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The past is never ended; it isn’t even past.

—William Faulkner

A poignant thing about us humans is that we seem hardwired to replay the past, especially when our past includes emotional pain or disappointment. As a psychotherapist, so much of my work involves joining people in noticing the ways in which the past is still very much alive in presentday relationships. Though most of us want to move on from the past, we tend to go through our lives simply casting new people in the roles of key people, such as our parents or any significant person with whom there is still unfinished business. Freud called this phenomenon “transference.”

In transference, feelings and beliefs from the past reemerge in our present relationships. Transference is unconscious; we do not realize we are essentially involved in a case of mistaken identity, mistaking someone in the present for someone from the past. The term transference is usually used in the context of psychotherapy to refer to the client’s tendency to see a parent, a sibling, or any significant person in the therapist and to feel and act in accord with that confusion. (There is also a phenomenon called “countertransference,” which refers to the therapist’s reactions to a client, especially when she appears to be a simulacrum of someone from his own past.)

Yet transference and countertransference are not restricted to therapy. Transferences from us and onto us happen in our lives every day. Unbeknownst to us, we are glimpsing important figures from our past in our partners, friends, associates, enemies, and even strangers. What we transfer are feelings, needs, expectations, biases, fantasies, beliefs, and attitudes. Transference is a crude way of seeing what is invisible, the untold drama inside us, or to use Ernst Becker’s compelling phrase, “a miscarriage of clumsy lies about reality.”

One example of transference is a patient falling in love with her physician. He is kind, understanding, reliable, and genuinely concerned about her. These are all the qualities she wished her father would have had. The patient might later marry this doctor and find out, as time goes by, that he is not what she imagined. Her conscious mind and heart believed she had found a replacement for her father. Her deep psyche, her unconscious, was quite adept at finding instead a substitute for her father. The doctor-husband turned out later in the relationship to be like dad after all, unavailable, unable to listen. The bond began with a transferred hope but became a transferred replay.

The enduring impression made upon us by significant relationships sets up a template that we apply to others throughout life. Our life is a theme and then variations that are never far off from the original tune. What chance do people have to be just who they are to us when we are comparing them to others while neither we nor they realize it is happening? What chance do we have to be seen as we are by others when they are transferring onto us?

Because of our natural tendency to twist our vision of others in accord with outmoded blueprints, it is only in rare moments that we see one another “as we in-ly are,” as Emerson said. Most of the time, we are looking at one another through the lenses of our own history. There are two ways in which this can happen: (1) we might project onto each other our own beliefs, judgments, fears, desires, or expectations; (2) we might transfer onto each other the traits or expectations that actually belong to someone else.

This book is about our natural inclination, and at times our compulsion, to transfer and about how we can learn to see one another without obstructions or elaborations from our own story, even if only for a moment. Such clarity is a triumph of mindfulness, pure attention to the purely here. Unconscious transference gives power to then. Awareness of our transference gives the power to now.

Mindfulness is attention to the moment. Yet the moment is transitory by definition. So mindfulness is actually attentiveness to a flow. To live mindfully is not about a way of seeing reality as if it had stopped for us but flowing with reality that never ceases to shift and move. In transference we stop ourselves from flowing with present possibilities and instead stop to stare at a poster with a face from the past. We can catch ourselves in the act of placing our mother’s face on a spouse or our former spouse’s face on a new partner. We can also notice how others transfer onto us and we can find ways to handle their mistaking us for someone else.

When we engage in transference, we are attracted, repelled, excited, or upset by others. Our strong reactions of approach or avoidance may give us a clue to something still unsettled, still unfinished in us. Perhaps this person to whom we react so vehemently has reminded us of someone else, by physical resemblance or by personality. Perhaps he has released a feeling not fully expressed, a desire not yet satisfied, an expectation not yet met, a longing still shyly in hiding. It is called “transference” because we carry over onto someone now what belongs to the world back then. Indeed, as we look carefully into any present reactions, we inevitably notice a hookup to the past. “Introspection is always retrospection,” wrote Jean-Paul Sartre. As we interpret our transferences in the light of our past, we understand our behavior in relationships.

Anyone who becomes deeply important to us is, by that very fact, replaying a crucial role from our own past. In fact, this is how people become important to us. They come from central casting and they pass the audition for us, their casting directors. We then make them the stars of our dramas. We don’t call them “stars.” We might instead call them “soul mates” or “archenemies.” We are often sure “we were together in a former life.” That is not so far off; we were together indeed, except it may not have been centuries ago, only decades or years ago. Synchronicity, meaningful coincidence, makes just the right actors come along for the audition. Our partners are then put under contract as performers, who gradually memorize the scripts of our lifelong needs or fears, and we may be busily doing the same for them. Do I live in my own home or on a movie set?

We might say, “We are working out our karma together.” Yes, our bond in intimate relationships is often fashioned from the ancient and twisted consequences of our childhood or of former relationships. How ironic that those who matter to us have become stand-ins for those who, we might falsely believe, no longer matter to us. In reality, once someone is no longer important to us, his face becomes flatlined on our emotional screen and we no longer include him in our transferences.

Transference does not have to be seen as pathology but rather as our psyche’s signal system, alerting us to what awaits an updating. Our work is to take notice of this and to face our tasks without the use of unwitting apprentices or surrogates. Unconscious transference is a hitching post to our past. As we make it conscious, it becomes a guidepost.

