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What do you think it would be like to fall in love with or get married to someone who is only four or six years old emotionally? If you can’t remember being that young, love at that age means being incredibly dependent, with an enormous need for attention, possibly very jealous if someone else gets the love you desperately want; and if you lose a parent/loved one at that age it is devastating, even life threatening. But it may mean, because of early hurts, being unable to feel or express love.
Does that all sound familiar? You, like I, have either lived it, or witnessed it again and again with friends or in film drama – and I am talking about adults! This is really serious survival stuff. Take a minute to remember how many times you have either yourself experienced being unable to give or receive love, felt real pain from losing or fearing the loss of a loved person, experienced a total breakdown, or even heard of people killing themselves. And love isn’t something you can choose not to have like a new handbag or wristwatch. I know some people appear to survive without that magical blending of selves that can occur, but look at them closely. I believe you will see a whole facet of them is missing.
I know this story very deeply, because it happens to be mine. Soon after my premature birth my ageing grandmother took over my rearing – my mother was working almost every day. But this first love of mine died before I was two. It left a very sensitive wound of loss in me.
I suppose I was one of the lucky ones as my mother took over after my grandma’s death. However the wound was pierced once more when I was put in a hospital at three without any warning. The terror of feeling I was unwanted and was now losing my mother was beyond easy description. Then, at five my mother decided to punish me for being late home from school. Okay, she was worried, but she said to me, “You hurt me, and now I am going to hurt you.” She did. She stripped me, bathed me, telling me she was sending me to the orphanage.
Remember the wound of loss? Well that really opened it up and deepened it. I was on my knees begging not to be hurt like that again. But it didn’t have the effect my mother wanted. Of course it was only an awful threat, but it was real to me, and I responded by cutting my mother out of my life as completely as I could. I cut out all love I felt for her and killed any emotional connection. It wasn’t a conscious act, more like an attempt at survival as I struggled with the apparent fact that my mother could get rid of me at any time.
It was a tragic act, and unfortunately the tragedy went two ways. My mother never received the love from her son that she could have had, and I never learned to let my love grow beyond that of a five year old. I married and helped raise five children, was capable, a hard worker and provider, but didn’t now how to love.
Part of the tragedy of the lost love that had occurred in my life and can be seen in countless other lives if you look around, is that most of us have actually buried our childhood so have no awareness at all of what love is or what has been lost. So as a married adult I thought that what I was experiencing daily was natural. What gradually woke me up was what I could see concerning the way I dealt with my children. It horrified me enough to start probing to find out what the problem was. Also there was something like a buried agony in me that set me searching for something I couldn’t define. I was desperately lost in ‘normal’ life. It was and is the ‘normal’ life I see many people still lost in. Maybe your child self didn’t get buried for the same reasons mine did, but are you still searching? Do you sense something is missing? Is there a hole inside that you try to cover up with enormous external activity, ambition, alcohol or medication?
My story continues in both a tragic and a transformative way. My terrible need to find what was missing drove me to leave my wife and children. I found a woman who for the first time in my life I could explore a loving relationship with. To my amazement I discovered I was a five year old emotionally – even though in other ways I was a capable and creative adult. I couldn’t let my new wife out of my sight. I was intensely jealous, and was terrified of loss. But like a shattered war victim who has buried awful memories I gradually uncovered my past. Slowly I learned to grow up to love. The empty space has gone. I am no longer desperately searching for someone who will make it alright. Loss is no longer a terror, and I honestly believe I can love without those pains.
We are all different, and I am not suffering the illusion that if I pay thousands of dollars to a millionaire she or he will be able to tell me how to get rich. It is pointless to tell you the circuitous route and the magical moments of my personal journey. But I can tell you some of the landmarks of the road to transformation from being a baby in love.
Opening the Doorway to Love
The doorway to change is opened by honestly admitting your emotional age and recognising that it is not normal, as our culture suggests, to feel agony in loss, or huge grief. These arise, as do jealousy, rage, and all the other responses to relationship we develop, through childhood hurts, from an almost universal sickness of our times. The fundamental needs of childhood are almost never met by modern parenting within the environment of today’s commercial and industrial world. The love sickness is seen everywhere.
