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ADDITIONAL PRAISE FOR
Transformation through Intimacy




“This is an important and tremendously useful book, packed with wisdom and insight. Highly recommended!”

—KEN WILBER, author of The Integral Vision




“For anyone who wants to more deeply understand the seeming mystery of relationship—and transform their partnership to a sublime union of souls.”

—BARRY VISSELL, MD, and JOYCE VISSELL, RN, MS, authors of The Shared Heart




“In his book Spiritual Bypassing, the brilliant teacher and wise therapist Robert Augustus Masters gave us all a splendid, pragmatic antidote to one of the great ills of our time: our pervasive attempts to achieve spiritual transcendence through misguided, subjective self-absorption. Now he’s done it for us again, dissecting our equally pervasive ills and showing us ways to wholeness and sanity in the universally fascinating, troubling arena of intimate relationship.

“Transformation through Intimacy is so comprehensive, so down-to-earth, so vivid and raw, so unflinching and kind, so patient and persistent, it’s hard to imagine that a more potent guidebook to healing the multiple dis-eases of today’s intimacies could possibly appear. There isn’t a couple on earth, nor a single seeking someone to love, nor anyone exploring multiple partnering or other unconventional arrangements, who can’t benefit by looking into the numerous mirrors Robert holds up here as he traces our potential growth through four stages of maturity in intimacy.

“And what a compassionate discipline he has engaged in the writing! Robert has distilled into simple, ordinary essences his highly sophisticated awareness of philosophical, developmental, and clinical theory and his vast years of experience in therapeutic and teaching practice. The result is a book that anyone with a feeling heart, a questing mind, and a dedicated willingness to deeply encounter self and other can surely understand and grow from immensely—again and again.”

—SANIEL BONDER, founder, Waking Down in Mutuality, author of Ultimaya 1.0 and Healing the Spirit/Matter Split




“Robert Masters grabs us like no other couples therapist because his ear for the normalized reactivity and interpersonal laziness we bring to our close relationships is alarmingly familiar. No one can read this book and mindlessly fall back on ‘I’m doing the best I can’ or ‘I’m only human.’ But, happily … you will no longer want to. Masters’s no-nonsense recognition of our immaturity fuels a profound and hopeful understanding of couples development where a genuine trust in Beingness neither bypasses immaturity nor allows it to run the show. Through his intense investigation of intimate relationship, Masters teaches us that if we are willing to roll up our sleeves, we can discover that what we have always wanted actually exists: the safety with our beloved to be raw and unfiltered … and the safety to truly live in our Bigness. At a time when many are questioning the viability of long-term monogamy, Transformation through Intimacy shows us that we ultimately have only two romantic choices: boredom or grace.”

—NANCY DREYFUS, PSYD, author of Talk to Me Like I’m Someone You Love




“Transformation through Intimacy is a bold, refreshing guide for anyone craving a deeper, more authentic connection with their beloved—and willing to dive into new depths of compassion, understanding, and honesty. The rewards are exponential, as I’ve experienced personally. Robert truly is a master.”

—MARY ALLEN, author of The Power of Inner Choice




“In this oh-so-brilliant book, Masters calls us out from behind our relational hiding places, reminding us that there is a sacred, expansive path lying in waiting for us beyond the bondage of our unconscious connections. With powerful and heartfelt language, he paints a new and wondrous portrait of possibility for intimate relationship, one that awakens us to the often unseen universe that lives between and within our hearts. It is right there, close at heart, just waiting to be uncovered, embraced, and explored. Transformation through Intimacy is a magnificent map of awakening. I highly recommend it to anyone who is ready to plunge deeper in their relational life.”

—JEFF BROWN, author of Soulshaping




“A profoundly illuminating book! Robert Augustus Masters’s breadth of expertise and depth of heart reveal the way to become intimate with all of who you are. His guidance is compassionate, penetrating, and clear as a bell, calling you into the very heart of relational intimacy. When Transformation through Intimacy becomes required reading for teenagers, our world will transform! Robert is truly a master of human transformation. If you are ready to deepen your emotional intelligence and experience wholehearted, wide-awake relational intimacy, this book is for you.”