We engage in transference for some positive reasons. We are seeking healing for what is still an open wound. We are yearning for the sewing up of something that has long remained ripped and ragged. We try to complete our enigmatic history through our relationships with new partners, workmates, or colleagues. In this sense, transference can provide a useful shortcut to working on our past. This is healthy when transference is recognized, brought out of hiding, and used to identify what we then take responsibility to deal with. Finding out where our work is can be as important a purpose of relationship as personal happiness.

Transference is unhealthy for us when we remain unconscious of it and use others as fixit-persons for our troubled past relationships. We evolve when that past can find more direct and conscious ways to complete itself. Then others become prompters that help us move on in our story rather than actors who keep us caught in it.

Sometimes in our relationships we do step out of our old story with no need of a prompter. We approach someone not because she grants entry into our own unopened past or helps us forget it but because she is truly brand-new and only herself. This is the experience of an authentic you-and-I relationship. We approach a real person, not someone costumed in garments gathered from the trunks in our own attic. We then become more sincerely present with someone just as she is. This leads to the liberating possibility offered in authentic intimacy: mutual need-fulfillment and openness to each other’s feelings. Our definition in healthy adulthood widens and deepens from the adolescent version: an attachment that feels good.

Transference issues can be baggage—the Latin word for which is impedimenta—or they can be fertile possibilities for growth. How sad it is that what shaped us became a burden and a secret too. Bringing consciousness to our transferences makes everything lighter to bear. There is no way around the past, but there are ways of working with it so that it does not impinge upon us or others quite so much. Our psyche’s unrecognized operations can be exposed. The misreadings that are transference can become meaningful. Then the long longed-for restoration of our full selves can be consummated.

Transference is essentially a compulsion to return to our past in order to clear up emotionally backlogged business. We go back like restless ghosts to the house where the power-packed events occurred or, perhaps, did not fully occur as we wanted them to. The house we haunt is not our original address but the one we live at now. The people whom we haunt for fulfillment of our earliest needs are not our parents but partners, coworkers, friends, or strangers in our present life. Since all we have is the present, we use it to make up for the past. This is not wrong, only inaccurate. It is not a malady, only a misdirection.

We can expand our repertory for dealing with the past. It begins when we embark on a practice of noticing transference mindfully. We may then peer into the true nature of the unsatisfactory transactions of the past that yearn to fulfill themselves so desperately and futilely now. This form of mindfulness makes the unconscious conscious, the implicit explicit, just the technique that facilitates mental awareness, the psychological version of spiritual enlightenment.

Mindfulness is an unconditional awareness of the present without the clutter, conditioning, or contaminations of the past. We can deal with transference mindfully by bringing it into a present no longer conditioned by the past. In Buddhism, the here and now, when it is truly experienced, is ultimate reality. Our work on transference thus commandeers us to a high spiritual consciousness.

Transference smuggles the past onboard the present, and mindfulness escorts us safely to the port of the present, our illicit and burdensome cargo now cast overboard. Transference is an attachment to a fabrication, an illusion about others and ourselves. Mindfulness is its antidote because it is an accurate revision of others, of life events, and of ourselves as they are in this very moment.

Yet we have to concede that the present cannot help but hold some vestiges of the past. To be present mindfully does not mean living with no history—an impossible, useless, and dangerous task. We are mindful as we acknowledge our past as an inevitable and subtle stowaway in our lives. Then we are in the best position to update our ship’s manifest. This takes the psychological work of addressing, processing, resolving, and integrating past events that still gnaw at us. It may mean grieving childhood relationships or finishing some emotionally unfinished business with a recent partner. It will certainly entail an attitude of enquiry into ourselves and our story. These tasks—all of which will appear as practices in this book—can be the psychological escorts into spiritual consciousness. Then we can sit mindfully in the present, finally free of ego and the stories that stop or drive us.

No one escapes transference. It is as much a part of a relationship as are apples to apple pie. In this book we find out how and why transference happens to all of us, what we can learn about ourselves because of it, and how we can come through it as awakened adults. We will keep an eye on the past, wink at our penchant for fantasy, and, hopefully, become loyal to the present. We sometimes take comfort in wishful thinking, a faux version of hope that does us no good. True hope is based on visible potential for change, a reality. Wishful thinking is based on projection, a concept.

Tattoos are carefully and consciously chosen and then needled onto the body. Our assumptions about, expectations of, and projections upon relationships, not consciously chosen, are tattooed into the cells of our bodies. The more a new situation resembles the past, the more bodily stress do we feel and the harder it is for us to release it. Yet, we can trust that our psychological work and our spiritual practice will yield physical results. We will feel our bodies relaxing, our breathing calming, and our tattoos fading. Transference, like all painful events, turns out to be an opportunity for healing after all.

In the chapters that follow, we will be surprising ourselves by finding out how many of our choices in life and relationship are tied to our own past—how much of what we call home is an archeological site. Our goal is to break the hold our ancient history has over us. Our challenge is to keep what is useful from it but to confront the ways it may be limiting our ability to reimagine ourselves and our relationships. Then we bravely join the poet Rilke in “the boundless resolve, no longer limitable in any direction, to achieve our purest inner possibility.” What a thrilling prospect: to dare a bold escape from our karmic prison into the Eden of Only This, to dare a valiant leap over our past’s detaining wall into the paradise of Only Now.


1
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What Is Transference?

Learning to read, I stammered out, “See Dick! See Jane!” Did I ever imagine in first grade that it would take me another fifty years before I would be able to do just that? It has been hard work for me really to see the rosy faces of the Dicks and Janes I meet up with in life. It has required a steadfast allegiance to an unedited reality of who others are instead of falling into my habitual compulsion to project my own needs and beliefs onto them. It has taken conscious awareness of this person’s presence here and now, free of my continual unconscious transferences from other persons, especially ones long since vanished into the past. I found help in the psychological work and spiritual practices I describe in this book. Now my vision of Dick and Jane has improved somewhat, or at least enough to notice when their faces are becoming blurred.

