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TO MOM, 
WITH LOVE 
AND 
UNDERSTANDING




Ultimately, make it your goal to move on to forgiveness of yourself and those causing you pain in the past. Forgiveness doesn’t mean that what happened to you was acceptable. It simply means that you are no longer willing to allow a past injury to keep you from living fully and healthfully in the present.

∼CHRISTIANE NORTHRUP, M.D.  THE WISDOM OF MENOPAUSE
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Introduction: Making Peace with the Past to Live in the Present

Few of us on our deathbeds say, “I wish I’d held onto a little more resentment, taken a bit longer to let go of old pain or nursed a grudge more fervently.” Relationships are what we remember. Did I love and was I loved? Did I let go of hate in time to enjoy the pleasure that could have been mine?

Mark Twain felt that we never really understand life until we face death, that we don’t see the full picture until we live long enough to know what life is really all about. In fact, he suggested it might be helpful if we could “start out dead,” and that way we could save a lot of time, getting to where we need to ultimately end up much sooner. With his trademark humor, he made a rather useful suggestion. If we project ourselves out a few decades, if we see life, the world and our relationships from the clarity of knowing we will one day lose them, will the thing we’re obsessing about feel all that important? Is it worth  what it is doing to our insides, the quality of our emotional and psychological lives, and the peace and comfort of our relationships to hang onto hurt, resentment and anger?

Forgiveness is a process, not an event. But simply because we think it would be a nice thing to do to forgive doesn’t mean it’s easily accomplished. We plow through layers on our way to forgiveness of ourselves or anyone else, predictable stages similar to the grief process. Forgiveness is really a verb; it requires us to work. But why would any rational, self-respecting person forgive a wrong done to them for any reason? After all, won’t that open us up to more pain? Won’t we be, in effect, saying it wasn’t that bad, that what happened was somehow okay?

How can forgiveness be a self-respecting act when it clearly could put us in harm’s way all over again? Here’s how: Forgiveness allows us to take the power into our own hands, whether we’re forgiving our own mistakes or another person’s.

Our peace of mind is of more value than any particular act, forgivable or not, committed by another person. I drag my emotional state around wherever I go, and if what I’m dragging around is full of pain, anger, hurt or resentment, it’s with me all the time. Period. Nowhere to go. It becomes who I am. So by hanging onto the inevitable resentment and rancor associated with not working through something and letting it go, I incorporate those feelings into my own self, my own thoughts, my own emotions. They become part of me, part of who I am. Because who I am is a brilliantly woven mosaic of genetics and the sum total of my experiences. And even more important than my experiences is the meaning that I make of my experiences, because that’s the “how-to book” I write that drives my life.

If I’m the one who’s holding onto resentments, then I’m the one who’s causing myself continual pain. Forgiveness lets me take things into my own hands, rather than live at the other end of someone else’s mistakes. I’m calling the hurtful issues what they are and deciding to do what I need to do to move on in spite of whether or not the other  person is capable of acknowledging the situation. In this way, “forgiveness is the ultimate revenge,” as Josh Billings says. I’m getting out whole and intact. I’m empowering myself to act in my own self-interest. Rather than waiting for another person to change so I can feel better, I’m letting myself feel better all on my own. If this seems to let someone else off the hook (or even lets me off the hook), then so be it. And if it’s me that I’m forgiving, is that so wrong? So many of us just can’t forgive ourselves. We hold things against ourselves to the extent that it literally undermines our health and our joy in living. Does it really benefit anyone—ourselves or those we love—if we lock ourselves into a cycle of self-blame and self-recrimination? There’s a big difference between holding ourselves accountable for our actions in a mature way and tearing ourselves up inside. Owning up to our mistakes and taking responsibility for them is a good thing; condemning ourselves and beating ourselves up inside benfefits no one.

Forgiving requires deep emotional work, but this is precisely why it is so worthwhile. If we truly and sincerely wish to have a forgiving mind-set as a part of our lives, then we are setting the wheels in motion to do all the internal processing this will require, like working through resentments, and consciously looking for positive meaning through suffering. It is not the one-time act of forgiving that we are going for; it is the gain from the psychological and emotional work that will allow us to develop a fuller and deeper connection with self, others and a power greater than ourselves.

Forgiveness is the ultimate statement of self-love. If I love myself I don’t want to do things to hurt myself or another person. Some things aren’t within our control, but forgiveness is. We can’t always make sure we don’t get hurt, but we can have much to say about how we react to getting hurt and how we deal with it when we hurt another. The beauty of forgiveness as an overall goal in our lives and relationships is that it motivates us to confront and move beyond our own inner blocks.




THE MIDLIFE WOMAN 

Beginning in perimenopause and throughout menopause, women’s brains are being rewired in ways that will doubtless sound only too familiar to you. The parts of the brain that are being constantly stimulated are the ones having to do with the storage and processing of painful memories, including feelings of anger and sadness, and the pituitary gland often referred to as the “God Spot” (the part of the brain that we try to stimulate in meditation and which produces states of calm, serenity and self-reflection [more on this part II]). So if you find memories and feelings from hurtful episodes in childhood, that painful divorce or your turbulent adolescence wafting across your mind and heart—along with those few gray hairs and an extra wrinkle or two—you’re right on schedule. Welcome to midlife.

Midlife woman finds herself at the crossroads of a strange and beautiful journey. Many women at this stage of life report an increased urge to “look within for answers,” carve out more time for quiet and reflection, and take time just to “smell the roses.” Having accomplished her biological mandate to create a home and bear and nurture children into adulthood, she is ready to spend some time nurturing herself. What better time to clean our emotional houses; to look inside and use the biological shifts that are encouraging us to feel and heal old wounds so that we can ready ourselves for and be present to the riches that await in the second half of our lives—which, thanks to thirty years recently (and unusually) being added to our lives, we can now look forward to. With the confidence, self-awareness and understanding that we can and have endured and thrived, we may be in the best position ever to reflect on those issues and situations that in the past may have felt overwhelming or like too much to get into. Besides, who had the time for self-reflection when there were lunches to be made, kids to chauffeur around, careers to build, partners to keep happy, and countless other details that consumed our lives and kept our focus ever elsewhere. Now, when the dust settles, here we are with  ourselves, and all that that contains. Life is offering us a new and different challenge: to live more consciously, to use our newfound time and energy to resolve old issues and move into the next stage of living with greater freedom and awareness.

This is not to suggest for a moment that forgiveness is simple to do or that we can arrive at it easily. Not even saints can. Deep hurt requires deep forgiveness, and deep forgiveness requires soul-searching. This may include passing again and again through a cauldron of steaming feelings that arise out of a septic emotional wound, and examining and reexamining the thinking and feeling that wrapped themselves around our psychological and emotional development.

For the woman who decides to travel the path of working through these types of issues toward acceptance, integration and letting go, there will be lifelong rewards. She will be creating a reservoir of calm and caring within herself from which she can draw sustenance throughout all her days, gathering the tools and garnering the skills and wisdom she will need at every stage of the process. She’ll free up the energy that’s been tied up in holding down pain and resentment, and then she can reinvest that energy in whatever ways she chooses.




AN EVOLUTION OF THE PSYCHE 

I have become convinced that we are evolving into more conscious beings, attaining increasingly higher states of consciousness, and that, for women, midlife transformation is part of the plan (probably with a parallel process for men). What was once the province of a few seems now to be the desired state of many. Young people today often have a level of emotional literacy that my generation had to work very hard to achieve. We raised them with greater awareness of their emotional needs and desires, and so this understanding has been slowly incorporated into them over time, and they are already improving on what we taught them.

Our current world presents some very unique challenges. Evolution during the Ice Ages was speeded up, as humans met the harsh and complicated challenges of survival in a world that made life difficult. Likewise, today’s world is changing very rapidly. It simultaneously shrinks and expands through technology, bringing us together and pulling us apart, blasting us with more information than any time in history. It is a world pressing us toward change on every level. Survival of the fittest is rapidly transforming into “survival of the wisest” (or the most creative). The psychological, emotional and spiritual challenges we face are constantly demanding that we understand and incorporate new information and points of view. Cultures have collapsed into each other, and the distance between the races has shortened more in the last twenty years than in centuries. Women’s roles have expanded to incorporate what was once thought to be male terrain, psychologically and emotionally, as well as physically. The workplace is transforming to include a feminine sensibility, while the homefront incorporates a male perspective. We find ourselves doing the complicated work of untangling centuries of cultural, social and gender issues so that we can live more peacefully and fruitfully in our evolving constellations of social and personal roles and relationships. Forgiveness can be culturally validated or invalidated as collective resentments get passed along from generation to generation and become ever more complicated to deconstruct. We see evidence of this every time we pick up a newspaper or turn on the TV.

In this book, we will focus on forgiveness in interpersonal relationships, primarily those with parents and/or spouses, the types of issues that tend to get restimulated in midlife. And these more intimate issues are what, as a psychologist, I primarily deal with in my practice. As women, we have such an important role to play, because “the hand that rocks the cradle” really does rule the world, or at least profoundly impact it. As the Hindus say, “the mother’s lap is the child’s first classroom.”




THE SPLIT BETWEEN PSYCHOLOGY AND SOUL 

Psychology has long ignored the soul. And forgiveness has been seen as belonging to the realm of religion. But when we divide ourselves up into neat, antiseptic little compartments, sending our body to a doctor, our minds to school, our emotions to a therapist and our souls to religious institutions, we invite internal disconnects. We tell ourselves that certain parts of us are only allowed to show up by themselves, that our mind and body are disconnected from one another and our souls are even further away. But, in truth, they are all connected and each affects the other. What we think and feel shows up in our bodies, and our spirituality (or lack of it) influences everything, from how we live to how we die. The human being is still one of the most exquisite creations in the universe, so complicated that we tend to divide ourselves up to better understand ourselves. But when we divide ourselves up, we understand ourselves in part only. The mind, body, emotions and spirit were meant to function together. And forgiveness is no exception; it, too, is meant to balance and counterbalance other internal states.

But forgiving to be some sort of a “goody-goody” just doesn’t work. Forgiving to be better than the next guy, rather than serving to reconnect us, asks the relationship to hold a kind of falseness. It doesn’t work either. Forgiving to get the power back in your camp is a temporary solution at best. People are smarter than that. Even if we don’t say it, we smell a rat, and part of us waits for the truth to reveal itself. But the kind of forgiveness that comes from the heart, that taps into the wisdom and depth of unseen realms, that is born of a sincere wish to understand and grow, the kind that is humble and recognizes that none of us is perfect, is the kind that does work. It restores inner peace and grows soul.

 

Now, a few words explaining the structure of the book. Part I begins  by showing the connection between forgiveness and relationships. How does a forgiving attitude contribute to living in our relationships in a more peaceful, happy way, and how does that benefit our physical, emotional and spiritual health: How, in other words, does it impact our biology? How does midlife open a biological, and thereby an emotional, door for women to reexamine and resolve past issues so that we can live and love more fully in the present? What are the predictable stages that we go through as we travel the path of forgiveness and what can we expect to encounter on our journey?