—TERAH KATHRYN COLLINS, author of The Western Guide to Feng Shui




“Transformation through Intimacy is a plea that couples not settle for anything less than awakened monogamy, defined as attachment built on total trust that enlivens, gladdens, and expands. It sparkles with Masters’s many gems mined from decades of counseling and inner work.”

—MARNIA ROBINSON, author of Cupid’s Poisoned Arrow






This edgeless depth we share

This fluid mutuality so bare

This quick-kindling ecstasy

Leaving us bonelessly asway

In love’s ever-virgin eternity

We trade the slightest glance

And our flesh starts to dance

Sweet sweet electricity

Such sublime simplicity

Touching the one through the two

Meeting—once again—beyond what we knew

Your delight in my newly shaved head

And in how I worded what I just said

My delight in your unwavering care

And in the familiar deep of your gaze

Is but part of a very long list

That began long before we first kissed




The more we blend

The more we don’t end

The more we hold what’s dying

The more we are held by the divine

Expanding to include each other

Our only shared name that of lover

I the husband of your heart

You the wife of mine

Long have we been apart

Now we have our time

Bound together yet free

Twin flames of intimacy
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INTRODUCTION

The Evolution of Intimate Relationship

Intimate relationship has evolved over the last four or five decades so far from its long-established ways—mutating in diverse directions—that its very nature and structuring, once largely unquestioned givens, are clearly up for some deep questioning and reformulating.

Reformulating, revisioning, restructuring, reinventing—how we tend to look at intimate relationship is changing almost as rapidly as intimate relationship itself.

One result of this is that many of us do not have a particularly clear view of intimate relationship and its possibilities. Nonetheless, we have to admit that something is different about intimate relationship now. We look back just two generations, and it seems as if we’re looking back many hundreds of years. Things are shifting that rapidly.

For a very long time, intimate relationship was viewed and lived, with few exceptions, as an alternative—and not necessarily an equivalent alternative!—to spiritual life. There was the householder, and there was the spiritual seeker, and there wasn’t much overlap between them. As wide as this split was for men, it was even wider for women. Intimate relationship was something you did—or endured—until there was cultural permission to do something “deeper.”

Now there is a significant amount of cultural permission—small by conventional standards yet substantial enough to register on societal radar screens—for something “deeper” to happen within intimate relationship, as well as an increasing pull toward it. So intimate relationship has, at its leading edge, become less a prelude to spiritual opening and awakening, and more a catalyst or crucible for it.

This is nothing less than great news. Relational intimacy, especially in the form of monogamy, is then not something we have to get past or outgrow in order to spiritually evolve; rather, it’s something that can profoundly serve that evolution—and our journey toward wholeness—without any need to bypass or marginalize our humanity.

Grounding our spirituality in the raw material and inevitable difficulties of daily life (as are amply supplied by intimate relationship) is much needed, leaving us more present, more aware, more vitally whole. Spirituality directly lived in the context of ordinary life is spirituality that can have a great impact on the quality of life. Staying plugged into our spirituality during our relationship’s bumpier times provides us with an essential perspective, greatly increasing the odds that we won’t sweat over what’s not worth sweating over.

If we can access our spirituality, and access it at a deeper level than that of belief, during the inevitable trials and challenges of intimate relationship, we can probably access it just about anywhere.

Intimate relationship could be called the ashram of the twenty-first century—a place especially ripe with transformational possibility, a combination crucible and sanctuary for the deepest sort of healing and awakening, through which the full integration of our physical, mental, emotional, psychological, and spiritual dimensions is more than possible.

Intimate relationship as a crucible and sanctuary for our healing and awakening—sounds good, doesn’t it? But once our honeymoon with this is over, the real labor begins. The path is not neatly laid out for us, in part because we, through our very relatedness with our intimate other, are co-creating that path, that relational unfolding, as we go, feeling our way (more often than not in far-from-straight lines) toward what really matters. In this, we not only travel together through adventures spawned by our mutual conditioning, but also, as will become clear, take up residence in deeper stages of intimate relatedness.

These are exciting times for intimate relationship—excitingly alive and excitingly unstable. The playing field for men and women has, in far more ways than not, been leveled, making possible encounters and openings not generally available when women were second-class citizens or worse, cut off from their own voice and power. Now men and women have far more of an opportunity to meet eye to eye, belly to belly, heart to heart, without the disempowering ethics of the past. A meeting of true partners no longer has to be such a rarity.