The word transference comes from two Latin words: trans, which means “across, over, or through,” and ferre, which means “to carry.” Psychologically, to “transfer” is to carry over the past into the present. We unconsciously place a parent’s face or that of a former partner or any significant person onto someone else. We thereby re-create our childhood story or a chapter from a recent relationship. Transference is thus a perpetuation of old scenarios, an attempt at resurrecting the past.

The past tense of the verb ferre is latus. Thus the same Latin word is the root of both transference and translation. This seems appropriate since in transference we are continually translating the story lines of our own past into our present transactions. We are so often translating our childhood griefs or expectations, met or unmet, into newly arriving experiences with others. But it is ultimately the same book in another language. In any case, there are also those special moments with others in which transference is not at work, as we shall see.

The word important comes from the Latin portare, which is a synonym for ferre. Both words mean “carry.” Importance is a metaphor for how we import or carry meaning into our experiences. Someone becomes “important” because he evokes a significance, makes an impression, has an impact on us. Originally, people became important to us because they had an influence on our development. For instance, our parents or brothers and sisters were important to our growth into adulthood. Our first spouse or partner was important to our growth in intimacy and adult love. In transference, new people become important because they mimic the originals.

Relatus, from which we have the word relationship, uses the word latus and extends the meaning to “carried back,” a feature of transference. The word intimacy derives from the Latin intimus, or “innermost,” the deep-within that we call the unconscious, another feature of transference. Thus, even linguistically, transference seems to be built into the concept of a relationship!

We can now attempt a definition. Transference is an unconscious displacement of feelings, attitudes, expectations, perceptions, reactions, beliefs, and judgments that were appropriate to former figures in our lives, mostly parents, onto people in the present.

Freud wrote, “Transference is a universal phenomenon of the human mind that dominates our relationship to our environment.” He was echoing Shakespeare, who noticed that the world is a stage and all of us “merely players.” People who become important to us play supporting roles in our daily drama. Perhaps their importance lies precisely in their ability to do that. How ironic that personal importance may not be tied to an authentic you-and-I experience but to a staged performance.

Freud further described transference experiences as “a special class of mental structures . . . new editions or facsimiles which . . . replace earlier persons.” In transference we become caught in an anachronism, since we are replicating our emotional experience of childhood with someone to whom we are relating in the present. Indeed, the word present becomes more symbolic than real once we realize that the past is so much a part of it.

The frequency of transference makes us wonder if only the original characters in our life were truly significant and that others become significant later because they impersonate them. “You are special to me” may mean “You can play the part and if you cannot, I can train you for the role.” The phrase “I married my mother” is the equivalent of “I found someone who fit my transference needs left over from life with mother.”

The puzzle in therapy is not how did I get this way, but what does my angel want with me?

—James Hillman

How We Defend

[image: Image]

To understand our topic more clearly, it is useful to distinguish three terms in psychology: transference, displacement, and projection. They are unconscious mechanisms our ego uses to defend itself against stress. They can be healthy when they are used occasionally to help us over a fear or to stabilize and maintain ourselves. They become dysfunctional when we become possessed by them or when we use them to avoid looking at the truth about ourselves or reality. Here are the distinctions:

Carl Jung wrote, “Projection makes the whole world a replica of our own unknown face.” I project onto another person characteristics, positive or negative, that I am unconscious of in myself; I shift onto others the traits, feelings, and motivations that belong to me. For example, I see you as controlling when all the while I don’t notice how controlling I am. I may also project my beliefs about someone or about what someone feels. Projection mistakes an internal experience for an external one, a “you out there” for an “I in here.” In projection, I spend every day alone.

I displace onto person B the feelings appropriate to person A. For example, I am angry at someone at work, but I take it out on my partner. Displacement mistakes one person for another, often an innocent bystander for a protagonist. In displacement, I spend every day with the wrong person.

In transference I displace onto others the feelings and expectations that rightly belong to my parents, family, former partners, or any significant others. Transference misplaces the past in the present. In transference, every day is a family reunion.

Transference is thus a type of displacement in which archaic family/parental transactions are reexperienced with other adults. Those others are usually confused by our behavior toward them because they do not see that we are inveigling them into a time warp. If they were to see our transference at work, they might pause, open themselves to compassion for us, and gently reassign our feelings back to us rather than letting them impinge upon them. Then our transference would become an assisting force in our personal growth, because we would notice from present reactions to us by others what is missing from our past.

In projection we believe that the other is thinking or feeling what we are thinking or feeling. The extreme form of projection is identification. For instance, you tell me you are lonely now that your relationship has ended. I understand how that feels both from my own past experience and from observing your pain. I imagine you feel/think just as I did when I was lonely. In that moment, I am feeling empathy, but I am also engaging in projection and identification, so I am not fully with you but rather with my own blend of you and me.

Perhaps empathy, and compassion as well, cannot fully happen without projection and identification? Freud referred to the use of defenses for achieving positive goals as a “regression in favor of the [healthy] ego.” In this instance, we see mental constructs being used in ways that further the spiritual virtue of showing compassion.

Transference, projection, identification, and displacement keep interrupting the you-and-I moment, presenting their urgent bill from the backlogged accounts of our life story. Consciousness is the antidote to such a mistake, because it cuts through fantasies to arrive at the pure reality, no matter how disturbing or seductive. It takes courage and integrity to enter the unguarded present moment simply as a witness. One cannot be at the mercy of repulsiveness or attractiveness, of similarity or difference, of our story or of that of someone else.