There is an enormous amount of ways we could have reacted to our own love problems as a child. Those reactions remain almost totally unconscious in adulthood. Some that I have witnessed are:
1) Being intellectually capable and dealing with love and relationship like a captain in command of a ship – in control – never letting it get out of hand or experiencing emotions.
2) Enormous pain or discomfort if you become intimate or get emotionally close to the person you are involved with. This causes a kickback that leads you to pull away from the person. The approach and retreat goes on again and again.
3) Terrible urgency to avoid being alone or without a partner. This can lead to the awful feelings that you are unwanted, unloved, or of no account in the world.
4) Dreams or fears that your partner will leave you for someone else – or even die.
5) Avoidance of the opposite sex, sexual connection, or of a loving, caring and prolonged relationship.
6) The inability to love, or the rejection of love from another.
7) Enormous introversion or enormous extroversion
8) Brutality in relationship.
9) Fear of death.
10) Release through pornography or sexual diversions.
After the admittance of your emotional age, the next landmark is to recognise what the signs of adult love might be. This may be an ideal goal as few of us reach the zenith of adult love. However, having walked some of the way myself and seen it in others, the sign of adult love is its unconditional nature. We see this in some parents. Their love doesn’t change or diminish when their children leave home and go with other partners. Such love is unconditional.
As I say, this is an ideal, but mature love is when we accept that the person we care for is a separate and unique individual with their own needs and directions in life. We do not love them if they obey all our needs arising out of our fears and pains, we love them simply because they are who they are, because we respect and admire them, and we allow them the freedom that hopefully we give ourselves.
This is an unconditional love. It doesn't place the conditions on the other person of only being loved or lovable when they remain our satellite. When we do that we make of them a possession, somebody manipulated by our own moods, fears, emotional blackmail, or underhanded tricks. If we are grown up in love and our partner leaves us or goes with someone else, having matured we will have already seen that as a possibility (come on, look around). It will mean difficult changes, but not 'heartbreak', not depression or long years of grief or anger. It will also mean that because we love that person we will continue to be interested in their welfare and be glad if they are happy.
To grow up and become a mature lover takes courage. Each time we try to possess the other person, lash out at them through jealousy, curtail their life through our fears and insecurities, we need to stop and say, "This is childhood behaviour. I will not let this anger, possessiveness, jealousy or emotional blackmail be perpetrated on the person I presumably love. I will face this and deal with it as my personal difficulty. I will not rationalise and excuse it by saying to my partner that I love them. That is an underhanded excuse. It is not love."
Recognising the Face of Love
The next stage in growing up to love is another act of recognition. What you are looking for in this is whether you are seeking someone else to assure you of love. You cannot find love while you believe it depends on someone else. That is child love again that depends on the parent for all needs – perhaps even for survival.
This is a difficult one as our whole social and cultural mythology surrounding love is that we need someone else to provide it. That is true in childhood, but not in adulthood. The lie of it can be seen when we look at those abnormally dependent partners who constantly clamour for attention for fear of loss or competition. If we see that as abnormal and childlike, what is the opposite of it?
If you honestly explore where jealousy, fear of abandonment, dependency on your partner arises from, I know from experience in tracing my own and many other people’s love problems that they arise from childhood.
Perhaps you will have to accept this on trust, but love is not something you possess or develop. It is like life itself, given to you as a part of your existence. It flows through you, and that flow may have been damaged or twisted during your life, but it is still fundamentally there in you and can be healed and the knots undone. Then it is yours whether you are with a partner or not. Love is then a meeting of equals who shine the precious flow of this wonder on each other and magnify it. We do not claw at each other trying to get what is missing in ourselves.