However, a level playing field is not without its own perils, for it’s easy to reduce it to a flatland of force-fed equality. Once women gained more rights and a more inclusive cultural context in which to live, they began leaving men, in trickles at first then in droves, which brought more and more men to psychotherapy or at least to their knees. Then men began to realize that they would have to do more than flash some bucks, be nice for a while, or raise a fist to keep women with them. Many relationships became arenas of negotiation, wherein equality between the partners did not liberate but rather only fed the status quo.

Neurotic egalitarianism seized the helm, declaring an across-the-board equality that increased comfort and apparent security while simultaneously dulling and deadening. The husbands typically depicted on television sitcoms—sexless, inept, and often spectacularly unattractive—reflected and reinforced the notion that for men marriage was, whatever its trappings, a trap. And so on.

Intimate relationship shifted for many from barbaric to bland, infecting more than a few with nostalgia for the barbaric, because at least that had some juice, especially for the men. Affairs multiplied. Pornography infiltrated the mainstream, attracting refugees from the wastelands of conventional marriage.

It became essential that relationship move away from the banality and stagnation of such widespread conventionality, but it mostly went backward instead of forward, while often acting as if it were indeed moving forward (as exemplified by “open” marriage and multiple-partnering practices and their accompanying rationalizations). Monogamy began to take more and more heat, getting overly associated with the deadening of passion.

Nevertheless, amidst all this relational upheaval there was something else starting to emerge, something neither barbaric nor bland, something at once deeply passionate, caring, awakened, and rooted in integrity and love—a stage of intimate relationship that I call awakened monogamy (and have elsewhere referred to as mature monogamy). The practice and living of awakened monogamy is at the heart of this book. Much will be said about how to move through the territory between immature monogamy and awakened monogamy. That territory, that ever-shifting yet fertile zone of potential relational evolution, features a remarkably rich mix of landscapes, emotional and otherwise, and can seem overwhelming in its complexity and overlapping concerns.

And so, as an orientation aid, I consider most of this book’s topics through the lenses of four stages of intimate relationship—me-centered, we-centered codependent, we-centered co-independent, and being-centered. These are described in Chapter Two.

Awakened monogamy may sound wonderful, but how do we get there? After all, we can’t just read about it and then go live it. Much has to be done before this stage of monogamy is significantly available to us. For starters, we need to expose, face, and directly work (and not just cognitively!) with whatever is immature in us. We can’t, for example, remain emotionally illiterate or morally stunted if we want to be in a truly awakened intimate relationship.

Much of this book therefore concerns what needs to be explored and done in order to prepare us for awakened monogamy. The passage from me-centered to being-centered monogamy is not just a journey of ripening intimacy with a beloved other, but also is a journey into and through zones of ourselves that may be very difficult to navigate, let alone get intimate with and integrate with the rest of our being.

The deep longing for a being-centered relationship, the aching for a passionately awakened partnership with our beloved, is our primary guide when it is openly felt and welcomed, providing incentive and inspiration for exploring places and patterns in ourselves that we otherwise would likely avoid or only superficially visit.

And it is into these places and patterns, these areas of darkness, pain, and heavy wounding, that we must go if we are to be truly ready for awakened monogamy. This is not some kind of romanticized shadow-work but rather an odyssey that, asking everything of us, ripens us for a life big enough to include awakened monogamy.

In short, moving toward awakened monogamy awakens and matures us.

Part of the problem in writing about intimate relationship is that it loses much of its aliveness and visceral authenticity when it is chopped up into categories. So I will not be as neat as perhaps I could be in my structuring of this book, letting the contents of its chapters mingle and overlap to some extent. Each aspect of an intimate relationship affects and is affected, however indirectly, by every other aspect of the same relationship; this book will resonate, as best it can, with much the same interactive, intersubjective spirit.

Awakened monogamy, if it is genuinely awakened, does not look down upon immature monogamy or non-monogamous drives, but instead cultivates intimacy with their qualities, however lowly, dense, or dark those may be. Everything has its place. Egocentric impulses, for example, are not banished or subjected to spiritual ambition’s ego-eradicating programs; rather, they are approached with sufficient depth and clarity to divest them of any power to threaten or otherwise undermine one’s relationship, leaving them—like the rest of our “lower” qualities—as no more than colorful, functionally peripheral threadings that simply enrich the weave of our relationship.