How do we tell the difference between getting caught up in something or simply witnessing it? We sit on the beach as the clouds roll by. When we sit and simply notice them without moving ourselves, we are witnesses. When we follow them with our eyes and crane our necks and perhaps see images in them, we are attaching to them, not simply witnessing them. A witness is one who sees without being influenced or determined by transference, projection, or displacement. He simply sees the bare fact with no editorial comment. His hands are in his lap, not stuck in the tar baby of ego or story. To be stuck is to refuse to say yes to reality as it is and to move on from there.

Getting You to Feel for Me
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We can understand transference better if we look at one other unconscious defense mechanism, projective identification. A form of this happens when someone cannot stand certain of his own feelings because they seem too rude, too threatening, or too far out of character to know or show. So he does something that provokes his own unwanted or intolerable feeling in the other person, who in effect, feels it for him. We can see possible origins of empathy and intuition in this behavior.

Here is an example: I am angry at you but have always been afraid to show it, so I come late to meet you at the theater, arriving after the film has begun. You look and feel peeved and angry, so I get to see my anger but on your face! I am identifying my own feeling by having projected it through you. In doing this I may also be motivated by a transference need to recreate my parent’s way of acting toward me. I may want you to act or feel toward me as my mother or father did. Maybe this time I can handle it. Maybe you will see what happened to me and ultimately feel compassion.

Inducing reactions in the other person that will feed a transference belief might also appear at work. I see you, my boss, as my critical father, and I do things at work that will lead you to criticize me. Now I revive my relationship with my critical dad or former spouse, of whom you remind me. I believe more firmly that I am an appropriate target of criticism, since you tell me so.

Projection and projective identification can be positive or negative. Sports fans imagine athletes to be living out their own ideals of competence and mastery. This is a positive projection. On the negative side, fans can rejoice and join by vicarious feelings in the violence they witness during an out-of-control soccer game. They are seeing the players express the rage they themselves feel. What a skewed and confounded search for mirroring. All this misdirected identification shows us that what we fail to integrate can become represented later by something else and we are then even more misled. This is exactly what transference is about.

We do not engage in projective identification because we are deceitful but because certain feelings are unbearable and we are seeking a safe way to diffuse them. We are not simply unloading our unacceptable or disavowed feelings. There is a positive—that is, developmental—reason. We are seeking a model for showing feelings. Then we can learn to practice feeling our own feelings safely. Thus, after seeing the scowl on your face at the movie theater—and noticing that you remain my friend nonetheless—I can learn how to show anger appropriately.

The person at the receiving end can practice tonglen. In this Buddhist practice, we take in the pain that the other finds intolerable, pass it through our heart-mind—serenely receptive and transformative because of our mindfulness and loving-kindness practices—and give it back in the form of healing compassion. This practice is alchemical in that it takes what is so unacceptable and turns it into something valuable.

In a sense, every time we listen to a friend tell us his troubles and respond with mindful presence and loving-kindness, we are practicing tonglen. We can say also that good therapy is tonglen, since the therapist takes in the pain and negative emotions of the client and gives back healing responses. Therapy thereby affirms how each of our feelings or attitudes, no matter how negative, can evoke compassion and lead to transformation. We then joyfully realize how every negative experience has positive, growth-fostering potential, how every liability is a resource, how every shadow trait has a kernel of value, how every disturbance or mistake can deepen our spiritual consciousness. The more we discover this truth, the less we need to project, displace, or transfer. There is an energy of light frozen in our confusion, a luminosity we can release, if only we do not give up our mining.

One of Our Habits
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Our feelings about our current relationship may be conscious: “I know I am angry at my partner.” But the origin and import of our feelings are often unconscious, as might be the attitudes and expectations beneath them: “I wanted him to speak up for me.” Unconsciously, this may be “I expect him to be there for me just as dad was.” Our fears or expectations usually grow from memories. Notice that transference can be based on positive memories, not only negative ones.

Transference is a habit in all people regardless of the quality of their parenting background. We will transfer whether our past was positive or negative in its impact on us. The fact that our psychic development is the result of a lifelong continuum of transference relationships may be a way of maintaining our own sense of personal continuity: “I am still with those I remember from my past, as long as I can transfer onto this new partner. He revives my story.”

Transference is a homing instinct in the psyche. We all feel an urge to return to the past. Why would we want to do this? We are seeking a way to replicate and enact the unfinished business of our childhood or of our primary adult relationships. This inclination of ours can help us when it works to reconstitute the past so that we can explore what our hidden issues are and how they can be laid to rest. This happens in psychotherapy or in any moment in which we revisit our past and work out what is left of it in the present. It takes conscious noticing, catching ourselves in the act of transference, slipping out of the grip of the past, and what may be a fire walk into the real present. Psychological freedom happens when we find the courage to enter the here-and-now reality of ourselves and others, shorn of the decorations and detritus of our history.

Noticing our transferences may not be so difficult, since we choose people on whom to transfer that really do resemble our parents or other significant characters in our life story. We can gradually recognize—as will others regarding us—the similarities that made certain people such well-qualified candidates for transference.

Indeed, we can piece together our childhood history from the crypt of our unconscious. We do this by observing our needs and expectations in relationship and the partners we choose or keep choosing. We can also learn about our childhood from our patterns in relationships. For example, if our mother left us early in life, did we believe we made her leave, perhaps because we were not enough for her? Do we now make partners leave to repeat that scenario, mistakenly believing that repetition will be a completion? Do we hope they will come back as Mom did not? And if they do, will this mean that Mom’s disappearance has finally been canceled?