There are no quick fix tricks in this opening to love, just as there are no quick fix tricks to growing physically from childhood to adulthood. Both of them flow from the core processes of life in you, and need you to work with and honour that process. Physically you do not honour it by not eating, not sleeping, exposing yourself to excessive stress and ignoring injuries and sickness. You do not honour your personal growth to maturity by denying you have a relationship with the Life that gives you existence, and that its gift of love and wellbeing may have been injured or twisted in some way.
Just as you would tend a gash in your leg, so you need to heal the wounds to love. A wounded leg would severely limit your ability to function in life. Wounded love is no less a difficulty in living your best.
Tony Crisp
Living within modern western culture we are bombarded with a mass of conflicting ideas about love. From the images and drama, songs and impressions we gather from films and TV, we may see love as meaning passionate sex, or what is called ‘falling in love’. But if we look closely at these we see that passionate sex does not in any way mean the couple can maintain a caring relationship. In fact many marriages based on this model of love quickly break down. Also, ‘falling in love’ is much the same, and is better understood as a flood of hormones exciting emotions. This doesn’t have much to do with love. Considering that we can see such breakdowns going on all around us, it is still strange to hear women excited about finding the man who ‘falls in love’ with them – i.e. who has a temporary rush of hormonal activity.
Yet love is everywhere in nature and in natural processes. But to see it we need to define love in a different way. We need to define it as the merging together of two distinct things into a new whole. Or a simple definition is: the ability to give of oneself with few conditions. It does not mean, “I will give myself to you as long as I can let all my childhood dependency, unfulfilled need for love and attention that I didn’t get from my parents; and all my fears of being abandoned, all my need to possess you and have you do exactly what I wish, be projected onto you.”
Mature love is when we accept that the person we care for is a separate and unique individual with their own needs and directions in life. We do not love them “if”. We love them simply because they are who they are, and we allow them the freedom that hopefully we give ourselves. This is an unconditional love. It doesn’t place the conditions on the other person of only being loved when they remain our satellite. When we do that we make of them a possession, somebody manipulated by our own moods, emotional blackmail, or underhanded tricks. So sexual and emotional needs should not be confused with love.
Love is what happens to the sperm and ovum when they meet. They completely give themselves to each other and form a new being. That is how nature loves. Love is the unconditional love a healthy mother gives to her baby, whether that is a human or wolf mother. In this sense love is one of the most primal and powerful forces in life.
Earlier the words ‘Secrets of Giants’ were used. Some people are giants of love. With such love they can enter into us in a way others cannot. They can penetrate the secrets of people and other living things, and draw them out. Sometimes their love breaks our heart and enables us to grow. One such giant that we have already mentioned is George Washington Carver. Not only did he enter into many people in that way, but he understood love enough to enable him to penetrate the life of plants. In fact people called him ‘the man who talks with flowers’.
George told people the secret of his incredible inventive genius came from love. “When I touch a flower, I am not merely touching that flower, I am touching infinity.” He also said, “You have to love it enough. Anything will give up its secrets if you love it enough. Not only have I found that when I talk to the little flower or to the peanut they will give up their secrets, but I have found that when I silently commune with people they give up their secrets also if you love them enough.”
Because your very physical existence is based on the love between the sperm and ovum from which your present life has arisen, love is at the base of your being. For most of us this fundamental experience of and ability to love has been hurt and scarred in various ways. But those things have in no way diminished what still exists at your core. Like a jewel encased in many layers it is still there waiting for the covering layers to be peeled back.
This peeling back may be painful. Each layer holds in it the power of the experience that created it. But if you dare let unconditional love grow it gradually melts those layers and takes you through those pains. Letting that sort of love grow isn’t about finding the ‘right’ partner. It means letting love, forbearance, non-judgement be a part of everyday relationships. And don’t forget that the one relationship you are bound to all your life is with yourself. So you can start loving by dropping all the self judgements, harsh criticisms, undermining comparisons that you aim at yourself.
