
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spiritsal teachers hnk rher teachings to a metaphysics of
daily life that extolls the vireses of wealth, privilege, and
power, For example, consider New Age logic, which sug-
gests that the poor have chosen o be poor. have chosen
their suffering. Such thinking removes from all of us who
are privileged the burden of accountability. Rather than
calling us to embrace love and greater community, it ac-
tually requires an investment in the logic of alienation and
CH.T.TEFIEIEFHEJ'IE,

The hasic interdependency of life is ignored so thar sep-
arareness and individual gain can be deified. Religious fun-
damenralism i5 ofren represented as- aurhenric spiritual
practice and given a level of mass media exposure that
counterculmural rehgious thought and practice never re-
cetve, Usnally, fundamentaliscs, be they Christian, Mus-
lim, or any faich, shape and interprer religious thought to
make it conform o and leginmize a conservarive stams
que, Fundamentalist thinkers use religion to justify sup-
porting imperialism, militarism, sexism, racism, homo-
phobia, They denv the unifving message of love thart is ar
the heart of every magy religious radimon.

Mo wonder then thar so many people who claim o be-
lieve m religious reachings do not allow their habis of
being to reflect these beliefs. For example, the Christan
church remains one of the mose racially segregared insgi-
twnens in our society. In Martin Luther King, Jr.'s letter

to Amernican Christians, in which he assumes the persona
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of the biblical apostle Paul, he admomshes behievers for
supporning segreganion; “Americans; 1 must orge you to
be rid of every aspect of segregation. Segregation is'a bla-
tamt demial of the unity which we have m Chnst, It sub-
stirutes an ‘l-t' relatonship tor the “lthou' relanonship,
and relegares persons to the status of chings. Ir scars the
soul and degrades the persenality. .., It destrovs com-
mumnity and makes brotherhood impossible.™ This is only
one example of the way i which organized religious war-
ship corruprs and violates religious principles about how
we should live in the world and how we should acr coward
ane another, Imagine how different our lives would be if
all the individuals who claim o be Christians, or who
claim 1o be religious, were serting an example for everyone
by being loving.

Blacant misuses of spiriruabity and religious faith could
lead us to despair about spirtual lite i we were not si-
multaneously witnessing & genuing concern tor spiritual
awakening expressed counterculturally. Whether it is the
American Buddhises working in solidarity to tree Tibet or
the many Christian-based orgamzanons that pravide sop-
port i the way of tood and sheleer for the needy globally,
these embodiments af loving praceice renew our hope and
restore the soul. All around the world liberation theology
offers the exploired and oppressed a vision of spiriual
treedom that s hinked o srruggles o end domination.

A lirtle more than ten vears afrer Fromm frst published
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The Art of Loving, Martin Luther King, Jr.’s collection of
sermons Strength to Love was published. The major focus
of these talks was the celebranon of love as a spiritual
force that unites and binds all life, Like Fromm's earlier
work, these essays championed spiritual lite, critiguing
capitalism, marenalism, and the violence wsed 1o enforce
explomation and dehumamzanion, In a 1967 lecrure op-
posing war King declared: “When | speak of love | am
not speaking of some sentimental and weak response. |
am speaking of thar force which all of the grear religions
have seen as the supreme unifying principlte of hfe. Love
18 somehow the key thar unlocks the door which leads o
ultimate reality, This Hindu-Moslem-Christian- Jewish-
Buddhist belief about wltumate reality s beautifully
sumimed up i the hest epsstle of Saint John: *Ler us love
one another, for love is God and everyone thar loveth s
born of God and knoweth God.' ™ Throughout his life
King was a prophet of love, In the late seventies, when it
was oo longer cool to ralk abour spirituality, I found my-
self turning again and again to his work and o the work
of Thomas Meron. As religious seekers and chinkers, both
men focused attention on the practice of love as a means
of spiricual fulbllment.

Extolling the transformative power of love in his essay
"Love and Weed,” Merton writes: "Love is, in facr an
intensificarion of life, a completeness, a fullness, a whole-
ness of life. , .. Life curves upward to a peak of intensity,
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a high point of value and meaning, at which all its latent
creative possibility go mto schon and the person tran-
scends himsell or herself in encounter, response, and com-
munion with another. It s for thas chat we came into the
world—this communion and self-cranscendence. We do
not become tully human until we give ourselves 1o cach
other in love." The teachings abour love offered by
Fromm, King, and Merton differ from much of today's
writing. There is always an emphasis in their work on love
as an active force that should lead us into greater com-
mumnion with the world, In their work, loving practice is
not aimed ar ssmply giving an individual grearer [ile sat-
isfaction; it 15 extolled as the primary wav we end domm-
nation and oppression. This important politicization of
love is often absent from oday’s writing.

Much as L enjoy popular New Ape commentary on lave,
| am ofren struck by the dangerous narcissism foseered by
spiritual rhetoric that payvs so much acention o individual
self-improvement and so lide to the practice of love
within the context of community. Packaged as 2 com-
modity, spirstnality becomes no different trom an exercise
program. While it may leave the consumer teeling better
about his or her life, its power to enhance our communion
with ourselves and others in a sustained way 15 inhibited.
Commenting on the value of an engaged life in The Active
Life: Wisdom for Work, Creativity, and Caring, Parker
Palmer writes: “To he fully alive is toacr, . . . | understand
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action to be any way that we can co-creare reality with
other beings and the Spiree. .. . Action, like a sacrament,
is the visible form of an invisible spirit, an ourward man-
ifestation of an mward power. But as we act, we not '-""I‘.l"
express what is in us and help give shape 1o the world;
we also receive whart 15 outside us, and reshape out inner
selves.” A commitment to a spiritzal life requires us to do
more than read a good book or go on a restful reteear, It
requires conscions practice, a willingness to unire the way
we think with the way we act.

Spirirual life is first and foremost abour commirment ro
a way of thinking and behaving that honors principles of
intes-being and interconnectedness. When | speak of the
spiritual, | refer ro the recognition within everyone that
there is a place of mystery in our lives where forces that
are beyond human desice or will alter circumstances
andlor guide and direct ws. | call these forces “divine
spirit.” When we choose to lead a spirit-flled life, we rec-
ognize and celebrate the présence of transcendent spiris,
Some people call this presence soul, God, the Beloved,
higher conscioosness, or higher power. Sall others say that
this force is what it is becavse it cannot be named. To
them it is simply the spirit moving in us and through us,

A commitment to spiritual life necessarily means we em-
brace the erernal principle thar love s all, everything, our
true destiny. Despite overwhelming pressure to conform
to the cultore of lovelessness, we snll seek o know love,
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That seskmpg s iself a manifestation of divine spirit. Life-
threatening nihilism abounds in contemporary culrure,
crossing the boundaries of race, class, gender, and nanon-
ality. At some point it atfecrs all our lives. Everyone inow
is ar times brogght low by feelings of depression and
despair abour the stire of the world. Whether it is the on-
soing worldwide presence of violence expressed by the
persistenice of man-made war, hunger and starvanomn,
the day-to-day reality of violence, the presence of life-
threatening diseases thar cause the unexpected deaths of
friends, comrades, and loved ones, there s much that
brings evervone 1o the brink of desparr, Knowing love or
the hope of knowing love is the anchor thar keeps us from
talling into that sea of despair. In A Path with Heart, Jack
Kornfield shares: “The longing for love and the movement
of love is underneath all of our activities,™

Spiritualicy and spiritual life give us the strength o
lowve, Tr is rare for individuals to choose a lite in che spac,
one that honors the sacred dimensions of everyday life
when they have had no conmace with traditional religious
thought or peactice. Spiritual teachers are important
guides who provide a catalyst for our spiritual awakening.
Another source of spiritual growth 15 communion and tel-
lewship wath like-minded souls. Spiritual seekers ler their
light shine s that others may see nor only o give seryvice
by example bur also to constantly remind themselves thar
spiricuality 1s most gloriously embodied in our actions—
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our habits of bemg. Insightfully Jack Kornfeld explains:
*All ather spirtual teachings are m vain of we cannot love,
Even the mose exalted seates and the most exceprnional
spiritual accomplishments are unimportant if we cannar
be happy in the most basic and ordinary ways, if, with
our hearts, we cannot tonch one another and the life we
have been given. What matters 15 how we live,”

For many of us, church was the place where we first
heard a counternarrative of love, one thar differed from
the confused messages abour love learned in dyvstuncnional
families. The mystcal dimensions of Christian fairh (the
beliet that we are all ane, that love is all} presented o me
as-a child in the church were the space of redempoen. At
church | learmed not only o understand thar God is love,
I learned alse thar children were special in the heart and
mind of divine spirit. Dreaming of beconing a writer,
valuing the hife of the mind above all things, i was espe-
cially awesome 1o learn by heant passapes from Fiest Co-
rinthians, “the love chapter,” From childhood on | have
often refleceed on the passage that proclaims: “1f | speak
with the rongues of men and of angels. bue have not love,
I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. And if 1 have
prophetc powers; and understand all mysteries and all
knowledge, and if | have all faith so as to remove moun-
1ains, bur have nor love, [ am nothing. If [ give away all
[ have, and if T deliver my body m be burned, but have
not love, 1 gain nothing," Throoghour my graduate school
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years, as 1 worked hard to hinish my doctorare, seriving to
maintain a commirment o spiritual life in 2 world that
did not value the spiricual, | returned o these lessons
about the primacy of love. The wisdom they convey kepr
me from hardening my hearr. Remaining open 1o love was
crocial to my academic survival, When the environment
you live in and know most mumately does aaot place value
on loving, a spirtual lite provides a place ot solace and
remewal.

Significantly, the gaining of knowledge abour spirine-
ality is not the same as a commitment to a spiritual life,
Jack Kornheld testifies: “In undertaking a spiritual life,
what matters is simple: We must make cermain our parh is
connected with our heart, In beginning a genuine spiritual
journey, we have to stay much closer ro home, m focus
directly on whart s right here mn front of us, 10 make sure
thar our pach is connecred with our deepest love,” When
we hegin 1o experience the sacred in our everyday lives we
bring 1o mundanc tasks a guality of concentration and
engagement that litts the spint, We recogmize divine spirit
everywhere. This is especially frue when we face difficul-
tics, S0 many people turn to spiritaal chinking only when
they experience difficulties, haping thar the sorrow or pain
will just miraculously disappear. Usually, they fnd thar
the place of suffering—the place where we are broken in
spirit, when accepred and embraced, is also a place of
peace and possibility, Our sufferings do not magically end;
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tnsreae we are able o wisely alchemically recvcle them,
They become the abundant waste that we use to make
new growth possible. Thar 1s why biblical seripture ad-
momshes ds e "count it all joy—when we mest various
rrials.” Learning to embrace our suffering is one of the
gitts ottered by spiritual life and practice.

Spiritual practice does nor need o be connected 1o ar-
ganized religion in order to be meaninghul. Some individu-
als find their sacred comneécnen to life communing with
the natural world and engaging in practices thae honor
lifessustamning ecosystems. We can mediate, prayv, go
temple, church, mosgue, or créate a guict sancruary where
we live to commune with haly spiries. To some falks, daily
service to others is athrmarive spiritoal pracrice, one that
expresses thewr love for others, When we make a commii-
ment to staving in touch with divine forces thar inform
our mmer and ourer world, we are choosing to lead a life
in the spiric.

| study spintual reachings as a guide for reflecnon and
action. Counterculrural spiritual awakeming is visible n
books and magazines and in small circles where individu-
als come to celebrate and commune with the divine, Fel-
lowship with other seckers after truth offers essennal
inspiration. Since the earliest roots of my spiritual practice
were in the Christian tradition, [ still fnd cthe traditional
church to be a place for worship and fellowship, and | also
parricipate in-a Buddhist practice. | meditare and pray.
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Evervone has to choose the spirmual practice that best en-
hances their life, This is why progressive seekers after truth
tirge us all 1o be tolerant—in remember thae though our
pachs are many, we are made one community in love:

The spinitual awakenming that 15 slowly taking place
counterculturally will become more of a daily norm as we
all willingly break mainstream cultural taboos that silence
or erase our passion for spiritual practice. For a long time
many of my friends and work peers had no idea T was
devoted to a spiritual pracnce, Among progressive think-
ars and scholars it was much more hip, <ool, and ac-
ceptable 10 express atheistic senuments than o declare
passionate devotion to divine spirit. | also did nor want
folks o think thar if | ralked abour my spiritual befiefs 1
was trying o convert them, ro impose thase belefs on
them in any way.

I began to speak more openly about the place of spiri-
tality in my life when witnessing the despair of my sto-
dents, their sense of hopelessness, their fears that lite s
without meanmg, therr profound loneliness and loveless-
ness. When voung, bright, beautiful students wouold come
to my office and confess their despondency, 1 fele it was
irresponsible to just listen and commiserate with their
woes without daring to share hew 1 had confronted simi-
lar issues in my lite, Otten they would urge me to cell chem
how 1 sustained my joy in Living, To el the teuth, 1 had
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rer be willing to talk openly abour spintuwal life. And | had
ro And a way to falk about my choices that did nor imply
rhat they would be the ¢orrect or right choices for some-
nne else,

My belief that God is love—rthat love 1s everything, our
true destiny—sustains me, | affirm these beliefs through
daily meditation and prayer, through contemplanion and
service, through worship and loving kindness. In the in-
trodaction to Lovimgkindness; Sharon Salzberg reaches
that the Buddha desenibed spiritual practice as “the lib-
eration of the heart which is love.” She orges us 1o re-
member that spiritual practice helps us overcome the
feeling of isolanon, which “uncovers the radiant, joyful
heart within each of us and manests this radiance 1o the
world." Everyone needs to be in touch with the nceds
of their spirit. This connecredness calls us o spintual
awakening—rto love, In the biblical book of John, a pas-
sige reminds us thar “anvone who does nor know love is
still in death,™

All awakening to love 15 spiritual awakening,
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VALUES:
LIVING BY A LOVE ETHIC

We must live for the day, and work for the day, when
human society realigns wself with the radical love of
God, In a truly democratie paradigm, there is no love
of power [or power’s sake,

— MARIANNE WILLIAMSORN



WAKENMING TO LOVE N happt‘ll I'.Il'll}' 45 W
lec go of our obsession with power and dominanon. Cul-
turally, all spheres of American life—politics, religion,
the workplace, domestic households, inomate relations—
should and could have as their foundation a love ethee.
The underlying values of a culture and its ethics shape and
inform the way we speak and act. A love ethic presupposes
that everyone has the rght to be free, to live fully and
well, To bring a love ethic to every dimension of our lives,
our sociery would need to embrace change. Ar the end of
The Art of Loving, Erich Fromm atfirms that “important
and radical changes are necessary, if love 18 o become a
social and not a highly mdividualistic, marginal phenom-
enon.” Individuals who choose to love can and do alter
our lives in ways that honor the pranacy of a love ethic.
We do this by choosing to work with individuals we ad-
miré and respect; by commirting o give our all o rela-
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tionships; by embracing a global vision wherein we'see our
lives and owr fate as intimarely connecred o those of
everyone else on the planer.

Commirment o a love echic rransforms our lives by of-
tering us a different set of values to live Iy, In large and
smiall wavs, we muabe chowes based on a belief that hone
esty, openness; and personal integrity need o be expressed
in public and private decisions. T chase to move to-a small
city sa [ could live in the same area as family even though
it was not as culturally desirable as the place ek, Friends
of mine hive-at home with aging parenss; caring for them
even though they have enough money 1o go elsewhere:
Living by a love ‘ethic we learn to value lovalty and a
commirment to sustained bonds over material advance-
ment. While careers and making money remam imporant
agendas, they never rake precedence over valuing and nur-
ruring human life and well-heing.

| know noe one who has embraced a love ethic whose
life has not become jovous and more fulflling, The wide-
spread assumpnon thar echical behavior rakes the fun
out of life is false. In acrualicy, living ethically ensuores
thar relationships in our hives, including encoungers with
strangers, nurrure our sparicual growth, Behaving unethi-
cally, with no thought o the consequences of our actions,
i5 a bir hke eating tons of junk food. While m may taste
good, in the end the body is never really adegquarely nowr-
ished and remains i a constant state of lack and longing.
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Char souls feel this lack when we act unethically, behaving

i wavs that dimmish our spirts and dehomamize ochers,

FESTIMONY IN NEW AGE writing athrms the way in
which embracing a love ethic eranstorms life for the good.
Yer a lot ot this informanon only reaches those of us who
have class privilege. And often, individwals whose lives are
rich in spiritual and material well-being, whis have diverse
friecnds from all walks of life who nortare their personai
ingegrry, tell the rest of the world these things are impos-
sible to come by, Tam talking here about the many proph-
ets of doom who tell us thar racism will never end, sexism
15 here to stay, the nch will never share their resources.
We would all be surprised if we could enter thesr lives for
a dav. Much of what they are telling us cannot be had,
they have. Bur mn keeping with a capitalist-based notion
of well-being, they really beheve there is not enough to go
around, that the pood life can be had only by a few.
Talking to & university audience recently | expressed my
taath in the power of white people 1o speak our agatnst
racismy, challenging and changing prejudice—emphancally
stating that | definiely believe we can all change our
minds and our actions. | stressed that this faich was not
rooted in a uropian longing but, rather, that [ helieved this
because of our nation's history of the many individuals
who have offered their lives n the service of pustice and

freedom. When challenged by tolks who claimed thae
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these individuals were exceprions, | agreed. Butr 1 chen
talked about rhe necessity of changing our thinking so that
we see ourselves as bemng like the one who does change
rather than among the among who refuse to change. Whar
made these individuals excepriopal was not thar they were
any smarter or kinder than their neighbors bur that they
were willing 1o Live the truth of ther values.

Here is another example. If you go door 1o door in our
nation and malk to citizens about domestic violence, almost
everyeme will insist that they do not support male vielence
against women, that they believe it to be morally and echi-
cally wrong, However, it you then explain that we can
only end male vialence against women by challenging pa-
rriarchy, and thar means no longer accepting the notion
thatr men should have more rights and privileges than
women because of biological difference or that men
should have the power to rule over women, rhar is when
the agreement stops. There is a gap berween the values
they ¢laim o hold and their willingness 1o do the work of
connecting thought and action, theory and practice to re-
alize these values and thus creare & more just society.,

Sadly, many of our nation’s citizens are proud to live
in one of the most democranic countrics in the world even
as they are afraid to stand up for individuals who live
under repressive and Fascist governments, They are afraid
to act on what they believe becanse it would mean chal-

lenging the conservative status quo, Refusal to stand op
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tor what you believe in weakens individual morality and
eehics as well as those of the culture. No wonder then char
we are a nation of people, the majority of whom, across
race, class, and gender, clam to be rehgioons, claim m be-
lieve in the divioe power of love, and yer collecnively re-
main unable to embrace a love cthic and allow it ro gaide
hehavior, cspecially f doing 50 would mean supporting
radical change.

Fear of radical changes leads many cinzens of our na-
rion to betray their minds and hearts. Yer we are all sub-
jected o radical changes every day. We face them by
maoving through fear. These changes are usually imposed
by the status guo. For example, revolutionary new tech-
nologies have led us all 1o accepr computers. Our willing-
ness o embrace this "unknown™ shows thar we are all
capable of confronting fears of radical change, that we can
cope. Obviously, it 15 not in the intecest of the conservative
Status quo to encourags us to confront our collecrive fear
of fove. An overall cultural embrace of a love ethic would
mean thar we would all oppose much of the public policy
conservatves condone and support,

Sactery's collective fear of love must be faced il we are
to lav clasm to a love ethic thar can inspire us and give us
the courage to make necessary changes. Writing about the
changes that must be made, Fromm explains: “Society
must be organized i such a way that man's social, loving

nature is not separated rom his social existence, but be-
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comes ane with it, it is trué as | have wried 1o show thae
lowe 15 the only sane and satiskactory response to the prob-
lem of humar existence, then any sociery which excludes,
refanively, the development of love, must in the long run
perish of its own contradiction with the basic necessities
of human nature, Indeed, to speak of love is not “preach-
g, tor the simple reason that it means o speak of the
ultimare and real need in every human being. . . . To have
faith in the possibility of love as a social and not only
excepuonal-individual phenomenon, Is a rational faich
based oo the insight imto the very nature of man.™ Faith
enables us ty move past fear. We can collectively regain
our faith in the rransformative power of love by cultivat-
mg courage, the strength o stand up for what we believe
im, to be accountable both in word and deed.

| am especially fond of the hiblical passage in the firse
epistle of John, which twells us: “There is no fear in love;
hut pertect love casteth out fear: hecause fear hath tor-
ment. He that feareth 5 not made perfect m love.” From
childhood on this passage of scripture has enchanted me.
[ was fascinated by the repeated use of the word “perfect,”
For some time | thought of this word only in relation o
being withoue tault or defect. Taught to believe thar ths
understanding of what it means to be perfect was always
out of human reach, that we were, of necessiey, essentially
human because we were nor perfect bur were always
bound by the mystery of the body, by our imitations, this
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call ro know a perfect love disturbed me. It seemed a wor-
thy calling, but impossible, That 15, uncil | looked for a
deeper, mare complex understanding of the word " perfect”
and found a defininon emphasizing the will “ro refine.”

Suddenly my passage was illuminated. Love as.a process
that has been refined, alchemically altered as it moves
from state to state, is that “perfect love™ that can cast out
fear. As we love, fear necessarily leaves. Contrary to the
notion that one must work to attamn perfection, this out-
come docs not have to be struggled for—it just happens.
it is the gift perfect love offers. To receive the gifr, we must
first understand thar “there is no fear in love.™ Bur we do
tear and fear kecps us trom rrusting in love.