Read this book in order or flip to the stage that you’re feeling stuck in for comfort and connection. Then, after you’ve explored where you are, dive into the rest of the material to find out how you got there and how you can get out. The breakdown into stages makes the process manageable and helps with that overwhelming “I don’t know where to start” feeling. The exercises in part II give us a chance to really personalize the process and feel we’re actively doing something with our thoughts and feelings around the issues we’re dealing with. It’s a modern version of the turn-of-the-century ladies’ journal that was part of every woman’s life in an era when they understood the power of the written word. Part II is where we have a chance to roll up our sleeves and sink our hands into the tools and techniques of forgiveness. It is divided up into sections that correspond to part I, so that you can read the book either from cover to cover, or flip from narrative to tools and exercises related to a specific stage or topic. This flexibility of format will be particularly important for you when you use the book as a sourcebook for addressing the variety of forgiveness issues throughout your life. Also in part II are affirmations (both ones created for this book and from my previous book, Daily Affirmations for Forgiving & Moving On, now a companion book to this one) to support and inspire you, as we walk together along the path of forgiveness, one day at a time.




PART ONE
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THE PATH TO FORGIVENESS: UNDERSTANDING THE PROCESS

MYTHS ABOUT FORGIVENESS
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If I forgive, my relationship with the person I’m forgiving will definitely improve. 
If I forgive, I’ll no longer feel angry at that person for what happened. 
If I forgive, I forgo my right to hurt feelings. 
If I forgive, it means I want to continue to have a relationship with the person 
I’m forgiving. 
If I forgive, it means I’m condoning the behavior of the person I’m forgiving. 
If I haven’t forgotten, I haven’t really forgiven. 
I only need to forgive once. 
I forgive for the sake of the other person. 
Forgiving myself is selfish or wrong. 
It isn’t important to forgive myself.





ONE
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Healing Our Relationships

In a way, forgiving is only for the brave. It is for those people who are willing to confront their pain, accept themselves as permanently changed, and make difficult choices. Countless individuals are satisfied to go on resenting and hating people who wrong them. They stew in their own inner poisons and even contaminate those around them. Forgivers, on the other hand, are not content to be stuck in a quagmire. They reject the possibility that the rest of their lives will be determined by the unjust and injurious acts of another person.

∼BEVERLY FLANIGAN
 FORGIVING THE UNFORGIVABLE: OVERCOMING
 THE LEGACY OF INTIMATE WOUNDS


No one is perfect. When we try to be perfect, we wind up feeling like a perennial failure; and when we insist on perfection in our relationships, we doom them from the start. Perfection is a fantasy, a flight from reality, a fairy tale, albeit a beautiful one at times. Forgiveness, of ourselves and others, allows us to embrace our own or other people’s imperfections, so that we can release pain and feel pleasure—so that we don’t undermine our experience of joy.

Forgiveness, on all levels, whether you’re forgiving the person who nudged ahead of you in the grocery line or your mother for ignoring you as a child, is relational in nature; it is about either restoring a relationship connection in the real world or restoring the connection that lives inside the self. Relationships are core to the world in which we all operate.

Forgiveness forces us to deal with whatever issues are blocking our ability to relate or to be comfortable with our own insides, and that’s where the healing is. If our motivation is to forgive another person, then we’ve set the bar very high. It means the internal work doesn’t stop until we can stand thinking about or being in the presence of that person without wanting to wring his or her neck. Stopping the work when we get emotional distance isn’t enough—though true forgiveness paradoxically gives us that distance. Nor is stopping the work at giving up the fantasy of ever getting what we wanted, or still want, from the relationship and taking responsibility for filling that gap ourselves and moving on with our lives. Though true forgiveness ultimately can take us there, too. Nor is it stopping the work at shoring up the self, feeling deserving of all the good life has to offer and going after it or accepting it when it comes. Forgiveness asks us to go all the way. All the way through the self toward the other and back again. That’s why it’s so powerful and healing. It goes full circle. It is often motivated by a growing awareness that the bitterness and rancor we may carry toward  another person are doing more to harm us than them. We begin to question whether nursing a grudge or waiting in the wings for our moment of revenge is worth the calories we’re burning by feeling the hate and hurt living inside us. Entertaining ideas of forgiving another person actually makes us more aware of ourselves. This may seem like a paradox because forgiveness appears to be aimed outside the self toward another person, but in truth, identity is fluid, not static, and incorporates, at least to some extent, pieces of those who raised us.

In our childhood developmental stages, we take in, at least in part, the personalities, points of view, morality and belief structures of those closest to us, and we incorporate them into our own character structure. They become a part of our internal world. Our self-image is, at least in part, formed by the reflected appraisals of others. We internalize the way those close to us see us or are with us, and that becomes incorporated into how we see or are within ourselves. Nature and nurture work together in a dynamic fashion to form a neural imprint that builds on our genetic structure, impacting the creation of “us.” Our biology is not static. Each tiny interaction we have with our caretakers affects our neural wiring. They are the neural bricks that build the foundation of who we are. The nature-versus-nurture argument reflects a kind of black-and-white thinking that is anathema in nature. Nature is much deeper and wiser than that. We come into this world with a genetic predisposition, and from that point on, nature and nurture interact every step of the way to develop an ever-evolving work of art: us. Our limbic systems, which we will delve into in chapter 2, have carefully recorded our emotional interactions and ways of being with those close to us, causing us to go into the world with those attractors as our biological gravity, pulling toward us those with patterns that in some way correspond to ours. The story of who we are is recorded on our corpus, and continues to be recorded as we move through life. It has much to do with defining who we are and who we choose to be with, and it continues to be written as we live inside our intimate relationships.

This is where the line between self and relationship naturally blurs. Our wish to see the self as completely independent and having little to do with those around us is as unrealistic as our fantasy that we can fuse with others and become them. People exist in a context. To deny the impact that others have on our sense of basic security and neural wiring does not bring us strength; it only distorts our own picture of ourselves.

We can view our drive toward forgiveness as an attempt to restore equilibrium within the self and/or the system in which we live. This doesn’t mean that we should encourage a premature, false sort of forgiveness. Nothing rings less true than people who force a sickeningly sweet smile and feign forgiveness. Even if they believe it themselves, others rarely do. We sense that their smile is hiding anger, or even contempt, and we instinctively don’t trust it. If we deny our authentic feelings, be they wrong or right, we deny part of ourselves. We make those around us feel crazy—they hear one thing but sense another. We force the emotions we’re not looking at into the basement of our psyches. They will inevitably find their way back upstairs. The more we have psychological constructs that disallow our own negative feelings, the more those negative feelings get played out in toxic ways. Forcing forgiveness is like forcing any other deep emotion, such as love. If it’s not there, it’s not there.

If we sincerely wish to forgive someone for a wrong we feel they have done us, we need to be willing to examine the ramifications of that wrong as it has impacted us. If we’re angry and pretend we’re not, then our mouths are saying one thing but the rest of us is carrying a different message. There is no short-cutting this process. Most of us have to flail around for a while, feeling angry, hurt and betrayed, explore our wish for revenge, and eventually recognize it’s probably in our own best interest to work toward some kind of forgiveness so that we don’t perpetuate negative feelings in our own homes, friendships or workplaces (to say nothing of our bodies, hearts and minds).

Forgiveness is hard work. We may need to nurse a grudge before we  become willing to let it go. It may be critical for own sanity and sense of self to experience the full extent of our rancor for some time before we can consider getting past it. We may have to grieve what happened, or never had a chance to happen, before we can move along in our process and come to terms with the feelings we carry toward ourselves or whatever our part might have been in setting up a painful relationship dynamic. Even if we’ve been innocent victims, we may still carry a sense of irrational culpability and blame, imagining that, “if only we’d been stronger, wiser, sharper, tougher,” we could have kept harm at bay; or if we’d played our part somehow differently, we wouldn’t be where we are now. Many innocent victims carry these feelings of irrational guilt, and even though what happened may have in no way been their fault, they may have been left to make sense of it with only the developmental equipment available to them at the time the hurtful situation was happening. They may not only need to grieve the wrong, but also rediscover the wounded little person inside of them, who will have to come to terms with having been hurt in a way that can’t be undone, per se. The undoing or reworking will come not from denying or rewriting the original set of wrongs, but from honestly exploring the effect they had on forming who we are today. So the forgiveness of both ourselves and another person will arrive, if it arrives, as a by-product of facing the painful issues that are blocking our ability to move forward in our lives. There is a broad continuum along which our individual forgiveness issues might fall. Getting past the pain resulting from serious situations will require deeper work for a longer period of time, while smaller hurts may require no time at all to let go of. It all depends on where our individual issues fall within the continuum, on how serious the offense was or is.

Forgiveness is a sort of umbrella organization for powerful emotions within the self or directed toward others. It is a way of living that keeps us honestly confronting the petty grievances or significant wounds that keep us in a state of emotional fight, flight or freeze. It is a motivator for examining ourselves and our relationships, inspiring  us to keep them clean and up-to-date, so that we can live within them in an authentic and genuine way; it greases the wheels for overhauling our internal engines and getting emotional tune-ups.

 

Before my husband and I got married, we attended the wedding of an old friend. The bride’s father gave a toast: “There are four little words that I’ve found very important in preserving peace and happiness in a long-term marriage,” he said. “They are ‘Thank you’ and ‘I’m sorry.’” My husband, then boyfriend, and I rolled our eyes. No humor, no poetry, no lifelong soul mate, just “thank you” and “I’m sorry”? What could be more dull?

After my husband and I had been married for five years, I found myself saying, “Remember that really boring toast that the father of the bride made at Nat’s wedding? I mean it was so one-dimensional, I know, but you know the part about ‘thank you’ and ‘I’m sorry’ (self-conscious giggle here)? Well, maybe it wasn’t so . . . stupid. I mean, maybe it wasn’t altogether the dumbest thing you could possibly say.” My husband said he had to agree. Maybe, after five years of marriage he could see a modicum of wisdom in it . . . somewhere.

When we had been married for ten years, my husband turned to me over dinner. “That guy, the ‘thank you, I’m sorry’ guy . . . well, I kind of think he might have been onto something. Simplistic, I know, but something not altogether off-base.” I had to agree.

At about the eighteen-year mark, many wounds and slights later, seemingly at once we both blurted out, “I think that guy hit it on the head. Without ‘thank you’ and ‘I’m sorry,’ we wouldn’t be sitting here today still loving each other. We would have separated in body or heart because it’s impossible not to hurt and be hurt often in a committed relationship and family.”

Now, coming up on thirty years of marriage, I imagine myself in the not-so-distant future standing up at one of my own children’s weddings and saying, “There are four little words . . .”

It would be impossible to keep one’s heart intact or love alive in a  long-term relationship if there were no forgiveness. In order to stay connected to another person over a long period, we have to learn to forgive the constant slings and arrows that our flesh is heir to. We have to learn to forgive ourselves for our own inevitable inadequacies, and those we’re in relationships with for theirs. Forgiveness in a long-term relationship is by no means confined to affairs or life-altering mistakes. It is an atmosphere, part of each and every day. How we react when our spouse steps on our foot without meaning to, uses up all the fresh towels or burns dinner is part of the climate we live in and create for our children.

Our children grow up in the space between their two parents. What that space contains, they contain. So when we’re talking about the climate created by two people, we’re talking about the emotional atmosphere lived in by a whole family because, even if parents aren’t dictatorial, they are in charge; they set the tone, they teach by their own behavior, they model love and forgiveness, or the lack thereof. This is why the emotional and psychological wounds from childhood have such lifelong resonance. They live in our neural wiring and they get restimulated when, as adults, we reenter the adult arena of intimate relationships. What we don’t resolve comes back to haunt us and our children. Confronting the issues that complicate our ability to have healthy, intimate relationships is the greatest gift we can give our children and grandchildren; it pays forward.

