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Introduction

This book has been written for all the men and women seeking to enjoy more emotionally fulfilling sexual pleasure with the ones they love. I have you in mind whether or not you have ever seen a therapist or have ever considered it. This book will surprise you with new information to think about.

I have you in mind whether you have ever been in individual therapy or couples therapy. This book, with its emphasis on the body and becoming more attuned to moment-to-moment experience, will complement your personal discovery and your growth as part of a couple.

I also have you in mind whether you are a psychotherapist, sex therapist, psychologist, psychiatrist, physician, bodyworker, health professional, teacher, or social worker—or any of the number of people who provide assistance to those seeking guidance or healing. This book will help you to do that.

Pleasure Informs

In my last book, The Pleasure Zone: Why We Resist Good Feelings and How to Let Go and Be Happy, I showed how pleasurable experiences nurture us as individuals and help us to thrive in life. Here, once again, I take a body-mind approach to how pleasure can be a great teacher. This time we focus on enjoying a highly fulfilling, affectionate, sexy, and intimate love relationship.

This is a detailed study of the many body-based factors that can affect a couple’s ability to enjoy loving sexual pleasure. The book demonstrates clearly that what’s important is not just how well we communicate verbally but also what two bodies are saying to each other when they’re together, whether the message is mentally registered or not.

When we look deeper at the body’s response to love and sexual feelings, we find that things get a bit complicated. Your response has to do with whether or not you learned to separate emotional attachment from sex, how secure or insecure you feel, how you deal with stress in a relationship, how comfortable you are in your own body, how playful you are about anything, how well informed you are about sex, and how skillful you are as a lover.

Part I: Love and Romance

Part I begins with an exploration of what I call the love-lust dilemma, the disappointing fact that due to our sexual programming, the commitment of love itself can undermine sexual desire. I show how early childhood history with sexual feelings typically programs the brain and the nervous system to inhibit any arousal in the presence of family and to direct sexual interest toward strangers. That’s a good thing. But when you make a commitment, the “beloved” becomes “family.” The more the partners start to act like family with each other, the more likely there will be an automatic physiological tendency to cut off desire for him or her.

This reaction is body-based, and you can’t be talked out of it. Inhibitory responses are minute muscle tensions that may be set off by a fleeting thought of self-doubt or a partner’s microsecond gesture that is reminiscent of parental disapproval. But you can become aware of the body-mind process that opens or closes you to sexual love.

This part continues with a scientifically based view of romance and the critical role it plays in generating feelings of desire. It shows how a certain kind of romantic play can turn on the erotic body and transform a partner from a family projection into a sexually appealing playmate.

Part II: Sexual Pleasure

Part II begins with a definition of sexual health and the importance of sexual gratification to general health and the health of an intimate relationship. It examines the factors that can get in the way of letting go to sexual pleasure and how body-based intimate attunement with oneself and with a partner can break through barriers and spark sexual enthusiasm.

This part continues with an exploration of the kind of erotic play that can keep sexual feelings alive. It offers a detailed description of sexual activities that can be experienced with greater presence, expertise, and gratifying pleasures.

The Ten-Step Loving Sex Program

This book doesn’t just talk about the factors that make up loving sex; it also offers a ten-step program for putting the information to use.

Each chapter concludes with a step in the program that can provide you with a personal experience of the material presented in that chapter. The step offers further comments, one-person exercises, couples games, and experiments to do on your own or with a partner. These explorations are to be taken in the spirit of play and adventure and are designed to bring pleasure while providing insights about yourself and your partner. Although it would be best to do some of these exercises with your partner, you can also gain insight and skill by doing the partnered exercises alone, using mental imagery, fantasy, and felt-sense awareness (this will be explained in chapter 1).

If you are between partners, you may be able to do some of these exercises with a good friend, setting boundaries as you go along and being clear when an exercise feels beyond the parameters of your physical relationship.

An Evolutionary Process

This book represents an evolutionary process that can deepen the capacity for emotional and sexual intimacy. Wherever we start, and with whatever history, we can be in charge of our own emotional and sexual evolution.

This has been my own story, and I offer myself and not just my clients as an example of how it can be done on an ongoing basis.

In August 1964 I had completed my course work toward my doctorate in clinical psychology at Indiana University, and I arrived at the University of California, San Francisco, as an intern at the UCSF Medical Center’s highly regarded Langley Porter Neuropsychiatric Institute. I should have been thrilled to be there, but instead I was severely depressed.

I had been married for about two years, and my young husband and I had just separated. We decided to separate because we seemed incapable of making love in any way that was fulfilling for either of us. I loved him deeply, as I’d never loved anyone before, and I cried every day because I was so lonely and missed him so much.

We were both twenty-two when we married, and although we seemed perfect for each other in many ways, the sex was inept and such a terrible disappointment. We decided that he would remain in Bloomington for the year of my internship and that we would each have other lovers. We thought that with more sexual experience we would come back to each other better able to work out our sexual problems so we could stay together forever. This was, after all, the sixties.

As luck would have it, Langley Porter was located on the top of a hill overlooking Haight-Ashbury, a modest neighborhood with no hint yet of notoriety, and I found an apartment with a working fireplace and a view of the bay and the Golden Gate Bridge. So here I was: a heartbroken and sexually yearning young woman in my early twenties, plunked down in what was about to become a vortex of the Sexual Revolution.

I met my first real lover at a folk dance and was immediately attracted to his exuberant spirit, his graceful dancer’s body, and his physicality. I will never forget the first time we made love on the bed in my flat: candles aglow all around us, a fire shimmering and crackling in the fireplace, shakuhachi flute and koto music playing softly on the stereo, and foghorns moaning in the distance. It was magical and everything I had ever hoped to experience sexually. It lasted for hours and became the gold standard by which all other sex was measured.

In fact, this beautiful young man and I made wonderful love together for more than a year, even though he knew I was married and planning to return to my husband. We loved each other but expected nothing of each other.

We lived together only once for about three weeks. That happened right after my husband wrote to me that he was in love with another woman and wanted a divorce. I was overcome with grief. My lover took me to the flat he shared with a friend, put me to bed, and held me silently for hours on end as I cried in his arms over another man.

So in truth, while I was surrounded by the sexual peregrinations of all my friends in Haight-Ashbury and learned a lot from them, I had a single great lover while I was there, and I was quite content.

When I got back to Bloomington, with my newly acquired liberation and spite for my ex, who was now living with his girlfriend, I felt driven to chalk up sexual victories. I wanted to be free and try everything everyone else was trying. But in my heart I still longed for love, and I believed with all my being that sex in a loving relationship was the best sex of all.

I did finally meet the man who was to become my life partner. It was at the end of 1978. We were at a Christmas party. He clearly liked me, but I was unimpressed. He was not my type—he was too thin, too blond, and too nice. Two weeks later, when he called, I agreed to a date only because I had nothing else to do on the Friday night he asked me out. I’ve been with him ever since. I never did find a reason to say no to him.

This relationship has taught me more about myself, life, love, sexual desire, passion, orgasms, commitment, joy, and peace than anyone or anything else I’ve ever experienced. It hasn’t always been easy. He’s been his own man, and I’m my own woman. As it’s turned out, that has been our greatest asset. I’ve come to appreciate that the difficulties we’ve had have pushed us to grow. Here we are now, more than three decades later, reaping the benefits of what we’ve learned, weathered, and supported in each other.

When the Professional Is Personal

Clearly, the subject matter of this book has been more than a professional and intellectual study; it’s been a lifetime commitment. My personal insights have informed my therapeutic approach. The insights I’ve gained at the office and in studying the research have helped my partner and me at home. This book is the culmination of all of the work I have done so far to integrate everything I know about love, sex, and the body.