Cultures of domination rely on the cultivanion of fear as
a way ro ensure obedience. In our sociery we make much of
love and say lirtle abour fear, Yer we are all rerribly afraid
most of the time. As a culrare we-are obsessed with the no-
ron of safery, Yer we do not question why we live in states
of extreme anxietrv and dread, Fear is the primary force up-
halding scructures of domination. It promotes the desire for
separation, the desire not ro be known. When we arc taught
that safery lies always with sameness, then difference, of
any kind, will appear as a threat. When we choose to love
we choose to move ggainst fear—against alienation and
separation. The cholee to love 1s.a choice to connect—1o
fimd ourselves in the orher,

Since so many of us are imprisoned by fear, we can

2-3



AL ARESUT L ON]

mave roward a love ethic anly by the process of conver-
sion. Philosopher Cornel West states that “a politics of
conversion” restores our sense of hope. Calling attention
to the pervasive nihilism in our seciety be renunds us: *Ni-
hilism is not overcome by arguments or analyses, it is
tamed by love and care. Any disease of the soul must be
conquered by a turning of one's soul, This rurning 15 done
through one's own athrmation of one’s worth—an affir-
mation fueled by the concern of others,™ In an attempt o
ward off life-threatening despair, more and more indi-
viduals are turning oward a love ethic. Signs thar this
conversion 18 taking place abound in our cultare. Ic's re-
assuring when masses of people read licerature like Tho-
mas Moore's Care of the Soul, a work that inviees us to
reevaluate the values thar undergird our lives and make
choices thar affirm our interconnectedness with others.
Embracing a love erhic means that we utihze all the
dimensions of love—"care, commitment, trust, respons-
bality, respect, and knowledge™—in our evervday lives:
We can successfully do this only by cultivating awareness.
Being aware enables us to critically examine our actions
1o see whar s needed so thar we can give care, be respon-
sible, show respect, and indicate a willingness 1o learn,
Uinderstanding knowledge as an essential element of love
is vital because we are daily bombarded with messages
thar tell us love is abowt mystery, about that which cannot
be known, We see movies in which people are represenced
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as being in love who never talk with one anocher, whao
fall nto bed without ever discussing their bodies, their
sexual needs, their likes and dislikes, Indeed, the message
received from the mass media 15 that knowledge makes
love less campelling; chat it is ignorance that gives love s
erotic and transgressive edge. These messages are often
brought te us by proftecrimg producers who have no clue
ahour the arr of loving, who substirure thewr mysafied vi-
sions because they do not really know how to genumely
nortray |oving interaction.

Were we, collectively, ro demand thar our mass media
portray images thar reflect love’s reality, it would happen.
This change would radically alter our culture. The mass
media dwells on and perperuates an ethic of domination
and violence becauses our image makers have more inti-
mate knowledge of these realities than they have with the
realities of love. We all know what violence looks like. All
scholarship in the feld of cultural srodies focusing on a
critical analysis of the mass media, whether pro or con,
mdacases thar images of vielence, particularly those thar
mvolve action and gore, capture the attention of viewers
maore than sall, peaceful images, The small groups of peo-
ple who produce most of the images we see in this culwre
have heretofore shown no mrerest in learning how to rep-
resent images of love in ways that will caprure and sor
our cultural imagination and hold our arennion.

if the work they did was informed by a love ethic, they
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would consider it /mportant o think critically abour the
images they creare. And thar would mean thinking aboie
the wmpact of these images, the ways they shape culture
and inform how we think and ace in evervday life, If un-
familiar wirh love's terrain, they would hire consultants
who would provide the necessary insight, Even though
some individeal scholars ey 1o teéll ws there 15 no direce
connection between images of violence and the violence
contronting us n our hives; the commonsense truth re-
mains—we are all atfeceed by the images we consume and
by the state of mmnd we are in when watching them. [
consumers want to be entertained, and the images shown
us 45 enterraining are mages of vielent dehumanszation,
it makes sense that these acts become more accepeable in
our Jdaily lives and thar we become less likely 1o respond
to them with moral ourrage or concern, Were we all seeing
more images of loving human interaction, it would un-
doubtedly have a positve impact on our lives.

We cannot talk about changing the rvpes of images of-
fered us in the mass media withour acknowledging the
extent to which the vast majority of the images we see ane
created from a patriarchal srandpome. These images will
not change until patriarchal thinking and perspectives
change. Individual women and men who do nor see them-
selves as vicnms of parnarchal power bnd 1r dithcult 1o
take seriously the need to challenge and change patriarchal

thinking. Bur reeducation is always possible. Masses of
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peaple are negatvely aHecred by patriarchal insatunions
and, most specifically, by male domination. Since individu-
als committed 1o advancing parriarchy are producimg most
of the images we see, they have.an investment in providing
us with representanions thar reflect their values and the so-
cial institutions they wish to uphold. Pacriacchy, like any
system of domination (for example, racism], relies on s0-
calizing evervone to believe that i all human relacions
there 18 an inferior and a supenor party, one person is
strong, the other weak, and thar i is therefore natural for
the powerful to rule over the powerless, To those who sup-
port parnarchal thinking; mainsaiming power and control
15 acceptable by whatever means. MNaturally, anyone so-
cialized to think this way would be more interested in and
stimulared by scenes of dominarion and violence rather
rthan by scenes of love and care, Yer they need a consumer
audience to whom they can sell their product. Thesein lies
our power to demand change,

While the contemporary femimist movement has done
much ro intervene with this kind of thinking, challenging
and changing it, and by so doing offering women and men
a chance to lead more fulfilling lives, parriarchal thinking
15 still the norm for those in power. This does not mean
we do not have cthe right to demand change. We have
power as consumers. We can exercise that power all the
time by not choosing to invest time, energy, or funds o

support the production and dissermination of mass media
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images thar do not reflect ife-pmhancmg values, that up-
dermine a love ethic. This s ot meant to be an ArEUment
for censorship. Most of the evils m our world are nog
created by the mass media. For example, cleacly, the mass
media does not create violence in the home, Domestic via-
lence was widespread even when there was no television,
But evervone knows that all forms of viclence are glam-
arized and made o appear interesring and- seducrive by
the mass media, The producers of these images cowld juse
as easily use the mass media to challenge and change vio-
lence, When images we see condone violence, whether
they lead any of us to be "more™ violent or not, they do
atfirm the notion that violence is an acceptable means of
social control, thae it s fine for one individual or group
to dominate another individual or group.

Domination cannot exist m any social situation where
a love ethic prevails. Jung's insight, thae if the will w
power is paramount love will be lacking, is imporzant to
remember. When love s present the desire o dommate
and exercise power cannot rule the day, All the greac so-
cial moyements for freedom and justice in our socieey have
promoted a love ethic, Concern for the collective good of
our nation, cty, or netghbor rooted i the vialues of love
makes us all seek to nurture and proect thar good. I all
public policy was created in the spirit of love, we would
nat have m worry about unemployment, homelessness,
schools fading o reach children, or addicrion.

g B
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Were a love ethic informing all public policy 1n cities
and rowns, individuals would come together and map our
programs that would affect the good of everyone. Melody
Chavig’s wonderful book Altars in the Street; A Neigh-
borhood Fights to Survive tells a story of real people com-
ing together across differences of race and class to improve
their living enviranment. She speaks from the pemspective
of a white woman who moves with her family into a pre-
dominately black community. As someone who embraces
a love ethic, Melody joins her neighbors 1o creame peace
and love in their environment. Their work succeeds but is
undermined by the failure of support from public policy
and city government. Concurrently, she also works 1o help
prisoners on death row. Loving commumity in all its di-
versity, Melody states: “Sometimes | think that I've been
erying, on death row and in my neighborhood, e gain
some control over the violence in my life. As a child 1 was
completely helpless in the face of violence,” Her book
shows the changes a love ethic can make even in the most
troubled communiry. It also documents the tragic conse-
quences o human life when terror and violence become
the accepted norm.

When small communities orgamze their lives around a
love ethic, every aspect of daily life can be athirming for
everyone. In all his prose work Kentucky poer Wendell
Berry writes eloguently abour che positive values that exist

in rural communiries that embrace an ethic of commu-
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nalism and the sharing of resources. In Another Turn of
the Crank, Berry exposes the extent to which the interests
of bip business lead to the destruction of rural communi-
ties, reminding us that destriction is fast becoming the
norm in all tvpes of communiries. He encourages us
learn from the lives of folks who hive in communities gov-
erned by a spirit of love and communalism. Sharing some
of the values held by citizens of these communities he
writes: *They are peaple who take and hold a generons
and neighborly vizw of self-preservation; they do not be-
bieve thar they can survive and tlourish by the rule of dog
cat dog: they do not believe thar chey can succeed by de-
feating or destroving or selling or using up evervthing but
themselves. They doubt rhar good solutions can be pro-
duced by viclence. They wane 1o preserve the precious
things of nature of human culture and pass thém on w
their children. .., They see that no commonwealth or
community of intérest can be defined by greed. . .. They
know thar work ought ro be necessary; it ought to be
good; it ought 1o be sanstying and dignifying to the people
who do it and genuinely useful and pleasing o the people
for whom it is done.”

I like living in small rowns precisely because they are
most often the places in our nanen where basic priniciples
underiving a love ethic exist and are the standards by
which most peaple try to live their lives. In the small town

where | Live now only some of the nme} there is a spiric
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of neighborliness—aof tellowship, care, and respect. These
same values existed m the neighborhoods of the towa in
which | grew up. Even though | spend most of my tme
in Mew York City, I live in a cooperative apartment build-
ing where we all know each other. We protect and nurture
our collecsive well-being. We strive to make our home
place a positive environment for everyone. We all agree
that mtegrity and care enhance afl our hves. We trv 1o hive
by the principles of a love ethic,

To live our lives based on the principles of a love ethic
{showing care, respect, knowledge, integrity, and the will
to cooperate), we have to be courageous. Learning how
to face our fears is one way we embrace love. Qur fear
may not go away, but it will not stand i the way. Those
of us who have already chosen to embrace a love ethic,
allowing it o govern and inform how we chink and acr,
know thar when we ler our light shine, we draw to us and
are drawn to other bearers of light, We are not alone,
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GREED:
SIMPLY LOVE

The fading away of greed and hatred 15 the tounda-
et for lberation, Liberation is “the sufe hean's
release”—an understanding of the rruth so powertul

thar there is no urming back from ir,

—SHARON SALARERG



LTHOUGH WE LIVE In close contact with
neighbors, masses of people in our sociery feel alienared,
car off, alone, lsolation and loneliness are central causes
of depression and despair. Yet they are the outcome of life
in a culmure where things matter more than people. Ma-
terialism creares a world of narcissism in which the focus
of lite is solely on acquisition and consumption, & culture
of narcissism is not a place where love can flourish, The
emergence of the “me” culrure i3 a direct response o our
nanon’s falure to rruly actoalize the vision of democracy
articulated in our Constiration and Bill of Rights, Left
alone in the "me” culture, we consume and comsume with
no thought of others. Greed and exploitanion become the
norm when an ethic of domination prevails. They bring
in their wake alienation and lovelessness, Intense spiritual
and emotional lack in our fives is the perfect breeding
ground for material greed and overconsumpiion. In oa
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world without love the passion 1o connect can be replaced
by the passion o possess. While emonional needs are dif-
Reulr, and aften are impossible 1o sansty, marerial desires
are epsier o fulftl, Our nation fell moo the rrap of pacho-
lopical narcissim in the wake of wars thar broughr eco-
nomic hounty while undermining the vision of freedom
and justice essential o sustaimmg democracy,

MNowadayvs we live in a world where poor tecnagers are
willing to maim and murder for a pair of tenms shoes or
a designer coat; this s not a consequence: of poverty. In
dire situanons of poverty at earlier nmes in our nation’s
history, it would have been unthinkable o the poor o
murder someone tor a luxury item, While it was common
tor individuals ro steal or attack someone in the interests
of acquiring resources—money, food, or semething as
simple as a winter coat to ward off the cold—there was
no value system in place that made a life less important
than the matenal desire for an inessential ohject.

Whether poor or rich, in the mid-Afries most citizens in
our nation felt it was the best place in the world oo live
because it was a democracy, a place where human nghts
mattered, This sense of our nanon's vision suseained its
citizens and served as the caralyst empowering freedom
strugzles in our sociery. In the article “Chicken Lictle, Cas-
sandra, and the Real Woll: So Many Ways o Think
Abous the Furure," Donella Meadows describes the sig-

nihcance of a visionary ‘standpomt: "A vision articulates
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a future that someane deeply wants, and does it so clearly
and compellingly thar it summons up the energy, apree-
ment, sympathy, polidical will, creanviry, resources, or
whatever to make that viston happen.” Qur nation's ac-
tive participation in global wartare called into question irs
commitment to democracy hoth here at home and abroad.

That vision was diminished in the wake of the Vietnam
War. Prior to the war, a hopetul vision of justice and love
had been evoked by the civil rights struggle, the feminist
movement, and sexual liberarion. However, by the late
sevennes, after the failure of radical movements for social
justice aimed ar making the world a democratic, peaceful
place where resources could be shared and a meaningful
life could become a possibility for everyone, folks scopped
talking about love. The loss of lives at home and abroad
had creared economic plenty while leaving in irs wake dew-
astation and loss. Americans were asked to sacribce the
vision of freedom, love, and justice and put in is place
the worship of materialism and money. This vision of so-
ciety upheld the need for mperialistie war and injustice.
A preat feeling of despair gripped our nation when the
leaders who had led struggles for peace, justice, and love
were assassinated.

Psychologically, we were in despalr even as economic
booms opened up jobs for women and men from previ-
ously disenfranchised groups. Instead of looking for
justice in the public world, individuals rurned to their pri-
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vate lives, secking a place of solace and escape, Initially,
lots of folks tormed inward o family and relanonships o
fird again a sense of connection and stability. Coming face
ter bace with rampant lovelessness in the home created an
overwhelming sense of cultural brokenheartedness. Moy
anly did mdividuals despar about cheir capaciey to change
the world, they began ro feel enormous despair about theic
ahility to make basic positive changes in the emotional
tabric of their daily lives. Divoree rates were the primary
mdicagars that marriage was not a safe haven: And
mounting public awareness of the extéent to which domes-
ric vinlence and ail manner of child abuse were widespread
clearly revealed that the parriarchal family could not offer
SANCTUATY.

Confromted with a scemingly unmanageable emotional
universe, some people embraced a new Protestant work
ethic, convinced that a successful life would be measored
by how much money one made and the goods one could
buy with this mency, The good life was no longer o be
found in community and connecoon, it was to be found
in accumulanen and the fulfillmenr of hedonistic, mare-
rializric desire. In keeping with this shifr in values from a
people-oriented o a thing-onented society, the rich and
famous, particularly movie stars and singers, hegan 1o be
seen as the only relevanr cultaral icons, Gone were the
visionary polinical feaders and acrivists, Suddenly it was
no longer important 1o bring an ethical dimension to the
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work lite, making maney was the goal, and by whatever
means, Widespread embrace ol corruption undermined
any chance thar a love ethic would resurface and restore
hope.

By the late seventies, among privileged people the wor-
ship of money was expressed by making corruption ac-
ceptable and the ostentanous parading of marerial luxury
the norm. To many people, our nation’s acceptance of
gorruption as the new order of the day began with the
unprecedented exposure of presidential dishonesty and the
tack of ethical and moral behavior in the Whire House,
This lack of ethics was explained away by government
officials linking supporr of big business to further impe-
rialism with namonal security and dominance plobally,
This coincided neacly with the decline in the influence of
instirutionalized religion, which had previously provided
tnoral guidance., The church and temple became places
where a materialistic ethic was supported and rational-
teed,

Among the poor and the other underclasses, the wor-
ship of money bécame most evident by the unprecedented
increase in the sereet drug indusery, one of the rare loca-
tivns where capitalism worked well for a few individuals.
Quick money, often large amounts made from drug sales,
allowed the poor to sausfy the same material longings as
the rich. While the desired objects might have differed, the
sarisfaction of acquisition and possession was the same.

=
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Greed was the order of the day, Mirroring the domimang
capitalist culture, a few individuals in poor communities
prospered while the vast majority suffered endless unsar-
ishied cravings. Imagine a mother hiving in poverty who
has ‘always taught her children the ditference between
right and wrong, who has taught them to value being hon-
est becavse she wanrs ro provide them with a moral and
ethical universe, who suddenly acceprs a child selling
drugs because it brings into the home financial resources
for both necessary and unnecessary expenses. Her ethical
values are eroded by the intensity of longing and lack. But
she no longer sees hersell as living ar odds with the con-
sumer culture she lives ing she has become connecred, one
with the colture of consamption and driven by its de-
mands.

Love 15 not a topic she thinks about. Her life has been
characterized by a lack of love. She has found it makes
lite easier when she hardens her heart and torns her ateen-
tion toward more attainable goals—acquiring sheleer and
tood, making ends meet, and hnding ways to satsfy de-
sires for little material luxwries. Thinking sbout love may
simply cause her pamn. She, and hordes of women like her,
have had enough pain. She may even turn to addiction to
experience the pleasure and sanstaction she never found
when seeking love.

Widespread addiction in bath poor and affluent com-
munities. i linked o our psvchonc lust for marterial con-
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sumption, It keeps us unable o love. Fixating on wants
and needs, which consumerism encourages us 1o do, pro-
maotes a psychological stare of endless craving: This leads
ro-an anguish of spirit-and orment so intense thar mtoxi-
catng substances provide release and relief while bringing
m thewr wake the problem of addiction. Millions of cur
nanon's citizens are addicred o alcohol and legal and il-
legal drugs. In poor commuminies, where addicrion is the
norm, there is no cuftare of recovery. The poor who are
addicted and whao lack the means o indulge their habic
are caught in the grip of majer physical and emofonal
suffering. Addicts want release: from pam; they are not
thinking abour love.

In Stanton Peele's useful book Love and Addiction, he
makes the msightful poinr rthar “addicnion s nor abour
relatedness.” Addicrion makes love impossible. Most ad-
dicts are primarily concerned with acgquiring and using
their drug, whether it be alcohol, cocaine, herain, sex, or
shopping. Hence, addicuon 1s both a consequence of wide-
spread lovelessness and a cause. Only the drug is sacred
to an addict. Relationships of intmacy and closeness are
destroyed as the addicted individual partcipares in a
greedy search for satisfacuon. Greed characterizes the na-
ture of this pursuit because it is unending; the desire is
ongeing and can never be fully satishied.

Of course, the ravages of addiction are more glaringly
nbvious in the lives of the poar and dispossessed because
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they have neither the means o engage in the cover-ups sn
effectively emploved by privileged addices nor the access
to cecovery programs, When the case against O, J. Simp.
son was national news, there was little discussion of the
role substance abuse plaved in faciliaring the emotional
esrrangement i an already dysfuncrional famaly. While
domestic violence was highlighred, and evervone agrees
thar it was not acceprable behavior, substance abuse was
not. It was not seen ds a major facror that destroved the
conditions needed for positive emonional interaction.

For example, it was not acceptable for anyone 1o talk
compassionately (in a manner that did not blame the vic-
tim) aboutr the possibility that Nicole Simpson had kept
herself and her children in 2 dangerous, life-threatening
environment in part because she was not willing 1o sace
rifice her artachment to a superhcially glamorous bfestyle
amaong the rich and famous. Behind the scenes, when they
are not afraid of being seen as politically incorrect, women
who are bonded with abusive, nch, and powerhul men talk
easily about their addiction to power and wealth. Both
men and women remain in dysfunctional, loveless rela-
tionships when it 15 materially opportune,

All over this nation greed motivates individuals to place
themselves m hife-threstening situations. Our prisons are
tull of peaple whose crimes were motivated by gréed, usu-
ally the lust for maney, Whale this lust is the naroral re-
sponse of anyone who has totally embraced the values of
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consumerism, when these mdividuals harm others in their
pursuit of wealth we are encouraged o see their behavior
as aberrant, We are all encouraged 1o believe they are not
like us, vet studies show thar many people are willing 1o
lie 1o gain monetary advantage. Most people are tempted
by longings to endlessly consume or to ey 10 dcquire
wealth by any means, In recent vears the public suppare
af gambling, both in lotenes and casinos, has heightened
the awareness that desire for money can be addictive. Yet
the Fact that large numbers of working- and middle-class
people gamble away their hard-carned incomes in the
hope of becoming wealthy s pever natonal news. Many
of these hardworking citizens lic and chear other tamily
members to sustain their habir, While they will nor he
arrested or pur in prison, their dvstuncrional behavior un-
dermines the trust and care in families. They have more
in commaon with prisoners who risk everything in the hope
of making easy money than they kave with family mem-
hers who want loving connecnion 1o be more imporeant
than the lust for marersal success.

In the Seven Laws of Money, Michacl Phillips calls
arention o the facr thar mess of the prisoners he en-
countered, incarcerated for stealing as they atrempted o
“ger rich quick,” were smart, industrious individuals who
could have worked and atrained matenal wealth. Weorking
daily to earn money would have mken tme. Significantly,
the combimation of the lust for marerial wealth and the
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desire for immediate satisfaction are the signs thar thig
materialism has become addictive. The need tor instang
gratification is & component of greed.

This same polirics of greed is ar play when folks seek
love. They often want fulfillment immediarely, Gentine
love is rarely an emonional space where needs are instantly
gratified. To know genuine love we have o invest time
and commitment. As John Welwood reminds s i Joier-
ney af the Heart; The Path of Conscious Love, “dreaming
that love will save us, selve all our problems or provide a
steady stare of bliss or security only keeps s stuck in
wishful fantasy, undermining the real power of the love—
which is to transform ws.” Many people want love to
funcrion like a drug, giving them an immediaze and sus-
rained high, They wanr o do nothing, just passively re-
ceive the good feeling. In parriarchal culure men are
especially inclined 1o see fove as something they should
receive withour expending effort. More often than not
they do not want to do the work that leve demands, When
the practice of love invites us 1o enter a place of potential
bliss thar ss ar the same time a place of critical awakening
and pain, many of us trn our backs on love,

All the widespread emphasis on dysfuncunonal relacion-
ships in our socety could easily lead to the assumprion
that we are a nanon commited o ending dysfuncrion,
committed to creating a culture where love can Hourish.
The truth is, we are a narion that normalizes dysfuncrion.