Once, my husband and I were sitting in a therapist’s office, each of us recounting all the many things we did on behalf of the other and our family. Our lists were endless: “I do all the household stuff, the kids’ lives, the toothpaste, the food, the cat . . . you name it, I do it all.” “Well, I do all the money management, the bills AND the kids always come to me with their homework, and I walk the dogs . . .” Before we got into our “you never” lists, the therapist interrupted us, “Let me get this straight, so you feel you do about what percent, 40, 50, 60 percent?” “Sixty, definitely.” “And how about you?” “Sixty sounds about right.” “That is about right,” replied the therapist, leaning way back in  his swivel chair. “Most couples whose relationships work feel, in my experience, that they’re each giving around 60 percent.”

So maybe a deep, committed relationship isn’t just 50-50. Maybe it’s 60-60 and it adds up to 120 (a sort of “pregnant” 100), and that’s about right.

Another story that always sticks in my mind is one from a friend whose relationship we have grown up alongside. They were talking with each other about some friends who were divorcing, and how many little losses their friends and their friends’ children and their friends’ relatives and their friends’ friends were all feeling, when her husband, usually quite eloquent, was at a loss to find a sentence that could describe why he found it so hard to comprehend all the little things he would have to separate from if he lost his wife. He turned to her and said, “Yeah, but you’re my, you’re my . . . well . . . but ... you’re my . . . person.” Actually, my breath caught in my throat when she told me. “My person.” The person with whom I cast my fate to the wind so long ago, who held my future happiness in his hands, who meant more to me than anything, who I followed into what felt like nowhere and everywhere, who I’ve loved and hated, embraced and rejected. The father of my children, my father and brother and friend. My mother. My lover. The man who has listened to more laughter, silliness and tears than anyone. Who has sustained me and held me and loved me. My cheerleader. My foe who spurs me on and keeps me in perspective. The carrier of my personal history and the story of my life. The horse I bet on a long time ago and won. You’re my person. You’re the one. To leave you would be to leave big chunks of myself. Who I was, who I am, who I will be.

Relationships in today’s world are increasingly under a microscope. If we aren’t getting all our needs met from this one person we’ve chosen to spend our lives with, we can feel cheated, as if we’re in the wrong place. But in my experience, it is not possible to meet most of our needs in one place. Relationships will ebb and flow. They don’t need to be perfect in order to be good enough; in fact, wanting them  to be perfect can have the inverse effect of making them feel worse than they are. Because we expect so much we set ourselves up for disappointment. This is not to say that we shouldn’t want more and be willing to work for it; only to make the point that pop psychology may have created a myth of the perfect relationship that no one has. Coming to terms with what is or is not realistic to expect can free us up to relax and enjoy what we can have, and to set out to meet some of our needs elsewhere. With thirty years added to the average life span in this century, we’re probably better off if we can take responsibility for our own happiness. If we come to our relationship reasonably full inside, we’ll tend to be less demanding, which will result in our feeling like we’re actually getting more. Another of life’s little paradoxes.
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To forgive is to set a prisoner free and discover that the prisoner was you.

∼Unknown



Lee’s Story

Lee is a woman in midlife. She grew up in America, but her family is from Taiwan. She has spent her life straddling two cultures, constantly translating everything from dining customs to the role of women, mentally boomeranging back and forth between two ways of living life. A daughter in an Asian family, she felt different from the American girls with whom she grew up. The expectations of her family simply didn’t match what she saw going on around her with other little girls. In some ways, she felt lucky, even better than her American counterparts, while in other ways she felt like an outsider looking in, her nose pressed up against the glass of a culture that seemed both foreign and familiar.

Lee was expected to work hard and make use of the opportunities that presented themselves in this land of plenty, to make her parents’ constant sacrifices worthwhile and bring dignity and success to her family.Marriage, too, was critical. And to a man with good prospects, one who would maintain her cultural values,  who would not encourage her to abandon her family responsibilities. Being a good daughter was paramount within her home and came with considerable expectations. And she tried hard to fulfill them: to be gentle (but tough); kind (but aggressive, when necessary); brilliant; pretty; and good potential-wife material, the kind of girl some lucky man could “take home to his mother.” Lee had a busy life and tried hard not to disappoint her parents . . . how could she? They worked so hard and sacrificed so much. They loved her, and she loved them. Self-exploration was not exactly a luxury they had time for; they were busy making a life, and if they carried grief they didn’t show it. They did seem to get angry a lot, and Lee’s mother had a sort of glaze across her face, but sad things (what they left behind in Taiwan, for example) were only obliquely referred to, not cried about or talked over openly.

So Lee cried for them. She cried her mother’s tears and dreamed her mother’s dreams. While other little girls were climbing trees and “wasting time” playing after school, Lee was helping her mother, practicing piano and doing her lessons so she would get good grades. And she did. She got As in school, was in the chorus and got into a good college. She married early to a promising young man who was studying law and was from a family they knew. Lee got a job at an advertising firm and worked her way up to an executive position. She was a hard worker and was rewarded for it. At twenty-seven, Lee and her husband started to have children. Her mother helped her so that she could continue to work. After her second child, she worked part-time and then quit to stay home just before giving birth to her third. Everything seemed to be going along as planned, and Lee didn’t really question it or think too hard about how happy she was or wasn’t. When she felt emptiness between herself and her husband, she just got more involved with her children, and that seemed to fill the void nicely. Her children became everything to her. Everything. But as she entered her forties, and they grew up and needed her less, she found herself feeling like her life yawned before her. She feared that she wouldn’t be able to fill her future happily. She tried to share these thoughts with her husband, but he couldn’t really relate. This was just life, that’s all, and she had to learn to accept it. Besides, he was very busy and still had a lot of years left to work at his career; he didn’t mind the idea of life being a little less complicated and having his wife pay more attention to him. Couldn’t she go back to advertising if she wanted to?

In the extra time created by her home emptying out, along with the biological changes accompanying perimenopause, memories of the hopeful, dutiful little girl she had been began to waft across Lee’s mind. She felt a dull pain for that little girl who never got to know herself and the woman who never had her own dreams. When she looked in the mirror, she saw her mother’s daughter, not herself. She wondered who she might have been, might have become, if things had been different, if she had been encouraged to have thoughts and feelings all her own, if she had a clue as to who she might be on the inside.

Correspondingly, Lee’s husband was experiencing some panic attacks at work and was advised to get therapy. In the course of trying to get on top of these damn, disquieting attacks that were getting in the way of work, he began to discover a person he hardly knew—himself. This made it seem okay, even right, for Lee to consider therapy, too. She had a lot of trouble spending this kind of money on herself, but they had good insurance so she gave it a try. Lee didn’t really know how to start talking about herself; she wasn’t used to it, her focus had never been there, she’d always been so very busy living the life that was expected of her. When her therapist asked her how she felt about this or that, Lee was sort of dumbfounded. What was that supposed to be all about? Initially it annoyed her, and her therapist seemed nosey, even impolite; but gradually, it came to feel good, to trace the tiny threads, the wistful thoughts that passed across her mind back through time to a little girl named Lee. The words that were never attached to what went on in her inner world as a child could be attached now, and little Lee began to speak through her adult self. She talked on and on about how it felt to be Asian in a white world, to be Mommy’s Little Girl in a sea of tomboys, to be practicing piano while other little girls her age were playing kick the can, and to feel the weight of her parents’ sacrifices all around her when she longed to feel free. But did she long to feel free? She felt guilty even thinking about it because as the feeling arose, so did the visage of her ever-dutiful mother, doing without so many things, defining freedom so differently from what it had come to mean one short generation later. Wasn’t she just being spoiled? Wanting more? Shouldn’t she be careful of being ungrateful lest she invite an evil eye for her greed? But Lee’s memories were part of her consciousness now, invading her otherwise well-organized mind with thoughts of what was, what could or should  have been, if only she had known then what she knew now. It was scary, very scary, to go digging around in a past that was long over, turning up all sorts of thoughts that could breed dissatisfaction or make her want what she couldn’t have, but here it was happening anyway, in spite of her, it seemed.

Slowly, over time, Lee came to know the language of her own heart and hear the music of her own soul.And when she felt strong enough to open her eyes and see and her mouth to speak, she met her husband . . . parts of him that she had never known before. Both she and the man she had lived her life with had thoughts and feelings that neither had ever shared.

But the real surprise to her was her children. All this time that she had been so focused on them, they had been observing everything about her. There was nothing much she told them that they didn’t already know, hadn’t already thought about, cried about, giggled about, and come to accept and understand. She had spent so much time loving her family that she hadn’t really stopped to be loved herself, to let them love her, to let that feeling in. Knowing herself made her feel calmer inside, more vulnerable and less in need of controlling circumstances, so the love that her family gave her fell on an appreciative heart, a heart that knew its longing for love. She was grateful, so deeply grateful, to have these people in her life, so grateful to have herself back, or here, in some ways, for the first time. That place of fullness inside emptiness. And she hadn’t gone anywhere outside herself to get something to fill up on. She had gone inside and met herself, created room and space so that she could feel what she already had.



Many women in midlife go on this sort of inner journey. At first, it can seem terrifying to question long-held values and beliefs, to rock the boat; but often, we find that the journey of self-discovery, though challenging and difficult at times, is the most exciting one of our lifetime, and leads toward greater understanding of ourselves, our relationships and our higher purpose.

 

In the next chapter, we will explore how our emotions affect our physical health, and why working through painful emotions to more positive ones is health-smart.




TWO
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The Health Benefits of Forgiveness



The body remembers what the mind forgets.

∼JACOB LEVY MORENO


MIDLIFE BIOLOGY AND FORGIVENESS 

I falong with hot flashes, interrupted sleep and a thickening midsection you are finding your mind wandering back to images and feelings from your childhood or wishing for a few moments of stillness, you are not going crazy. You’re beginning to experience some of the changes that accompany perimenopause and menopause. More than forty-nine hundred women enter menopause each day, the largest group, thanks to baby boomers, of any time in history. Midlife takes women on a strange and beautiful journey. It places us at  a crossroads, sometimes called a “crisis,” where we are being biologically urged to assess the life we’ve lived and ready ourselves for what lies ahead. Like all crises, it holds opportunity, if we can use it as such. Whether it’s stimulated by a song, a smell or an old familiar place or object, your memory bank at midlife is being opened by a hormonal key. You may find yourself wanting or needing quiet time to self-reflect, unwind or simply “be” for a little while. You may feel drawn from within or pulled toward inner transformation and spiritual thinking. Or you may feel an increased need to explore your inner depths and the deeper meaning of your life and relationships.