Enjoy the journey!





PART I

Love and Romance





Chapter 1

The Love-Lust Dilemma

Feelings of love can kill libido. Today’s big relationship challenges—sexless marriages, low desire, infidelity, compulsive use of pornography, chronic conflict, and marital boredom—are all linked to this unfortunate reality. It’s a basic dilemma for the contemporary man or woman. It manifests in different forms, but what’s common in each instance is this: as the emotional attachment in an intimate relationship grows, the sexual desire often dwindles, yet without desire, the relationship is at risk of failing.

I call it the love-lust dilemma. There’s a wealth of scientific data from research in brain biochemistry, sexual science, anthropology, and sociology to support this assertion. As a therapist with more than thirty-five years of practice in couples therapy and sex therapy, I also have plenty of anecdotal evidence to offer.

In my view, the love-lust dilemma is not an inherent aspect of human sexuality but rather an artifact of a society that unwittingly primes us from childhood through adulthood to separate love from sexual desire.

Sexless Love as a Social Phenomenon

Consider the plight of so many couples: the well-publicized trend of sexless marriages or lack of interest in sex. Low sexual desire reached national prominence several years ago when Newsweek ran a cover story titled “No Sex Please, We’re Married.” The article proclaimed the number of sexless marriages to be a problem “of epidemic proportions,” and it suggested that the level of sexual activity in a marriage serves as a reliable measure of whether the relationship will last.

We might expect this problem from couples who have a lot of stress in their lives or from older people who have been in the same relationship for decades. But as a therapist with a specialty in sexual concerns, I can tell you that this development is just as true for couples without much stress and for twenty- and thirty-year-olds in relatively new relationships. Some men and women lose their desire for their partners even within days of moving in together.

One frustrated young woman in her twenties wondered what she could do to jump-start her sex life with her live-in boyfriend. Ever since they had moved in together only eight months earlier, their love had grown stronger but their sex life had died. She loved cuddling with him and considered him cute, but the passion was gone.

A despondent man in his thirties was crushed when the only woman he ever really loved left him because he lost interest in her sexually. She said it wasn’t good for her self-esteem that he couldn’t see her as a desirable woman. Whenever they went out, she could see him lusting after other women. He said it had been that way with every woman he’d ever cared about.

Loss of Desire at the Earliest Stage

Then there are individuals who lose sexual interest in someone practically within minutes of merely liking him or her.

One good-looking young man in his early thirties came to see me about his late-night habit of computer sex. His high-paced business kept him on the run and stressed-out with ten-hour days. He lived alone, and his way of relaxing was to come home, eat something, and get into the world of Internet porn. He called for an appointment right after a sobering experience with a woman.

It was the only time he had ever been fixed up with a woman in which the two of them had really hit it off on the first meeting. They saw each other a few times that week for coffee or a drink and made out one time briefly in his car. A week later she invited him over to her place, and he went. They kissed for a while on the couch and moved onto the bed. As he turned to put his arms around her he had a sudden realization that he felt nothing. What he really wanted was to get home, relax, and cozy up with the screen and keyboard.

In this instance and others like it, people in new relationships are complaining about a sexual issue—a loss of libido in one or both partners—that we usually associate with long-term relationships.

In Lust but Not in Love

Whereas one side of the love-lust dilemma is the inability to desire the one you love, the other side—the inability to love the one you desire—is equally limited. Some people throw away the possibility to have what they say they want most—sexual excitement and true love—because they find it hard to love the person they’re in lust with.

I’ve heard some men and women say that the people they are most turned on to are not the type of people they care to love. I heard it from a young woman who was holding back sex from someone who could be a potential mate while gleefully giving in to the seductions of a man she never wanted to see again.

One man began therapy because he was seeing a woman he had a great sexual relationship with but didn’t feel capable of loving. They had been together for more than a year, and she gave him an ultimatum: make a commitment to her or she was going to move on. He didn’t want to give her up, but he couldn’t commit, either. When he talked about her, he said she was a good woman and he didn’t want to hurt her. But then he seemed reluctant to acknowledge her good qualities, like her intelligence and kindheartedness, and he even faulted her for her high sex drive.

When these men and women come for therapy, they are often well aware of their disconnect between love and desire, and they recognize it as a pattern that keeps them from committing to a relationship.

Low Libido in Loving Couples

Finally, there are the poster children for sexless marriage: people who love each other but have lost interest in sex. They may feel emotionally close and even be affectionate with each other, but for one reason or another the sexual part of their relationship reached a low point and never quite picked up again.

It can happen at various stages in a relationship, such as in the early years, with the stresses of young children, or after a decade or two together. Mature couples may take a loss of interest for granted as something to be expected even though they still miss the sexual side of their relationship.

Same-sex couples are not immune. Two gay men in their forties, celebrating nearly five years together, mourned the loss of their passionate sex life that had turned into a deep bond—cozy but sexless. They came for therapy, they said, because they loved each other and wanted to avoid the “easy” solution of having sex with others.

There are also people in long-term relationships who love their mates but have never really had any sexual interest in them. One woman said she loved her husband of nine years, that he was a good man and a good father to their six-year old daughter, but she had never had an orgasm with him. She was considering having an affair with a man she desired who, she was convinced, had the mojo she needed to climax. When I suggested that with some focus she might be able to achieve the elusive orgasm first alone and then with her husband, she cried out in horror, “Oh, no. I don’t want it with him!”

I have also seen long-term relationships break up after one person confessed to the other, “I love you, but I’m not in love with you.” It’s as though being in love is tantamount to being in lust, but just loving is platonic: warm and friendly and, by definition, nonsexual.

Obviously, none of these seemingly uninterested men or women really had a low libido. Rather, their libido was just not directed toward their committed partner.

All of this is so opposite to what we have been led to expect or would want. How can it be that so many find it easier to turn on sexually to a complete stranger or a figure on a computer screen than to the man or woman they love or could love?

The Love-Lust Dilemma

The answer lies in the fact that although our beliefs, attitudes, and values about sex have changed a great deal in the last fifty years, how our bodies are programmed to respond to sexual feelings hasn’t changed much at all.

In our formative years, most of us learned more about stifling our sex drive than about celebrating our desires, particularly in the presence of family. The paradoxical result, contrary to what society or our family intends, is that once a romance turns into an emotional attachment, our brains and bodies are wired to inhibit sexual excitement in ourselves.

There is now a great deal of neurological, biochemical, and psychological evidence to show that feelings of love and sexual desire often operate antagonistically and drive us in opposite directions. It all starts with our earliest programming.

Love and Attachment

The first stage in our ability to love is what neuroscientists who specialize in infant development call attachment. We begin life with an undeveloped brain and nervous system and a need to bond with one person only. Usually that’s the mother, who feeds, holds, and rocks us in her soft, safe arms.

At this point, only the right hemisphere is active—the emotional, intuitive, nonverbal side of the brain. The left hemisphere, associated with language and logic, doesn’t begin to function until about the eighteenth month of life. It’s in the interaction between mother and child that the right brain and the nervous system begin to forge neural linkages in the brain that activate or calm the nervous system.

This early bonding experience is our first intimacy. It’s a nonverbal interaction, with mother and infant mutually attuned to each other’s bodily rhythms.

At one end of the spectrum, the closeness is based on need: the mother’s warm, intuitive responsiveness alleviates the infant’s discomfort. When the infant grows hungry, fearful, or stressed, the mother’s breast, soft cooing voice, and attentiveness calms and soothes the baby.

At the other end, it’s a closeness born of playfulness: the mother and the baby gazing lovingly into each other’s eyes, kootchy-cooing, smiling, and laughing together. Their play energizes them both, and the mother’s presence helps the infant to tolerate and enjoy high levels of playful stimulation.