Transference is a redirection of unresolved energy toward a safer object. We seek such a refuge since perhaps we may have felt the energy of the past to be too dangerous for us to confront directly. Thus transference, used to track our personal issues, can serve as a kindly scout that leads us gently into a territory that may be scary. This spouse can be more safely confronted than a devouring mother. Our anger, so terrifying to express in our childhood, can now be safely released in our committed marriage.

The safer object can be a stranger who annoys us, a colleague who snubs us, someone we are becoming interested in, an old flame returned, a family member or friend. All that is required for transference to kick in is some momentary gesture, word, deed, or manner that unconsciously recalls a person from our past with whom things are still unsettled. This may explain immediate attraction or repulsion. When we just don’t like or definitely do like someone and we don’t know why, transference may be at work.

Transference not only distorts who others are, it distorts who we think we are. Thus, the whole book of our life is mistranslated in transference. Consciousness is the new revised version that matches reality more accurately than the earlier texts. A fealty to what is real here and now radically opens us and widens our understanding of ourselves and others. We see the new newly and know others clearly, perhaps for the first time. It takes us such a long time to see. But that is nothing to be ashamed of. It is how the psyche works. All our ways of seeing the world are screened and stunted by our past until the rare moment of opening happens. Then a new inner landscape opens and we find our place in it.

At the same time, it is not simply a choice between authentic reality and a misrepresentative transference. We are usually engaged in both at once, since our past and present relationships are truly similar. A transference may thus not be totally a distortion, since there were indeed so many ambiguities in our relationships with the people in our past and now so many similarities to those in the present. It is well-nigh impossible to be clear about who is who. We find it hard to be precise about who people really are and what they mean to us in themselves. We therefore may refer to transference as a distortion only in the objective sense. Subjectively, it is not so much a distortion as a near miss, an approximation, a rough estimate, a ballpark figure—like so many of the beliefs and opinions we imagine to be gospel.

In the traditional view, distortion happens when a perception does not correspond to reality. With regard to others, we then fail to see a person, instead seeing only our subjective version of her. Our work then is to match our perception to her reality. But this may require an arduous climb rather than an immediate grasp. We can instead learn to know someone by engaging with her at gradually unfolding levels. We can keep finding out more about who she is while never quite knowing her fully. Then all it takes on our part is ever more generous receptiveness to who she is and ever more patience with a timing that eludes our jurisdiction.

Our story/transferences add weight to the impact of events. For instance, if someone does not make time for us, we might simply notice it and work around it, while there may also be some impact on our feelings. If, however, this is reminiscent of how unavailable our mother was in childhood, we might feel the blow more heavily. We then become more angry than fits the present circumstance. Some of that anger is part of the grief about what we missed out on long ago. As we notice a connection to our past, we see how the recent event helped us locate a long-unnoticed issue. We might eventually see that finding that piece of unfinished business is more valuable than being made time for!

Once we work out our issue, the world and others become just who they are. Then we can appreciate those who make time for us and, at the same time, say yes to the given of life that not everyone will do so. We might notice how we have been manipulating others over the years to make time for us. We give that up too. In any case, the fact that we were still looking for what we missed in childhood is a better position to be in than to have given up hope altogether. In fact, if the continuing search is what finally woke us up to transference, it has great value.

We do not eliminate transference; we decant it. We do not kill it as David killed Goliath. We wrestle with it respectfully as did Jacob with the angel, until it yields its blessing. The blessing is the revelation of what we missed or lost and the grace to grieve it rather than transfer it. We feel a momentum to mourn all those who did not make time for us, to let go of their importance to us, to go on with life no longer determined or unduly influenced by what others choose to do. We then find satisfying sources of need-fulfillment in ourselves and in other humans who can be there for us most of the time and not there sometimes. And in a yes to that, we have all we need.

In grief, there is an element of inconsolability. In our needs, there is an element of unsatisfiability. In the face of life’s most profound questions, there is an unknowability. This fits with the work of Kurt Gödel, the Czech mathematician, who confirmed the “incompleteness theorem,” which states that in any mathematical system there are indeed propositions that can neither be proved nor disproved. These natural incompletions reflect the first noble truth of Buddhism about the enduring and ineradicable unsatisfactoriness of all experience. This is not only Buddha’s truth, it is the one that some of our children and punk rockers also proclaim.

Yet there is a positive side. Inconsolability means we cannot forget but always cherish those we loved. Unsatisfiability means we have a motivation to transcend our immediate desires. Unknowability means we grow in our sense of wonder and imagination. Indeed, answers close us, but questions open us. In accepting the given of the first noble truth without protest, blame, or recourse to an escape to which we can attach, we win all the way around.

Our realization about the ultimate inadequacy/unsatisfactoriness in life does not have to be a cause of suffering. We can relax into the transitory as natural. We can acknowledge that we are often easy to please but hard to satisfy. We can be content with moments of satisfaction, moments of fulfillment, moments of completion. We can notice that satisfaction with what is, in all its temporariness and unsatisfactoriness, grants us a liberating serenity.

The essence of ego-ignorance is its ongoing feud with the givens of life. Our unconditional yes to them lets moments be enough. We can then be like kaleidoscopes, joyous as stunning new designs appear and serene as they make way for other ones, even those not quite as stupendous. We recall the words of the ancient Greek poet Pindar: “Do not attempt to become Zeus; you have it all when just a share of beauty comes to you.”