Says Christiane Northrup, M.D., author of The Wisdom of Menopause: [image: 008]

Until midlife, a woman characteristically focuses her energies on caring for others. She is encouraged to do so, in part, by the hormones that drive her menstrual cycle—the hormones that foster her instincts for nurturing, her devotion to cohesion and harmony within her world. But for two or three days each month, just before or during our periods, there is a hormonal interlude when the veil between our conscious and our unconscious selves is thinner and the voice of our souls beckons to us reminding us of our own passions, our own needs, which cannot and should not be subsumed to the needs of those we love. Each month we have the opportunity to tune into our inner-world; in midlife, that veil is lifted all the time.
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Northrup goes on to explain how women’s brains are “rewired” during perimenopause and menopause to make self-reflection and intuition a primary focus: [image: 010]

... for biological reasons, females of the human species are often easier to control intellectually, psychologically, and socially during their childbearing years than they are before puberty (from birth to age eleven) or after menopause. When we are creating a home and building a family, our primary concern is to maintain balance and peace. We seem to know instinctively that when raising a family it’s better for all if we compromise and maintain whatever support we have, even if it’s less than ideal, rather than risk going it alone. This may mean we lose sight of our individual goals. Our ability to go with the program is in fact protective.
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But during menopause (and once a month for pre- and peri-menopausal women) our hormones are all over the map. Beginning in perimenopause, GnRH (gonadotropin-releasing hormone), which is produced in the hypothalamus, stimulates FSH (follicle stimulating hormone) and LH (luteinizing hormone), which are produced in the pituitary and stimulate the rise of estrogen and progesterone during the monthly menstrual cycle. At midlife, our “kick switch” for these hormones is on all the time. What can this mean emotionally and psychologically? The hypothalamus is associated with the storage of painful memories. “Sadness consistently activates the ventromedial prefrontal cortex, hypothalamus and brain stem,” says Antonio Damasio in The Feeling of What Happens. And the hypothalamus is also associated with feeling and expressing anger, according to Norman Rosenthal in The Emotional Revolution. The pituitary gland has long been associated with meditation, intuition and higher wisdom. Mystics focus on the pituitary gland during states of meditation. If in midlife both the hypothalamus and pituitary gland are being regularly stimulated, we can easily extrapolate the possible effect. Memories that are associated with feelings of anger and sadness may bubble up to the surface at this time of life. We may also feel a greater need for quiet time, and find that our ability to reflect on  these memories and intuit their deeper meaning becomes part of our mental and emotional needs during this period. Exploring our internal world and making meaningful connections that help us understand who we are seems to be the work of midlife. This is how we develop wisdom. Spiritual renewal is happening naturally as our pituitary glands are being stimulated, thereby encouraging meditation and deep self-reflection.

It seems clear enough that nature’s purpose for our lives as young women is to nurture offspring and raise families. Less clear is what nature intends for us to do after midlife. It would seem by the way our brains are rewiring themselves that we are being ushered into a place of wisdom and spiritual awareness, if we can process what may be coming to the surface. If you see nature as incorporating a divine plan, all of this makes perfect sense. In the same way that the world needed us to nurture children and keep the hearth as young women, nature may need us to become what George Valliant calls in his book Aging Well, “keepers of meaning” as we age.


EMBRACING THE GIFT OF MIDLIFE BRAIN CHEMISTRY 

Erik Erikson talks of this period of life as wisdom versus despair. I think this sums up nicely what we’re facing as we enter our second half of life. I would, however, reverse it: despair versus wisdom. What we’re faced with is the opportunity to work through despair in order to gain wisdom as the fruit of our hard work. Without some sort of personal growth or spiritual program, life, at this stage, may feel confusing or at times lacking in meaning. Some may spend midlife quietly mourning either what happened or what never got a chance to happen, without shifting into their next and higher purpose. But if we step back and look at midlife changes as part of God’s or nature’s plan, our usefulness to ourselves and society can ripen as we age. In the same manner that society mandated us as young women to care for the young so they  could thrive, as older women our communities may need us to guard our emotional and spiritual well-being, comforting and reassuring younger generations, pointing the way to the deeper meaning in life. This was what my grandmother did, and what so many grandmothers do naturally for their families. It nourished us, and it nourished her as well. Using this midlife change to clean out our emotional closets can set us up for a better, more conscious quality of life in ensuing decades.

As old memories rise to the surface of our minds, forgiveness becomes an essential part of moving into the later stages of life. We can imagine the torture of simply churning around in recollections of a painful past that the hypothalamus is naturally pushing forward without a spiritual way out. Forgiveness, or the transcendent function associated with the pituitary gland, offers us that path toward integration and wholeness. Just as with any other type of motivation toward growth, the desire to forgive and move on into a more spiritual time of life encourages us to confront the pain and anger that block it. [Further on in this chapter, we will discuss in detail the biological infrastructure of forgiveness.]

If we divide the question of forgiveness in two, it’s easier to work with: One, is it good for me to let go of my negative feelings, toward myself or someone else, so that I can restore my own inner peace? And two, how should I act with the person I’m forgiving? The answer to part one is virtually always yes. The answer to part two varies according to circumstances. Even when we’re innocent victims who did nothing to bring harm onto ourselves, we can still carry the irrational feeling that something we did or something we were brought harm to us. We may feel we should have known to get out of harm’s way sooner or that we should have fought harder to protect ourselves. Or we may resent feeling victimized. All these feelings can get in the way of our ability to consider forgiveness as an option, or to grant ourselves the right not to forgive without feeling like we’re somehow a bad person for not wanting to.

They also get in the way of our ability to forgive ourselves. How we  choose to behave with a person we’re forgiving needs to be carefully considered. If it’s someone who is, because of his or her own problems, likely to continue to hurt us, we may forgive that person, but still wish to severely limit contact with him or her. Because we forgive does not mean we condone or necessarily wish to re-engage. It simply re flects a decision we’ve made not to live at the other end of a problem that we can get free of and move on.

At other times, we may have our own part in a conflict or hold ourselves irrationally responsible even if we weren’t responsible, so forgiving ourselves is also important. Until we can do that, forgiveness of another may not hold. We may all live with the fantasy that if we stay mad enough for long enough, eventually, we’ll get that person who hurt us to suffer. And this may be true to some extent. But we suffer more.

The task and gift of midlife is that we have another chance to let the emotional centers of our brains speak, and see what cognitive meaning we have made of the circumstances of our own lives, which we’ve been living by and with for the first half of life. It is the care and quality of this reflection that may well have a significant impact on the rest of our lives.

We’ve added three decades to the average life span in the last century, so some of this is uncharted territory; we’re making it up as we go along. But one thing is clear: We’re being given a second chance to resolve old wounds. Like it or not, what may lie in our unconscious as unfinished business or unresolved pain will likely bubble to the surface at this time of life.

The Buddhists say that life is a balance between pain and pleasure. If we spend too much time in either one, we get thrown off. Our happiness is impaired if we get stuck in either place, too much light burns and too much darkness destroys our will to live. The Christians put “forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us” immediately after praying to be given “our daily bread” in the Lord’s Prayer. Can we infer from this that something about forgiveness of ourselves and others is as important to the life of the spirit as bread is to the body?

The Hindus call this season of life the spiritual one. After the primary tasks of our lives have been accomplished, we can loosen our grip on the life of the householder and move into a spiritual understanding of the deeper meaning of life.

When I was thirty-five, I was diagnosed with cancer. Within five days, I went from being a healthy, young wife and mother with an eight-year-old and a five-year-old to having no uterus at all, my childbearing years cut off and surgical menopause thrust upon me. There was not a lot known then about what the changes of surgical menopause meant. In retrospect, everything changed. Memories of my parents’ divorce, my father’s alcoholism and all that my family went through protruded themselves into my consciousness. Suddenly, I felt less endlessly patient with the little demands of motherhood, and I felt as if a fire had been lit under me driving me to put huge amounts of energy toward a life’s work. My creativity and curiosity surged, along with my driving need to figure out who I was and what my life was supposed to be about. Nearly twenty years, two kids, a thirty-year marriage, twelve books and a whole career as a psychologist later, it’s all making sense to me. At thirty-five, I went through what most women go through in their forties and fifties: menopause and all that goes with it. Retrieval, renewal, rewiring and recovering everything from my inner child to my ancient soul.

We will see how the thoughts we think and the emotions we feel directly affect our health. Our sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous systems set us up to respond to situations in our life. “Despite that we’ve learned a lot about healthy exercise practices, healthy diets, and good medical care, the bottom line is that the most significant way of contributing to our own good health is through the quality of our thought processes. This power is a valuable gift, in light of the lack of control we have over other aspects of life,” explains Christiane Northup in The Wisdom of Menopause.

In the early 1970s, I went to India to study the relationship between Eastern and Western philosophy and psychology. I stayed, for a while,  at a yoga institute on the banks of the Ganges River. Every morning at five, we woke up and began our day with hatha yoga. The various postures that we did were designed to stretch our muscles and balance our sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous systems. After the physical exercises were over, we began breathing exercises, alternating the flow of air into our bodies through our left and right nostrils, the goal being to bring these two systems into balance. Once we had brought our body and mind into balance, we were ready to meditate. The yogis sought attainment of this balance as a means of meeting the challenges of living with internal calm.

The bottom line, according to Northrup, “is that what goes on in your mind boosts either parasympathetic or sympathetic nervous system activity. Every thought and every perception you have changes the homeostasis of your body. Will it be the brakes or the accelerator, a health account deposit or a health account withdrawal?” She goes on:[image: 012]

... this, in a nutshell, is how your autonomic nervous system translates how your view of your world impacts the state of your health. The language spoken by the autonomic nervous system is translated to the rest of your body by hormones. The primary messengers of the sympathetic nervous system are hormones called norepinephrine and epinephrine, which are often referred to together as adrenaline. They are produced in the brain and in the adrenal glands. Every time adrenaline levels go up, levels of another adrenal hormone, cortisol, also go up. While cortisol provides a much-needed boost in the short run, helping you get through an occasional crisis, it has its dark side. If you live in the SNS’s “fast lane” for a long time, prolonged elevation of cortisol can cause a number of problems. Initially cortisol sparks up your immune system, but if stress keeps the body in a constant state of flight or fight readiness, cortisol’s effects on the immune system quickly become a liability. White blood cells get pumped into the bloodstream, flooding the system with germ fighting warriors. Over time, the immune system and the bone marrow become depleted. Long-term overexposure to cortisol causes  your skin to become thin, your bones to become weaker, your muscles and connective tissue to break down, your body to develop abnormal insulin metabolism, your tissues to retain fluids, your arms and legs to bruise more easily, and your moods to tend toward depression.
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In these paragraphs, we see how stress undermines physical well-being, both present-day stress from fast-lane living and long-term stress that we carry in our biological systems from our unresolved early life experiences.


WOMEN’S UNIQUE RESPONSE TO STRESS 

According to a cutting-edge UCLA study, women have a range of responses to stress that goes beyond fight, flight, freeze, to what researchers now call tend and befriend. In stressful situations most men and women produce the hormone oxytocin also known as the “touch chemical,” the one that makes both people and animals “calmer, more social and less anxious,” says the study’s main researcher, Shelley E. Taylor. But that’s where the similarity ends. The testosterone in men counteracts the calming effects of oxytocin while estrogen enhances it. Oxytocin can also promote maternal behaviors, making women want to grab the children, gather with other women and cluster for safety.

This research may turn on its head our notion of how stress affects men and women, and may also contribute to explaining why women live an average of seven and a half years longer than men. Oxytocin is a calming chemical that leads women to gather, talk and support each other through stress. Conversely, men, with their stand-and-fight  stress hormones (such as adrenaline), tend to isolate in order to calm down from their unmitigated release. All of this was evolution’s way of parceling out roles to maintain a tight “family of man” survival system. This is still more evidence of how women are wired to maintain and protect relationships.




SELF-FORGIVENESS 
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I think there are at least two types of forgiveness: One is a process
of reconciliation with someone with whom one has an ongoing
relationship, and both parties want that relationship to continue.
The other type involves an injury by someone with whom one is
no longer in relationship, and in this case the process is more of
a one-sided “releasing.”
I question whether the sense of “atonement” (or, at-one-ment)
can be achieved in the second case. I even doubt that an
absolutely complete or full release is possible—though a partial
or significant degree of relief from the near-obsessive burden of
resentment can be achieved in many cases.