114

PR b ¥



T REEDN LA TEY LAWY ER

The more attention focused on dystuncrional bonds, the
more the message that families are all a bit messed up
becomes commonplace and the greater the nonon be-
comes that this 15 just how families are. Like hedonistic
consumpuon, we are encouraged to believe that the ex-
cesses of the family are normal and thar it s abnormal o
believe that one can have a functional, loving tamily,

This 15 the outcome of living in a culrure where rhe
polinies of greed are normalized. The message we ger s
that everybody wants o have more monev o buy more
things so it 15 not problemaric if we lie and chear 2 bir o
get ahead. Unlike love, desires for marerial objects can be
sarisfied tnseantly 1f we have the cash or the credit card
handy, or even if we are just willing to sign the papers
that make 1t so we can get what we want now and pay
maore later. Concurrently, when it comes o matters of the
heart we are encouraged o rear parmers as though they
were objects we can pick up, use, and then distard and
dispose of at will, with the one criteria being whether or
not individualiseic desires are sanshed.

When greedy consumption is the order of the day, de-
humanization becomes acceptable. Then, reating people
like abjects is not only acceptable but is required behavior.
It's the culture of exchange, the ryranny of markerplace
values. Those values inform artitudes abour love: Cyni-
cisim about love leads young adults to believe there 15 no
love to be found and thar relatonships are needed only 1o
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the extent that rhey satisfy desites, How many times do
we hear somegmne say “Well, if that person is not satishring
your needs voo should ger rid of them™? Relanonships are
treated like Dixie cups. They are the same. They are dis-
posable, IF it does not work, drop it throw it away, ger
another, Commitred bonds (including marriage] cannog
last when this is the prevailing logic. And foendships or
lowing community cannot be valued and susrained.

Most of us are unclear abour what to do o protect and
strengthen caring bonds when our self-centered needs are
not being met, Most people wish they could find love
where they are, in the lives and relationships they have
chosen, but they feel they lack vseful strategies for main-
taining these bonds. They tum to mass media for answers.
Increasingly, the mass media s the primary vehicle for the
promotion and affirmation of greed; there is lirde infor-
mation oftered abour the establishment and maimenance
of meanmgtul relasonships. If the will o accumulate s
not already present in the television warcher ar the movie-
aoer, it will be mmplanted by images that bombard the
psyche with the message that consuming with others, not
comnection, should be our goal. Nowadays we go 10 &
movie and must watch commercials hrest. The relaxed, re-
ceptive state of surrender we like to reserve for the plea-
sure of entering into the sesethic space of a Alm n a darck
theater Is now given over to advertising, where our sense

and our sensibilities are assankted apainst our will,
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Greed 18 rightly considered a “deadly sin®™ because it
erodes the moral values that encourage us to care for the
common good. Greed violates the spirit of commectedness
and comrmunity that s natural to human survival. It wipes
aut individual recognition of the needs and concerns of
everyone, replacing this awareness with harmful self-
centeredness, Healthy narcissim (the self-acceprance, self-
warth, that is the cornerstone of selt-love) is replaced by a
pathological narcissism {wherem only the self marters) thas
justifies any action that enables the sansfring of desires.
The will o sacrifice an behalf of anether, always preseni
when there 15 love, is annihilated by greed. No douhr this
explains our nation's willingness w deprive poor cinzens of
government-funded social services while huge sums of
money fuel the ever-growing calture of violent imperialism,
The profiteering prophets of greed are never content; i1 is
not enough for this country to be consumed by a polines of
greed, it must become the natural way of life globally.

Generosity and charicy militates against the prolifera-
tion of greed, whether 1t takes the form of kindmess 1o
one's neighbor, creating a progressive system of job shar-
g, or supporting state-funded welfare programs. When
the politics of greed become a culwral norm, all aces of
chariry are wrongly seen as suspectand are represented as
a gesture of the weak. As a consequence, our nation's cit-
zens become less charitable every day, arrogantly defend-
ing seff-serving policies, which protect the interests ot the
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rich, by claming that the poor and needy have not worked
hard enough. 1 have been asronished by heanng individu-
als who mherited wealth in childhood warm against shar-
ing rescrirces because people needing help should wark for
money m order to appreciate its value. Inhenred wealth
andfor substanrial marerial resources are rarcty rtalked
abour in the mass media because those who receive it do
not wish o validate rhe idea that money received thar is
not 4 reward for hard work is beneficial. Their acceprance
and use of this money to strengthen their economic self-
sufficiency exposes the reality that working hard is rarely
the means by which enough of us can gain enough access
tor material resources to become wealthy, One of the iro-
nies of the colrure of greed is that the people who profit
the most from earnings they have not worked to arcain
are the most eager to insist thar the poor and working
classes cam only value marerial resources attained through
hard woark. Of course, they are merely establishing a belief
system that protects their class interests and lessens their
accouncability to those whe are withour privilege.
Marianne Williamson addresses the widespread cvne-
cism ghout the sharing of resources, which threatens the
spiritual well-being of our nadon, in The Healing of
America, Williamson contends: “There 15 so much injus-
tice in America, and such & conspiracy not to discuss it
and so much suffering, and so much deflection lest we
notice. We are told that these problems are secondary, or
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that it would cost too much to hx them—as though
money & what matters most. Greed s considered legie-
mate now, while brotherly love 8 not,” Although Wil-
liamson is a New Age gurn, her eouragesus willingness 1o
talk. about the wnacceptable did not diminish her popu-
larity, most readers simply chose o overlook this particu-
lar book. In it she challenges us so resist, o dare to change
injustice, Without denying thar she is privileged, she calls
herself and us to rask for not sharing the wealth.

Everyone finds it difficulr to resist the dicrates of greed.
Letting go of marerial desires may compel us to enter the
space where our emotional wants are exposed. When |
interviewed popular rap arnst Lil” Kim, | found it Fascl-
nating that she had no interest in love. While she spoke
articularely about the lack of love in her life, the topic that
most galvanized her anention was making money. I came
away from our discussion awed by the reality that a young
black female from a broken home, with less than s high
school education, could struggle against afl manner of bar-
riers and accumulate material riches yeér be without hope
that she could overcome the barrers blocking her trom
knowing how to give and receive love.

The culture of greed validates and legitimizes her wor-
ship of money; it is not ar all interested in her emotional
growth. Who cares if she ever knows love? Sadly, like so
many Americans, she believes thar the pursoir and amam-
ment of wealth will compensate for all emonional lack.
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Like s many of our nanon’s citizens, she does not pay
close attention o the mass media messages that rell us
ahiout the emotional saffering of the nch. It money really
made up for loss and lovelessness, the wealthy would be
the most blisstul peaple an the planet. Instead, we would
do well to remember again the propheric lyrics sung by
the Beatles: “Money can't buy me love"”

Iranically, the rich who grow greedier and overproec-
tive of their wealth are increasingly as perpetually seressed
and dissanshed as the preedy poor who suffer endless
cravings. The nch cannor gee enoughy they cannot find
contentment, Yet evervone wants to emulare the rich. In
Freedom of Simplicity, Richard Foster wrires: “Think of
the misery rthar comes nto our lives by our restless gnaw-
ing greed, We plunge ourselves into enormous debr and
then take two and three jobs o stay aflear, We uproor
put families with unnecessary moves just so we can have
a more presugions house. We grasp and grab and never
have enough. And most destructive of all, our fashy cars
and sporr specraculars and backyard pools kave a way of
crowding our much interest in civil rights or inner ciry
poverty ar the starved masses of India. Greed has a way
of severing the cords of compassion.” Indeed. we ignore
the starving masses in this socieny, the thirtv-eight million
poor peaple whose lives are testimony to our nation's fail-
ure toshare resources in a chanitable and equitable man-
ner: The worship of money leads to a hardening of the

[
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heart. And i can lead any of us to condone, either actively
or passively, the explomarion and dehumanization of oor-
selves and others.

Much has-been made of the face thar so many sixries
radicals wenr on to become hardcore capitalists, profiting
by the system they once crinqued and wanted 1o destroy,
Bur no one assumes responstblity for the shift 0 values
that made the peace and love culure tuen roward the poli-
tics of profit and power, That shift came about becausc
the free love that lounshed in uropran communal hippie
enclaves, where éveryone was voong and carefree, did not
take rootin the daily lives of ordinary working and retired
people. Young progressives committed to soclal justice
who had found it easy to mamtain radical politics when
they were living on the edge, on the ouside, did nor want
tw do the hard work of changing and reorganizing our
existing system in ways thar would affirm the values of
peace and love, or democracy and justice: They fell into
despair. And that despair made capirulanon to the existing
sacial arder the only place of camtort,

It did not take long for this generanon to find our thar
they loved material comforr more than jusoce: Ir was one
thing to spend a few years doing withour comforr to hghe
For qustice, for eivil rights for nonwhite people and women
of all races, but it was quite another to consider a liferime
where one might face matenal lack ocr be compelled to
share resources, When many of the radicals andlor hippaes
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who had rebelled against excess privilege began to raise
children, they wanted them 1o have the same access ta
material privilege they had known—as well as the luxury
of rebelling against it; they wanted them 1o be marerially
secure. Concarrently, many of the radicals andfor hippies
who had come from backgrounds of material lack were
also ecager to hnd a world of matenal plenty that would
sustain them. Everyone feared that if they continued to
sppport a vision of communalism, of sharing resources,
thar they would have o make do with less.

Lately, | have sar around dinner rables, with fancy food
and drink, dismaved as | listen to reformed radicals joke
about the face thar they would never have imagined years
ago thar they would become “social liberals and hscal con-
servanves,” people who wane to end weltare while pro-
maoting and supporcting big business, Willlamson makes
this insightful point: “The backlash against welfare in
America today s not really & backlash agamnst welfare
abuse, so much as it 15 a backlash against compassion mn
the public sphere. While America is full of those who
would police our private morals, there is far oo lietle
questiorung of societal morals. We are among the richest
pation on earth, yer we spend a trivial amount oo oor
poor compared to that speat by every other Western in-
dustrialized nation, One ffth of America’s children live in
poverty, Half of our African-American children live in
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poverty, We are the only mdustrialized Western nanion
that does not have oniversal health care,” These are the
eruths no one wants o face. Many of our nanon's cinizens
are afrasd to embrace an ethics of compassion because i
threatens their sccurity, Brainwashed to believe thar they
can only be secure if they have more than the next person,
they accumulare and stll teel msecure because there s al-
ways someane who has accumulated more,

WE ARE ALL witnessing the ever-widening gap between
the rich and the poor, berween the haves and the have-
aots. Those with class privilege live in neighborhoods
where affluence and abundance are made explicit and are
celebrated. The hidden cost of that affluence 15 not appar-
ent, however. We need not witness the suffering of rhe
many so that the few may live in a world of excessive
luxury. I once asked a rich man, who had only recently
attained his status, what he hked most about his new
wealth. He said thae he liked seeing what money could
make people do, how it could make them shife and violate
their values. He personihed the culture of greed. His plea-
sure in being wealthy was grounded in the desire to not
only have more than others bur to gse thar power to de-
grade and humiliate them. To mamtain and satisfy greed,
one must support dominanon. And the world of domi-
nation 15 alwavs a world withour love,
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Wi ake art vulnerable. We have all been tempted,
Even those of us committed to an ethic of love are some-
times tempred by greedy desires. These are dangerous
rimes. It is not just the corrupr who fall sway to greed.
Individuals with good intentions and kind hearts can be
swept away by unprecedented access to power and privi-
lege. When our president cxploits his power and con-
senistially seduces a young woman in the government's
employ, he pives public expression to this geeed, His ae-
nons reveal a wallingness to place all he holds dear at sk
for the sanstaction af hedonistic pleasure; Thatr so many
of our nation’s ctizens fele his misuse of power was simply
the way rhings are done—rthat he simply had the misfor-
tune o ger caught—is further restimony that the polines
ot greed are condoned, They exemplify the greedy mind-
ser thar threatens m consume our capacity to love and
with it our capacity o sacrifice on behalf of those we love,
Concurrently, the voung woman involved manipulates
facts and desails, and ultimately prostitutes herself by sell-
ing her story for material gaim because she is greedy for
tame and monecy, and society condones this ger-rich-quick
scheme. Her greed s even more infense because she also
wants m be seen as a vicnim; With the boldness of any
con artist working the capitalist addiction to fantasy, she
artempts o rewrite the seopt of their consensual exchange

of pleasure so that it can appear w be a love stary, Her
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hope 15 that everyone will be seduced by the fancasy and
will ignare the reality that deceit, betraval, and a lack of
vare for the feelings of others can never be a place where
love will Hlourish, This s a nor a love story, Iris a public
dramatization of the politics of greed at play, 2 greed 5o
{neense it destroys love,

Greed subsumes love and compassion: Hiving simply
makes room for them. Living simply is the primary way
everyone can resist greed every day. All over the world
people are becoming more aware of the importance of
living simply and sharing resources. While communisim
has suftered political deteat globally, the polites of com-
munalism continue to matter. We can all resist the remp-
ration of greed, We can work m change public policy,
elecring leaders who are honest and progressive. We can
turn off the welevision se. We can show respect for love.
To save our planer we can stop thoughtless waste. We cap
recvcle and support ecologically advanced sprvival
straregies. We can celebrate and honor commumnalism and
interdependency by sharing resources: All these gestures
show a respect and a gratitude for life. When we value
the defaving of gratficarion and take responsibility for our
acrions, we ssmplify our emotional universe. Living simply
makes loving simple. The choce to live simply necessanly
enhances our capacity to love. It is the way we learn 1o
practice compassion, daily affirming our connection to a
world community.
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COMMUNITY:
LOVING COMMUNION

Commumity cannot take root i a divided life. Long
before community assumes external shape and form,
it must he present as a seed in the undivided self:
only as we are in communion with ourselves can we
find communicy with others,

=PAREER PALMER



0O ENSURE HUmAN survival everywhere in the
world, females and males organize themselves into com-
munires, Communiries sustain life—nor nuckear families,
or the “couple,” and certainly not the rugged individual-
138, There is no berrer place 1o tearn the arr of loving than
in communiey. M. Scorr Peck begins his book The Differ-
el Drumt; Commenity Making and Peace with the pro-
found declaration: “In and through communiry lies the
salvanion of the world,” Peck defines community as the
coming together of a group of individuals “who have
learned how o communicare honestly with each other,
whose relanonships po deeper than their masks of com-
posure, and who have developed some significant com-
mitment 1o ‘rejoice together, mourn rogecher,” and o
‘delighe in each orher, and make ocher's conditions our
own.,””™ We are all born into the world of communiry.
Rarely if ever does a child come into the world n 1sola-

124
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o, with only ane or rwo onlookers, Childeen are born
uto a waorld surrounded by the possibliity of commum.
ties. Famely, doctors, nurses, midwives, and even admiring
strangers comprise this feld of connections, some more
inrimare than others.

Much of the alk abour “fanuly values” in our society
highlights the nuclear family, ore thar 15 made up of
mother, father, dnd preferably only one or twao children,
In the United Staces this anit i presented as the primary
and preterable arganizanon tor the parenting of children,
one that will ensore everyone’s optimal well-being. Of
course, this is-a fantasy image of family, Hardly anyone
m cur sociery lives in an environment like this. Even in-
dividuals who are raised in nuclear families usually ex-
perience 1t as merely o small umit within a larger unic of
extended kin, Capitalism and parriarchy rogether, as
structures of domination, have worked overtime to under-
mine and destroy this lacger unir of exrended kin. Replac-
mg the tamily community with o more privatized =mall
aurnocrarie unit helped increase alienarion and made abuses
of power more possible. It gave absolure rule to the father,
and secondary rule over children 1o the mother, By encour-
aging the segreganon of nuclear families trom the extended
tamily, women were forced to become more dependent on
an individual man, and children more dependent on an in-
dividual woman. Ir is this dependency thar became, and 15,
the breeding ground for- abuses of power.
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The tailure of the parriarchal nuclear family has been
utterly documented. Exposed as dysfunctional more often
than not, 25 a place of emononsl chaos, neglect, and
abuse, only those in denial continue to insist that this s
the best environmens for raising children. While | do not
want to suggest thar extended famalies are nor as likely o
be disfuncrional, simply by virtue of their size and their
mclusion of nonblood kin (ie, individuals who marry
into the family and their blood relations), they are diverse
and so are likely to include the presence of some ndividu-
aly who are both sane and loving,

When | first began to speak publicly about my dysfunc-
uonal famuly, my mother was enraged. To her, my
achievements were a sign that [ could not have suffered
“that much™ in oor noclear family. Yet 1 know I survived
and thrved despite the pain of childhood precisely because
there were loving imdividuals among our extended famaly
who nurtured me and gave me a sense of hope and pos-
sibility, They showed that our family's interacrions did
not constitute a norm, that there were other ways w
think and behave, different trom the accepted patterns in
our household. This story 18 common. Surviving and -
umphing aver dysfunctional nuclear families may depend
on the presence of what psychoanalyst Alice Miller calls
“enlightened witnesses.” Pracrically every adult who ex-
perienced unnecessary suffering in childhood has a story
o tell about someone whose kindness, tenderness, and

I3 1
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concern restored their sense of hope. This could only hap-
pen because familics existed as part of larger communities,

The privanzed patniarchal nuclear family is sull a fairly
recent form of social organization in the world., Most
world citizens do not have, and will never have, the ma-
tertal resources to hive in small units segregated From
larger family communines. In the United States studies
show that cconomic factors {the high cost of housing, un-
emplovment) are swiftly creating a cultural climate in
which grown children are leaving the family home later,
and are freguently returning or never leaving in the first
place. Research by anthropologists and sociologists indi-
cates that small privatized onits, especially those organized
arpund patrimrchal thinking, are unhealthy environments
tor evervone, Globally, enhghtened, healthy parenting s
best realized within the context of community and ex-
tended family nerworks.

The exrended family 15 a good place to learn the power
of communiry. However, it can only become a community
if there is honest communication berween the individoals
in it. Dysfunctional extended familics, like smaller nuclear
tamily units, are wsually characrerized by muddied com-
munication, Keeping family secrets often makes it impos-
sible for extended groups to build community, There was
once an advertisement that used the slogan “The family
that prays together stays rogether.” Since praver s one
way 10 commumcate, it 1o doebr does help family mem-

o 38 1
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hers sray connected, | remember hearing ches slogan ag 5
reenager, usually in simoations where aothority figures
were coercing us to pray, and changing it to “The family
thas talks together stays together,” Talking rogether is one

way to make community.

IF WE D4 nor experience love in our extended families
of origin {which is the first site for community offered us),
the other place where children in particular have the op-
portunity to build commumity and know love is in friend-
ship. Since we choose our Fiends, many of wvs, from
childhood on into cur adulthood, have looked to friends
for the care, respect, knowledge, and all-around nurtur-
ance of our growth that we did nor find in the family,
Writing in her moving memoir Never Let Me Dowmn,
susan Miller recalls: *] kepr thinking, love must be here,
somewhere. | looked and locked inside mvself, bue |
couldn't find ir, | knew what love was, Ir was the feeling
I had for mv dolls, for beauriful things, for cercain friends.
Later on, when | knew Debbie, my best triend, [ felr even
mare sure thar love was what made you feel good. Love
was not what made you feel bad, hate yourself. Ir was
whar comforted vou, freed you up inside, made you laugh.
Somenimes Debbic and | would fight, bur thar was ditfer-
ent because we were basically, essentially connected.™
Loving fricndships provide us with a space to experience

the joy of community in a relationship where we learn to
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process all our issues, 1o cope with ditferences and conflie
while staving connecred,

Most of us are ratsed to believe we will eicher hnd love
m our first family {our familv of ongin} or. tf not there,
in the second family we are expecred o form through
commirted romantie couplings, particularly those thar
lead to marriage and/or lifelong bondimgs. Many of us
learn as children thar friendship should never be seen as
just as imporrant as family des. However, friendship is the
place In which a great majority of us have our firse glimpse
of redemprive love and caring community. Learming to
love in [tiendships empowers us in ways that enable us o
bring this love to other mteractions with family or with
romantic bonds, A dear friend’s mother died when she
was just 2 young adult. Once when 1 was complaining
about my mother fussing at me, she shared that she would
give anything 1o hear her mother™s voice scolding her. En-
couraging me to be patient with my maother, she spoke of
the pain of losing her mother and wished they had worked
harder o find a place of communication and reconcilia-
tion. Her words reminded me to be compassionate, to fo-
cus an what [ really enjoy abour my mother. In Fiendship
we are able to hear honest, ereeical teedback. We trust that
a rrue friend desires our pood. My friend wants me to
telish the presence of my mother,

Ofren we take friendships for granted even when they
are the interactions where we experience murual pleasare.
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We place them i a secondary position, especially in re-
lation to romantie bonds, This devaluation of our friend-
ships creates an emptiness we may not see when we are
devotng all cur attenton o finding someone to love ro-
mantically or giving all our arention to & chosen loved
one. Commateed |ove refatlonstups are far more likely 1o
become codependent when we cur off all our ties with
friends o give these bonds we comsider primary our ex-
clusive arcention. | have fele especially devastared when
clase friends who were smgle fell i love and simuleane-
ously tell away trom our Friendship, When a best friend
chose a mate who did not chick with me ar all, 1t caused
me heartache. Nor only did they begin to do everything
together, the friends she staved closest to were those he
liked hest,

The strength of our fmendship was revealed by our will-
ingness to confront apenly the shift in our tés and 1w
make necessary changes. We do nor see each other as
much as we once did, and we no longer call each other
daily, but the positive ties thar bimd us remain intact. The
mare genuing our romantic loves the more we do not feel
called upon o weaken or sever ties with friends in order
to strengthen nies with romantic partners. Trust is the
heartheat of gemune love. And we trast thar the anention
vur partners give friends, or vice versa, does nor take any-
thing away lrom us—we are not diminished. Whar we

learn through experience ws-that our capacity to establish



AL AT IET 1IN

deep and profound connections m friendship strengrhens
all our inetmate bonds.