Nobody else can give you the love you already have. You can go from partner to partner and still not find it. Such love, if it ends, leaves you emptier and more painful than before. But as you discover your own love you find others love you. Love recognises itself and responds. With or without a partner you are not without love. This homecoming to love has been recognised in all cultures, and is often depicted as the sacred marriage between the male and female elements of your own being that life in the body and the experience of the years have separated. The unfolding of your innate love brings about this inner unity. This unity then shines into the life of others and helps the unfolding of their own love.
Love enables you to triumphantly meet all that life and change brings you.
Love Sex and Desire
Whenever someone says they love me, or I hear the same thing said to someone else, it leaves me feeling confused. What the hell do they mean?
Recently, in getting to know a middle aged woman, I think I moved a little nearer understanding. The woman, Janet, is intelligent, willing to frankly talk about her thoughts and feelings, so we could honestly explore issues some relationships never confront.
Work had brought us together, and although there was mutual attraction, and Janet very much wants a partner and sex, we decided it would complicate our relationship if we slept together.
Human nature isn’t that simple though. Making a decision doesn’t mean it is easy to maintain or without complications. The mutual desire for each other didn’t go away. Cooperating on the work brought growing awareness of each other’s qualities and the powerful way we complemented each other and connected. So why were we still holding each other at arm’s length?
Janet and I went for a walk and she brought the subject up again. She said, “I really don’t like sleeping alone at night, so why are we not sharing a bed?”
Her question was more of a further inquiry than a demand. We had already honestly compared our personal standpoints. Janet, despite in no way being monogamous, was looking for a committed partner who she could respect, find attractive, and share sex and daily living with. For myself, I was not looking for a committed relationship, had never felt at ease with an exclusive monogamous connection, and love living alone.
Janet has a history of becoming deeply emotionally entwined with partners. It was obvious to us both that getting any closer than we were could mean that I would easily live a separate life, and Janet would once more find old wounds, created in past relationships with males, opened again to hurt.
But there is level after level of how love, sex and desire work to connect or push us apart. Our walk and talk uncovered more of the geography of these territories. One of the levels relevant was our age and past experience. For instance we had both been previously married and had raised children. Those needs and desires had already been met and satisfied. If we were in a younger age group, the desire or need for that level of relationship would have created a very different critique of what love, sex and togetherness meant. Even so, no matter our age, we were both still human.
So in her further analysis of our situation Janet went on to say, “I can see that maintaining a non sexual relationship protects us both from switching on certain reactions that getting closer through sex would produce. For a start, sleeping with you and then having you disappear off to live your own life apart wouldn’t be tolerable. Also I couldn’t cope with you having other women in your life. But there is something beyond that. It isn’t that I want any more children, but when a woman really connects with a man it calls up those primal feelings that sex is really about. At the moment we get on well, but if you became my sexual partner, I would start questioning whether you are a fitting mate. Do you measure up to what I would look for in a man to father my children? Could you measure up to what I have achieved or aim for in my life? Maybe those feelings wouldn’t be completely conscious, but they would show in the way I saw you. I have seen it in the past. I can start to get critical and bitchy.”
This immediately reminded me that Janet was still mourning an unconsummated relationship with a high flying businessman. Apart from the fact he didn’t want to maintain or deepen a relationship with her, I could see he fitted her measure of a man more fully than I do. I am no businessman. I have no big house in town, and I am not a high flyer as she or he is. Interesting though to see what constitutes what we name as ‘love’.
First, it is obvious love means different things to different age groups, although there is crossover. Also the example we looked at is just about Janet and me. Changing personal details radically alters the equations that make love.
If we use another hypothetical couple this becomes clearer. Let us say that Simon is successful financially and has work bringing social status. However, as an ageing male he is still emotionally immature, and really needs to have a motherly type of love. In the past he was in relationships with women who worked in similar financial and work situations as himself, and such relationships were never successful. But he has now met Betty, younger, not as successful, but with very warm and caring love. She is thrilled at having a man who is established and secure in the world. She admires him and loves him to bits. Not being ambitious like his other partners she doesn’t mind staying at home and providing his physical and emotional needs. He is also willing to support her desire to have a child. With his other partners he lived a life in which there was frequent conflict of interests and needs. With Betty he and she can relax, feeling secure in their support of each other. Out of this flows their form of love.