When Attachment and Desire Disconnect

As the attachment system comes into play, another inborn motivational system is making an appearance.

We know that babies are born sexual. Male babies have erections in the womb, and soon after birth they can have erections—which they take obvious delight in—while being bathed or diapered. Female babies exhibit vaginal lubrication within the first three days of life. Anyone who spends time around babies and young children can’t help but notice the enjoyment they take in discovering their bodies and stimulating and playing with their genitals.

With all of that holding and touching, it’s natural for an infant or a toddler to direct sexual feelings toward family members. But parents can become uneasy when a child shows any sign of sexual interest. We live in a society that believes that babies and children are not supposed to be sexual and that parents should not encourage children’s sex play.

It’s a legitimate dilemma, and even the most well-meaning parents are likely to give off tense messages in their facial expressions and body language whenever a child shows any interest in sex. The parents may reflexively hold their breath, purse their lips and look away, or suddenly cut off physical contact.

Parents who believe the cultural myth that children are sexually “innocent” until puberty may be even more overtly disapproving. A client recently told me about a time her mother was visiting and watching as she changed the diaper on her six-month-old son. The little boy was obviously enjoying the process and grabbed his penis, cooing and giggling. My client was horrified to see that her mother had instinctively raised her hand to slap the baby’s hand away. She grabbed her mother’s hand just in time and believed that she had just protected her son from a sanctioned form of sex abuse.

We do want children to channel sexual energy outside the family. Yet the effect of disapproving or harsh gestures can be not only to cut off sexual feelings in the presence of family but also to associate any sexual feelings with fear or shame.

When we are adults, any sign of disapproval or discomfort in a partner can trigger old sense memories that can shut down sexual responsiveness. Commitment itself can initiate a process of projecting unresolved emotions from our original family onto our new attachments. Once that starts, the same sexual inhibitions we felt for family are reactivated in our adult bodies toward our partners. All of this takes place to a large extent on a nonverbal, unconscious, and physically numbing level.

Parenting: A Big Risk Factor for the Sex Drive

When two people get married and have children together, they really are parents. She’s not his mom and he’s not her dad, but seeing each one act as a parent can easily shut down the partner’s sexual responsiveness. Witnessing him or her scolding the children or setting rules for them can be a big turnoff, especially if it brings up old feelings toward one’s own parents. When the partners disagree, they are unlikely to be aware of how they may be acting out their own parents’ relationship—treating each other as their parents treated each other when they were under stress.

Many parents, especially decades ago, were often careful not to show any signs of sexual interest in front of their children, modeling a proper, nonsexual interaction. However the partners’ parents behaved when they were children becomes triggered in front of their own children. The less time they spend alone, or show any signs of affection or playfulness toward each other, the lower the libido drops.

By the time a couple gets to the point where the kids are grown and parenting is less of an issue, the partners may have neglected the sexual side of their relationship and find it hard to get it back. That’s especially true if they’ve gotten into the habit of treating sex like an occasional nighttime ritual, a sleep aid to help them doze off.

Seeing all this intellectually is one thing. Recognizing the projections and how they affect the body is the real challenge.

Better Communication Is Not the Answer

For all of the people I’ve described, talking about their concerns with me or with their partners was very helpful. Certainly there is a clarity that comes with being able to articulate your feelings and to understand yourself and get your partner to understand the difficulties you’re having. But while talking about it is necessary, it’s not sufficient for breaking the body-based inhibitions to feel love and desire for the same person.

When two emotionally attached people start to treat each other like family, one or both of them may notice a loss of sexual interest. But what’s causing it is happening on such a deep level—relating to how the brain and the nervous system are programmed—that it’s typically not something anyone can put into words.

Research shows that automatic body-based inhibitions are triggered at the neural level in nanoseconds and are often experienced as faint visceral sensations. At the same time, they are communicated to the partner at an implicit or unspoken level, revealed primarily through micro-expressions on the face and in subtle body language: a dry versus wet kiss, a pat on the back instead of a suggestive caress, or a sudden discomfort with nudity.

We may not consciously know what our brains are responding to; we just know we’re getting turned off. Some of these factors may even limit how good the sex can be for partners who do have good sex. Understanding the issues that limit sexual arousal is a good start, but that alone is not enough to increase desire. Telling your partner what you like sexually is always good, but that’s not enough, either.

The problem with words is that they keep you focused in your head. What inhibits desire is not just a mind-set but also a body-set, habitual tensions that can numb the sexual body even as your affection for someone grows. No amount of talk can unlock a closed-off pelvis, particularly when the minute reactions to a sexual possibility are too subtle to be consciously registered, let alone verbalized.

What’s a person to do? If talking about it doesn’t go deep enough, what will? Once we get comfortable with each other, is it possible to bridge the gap between the nurturing calm of love and the thrills of a lusty appetite?

Changing Our Programming

I say it is possible to love the one you desire or to reignite sexual desire for someone you care for, but not by resorting to superficial gimmicks and quick fixes. Years of rote practice have gone into keeping love and lust separate, not just in our own lifetimes but also culturally for centuries. Changing our programming is nothing short of a personal sexual revolution, an intentional sexual evolution.

Personal Evolution

The process of personal evolution is very different from “curing a sexual disorder.” You don’t call something that occurs naturally a disorder. As we’re finding, it’s rather common to lose your libido for your partner as your emotional attachment grows. It’s natural to find your heart race and your juices flow for sexy strangers. It doesn’t serve us to deny it.

The love-lust dilemma may be natural, but it’s (literally) not desirable. Twinges of excitement for sexy strangers can be fun and exciting, particularly if those people remain strangers. But we want to be able to unite affection and passion in the same person—ideally, for the life of the relationship. When the sex is good, people rate the nonsexual aspects of their relationships as more satisfying than people who say that their sex lives are lacking.

Partners who love each other but don’t express it sexually know that having a passionate sex life together would do them a lot of good. It would enhance their love, put more spring in their step, give them energy for each other, and even engender a more positive personal outlook.

Women who are turned on by sleazy guys they would never marry yearn to have sexual passion with someone they respect and admire. They just don’t think they can. Men who spend at least an hour or two a day with Internet porn have intense sexual experiences and explosive orgasms with themselves. But it bothers them that they can’t have that with someone they care for. Partners who have been together forever, or what feels like forever, in their heart of hearts would love to have scintillating sex with each other—especially if it was better than ever before.

The Evolutionary Process

The truth is that we can have it all, but to do so we have to be willing to break through centuries of old programming that’s wired into our brains and nervous systems. Recognizing this takes us beyond the narrow perspectives of treating loss of libido as a sexual dysfunction or simply requiring greater imagination in bed. This is about breaking free from a socially induced affliction and evolving as individuals and as a couple. It’s especially about how we love and how we experience sexual feelings, in our bodies and not just in our heads.

As we explore the research, you’ll get a clear sense of how love and sexual feelings are linked in the brain and the nervous system. You’ll also see how being responsive to a subtle level of intimate experience between partners can essentially rewire the brain and the nervous system. There is now a great deal of scientific evidence to show that we can do this.

Columbia University psychiatrist and researcher Norman Doidge has amassed an astounding array of studies that represent a revolution in brain science known as neuroplasticity. Medical science has always taken as a given that once neuronal connections in the brain have been programmed to respond in a particular way, especially during critical periods in childhood, they are essentially hardwired and fixed.

Neuroscientists are now discovering that the brain actually changes all the time, perfecting itself. It can do this to the degree that if certain parts of the brain are damaged, other parts can take over and become rewired. Deaf people can sometimes learn to hear and blind people can sometimes learn to see through exercises that stimulate new neural pathways to build between sensory organs and the brain. The healing process, it turns out, capitalizes on the natural capacity to feel rewarded by playful activity by turning the ordinary life experiences that need to be relearned into games. As we shall see, the neuroplastic revolution, with its emphasis on our natural aptitude to evolve our brains, lends great support to our ability to evolve and to enjoy a sexy kind of love.