When we see love as the will to nurture one's own or
another's spiritual growth, revealed through acts of care,
respect, knowmg, and assuming responsibilicy, the foun-
dation of all love in our life is the same. There is no special
lowe exclusively reserved for romanoc parmers, Genune
love is the toundarion of our engagement with ourselves,
with family, with feiends, wath partners, with everyone we
choose to love. While we will necessanly behave differ-
ently depending on the nature of a relanonship; or have
varving degrees of commitment, the values that inform
our hehavior, when rooted in a love ethic, are always the
same for any interaction, One of the longest remantic re-
lartanships of my life was one m which | behaved in the
more rradinonal manner of placing it above all other in-
teractions, When it became destructive, 1 found it difficulr
to leave, | found myself accepring behavior (verbal and
physical abuse) rthat | would not have tolerated in s friend-
ship.

I had been raised conventionally to believe this relanion-
ship was “special” and should be revered above all, Most
wamen and men born in the ffties or earber were social-
ized to believe thar marriages and/or committed romantic
bonds of any kind should ke precedence over all other
relationships. Had [ been evaluatng my relanonship from
a standpoine that emphasized growth rather than duty and

| E S
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phhgarion, | would have understood that abuse irrepara-
biv undermimes bonds. All oo often women believe ir is
a sign of commitment, an expression of love, to endure
unkindness or cruelry, to forgive and forget. In actuality,
when we love rightly we know thar the healthy, loving
response o cruelty and abuse s purting ourselves our of
harm's way. Even though | was a commutred feminist as
a young woman, all thar | keew and believed in pohncally
about eguality was, tor a ame, overshadowed by a reli-
groos and familial vpbringing that had secalized me w
believe everything must be done to save “the relation-
ship.”

In retrospect, | see how ignorance abour the are of lov-
ing placed the relationship ar nisk from the start. In the
Mcre Fhﬂ;'l'l Fﬂ-urtl.'.l.‘rl YEArS W Were tﬁEF’thtl_ we wers too
busy repeaning old parterns learned in childhood, acting
on misguided mformation abouot the natare of love, 1o ap-
preciate the changes we needed to make in ourselves to be
able to love someone clse. Importantly, like many other
women and men (irrespecrive of sexual preference) whao
are in relanonships where they are the objects of intimate
terrorism, | would have been able to leave this refationship
sooner or recover myself within it had T brought to this
band rhe level of respect, care, knowledge, and responsi-
hility | brought o friendships. Women who would no
more fnlerate a friendship in which they were emonon-
ally and physically abused sray in romantic relationships
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whire these violations occur regulariv, Had they brought
to these bonds the smme standards chey bring o triendship
they would nor accept vicomizanon.

MNarurally, when [ left this long-rerm refationship, which
had taken so much time and energy, | was rerribly alone
and lonely. I learned then that it is more fulhlling o live
ome’s life within a oircle of love, interacnng with loved
ones o whom we are commited. Lots of us learn this
lessom the hard way by inding ourselves alone and with-
out meaningful connection 1o friends. And it has been the
expertence of both living in fear of abandenment in ro-
mantic relationships and being abandoned that has shown
us that the principles of love are always the same m any
meanmgful bond, To love well i1s the task i all meaningtul
refationships, not just romantic bonds. I know individuals
who accept dishonesty m their primary relationships, or
who are themselves dishonest, when they would never ac-
cept 1t i fnendships. Sanstying triendships in which we
share mutual love provides a guide for behavior in other
refatiomships, including romantic ones. They provide us all
with a way ro know community.

Within a loving community we susfain ties by being
compassionate and forgiving. Eric Butterworth's Life Ts
for Lowing meludes a chapeer on “love and forgiveness.”
Insightfully he writes: “We cannot endure without love
and there 1s no other way to the return of healing, com-

hartiing, harmomzing love than through total and complere

14
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forgiveness: [t we want freedom and peace and the expe-
rignce of love and being loved, we must ler go-and for-
give,” Forgiveness 1s.an acr of generosity, it reguires thae
we place releasing someone else from the prison of their
guilt or anguish over our feelings of outrage or anger. By
forgiving we clear a path on the way to love. It is a gesture
of respect, True forgiveness reguires thart we understand
the negative acrions of another.

While forgiveness is essenrial ro spiritual growth, it does
not make everything immediately wonderful or Ane. Of-
ten, New Age writing on the subject of love makes it seem
as though everything will always be wonderful if we are
just loving, Realistically, being part of a loving community
does not mean we will nor tace conflices, betrayals; nega-
tive outcomes from positive actions; or bad things hap-
penmg to good people. Love allows us o confront these
negative realities in a manner that is lite-athrming and life-
enhancing: When a colleague whose work 1 admired,
whom | considered a friend, who for no reason thar was
ever clear to me, began fo write vicious attacks of my
work, | was stunned, Her eritiques were full of lies and
exaggerastons, | had been 2 carng friend. Her actions
hurt. Te heal this pain [ entered into an empathic identi-
heation with her so that 1 could understand whar might
have monvated her. In Forgiveress! A Bold Choice for a
Peaceful Heart, Robin Casaryan explamns: “Forgiveness is
a way of life that gradually cransforms us from being help-
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less vicums of our circumstances to being powerhul and
loving ‘co-creators of our reality. . . . It 45 the fading away
of the perceprions thar clopd our abiliey to love.”

Through the practice of compassion and forgiveness, |
was able to sustain my apprecianion tor her work and cope
with the grief and disappointment | fele abour the loss of
this relarionship, Pracocing compassion enabled me 1o un-
derstand why she might have acred as she did and to for-
give her. Forgiving means thar | am able to see her as a
member of my community still, ene who has a place in
my heart should she wish to claim i,

We all long for loving community. It enhances life™s joy.
Bur many of us seek community solely 1o escape the fear
of being alone. Knowing how to be solitary is central to
the are of loving. When we can be alone, we can be with
others without using them as a means of escape, Through-
out his lite theologian Henn Nouwen emphanized the
value of solitude. In many of his books and essays he dis-
couraged us from seeing solitude as being about the need
tor privacy, sharing his sense that in solitude we hnd the
place where we can truly look ar ourselves and shed the
false self. In his book Reacking Out, he stresses that “lone-
liness is one of the most universal sources of human suf-
fering roday.”

MNowwen contends thatr “no friend or lover, no hushand
or wife, no community or commune will be able o put
to rest our deepest cravings for unity and wholeness.”

|
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Wisely, he suggests we put those feelings to rest by em.
bracing, our seliticude, by allowing divine spirit to reveal
iself therer “The difficulr road is the road of conversion,
the conversion from loneliness into solitude. Instead of
rinning away from our loncliness and teying o forger or
deny it, we have to protect it and turn it into fraicfol
solitude. . .. Loneliness s painful; solitude 15 peaceful.
Loneliness makes us cling to others in desperation; soli-
tude allows vs to respect others in their oniguensss and
create community.” When children are taught to enjoy
quiet time, to be alone with ther thoughts and reveries,
they carry this skill into adulthood. Individuals young and
ald striving to overcome fears of being zlone otten choose
meditation practice as & way to embrace solitude. Learn-
g how to “sit” in stillness and quictude can be the frse
step toward knowimng comfort in aloneness.

Moving from solitude into community heightens our ca-
pacity for fellowship with one another. Through fellow-
ship we learn how to serve one another, Service is anocher
dimension of communal love. Ar the end of her autobi-
ography The Wheel of Life, Elisabeth Kiibler-Ross con-
fesses; “l can assure you thar the greatest rewards i your
whaole life will come from opening vour heart to those in
need. The greatest blessings always come from helping.”
Women have been and are the world's great teachers
abour the mesning of service. We publicly honor the

memory of exceprional individuals like Mother Teresa
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who have made a vocation of service, but there are women
everyone knows whose identities the world will never poh-
licly recognize who serve with parience, grace, and love,
All of us can learn from the example of these caring
WOMET,

Earlier 1 was describing my impartience with my mother.
Looking at her life, | was awed by her service to athers,
She raught me and all her children abour the value and
meaning of service. As a cheld I witnessed her patient care
of the sick and dying, Without complaint she gave shelter
and aid to them. From her actions T learned the value of
giving freely. Remembering these actions 15 important. It
is s0 easy for all of us o forger the service women give to
others in everyday life—the sacrifices women make, Of-
ten, sexist thinking obscares the fact thar these women
make a cholce to serve, that they give from the space of
tree will and not because of biological destiny. There are
plenty of folks who are not interested in serving, who dis-
parage service. When anvone thinks a woman who serves
“gives 'cause that's what mothers or real women do,” they
deny her full humanity and this fall o see the generosity
inherent in her acts. There are fots of women who are not
interested in service, who even look down on it

The willingness ro sacrifice is a necessary dimension of
loving practice and living in community. None of us can
have things our wayv all the time, Giving up something
5 one way we sustain a commitment to the collective

1.4 2
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well-being, Our willimgness to make sacrifices reflects aur
awareness of interdependency. Wriring abour the need m
hridge the gult between rich and poor, Marnin Luther
King, |r., preached: *All men fand women| ave caught in
an tnescapable network of muruality, ted in a single gar-
ment of destiny, Wharever affects one direcrly affects all
mdivectly.”™ This gulf Is. bridged by the shanng of re-
sources, Bvery day, individuals who are not nch bue who
are matetially privileged make the choice o share wirh
others. Some of us share through conscious tithing (reg-
plarly giving 8 portion of one's incomel, and others
through a daily pracrice of loving kindness, giving to those
in need whom we randomly encounter, Mutual giving
strengthens community.

Enjoying the benefirs of hving and loving in communicy
empowers us fo meet strangers without fear and extend
to them the gift of openness and recognition, Just by
speaking to a stranger, acknowledging their presence on
the planet, we make a connecoion, Every day we all have
an opportunity 1o practice the lessons learned m com-
munity. Being kind and courreous connects vs to one an-
other, In Peck’s book The Different Dirum, he reminds s
that the goal of genuine commumty 15 “to seek ways in
which to live with ourselves and others i love and peace”
Unlike other movements for social change that require
jpining organizations and attending meenings, we can he-

gin the process of makmg community wherever we are,

E 43



&L Aavarr ey

We can begin by sharing a smile, a warm greeung, a bir
of conversation; by doing a kind deed or by acknowledg.
ing kindness otfered ws. Dasly we can work 1o bring our
tamilies into greater community with one another. My
brother was pleased when 1 suggested he think about meoy-
ing o the same city where | live so that we could see each
other more, It ezhanved his feeling of belongmg. And i
made me feel loved that he wanted to be where 1 was,
Whenever [ hear friends talk about estrangement from
tamily members, | encourage them to seck a path of heal-
mg, to seck the restoration of bonds, At one pomnt my
sister, who s a lesbhian, felt thar she wanted to break
away from the family because family members were often
homophobic. Affirming and sharing her rage and disap-
pointment. [ also encouraged her to find ways ro ssay con-
nected, Over time she has seen major posinve changes; she
has seen fear give way to understanding, which would not
have happened had she accepred estrangement as the only
response to the pain of rejection.

Whenever we heal family wounds, we strengthen com-
munity. Doing this, we engage in loving practice. Thar
love lays the foundation for the constructive building of
community with strangers. The love we make in com-
munity seays with us wherever we go, With this knowl-
edge as our guide, we make any place we go a place where

WWE TCLUrm Eo ll'l-"n-':..
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MUTUALITY:
THE HEART OF LOVE

T

True giving 15 a thoroughly ovous thing ta do. We
experience happiness when we form the intention ro
gives in the acrual act of giving, and in the recollecton
af the facr thar we have given, Generosity s a cele-
bracion. When we give something 1o someone we feel
connected to them, and our commirment to the path
of peace and awarcness deepens,

—SHARON SALZRERG



OVE ALLOWS USs to enter paradise. Soll, many
of us wait outside the gates, unable to cross the thresh-
hold, unable to leave behind all the stuff we have accu-
mulated thar gets in the way of love. If we have not been
guided on love's path for mast of our lives, we usually do
not know how to begin loving, or whart we should do and
how we should act. Much of the despair young people feel
abour love comes from thelr belief char they are doing
everything “right™ or that they have done everyrhing right
and love is stll not happening. Their efforts to love and
be loved just produce stress, smrife, and perperual discon-
tent.

In my rwenries and earky thirves | was confident | knew
whar love was all abour. Yer every oome [ “fell in love”™ |
tound myself in pain. The rwo mosr intense partnerships
of my life were both with men who are adult children of

alecoholic fathers. MNeither has memories of meeracung
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positively with his father, Both were raised by divarced
working mothers who pever married agam, They were
similar in temperament 1o my dad: quier, hardworking,
and emotionally withholding. 1 can remember when ook
the hrst man home. My sisters were shacked that he was,
in their eyes, “so much like Daddy™ and “you've always
hared Daddy.” Ar the time [ thought this was ridiculous,
both the noton | hated Dad and the idea thar my chosen
life partner was (n anvway like him—no way.

Afrer fifteen years with this parmer, | realized not only
how much he was like Dad, T also came face to face with
my desperate longing to get the love from him [ bad not
gotten from my father. | wanted him to become both the
loving dad and a loving partner, thereby offermng me a
space of healing. In my fantasy, if he would just love me,
give me all the care 1 had not goteen as a child, it would
mend my broken spine and 1 would be able ro trust and
love again. He was unable to do this, He had never been
schooled m the way of love. Groping in the shadows of
love as much as | was, together we made serious mistakes,
He wanred from me the unconditional love and service his
mather had always given him without expecting anything
in recurn. Conseantly frustrated by his indifference to the
necds of others and his smug conviction thar this was the
way life should be, 1 tied 10 do the emotional work for
both of ws,

Needless to say, 1 did not gee the love | longed for: |
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did get to remam m @ famihar familial place of struggle.
We were engaged i a privare gender war, In this bartle |
fought to destroy the Mars and Venus model so we could
break from preconceived ideas abour gender roles and be
true 1o our inner longings, He remained wedded 1o a para-
dignn of sexual difference thar had ar its roor the assump-
Hon thar men are inherently different from women, wich
different emotional needs and longings, In his mind, my
problem was my refusal to accepr these “natural™ roles,
Like many liberal men in the age of fermnism, he believed
women should have equal access to jobs and be given
equal pay, hut when it came to matters of home and
heart he still believed caregiving was the temale role, Like
many men, he wanied @ woman to be “just like his
mama" so that he did not have to do the work of grow-
ing up.

He was the type of man described by psychologist Dan
Kiley in his groundbreaking work The Peter Pan Syn-
drome: Men Who Have Never Grown Up. Mablished in
the early ecighrties, the jacker noted thar chis book was
aboutr a serious social-psychoiogical phenomenon  bhe-
setting American males—their refusal to become men:
*Though thev have reached adulr age, rhev are unable o
face adult feelings with responsibilities, Out of touch with
their true emations, afraid to depend on even those closest
to them, sclf-centered and marcissisne; they hide behind

masks of normalcy while feeling empty and lonely inside,”™
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This new generanon of American men had experienced the
ferninist culraral revolution, Many of them had been
raised in homes where farhers were not present, They were
muore than happy when feminist thinkers rold them thag
they did not need 10 be macho men. But the only aleer-
mative to not turning mio & conventional macho man was
to not become a man at all, to remain a boy.

By choosing to remain boys they did nor have o un-
dergo the pain of severing the too-aghe bonds with moth-
eri who had smothered them with pnconditional care,
They could just fimd women to care for them in the same
way that their moms had, When women failed ro be like
Mom, they acted our. Initially, as a young militant fenu-
nist, | was thrilled 1o ind & man who was not Into being
the parriarch, And even the task of dragging him kicking
and screaming into adulthood seemed worthwhile, In the
end | beheved | would have an equal partner, love between
peers. Bur the price | paid for wanting him o become an
adult was that he traded in his boyish playfulness and
became the macho man | had never wanted to be with. 1
was the targer of his aggression, blamed for cajoling him
inte leaving bovhood behind, and blamed for his fears thar
he was not up 1o the task of being a man, By the time our
relanionship ended, | had blossomed into a fully self-
acrualized femimist woman bur | had almost lost my faith
in the transformarive power of love: My heart was broken,
| lete the relanonship fearful that cur culture was not ver
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ready to affirm murual love berween free women and Fi

|EREm,

IN MY SECOND partnership, with a much yiunger
man, similar power struggles surfaced as he grappled with
coming into full adulthood mn a sociery where manhood ig
always equared with dominance. He was not dominating,
But he had to conifront a world that saw our relabonship
solely in terms of power, of who was in charge. Whereas
some people had often seen my older partner’s silence as
intintidating and threatening—a sign of his “power™—
my vounger partner’s silence was usvally interprered as a
consequence of my dominance. Inigally, T was arrracred
to this vounger partner becavse his “masculinity™ repre-
sented an alternative o the patriarchal norm. Ultimately,
however, he did not feel that masculinity affirmed in the
larger world and began to rely meore on conventional
thinking abour masculine and feminine roles, allowing
sexist socializarion to shape his actions. Observing his
struggle | saw how lictle support men received when they
chose to be disloyal 1o pamarchy, Although these two lib-
eral men were more than tweo generations apart, neither
had given the question of love moch thoughe. Despire their
support of gender equality in the public sphere, privately,
deep down, they sl saw love as a woman's issue;, To
them, a relationship was about finding someone to take

care of all their needs.
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I the Mars-and-Venus-gendered universe, men wang
power and women want emotonal artachment and con-
nection. On rhas planet nobody really has the oppormunicy
o know love since it is power and not love that is the
order of the day, The privilege of power s at the hearr of
patriaechal thinking, Girls and hoys, women and men who
have been ravghr to thank rhis wayv almost alwavs believe
love is nor important, or W IT s, 1015 never as EmMporcant
as being powerful, dominane, In control, on top—being
right, Women who pgive seemmngly selfiess adorarion and
care to the men m thewr hves appear to be obsessed with
“love,” but in actualiey their actions are often a covert
way to hold power. Like their male counterparts, they en-
ter relationships speaking the words of love even as ther
actions indicare that mamraimng power and control 15
their primarv agenda. This does nor mean that care and
affection are nor present; they are, This is precisely why
it is so difficult for women, and seme men, o leave rela-
nonships where the central dymamic 5 a srroggle tor
power. The fact thar this sadomasochistic power dynamic
can and wsually does coexist with affecrion, care, render-
ness, and loyvaloy makes it easy for power-driven individu-
als to deny their agendas, even to themselves. Their
positive actions give hope that love will prevail.

Sadly, love will not prevail i any situation where one
party, either female or male, wants to maintain control.

My refanonships were biteersweet. All the ingredients for
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love were present but my parmers were not committed oo
makimg love the order of the day. When someone has not
known [ove it 1s ditheule tor him o trose thar mumal st
istaction and growth can be the primary foundanon in a
coupling refanonship. He may only understand and he-
ligve 1 the dynamics ot power, of one-up and one-down,
of a sadomasochisnc struggle for  domination, and,
iromically, he mav feel “safer™ when he is operaring within
rhese paradigms. Inmimare wirh berraval, he may have a
phobic tear of trust. Ar least when you hold to the dy-
namics af poveer you never have 1o fear the unknown; vou
know the rules of the power game, Whatever happens, the
outcome can be prediceed. The practice ot love offers no
place of sabery, We nsk loss, hurt, pain. We risk being
acted upon by forces outside our control.

When imdividuals are wounded in the space where they
would know lve during childhood, thar wounding may be
sty traumanic that any attempt to rembabic chat space feels
utterly unsafe and, ar times, seemingly life-threatening.
This is especially the case for males. Females, no matter our
childhood traumas, are given cultural support for cultivat-
ing an interest in love, While sexist logic underlies this
support, it still means that females are much more likely
re receive encouragament both to rhink abour love and o
value s meaning, Qur overt longing for love can be ex-
pressed and atfirmed. This does net, however, mean that

wiomen are more able to love than men.
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Females are encouraged by patriarchal thinking o be-
lieve we should be loving, but this dees not mean we are
any mare emotionally equpped to do the work of love
than our male counterparis, Afraid of love, many of us
focus more on hnding a partner. The widespread success
of books like The Rules: Time-fested Secrets for Capturing
the Heart of Mr. Right, which encourage women to de-
ceive and manipulere to get a partner, express the cymcism
of our times. These books validate the old-fashioned sexist
notions of sexual difference and encourage women to be-
lteve that no refationship beeween a man and a woman
can be based on murual respecr, openness, and canng. The
message they give women is that relationships are always
and only abour power, manipulation, and coercion, about
getung someone else 1o do whar you want them to, even
if it 15 againse their will, They teach females how 1o use
feminine wiles to play the game of power but they do not
offer guidelines for how to love and be loved.

Much popular self-help literarure normalizes sexism.
Rather than linking habus of being, vsually considered
innate, o learned behavier thar helps maintain and sup-
port male demination, they act as though these differences
are not value laden or political but are rather inherent and
mystical. In these books male inabilicy and/or refusal o
honestly express feelings is often talked abour as a positive
masculine virmue women should learn ro accept rather chan
a learned habir of behavior thar creates emorional isola-
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non and alienanon, John Gray refers o this as “men eq.
tering their cave,” and posits it as a given that a’ womag
who disturbs her man when he wamts isolation will be
punished. Geay beleves that it is female behavior thae
needs 1o change, Self-help books thar are anb—gender
equality often present women's overinvessment in nurtue-
ance as a “natural,” inherent quality rather than a learned
approach ro caregiving. Much fancy footwork takes place
to make it seem thar New Age mystical evocanons of yin
and yang, masculing and feminine androgyny, and so on,
are not just the same old sexisr stereocypes wrapped in
more alluring and seductive packaging.