∼Adam Blatner, M.D.

 

 

 

 

Emotional and psychological pain is held in our bodies, recorded in our neural networks. This is why, when we’re scared, anxious or angry, we have physical reactions like muscle tension, stomach churning, shortness of breath, head pounding, and so on. Working through emotional and psychological pain toward forgiveness allows our bodies, as well as our minds, to let go of pain. This is not to say that all physical pain is emotional, but certainly some of it is. Most of us know the feeling of self-recrimination, being mad at ourselves, and how it makes us feel in body, as well as mind.

It’s one thing to consider forgiving someone else, but what about all the stuff we’re holding against ourselves? Do we owe ourselves the same consideration we may be giving to someone else? There are two  manifestations of self-forgiveness that I see clients struggle with. The first is rational. When our actions have directly hurt others, and we need to forgive ourselves in order to restore our inner equilibrium and move on in our lives. Addicts, for example, inevitably wound those close to them during their addiction. Until they forgive themselves, they may have trouble staying sober because the guilt and remorse they’ll feel will trigger them to want to self-medicate. This is why the amends part of the Twelve Steps is so important: Addicts need to make amends to those they’ve hurt and take responsibility for their own behavior. The second is irrational. We hold ourselves responsible for pain that others have caused us, even though we could do nothing to change the situation and did not deserve to be mistreated. Sure, there is always something we might have done to make a bad situation worse, but the victims of child abuse, spousal abuse or rape did not deserve what their abusers inflicted upon them. The same goes, in my mind, for excessive criticism, manipulation or neglect. Especially for children who are totally dependent on their parents, these can constitute an abuse of authority. And they, too, leave us feeling bad about ourselves and in need of redemption of some sort. For many people, self-forgiveness is the hardest to come by. Often, we’re harder on ourselves than we are on other people. The feeling that our actions have caused another person pain can be very uncomfortable. So rather than feel it, we do one of those pathological rewrites we talked about earlier, “What I did wasn’t all that bad. They’ll get over it.” Or maybe, “They’re being too sensitive,” or “I don’t really care if they’re in my life, anyway.” But even if we tell our minds a story, our bodies usually know the truth of our deeper emotions.

And when it comes to pain that we’ve internalized from childhood, though whatever happened may not be our fault, it is our responsibility to work with it and resolve it, and forgiving ourselves is often an important piece of that resolution. Many of the clients I work with get marooned at this juncture, where pain from the past is getting mixed up with pain from the present, causing a sort of psychological and  emotional logjam. At some level, they may still believe themselves to be “bad” as the victims of abuse. Though they blame the abuser relentlessly, underneath that is usually the unbearable feeling of the unhealed inner child, that something they did or something they are drew this abuse toward them. In this case, they need to forgive themselves, even if it’s only forgiving themselves for being to blame in their own minds:[image: 015]

Forgive me for holding myself responsible for something that was out of my control as a small child, forgive me for my own self-hatred, for this dark narcissism that holds me in its grip and keeps me glued to a tragic place within myself.
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This is a piece of forgiveness that we sometimes miss. We may feel we did nothing wrong, a friend or therapist may tell us we did nothing wrong, but this does not necessarily fix the deep and negative attitude toward the self that we carry. Our neural systems respond to reparative relationships, not only to insight; healing takes time and new relationships in which we can experience ourselves in different ways and explore new patterns of behavior, as we’ll explore later in this chapter.

Until we honestly confront and work through our deeper truths, our bodies will hold us responsible. We may respond to situations in the present day as if the earlier pain were happening all over again. This is often referred to as “getting triggered.” We’ll meet the situations in our current life, bracing ourselves with our fight/flight/freeze (or tend-and-befriend) apparatus in full gear, assuming, at some unconscious level, that a crisis is at hand. Our adrenal system goes on high alert, and our bodies pump out stress chemicals and experience  feelings that accompanied previous hurt, even if none is intended in the current situation. The line between the present and the past blurs, and we feel as if we’re being hurt all over again, even though it may be mostly yesterday’s pain that’s being triggered. But we don’t know that; we see it as belonging exclusively to today’s offense. We get caught in a negative feedback loop, in which the stress chemicals in our bodies stimulate painful memories, and our painful memories stimulate more stress chemicals. This becomes a place that it’s tough to get out of, and our thinking can become distorted and fuzzy. Our bodies and our minds are interacting in a way that sinks us further into a stuck place. This is why we need to resolve deep emotional issues that we may be carrying from our past. Otherwise, we interpret situations today through yesterday’s distorted lens—seeing current situations as the sole cause of our emotional and physical upset, placing ourselves repeatedly at that center of our old pain, both physically and emotionally. And if the meaning we make of the situations of our current lives is based upon the meaning we made as helpless children, in circumstances we could do nothing about, we may also live by those old interpretations, whether currently appropriate or not. Our bodies, minds and spirits are living off an old script. Forgiving ourselves, whether or not we’re actually at fault, can be harder than forgiving someone else; it makes us feel vulnerable, needy, confused and hurt all over again, but it is critical for full healing to take place.

Think of September 11 and the constant TV replays of the planes crashing into the Twin Towers. Many children across America thought that this disaster was happening over and over and over again. They had no way of understanding, as youngsters with limited capacity for reasoning, that these were instant replays. Their line between reality and replay was blurred. So many of the especially young ones experienced September 11 as being as many days’ long as the replays that appeared on our television sets if no adult explained otherwise. Our child minds are really not much different. They stretch out our past through the landscape of adulthood, replaying over and over  again those memories that we found traumatic as youngsters. The adults in our lives may have been too preoccupied with their own pain to help us make sense of a painful situation; or they may have thought that because we were silent or uncomplaining we were not being affected. How often I’ve heard adults say, “Kids are so resilient.” Because children have the capacity to laugh and seemingly let go of pain, we assume they aren’t being affected. But nothing could be further from the truth. Children are like sponges, soaking up their environment and holding it in all the tiny spaces they have inside.

The brain is uniquely wired to best remember memories that are powerful in emotional content, whether the memory is of a wonderful clown at a child’s fifth-birthday party, the circus with grandparents who made it seem magical, or repeated abuse by an adored or feared relative. However, if the memory was traumatic, the mind also has the capability to block it out, to selectively “forget” what made life as a dependent child feel too threatening. Here is a case in point:Karen’s Story

Karen has been working with issues of childhood sexual abuse for as long as she’s been in therapy, which is a considerable amount of time. She was in therapy several years before the memories of her abuse could even surface. Karen regularly struggles with depression and moodiness, and she finds herself wanting to isolate herself from others. “I feel stuck here and I can’t find my way past it. . . . I don’t even know if I’ve made this up. You could tell me that I’d made it all up, and I’d say, ‘fine.’ I fight feelings like, What kind of person am I who would make this up? Do I want attention? Am I crazy or do I not want to grow up?  This, Karen says over and over again, in spite of corroboration from more than one relative that this abuse regularly occurred. Can forgiveness play a role here in the darkest corner of Karen’s heart, the corner that thinks she is a crazy bad girl who only wants to make trouble? The truth is, she may never have more information than she has right now. Somehow, she will have to find a way to “accept the things she cannot change and courage to change the things she can.”

Karen’s dilemma is that she was getting hurt by the very same people she looked up to. She believed the terrible things they said to her in their out-of-control anger. So she had to make some kind of crazy contract with herself to go on living as a child needing and loving the people who were wounding her. She had to somehow create a sense of safety with the very same people who were putting her in danger. Part of the contract she made as a child was that there was something wrong with her, that she in some way deserved punishment. The other part of the contract was that she was in some way chosen and had a special relationship with the person hurting her, an intimate bond (which, of course, she did have: a limbic bond, which we’ll discuss later in this chapter, and a traumatic bond, as a result of her extreme dependency on her abuser and her lack of access to or support from other sources). The convoluted, emotional interplay between feeling chosen, valuable and valueless has left Karen with a confusing legacy. It is her body that remembers the abuse, and reacts, in sexual encounters, by either going numb and being unresponsive, or wanting to scream and push her partner away when touched in certain areas that somehow hold memories of her abuse. In her youth, she acted out her pain by being promiscuous. Today, she experiences her body as shutting down and her emotions as frozen. She has had back problems and a bout with thyroid cancer, and she is rarely free of physical pain of some sort.








HOW EMOTION TRAVELS THROUGH THE BODY 

“The body is the unconscious mind,” says Georgetown University research professor Candice Pert in Molecules of Emotion.  “Repressed traumas caused by overwhelming emotion can be stored in a body part, thereby affecting our ability to feel that part or even move it. . . . [T]here are infinite pathways for the conscious mind to access—and modify—the unconscious mind and the body.”

Until recently, emotions have been considered to be location-specific,  associated with emotional centers in the brain such as the amygdala, hippocampus and hypothalamus. While these are, in fact, emotional centers, other types of centers are strewn throughout our bodies. Emotions travel through our bodies and bind to small receptors on the outside of cells, much like tiny satellite dishes. There are many locations throughout the body where high concentrations of almost every neuropeptide receptor exist. Nuclei serve as the source of most brain-to-body and body-to-brain hookups. Nuclei are peptide-containing groups of neuronal cell bodies in the brain.

Emotional information travels on neuropeptides and is able to bind to its receptor cells through the binding substance of ligands. The information is sorted through the differentiation of receptors. That is, certain information binds to certain receptors. So our emotions are constantly being processed by our bodies. This clearly paints a dynamic, rather than static, picture of emotional experience. The brain and body are exquisitely intertwined systems that constantly interact with the environment. All five senses are connected to this system and feed information that determines our unique response to anything from petting a soft rabbit to being slapped. The more senses involved in an experience, the more the brain remembers it. The smell  and taste of Grandma’s cooking—as well as her gentle touch, familiar  voice and the sight of her standing at the stove—all engrave themselves onto our memory systems, along with the feelings associated with them because every sense is involved. The same is true in the case of trauma: Karen remembers the smells of the house in which her abuse occurred, various details of how it looked, along with the sound of her uncle’s voice, his touch, the bitter taste of fear in her mouth and how she felt (or shut down feeling) at the time.

One way the commonality among all humans of this mind-body connection can be illustrated is in the study of the universality of facial expressions. Emotions seem to have an inborn genetic mechanism for expression. Whether you are observing Hungarians, Indians, Africans or Eskimos, their facial expressions for anger,  disgust, sadness, anticipation and joy will be the same. Not only are we a vast mind-body network for the processing of the everyday emotions we feel, we also carry a genetic coding for experiencing basic emotions. So the emotional system is more or less like the endocrine system, and moves throughout our mind-body.

Darwin felt this system was highly conserved throughout evolution because emotions were so critical to our survival. The cavewoman who got scared when she sensed danger from a potentially threatening animal and removed her baby, whom she wanted to protect and nurture into adulthood, was the one who survived and kept our species alive. She is the DNA strain that led to us.