The Ten-Step Loving Sex Program: Your Own Personal Evolution

At the conclusion of each chapter in this book you will find one step of the Ten-Step Loving Sex Program. Each step offers experiments and games corresponding to that chapter that can stimulate new pathways to intimate pleasures for you. The program is designed so that each step is progressively more intimate than the one preceding it. Even if you don’t actually do any of the exercises, you can still benefit from reading the exercises and picturing yourself doing them.

Loving Sex Starts with Love

As you will see, this loving sex program doesn’t begin with a new way of understanding and enjoying sex. That comes later. Rather, this program begins with a new way of understanding and enjoying love and its essential pleasures.

Sex can be driven by emotions and motivations other than love. Sexual activity can be fueled by anxiety and a need for reassurance, by guilt and a sense of obligation, by shame and an urge to be punished, or even by anger and a desire for revenge. But for sex that is impassioned by love, we need to begin our exploration of loving sex as we do, by taking a new look at love and its erotic counterpart, romance.

For this reason, the first five steps of the program are dedicated to honing the pleasures of love and romance. The final five steps focus on developing the pleasures of skillful sexual activity and eroticism.

I’m a big proponent of psychotherapy and sex therapy. In fact, because of our collective repressive history, I think everyone would benefit from an enlightening course of sex education for adults and some individual and/or couples therapy. Most people have much to gain and to learn about themselves by expressing their feelings in the safe presence of a warm, intuitive, skilled therapist. This book and the loving sex program offered here are meant not to replace therapy but to complement it through body-based methods that support personal growth.

The Body-Mind Route to Loving Sex

As a society we have come to accept the mind-body connection. We recognize that how we think about things—whether we are essentially optimistic or pessimistic—affects our emotions, which in turn affect the physical body, health, immunity, and longevity. Systems of psychotherapy that are based on the primacy of thought—how changing the way you think can change how you feel and act—are called cognitive-behavioral approaches.

The body-mind perspective starts not with the state of the mind but with an awareness of the state of the body; it is often referred to as a somatic-experiential approach. Body-based psychotherapy, like Gestalt therapy, the method I was trained in by the founders, Fritz Perls and Laura Perls, emphasizes becoming more attuned to a person’s inner felt-sense awareness, focusing on sensations, emotions, and muscular tensions to make discoveries about one’s emotional truths.

Gestalt therapy is essentially based on a philosophical model of psychotherapy and emphasizes personal growth though self-exploration and body-mind awareness. It stands in contradistinction to traditional psychotherapy that is based on the medical model and typically treats emotional distress as a mental disorder.

Gestalt methods involve recognizing and releasing chronic tensions in the body, which can then reveal memories, mental imagery, and limiting thought patterns and emotional habits. Body-mind awareness confers physical-fitness skills that can be an even more direct route to health and longevity. Since some Gestalt therapists have become increasingly cognitive in their approach, those of us who emphasize body awareness are considered embodied Gestalt therapists.

Psychologist Wilhelm Reich is considered the originator of somatic, or body-based, approaches to psychotherapy and of any bodywork that aims to release blocked emotion through breath work, touch, movement, or sensory awareness. Writing in the 1930s and 1940s, Reich, originally a student of Sigmund Freud, predicted a future that held dramatic changes in sexuality, marriage, and the family. He named it the Sexual Revolution and clearly articulated the crucial role of women’s liberation and ending what he saw as forced sexual abstinence in youth. Reich also was the first to make the connections among the inability to fully let go during sexual experience, the resistance to pleasure, and the inability to be happy in general and to fully enjoy life. He believed that this had repercussions beyond the individual level, affecting our entire social and political reality.

A Full-Spectrum Approach

The approach we are about to embark on for integrating love and libido combines all of the above into a cognitive-behavioral-somatic-experiential system. Anything less is only part of the picture.

We want to understand where our thoughts come from and how our thought (cognitive) processes affect our excitement and desire. Yet if we want new attitudes and behavioral patterns to take hold, we have to become aware of what’s going on inside the body in the moment: the sensations, images, and emotions that are aroused by those thoughts.

That’s the experiential part of the somatic-experiential approach. It has to do with reading what’s going on inside your body in the moment and checking for sensations in the emotional center that runs from the head through the heart and the belly to the pelvis. Once you become aware of your true feelings—what’s in your heart and your gut—and any tendency you have to react automatically and reflexively based on your programming, you will be better able to assess the situation and choose how you want to respond.

The Value of Pleasure and Play

A full-spectrum approach that uses all accessible resources involves learning through playful and pleasurable experience as well as through processing painful feelings.

Research in the neuroplasticity of the brain clearly demonstrates that new pathways in the brain and the nervous system grow primarily through accessing positive feelings, pleasure, and playfulness. One of the leading figures in the new field of neuroplasticity described by Norman Doidge is neuroscientist Michael Merzenich. Based in Santa Rosa, California, Merzenich has created a variety of programs to exercise the brain to help with (among other concerns), autism, language problems, rehabilitation after brain injury, and the prevention of the decline in brain function that accompanies aging. His studies show that it is possible to improve the capacities of the brain for all of these difficulties and for all of us throughout life. What is essential for enhancing the brain is to keep it engaged and attentive. Playfulness is one of the great ways to stay engaged and attentive.

As you will see, so much of what can be learned about love and sex is about promoting good feelings and enhancing the capacity for play. Our ability to feel good, to play, and to enjoy loving sex is intertwined with every aspect of life: physical health, emotional and mental well-being, loving relationships, and spiritual connection.

Know Thyself

These words were inscribed at the entrance to the Temple of Apollo in Delphi during the first millennium BC in ancient Greece, where the priestess known as the Oracle of Delphi gave counsel to the kings and other leaders of her time. The philosopher Socrates lived in Athens then. He was revered as a great teacher among the intellectuals of his time and was considered the wisest man in Athens, not only by his colleagues but by the oracle herself.

Socrates developed a method of teaching that involved simply asking his students questions. The purpose of the questioning was to lead them to achieve genuine self-knowledge by logically examining the popular beliefs of the time and thinking for themselves. For this he was charged with undermining the state religion and corrupting the youth. When he was brought to trial and condemned to death, the jury offered to spare his life if he would make a commitment to abandon his methods. To this he replied, “The unexamined life is not worth living.”

Socrates at first rejected the oracle’s pronouncement of his being the wisest man, but through utilizing his own method of asking himself questions and going deeper he ended up coming to the same conclusion as the oracle had. He reasoned that everyone he came in contact with thought they were so smart, but he could see they were fools. He, in contrast, knew he was a fool. Ergo, he must be the wisest man in Athens.

In esoteric systems, the fool is actually an archetype seen to be a source of wisdom. He is childlike, full of curiosity, and playful; unencumbered by conventional explanations, he spurs those who come in contact with him to think for themselves and to change.

Body-Mind Self-Attunement

If you ask yourself why something is happening, how you tend to explain it often stops the process of looking any further. In this process of self-knowing, we want to be able to steer clear of old explanations that bias what we focus on as solutions and to look for new ways of understanding. In a sense, we need to become the fool to trick ourselves to make deeper discoveries.

Step one of the Loving Sex Program offers some opportunities to know yourself more deeply. It starts with some simple useful questions about yourself and your partner. If you are not currently in a relationship, you can do this exercise with a significant past intimacy in mind.

You’ll then move into your body to see what truths you can learn directly from self-observation. You’ll learn the basic embodiment exercise and other body-based tools that help you to become more attuned to your inner state of emotional activation, stress, or relaxation.