So, in the spirit of intimacy with all that we are, including knowing that we’ll be aligned with our heart’s deepest longing when we stop avoiding the work that needs to be done, I invite you to explore with me the anatomy, evolution, and transformational power of intimate relationship, with a special focus on awakened monogamy.



PART ONE


Getting Oriented


One touch and our flesh parts

Unveiling our shared heart

Our everfresh mutuality

Shining through universes of solidity

Revealing the steps we must take

More than just a choice

So perfectly personal

So staggeringly intimate

Wherever I touch you

I touch all that you are




My hand cups the side of your face

Absorbing its leaning shapely softness

Sensing the stirring of tales too old to be told

Eloquent collages of pure feeling

Eluding any translating

So perfectly personal

So edgelessly intimate

My hand no longer a hand

Palming something so immense

Something so boundlessly deep

Something cradling our totality

Until we are more mystery than history

Yet never so alive in our intimacy

Our ever-deeper uncommon bond

Seasoning and freeing us

Even as we feel the breath of our death

Brightening our every bloom






ONE

Relational Intimacy as Both Sanctuary and Crucible

Intimate relationship promises much yet only delivers what we put into it. We need to ask not only what we want from such relationship but also what we are willing to do to manifest that. Wanting to be cocooned or secured through relationship is very different than wanting to be healed, awakened, and deepened through relationship. If we really want the latter, we need to open to what it will—and has to—ask of us, knowing that it won’t necessarily be an easy ride, at least not until we are stably established at a significantly mature stage of relationship.

Of course, if it were easy, we likely would have done it long ago. But, as we shall see, the very difficulties that arise as we more deeply enter relationship are what provide most of the raw material for reaching the depth and ease of relationship for which we yearn.

We want so damn badly to really get it right in our relationships, as is so exhaustively demonstrated by all the books and television shows about how to have better relationships, all the songs of heartache and break and mend, all the hunting and hoping and groping for that special somebody who’ll do right by us, all the efforting, manipulation, self-marketing, and strategizing to get it right, to get it to last, to get it to really satisfy—all of it sentenced to the labor of making us feel better or at least more sure or secure, consuming more of our attention and energy than we’d bargained for, leaving us burdened and bewildered and close to not much more than depression and burnout, yet still hot-wired to enough paint-by-numbers relationship advice to be marooned from the fact that real relationships, relationships rooted in love and a mutual commitment to waking up, are not only less nice and more challenging than we thought, but also more messy (like this sentence).

Before it becomes truly functional, intimate relationship sometimes can be such a drag, such a high-maintenance hassle, such a drain, knocking us around until we swear that we’ll not reenter such a hazardous arena, regardless of its feel-good payoffs. But it usually doesn’t take much time for us to jump back in again, high on hope (as when we get a tidbit of unexpected openness from an emotionally stingy partner). Maybe we will do better this time; maybe we’ll meet someone who will treat us more respectfully; maybe we won’t be so intolerant; maybe we won’t be so tolerant; maybe we’ll not let ourselves be fooled; maybe we’ll handle things better; and so on. Such endlessly rich and (more often than not) melodramatic material this is for standup comedy, soap operas, and everyday gossip. And for something deeper, too, as we shall see.

Sloppy dialogue, emotional illiteracy, go-nowhere arguments, little cruelties, everyday stupidities, mismatched desires, mechanical rituals, halfheartedness, putting off what needs to be done—these are some of the things that clutter many relationships. They resist the vacuuming of good intentions. They resist both rational persuasion and emotional pleas. They go wherever we go, following us into and out of our dreams. At essence, however, they are just longtime habits tracking mud and worse into our shared space, while masquerading as us. If left unaddressed, this leaves our lives debilitatingly messy, no matter how well-scrubbed our place and face may be.

But in the messiness-including integrity and vitality of being-centered relationship (as epitomized by awakened monogamy), such habits become nakedly obvious, clashing and colluding with each other before a mutually knowing eye, clearly needing more than a laundry spin, more than a communications course, more than better table manners. Such habits have gotten away with referring to themselves as us but now cannot do so for long, as we, more and more, learn to relate to rather than from them.