If we are going to succeed in the special form of love we need, then we must start by being very clear about who we are, and what style of life and relationships we can maintain. Janet and I had both gained a lot of self awareness from previous relationships, and we had always tried to be honest about why we succeeded or failed. And I am talking about learning, not blaming.
Straight communication is vital too. It is who you are and what you do that are the foundations of a relationship. If I had made out I was good at, and desired, a committed relationship, and gone on to have sex with Janet, only then revealing by my actions what my real motives were, it would have led to real bitterness, resentment, pain and the destruction of a good work relationship.
If you are unclear about who you are, a good psychotherapist could sum you up in one or two sessions if you asked them. Or perhaps your close friends would tell you if you explain why you wanted to know.
There is another facet to love that a lot of people do not want to admit. It is what I call the “business of love”. My second wife didn’t like it when I explained to her that two of the things that glued us together were that – at the time – she had a car and I didn’t; and she was successful and stable in her work. But although she would have preferred me to only describe my romantic reasons for our form of love, I know that if I had not been good at home building, earning a wage, and trying to face personal problems, she would have seen me as a second class male.
There IS a business side to love, and it is important to clearly make out your shopping list when you are looking for a partner.
Thinking about love in those ways set me wondering what love might be like outside of all the small print, all the personal and idiosyncratic needs, desires, fears, age, social status, and so on. I guess it would be the sort of love that doesn’t say, “I love you because.” It would simply be saying, ‘I love you.”
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A loving relationship is one of the most sought goals. It is also one of the most difficult to attain and maintain. A major reason is that most of us fail to understand some of the fundamental aspects of what makes us love, and what might make us destroy what love we give or receive. To call most of today's relationships loving is incorrect. They are often best described as featuring possessiveness, jealousy, fear of abandonment, emotional blackmail, aggression, and huge dependence. If things go wrong retaliation, blaming, anger, malice and open warfare frequently appear. Or if one partner leaves the relationship there may be enormous pain, the sort of pain a child feels when abandoned by its parent. All of these are the emotions and fears that are part of baby and child love, along with sibling rivalry. How else can you explain the emotional devastation that frequently accompanies the break-up of a relationship?
In fact Dr Harville Hendrix, like so many other experts who have investigated the ups and downs of love and relationship, says that when it comes to love many of us have not managed to develop emotionally beyond childhood. Hendrix is a psychologist specialising in marital therapy, and is the author of four books on relationships, including Getting the Love You Want, a guide for couples that became a New York Times Best-seller and sold 1.5 million copies in the US.
Also, not only may you not have grown emotionally beyond childhood, but very often the lessons in love you picked up from your parents or carers, leave you in no fit state to really love an adult partner.
Perhaps you are like our friend Michael. He falls in love, begins to get close, and even manages a heterosexual physical relationship, but then the pain and confusion hits him and he pulls away fast. With Michael it is easy to see the reasons. He was put in an orphanage at an early age and was never in a relationship in which he could learn to love without fear of losing that arose from the pain of having lost his first and most important love - his mother. He never had the chance to grow beyond childhood dependence and needs. As soon as he gets emotionally close to his woman it opens the wound of pain from those years of abandonment. Unable to face the enormous emotional pain of childhood he pulls away.
But sometimes the reasons are obscure or forgotten. Even so, many of us either cannot manage a full heterosexual relationship, or can only manage one filled with insecurities, jealousy, the need to make our partner into a satellite who can never be allowed real freedom, or even the anger and hurt that leads to violence. Some of us constantly feel a victim to our partner's independence because of our own insecurity and emotional dependence. We blame them for all the hurt felt and changes made.
To get a grasp on your own skill in loving, it is worth briefly considering the levels of love we pass through in childhood, and what we might achieve in real adulthood.