THE POSITIVE FUNCTION OF FEAR AND ANXIETY 

Sometimes, though one part of our bodies is clearly relaxing, another part may still be holding onto stress. This is part of the split between the conscious and the unconscious mind. The following studies show how blocking our anxiety or fear can put us at risk. Fear can be productive in aiding some part of our minds, conscious or unconscious, to prepare for impending events like childbirth or surgery. Larry Dossey, M.D., in his book Healing Words, cites these studies that illustrate our need to be aware of feelings like fear so that we can use them to warn us of impending danger or discomfort. In a study done at the University of Cincinnati Medical School, it was discovered that pregnant women who had anxiety-ridden, threatening dream images toward the ends of their pregnancies had shorter, easier labors than those who had only happy thoughts and blocked their fears. “It’s as if the threatening dreams are acknowledging the painful event that is to come, while the more pleasant dreams deny that reality, just as perhaps the woman who is dreaming them is denying the pain that will be sure to accompany the birth,” surmise Jayne Gackenbach and Jane Bosveld who conducted the experiment. The women who were unable to block or deny their fears, even if only in  their remembered dreams, could better use and integrate them in order to prepare for the pain they were about to experience, and that preparation served them well.

Similarly, British psychologist Anne Manyande of University College in London, “examined blood levels of two stress hormones, adrenaline and cortisol, in patients just before surgery and two days following surgery.” The patients were divided into two groups. The patients in the first group were taught relaxation techniques, and had lower blood pressure, lower heart rate and required less pain medication after surgery than the second group, which received no training.  However, their bodies told a story with a significantly differing subplot.  The group who had used relaxation techniques had significantly increased levels of the stress chemicals adrenaline and cortisol, while, in the group that received no training, the levels for these hormones  did not increase. In other words, though the “relaxed group” had lower blood pressure, lower heart rates and needed less medication (which is a good thing), their levels of stress, as represented by elevated adrenaline and cortisol went up (which is not such a good thing). Again, the split between the unconscious and conscious mind manifests in the body. Even though we can seem to be in control of our stress response, another part of us clearly is not. The hypothesis of the researchers was that our bodies seem to need a little worry and fear before surgery so that we can accurately plan for potential pain and immobility. Wipe out the worry and fear, and we wipe out some of our conscious connection with the real experience. Our unconscious, however, seems to be aware of what’s coming up and expresses its fear through elevated levels of stress in the body.

So blocking our ability to experience feelings of, let’s say, “normal” fear and anxiety—even with something as seemingly helpful as relaxation techniques—means we can’t feel, integrate and interpret their messages to us. Again, in Candice Pert’s words, “The body is the unconscious mind.” We need access to our authentic feelings so that we can use them to guide us toward what we need to do to resolve our  life situations. We need to know how we really feel, or our bodies will let us know in some other way, usually in the manifestation of body aches or dis-ease.




THE POWER OF THOUGHT 

What we think about all day becomes who we are. We are the product of our own thoughts, at least to some extent. In a study done to explore the connection between thoughts and their relationship to health, people from similar backgrounds and of similar age were divided into two groups. The first group was repeatedly shown movies of Nazi war acts while the second viewed films of Mother Teresa’s work attending to the sick and needy. After viewing for the same length of time, each group was given blood tests. Group one exhibited a reduction in immunity while group two showed elevations in immune function. These results persisted over a period of twenty minutes then returned to normal. When this test was repeated, the testers asked the subjects to continue to “rerun the movies or imagery through your minds throughout the day.” When the groups continued to image what they had seen on the screen and allowed it to play in their thoughts throughout the day, the group imaging Nazi war acts experienced a depressed immune function throughout the day, while the group imaging Mother Teresa showed elevated immune functions  throughout their day.

We are what we think about all day. The thoughts we think stimulate emotions, which stimulate specific biochemical reactions within our bodies. We can’t get away from ourselves. And our bodies won’t let us get away with negative thinking. Our systems translate our thoughts into biology. Positive mental attitudes and a spiritual foundation, if they themselves aren’t overly dogmatic or repressive (which can just give us new ways to feel bad or to split off emotional pain that is unacceptable to our belief system), can help us heal. They give us a way to reframe painful life events as challenges along a path to  enlightenment or a closer relationship with God. If we see life as a gift, and are grateful for the opportunity to live, then we are saying yes to all of life—accepting the problematic side and working with it, and  accepting the easy side and enjoying it.

As in marriage, we are committing ourselves for better or for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health. Our contract with life is ’til death do us part—and beyond, depending upon our spiritual beliefs.  The meaning we make of the events of our lives can affect our health even more than the events themselves. Spiritual belief systems also tend to encourage lifting our hearts and minds toward higher thought. The ritual accompanying services, or even Twelve-Step meetings, is designed to elevate us toward a higher plane, to encourage faith and provide a sense of community so we feel that we belong somewhere. That community also allows us to repattern our limbic bonds, as we sit with other people who understand more or less what we’re going through and are willing to support us through healing.

One of the powerful effects of trauma is a loss of trust and faith. We lose faith in the people nature intended to sustain us and meant for us to depend upon. This critical loss of connection and trust extends itself into other areas of our lives. Spiritual communities of all sorts help to restore this loss of trust and faith. They reinstate lost or deregulated limbic connections, the bonds that carry emotional relatedness. Our health suffers when we are in a constant state of fear or feeling disconnected from other people. Our health benefits when we can let go, relax and trust, even if we are let down once in a while. Relationships are critical to our sense of well-being. The feeling of connection to other people and belonging has more to do with health and longevity than we may think. In long-term longevity studies done in Alameda, California, it was found that the single most important factor determining how long people lived was their relationships with family, friends and community. This held true even more than cigarette smoking. Making a choice to have relationships in our lives is a choice for good physical health and well-being. The positive  impact of secure relationships is undeniable.

But relationships are not easy. Most of us live with the childhood fantasy that if those close to us really loved us, they would put our needs before theirs and see our lives as the most important in the world. We want the parent we had or the one we never had. We want our partners to do for us what we can barely do for ourselves. This does not often happen, and expecting it leads many relationships down the proverbial river of regret.

A more realistic and appropriate understanding of interdynamics with family and/or partners is perhaps to see our relationships as catamarans of a sort. We may not notice as we fly along the top of choppy waters that we are constantly staying in balance with the help of a partner or close, sustaining relationships, but we are. The presence of the other often allows us to navigate the waters of life more comfortably than if they were absent. Solid attachments help us feel secure and provide us with a sense of belonging. The internal security that we carry around with us makes the world feel like a safer place. Knowing that we can come home often enables us to face the world with more courage and less fear of failure because, no matter what happens outside, we have somewhere we belong. This can free us up to succeed in the world, in a way, because we need it less. How the world does or does not receive us is less critical if we have a secure place of our own. This is what a good home provides. When this corner of the world called home gets violated, we will do almost anything, including contorting our reasoning, in order to stay connected to these fundamental relationships, these limbic bonds, that we need in order to feel secure. We will become the perfect daughter, or worse, the scapegoat; or we may sacrifice our own needs in order to fulfill the demands of others. We will even go down with the ship.

But a family that acts as a safe harbor that we can drop anchor in when we want or need to and sail out from to explore the world, that keeps a lighthouse burning so that we can navigate in darkness or find our way back to safety when we’re lost at sea, is doing what family is  meant to do. It is providing a haven of love and support that we can call home.

We are living in both a difficult and a wonderful time for families. Difficult because technology and other forces pull at the infrastructure of a family from every direction. Wonderful because we are really getting down to the nitty-gritty and cleaning house (if you’ll pardon the pun). We’re putting our behavior under a microscope and examining it in order to better understand what works and what doesn’t work. Though this creates a new set of problems, ultimately, it should enable us to keep pace with a world that is changing at breakneck speed. The family that worked yesterday may not be the one that will work well in today’s world. But with faith and commitment, we will find what family structure does work, if we’re willing to put in the energy, love and the commitment that it takes. And the forgiveness.




THE ROLE OF THE LIMBIC SYSTEM 

Altering deep emotional patterns is slow and painstaking work. Limbic bonds imprint themselves onto our emotional systems. The limbic system “sets the mind’s emotional tone, filters external events through internal states (creates emotional coloring), tags events as internally important, stores highly charged emotional memories, modulates motivation, controls appetite and sleep cycles, promotes bonding and directly processes the sense of smell and modulates libido,” according to Dr. Daniel Amen, author of Change Your Brain, Change Your Life. Our neural networks are not easily altered. “Early emotional experiences knit long-lasting patterns into the very fabric of the brain’s neural networks,” says Thomas Lewis, M.D., in A General Theory of Love. “Changing that matrix calls for a different kind of medicine all together.” Our emotional life is physical, imprinting itself on our bodies. When we have problems in our deep limbic system they can manifest in “moodiness, irritability, clinical depression, increased negative thinking, negative perceptions of events, decreased  motivation, floods of negative emotion, appetite and sleep problems, decreased or increased sexual responsiveness or social isolation,” says Amen.

Our neural system carries the imprint of our emotional sense memories from childhood into adulthood. Familiar smells, sounds or places can send a cascade of memories flooding through us that either wrap us up in their warmth, or challenge us to maintain our composure. Along with the memories comes the cognitive sense we made of what happened at the time. That’s why when we go to the circus with our children we, too, can “feel like a kid again”; or when we get hurt by someone we love, we can also “feel like a kid again”—but this time, that may mean vulnerable and helpless. Our early emotional memories are being relived in each case. When the memories are wonderful, this is a great boon in life; our child selves color our current experience with innocence and gaiety. When the memories are painful, they can color our current experience in darker hues.

We were naturally disempowered as youngsters to a greater or lesser extent because of the inevitable power imbalance between parent and child. This power imbalance can affect us in all sorts of ways. We can have the wish as adults to restore that secure and comforted feeling we had as children, which is why most of us enjoy creating a comfortable home. Or, if we felt overly disempowered, we may have a deep wish to “get our power back,” which can manifest in healthy or unhealthy ways. All of us experienced some sort of power imbalance—it goes with the territory—but these imbalances can vary greatly along the continuum. We need to find real and sustaining ways to feel whole and solid. Relationships are part of what helps us feel we have a comfortable place in the world. Damage from youth needs to be repaired so that we don’t pass it along in harmful ways and so that we can have reasonably healthy relationships in our current lives. But this repair can require committed and deliberate work.

Psychotherapy is one way of repatterning our limbic systems, along with other healing relationships of all kinds. Because “Describing  good relatedness to someone, no matter how precisely or how often, does not inscribe it into the neural networks that inspire love or other feelings,” says Lewis. “The limbic system is associated with our emotions and the neocortex is associated with critical thinking. Both are operative in processing emotions.” While the neocortex can collect facts quickly, the limbic brain does not. Physical mechanisms are what produce our experience of the world, and we need new sets of physical impressions to change or alter those impressions. Lewis continues:[image: 017]

Emotional impressions shrug off insight but yield to a different persuasion: the force of another person’s Attractors reaching through the doorway of a limbic connection. Psychotherapy changes people because one mammal can restructure the limbic brain of another. . . . The mind-body clash has disguised the truth that psychotherapy is physiology. When a person starts therapy, she isn’t beginning a pale conversation; she is stepping into a somatic state of relatedness. Evolution has sculpted mammals into their present form: they become attuned to one another’s evocative signals and alter the structure of one another’s nervous systems. Psychotherapy’s transformative power comes from engaging and directing these mechanisms. Therapy is a living embodiment of limbic processes as corporeal as digestion and respiration.
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The body is part of the therapeutic process. One of therapy’s ultimate goals is to restore our ability to care and be cared for in reasonably functional ways, to learn to love and be loved. The three neural “faces” or “expressions” of love are limbic resonance, regulation and  revision. It is relationship that heals. We’ve probably all had the experience of loving a subject in school, not because of the subject but because of who was teaching it; we responded to them so we responded to it. Most research done on the efficacy of therapy arrives at the same point: Ultimately, it is the quality of the relationship  between client and therapist, or between group members, that is core to the healing process. Insight is certainly critical to understanding and cognitive restructuring, but the relational patterns encoded into the limbic system do not necessarily respond to insight; they respond to the slow repatterning or recoding of the complex brain and body systems that hold the story of us, the sum total of our experiences, written on them. We take in information through all of our senses; the more senses that are involved in our learning, whether it’s the alphabet or emotional learning, the more the brain absorbs and stores it. The more powerfully the memory is encoded in us, the more it takes to alter the patterning.