Step One: Body-Mind Basics

Objective: To know and experience yourself in new ways

The life that’s worth living is worth examining, not just in what you think but especially in what you feel. We begin our exploration with your thoughts about, and goals for, your intimate relationship. Then we look at what you can learn from your body.

You can write your answers down in a notebook you keep especially for these exercises, you can do these exercises in conversation with your partner or a friend, or you can just think about them and maybe take some notes afterward. In all of these exercises, if you are not currently in a relationship, answer with your last or a future partner in mind.

Personal Goals


1. Name three qualities you would like more of in your emotional life with your partner. Give some examples of how that might look.

2. Name three qualities you would like more of in your sexual life with your partner. Give some examples of how that might look.

3. How do you imagine your partner would have to grow to make those changes? Describe the skills he or she would need to learn.

4. How do you imagine you would have to grow to make those changes? Describe the skills you would need to learn.



As you continue reading, see whether your answers to these questions change.

Embodiment Exercises

Observations that start with the body and not with what we think or think we know are called a “bottom-up” system of inquiry rather than “top-down.” Sensations, feelings, images, or memories popping up in fantasy are the experiences of the present moment, to observe now and to scrutinize later.

These exercises can help you tune in to any tightness or numbness in your body, especially in the emotional center of your body—the area from the top of your head to your pelvis. The exercises can help you to find your true feelings and reactions, heal old wounds, and make choices based on the present and not on habits formed in the past. Practice them for a few seconds or minutes a couple of times a day.

BELLY ROLLS

The purpose of this exercise is to see if you unconsciously hold your belly tense and to learn to relax and let it breathe. When you’re sexually active, you want your belly relaxed or engaged rather than tense. Tension in the abdominal muscles prevents blood flow to the pelvis.


1. Sit with your back comfortably straight in a chair and place your hands on your belly. Notice if you’re holding your belly in or if the muscles of your belly feel relaxed. Now breathe and pull your belly in quickly three times. Notice that you automatically exhale every time you tug on your abdominal muscles.

2. Take a deep breath in, and blow out. As you exhale, pull your belly in and tense it up as much as you can. Hold your breath as you hold your belly. Tighter, tighter, tighter. Now inhale deeply, letting your belly go as loose and limp as possible. Take a breath in and out, and do it again. Tighten. Tighter. Tightest. Hold it. Now let go as you breathe in. Feel your belly relax as you breathe deeply. Do this exercise for about a minute.



BELLY BREATHING

If you have a tendency to suck in your belly and lift your chest on the inhalation, learning to relax the belly on the inhalation is a healthier way to breathe. This enables the diaphragm to flatten as you inhale, which pushes out the belly and the rib cage and makes room for the lower lobes of the lungs to fill. The more you exercise your lungs fully, the healthier they remain. The object of this exercise is to breathe primarily with only your belly and rib cage moving. This way of breathing is also known as diaphragmatic breathing. Practice this exercise for a few minutes.


1. Sit with your back straight in a comfortable chair, relax your shoulders, place your hands on your belly, and inhale deeply through your nose until your lungs are full, without moving your shoulders. Exhale slowly through your mouth, and focus your attention on your belly.

2. As you start your next inhalation, feel how the belly pushes out to make room for the lungs to fill. See if you can feel the movement of your breath in your lower back and spine. Make sure you don’t lift your shoulders, because that indicates that your belly and diaphragm are tight. See if you can relax your shoulders as you inhale, and let the expansion of the torso come from the belly opening. Feel your belly contract as you exhale.



THE COMPLETE BREATH

The object of this exercise is to feel your breath fill your belly and move through your entire torso, through your rib cage and filling your chest; do this as much as you can without lifting your shoulders. Practice this exercise about a minute.


1. Sit with your back straight in a comfortable chair, relax your shoulders, place your hands on your belly, and inhale deeply through your nose, but this time, as the rib cage widens, bring the breath into your chest and feel it lift as you keep your shoulders down.

2. When your lungs are full, get to the top of your breath and blow out slowly through slightly puckered lips all the way down to the bottom of the exhale until you run out of air. If you notice that you have lifted your shoulders, drop them before you blow out. Pull your abdominal muscles in to push the last bit of air out of your lungs. When you have emptied your lungs as much as you can, the next inhalation will happen naturally. In this way your whole torso works efficiently as the bellows it’s designed to be, taking in fresh air and getting rid of the old stale air.

3. Do this breath three times, and with each new breath see if you can increase movement in your abdominal muscles to get more motility in your torso. This breath is also known as a cleansing breath.



THE SIGHING BREATH

The object of this breath is to release tension and relax the body. This exercise will typically take about ten seconds.


1. After you have taken three complete breaths, take a quick inhalation with an open mouth and exhale through your mouth in a deep sigh.

2. Do two more quick sighs in this way and notice how this breath moves mostly in the upper chest and upper back. Don’t lift your shoulders as you breathe, and don’t hold your breath at the end of your inhalation. As you inhale and exhale, your chest quickly fills and releases, and your upper back widens and releases. The sigh is like an unvocalized ha. Hold your palm in front of your mouth and sigh as though you’re going to clean your glasses. If the air coming out is warm, you’re doing it right.



TAKING A FELT-SENSE INVENTORY


1. After you have taken several complete breaths and a few deep sighing breaths, tune in to the sensations in your emotional center, the area of your body between your head and your pelvis. Slowly focus on each of the five sections of the body identified below.

2. For each section you examine, close your eyes, tune in to that area, notice any sensations you may feel there, and make a mental note of it. This is called felt-sense awareness. Then open your eyes, read the next step, take a deep sigh, close your eyes, and feel the next section of your emotional center. This exercise will probably take you thirty seconds to a minute, once you get the hang of it.


	Start with your head, forehead, eyes, cheeks, mouth, and jaw. Breathe deeply and see if any of these areas are tight. Make a mental note of what you observe.

	Take a deep sigh and tune in to your throat. Sense if you have a grip or a lump in your throat. Make a mental note.

	Take another deep sigh and check your chest. Sense if there is a weight on your chest, a band around your chest, or a grip in the center of your chest. Make a mental note.

	Sigh and feel for any knot in your solar plexus, diaphragm, gut, or belly. Make a mental note.

	Take a deep sigh and see if there is any tension in your genitals, thighs, anus, or butt. Make a mental note.





What does it all mean? Although people can store feelings anywhere in the body, there are some typical areas for feeling particular emotions. See if this outline helps you to understand the emotion behind your tensions:


	Tension in the head, forehead, and eyes is usually a sign of mental stress, thinking a lot, and a tendency to analyze situations to try to figure things out. Tension in the cheeks, mouth, and jaw is usually about holding feelings in and not speaking up. It can also be a sign of anger or disgust.

	A grip in the throat is often a sign of anxiety; a lump usually has to do with feeling sad or hurt.

	A weight on the chest usually suggests feelings of sadness, hurt, or disappointment. A grip in the center of the chest or a band around the chest may indicate anxiety or fear.

	A knot in the solar plexus, diaphragm, or gut can be a sign of guilt or self-punishment, feelings of responsibility, or heavy obligation. A knot in the belly can be anger or fear. A feeling of “butterflies” is usually a sign of dread about the future.

	Tension in the genitals, thighs, anus, or butt can indicate feelings of shame.



THE BASIC EMBODIMENT EXERCISE

This exercise may take about a minute to do, yet it’s your basic tool for relaxing tension and knowing yourself more deeply.


1. Take three complete breaths and a few deep sighs.

2. Then take a felt-sense inventory starting at your head, face, and jaw, moving your attention into your throat, chest, diaphragm, belly, and pelvic area. Scan your emotional center for any tension, tightness, heaviness, or sensation.