Intimate relationship not only includes the mingling and encounter of differences but also, sooner or later, catalyzes a blatant exaggeration or flaring-up of differences, a vividly dramatized exposure—however unwittingly animated!—of various oppositions, impasses, difficult mixes, and over-defended positionings that would have otherwise more than likely remained camouflaged or untouched.

As unpleasant as this might feel—and the worse it feels, the more valuable it likely is—it signals a great opportunity to know ourselves more fully, because so much of what needs to be worked through for our own maturation is right before us, literally out front and in our face, inviting us, for starters, to openly face it.

Intimate relationship thus provides an environment, both outer and inner, wherein what we do not like or do not want to know (or simply do not know) about ourselves is given center stage, just like in a dream. And there we may stand or stumble, seemingly transfixed by the spotlight, held in place by both our attachment to the other and to our own ideologies, feeling the heat of our preferences starting to flame into reactivity.

And this point, where we’d typically just trot out our usual roles—the misunderstood one, the victim, the reasonable one, etcetera—is precisely where even a trace of wakefulness is of immense use, to inwardly acknowledge not only our state but also our degree of identification with that state. When a mutually compassionate eye can be cast upon the highlighted reactivity of one or both partners, the relationship is on course.

The more deeply we dive, the less we mind upsetting waves, finding within intimate relationship an increasingly compelling invitation to seek and find freedom through our shared heart, our shared body, our shared limitations, our shared boundlessness, our shared mortality, our shared yes, our shared being, our shared all …

But as good as it gets, intimate relationship still can be a two-headed hell-raiser. There are times when the shared heart is split into two densely walled camps; there are times when the shared body is a vacant lump; there are times when the shared limitations are just a royal pain in the shared ass; there are times when the shared boundlessness is just an idea; there are times when the shared mortality is but a tenured deadening; there are times when the shared being is crowded with loneliness; there are times when the shared yes is riddled with doubt. The good news is that such times are fierce teachers, testers and potential deepeners of our faith, inviting us to get back on track.

When we are intimate with another, we can be very, very hurt. We can become crazily jealous, possessive, obsessed, angry in ways we never thought possible, our spiritual practices shredding into near nonexistence in the storms of our pain and reactivity. Under such conditions it might seem that our capacity for awakening has been severely diminished, but that is from the viewpoint that sees only the turbulence, the chaos, the unpleasantness of what is happening. However, in such rough and wild waters swirls another possibility, one equipped with nothing but a lifeline to our heartland. If we take hold of it, we start to recognize what’s right about what’s wrong; we treat the shit as compost; we let the pain tear open our heart; we learn to love when we are not being loved or don’t feel loved, and to give what we ache to be given.

However, if we only try to think our way through our relationship hassles, we merely confine their turbulent forces in our mind, thereby intensifying our confusion, instead of letting such forces fuel our leap into a more fitting level of being, recognizing and treating relational intimacy not as an end but rather as a means, an extremely potent crucible for awakening’s alchemy.

When we stop caring so much about who’s right, we find enough heart to recognize what’s right about what’s wrong, allowing ourselves to be more comfortable with the uncomfortable, including the fear of being so close and connected that even a small unkindness from our partner cuts us. This is not about being oversensitive but vulnerable. A relationship that lacks vulnerability is a relationship sentenced to the shallows.

We do, however, need to be careful about our possible egoic investment in having a “deep” relationship. There is nothing like an intimate relationship to let us know that we’re not as developed as we may have thought!

We might, in meditative retreat or metaphysical flight, assume without much challenge that we are indeed sitting with our less-than-admirable qualities, being mindful of them, and so on, but real relationship does not waste much time in letting us know the difference between sitting with such qualities and sitting on them.

Entering such relationship is generally a rude awakening. It steps on the toes of our ego, unimpressed by our credentials, drawing us into an evolutionary drama in which our neuroses initially get to star as us and then are divested of such pretension, becoming but grist for the mill of awakening. To the degree that we are attached to our egoity and neurotic rituals, a relationship will, more often than not, seem like just one insult after another, prior to becoming being-centered.

The sooner we ask what’s right about what’s wrong in our relationships, the sooner we’ll discover the real value and purpose of them.