All self-help books should probably come with a warning that reads something like: Caution! This book must be accompanied by a network of sustaining relationships. Do not attempt to get better in isolation.  Most women don’t need to be told that relationships are core to our sense of well-being; we’re wired to understand this. And most therapists have always understood intuitively that there is a repatterning of neural networks that accompanies a long and successful therapeutic relationship, no matter what name or discipline it has operated under.




IT’S NEVER TOO LATE TO LIMBICALLY REVISE 

My own discipline is psychodrama, sociometry and group psychotherapy, the brainchild of Viennese psychiatrist Jacob Levy Moreno and later his wife Zerka Moreno. It is essentially a role-playing method and a group-therapy method combined to allow clients not only to  talk about their lives and passions, but act them out as well. In psychodrama, clients have the opportunity, for example, to speak to an empty chair or a role-player representing a person to whom they have something to say. This allows more senses to get involved more directly in the therapeutic process which, we believe, creates more  opportunities for healing. To quote Moreno again, “The body remembers what the mind forgets.” If it didn’t, none of us would breathe, walk or ride a bike. Scene-setting is also important in psychodrama. Memory is “state dependent”; that is, we tend to recall something more fully when similar conditions re-present themselves. Creating the environment in a psychodramatic enactment tends to encourage a more complete recall of a particular situation which, when used properly, can be therapeutic. This of course assumes that clinicians will keep in mind that recalling something with full intensity is not always desirable and should be used carefully. But therapy that allows us to reconnect with our deepest selves—our passions, hopes and dreams—can open a door to living more fully and passionately in the present.

So, if it’s the relationship that ultimately heals, let’s take a deeper look at what’s going on with this process of neural repatterning.


LIMBIC RESONANCE 

We are always giving off emotional signals or rather an emotional essence for other people to pick up on. Our brains are designed to pick up on these signals and translate them. We know much about people without exchanging a word; we get a sense about them, what their essence is, and how we relate to them. In psychodrama we call it tele,  the connection between people that is nonverbal but says everything, what we “get” about another person and they about us, even with no words spoken. Lewis likens it to listening to a piece of music:[image: 019]

The first part of therapy is to be limbically known—having someone with a keen ear catch your melodic essence. A child with emotionally hazy parents finds trying to know herself like wandering around a museum in the dark. ... [S]he cannot be sure of what she senses. . . . Those who succeed in revealing themselves to another find the dimness receding from their own visions  of self. Like people awakening from a dream, they slough off the accumulated, ill-fitting trappings of unsuitable lives.

The experience of being seen for who we really are, of feeling understood and “gotten” by another person or people can be fundamentally altering and healing.

[image: 020]






LIMBIC REGULATION 

We, as humans or mammals, are physiologically patterned to resonate to each other at a deep neural level. Lewis says:[image: 021]

Our neural architecture places relationships at the crux of our lives, where, blazing and warm, they have the power to stabilize. When people are hurting and out of balance, they turn to regulating affiliations: groups, clubs, pets, marriages, friendships, masseuses, chiropractors, the Internet. All carry at least the potential for emotional connection. Together those bonds do more good than all the psychotherapies on the planet. A parent who rejects a child’s desire to depend raises a fragile person. Those children, grown into adulthood, are frequently those who come for help. . . . If patient and therapist are to proceed down a curative path, they must allow limbic regulation and its companion moon, dependence, to make their revolutionary magic.
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Working in the addictions field over the past three decades has taught me endless lessons about limbic regulation. People who have been traumatized by inadequate parenting, who are living with addiction or are addicts themselves, need to put in the time that it will  take to heal in therapy and Twelve-Step programs. The ones who do poorly are invariably the ones who, for some reason or another, won’t put in their hours. Maybe they go to Twelve-Step meetings and are bothered by what people do or don’t say; maybe the idea of groups creeps them out, makes them feel vulnerable, but sooner or later they will need to come to terms with their aversion to connection that makes them want to pick up a book, read it and walk away better—just like they wanted the drink or drug to do the job. Books like this one can point us in the right direction, but words alone don’t make for a full healing; people need to open the door to deeper, more meaningful connections with others, to light a path toward the right kind of healing experience. In Lewis’s words:[image: 023]

... people do not learn emotional modulation as they do geometry or the names of state capitals. They absorb the skill from living in the presence of an adept external modulator, and they learn it implicitly. Knowledge leaps the gap from one mind to the other, but the learner does not experience the transferred information as an explicit strategy. Instead, a spontaneous capacity germinates and becomes a natural part of the self, like knowing how to ride a bike or tie one’s shoes. The effortful beginnings fade and disappear from memory.
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As a client depends, she internalizes this regulation, and it becomes a part of her. Gradually, she feels more whole, capable and confident, until eventually she is ready for independence and self-regulation.


LIMBIC REVISION 

According to Lewis:[image: 025]

When a limbic connection has established a neural pattern, it takes a limbic connection to revise it. . . . [C]oming close to the patient’s limbic world evokes genuine emotional responses in the therapist—he finds himself stirring in response to the particular magnetism of the emotional mind across from him. His mission is neither to deny those responses in himself nor to let them run their course. He waits for the moment to move the relationship in a different direction. . . . And then he does it again, ten thousand times more. Progress in therapy is iterative. Each successive push moves the patient’s virtuality a tiny bit further from the native Attractors, and closer to those of the therapist. The patient encodes new neural patterns over their myriad interactions . . . with enough repetition; the fledgling circuits consolidate into novel attractors. When that happens, identity has changed. The patient is no longer the person he was.
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This underscores the notion that a therapist’s first responsibility is to do her own personal work so that she can pass along as resolved a self as possible. The same would apply to parents, partners, teachers and so on. Who we are speaks louder than what we say on a neural level. It is the total self that instructs and enlightens, not simply the right words. This is also why we can’t will ourselves to forgive. As Lewis says, “A person cannot choose to desire a different kind of relationship, any more than he can will himself to ride a unicycle, play The Goldberg Variations, or speak Swahili. The requisite neural framework for performing these activities does not coalesce on command.” It takes time to change our neural patterning and learn new relationship  styles and skills. Lewis continues, “The physiology of emotional life cannot be dispelled with a few words.” As we’ve already discussed, “describing good relatedness to someone, no matter how precisely or how often, does not inscribe it into the neural networks that inspire love.” Or forgiveness.

Many people miss this critical aspect of therapy, and our current health-care system misses it as well. Deep limbic healing cannot occur in six office visits; rather, it happens slowly and over time. When I work with clients I do my best to help them to understand the importance of a safety net, a network of recovery relationships and activities that will support their personal growth. This network can include Twelve-Step programs or faith-based groups. I also find that exercise and good nutrition play a critical role in a client’s healing. Oftentimes, clients want to get better fast, a let’s-figure-it-out-and-get-out-of-here sort of thing. And that can work to some extent for some people. But this quick-fix mentality ignores the limbic repatterning that is so critical to full healing. New awarenesses about how your parents’ divorce tore you up inside doesn’t necessarily heal the tear. It may be the awareness that starts the wheels in motion for other emotional movement, but healing is a process and it takes the time it takes. Twelve-Step programs are one self-help option that have had a transformative effect on the lives of millions of people worldwide. People changing people.

I myself attend Al-Anon and have for many years. In the early stages of coming to terms with my father’s addictions, it felt like enough just to sit in the rooms, share small pieces of my story and have the room still remain orderly and not be catapulted out of the state of New York. No one walked out, no one yelled, collapsed into tears or took another drink. No chaos. Just “thanks for sharing” and on to the next person. For me, that in itself was enough for a long time. It repatterned me from expecting that sharing my authentic feelings would somehow lead to chaotic emotional scenes, to learning, on a neural level to tolerate my own intense emotions and those of others, and to expect that others could tolerate mine, if all shared in a reasonably considerate  manner. Therapy and recovery encompass a process of neural repatterning. So do our relationships in life. This is how we can plow through the emotional pain that’s blocking our ability to experience pleasure in the present.

[image: 027]

The human brain is exquisitely sensitive to thought. The mind exerts continual “cognitive caresses” on the millions of neurons that make up the brain.

∼Sir John Eccles from Healing Words: The Power of Prayer and The Practice of Medicine



The Body Holds the Secret

Janet is an analyst in private practice.An analyst with a very sore back. Now this is easy enough to explain away when you imagine the long hours of sitting and listening required for the job, or the commuting by train into the city every day from her home in Westchester, or the paperwork, or the lack of large muscle movement in general that has become the fate of homo sapiens trapped in a modern technological world. Bodies, built for one kind of work, are evolving into another evolutionary mandate. As Janet’s back pain grew worse, her visits to the doctor became more frequent, until eventually her back pain became so serious that it interfered with her ability to function. The doctor said that the only option left was surgery, that her diagnosis was spinal stenosis, a condition in which oxygen is cut off from the nerves. Her condition was chronic and degenerating. This was her nightmare, the surgery she’d been trying to avoid for years. Janet opened up to a friend about her condition. Her friend looked her straight in the eye and said, “Why don’t you read John Sarno’s book on pain?” Dr. Sarno, from the Rush Institute in New York City, had taken the rather radical position that most back pain is psychosomatic—that the body’s ability to provide a physical pain that is real, physically painful and distracts from the emotional pain that is being denied, and hence somatized, is quite remarkable.

Janet read the book.

That evening she woke up in the middle of the night. Her husband lay fast asleep while Janet went through the tortures of the damned, time-traveling through her childhood to the eleven-year-old child who had lost her father before she ever really had him. Janet was not a big crier, but the floodgates opened, and thirty-five years of tears poured out. She felt the biting loneliness that she could not feel then, the differentness she felt vis-à-vis her friends in the small Midwestern town where she’d grown up, the longing for a father she had never gotten to know or fully internalize, and the guilt of the daughter who sometimes wished her father would die rather than keep hurting her and her beloved mother with his coldness, meanness and lack of attentiveness. That guilt had kept the full measure of her pain at his loss from surfacing. How could she let herself grieve when she had many times wished him away? How could she be such a bad child, having these evil thoughts? Did her thoughts have the power to destroy, and had she succeeded in devastating their lives? How could she forgive herself, be forgiven and hurt as much as she did hurt after such a profound loss? And how could she ever let herself enjoy the freedom of childhood, of having her mother all to herself, of not missing the bite of her father’s tongue when it lashed out at her and her mother. How could she be at peace? The tears continued to flow, from her heart, from her soul and from her back, where the pain had settled all these years in a physical throbbing that had lost its real voice and spoke out in a somatic one. Her body ached because her mind could not.