The basic embodiment excercise is helpful to do when you’re feeling stressed and overwhelmed. It’s also good to do when you’re feeling content and want to savor your enjoyment.







Chapter 2

What Dampens Desire

Quick—picture a scene of hot sex between a man and a woman in a movie. I’ll bet you flashed on something resembling a dam breaking: two people restraining themselves no more, swept away in a flood of overwhelming passion. They go at each other in a flurry of intimacies that likely includes ripping off their clothing, clearing a table with the sweep of a forearm or having sex against a wall, and the woman’s face in rapture. A minute later it’s over. That’s what I call “frenzied sex.”

Think of the first sex scene in the 1981 movie Body Heat. Kathleen Turner locks William Hurt out of her house. He pounds on the door as she backs against the wall, sweating and breathing heavily. Her eyes follow him through the window as an increasingly frantic Hurt in heat races around the porch, searching for a way in.

Finally he throws a deck chair at a window, shatters it, and climbs through. Hungrily they kiss big gaping kisses and claw at each other’s clothes. They do it right there against the wall. The dam breaks.

The sex gets a lot less frantic and a whole lot hotter as the movie progresses. Yet subsequent filmmakers seem to have fixated on that first scene, repeating it, ad nauseam, for more than thirty years.

Another film from the same year, the remake of The Postman Always Rings Twice, starring Jack Nicholson and Jessica Lange, may be the first table-sweeping sex. Starting with a one-minute violent struggle, it continues against a wall with the ripping of clothing and ends with two whole minutes of urgent passion, hers as much as his, on top of a butcher-block table covered with flour.

Many tabletops have followed. As one Internet movie blogger wrote in an essay titled “9 Things I Learned about Sex from the Movies,” number three was “The best sex takes place on kitchen counters.” Besides mentioning Postman, the blogger also listed Secretary, The Boss of It All, and Jackie Brown.

The lesbian scenes in mainstream movies that I’m familiar with tend to portray slower and more deliberate sex, like the scenes between the characters in the 1996 movie Bound starring Gina Gershon and Jennifer Tilly. Still, though more sensual, I have seen a number of female-on-female make-out scenes against a wall.

For gay male characters think Brokeback Mountain—the requisite frenzy is still there. Recall the first sex scene between Heath Ledger’s Ennis and Jake Gyllenhaal’s Jack. It starts out violent and ends in rough hard sex that lasts less than a minute. And how about that de rigueur fifteen-second frantic reunion kiss in the alley against the wall as Ennis’s wife, Alma (Michelle Williams), catches it through a window?

Could it be that one of the difficulties with married sex is the lack of imaginative use of wall space or tabletops?

Sexual Misinformation

Popular movies are not only a reflection of cultural beliefs and values, they also play a major role in shaping them—including our expectations about sex.

In the 1994 University of Chicago study “Sex in America,” the researchers were stunned to discover the level of misinformation and myth among the nearly thirty-five hundred randomly selected participants. Almost everyone, the authors wrote, had questions about their sexuality. Most believed that everyone else was having a better time than they were.

The researchers suggested that it was understandable that people would feel “a sense of lingering dissatisfaction when the erotic sexual world of novels and movies turned out to be so different from the world of conventional sex in marriage.” The consequences of these misconceptions, the authors observed, make it difficult for people to understand how their sex lives develop so they can realistically change the aspects they don’t like.

I certainly don’t think that the world of conventional sex in marriage is anything to aspire to. Besides, when movies are the main source of sex education for a badly misinformed public, we’re in trouble. Two things we don’t want to rely on the movies for are an accurate account of history and an informed depiction of sexual desire.

Twenty-first-century sexual attitudes haven’t changed much from the past few decades. Many of the individuals or couples I see with concerns about their sex lives were born in the 1970s, 1980s, or 1990s. Yet when they start to talk about their beliefs, expectations, sexual histories, family histories, and sexual habits in their relationships, I can see a generational continuity that goes back to the 1950s.

A Multitude of Risk Factors

There are lots of risk factors associated with losing desire for the person you love. Some are obvious, but others are genuine dilemmas and harder to deal with.

Obvious Risk Factors

Some of the conditions that increase the likelihood that an individual will lose interest in sex are well known and often addressed in individual or couples therapy.

Stress

Today’s financial climate and the pressures of work, money, and raising young children can strain a relationship and keep people on edge. One couple dealt with money tensions by getting angry, each partner blaming the other for the stress. The combination of pessimism, fear, arguing, power struggles, and resentment made the couple stop touching completely.

Depression and Anxiety

Despair and apprehension naturally wipe out enthusiasm for anything pleasurable, because depressed and anxious people have difficulty staying in the present moment—a big limitation when it comes to sex. Typically, depressed people are locked in the past while anxious people are busy worrying about the future. Sex has to be very here-and-now to be good.

Trauma

The unresolved emotional effects of sexual abuse can trigger a person to dissociate—to mentally split off from the body—when anything sexual seems imminent. One man I worked with who was molested as a young boy could keep his erection during intercourse with his wife, but he wasn’t present emotionally with her. She could feel him drift away, and she interpreted his inattention as boredom and felt rejected. For sex to be truly satisfying and enriching, both partners have to be tuned in to their bodies and in contact emotionally, looking at and relating to each other.

Desire-Dampening Physical Conditions

Hormone deficiencies, the side effects of antidepressant medications, drug abuse, or illness can all limit spontaneous sexual interest. If there’s limited physical energy—and especially when there’s limited motivation for physical contact, hugs, or kisses with a partner—sex is not likely to be a high priority and thus not likely to happen.

Genuine Dilemmas

These are factors that can contribute to losing sexual interest for a committed partner that are more difficult to resolve.

Monogamy

Could it be that monogamy itself—and the expectation that sexual desire will last for a lifetime—has limitations? Rutgers University anthropologist Helen Fisher reports on cross-cultural research that shows that divorce everywhere tends to peak around the fourth year of marriage, a time that also corresponds to when the excitement of infatuation typically fades.

Although most of society would define monogamy as one partner for life, Fisher tells us that anthropologists don’t necessarily equate monogamy with fidelity. Based on a multitude of studies around the world, from Western societies to island tribes, Fisher concluded that “adultery goes hand in hand with monogamy.” Secret affairs and occasional cheating seem to be an indelible part of what we think of as monogamous relationships.

Infidelity

It’s difficult to get a completely accurate picture of the prevalence of infidelity, because many of the same factors that cause straying men and women to lie to their partners also cause them to lie to survey takers. Studies vary, but most suggest that 50 to 60 percent of married men and 45 to 55 percent of married women have engaged in extramarital sex at some time, whereas only 25 to 35 percent of men and women whose spouses had cheated ever suspected any extramarital activity.

We’ve certainly witnessed a rash of high-profile figures caught up in scandals from being discovered in extramarital affairs. In many instances the shame was compounded by the fact that the errant spouse had been such a hypocrite by condemning other men caught cheating.

How compelling is the urge for sex and romance outside marriage that powerful men would risk everything for sexual trysts with sexy young women? Part of it has to do with the well-known fact that men with power have high levels of available testosterone. Another part of it has to do with a seemingly unlimited access to pretty young women who are hot powerful men.

Women cheat, too. I have heard many women with supposedly low libido confide that they haven’t lost sexual desire, just the desire for “bad sex” with their partners. Increasingly, women confess to having outside sexual encounters that are passionate and playful beyond anything they ever had with their mates. One woman summed it up for me by describing her lover as more attentive, more romantic, more appreciative of what she does for him, and more focused on giving her pleasure than her husband is.