The Birth of Our Expectations
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Transference happens when the past intrudes upon the present. One same way of relating is carried forward from decade to decade, from relationship to relationship. Our template from childhood can be so ingrained that we cannot see our present partner clearly. If mom was always loving, we might expect that same quality of love from a narcissistic partner who is unable to provide it. Our loyalty to the template may make us try to force-fit the glass slipper onto the wrong woman: “My experience with my controlling mother makes you seem more controlling than you are, and my wish for a kindly mother makes me hope you will be that way toward me.”

A lack of love from a partner, resembling the lack of love from a parent, may lead us to despair that all we will ever be able to find in others is failed attunement to our needs. This is transferring our original despair onto the world. But, as we shall see, the failure of others may not be so bad. It may be just what we need to help us work on ourselves by dealing with our old hurts on our own.

A lack of love means not receiving the five A’s of adult love: attention, acceptance, appreciation, affection, and allowing us to be ourselves. When we were not fulfilled in the past, we might seek those same five A’s from others, a reasonable direction to take. But without working on ourselves first, for example, by grieving our past, we are likely to solicit need-fulfillment from others with restlessness and compulsion. That spells out as a must-have energy from us that may turn off prospective partners. Transference can then be an obstacle to relationship. The more we can become conscious of our transferences, the more apt we are to find out what we need to work on ourselves, to lay our ancient hungers to rest, to seek out those who can be more effective at loving us. Our whole style becomes less pressured and more relaxed.

Eventually we see that we can’t be other than what we are and that means what we are must be just what we need to find fulfillment and just what the world needs as our contribution. Being ourselves is good news to the universe.

Wanting the five A’s is not a sign of weakness nor a sign that a lot was missing in the past. It is always legitimate to want to be appreciated or prized, for instance. It is a sign of health when we acknowledge the legitimacy of our longings. That self-acceptance may settle into us as a physical sensation. It is akin to the special moment that occurs when learning to ride a bike. After falls and awkwardness we suddenly achieve a sense of balance, or rather it suddenly happens and permanently lasts. Applied to accepting our longings, this is the shift moment in which we hold these longings in our hearts without being so attached to having them fulfilled nor so angry at the partner who can’t seem to satisfy them. The longings for the five A’s then begin to stand alone rather than as justifiable only if they lead to fulfillment. We notice that we are feeling something existential, shared by all humans, rather than something unique to us. Compassion for ourselves and all humans may then awaken in us. A yes to our longings has led to a spiritual practice.

Like other animals, it is in our earliest relationships that we receive our most significant imprinting. From our experience in our family home, we form a concept about love. Then we are on the lookout for how future relationships match or do not match our model. This is the poignant origin of so many of our disappointments with others who do not measure up to a past they do not know. If our past was negative or hurtful, we may look for partner-candidates who will re-create that hurt, and then we can blame them, since perhaps we never fully felt or expressed our rage at a parent who wounded us that same way. This is how our demanding expectations are born, how our pent-up rage finally finds its chance to explode, how our hopes spring up or die.

Do We Hope or Despair?
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If we missed out on one or all of the five A’s, two possible results may occur, both painful: We might now need them in an extreme way. Our heart is then a bottomless pit, never getting enough. A second alternative is despair, not believing that the five A’s of intimacy are there to be had, not trusting that anyone or anything can provide or foster them for very long. Such despair is deadly, since it finds no way to resolve itself. How can I make despair a question rather than an answer?

Hope, expectation, and despair reside in all of us. Whichever happened in childhood lingers on in us and then becomes activated in an intimate relationship. We then transfer onto others our hope that they will come through for us, our expectation that they will make up for all our past deficits, or our despair of them ever really being there for us. We can even cause any of these three options to happen:

In the transference based on hope we ask those we love, often tentatively and indirectly, to provide us with what was missing from our past. We believe others, some others, can indeed be trusted to be there for us. In the transference based on expectation we demand this. In the transference based on despair we anticipate and fear repetition of failures at attuning to our needs. We imagine that an adult partner will disappoint us as our parents did, and we shame ourselves for being unworthy or blame our partners for being ungiving.

The first and second may lead us to cling and the third may lead us to run. These oscillate as figure to ground in the course of an adult relationship. Hope helps us trust the givens of our lives as ingredients of growth and helps us to say yes to them no matter what they lead to, that is, unconditionally. Expectation may lead us to attempt to force others to give us what we need, directly or in passively aggressive ways. Despair may turn some basic forms of trust that most people have accepted into disturbing questions, never fully settled:

Does life have meaning?

Am I am worthy to live and be happy?

Does the universe have a loving intent?

Can women/men be trusted to help rather than hurt me?

Is growth and change truly possible?

Relationship is often a forced rerun characterized by a troubled hope that this time around it might be better for us. We transfer our original dashed expectation onto a new source of hope. In that sense, transference represents a touching fact about us. We have an irrepressible longing for love no matter how often we are let down. We keep hoping for better than we had. Alternatively, we may despair of anything improving for us, based on a long-standing negative template. We do all that it takes to make either—or both—of these come true in a new relationship.

Thus, we engage in transference because of our need for a repetition of the negative past or because of our hope for something new in the present. Perhaps this time my needs will be greeted with fulfillment rather than disappointment. We may live in hope for what will be better or we may fear what will be the same or worse. Sometimes both happen at once.