The next morning, Janet’s back pain was reduced to soreness. During the following days, the soreness gradually wore off. Within a week, her pain was gone, and it hasn’t returned. Miracles sometimes seem to happen, and this surely appears to be one of them, though, upon closer examination, it came along with a very solid program of therapy, meditation and appropriate physical exercise. Consequently, when this healing occurred, Janet had the support in place to accept it and sustain it. And she was willing to believe that healing had actually occurred and make the cognitive connection between her past hurt and her present pain. As the Italian saying goes, “The mind is hurt and the body cries out.” The collected wisdom of an emotionally attuned culture has created a proverb to describe this common, human phenomenon.

Our bodies are like “smart cells” that store information on all levels. If the body’s ability to operate unconsciously were not so incredible, we would have to think every time we took a breath, plan out each step or refer to a manual on digestion every time we ate a meal. But we don’t have to do that because our bodies do it for us; they know what to do because all that information is carefully coded into them, so we can go about the business of living without being encumbered by all sorts of details associated with our survival. Our bodies function on the more basic levels, so that we can devote our attention to higher functioning. Our basic emotions of trust and mistrust, or connection and disconnection, are equally fundamental.

Trauma is allied with that basic type of functioning. Our fight, flight, freeze responses are physical; the body reacts in times of stress, and the body stores that information so that we can avoid danger at some later time. Fear is one of the easiest responses to condition in any animal. An electric shock paired with a loud sound, say of a slap, will train any dog to avoid either the sound or the feeling of a slap. Even the sound by itself will send the dog into hiding. Equally, emotional sounds can send people into hiding if they carry a fear message connected to them. The body, heart and mind are designed to work in elegant syncopation to accomplish the tasks of living, weaving all five senses together in exquisite symmetry, and adding emotion and intuition to their subtle, efficient mix.






THE LIMBIC BONDS BETWEEN PARENT AND CHILD 

One of the most fundamental human bonds is the one between mother and child, with that between father and child a close second and in some cultures, grandmother and child. A serious disruption in these primary bonds can affect the child. According to Amen: [image: 028]

... hormonal changes shortly after childbirth . . . can cause limbic or emotional problems in the mother. They are called the “baby blues” when they are mild and postpartum depression or psychosis when they are severe. When these problems arise, the deep limbic system of the mother’s brain shows abnormal activity. (The phenomenon has long been detected in animals as well as humans.) In turn, significant bonding problems may occur. The mother may emotionally withdraw from the baby, preventing the baby from developing normally.
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Other life events can also cause problems in the limbic system, such as divorce, death or loss of significant relationships or children in the home. Divorce can actually be “a source of one of the most severe kinds of stress,” according to Dr. Amen. Partners and family members are inevitably limbically connected, and can feel a deep sense of rupture or serious fragmentation when they are separated, and likewise with the children involved. He feels that this may be a part of why it’s so hard to leave even an abusive relationship, where partners have shared the same bed, table and life for years. The kind of deep fragmentation both partners and children experience over these sorts of separations or breakups can be with us throughout our lives. When we try to ignore the sense of fragmentation that can accompany significant loss, when we do not go through the grieving process, we condemn our unconscious to carry it in silence. The part of us that is fragmented may have no voice or expression. However, it does not disappear, as we’ll see in our next case study; it waits for some circumstance in life to trigger it. It may then speak, but in the wrong words. We need to link it to the child’s voice that was silenced to make sense of what is being refelt. When there is a longstanding problem in our bonds from childhood, the unresolved pain associated with it can seem to lie more or less dormant for a time, as we focus on getting our  careers going, for example. But when we reenter intimate relationships or have children of our own, that early emotional conflict gets triggered, along with all the thoughts and feelings associated with it. It’s important that we get some help if this is the case so that we don’t sabotage our relationships in the present with unresolved pain from the past.

[In appendix I, we discuss parenting styles that teach forgiving attitudes toward self and others at each stage of development. It is the way we treat our children that creates the neural network patterning that they will take with them into adulthood.]

The Drama of the Stepchild

Sondra’s history of relationships was not easy. Her parents divorced when she was seven, and her father remarried. Her father now had two stepchildren with whom he spent the bulk of his time. When Sondra visited her beloved father every other weekend she had to share him with two stepsiblings who had him full-time. Her previous, deep bond with him was disrupted, and she had the feeling that their relationship and the part of her that carried it were fragmenting, falling apart. She was quietly grieving the constant loss of her father; she just wasn’t with him enough to sustain her sense of him as her dad, protector and friend. She experienced her parents’ divorce and her life that followed as limbically shattering and fragmenting, and that feeling generalized itself into her daily life in lots of little ways. She felt confused and out of the loop. Wasn’t he her father, really, and why did they get to live with him when she didn’t? She felt jealous of these siblings she didn’t even ask for and furious that they lived the life that was supposed to be hers. She felt like the outsider, the one who sang slightly out of tune, who hesitantly mouthed the words to the song that everyone else knew by heart. Her inner world felt fragmented, as if pieces of her were scattered in different places and she couldn’t pull them all together.

And it was tough to resolve the natural competitiveness she felt toward her stepmother, which she might normally have felt toward her mother. Tough  partly because she didn’t love her stepmother as a mother, and her stepmother did not love her as her child; partly because her own mother seemed lost and depressed, and Sondra felt sorry for her and guilty about her wish to be with her father. She saw her father as choosing her stepmother and rejecting her mother, which made her feel all the more rejected and confused. Her mother didn’t remarry, which Sondra was grateful for, but at the same time, she felt almost too important to her mother, responsible for being her missing partner, her friend ... and she had no real sibling of her own or father to share the job with. She sort of vacillated between overwhelm and underwhelm, and longed for that family in between where she could relax and let down her guard.

Because she had nowhere to talk these feelings through, they never consciously arose. Because she didn’t want to “cause problems” by bringing up “unpleasant” subjects that upset people, she somatized her difficult emotions, and they got plowed into her physiology. She had been deeply hurt over her parents’ divorce, and felt powerful feelings when at her father’s house and sadness when watching her mother working harder than her stepmother. Why was her stepmother living her mother’s life and her stepsiblings living hers? And they all looked so pleased about it, and she felt like a fifth wheel. She had fantasies of one of them dying, of her stepmother becoming terminally ill, of somebody disappearing and a space finally opening up that was big enough for her to have a place in all of this, too. But it never happened, and two half-homes somehow didn’t make a whole one.

Sondra dreamed of having a family of her own someday that no one could take away from her, where she wouldn’t be divided from the people she loved and from herself. Where she wouldn’t have to share her beloved person. But, as so often happens, she seemed to be attracted to the very people who re-created exactly what she came from. The men she fell in love with invariably felt she was “holding on too tight” and found other, less needy women. So again and again, Sondra found herself losing the one she loved, hanging on until it all blew up and ended. Then she would have to start all over again. Overtly, Sondra blamed the guys. She’d just made another bad choice, and it would be better next time because she’d find a better guy. But privately, she blamed herself and wondered what was wrong with her. And the worse she felt about herself, the more she  blamed the guys; and the more she blamed the guys, the faster the relationships tanked. Each time, Sondra found it harder to keep the faith that something could work out for her. Her fragmenting self became her fragmenting life.

In this climate, when Sondra’s heart got engaged, she was hypervigilant, waiting for the roof to cave in.At the first sign of a problem in a love relationship, she felt her throat go dry, her stomach churn and her head start to pound. Her palms would sweat, and if things accelerated into a fight, her heart raced. (All symptoms of PTSD from the trauma she experienced over her parents’ divorce [see appendix II for a list of these symptoms].)Then she’d either blow up and blame, or shut down and withdraw. Or cry and get inarticulate. She got overwhelmed, not necessarily with what was going on outside but with what was going on inside. The more scary thoughts she had of feeling alone and rejected—with quicksilver, hardly discernible images of the hurt seven- and ten- and thirteen- and nineteen-year-old flashing through her mind—the more her body responded. And the more her body responded, the busier her mind became warding off the painful images of past loss and rupture that her body state was restimulating.

Once she got caught in this feedback loop, it really didn’t matter who she was talking to; it all got sort of blurred together. She couldn’t listen to herself or to him because she was flooded with her own reactions, though she was not conscious of their origins. So nothing got worked out. She just felt hurt and defensive, and the fight accelerated until she was caught in a place she couldn’t find her way out of. Caught in a negative feedback loop.

Sondra’s thoughts, hopes and dreams had combined with the day-to-day experience of her early relationships to form her relational world, and that is the world that she carried into each subsequent relationship. Her early experience had been cumulatively traumatizing, so connection and intimacy became triggers for pain. The more strongly she felt for someone, the more she got triggered. Her feelings of vulnerability, her deep wish for closeness, and her increasing feelings of need and dependency all triggered her earlier unresolved pain from other love relationships.

And forgiveness became distorted for her. She was supposed to forgive her parents. But she couldn’t. Every time she forgave her father so she could be  closer to him, she faced the stark reality that his heart belonged to others as much as (or maybe more than) it did to her. So she’d opened her own heart only to find out that it hurt a lot. Forgiving her dad was a bad idea; it was easier to stay mad so she didn’t get blindsided. And she was supposed to forgive her mom, which she did really, but her mom seemed like the one who lost out in Sondra’s eyes, so she didn’t really want to identify with her. She wanted to do things differently from her mom so she wouldn’t end up alone and lonely (childhood reasoning), but didn’t really know how. So this, too, went with her into her own intimate relationships. Consequently, the tiny moments of conflict that are a part of any intimate relationship became laden with all sorts of stuff that made them seem like huge moments. Sondra didn’t really see her parents in a close, satisfying relationship, and she resented the idea that her father’s heart had been given to another woman and children. So the functional forgiveness and emotional processing that were part of that family just made her angry, hurt and envious. She couldn’t make good use of it for herself because her own pain at feeling like an outsider blocked her from doing so. And underneath it all was the feeling that she carried from watching her mother’s struggle, that she wasn’t as important as everyone else, that she would never be able to hold a man’s love (again, childhood reasoning). So she couldn’t forgive herself for all the terrible thoughts and feelings that were now part of her psyche, and she gave herself a bad time in her own head.



This is where therapy is a real godsend. It takes time to tease out the myriad small details that make a life. And seeing them is not the only task; the feelings, thoughts and behaviors that have grown out of the ways in which we have interpreted the events of our lives need to be revisited and reworked as well. They have wrapped themselves around our development, our relationships and our lives. Forgiveness can be tremendously helpful at this point. It is like finally laying a burden down that we have been carrying in our hearts, bodies and minds. It is a way to disentangle our spirits and free them, so that our energies can go into a new direction. We may feel that we are too far along to  change, but as a therapist, I have been amazed at how young people with this feeling sometimes are. Even clients in their twenties with their whole lives ahead of them can feel it’s too late. Telling them that their life is just beginning doesn’t necessarily help; they already feel old and tarnished. They have to methodically go back and pick up the discarded or lost pieces of themselves one by one, hold them in their hands, work with and understand them, construct new meaning to counterbalance the old, learn to take in caring and support from others, and then take a leap of faith into a new self.

In Sondra’s case, these issues from her early life got restimulated when she married and began to have children of her own. She actually avoided marriage for a long time, unconsciously fearing another violation of the affiliative bond. While her focus was on career and single life, she felt relatively safe and secure. But when she did marry and have children, the intensity of the family experience triggered all her old pain from growing up. What occurred in adolescence resurfaced in early midlife. Luckily, she was in a therapeutic process and used the emotional information she gained from it as an opportunity to better understand herself, and to heal and move on. And she slowly underwent a limbic repatterning through long-term therapy and staying in and with her own growing family.

 

In the next chapter, we’ll discuss the five stages of forgiveness.
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