Tao know love we must surrender our attachment 1o sex-
ist thinking in whatever form it takes in our lives, Thar
atrachment will always return us to gender conflict, o way
of thinking abour sex roles that diminishes females amd
males. To pracrice the art of loving we have first to choose
love—admit 1o ourselves that we wanrt o know love and
be loving even if we do not know whar thar means. The
deeply cvnical, who have lost all belief in love's power,
have to step blindly cut on fach, In The Path to Love,
Deepak Chopra urges us to remember that everything love
is meant o do s possible: “The aching need created by
lack of love can only be filled by learning anew 1o love
and be loved. We afl must discover tor ourselves that
love is a torce as real as gravity, and chac being upheld in

lave every day, every hour, every munute is not a fantasy—
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it 15 imtended as our natoral scare.™ Most males are not
told thar they need 1o be upheld by love every day, Sexist
chinking usually prevents them trom acknowledging cher
longing for love or their acceprance of a female as their
guide on love's path.

More ofren than nor females are tausght in childhood,
either by parental caregivers or the mass media, how o
give the basic care thar is parr of the practice of love, We
are shown how 1o be emparhic, how o aurture, and, most
important, how to listen, Usually we are not soclalized in
these practices so that we can be loving or share knowl-
edge of love with men, but rather so that we can be ma-
ternal in relanon o children, Indeed, most adult females
readily abandon thewr basic understanding of the ways one
shows care and respect (important ingredients of Jove) to
resocialize themselves so thar they can unite with parri-
archal parmers (male or female) who know nothing about
love or the basic rudiments of carcgiving. A woman who
wolld never submit to a child calling her abusive nanies
ang humiliaring her allows such behavior from a man. The
respect woman demand and uphold in the marernal-child
bond is deemed not important in adule bondimgs if de-
manding respect from a man interferes with their desire
o ger and keep a partner.

Few parental carcgivers reach their children to lie. Yet
contimual lying, either through overt deception or with-

holding, is often deemed acceptable and excusable adule
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male behavior, Choosing to be honest is the first step in
the process of love, There 15 no practitioner of love who
deceives. Onee the choice has been made 1o be honest,
then the nexe step on love's path is communication. Writ-
mg abour the importance of listening In The Healing of
America, Marianne Wilhamson calls amenton to philosg-
pher Paul Tillich's insistence thar the hese responsibility of
love 15 o listen: “We cannot learn 1o communicate deeply
until we learn to listen, to each other bot also to ourselves
and to God. Devotional silence is a powerful tool, for the
healing of a heart or the healing of a nation. . . . From
there we move up to the next rung on the ladder of heal-
Mg: oUr capacity 1o 50 communicate our authenric truth
as to heal and be healed by its power,™ Listening does not
simply mean we hear other voices when they speak but
that we also learn to listen to the voice of our own hears
as well as inner voices,

Getung in touch with the lovelessiess within and leming
that lovelessness speak its pain 15 one way to begin again
on love's journey. In relationships, whether heterosexual
or homosexual, the partner who is hurting ofren fnds thar
their mare 15 unwilling: to “hear™ the pain. Women often
refl me thar they feel emotionally beaten down when their
partners refuse to listen or talk. When women communi-
care from a place of pain, it is often charactenzed as
“nagging.” Sometimes women hear repeatedly thar their
partmers are “sick of listening to this shit.™ Both cases

O
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undermine self-csteem. Thaose of us who were wounded ip
childhood  often were shamed and humiliated when we
expressed hurt, It is emotionally devastaning when the
partners we have chosen will not listen, Usually, partners
who are umable w respond compassionately when hearing
us speak our pain, whether they onderstand it or not, are
unahle 1o listen because that expressed hurr rriggers their
own feelings of powerlessness and helplessness, Many men
newver want 1o feel helpless or vulnerable. They will, at
rimes, choose ro silence a partmer with violence rather than
wimess emononal vulnerability. When a couple can iden-
tify this dynamic, they can work on the issue of caring;
listening 1o each other’s pam by engaging in short con-
versations at appropriate times |Le., it"s useless o ry and
speak your pain to someone who s bone weary, irritable,
precccupied, ete.). Sernng a time when both individuals
come together o éngage m compassionate listening en-
hances communication and connection. When we are
committed to doing the work of love we listen even when
it hurts,

M. Scorr Peck’s popular treatise The Road Less Trav-
eled highlighted and affirmed the importance of commit-
ment. [iscipline and devotion are necessary to the pracrice
of love, all the mote so when relanonships are just begin-
ning. Peck writes: *Wherher i be shallow or not, com-
mitment i the foundation, the bedrock of any genuinely
loving relanonship. Deep commitment does not guarantee
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the success of the relationship bue does help more than
any other tactor 1o ensure it. . . . Anyone who is truly con-
cerned for the spirmteal groweh of another knows, con-
sciousty or insancovely, that he or she can significantiy
toster that growth only through a relanonship of con-
stancy.” Living m a culture where we are encouvraged to
seek a quick release from any pain or discomfort has fos-
tered a naton of individuals who are easily devastated by
emotional pain, however relative. When we face pain in
relationships, our first response s often to sever bonds
rather than o maintain commitment.

When conflict arises within us or between us and other
mdividuals when we walk on love's path, it 15 dishearten-
ng, especially when we cannot casily nghr our difficulries.
In the case ot romaniic relationships, many people fear get-
ting trapped in a bond that is nor working, so they flee ar
the onser of conflics, Or they self-indulgently ereare unnec-
essary conflict as a way o avoid commitment. They flee
trom love betore they feel its grace, Pain may be the thresh-
old they must cross to partake of love's bliss. Running from
the pain, they never know the fullness of love's pleasure,

False nonons of love reach ue that it 15 the place where
we will feel no pain, where we will be in a stare of con-
stant bliss. We have 1o expose the falseness of these beliefs
to see and accept the reality that suffering and pain do
not end when we begin to love. In some cases when we
are making the slow journey back from lovelessness fo
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love, our suffering may become mare intense, As the lyrigs
of old-tnme spirituals tesnfy, “Weeping may endure tor g
might but joy will come in the morning.” Acceptance of
pain is part of loving pracnice. It enables us ro distinguish
constructive suffering from self-indulgent hurr. When
love's promise has never been fulfilled i our lives it is
perhaps the most difficult practice of love to truse that the
passage through the painful abyss leads 1o paradise. Guy
Comeauo suggests in Lessons n Loge thar many men are
so fearful of feeling the emononal pamn that has been
locked away inside them for so long thar they willingly
choose a life of lovelessness: “A good number of men sim-
ply decide not to commue themselves because they cannot
tace dealing with the emorional pain of love and the con-
flict it engenders.” Women are ofien belittled for trying to
resurrect these men and bring them back to life and to
lowe. They are, 1n fact, the real sleeping beavnes, We mighs
be living m a world thar would be even more alienared
and violent if caring women did not do the work of reach-
ing men wha have lost touch with themselves how o live
again. This labor of love 15 futile only when the men n
question refuse to awaken, retuse growth, At this pomt i
15 a pesture of self-love for women to break their com-
mitment and move on.

Women have endeavored to guide men to love becavse
patriarchal thinking has sanctioned this work even as it
has undermined it by reaching men to refuse guidance. It
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sers up o gendered arrangement i which men are more
[ikelv o ger their emotional needs mer while wamen will
e deprived. Getting vour emotional needs met helps ¢re-
ate greater psychological well-being. As n consequence,
men are given an advaneage thar neatlv comcides wath the
patriarchal insistence that they are superior and therefore
better suited 1o rule orhers, Were women’s emotional
needs met, were mutaaliey the norm, male domination
might lose its allure. Sadly, the men's movement that
emerged in response to the feminist critique of sexist mas-
culimty often encouraged men to per i touch with their
teeling but to share them only in a “sate™ context, usually
only with other men. Robert Bly, a major leader of this
maovement, had little to say about men and love. Men in
the movement did not urge one another to look w enlight-
ened women for guidance i the way of love,

Those who choose o walk on love's path are well
served If they have a guide. Thar guide can enable us to
overcome fear if we trust that they will nor lead us astray
or abandon us along cthe way, Fam always amazed by how
much courageous trust we offer serangers. We get sick and
enter hospitals where we put our mrust in a collective body
of people we don't know, who we hope will make us well.
Yet we often fear placing our emotional trust in caring
mdividuals who may have been taithtal friends all our
lives. This is simply misgoided thinkmg. And i muse be

overcome if we are to be rransformed by love.
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The pracnce of love takes nime. Withour a doubt, the
way we work m rhis sociery leaves individuals wirh licle
time when they are not physically and emotionally tired
to wark on the art of loving. How many fimes do we hear
anvone say thar they were working so hard and had no
time for love, so they had o cor back or even leave a job
o make a space 1o be loving? While movies like Regarding
Henry and The Fisher King spin sentimenral narratives
about raling-class men suffering life-threatening illnesses
thar lead them to reevaloare how they spend their rime, in
real life we have yer o see abundane examples of powerful
men OF Women pausing o create a place to do the work
of fove in their hves, Certamly, individuals who love some-
one who s more preaccupied by work teel immense fros-
tration when they endeavor to guide their parmer in the
way ol love. Truly, there woold no unemployment prob-
lem in our nanon of our taxes subsidized schools where
everyone could learn 1o love. Job sharing coeld become
the norm. With love at the cenater of our lives, work could
have a difterent meaning and focus,

When we pracnice love, we want o give more, Selhsh-
ness, a refusal to give aceeprance o another, 15 a central
reason romantic relationships fail, In Love the Way You
Wart 1t, Robert Steenberg confirms: “If T were asked the
simgle most freguent capse of the destrucnon of relanon-
ships .. I would say it 5 selfshness. We live in an age of
narcissism and many people have never learned or have
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torgorien how to listen to the needs of others. The truth
i5, if you want to make just one change in yourself that
will improve your relationship—literally, overnight—it
would be go put your partner’s interest on an equal foot-
g with your own.” Giving generously in romantic rela-
tionships, and in all other bonds, meanys recogmizing when
the other person needs our attention, Attention is an im-
pOTEANE CESGUTCE.

Gienerous sharing of all resowrces 15 one concrere way
to express love. These resources can be nime, atennon,
macenal objects, skills, money etc, | . Once we embark on
love's path we see how easy it s m give. A usetul gift all
love's practinoners can give s the offering of forgveness,
It not only allows us o move away from blame, from
seeing others as the cause of our sustained lovelessness,
but it enables s to experience agency, to know we can be
responsible for giving and Ainding love. We need nort blame
others for feelings of lack, for we know how te arend o
them, We know how o give ourselves love and to rec-
opnize the love thar 15 all around ss, Much of the anger
and rage we feel abour emononal lack is released when
we forgive ourselves and others. Forgiveness opens us up
and prepares us to receive love, It prepares the way for us
ro give wholeheartedly,

Giving brings us into communion with evervone, It s
one way for us to understand thar there s truly enough
of everything for everybody, In the Christian tradition we
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are told that giving “opens the windows of heaven™ sq
that we can be otfered “a blessing that there will not be
room enough to receive.” In patriarchal society men who
want to break with dermimarion can best begin the practice
of love by being giving, by beng generous. This 1s why
feminist thinkers extolled the virrwes of male parenring,
Warking as caregivers to young children, many men are
able 10 expernience for the fArse rime the joy thar comes
from service,

Through giving to each other we learn how to experi-
ence mutuality. To heal che gender war rooted in struggles
for power, women and men choose to make mutuality the
basis of their bond, ensurmg thar each person’s growth
matters and is nurtured. Bt enhances our power to know
jov. In A Heart As Wide As the World, Sharon Salzberg
reminds us: “The practice of generosity frees us from the
sense ol isolation that anses from clinging and attach-
ment.” Culnvaning a generous heart, which is, as Salzbherg
writes, “the primary guality of an awakened mind,”
strengthens romantic bonds. Giving is the way we also
learn how to recerve. The murual praceice of giving and
receiving is an evervday ritual when we know true love.
A generous heart 15 always open, always ready to receive
our going and coming, In the midst of such love we need
never fear abandonment. This s the most precious gife
true love offers—the experience of knowing we always
belong.
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Civing s healing ro the spirit, We ure admonished by
spirinmal tradivion 1o give gifrs to those who would know
love. Love is an action, a parncipatory emotion. Whether
we are engaged n a process af selt-love or of loving others
we must move beyond the realm of feching to actualize
lave. This is why it s usetul to see love as a pracnce, When
we act, we necd not feel imadequate or pawerless; we can
rrust that there are concrere steps to take on love's path.
We learn o communicate, to be sull and listen 1o the
needs of our hearts; and we learn to Listen o others. We
learn compassion by being willing to hear the pain, as well
as the jov, of those we love, The path to love is nor ar-
duows or hidden, but we must choose to take the first step.
If we do not know the way, there 15 alwavs a loving spirit
with an enlightened, open mind able ro show us how o
take the pach thar leads to che hearr of love, the path that
lets ug rerurn o love,

1
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ROMANCE:
SWEET LOVE

Swerl Love say
Where, how and whei

What do you want of me?, |,

Yaours [ am, for You | was bocn:
Whar do you wane of me?, ..

—5arT TERESS OF AviLa



o RETURN To love, to get the love we always
wanted but never had, to have the love we want but are
not prepared to give, we seek romantic relanonships. We
believe these relationships, more than any other, will res-
cue and redeem us. Tree love does have the power to re-
deem but only if we are ready for redemprion. Love saves
ns only iF we want to be saved. S50 many seekers after love
are taught in childhood o feel unworthy, that nobody
could leve them as they really are, and they construce a
talse self, In adule lite they meet people who fall in love
with their false self. Burt this love does not lase. At some
point, glimpses of the real self emerge and disappoimment
comes. Rejected by their chosen love, the message receved
in childhood is confirmed: Nobody could love them as
they really are.

Few of ns enter romantic relanonships able to receive
love, We fall into romantic artachmenrs doomed 1o replay

rha
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Familiar family dramas, Usually we do not know this wifl
happen precisely becavse we have grown up in a cultre
thar has told ws that no matter whar we experienced in
our childhoods, no matter the pain, sorrow, abenanon,
emptiness, no matter the extent of our dehumanization,
romantic love wall be ours. We believe we will meer the
girl of our dreams: We believe “someday our prince will
caome.” They show up just as we imagined they would,
We wanted the lover to appear but most of us were not
really clear abour whar we wanred o do with them—what
the love was that we wanted to make and how we would
make it. We were not ready 1o open our hearts fully,

In her first book, The Bluest Eye, novelist Tomi Morri-
son identifies the idea of romantic love as one *of the most
destructive ideas in the history of human thoughe.” lIts
destructiveness resides in the notion that we come to love
with no will and no capacity to choose. This illusien, per-
petuared by so much romancic lore, stands in the way of
our learming how 1o love. To sustain our fanrtasy we sub-
stiture comance for love,

When romance Is depicred as a project, or so the mass
media. especially movies, would have us believe, women
are the archirects and the planners. Evervone likes to
imagine that women are romantics, senumental about
love, that men follow where women lead. Even in non-
heterosexval relavonships. the paradigms of leader and
tollower often prevail, with one persen assuming the role

[ -
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deemed feminme and another the designated masculine
robe. No doubrt i was someone playing the role of leader
who congured up the noton thar we “fall in love,” that
we lack choice and decision when choosing a parener be-
cause when the chemistry 15 present, when the click is
there, it just happens—it overwhelms—it takes contral,
This way of thinking about love seems to be especially
useful for men whe are socialized via patriarchal notions
af masculinity to be out of touch with whar they feel In
the essay “Love and Need,” Thomas Merton contends:
"The expression to “fall in fove' reflecrs a peculiar attitade
toward love and life itself—a mixtoare of fear, awe, fasci-
narion, and confusion. It imphes suspicion, doubt, hesi-
ration in the presence of semerhing unavoidable, yer not
tully reliable.” If vou do nor know what vou teel, then it
15 difficult ro choose love; it is berrer 1o fall, Then vou do
not have 1o be responsible for your actions.

Even though psychoanalysts, from Fromm wnting m
the fifties to Peck in the present day, critique the idea that
we fall in love, we continue to invest in the fantasy of
effortless union, We contmue to believe we are swept
away, caught up in the rapture, that we lack choice and
will, In The Art of Loving, Fromm repeatedly talks about
love as acrion, “esscnrially an act of will.” He writes; “To
love somebady 15 not just a strong feeling—ir is a decision,
it 15 & judgment, it 15 a promise. IF love were anly a feeling,
there would be no basis tor the promise to love each other
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forever. A feeling comes and it may go.” Peck builds upog
Fromm's definition when he describes love as the will 1g
nurture one's own or another's spartual growth, adding:
“The desire to love s not wself love, Lave (s as love does:
Lowe is an act of will—mamely, both an inrention and ac-
tion. Will also implies choice. We do not have 1o love. We
choose o love.” Despute these brilliant insighes and the
wase counsel they offer, most people remain reluctant to
embrace the idea that it 15 more genuine, more real, @
think of choosing to love rather than falling in love.
Describing gur romantic longings i Life Preservers,
therapist Harner Lerner shares thar most people wanrt a
partner “whao is marere and intelligenr, loyal and trustwor-
thy, loving and attentive, sensitive and open, kind and nur-
turant, competent and responsible.” No marer the
inteasicy of this desire, she concludes: “Few of us evaluare a
prospective partner with the same objectivity and clarity
that we might use o select a household appliance or a car.”
Ta be capable of crincally evaluating a parmer we would
need o be able to stand back and look critically -ar our-
selves, ar our needs, desires, and longings. It was difficul
for me ro really take our a piece of paper and evaluate my-
seff o see if | was able 1o pive the fove | wanted 1o receive.
And even more difficulr to make a list of the qualities |
wanted to find in a mate. T listed ten items. And then when
1 applied the list o men | had chosen as potential pareners,
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it was painful 1o face the discrepancy herween what |
wanted and what | had chosen to accept. We fear that eval-
uating our néeds and then carefully choosing parmers will
reveal thar there is no one for us to love, Mose of us prefer
to have a partner who is lacking than no parmer ar all.
What becomes apparent s that we may be more interested
in finding a parener than in knowing love.

Time and oime again when | talk o individuals about
approaching love wath will and inrentionality, | hear the
frar expressed that this will bring an end to romance. This
is simply not so. Approaching romanrtic love from a foun-
dation of care, knowledge, and respecr actually mrensifies
romance. By taking the time to communicate with a po-
rentizl mate we are no longer rrapped by the fear and
anxiety underiving romannic interacrions thar take place
withour discussion or the sharing of intent and desire. |
talked with a woman friend who stated thatr she had al-
wiys been extremely fearful of sexual encounters, even
when she knew someone well and desired them, Her fear
was rooted in a shame she felt about the body, sentiments
she had learned in childhood. Previously, her encounters
with men had only intensified thar shame, Usually men
made light of her anxiety. | suggested she might try meet-
mg with the new man in her life over lunch with the sex
agenda of talking to him abour sexual pleasure, their likes
and distikes, their hopes and fears, She reported back that
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the lunch was incredibly eroric; ir lad the groundwork for
them to be ar ease with each other sexuvally when they
himally reached thar stage in their relationship.

EROTIC ATTRACTION OFTEN 'serves as the catalys
tor an Intimate connection between rwo people, bue ir is
not a sign of love. Exciting, pleasurable sex can rake place
berween two people who do not even know each other,
Yeor the vast majority of males in our society are convinced
that their erotic longing indicates who they should, and
can, love. Led by their penis, seduced by eroric desire, they
often end up in relanonships with partners with whom
they share no common interests or values, The pressure
on men in a patriarchal society to *perform™ sexoally is
so great that men are otten so granfied to be with someone
with whom they find sexual pleasure that they ignore
everything else. They cover up these mistakes by working
too much, or finding playmates they like ourside their
committed marriage or parmership. It usoally takes them
a long rime to name the lovelessness they may feel, And
this recognition wsually has to be covered up to protect
the sexist insistence thar men never admir failure,
Women rarely choose men solely on the basis of erotic
connection. While most females acknowledge the impaor-
tance of sexual pleasure, they recogmze that it 15 not the
amly ingredient needed 1o build strong relationships. And

ler's face it, the sexism of stereotyping women as caregiv-
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ers takes it acceptable for women o articulate emonional
peeds, S0 females are socmlized to be more concerned
abour emonanal connection. Women wha have only
named their eronc hunger in the wake of the permission
given by the feminist movement and sexual liberanon have
always been able to speak their hunger for love. This docs
not imean that we find the love we long for. Like males,
we often sertle for lovelessness becavse we are anracted
ro ather aspects of a parmer’s makeup. Shared sexual pas-
sion can be a sustaning and binding toree m a rroubled
relanonship, but 1t s noc the proving ground for lave.

This is one of the grear sadnesses of life. Too often
women, and some men, have thelr most intense eroric
pleasure with parters who wound them in orther ways.
The intensity of sexual intimacy does not serve as a cata-
Iyst for respect, care, mrust, understanding, and commir-
ment, Couples who rarely or never have sex can know
lifelong love, Sexual pleasure enhances the bonds af love,
but they can exist and satsfy when sexual desire is absenr.
Ulltimarely, most of us would choose great love over sus-
tained sexual passion if we had . Luckily we do not have
1o make this choice becavse we usually have satistying
erotic pleasure with our loved one.