This may mean approaching our relationship in ways that we are not accustomed to. Sometimes being off our path is our path. Sometimes what works best is to spend some time in what doesn’t work (this, however, does not mean that we should be tolerant of abuse!). For example, watching the worst of television as an alternative to meditation too rigidly adhered to can be good medicine for spiritual constipation. We can get so busy trying to be good, trying to stay on the path, trying to be a successful somebody in a conscious relationship, that we stagnate, barely able to move beneath the sheer weight of all our documented failures.

Making discerning room for our intimate relationship to sometimes be somewhat messy—which does not mean making a virtue out of laziness, inconsiderateness, and mean-spiritedness!—helps keep it clean, unsullied by “purity” and the tyrannies of psychosocial correctness.

This does not, however, necessarily mean clear sailing. Any relationship can trigger us. Good relationships trigger the hell out of us without trashing the relationship; great relationships trigger the hell out of us while deepening the relationship. And the best relationships use whatever happens, however difficult or disheartening, not only to deepen the relationship but also to awaken us beyond it.

What does not work in a relationship (assuming that neither partner is abusing the other) is what can make it truly work—especially in the sense of giving us sufficient jolts to alert us to our trances, consensual and otherwise—but only if such difficulties are approached by both partners as opportunities rather than problems. Not easy, not easy at all. After all, this asks that we venture from the shoreline into some really big waves. We might then strengthen or more firmly anchor our bond with our partner; or we might finally see that we are not right for each other, no matter what we do; or we might start new practices together; or we might recognize that the depth of our love will sustain us through all, or that it is not enough to keep us together; and so on. No guarantees.

We may think it would be great to be at our edge—which is where growth primarily occurs—but actually being there is not necessarily much of a picnic. In fact, it sometimes may be so unpleasant, so scary, so hard to stomach or handle that we find some convincing alibis to do otherwise—such as literally leaving the relationship, withdrawing from it while still in it, or keeping it relatively superficial.

About leaving a relationship: There is no inherent virtue in staying; what matters is that we don’t leave prematurely. Hanging in there when it’s rough or unnourishing is just as important as leaving when it’s been rough or unnourishing for too long. Many of us have stayed too long in relationships, convincing ourselves that we should, regardless of our partner’s behavior, stay and try to make wise use of whatever happens to us—anything other than leaving!

Sometimes the most loving thing we can do for another is to leave them, especially when they refuse to work on themselves or acknowledge their part in whatever relational difficulties are arising. We have to ask ourselves—and not when we are reactive!—if we are truly being served or furthered by the relationship. Are the difficulties therein challenging us in a way that we need to be challenged, or are they simply eroding us? If the answer to this varies according to our mood, it’s not the answer.

We can’t connect unless we are already separate; and we can’t separate unless we are already connected. Such is the apparent paradox of relationship. Real intimacy is the art of balancing togetherness and apartness so that they are not so much polar opposites as they are dance partners. The relationship is the dance floor; what we don’t like about each other and ourselves the wallflowers; and the music and movement Life itself, at once outlasting us and appearing as us.

In the liberating bondage of real intimacy, our separateness is not a problem but rather a ticket to real freedom, providing more than enough dissatisfaction and disillusionment to push us toward what we really need.

Part of what makes a relationship truly rewarding is an ongoing mutual intimacy with what doesn’t work in the relationship, however small that might be.

The obstacles we encounter in relationship are less obstacles than they are catalysts in drag. Catalysts for what? For waking up. Be grateful to have someone so close to you who can so easily push your buttons—and maybe even install a few! It’s not so easy to remain buttoned-up when we’re in close to another. Healthy relationships don’t let us remain intact, cool, immune. They kick our mutual butt with such fierce compassion that we can’t sit for long on our stuff. How infuriating, how inconvenient, what a pain in the ass! And what a gift. (And what ease, once we have entered being-centered relationship, wherein fierce compassion is needed only occasionally.)

And what a wonderfully sobering and illuminating joy to enter so deeply into shared living that everything is permitted to awaken us! And to be so close, so attached, so deeply bonded that we cannot get away for very long from the inevitable challenges of such relationship.

This is freedom, freedom through limitation, freedom through traveling together no matter what the weather.

Freedom through intimacy.
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