Is there a middle way between hope and despair? It is the unconditional yes to the given of life that our needs are sometimes met and sometimes not, that life is not always predictable, that things do not always come out the way we want. Between the extremes of hope and despair there flies a wise owl. He is the one that lands not in the marshes of wishful thinking nor in the desert of despondency but on the tree of life, the reality of how things are in the human world. We can sit with him on any branch of mindfulness. There we feel a sense of divine balance and we realize that our unconditional yes was how we aligned ourselves to it. Wallace Stevens expresses it in his poem Notes Toward A Supreme Fiction:

. . . not balances

That we achieve, but balances that happen,

As a man and a woman meet and love. . . .

How Childhood Continues into Our Adult Relationships
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In this section each paragraph gives a specific example of how transference moves from childhood into our adult lives and relationships.

If in childhood our household was full of tension, especially if one or both parents were addicted or psychologically impaired, the cells of our bodies might still hold some of the original level of anxiety. We might notice two possible results. We cannot feel fully comfortable except in an adrenaline-driven relationship, job, or lifestyle. Or we might be on red alert for danger and thus become so self-protective as to be closed off from others. These are examples of how transference burrows into our very cells, even though our minds report there is no danger now. Our minds know well, but our bodies know better.

Instant anger is often a sign of transference. For instance, in a childhood in which a boy’s every move was scrutinized by his mother, his innate need for freedom of movement (the “A” of allowing that is often the dad’s role to ensure) was ignored and he felt stifled. Now when he is comfortably in his office at home and his wife calls to him: “What are you doing in there?” he hits the ceiling—feeling again the sense of intrusion by a woman. If he has explored his past, he may recognize his extreme reaction as part of a displacement from childhood. If he has not, he will take his anger out on her and blame her rather than taking responsibility for the work he has to do on himself. The work is addressing, processing, resolving, and integrating his mother issue.

During my marriage, I recall occasionally, in my thoughts, confusing my wife with my mother. I also recall being unkind to my wife occasionally, even though she was kind to me. I wondered over the years why I was like that toward her. Recently, I was thinking of my ex-wife and again used the word mom. Suddenly I had my answer: I was getting back at mother for her harshness toward me in childhood through my wife, the new significant woman in my life. It was an important insight for me. I explained all this to my ex-wife, now a friend, and I apologized for my unconsciousness. I saw so clearly how transference can be dangerous to a relationship as long as it remains unconscious.

When a transference reaction becomes conscious, we may suddenly recall the exact nature of the original events of our past. For instance, when my sister continually criticizes me and I keep taking it, I may one day recall that this is precisely how my mother treated me. Then I may speak up, usually in anger, and that reaction will be directed at both the sister in front of me and the mother behind her. In another example, a man sees how his wife shows the five A’s to her son and he is envious. Her affection is reminding him of what his own mother did not give him. The signal is envy; the work is grief for what he missed out on. Here is a final, more poignant example: From the way I love my son, I realize my father did not love me.

We were often blamed in childhood, so now we hear blame when others express healthy anger toward us. We feel criticized when others give us reasonable feedback. Even healthy anger directed at us by another feels scary when it is picking up on transferred energy. For instance, it may remind us of how father came at us so menacingly in childhood. The reminding can be conscious (our minds remember) or unconscious (our cells remember). Our fear of others’ anger may keep us always on the alert, and we become adept at smoothing things over so that anger will not erupt. Such alertness is itself a form of pain.

A wife may act like a mother; a husband may act like a father. This is the equivalent of reliving our parent’s life rather than becoming persons in our own right. Erotic passion for our partners fades quickly when we become parent figures. Is the transference then a way of avoiding intimacy?

Transference may explain why we overstay in relationships that do not work so well. We may be too hasty in blaming ourselves as needy or foolish. Perhaps we hang on because we are trying to work out a whole lifetime of issues and this one relationship seems so apt a stage on which to accomplish it. We stay because the dim and flaring lamps of our childhood still light the stage.

A distressed, unfulfilled past calls for grief work before it can be laid to rest. When we find a partner who seems to offer the fulfillment of all that we missed in childhood, we jump into his arms. He stands in as the parent who this time will come through for us. We thus hop over the grief requirement. Then grief becomes the missing link in our journey toward psychological health. Transference makes the missing link look like a bridge. This mistake is trickster energy, since it eventually shows us our skipped step rather than letting us skip it. We soon find all the same issues arising with a partner that we hoped to skip over from childhood. Under the bridge we constructed, our psyche was constructing its own bridge to export its shipment into our adult relationships. But, ah, the missing link of grieving turns out to be a required link between a wounded childhood and healthy adult intimacy.

Transference can happen because of a similarity between a parent’s psychological type and a partner’s. For instance, an introverted husband may trigger our impatience with our distant, introverted dad. We might be attracted to an introverted, unavailable person so that we can finally turn him—that is, dad—around.

Our parents had the power of life and death over us. We had to please them in order to survive in the earliest era of our existence. Now, when we transfer the parental imago onto someone, with the transference might come the same need to please. We give our power over to the other, since survival and likability seem to be identified, as they were in childhood. This is how our unconscious transference can prevent us from growing up.

We might notice transference when we idealize or demonize someone. In such primitive transference we are seeing a person in the larger-than-life size our powerful parents had in our childhood. In such mistaken identity we are apt to give away our power and serenity to the idealized other, who has become so necessary to our happiness, or the demonized other, who so strongly evinces our fear and our need to be on the defensive. Someday we may resent how much of our mental space was taken up by that one little person whom we so inflated. The stature of all our inner figures, like our own ego, has to be reduced to more appropriate dimensions if we are ever to be free.