The best sex and the most sarisfying sex are not the
same. | have had grear sex with men who were intimate
terrorists, men who seduce and attract by giving yoa just
what you feel vour heart needs theén gradually or abruptly
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withholding 1t ence they have gamed your trost. And |
have been deeply sexually fulfilled in bonds with loving
partners who have had less skill and kaow-how, Because
af sexist socialization, women rend 1o put sexual sansfac-
tion n itz appropriate perspective. We acknowledge its
value without allowing it to become the absolute measure
of intimate connection. Enlightened women wanr fulfilling
erotic encounters as much: as men, but we vlomately pre-
fer erotic satisfaction within a context where there is lov-
ing, intimate connection. [f men were spcialized o desire
love as much as they are taught o desire sex, we would
see a cultural revelunon. As it stands, most men rend 1o
be more concerned about sexual performance and sexual
satisfaction than whether they are capable of giving and
receiving love.

Even though sex marters, most of us are no more able
te articulate sexual needs and longings than we are able
to speak our desiee for love, Ironically, the presence of
life-threatening sexually transmicted diseases has become
the reason more couples communicate with each other
abour erotic behavior. The very people (many of them
men} who had hererofore claimed thar “too much ealk™
made things less romantic ind that talk does not threacen
pleasure ar all. It merely changes 11s nature. Where once
knowimg nothing was the basis for excitement and erotic
intensity, knowing mare is now rhe basis. Lo of people
who feared a loss of romantic and/or eretic Intensity made

7



HybAd AN ED W EEN (I R |

rhis radical change in their thinking and were surprised ro
find rhat their previous assumpnions that talk killed ro-
MLANCe wWere \"F'TQHH-

Cultural ‘acceprance of this change shows thar we are
all capable of shifring our paradigms, the foundational
ways of thinking and doing things thar become hahirual,
We are all capable of changing our artimides abour “falling
in love.” Wo can acknowledpe the “click™ we feel when
we MEet someone new as just thar—a mystenous sense of
cannection thar may or may not have anything o do with
tove. However it could or could not be the primal con-
nection while simultaneously acknowledging that e will
tead us ro love. How different things might be if, rather

*

than saying “l think I'm in love,™ we were saying “'ve
connpected with someone in a way that mokes me think
I'm on the way to knowing love.” Or it instead of saving
“I am i love™ we said “T am loving”™ or "I will love.”
Our patterns around romantic love are unlikely to change
if we do not change our language,

We are all uncomforrable with the conventional ex-
pressions we use to talk about romantic love. All of us
teel that these expressions and the thinking behind them
are one of the reasons we entered relationships thar did
not work. In retrospect we see that to a grave extent the
way we talked abour these bonds foreshadowed whar hap-
pened in the relationship, | certainly changed the way |

talk and think abour love in response w the emonional
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lack 1 felr within myself and i my relationships. Starting
with clear definitions of love; of feeling, miention, and
will, | mo longer enter relationships with the lack of aware-
ness that leads me 1o make all bonds the site for repearing
old patterns,

Although | have expenenced many disappoimtments in
miv quest (o love and be loved, | snill believe in the ransfor-
mative power of love. Disappointment has not led me to
close my heart. However, the more | ralk with people
around me [ find disappointment to be widespread and it
does lead many folks to feel profoundly cvnical about love,
A lot of people simply think we make too much of love
Owr cultore may make much of love as compelling fantasy
or myth, but it does not make much of the art of loving.
Cur disappointment -about love is directed at romantic
love. We fail ar romantic love when we have not learned the
art of loving, It's as simple as thar, Often we canfuse perfecr
passion with perfect love. A pertecr passion happens when
we meet someone who appears to have everything we have
wanred 1o find in a partner. | say *appears™ because the in-
tensity of our connecrion vsually blinds us, We see whar we
want to see. In Sord Mates, Thomas Moore contends that
the enchantment of romanmic illusion hasirs place and thar
“the soul thrives on ephemeral fantasies.” While perfect
passion provides us with 1ts own particular pleasure and
danger, for those of us seeking perfect love it can only éver

be a preliminary stage in the process.
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We can only move from perfect passion to perfect love
when the illusions pass and we are able o use the energy
and intensity generated by mrense, overwhelming, erotic
konding to heghten self-discovery. Perfect passions usu-
allvy end when we awaken trom our enchantment and find
omly that we have been carried away from ourselves. It
becomes perfect love when our passion gives us the cour-
age to tace reality, to embrace our true selves, Acknowl-
edging this meaningful link berween pertect passion and
perfect love from the onset of a relationship can be the
necessary inspiration thar empowers us to choose love,
When we love by intendon and will, by showing care,
respect, knowledge, and responsibility, our love satisfies,
Individuals who wane to believe rthat there is no fulillment
i |ove, thir true Jove does not exist, cling to these as-
sumptions because this despair is actoally easier o face
than the reality that love is a real Face of life bat is absent
from their lives,

In the last two years | have talked a lov about love, My
topic has been “rrue love.™ It all stareed when | began o
speak my heart's desire, to say to [riends, lecture audi-
ences, folks siming next to me on buses and ptanes and in
restaurants that "1 was looking for true love.” Cynically,
almost all my listeners would let me know that [ was loek-
ing for a myth, The few who still believe in true love of-
fered their deep conviction that “vou can't look for it,”
that If its meant for vou “ir will just happen.™ Not only
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do 1 believe wholeheareedly thar true love exists, I embrace
the idea that its occurence is a mystery—that it happens
without any efforr of human will. And if that's the case,
them 1 will happen whether we look for 1t or not. But we
do not lose lave by looking tor it Indeed, those among us
who have been hurt, disappointed, disitlusioned muse
open our hearts if we want love to enter, That act of open-
ing 15 a way of sccking love,

I have had a raste of true love. Thar expericnce inten-
sifies my longing and my desire 1o search. A wue lave in
my life frst appeared 1o me in a dream, | had been invited
to-a conference on film and was relucrant to atend. | hate
being bombarded by lors of new ideas ar one time; it feels
to me like overeating. Yee | had a dream in which | was
told that if | went 1o this conference | would meet a man
of my dreams. Imapes in the dream were so vivid and real
that | awakened with a sense of necessity. | called a pirl-
friend and told her my seory. She agreed to go to the con-
ference with me, as my witness. A few weeks later we
arrived at the conference in the muddle of a session in
which speakers were onstage, 1 pointed to the man whose
image had appeared in my dream. Afer the session T met
him and we talked, Meecting him was like sceing 2 long-
lost relative or friend, We went to dinner, There was a
feehing of mutoal recognition berween us from the stare.
[t was as though we konew each other, As our conversation
progressed he told me he was in a committed celatonship,

T 8o
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1 was puzzled and disturbed. | could nor believe divine
forces in the universe would lead me o this man of my
dreams when there was no real possibihity of fully realizing
those dreams. OF course, those dreams were all abour be-
ing in a remantic relanonship, Thae was the beginning of
a difficult lesson in true love,

I LEARNED THAT we may meer a troe love and thar
our lives may be transformed by such an encounter cven
when it does nor lead o sexual pleasure, commitred
bonding, or even sustained conract, The myth of oue
love—rhar tairv-tale vision of two souls who meer, join,
and live happily thereafier—is the stuff of childhood fan-
tasy, Yer many of us, female and male, carry these fan-
tasies into adulthood and are unable o cope with the
reality of what i means either o have an inense life-
aleering connection thar will nor fead 1o an ongoing rela-
tionship or to be in 2 rélavonship, True love does nor
always lead to happily ever atrer, and even when it does,
sustaining love sull takes work.

All relationships have ups and downs, Romantic fangasy
often nurtures the belief thar difficulties and down times
are an indication of a lack of love rather than parr of the
process. In actuality, true love thrives on the difficuluies.
The foundation of such love s the assumpnion that we
want to grow and expand, to become more fully ourselves,
There is no change thar does not bring with it a Feeling of
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challenge and loss. When we expenence true love it may
feel as though our lives are in danger: we may feel threat-
ened.

True love is ditferent from the love that is rooted in
basic care; goodwill, and just plain old everyday arreac-
tion. We are all continually arreacted o folks (we like their
style, the way they think, the way they look, érc.) whom
we know that, given a chance, we could love in a heare-
beat. In his insighttul book Love and Awakemng: Discow-
erfng the Sacred Path of Intimate Relatiomship, John
Welwood makes a useful distinction berween this type of
artraction, familiar to us all, which he calls a “heart con-
nection,” and another tvpe he calls a%soul connection,™
Here is how he defines i “A soul connection is a reso-
niance berween two peaple who respond to the essenrial
beaury of each other's individual natares, behind their fa-
cades, and who connect on a deeper level. This kind of
rural recognition provides the caralvsr for a porent al-
chemy, It is a sacred alliance whose purpose 15 o help
both partners discover and realize their deepest potentials,
While a hearr connecnon lets us appreciate those we love
just as theyv are. a soul connection opens up a further
dimension—seeing and loving them for who they could
he, and for who we could become under their influence,”
Making a hearr connection with someone 15 usually nota
difhcult process.

Throughout our lives we meet lots of peaple with whom
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we feel that special click thar could take us on the path
of love, But rhis click is not the same as a soul connection..
Otren, 2 deeper bonding with anothér person, a soul con-
nection, happens whether we will it to be so or not, In-
deed, sometimes we are drawn toward someone without
knowing why, even when we do not desire contact. Sev-
eral couples I talked with who have found true love en-
roved telling the story of how one of them did not find
the ather ar all appealing ar Arst meeting even though they
fele mysteriously joined to char individual, In all cases
where individuals felt thar they had known true love,
everyone testified that the bonding was not easy or simple,
To many folks this seems confusing precisely because our
fantasy of true love is that it will be just thar—simple and
gasy,

Usually we imagine thar true love will be intensely plea-
surable and romantic, full of love and light, In wruth, true
love is all about work, The poer Rainer Maria Rilke wisely
observed: “Like so much else, people have also misunder-
stood the place of love in life, they have made it into play
and pleasure because they thought that play and pleasure
was more blissful than work; but rthere s nothing happier
than work, and fove, just because it s the extreme hap-
piness, can be nothing else but work . . ." The essence of
true love is mutual recognition—ewo individoals secing
each ather as they really are. We all know that the usual
approach is to meet someone we like and put our best self

1R 3
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forward, or even at times a false self, one we believe will
he more appealmg 1o the person we wane to attract, When
our real self appears inits entirery, when the good behav-
ior becomes ton much o maintam or the masks are taken
away, disappoinrment comes. All o often individuals
feel, after che lact—when feelings are borr and hearts are
broken—that it was a case of mistaken identity, that the
loved one s a stranger. They saw what they wanted tosee
rather than what was really there,

True love s a different story. When it happens,
individoals usually feel in touch with each other’s core
identity. Embarking on such a relationship is frightening
precisely becawvse we feel there is no place 1o hide, We are
known. All the ecstacy that we feel emerges as this love
nurtures us and challenges us to grow and transform. De-
scribing true love, Eric Burterworth writes: “True love i3
a pecaliar kind of insight through which we see the whale-
ness which the person 1s—at the same nme omally ac-
cepring the level on which he now expresses himself—
without any delusion thar the potenrial is a present realiy,
True love acceprs the person who now i withour quali-
ficarions, bur with a sincere and unwavering commitment
to help him to achieve hus goals of self-unfoldment—
which we may see hereer than he does,™ Maost of the rime,
we think thar love means just accepting the other person
as they are, Who among us has nor learned the hard way

that we cannet change someone, mold them and make
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them o the deal beloved we mught wane them 1o he
Yer when we commir o true love, we are committed gy
being changed, ™ being acred upon by the beloved i a
way thar enables us o be more fully self-actuabized, This
commitment 0 change s chosen, It happens by muraal
agreement. Agam and again in conversations the most
common visien af true love | have heard shared was one
that declared it to be “uncondmional.™ True love & on-
eonditional, but o truly Aourish it requires an ongomg
commitment to constructive struggle and change.

The hearthear of true love is the willimgness 1o reflect
on one's acpons, and fo process and commumicate this
reflection with the loved one. &s Welwood pus m: “Twao
beings who have a soul connecrion want to engage in &
Full, free-ranging dialegue and commune wich sach orher
as deeply as possible.” Honesty and openness 15 always
the foundanon of insighthul dialoegue. Mostr of us have nort
been raised in homes where we have seen two deeply lov-
ing grown folks ralking together, We do nor see this on
televiston or at the movies. And how can any of s com-
municare with men who have been told all their lives that
they should not express whar they feel, Men who want to
love and do nor know how must Arst come o voice, must
learn to let their hearts speak—and then o speak truth,
Choosing to he fully honest, ta reveal ourselves, is risky,
The expertence of triue love gives us the courage o risk,

As long we are ahraid o nsk we cannot know love,

13



L Al r 1 % E

Hence the truism: * Love s lerring go of fear.”™ Our heares
connect with lots of folks in a lifetime bur most of us will
go o our graves with no experience of irue love, This is
in no way tragle, as most of us ran the other way when
rrue Jove cormes near. Since true love sheds hight on those
aspects of ourselves we may wish ro deny or hide, enabling
us to see ourselves clearly and without shame, it is not
surprising thar so many individuals whe'say they want 1o
know love urn awayv when such love beckons.

NO MATTER HOW often we turn our minds and hearts
away—or how stubbomly we refose to believe m its
magic—true love exists, Everyone wants i, even those
who claim to bave gmiven up hope. But not everyone s
ready. True love appears only when our heares are ready.
A few years ago | was sick and had one of those cancer
scares where the doctor tells you if the tests are positive
you will not have long o live, Hearing his words [ lay
there thinking, | could not possibly die because | am not
ready, I have not known truc love. Right then T commired
myselt to apening my hearr; T was ready to receive such
love. And it came,

This relationship did nor last forever, and rhar was dif-
Bcult to face. All the romantic lore of our culture has told
us when we hnd rrue love with a partner it will continue,
Yet this partnership lasts only if both parties remain com-
mitted to being loving. Not evervone can bear the weight
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of true love, Wounded hearts turn away from love becayse
they do not wanr o do the work of healing necessary 1o
sustain and nurture love, Many men, espectally, oteen turmn
wway from true Jove and choose relationships in which
they can be emortionally withholding when they feel like
it bur srill recerve love from someone ebse. Ultimately, they
choose power over love. To know and keep true love we
have to be willing to surrender the will 1o power.

When one knows a true love, the rransformanve force
of that love lasts even when we no longer have the com-
pany of the person with whom we experienced profound
mutaal care and growth, Thomas Merton writes: *We dis-
cover our true selves in love,” Many of us are not ready
1o accepr and embrace our trae selves, particularly when
living with integrity alienaces wi from our familiar worlds.
Ciften, when we undergo a process of self-recovery, for a
nme we may find ourselves more alone. Writing abour
choosing solimnde over company thar does not nurtore
one's soul, Maya Angelou reminds us that “it &5 never
lonesome in Babvlon." Pear of facing true love may ac-
mally lead some individaals 1o remain in situations of lack
and unfulfillment. There they are nor alone, they are not
ar risk.

To love fully and deeply puts us ar risk. When we love
we arc changed wtterly. Merton asserts: “Love affects
more than our thinking and our hehavior toward those

we love, It transforms ower entire life. Genuine love 5 a
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personal revelunion. Love takes vour ideas, your desives,
and your actnions and welds them together in one exper-
ence and one living reality which s a new vou,” We often
are m Heghe from the “new vou,™ Richard Bach's autobi-
ographical love story Wusfons deseribes both his flighe
from love and his return, To return to love he had 1o be
willing 1o sacrifice und surrender, to let go of the fantasy
of bemg someone with no sustained emotional needs o
acknowledge his need to love and be loved. We sacrifice
our ald selves in order to be changed by love and we sur-
render to the power of the new self,

Love within the conrext of romantic bonding offers us
the anique chance 1o be rransformed in a welcoming cele-
hrarory atmosphere. Withour “falling in love," we can
recogmize that moment of mysterious connection between
our soul and thar of another person as love's attempt
call us back to owr true selves, Intensely connecting with
another soul, we are made bold and courageous, Using
that fearless will to bond and connect as a caralyst for
choosing and commiting urselves to love, weare able to
love truly and deeply, to give and receive a love that lases,

a love that s "stronger than death.”
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Eleven

LOSS:
LOVING INTO LIFE AND DEATH

You have to trost that every frendship has no end,
that a communion of saints exiscs among all those,
fiving and desd, whi have truly loved God and one
another, You know from experience how real this is.
Thase vou have loved deeply and whe have died live
on in you, nar just a5 memories bur as real presences,

—HEMRI NOUWEN



OVE MAKES US teel more alive. Living in a stace
of fovelessness we feel we mighe as well be dead; every-
thing wichin us is sfent and soill. We are unmoved. *Soul
murder™ is the term psychoanalvsts wse o describe this
state of living death, Ir echoes the biblical declaration that
“anyone who does not know love is still in death.” Cul-
tures of dommanon court death. Hence the ongoing fas-
cimaton with violence, the false insistence thae it is natural
tor the strong 1o prey upon the weak, for the more pow-
erful te prev upon the powerless, In our cultuee the wor-
ship of death is so inrense it stands in the way of Tove, On
his deathbed Erch Fromm asked a beloved friend why we
prefer fove of death o love of life, why “the human race
prefers necrophilia 1o bophilia.” Coming from Fromm
this question was merely rhetarical, as he had spent his
life explaining our cultural fallure 1o fully embrace the
reality that love gives life meaning.
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Linlike love, dearh will rouch us all ar some poine i o
lives. We will wirness the death of athers or we will wie-
ness our awn dying, even if i's just in that bricf mscance
when life is fading away, Living with lovelessness is noc a
problem we openly and readily complain about, Yet the
reality thar we will all die penerates rremendous concern,
fear, and worry. It may very well be that the worship of
death, indicared by the constant spectacles of dying we
witch on television screens daily, 15 one way our culture
tnes o snll thar fear, to conguer i, to make us com-
foreable. Writing about the meaning of death in contem-
porary calture Thomas Merton explains: “Psychoanalvsis
has taught us something about the death wish that per-
vades the modern world, We discover our affluent secicry
oy b protoundlv addicred to the love of dearh. . . . In such
a society, though much may officially be said abour hu-
man values, whenever there s, in fact, a chaice berween
the living 2nd the dead, between men and money, or men
and power, or men and bombs, the choice will alwavs be
for dearh, for deach is the end or the goal of hife.” Cur
cultural ohsession with dearh consumes energy thar could
be given to the art of loving.

The worship of dearh is 4 central component of parri-
archal thinking, whether expressed by women or men. Vi-
siognary theologians see the failure of religion as one
reason our culture remams death centered. In his work
Original Blessing, Marthew Fox explams: “Western civi-
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lization has preferred love of death o love of life to the
very extent that its religions traditions have preferred re-
demption to creanion, sin to ecstasy, and individual intro-
spection to cosmic awareness and appreciation.” For the
muost part, patriarchal perspectives have shaped religious
reaching and practice. Recently, there has been a turning
away from these teachings toward a creation-grounded
spiritality that is life-afirming. Fox calls this “the via
positiva™: “Withowr this solid grounding in creation’s
powers we become bored, violent people. We become nec-
rophiliacs in love with death and the powers and princi-
palities of death.” We move away from this worship of
death by challenging parriarchy, creating peace, working
tor justice, and embracing a love ethic.

Ironically, the worship of death as a strategy for coping
with our enderlying fear of death’s power does not truly
give us sulace. It s deeply anxiety producing. The mare
we watch speceacles of meamngless death, of random vio-
lence and cruelry, the more afraid we become in our daily
lives. We cannot embrace the stranger with love for we
fear the seranger. We beheve the stranger 15 a messenger
of death who wanes our life. This irrational fear is an
expression of madness if we think of madness as meaning
we are out of touch with reality. Even though we are more
likely to be hurt by someone we know rthan a stranger,
our fear 1s direcred toward the unknown and the unfa-
milkiar. That fear brings with it mtense paranoia and a
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constant obsession with safery. The prowing number- of
gated communities m our naton is but one éxample of
the obsession with satery. With guards at the gate, indi-
viduals snll have bars and elaborace internal security syvs-
terrs. Americans spend more than thirty billion dollars
year on security. When [ have staved with friends in these
communities and inguired as to whether all the security 15
i response to an actual danger | am told "nor really,”
that it is the fear of threar rather than a real threar that
i the catalyst for an obsession with safery that barders on
madness,

Culturally we bear witness to this madness every day,
We can all rell endless stories of how it makes irself known
in everyday life. For example, an adult white male answers
the door when a young Aslan male rings the bell. We live
in a culture where without responding to any gesture of
aggression or hostility on the part of the stranger, who is
sumply lost and trying to find the correct address, the white
miate shoors him, belleving he 15 protecting his life and his
property. This is an everyday example of madness. The
person who is really the threar here is the home owner
who has been so well soclalized by the thinking of white
supremacy, of capitalism, of patrlarchy thar he can no
longer respond rationally,

Whire supremacy has raught him chat all people of color
are threars irrespective of their behavior, Capitalism has
taught him that, ar all costs, lus property can and must be
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protected. Parnarchy has raughe him that his maseuliniry
has to bhe proved by the willingness 16 conquer fear
th rnugl'l aggressicn; that it would be unmanly m ask laes-
tions before taking acrion. Mass media then brings us the
news of this im a newspeak manner thar sounds almost
jocutar and celebratory, as though no ragedy has hap.
pened, as though the sacrifice of a young life was necessary
ro uphold properiy valuses and whire patriarchal honor,
Viewers are encouraged feel sympathy for the white male
home awner who made a mistake, The fact thar this mis-
take led 1o the violent death of an innocent young man
does not register; the narrative is worded 10 a manner that
encourages viewers to wdentify with the one who made the
mistake by doing whatr we are led to teel we might all do
ro “protect our property at all costs from any sense of
perceived threat,™ This is whar the worship of death looks
like.