Ages of Love
The many years of psychological research enable us now to definitely know the minutes, hours and days that followed birth, are of prime importance in the fundamental development of relationship. This is true of most warm-blooded animals, and some cold-blooded. It is vital for us mammals to experience a powerful and lasting bond with our parent or parents. This bond has to work both ways, otherwise the newborn baby will soon die. In human terms this means the parent(s) must want the infant as much as it wants them. Without this strong bond there is not a full satisfaction for either the baby or the parent. This need for complete bonding has arisen out of millions of years in which without it the baby would die. For a baby this bonding means being close to its mother all the time - flesh close if possible.
Although as a baby we have no verbal language and thus no thoughts, we are still highly intelligent in an instinctive way and can learn. We can also makes decisions, just as animals make decisions, by learning to avoid pain or dangerous situations or forms of relationship. So if birth has been a tough journey, or if the bonding and warm body of mother is not there after birth, the 'life decision' can well be that of withdrawing from involvement in living and relating. If we put this into words it could be, 'I am not welcome here. Everything hurts. I don't want to go on with this.'
Often this creates a huge conflict that for many people is never resolved. On the one hand childhood has helped us put in place decisions that tell us close relationship is full of pain or actual danger, as with children who are beaten or abused. But real pain can arise from much more subtle things such as emotional and physical distance and absence of appreciation and support. An intellectual and emotionally distant parent can create as much pain as one who beats. Then, alongside those inbuilt urges to avoid full relationship, and innate in us, is the drive to procreate, to enter the intimacy of a sexual or emotional relationship. These push us into the very horror of what engraved past experience tells us we must at all costs avoid. The result - difficulties in relationship.
At this earliest stage of love there is TOTAL dependence. That is a difficult place to be if your need isn't fulfilled. If there is still a scar in adulthood from lack of bonding and warm love it leads to great vulnerability in relationship, and an urge to never quite make a full connection with anybody. The love is dependent, jealous, possessive and fearful. There might be genital connection, but not a full giving of oneself to another.
There is another aspect of this early love that is often never understood or written about.
Birth demonstrates to us some wonderful things about the mechanisms of love we might take for granted, but that are true at many levels. The forming baby links to its mother through the umbilical cord. This remarkable link brings nourishment to the forming child, and is again an enormous self giving of the mother’s being to that of her baby. In a very real way, the umbilical cord is the flow of life. If it were cut without any substitute the baby would die.
At a psychological level losing the connection gives rise to the fear of dying. Having the connection brings the ability to meet life’s difficulties with confidence and resources.
Love – the giving and receiving from each other – and connection, are vital to survival.
Having been witness to many births a very obvious event is the cutting of the umbilical cord. What is not always so obvious is that the baby almost immediately tries to reconnect. It does this in two ways. Firstly through the mother’s breast. Through that connection it again receives nourishment, but it also receives in the milk things that help it meet the infections and threats confronting it in the external world. Again, the connection means survival.
Connection means life.
At an even more subtle level another connection is attempted that isn’t always achieved. The baby attempts to form a living bond with its mother. In all mammals this level of connection is vital. Without it the baby will die unless it forms that bond with another adult. However, the bond is not simply that of having someone to feed you and protect you from harm. That simply feeds the infant body. But within that body is an infant consciousness, a living, feeling learning, and wonderful being. this 'consciousness body' also needs feeding to survive and grow.
These fundamental facts of biological and psychological life go on being true up the scale of human experience. They may not be as visible as the physical sperm and ovum merging, or the umbilical cord, but if you examine your own feelings and experience you can probably see them yourself. Understanding them and working with what is understood is vital for surviving in a changing world. A baby certainly faces change, and so do we. Love is fundamental to life. We need love, and we need connections.
We know that if we do not feed the baby and protect it there will never be the full development or flowering of it in a physical way. That is equally true of the infant consciousness, and the bonding it is attempting is the formation of another type of umbilical cord, but this time a more mature one that flows two ways. If this does not form the child will be as restricted in the growth of its psychological and spiritual potential as the infant body is when not fed.
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