Men who cheat say the same. They say that their lovers are more interested in them physically, easier to be with, easier to please, and sexually more available than their wives are.

The Biochemistry of Romance versus Commitment

Romance is all about falling in love, head over heels, as we say. It’s a time of great excitement, joy, and obsession. Studies show that the biochemistry of these experiences involves brain chemicals associated with reward: dopamine and norepinephrine.

Dopamine and norepinephrine are stimulants, generating feelings of euphoria. Both chemicals are also triggers for testosterone, the hormone of sexual desire for both men and women.

In contrast, once a commitment is made, the predominant biochemistry of the feelings of comfort and security is oxytocin and vasopressin. Oxytocin is a brain chemical associated with bonding, and vasopressin is a hormone linked to monogamy in males. Both can be sedating, and inhibit testosterone.

Bad news for young parents: babies are also testosterone inhibitors. Some studies have shown that just putting an infant on a man’s chest for a minute will immediately lower the available testosterone in the man’s blood. In one set of studies at Northwestern University that was reported in 2010, it was found that the fathers who spent the most time actively caring for their kids, feeding, bathing, and putting them to sleep, had the lowest levels of testosterone. It’s good news for keeping the man around to protect the family, but not so great for mommy and daddy’s sex life—especially since mommies are getting an overabundance of oxytocin from bringing up baby.

The Lure of Otherness

The late psychiatrist and sex therapist Dr. Helen Singer Kaplan first drew attention in 1979 to low sex drive as a growing issue for couples, and she bestowed upon it the clinical label hypoactive sexual desire, or HSD. She described the most common variant of it, situational HSD, as “an inhibited desire for one’s spouse while, at the same time, a strong sexual interest in uncommitted partners, unconventional sex, or strangers.” No surprise there.

Daily Proximity

Research in the last eighty years has consistently shown that daily proximity itself can dampen sexual interest. One set of studies was run on people raised collectively on Israeli kibbutzim during the late 1940s and the 1950s. It showed that among the thousands of marriages between these individuals as adults, it was rare to find any marriages between those who had been raised in the same group. No marriages had occurred between people who were raised together before the age of six. The researchers suggest that the greater the sense of familiarity, the less the sexual interest between people who are like family to each other.

What Chance Do We Have to Change Things?

Here we are, with a lack of good information about sex and with cultural associations that tell us that the best sex is the first time, if you hold yourself back until you can’t stand it anymore, and then it’s all downhill from there.

There may also be some built-in tendencies that limit long-term monogamous relationships. Anthropologists inform us that we may be biologically programmed to last for four years, suggesting that if we do nothing to counter that, there is a statistical likelihood of stale sex with a mate and passion for strangers.

Then, of course, there are the very real dampening effects of stress, feeling depressed or anxious, and maybe having bad associations with sexual activity. What’s the possibility of getting past those feelings? What chance is there, really, for sustaining desire and passion with just one person for the rest of your life?

Resolving this dilemma sounds like a formidable task. However, if we take all of these factors into account and work with them rather than deny them, the chance of resolution is very good. That’s because there is an underlying dynamic that, with greater awareness, can help to ameliorate these influences. It starts by recognizing the early programming of the love-lust dilemma during childhood and how that can result in “family transference” in an adult intimate relationship.

The Thorny Subject of Childhood Sexuality

We are born sexual. That doesn’t mean that we want to have sex with our mothers or our fathers. Sex in infancy and childhood is nothing like reproductive sex, which doesn’t manifest until puberty.

Infant and childhood sexuality is all about being playful and sensual and doing what feels good. Juvenile sex play, whether alone or with playmates, is a natural developmental phase for humans, just as it is for all primates and other animals. That place between the legs feels especially good. That’s the true meaning of childhood sexual innocence.

Sigmund Freud called it “polymorphous perversity,” but he did not intend the word perversity in the sense that we understand it, as deviance. Quite the contrary: he saw children’s sexual explorations as natural, and he never retracted his view on the importance of infantile and childhood sexuality. Early in the twentieth century, he wrote the following:

Sexual manifestations from the period before puberty have only attracted attention in connection with phenomena of degeneracy. In none of the accounts . . . of the psychology of this period of life is a chapter to be found on the erotic life of children.

As long ago as in the year 1896 I insisted on the significance of the years of childhood in the origin of certain important phenomena connected with sexual life, and since then I have never ceased to emphasize the part played in sexuality by the infantile factor.

Yet for most of us, that delightfully exploratory phase of our sexual selves met with parental anxiety. Maybe we were punished and shamed. At worst, we may have been sexually mistreated. Maybe our parents were very involved or even intrusive in other respects, but when it came to sex they were completely AWOL.

Love for Family and Lust for Strangers

At some level, we’ve all been sexually injured by what is fundamentally a sexually stunted society. Some of us have been abused and truly wounded at a very early stage in our sexual development. Most of us are doing remarkably well, given the lack of information and guidance we’ve had at critical periods in our sexual development.

Abandoned to our own devices, we were left to negotiate the sexual mysteries by ourselves. We conspired with other ten-year-olds, whenever possible, to sleuth it out together.

We’ve been programmed to associate love with family and close friends and to reserve our lusty feelings for strangers, “bad” boys and girls. We’ve downloaded the history of our sexually skittish society through our parents in the covert negative messages they unconsciously transmitted to us about sex. We shouldn’t blame them, though. They downloaded their uneasiness with childhood sexual interest in the same way, from their parents.

Covert messages are nature’s original wireless transmissions: face-to-face, a widening or a narrowing of the eyes, a smile or a sneer, a hug or a cringe. Then, as adults, the pleasure or the pain associated with the aggregate of our sexual experiences to date goes into the mix.

How we feel about our bodies, any feelings of guilt or shame, what we learn to expect of anyone we love, what we want or think we want when it comes to sex, whom we desire or feel we should desire, when we desire, how we should express that, and what should happen next are all largely programmed during critical periods in the development of our personal sexuality, especially during the first five years and during adolescence.

Neurologists say that “neurons that fire together wire together.” All of these early experiences wire our emotional and sexual neurons together in the subliminal and emotional right brain and in the language and logic-dependent, often faulty-premise-prone left brain.

It’s in our nervous systems: how we respond to getting excited, whether we open or close to sexual feelings in the context of emotional attachment, and whether we feel excited or worried. It’s in our habitual muscular tensions and how we hold ourselves in or let the energy flow.

The blocks that get in the way of complete sexual fulfillment are a sign not of disease but largely of arrested development during critical periods in our sexual histories. We’re not sick, so we can’t be cured. We may be wounded, some of us more than others, but with nurturing we can heal our wounded sexual selves. With good information and commitment to the process, we can set back in motion the natural maturation of loving sexuality throughout our entire life span.

Any barriers we may have to one of the most exquisite capacities of the human experience—sharing the heights of sexual pleasure in the context of love—are nothing more than opportunities to evolve our sexual selves, whether we’re in our twenties, our fifties, or our eighties.

The Love-Lust Dilemma and Family Transference

Once a sexual interest becomes a potential or real mate, there is a strong tendency to begin to automatically transfer unresolved issues from your original family to the “new family figure.” When you do, your body begins a programmed response of inhibiting sexual energy toward that person.

This is the underlying factor that turns people off sexually to someone they love or care for. It is an involuntary reflexive shutting down of sexual feelings as the emotional attachment to that person grows.

Here’s an example of how it manifests even in the absence of many of the obvious risk factors mentioned earlier. This description is based on a few initial sessions in my office with an attractive woman in her early thirties.

When Love Trumps Lust

Teri sat on my cozy sea-green chenille sofa. I sat opposite her in my black leather chair, listening closely as she began her story. Teri had finally met the man of her dreams and was totally in love with him. Andy and she had been living together for more than a year and were making plans to marry. The only problem was that they had become “good buddies” and she had totally lost interest in making love with him. This had happened to her before, and it was the kiss of death for every relationship. She had come for therapy now to nip this “terrible thing” in the bud.