All the worship of death we sec on our television
screens, all the death we witness daily, does not prepare
us in any way to face dying with awarcness, clarity, or
peace of mind, When worship of death 15 rooted in fear
it does not enable us to live fully or well. Merton con-
tends: “If we become obsessed with the idea of death hid-
ing and wairing for us in ambush, we are not making
dearh mare real bue life less real. Our life is divided-against
ieself. It -hecomes a tug of war beeween the love and the
fear of itself. Death then operaces i the midst of lite, not
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ag the end of life, but rather, as the fear of life.,” To live
fully we would need to ler go of our fear of dving. That
fear can only be addressed by the love of living. We have
a long hstory tn this nation of believing thar o be too
celebratory is dangerous, that being optimistic s fool-
hardy, hence our difficulry in celebranng life, in reaching
aur children and surselves how 1o love life,

Many of vs come to love hte only when faced with life-
threatening illness. Certainly, facing the posibiliey of my
awn death gave me the courage to confront the lack of
love in my hife. Much contemporary visionary work on
death and dying has highlighted learning how to love.
Loving makes it possible for vs ro change our worship of
death to a celebration of life. In an unsent lerter written
o a rue love in my life T wrote: “During the memeorial
service for her sister my friend gave testmony m which
she declared “death has left us loving her completely.” We
are %0 much more able to embrace the loss of innmate
loved ones and friends when we know thar we have given
aur all—when we have shared with them that mutual rec-
ogmition and belonging in love which death can never
change or take away. Each day | am grarcful for having
known a love thar enables me to embrace death with no
tear of incompleteness or lack, wirh no sense of irredeem-
ahle regrer. That is a gift vou gave. | cherish ity nothing

changes s value. Tt remains precious.™ Loving does this.
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Love empowers us to lve fully and die well. Death be-
comes, then, not an end to lite bur-a part of living.

In her autohiography, The Wheel of Life, published
shortly after her death, FElisabeth Kibler-Ross tells che
story of her awakening to the realizanon that we can face
death withour fear: “In these earliest days of whar would
become known as the birth of thanatelogy—aor the study of
death—my greatest reacher was a black cleaning woman. |
do not remember her name . . . bur whart drew my arten-
ton to her was the effect she had on many of the most
seriousiy ill parienrs. Each time she lefr their rooms, there
was, | noticed, a tangible difference in their aritudes. |
wanted to know her secree. Desperarely curious, [ literally
spied on this woman who had never hnished high school
but knew a big secrer.” The secret that this wise black
woman knew, which Kiibler-Ross positively appropriated,
was that we must betriend deach and ler e be our gde
in life, meeting it unafraid. When the black cleaning lady
who had mumphed over many hardships in her own life,
wha had lost loved ones 1o early deaths, entered the rooms
of the dying she brought with her a willingness 1o ralk
openly about death without fear. This nameless angel gave
Kithler-Ross the most valuable lesson of her life, telling
her: “Death is not a stranger to me. He 5 an old, old
acquaintance,” It rakes courage to befriend deach. We find
thar courage in life through loving,
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Our collective fear of death is a dis-ease of the heart.
Love i the oaly cure. Many people approach dearh with
despair because they realize they have not lived their lives
as they waneed to. They never foand ther “rroe sefves®
or they never found che love therr heares longed to know.
Sometimes, facing death they affer themselves the love
they did not offer tor most of their lives. They give them-
selves  acceptance, the unconiditional love thar s the core
of self-love. In her foreword o Tntimate Death, Marie De
Hennezel describes witnessing the way approaching death
can enable people to become more fully self-actualized.
She wrices: “Ar the moment of urter solitede, when the
body breaks down on the edge of inhnsty, a separate time
begins 1o run that cannor be measured in any normal way.
In the course of several days something happens, with
the help of another presence thar allows despair and pain
to declare themsclves, the dying seize hold of their lives,
take possession of them, unfock their rruth, They discover
the freedom of being true to themselves,” This dearhbed
recogmition of love's power is o moment of ecseasy. We
would be locky if we felt irs power all our days and not
just when those days are ending.

When we love every day we do not need the eminent
threat of sure death to be true to ourselves. Living with
awareness and clarity of mind and heart we are able to
embrace the realizaton of our dying 1in a manner thar al-
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bws us to live more fully becanse we know death jg 4
wavs with us, There i8 no one among, us who is 3 stra nger
to death, Cur fiest home in the womb s also a grave where
we await the coming of life. Our first experience of living
15 2 moment of resurrection, 4 movement out of the shad-
ows and into the light. When we watch a child physically
coming out of the womb we know we are in the presence
of the miraculous,

Yet it does not take long for us o torget the magical
harmony of the transition from death into life, And death
soon becomes the passage we want o avoid. But it has
hecome harder tor our nation o tlee dearh. Even though,
on the average, we have longer life spans, death surrounds
us now more than ever, as so many life-threarening dis-
eases take the lives of loved ones, friends, and acguain-
rances, many of whom are voung i years. This sirong
presence of dving often cannot penetrate our culroral de-
nial that death is always among us, and people still refuse
to ter an awareness ol death guide them,

When | was a lictde girl, our mother ratked wirth case
about the possibility of death, Often, when we would put
off for tomorrow the things thar could be done moday, she
would remmind us thar “life is nor promised,™ This was her
way of urging us 1o live life to the fullest—ro live so that
we would be withour regrer. | am conninually surprised
when friends, and srrangers, act as though any talk of
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death is a sign of pessimism or morbidity. Death is among
us. To see it always and only as a neganve subject is 1o
lase sight of its power to enhance every moment.

Luckily, those healers and comforrers who work with
the dying show us how to face the reality of death, so thart
ealking abour it is not faboo. Just as we are often unable
to speak about our need o love and be loved because we
fear our words would be interprered as signs of weakness
ar failure, so are we rarely able to share our thoughts
about dearh and dying. No wonder then that we are col-
lectively unable to confront the significance of grief, Juse
gs the dyving are often carted off so that the process of
dyving will be witnessed by only a select few, grieving in-
dividuals are encouraged to let themselves go only in pri-
vate, in appropriate settings away from the rest of us.
Sustained grief is particularly disturbing in a culrure chat
offers a guick fix for any pain. Sometimes it amazes me
to know intuitively that the grieving are all around us yet
we do not see any overt signs of their anguished spurits,
We are raught to feel shame abouwt grief that lingers. Like
a stain on our clothes, it marks us as Hawed, imperfect.
To ching to griel, to desire its expression, s 10 be out of
sync with modern life; where the hip do not ger bogged
down in moeurning.

Love knows no shame. To be loving is to be open o
grieh, to be touched by sorrow, even sorrow that is unend-

ing, The way we grieve 15 mformed by whether we know
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love. Since loving lets us let go of so much fear, i alsn
guides our grief, When we lose someone we love, we can
grieve withour shame. Given that commitment i$ an im-
portant aspect of love, we who love know we must sustam
ties in life and deach. Qur mourning, our leting ourselves
grieve over the foss of loved ones is-an expression of our
commitment, 2 form of communication and communion.
Knowing this and possessing the courage to claim ouor
grief as an expression of love's passion does not make the
process simple in a colrore thar would deny us the emo-
tional alchemy of grief. Much of our cultural suspicion of
intense grief is rooted in the fear thar the unleashing of
such passion will overtake us and keep us from life, How-
ever, this fear is usually misguided. In irs deepest sense,
grief is a buming of the heart, an inténse heat that gives
us solace and release. When we deny the full expression
of our grief, it lays like a wetght on our hearts, causing
emotional pain and physical ailments. Grief is most often
unretenting when individuals are not reconciled o the re-
ality of loss.

Love invites us to grieve for the dead as rirual of mourn-
ing and as celebrarion. As we speak our hearts in mourn-
ng we share our inimate knowledge of the dead, of who
they were and how they lived. We honor their presence
by naming the legacies they leave us. We need not contain
grick when we use it as a means to intensity our love for
the dead and dying, for those who remain alive.
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Toward the end of her brilliane career, Kibler-Ross
was conyinced that there really i¢ no death, only a ledy-
mg of the body to take another form. Like those who
believe 1n an afterlife, resurrection, or reincarnation,
death becomes, then, not an end, but a mew beginning,
Thesz msights, however enlightening, do not change the
tact that m death we surrender our embodied life on
earth. Love 15 the only force that allows os o hold one
anather close beyond the grave. That is why knowing
how to love each orher is also a way of knowing how to
die. When the poet Elizabeth Barrett Browning declares
in her sonnee *T shall bur love thee better afier death,”
she arests to the importance of memory and commun-
win with our dead.

When we allow our dead to be forgowen, we fall prey
to the notion that the end of embodied lite corresponds
to the death of the spirit, In biblical scriprure the divine
voice declares “| have ser before you lite and death,
therefore choose lite,” Embracing the spiric thar lives. be-
vond the body is one way to choose life, We embrace
thar spirit through muozals of remembenng, through cer-
emonies wherein we invoke the spirit presence of our
dead, and through ordinary rteals in everyday lite
where we keep the spirit of those we have lost close,
Sometimes we invoke the dead by allowing wisdom they
have shared to guide our present actions. Or we invoke
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through reenacting one of their habits of being. And the
griel that may never leave us even as we do not allow it
o overwhelm us 15 also a way o give homage 10 our
dead, o hold them.

In a culrure like ours, where few of us seek 1o know
perfect love, grief 15 often ovesshadowed by regrer. We
regret thangs left unsaad, things lefr unreconciled. Now and
then when 1 find myselt forgetting to celebrace life, un-
mendful of the way embracing death can heighten and en-
hance the way [ interact with the world, T take ome w
think about whether | would be at peace knowing thar |
lefr someone without saying what's i my heart, thar 1 lefr
with harsh words. [ oy daily to leamn o leave folks as
though we might never be meeting again. This pracrice
makes us change how we talk and mteract. It 15 a way to
live consciously,

The only way to live thar life where, as Edith Piaf sings,
we “regret norhing” is by awakening to an awareness of
the value of right livelithood and right acrion, Understand-
ing thar death is always with us can serve as the faichful
reminder that the time to do whar we feel called ro do s
alwavs now and not in some distant and unimagined hi-
ture, Buddhist monk Thich Nhar Hanh teaches m Chr
Appomtment with Life that we find our rrue selves by
living fully in the present: *To return to the present 15 o
be in contace with life. Life can be found only in the pres-
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ent mement, because ‘the past no longer 15’ and “the tuture
has nat yet come’, . . . Our appointment with life is in the
present moment. The place of our appointment &5 right
here, in this very place.” Living in a culture that is always
encouraging us ro plan for the future, it 15 no casy task o
develop the capacity "o be here now.”

When we live fully in the present, when we acknowl-
edge that death 15 always with us and not just there at the
mement when we brearhe our last breath, we are nor dev-
astared by events over which we have no control—losing
a job, rejection by someone we hoped 1o connect with, the
loss of a longtime friend or compamion. Thich Nhat Hanh
remunds us “everything we seek can only be found in the
present” that “to abandon the present in order ta look for
things in the future is to throw away the substance and
hold onto the shadow.™ To be here now does not mean
that we do not make plans bur thar we learn o give the
making of furure plans only a small amount of energy.
And once future plans are made, we release our attach-
ment ro them. Sometimes it helps 1o write down our plans
for the future and pur them away, out of sight and out of
mind.

Accepting death with love means we embrace the realicy
of the unexpecred, of experiences over which we have no
contral, Love empowers us to surrender. We do not need

to have endless anxiety and worry about whether we will
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fulfll our goals or plans. Death is-always there 1o remingd
us that our plans are transitory. By learning ro love, we
learn to accept change. Without change, we cannot grow.
Our will te grow in spiat and wruth 15 how we stand be-
fore life and death, ready to choose life.



Twelve

HEALING:
REDEMPTIVE LOVE

We have been brought ineo the inner wine cellar and
sealed with His seal, which is o suffer out of love.
The ardor of this love greatly ostweighs any sutfering
we may undengn, for suffering ¢comes to an end, but
love is forever.

—TEs54 BIELECE]



OVE HEALS, WHEN we are wounded in the
place where we would know love, it is ditheule to imagine
thar love really has the power to change everything. No
matter what has happened n our past, when we open our
bearrs to love we can live as if born agamn, not forgetnng
the past but seeing it in a new way, letting it live inside
us in a new way, We go forward with the fresh insighe
that the past can no longer hurt us. Or if our past was
one tn which we were loved, we know that no matter the
occasional presence of sulering in our lives we will return
always o remembered calm and bliss. Mindful remem-
bering lets us put the broken bits and pieces of our hearts
rogether again. This is the way healing begins.

Contrary to what we may have been taught to think,
uninecessary and unchosen suffermg wounds vs -bhut need
not scar us for life. It does mark us. Whar we allow the
mark of our suffering to become iz in our own hands. In
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his collecrion of essavs The Fire Next Time, James Bald-
win writes abour suffering in che healing process, stating:
“| do nor mean 1o be senumental about suffering—hbuot
people who cannor sutfer can wever grow up, can never
discover whao they are.” Growing up is, ar hearr, the pro-
cess of learming to take responsibilicy for whatever hap-
pers it your life. To choose growth & oo embrace a love
that heals.

The healing power of mind and heart is always present
because we have the capacity to renew our spints end-
lessly, to researe the soul, | am always partcalarly grateful
tr ‘meet peaple who do not teel ther childhoods were
marked by unnecessary pain and suffering, by loveless-
ness: Thelr presence reminds me thar we do not need 1
undergn anything dreadful 1o feel deeply, that we never
need suffering ro be imposed upon us by acrs of violence
and abuse, At times we will all be confronted with suffer-
ing, an uncxpected illness, 4 loss, Thar pam will come
whether we ¢choase it or not and not one of us can escape
it, The presence of pain in our hves s not an indicator of
dvsfuncrion. Nor all families are dysfunctional, And while
it had been crucial for collective self-recovery that we have
exposed and continue 1o expose dysfunction, it 1s equally
impormant to revel in and celebrare its absence.

Unless we can all imagine a workd in which the family
s not dystuncoonal bur s instead a place where love

abounds, we doom family life to be always and only a site
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of woundedness. In funcronal families individuals face
conflict, contradictions, times. of unhappiness, and suffer-
g just like dysfuncrional families do; the difference lies
in how these issues are confronted and resolved, in how
everyone copes in moments of crisis. Healthy families
resalve conflict without coercion, shaming, or violénce.
When we collectively move our culture in the dicection of
love, we may see these loving families represented more
in the mass media. They will become more visible in all
walks of daily life. Hopefully, we will then listen to these
stores with the same mtensity thar we have when we Listen
tor marratives of violent pain and abuse. When this hap-
pens, the visible happiness of functional families will be-
come part of our collective consciousness,

In The Family: A Revolutionary Way of Self-Discovery,
John Bradshaw offers this defniton: “A funcrional healthy
farmily is one in which all the members are fully funcronal
and all the relanonships between the members are fully
funcoonal. As human beings, all family members have
available to them the use of all their human power. They
use these powers 1o cooperate, individuare and to gee ther
collecrive and individual needs mer, A funcrional family is
the healthy soil our of which individuals can become ma-
ture human beings.” In the tuncional family self-esteem
is learned and there is a balance between autonomy and
dependency.

Long before the terms “funcnonal” and “dysfunc-
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tional™ were used to identify types of families, those of us
whao were wounded in childheod knew it because we were
in pain. And that pain did not go away even when we lef
home. More than our pamn, our self-destructive; seff-
betraying behavior trapped us in the traumas of child-
hood. We were unable to find selace or release. We could
not choose healing because we were not sure we could
ever mend, that the broken bits and pieces could ever be
put rogether again, We comforted ourselves by acting our,
Bur this comtort did not last, It was usually tollowed by
depression and overwhelming grief. We longed 1o be res-
cued because we did not know how o save ourselves,
More ofren than not we became addicted o living dan-
gerously. Chinging to this addiction made it impossible for
us to be well in our souls. As with all other addicrion,
leering go and choosing wellness was our only way of res-
e EHL‘I TECOVETY,

In many wavs [ have acted out throughour much of my
lite. When 1 began to walk on the path of love, | was awed
by how guickly previcus dystuncrions were changed. In
the church of my girlhood we were always told no one
could give an individoal salvarion, that we had ro choose
it for gurselves. We had to want 1o be saved. In Toni Cade
Bambara's novel The Salt Earers, wise older women who
are healers are called in vo assist the voung woman who
has artempted suicide, and they rell her: *Just so's you're
sure, sweetheart, and ready to be healed, 'cause wholeness
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is no trifling marter—a lor of weight when vou are well,”
Making the primal choice to be saved does nor mean we
do not need support and help with problems and difficul-
ties, It 15 simply that the imitial gesture ot raking respon.
sihifity for our well-being, wherein we conféss to our
brokenness, our wnundcdnes;i, and open ourselves to sal-
varion, must he made by the individual. This act of open-
ing the keart enables us 1o receive the healing offered s
by those who care.

ALTHOUGH WE ALL want o know love, we talk abour
the search for true love as though it is always and only a
solitary quest. | am disturbed by the weighty emphasis on
self in so much New Age writing on the ropic, and in our
culrure as a2 whole, When | would talk abour my yearning
far a loving partner, people told me over and over thar [
did mor need anyone else. They would say 1 did not need
a companion and/or a circle of loved ones o feel com-
plere, thar | should be complere inside myself. While 1t 15
definitely crue that inner contentedness and a sense of ful-
fillment can be there whether or nor we commune in love
with others, it is equally meaningful to give voice to that
longing for communion. Life withour communion m love
with athers would be less fulfillmg no marter the extent
of one's self-love.

All over the world people hive i intimare dally contact
with one another. They wash together, ear and sleep to-
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gether, face challenges together, share jov and sorrow. The
rugged individual who relies on no one else is a figure who
can only exist in a colture of dominanon where a privi-
leged few use more of the world's resources than the many
who must daily do withouwr. Worship of individualism has
i part led us 1o the unhealthy culture of narcisssm that
is 50 all pervasive mn our society,

Western travelers journey 1o the poorest countries and
are astounded by the level of communion between penple
who, though not materially rich, have full hears. It 1z no
accident that so many of the spiritual reachers we gravitate
ro i our affluent sociery, which s driven by the ethos of
rugged individaalism, come from cultures char value in-
terdependency and working for a collective good over in-
dependence and mdividual gam.

While rerms like “codependency,” which came our of
programs for individual self-recovery, rightly show the
ways in which excessive dependency can be unhealthy,
espectally when ir 1s marked by the support of addictive
behavior, we still need 1o talk abour healchy fmterdepen-
derrcy, Mo arganization dedicared to healing demonstrates
this principle more than Alcoholics Anonymous, The mil-
lions of people who arend AA meenings seck a place of
recovery and find chat the afirming communicy thar sur-
rounds them creates an environment of healing. This com-
munity offers to individuoals, some for the hrst time ever

in their hves; a taste of that acceprance, care, knowledge,
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and responsibihty that is love in actdon. Rarely, if ever,
are any of us healed msolanen, Healing 15 anact of com-
PTG,

Mose of us And thar space of healing cammunion with
like-minded souls. Other individuals recover themselves in
thete commumen with divine spirit, Sant Teresa of Avila
tound, in her union with the divine, recognition, comtorr,
and solace, She wroee: “There is ne need 1o o 1o heaven
in order to speak with one's Erernal Father or find delight
m Him. Nar 1s there any need to shour, However softly
we speak, He is near enough to hear s, . . . All one need
dio 15 go into solitude and look ar Him within oneself, and
not farn away from so good a Guest but with grear hu-
mility speak o Him ... Prayer provides a space where
talking cures. It is no doubt a sign of the spiritual crisis
af our times that books are written to provide proof that
prayer 15 soothing tor the soul. AH relipiows traditions ac-
knowledge that there is comtort in reaching for the sacred
through words, whether tradmional licurgy, praves, or
chants. | pray daily as a gesture of spintual vigilance.
Prayer 15 an exercise that strengthens the soul’s power.
Reaching for the divine always reminds mé of the limiea-
tions of human thought and will. Strerching, feaching 1o-
ward thae which 15 limitless and without boundaries is an
exercise that strengthens my faith and empowers my soul.

Praver allows each persona private place of confession,
Thete is truth in the axiom “confession is good for the
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soul” Tt allows us to bear witness o Gur own trespasses,
to those ways we muss the mark {a debinition of the mean-
mg of sinfulness): It is only as we recognize and confront
the circumstances of our spiritual forgecfulness that we
assume accountability, In their work The Raft Is Not the
Share, Daniel Berrigan and Thich Nhar Hank stress thar
“the bridge of illuston must be destroved betore a real
bridge can be conscructed.” In commamion with divine
gpirit we can claim the space of accountability and renew
our commirment o thar rransformanon of spiric thar
opens the heare and prepares us o love,

After we have made the choice to be healed in love, faith
that transformation will come gives us the peace of mmd
and heart that 15 necessary when the soul seeks revolution.
It is ditheulr to wait. No doubt thar is why biblical scrip-
tures urge the secker to leam how to wait, for wainng
renews our strength. When we surrender to the “wait™ we
allow changes to emerge within us withour anticipanon
or scruggle. When we do this we are stepping out, on faith.
In Buddhist terms this practice of surrender, of letring go,
makes it possible for us to enter a space of compassion
where we can feel sympathy for ourselves and others. That
compassion awakens us to the healing power of service.

Love in action is always about service, whar we doe o
enhance spritual growth, A focus on individual reflection,
contemplation, and therapeune dialogue is vital to heal-
ing. Bur it is noc the only way to recover ourselves, Serving
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others s as trmitful a parh ro the hear as any other thera-
peunc practice, To rruly serve, we must always empty the
ega 50 thar space can exist for us to recognize the needs
of others and be capable of fulfilling them, The preater
our compassion the more aware we are of wavs 10 extend
ourselves to others thar make healing possible.

To know compassion fully s 10 engage i a process of
forgiveness dnd recognition that enables us to release all
the baggage we carry that serves as a barrier to healing,
Compassion opens the way for individuals 1o feel empathy
tor others without judgment. Judgmg others increases vur
alienation. When we judge we are less able wo forgive. The
absence of forgivencss keeps us mired in shame, Ofren,
our spirits have been broken again and again through rite-
als of disregard m which we were shamed by others or
shamed ourselves. Shame breaks and weakens us, keeping
us gwav from the wholeness healing offers. When we prac-
rice forgiveness, we let go of shame. Embedded in our
shame 15 always a sense of being unworthy, It separates.
Compassion and forgivéness reconnect us.

Forgiveness mot only enables us to overcome estrange-
ment, it intensifies our capacity for affirming one another,
Withowt conscious forgiveness there can be no genuine
reconciliation. Making amends both to purselves and 10
others is the gift compassion and forgiveness offers s, It
15 a process of emprying our wherein we let go all the

waste so that there is a clear place within where we can
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ser the other as ourselt, Casarpian explains in Forgiveness;
“Even small acts ot forgiveness always have significant
ramifcations &t a personal level. Even small acts of for-
giveness contribute to one's sense af frost in oneself and
the porennal of ethers; they contribute to a human spirie
rhar 15 fundamentally hopeful and oprimistic rather than
pessimistic or deféared; they contribute to knowing oneself
and others as potentially powertul people who can choose
to lovingly creare, versus secing humans as basically self-
ish, destrucrive and sinners,”

When we have clarity of mund and heart we are able to
know delighe, 1o engage the sensual world around us with
a pleasure that 15 immediate and profound. In hs essay
“Down ar the Cross,” James Baldwin declarss: “To be
sensual | -8 to respect and rejoice in the force of life, of
life itself, and 1o be present in all thar one does, from the
eftore of loving to the breaking of bread.” Poer Adnienne
Rich caunons against the loss of the sensual in What fs
Fourd There? Notebooks oir Poctry and Politics: * Sensual
vitahty is essennal to the struggle for life, It's as simple—
and as threatened—as that,” Estrangement from the realm
ot the senses 15 a direcr praducr of overindulgence, of ac-
guiring toa much, This is why living simply is-a crucial
part of healing. As we begm o ssmplify, to let the clutter
gir; whether 1115 the clurter of desire ar the actual matenal
clutter and incessant busyness that flls every space, we

recover aur capacity to be sensual. When the asleep body,
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numb and deadened o the warld of the senses, awakens,
it 15 @ resurrection that reveals to us thar love is srronger
than death.

LoveE REDEEMS, DESPITE all the lovelessness thar
surrounds us, nothing has been able to block our lenging
tor love, the intensity of our yvearning, The understanding
that love redeems appears to be a resilient aspect of the
heart’s knowledge. The healing power of redemptive love
lures us and calls us toward the possibihty of healing, We
cannat account for the presence of the heart's knowledge.
Like all grear mysteries; we are all mysteriously called o
love no matrer the conditions of our lives, the degree of
our depravity or despair. The persistence of this call gives
us reason 1o hope. Withour hope, we cannot refurn to
tove. Breaking our sense of solanon and opening up the
window of oppormunity, hope provides us with a reason
to go forward, It 1s a pracrice of positive thinking. Being
positive, living in a permanent state of hopetulness, renews
the spirit. Renewing our faith in love’s promise, hope is
Our COvENant,

| began thinking and writing about love when 1 heard
cvnicism instead of hope in the vonces of young and old,
Cynicism is the greatest barrier 1o love. Tt 15 rfooted
doubt and despair, Fear intensifies our doubt. It paralyzes.
Faith and hope allow us to let fear go. Fear stands in the
way of love. When we take to heart the biblical insistence
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rhat “there 1 no fear m love,” we understand the pecessry
ot choosing courageous thought and acnon. This scriprure
encourages us to find ¢omforr in knowing thar “perfect
lave casts our fear.™ This is our reminder that even if fear
exists it can be released by the experience of perfect love,
The alchemy of perfecr love is such thar it offers o us all
a love that is able ro vanquish fear. That which is rendered
separate or strange through fear is made whole through
perfect love. It is this perfect love that is redemptive—that
can, like the intense hear of alchemical hre, burn away
impurities and leave the soul lree.

Significantly, we are told in biblical seripture that ir is
crocial that love casts out fear “hecavse fear hach tor-
ment.” These words speak directly to the presence of an-
guish in our hives when we are driven by fear. The practice
of loving is the healipg force thar brings susrained peace.
It is the practice of love that transforms. As one gives and
receives love, fear 15 let go. As we live the understanding
thar “there is no fear in love™ our anguish diminishes and
we garner the strengrh to enter more deeply into love's
paradise. When we are able to accept that giving ourselves
over to love completely restores the soul, we are made
perfect in love.

The rransformarive power of love is not fully embraced
in our sociery because we often wrongly believe thar tor-
ment and anguwsh are our “natoral” condinion. This as-
sumption seems to be afirmed by the ongaing tragedy thae
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prevails m modern sociery. In a world anguished by ram-
pant destruceron, fear prevails. When we love, we no
longer allow our hearts to be held caprive by fear. The
desire to be powerful 15 rooted m the ineensity of fear,
Fower gives us the illusion of having miomphed over fear,
aver aur need for love.

To return to love, to know perfect love, we surrender
the will to power. It is this revelation that makes the serip-
tures on perfect love so prophetc and revolutionary for
our times. We cannot know love if we remain unable o
surrender our attachment to power, if any feeling of vul-
necability strikes terror in our hearts. Lovelessness tor-
ments,

As our culrural awareness of the ways we are seduced
away from love, away from the knowledge that love hesls
gains recognition, our anguish intensifies. But so does our
yearning. The space of our lack is also the space of pos-
sibality, As we yeamn, we make ourselves ready to receive
the love that is cﬂming to us; as gifr, as promise, as carchly
paradise,



Thirteen

DESTINY:
WHEN ANGELS SPEAK OF LOVE

Lowe s our true destny, We do not iind the meaning
of life by ourselves alone—we fnd it with another.

- THOMAS MERTON



ELIEVING IN DIviINE love comforted me a5 a
chifd when | fele overwhelmed by loneliness and sorrow.
The solace of knowing | cowld speak my hearr to God and
the angels made me feel less alone. They were there with
me¢ during anguished and terrifying dark nighes of the soul
when no one understood. They were there with me, lis-
reming to my tears and my hearrache. | could not see them
bur 1 knew they were there. | heard them whispering 1o
me about love’s promise, letting me know all would be
well with my soul, speaking to my heart in a divinely
sweet secrer languape,

Angels bear witness. They are the guardian spirns who
watch, protect, and guide us rthroughout our lives, Some-
times they take a human form. At other nmes they are
pure spirit—unseen, wmmaginable, just forever present.
One sign that a religious awakening is taking place in our
cultare is our vhsession with angels. Images of angels are
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everywhere; they are characrers in movies, mages in
books, on notecards and calendars, on cortains and wall-
paper, Angels represent for us a vision of innocence, of
beings not burdened by gailt or shame, Whether we imag-
int them the dark round-faced forms of Coptic tradition
ar the fair, winged cherubs thar we usually see, they are
messengers of the divine. We see themn as always bringing
news that will give our hearts ease.

Orar culearal passion tor the angelic expresses our long-
ing ta be in paradise, to retorn on earth to a tme of
connectedness and goodwill, to 2 ome when we were
heart-whole. Even though the images ot angels we most
commonly see are childlike figures agltow wirh raprure and
unspeakable delight, as messengers they carry the weight
of our burdens, our sorrows, and our jovs. In represen-
rations thev are most often given a childlike visage to re-
mind us that enlighrenment ¢comes only as we return o a
childlike stare and are born again.

We see angels as light-hearted creatures in swift morion
reaching for the heavens: Their being and the weight of
their knowledge is never static. Always changing, they see
through owr False selves. Possessing psychic insight, mrul-
non, and the wisdom of the hean they stand for the prom-
ise of life fulflled through the vnion of knowledge and
responsibility. As guardians of the soul's well-being, they
care for us and with ws. Owr rurning toward the an-
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gelic is evocative of our yearning to embrace spiritual

growth. It reveals our collective desire to return to love,

THE FIRST STORIES of anpgels [ heard as & child were
told at church, From rebgious teachings 1 learned thar as
messengers of the divine, angels were wise counselors,
They were able to assist us in our sparitual growth. Un-
conditional lovers of the human spirit, they were there to
help us face reality wathour fear. The story of an angel
thar remained most vivid ro me threughour my childhood
and on into my adult life was the narrative of Jacob’s
confrontation wirth the angel on his way home. Jacob was
not just any old hiblical hero, he was a man capable of
mrense passionate love. Coming out of the wilderness,
where as a voung man he fled from familial srife, Jacob
enters the land where his relativeés live. He meets there his
soul mate, Rachel. Even though he swiftly acknowledges
his love tor her, they can unite only afrer much hard work,
strisggle, and suffering.

We are wold Jacob served seven years for Rachel, bur it
seemed to him only a few days "so great was the love he
had 1o her.™ Interpretng this story in The Man Who
Wrestled with God, John Sanford comments: “The tace
thar Jacob could fall in love ar all shows thar a certam
amount of psychological growth had raken place in him
during his journey through the wilderngss, So far the only
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woman in his life had been his mother. As long as a man
remains in a stare of psvchological development in which
his mother 15 the most impartant woman o him, he can-
not mature as 4 man, A man's cros, his capacity for love
and relatedness, most be freed from attachment to the
mother, and able 1o reach our 10 a woman who is his
contemporary; otherwise he remains a demanding, de-
pendent, childish person.™ Here Sanford is speaking abont
negative dependency, which is not the same as healthy
attachment. Men who are positively arached to their
mothers are able o balance that bond, negotiating de-
pendency and aotonomy, and can extend it o affecnional
bonds with other women. In fact, most women know that
a man who genuinely loves his mother s likely o be a
better friend, partner; or mate than a man who has always
been overly dependent on his mother, expecting her to
anconditiorally meet all his needs. Since genuine love re-
quires a recognition of the autonomy of ourselves and the
other person, a man who has loved in childhood has al-
ready learned healthy pracnces of individuanion. As Jacob
labors for Rachel, making wrong choices and difficulr de-
clsions, he grows and matures. By the time they wed he is
able to be a loving partner.

Meeting his soul mare does not mean [acob's journey
toward seff-acrualization and wholeness ends, When he
receives the message from God that he should rerurn o
the home he once ran from, he must once agam journcy
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through the wilderness. Agam and asgain wise spirimgal
teachers share with us the understanding thar the journey
toward self-actualization and spiritual growth i€ an ar-
duous one, full of challenges. Usually it 15 downright dit-
Aeult, Many of us believe our difficulties will end when
we find a soul mate. Love does not lead o an end oo
difficulties, it provides us with the meéans to cope with our
difficulties in ways that enhance our growth. Having
worked and waited for love; Jacob becomes psychelogr-
cally strong. He calls upon that strengeh when he muse
once agam enter the wilderness to journey home.

A divine voice brings Jacob the message that he must
return to the land of his ancestors, As a man who has
learned to love, Jacob mruitively asks for guidance. He
listens to his heare speak. When the answer comes, he acts,
Since he left home in the first place because he had con-
flicts with his brother Esau, the prospest of returning is
frightening. Butr he must come face to face with his past
and seek reconciliadon if he is to know inner peace and
become fullyv marure. On the long journey home [acob
continually engages in conversanions with God, He pravs.
He meditates. Seeking solace in solitude he goes in the
dead of the night and walks by a stream. There;, a being
he does not fully recogmze wrestes with him. Unbe-
knownst to him, Jacob has been given the gifi of meenng

an angel face to tace.
Confronting his fears, his demons, his shadow self, Ja-
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cob surrenders the longing for satery. Psychologically he
enters a primal night and recorns to a psychic space where
he is nor yer fully awake. It 15 as though he becomes a
child in rhe womb again striving to be reborn, The angel
15 oot an adversary secking to rake hus life, bur rather
comes as a wirness enabling him to receive the msight thae
there 5 joy in struggle. His fear is replaced by a sense of
calm, In Sow! Food: Stories to Nowrish the Spirit and the
Heart, Jack Kornfield and Chrisuna Feldman write thas
we oo can choose serenity in the midst of struggle: “In
that calmness we begin to understand thar peace Is not the
opposite of challenge and hardship, We understand thar
the presence of light s not a resalt of darkness ending.
Peace is found not in the absence of challenge but in our
own capacity to be with hardship without jodgment,
prejudice, and resistance, We discover that we have the
encegy and the faith to heal ourselves; and the world,
through an openheartedness in this movement.” As Jacob
embraces his adversary, he moves through the darkness
mto the hght,

Rather than letting the angel go when Light comes; Ja-
cob demands and is given a blessing, Significantly, he can-
not receive the blessing withour frst letting fear go and
opeping his heart 1o be touched by grace. Sanford writes:
“lacob refused to part with his experience until he krew
its meaning, and this marked him as a man of spiritual

greamness, Everyone who wrestles with his spirituz] and
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psvchological experence, and, no mater how dark or
frightening it 15, refuses 1o let it po until he discovers its
meaning, 1% having something of the facob experience,
Such a person can come through his dark struggle m the
other side reborn, but one whe retreats or runs from his
encounter with spiritual reality cannor be transtormed.”
It should reassure us that the hlessing the angel gives to
Jacob comes in the form of a wound,

Woundedness is not a cause for shame, it is necessary
for spiritual growth and awakening. 1 can remember how
strange ir seemed 1o me as a child when | read this story
over and over in my big book of Bible stories for children,
that to be wounded could be a blessing. To my child's
mind woundedness was always negative, Being unable o
protect oneself from hures inflicced by orhers was a source
of shame. In Coming Owt of Shame, Gershen Kaufman
and Lev Raphael contend: “Shame 15 the most disturbing
emotion we ever experience directly abour ourselves, for
in the moment of shame we feel deeply divided from our-
selves, Shame s like a wound made by an unseen hand,
in response (o defear, failure or rejection. At the same mo-
ment that we feel modt disconnecred, we long 1o embrace
ourselves once more, o feel reunited, Shame divides us
from ourselves, just as it divides us from others, and be-
cause we still yearn for reunson, shame 15 deeply disturh-
ing.” Shame abour woundness keeps many peaple from
secking healing, They would rather deny or repress the
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reabity of hure. In our culture we hear a lot about guilr
but not eneugh aboor the politics of shame. As long as we
feel shame, we can never believe ourselves worthy of love.

Shame abour being hurt often has its ovigin 10 chitd-
hood. And 1t is then that many of us frso learn that it is
a vircue 1o be silent about pain. In Banished Knowledge:
Factrg Childhaood nfuries, psychoanalyse Alice Miller
stares: “MNor o take one’s own sutfering seriously, to make
light of it or even 1o laugh at it, is considered good man-
ners i our calture. This atritude is even called a virtoe
and many people (ar one time including myselt) are proud
of therr lack of sensiovity taward their own fateand above
all toward their own childhood.” As more people have
found the courage to hreak through shame and speak
about woundedness in their lives, we are now subjecred
to a mean-spirited culrural response, where all ralk of
woundedness i5 mocked. The belitding of anvone's
artempt 0 pame a context within which rhey were
wounded, were made a victim, 15 a form of shaming. v is
psvchological rerrorism. Shaming breaks our hearts.

All individuals who are genuinely secking wiell-being
within a healing context realize that it is important ro thae
progess nof to make being a victim a stance of pride or a
location trom which o simply blame orhers. We need o
speak our shame and oor pain coburageously in order o
recover, Addressing woundedness is not abour blaming
athers: however, it does allow individuals who have been,
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and are, hurt toomsist on accouncability and responsibilicy
both from themselves and trom those who were the agenrs
of thetr suffering as well as those who bore witness. Con-
structive confrontation aids our healing,

The seory af jacob’s confrontation with the angel 15 a
narrative of healimg precisely becanse 1t shows he 15 -
nocent. There is nothing he has done to anger the angel.
The adveérsarial conflict i not of his making. He is not
accountahle, And he is not to blame for his wound, How-
ever, healing happens when he is able to embrace the
wound #s & blessing and assume responsibility for his ac-
Hions.

We are all wounded ar rimes. A grear many of us remain
wounded in the place where we would know love, We
carry thar wound from childhood into adultheood and on
into old age, The story of Jacob reminds us that embracing
our wound is the way o heal, He accepts his vulnerabilicy,
Kornfield and Feldman remind us thar the moment in
which we are touched by pain and “the unprediceabilicy
of life’s changes™ Is the moment in which we can find
salvanon: “As we turn toward the specific shadows in our
own lives with an open hearr and a clear and focused
mind, we cease resisting and begin to undeérstand and to
heal. In arder to do this, we must learn to feel deeply, not
s0 much opening our eves as apening the inner sense of
the mind and the hearr.™ When Jacob wrestles with the
angel, ke fecls a hoightened sense of awareness. Facing this
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struggle gives him the courage ro persevere in his journey
back to face contlices and reconcile them rather than live
in aliemarion and estrangement.

As a nanion, we need o gather our collective courage
and face thar cur sociery's lovelessness is a wouand, As we
allow ourselves to acknowledge the pain of this wound
when ir pierces our flesh and we feel in the depths of our
soul a profound anguish of spirit, we come face to face
with the possibility of conversion, of having a change of
heart. In this way, recopnition of the wound 15 a blessing
because we are able ro tend ir, to care for the soul in ways
that make ws ready to receive the love thae s promised.

Angels bring to us the knowledge of how we must jour-
ney on the path to love and well-being. Coming to us in
both human form and as pure spirie they guide, instroct,
and protect, Alice Miller chose o call the angelic force in
an mdividual's life the “enlightened witness." To her, thes
was, in particular, any individual whe otfered hope, love,
and guidance to & wounded child in any dysfunctional
setting, Most folks who come from a conflict-ridden
tamily or a serting thar was lacking in love remember the
mdividuals whe offered sympathy, understanding, and at
times a way out. Speaking of her mother's “miserable
childhood™ Hillary Clinton remembers that “others out-
side the family circle stepped in, and their help made all
the difference.” From childhood on, 1 found many of my
angels in favorite authors, writers who created books that
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enabled me to understand life with greater camiglexity,
These works opened my heare wo compassion, forgiveness,
and understanding. In her memeir Are You Somebody?,
irish joeurnalist Nuala O°Faolain writes abour the fife-
saving nature of books, declaring, “If there was nothing
else, reading would—obviously—be worth living far,™

German poet Rainer Mana Rilke's autobiographical
writing transformed my sense of self as a reenager. At a
tme when 1 fele like an putsider, unworrhy and unwanted,
his work gave me a way to see being an oursider as a place
of creativity and possibility, In the concluding chaprer of
the memaoir of my girthood, Bore Black, 1 write: “Rilke
gives meaning to the wilderness of spirit [ am living in.
His book s a world [ enter and hnd myself, He rells me
that everything terrible is really something helpless thar
wanrs help from us, | read Letters to a Younpe Poet aver
and pver. | am drowning and it 1s the raft thar rakes me
safely to the shore.” | recoived his book as a gifr ar a
spiritual retreat. There | met a priest who worked as a
chaplain at a nearby college. He was one of the featured
speakers, Intwiring the deprhs of my despair, he offered
me solace. | was in my reens and had begun to feel as
though 1 could not go on living. Suicidal longings domi-
nated my waking thoughts and my nightmares. | believed
death would release me from the overwhelming sadness
that weighed me down,

Listening to spiritual tesumony at the retreat | felr even
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muore sorrowbul, [ eould not understand how everyone else
could be litted by divine spirit when [ telt more and more
alone, as though 1 was falling o an abyss without hope
of rescue. | never asked Father B: what he saw when he
looked ar me or why 1 was chosen as one of the individu-
als he singled out for spiritual counseling. He touched my
soul, offering to me {and to everyone he connected with)
a loving spirit. In his presence 1 felr chosen, beloved. Like
many carthly angels who visit us and touch our lives wich
their wisionary power and healing wisdom, | never en-
conneered him again. But | have never forgotten his pres-
ence, the pgifts he offered o me—gifts of love and
cimpassion freely mven.

The presence of angels, of angelic spirits; reminds us
that there 5 a realm of mystery that cannot be explained
by human intellect or will. We all experience this mysoery
in our daily lives in some ways, however small, whether
we see ourselves as “spiritual™ or not, We find ourselves
m the nght place at the right time, ready and able ro re-
ceive blessings withour knowing just how we gor there.
Ofen we Took ar events retrospectively and can trace a
pattern. one that allows us o intuitively recognize the
presence of an unseen spieit guiding and directing our
path.

When | was a young girl, 1 would lie in my amic bed
and ralk endlessly with divine spirit about the nature of
lowe, Then, { did not imagine | would ever have the cour-
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age 10 speak about love withour the solitary covering of
secrecy or night. Like Jacob, wandering alone by the
siream, in the stillness of my pitch-dark room 1 grappled
with the metaphysics of love, secking to understand love's
mystery. That grappling continued unil my awareness in-
tensified and a new vision of love came to me. Now |
recognize that | was engaged from then untl now in a
disciphned spiritoal practice—opening the heart, It led me
tix become o devour secker on love’s path—ro talk with
angels face 1o face unafraid.

Understanding all the ways fear stands in the way of
our knowing love challenges us, Fearful thar believing in
love's trurhs and lecting them guide our lives will lead o
further betrayal, we hold back from love when our hears
are full of longing, Being loving does not mean we will
not be beteaved. Love helps us face berrayal without losing
heare. And it renews our spirit 3o we can Jove again, No
matter how hard or teerible our lot in life, to choose
agamnst lovelessness—to choose love—we can listen to the
voices af hope that speak 1o us, that speak to our hearts—
the veices of angels. When angels speak of love they tell
us it i only by foving that we enter an earthly paradise.
They tell us paradise is our home and love our true des-
Ly,
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