As Teri described Andy to me, I could tell that she thought the world of him. “He’s a good, decent human being,” she told me proudly, “and he’s very cute. He’s a fitness nut like me and has a nice body.” She threw up her hands in a gesture of helplessness. “Why am I so blasé about him?”

When Teri and Andy first met, they had had really hot sex. But once they moved in together, they started having sex less and less often, and eventually whole weeks would go by without any sexual contact at all. “Poor Andy,” she said to me. “He keeps trying anyway, but he’s beginning to feel rejected.” She shook her head sadly. “But what can I do,” she said, more as a statement than a question. “I can’t fake it.”

When I asked her what she thought was going on, she told me that she didn’t have a clue. She just knew that something must be terribly wrong with her, and she wanted to figure it out. Rather than digging further for answers about what she thought might be going on, I told her that she was more likely to find some clues by focusing on her body.

Teri agreed to the experiment, so I asked her to close her eyes, take a few deep breaths, and pay attention to her emotional body—the area between her head and her pelvis. Teri said she felt relaxed. When I asked her to get an image of Andy in her mind’s eye, she smiled and said she could feel her heart swell with love for him. But when I asked her to imagine the two of them making love, Teri crinkled her nose and said it just didn’t feel right. She could feel her diaphragm and belly tense at the thought.

In the next session, when I took Teri’s family history, I learned that she came from a very close, loving family and had a brother just two years older. She and her brother were “good buddies” growing up, and she said that to this day she would do anything for him, and he for her. I remembered that Teri had used that same phrase for Andy in her previous session, so I told Teri that it seemed to me that she had turned Andy into her big brother.

Teri laughed when I said this, but she admitted that she did feel the same kinds of feelings for him as she felt for her brother. She admired them both. When we began to look at the kinds of men who had turned her on in the past, she picked up a toss pillow from the couch and playfully hid her face behind it.

Teri was clearly embarrassed. “I like bad boys,” she confessed with some quick nods. Her last boyfriend was the kind of man she could never bring home: he was into motorcycles, his hair was wild, and he was covered with tattoos. “I had to break it off with him after only six months, but wow.” She smiled and rolled her eyes, and her cheeks were getting redder by the second. “Was he ever hot!”

Teri had made a choice not to pick her life partner based primarily on sexual excitement. She had never considered sharing a life with her “bad boy” lover. Andy was different, and she loved him dearly. They had fun together and were there for each other completely. They stimulated each other intellectually, had similar values, and wanted the same lifestyle. She had made a good choice.

Teri and Andy once had a good sexual connection—naturally, without having to learn anything. Now they both had some powerful incentives to learn more.

The Pain and Pleasure of Love

A classic French song, “Plaisir d’Amour,” warns that the pleasures of love last but a moment while the pain of love lasts a lifetime: plaisir d’amour ne dure qu’un moment; chagrin d’amour dure toute la vie.

In fact, we carry both the joys and the heartaches of love in the body, especially in the heart and the rest of the chest. Is it possible to be enriched by grief and come to terms with loss? How do the pains and pleasures of the past affect our ability to fully love and be loved in the present?

Step two of the program can help you to make some discoveries about how the pains and pleasures of love in your past have influenced how you give and receive love today.


Step Two: Making the Family Connection

Objectives: To recognize how your past is present in how you love and to explore some of the pleasures of love

Start and end each of these exercises with the basic embodiment exercises in chapter 1, taking a few complete breaths and two or three deep sighs. Take a felt-sense inventory and notice any sensations, emotions, memories, and images that come up, especially when you breathe into—and fully feel—your chest and your heart.


1. Complete a family history chart. This exercise could take anywhere from fifteen minutes to half an hour. Don’t think about it too much. Take a few deep breaths, get centered in your body, and just let it happen intuitively.


	Draw a diagram of your family as you were growing up, from birth until the age of twelve. Do it this way: assign a circle to every female in your family and a triangle to every male, and indicate their relationships to one another by showing how close or distant their symbols are in relation to one another. For example, if your mother and your father were very close, her circle and his triangle might be touching. If they were distant, their symbols would be wide apart on the page. If you were closer to one parent than to the other, put your circle (if you’re female) or your triangle (if you’re male) closer to that parent, and fit in any sisters or brothers accordingly. Label all of the figures with their names. This diagram will give you a clear picture of what your childhood was like. If something like divorce changed your life between ages one and twelve, do two diagrams, one before the divorce and one after, and give a set of descriptions for each.

	At the bottom of the page, write three adjectives that best describe each of the following in terms of what you observed and felt as a child, not what you know now:
What it was like for you to grow up in this family

The relationship between your mother and your father

The relationship between you and your mother

The relationship between you and your father

The relationship between you and any brothers or sisters



2. Explore the possibility of family transference. See if your partner is triggering any old feelings you may have had as a child (or even now as an adult) with anyone in your family.


	Does your partner remind you of anyone in your family as you were growing up? Name some positive qualities the two have in common.

	Does your relationship with him or her resemble your parents’ relationship, and if so, how?

	Does your relationship with him or her resemble your relationship with a brother or sister, and if so, how?

	What are some of the typical or habitual family-type interactions between you and your partner?

	Of the list of risk factors for loss of sexual interest in a relationship, what do you think are the three biggest factors in your relationship?



3. Write a letter to each parent. It doesn’t matter whether they are still alive. This is simply an exercise for you, and neither letter is to be mailed. Write these letters fast, in anywhere from ten to twenty minutes each.


	Start each letter with what you most love and appreciate about him or her.

	Talk about any resentment you may still harbor for how he or she failed you and what you would need to forgive him or her.

	End with an expression of gratitude for whatever good each parent gave you.

	Take a few deep breaths and check in with yourself. Do a felt-sense inventory and see if any feelings have been aroused, particularly in your throat, chest, gut, and diaphragm.

	Set the letters aside in a nearby file.

	You may find it helpful to also write a letter to each of your siblings, following this format. If you don’t want to write to all of them, write letters only to those you have some unresolved issues with.



4. Write a letter to your current partner or your most recent partner. This also is not to be mailed but is simply an exercise for you.


	Start with what you most love and appreciate about him or her.

	Detail any resentment you harbor for how he or she may have failed or wronged you and what you would need to forgive him or her.

	End with an expression of gratitude for whatever good he or she has given and continues to give you.

	Take a few deep breaths and check in with yourself. See if any feelings have been aroused, particularly in your throat, chest, gut, and diaphragm.



5. Compare the letters. See what you can learn from taking some time to think about how your feelings have remained the same or changed over the years.


	What are the similarities and differences between the letters to your parents and the letter to your partner? If you see any patterns, which parent or sibling do you notice your partner typically becomes a stand-in for?

	Keep all of the letters in a file to review what you wrote and to monitor any change in feelings.



6. List a few of their favorite things. This is a little exercise that may get you in touch with warm feelings of familiarity. You may find it helpful to write down any feelings, sensations, thoughts, and images you discover.


	Make a list of what you think were your parents’ favorites, as you were growing up, in the following categories:
Food or meal

Way to relax

Television or radio show

Other entertainment

Way to celebrate a special occasion

Memory

Time with you


	Make a list of what you think are your partner’s all-time favorites (or answer for a former partner) in the following categories:
Food or meal

Way to relax

Television or radio show

Other entertainment

Way to celebrate a special occasion

Memory

Time with you







Take a few deep cleansing breaths and a couple of sighs, and check in with your emotional center. How do you feel? What have you learned doing these exercises?






End of sample
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