Problems with authority take the form of automatic opposition or unquestioning obedience. We then find ourselves either unable to trust or overly trusting. Such reactions are often a sign of a parental transference. We are still enraged at the mother who was so controlling. We cannot trust the person who does that because he is attempting to override our deepest needs, values, and wishes—the core of who we are. A controlling father who insisted we meet his expectations engenders anger in a child, and that anger will later find a target at which to aim itself, such as a boss or any authority figure. Anger is specific to a person or circumstance, hence limited; rage is diffuse and without limits. It gathers momentum from long-standing insult and unfairness that has never been addressed or redressed. When we were pressured by our parents not to cry or to show anger or to be afraid, we might have come to believe that feelings could be controlled. That myth can explain our attempts—or our need—to be in control now.

We may notice that a certain touch, especially by a stranger, takes on greater meaning than fits the bill. This can be a clue that we may be so needy for a sense of acceptance that we make more of a touch than is meant by it. Perhaps in childhood we constructed our sense of ourselves from just such fleeting moments and now we transfer that power onto what happens in the present between us and others. But our sense of self was never meant to come from that quarter. What we feel may be a faux sense of self from a misinterpreted moment. Sadly, for some of us, even the sense of neediness sometimes stands in for a sense of self. Then we see a partner as a source of happiness rather than as a context that fosters it, the more adult version of relating to an intimate partner.

It will be tough to let go of the relationship, even when it does not work, if our identity has melded in with another person. Could it be that one of the reasons it is so hard to let go is that so much of ourselves has been transferred onto others? This may account for our belief that we will not survive if we leave or lose a relationship.

Transference also appears in our illusory belief in a bigger meaning than is appropriate to the signals we are getting. For instance, a severely withdrawn person may imagine that he has a girlfriend because the woman next door smiles at him as she passes him in the corridor. He is transferring onto her the expectations he developed from his mother’s or schoolteacher’s smile.

Transference is pathological when it becomes abusive or harmful to ourselves or others. For instance, a person who has been the victim of abuse in childhood may transfer his feelings of low self-worth onto someone else and become a persecutor. The original victim now feels in control (as he believes his own abuser was). This is a counterphobic reaction that makes the victim/persecutor feel he is redressing the wrong done to him. This kind of transference may be part of the personality of serial killers. Carroll Cole, for instance, murdered women he believed to be dissolute. In his childhood, his mother was promiscuous and would force him to watch her acting sexually with other men, then later she would beat him to intimidate him into not telling his father. Notice also how his sense of being in control as an adult was confirmed by retaliation, the wounded ego’s favorite equalizer.

A male partner may have unresolved rage toward a mother who controlled or abused him. In adult life he may engage in the game of seduction and withdrawal. He invites a woman into his life and seems available for a committed relationship, but he keeps declaring his “doubts” and breaking up. Then he comes back and draws her in again, only to pull back soon after. What is going on? He is sincerely confused on the conscious level. Unconsciously, he is setting a scene of seduce-and-withdraw, a scene he may repeat often. When he seduces the woman in, he sees her come toward him with nurturing love. This love reminds him of mother’s approach that became engulfing. Now, unlike in childhood, he can reject mother/women. The rejection of the woman in the present finally achieves a freedom from his smothering mother in the past. The wise woman will not go through this cycle of seduce-and-withhold more than once. The wise man will hightail it to therapy to work on a transference that has become a fear of and punishment of women. Of course, the roles can be reversed male to female also.

We may act kindly and want to be kind. Yet our unconscious may be mean in spite of our conscious intentions. We occasionally have mean thoughts or do things that are cruel. Both seem out of character, and we wonder, “Where did that come from?” It is as if some of our inner territories were never reached by the missionaries of loving-kindness, nor yet colonized by a civilized empire. For instance, we did not intend to be aggressive when we teased, tickled, or pinched our partner. Yet these are indeed aggressive, pain-producing acts. We are consciously playful, but our hostile unconscious has kicked in. This may be reminiscent of how our otherwise loving parents or siblings in childhood came at us in similar “friendly fire” ways.

We call Mother in New York and her first words are, “So you are finally calling me!” We feel judged and guilty. We react with apologies, but she continues to reprove us. Then we erupt into indignation, and an argument begins. Now the full scenario, so reminiscent of our past together, is being played out. We are still caught in a one-note relationship that misses out on the love that certainly exists between us but cannot peep out from under the double blankets of our guilt and her anger. Is the expression of that love what we have feared in one another for most of our lives? Do the guilt-tripping and resultant anger serve to keep us safe from ever being truly intimate with each other? Is this our game? An alternative to such stimulus-response behavior is simply to pause between them long enough to find a way to break the cycle. To pause is, admittedly, hard to do when we are so heated by that one and only still-so-powerful voice at the other end of the phone and of our lives. In any case, in this and in any altercation with a partner or family member, we can always end with our own silent loving-kindness practice: “May you and I love more authentically. May we both act from an enlightened place. May we/you be well and happy.”

A final comment on the above example may help us explore one more angle of ourselves. Our childlike reaction to our mother shows that we have a psychological issue that is regressive, still caught in the past. Another example might be that of adult siblings who are still acting like rivals rather than accepting the given that parents will sometimes prefer one of their offspring over the other. We can ask ourselves how many of our issues are those of childhood and how many are truly adult? Not only are we meant to grow up, but our concerns are also. Once we say yes without stammer or stutter to how the past played out for us and truly let go of it, we make room for adult issues, such as building self-esteem, successful relationships, and spiritual consciousness. Is this what we are trying to avoid when we don’t let go of the past?

Our present partner may serve as the most recent understudy for the original stars of our drama in childhood. We might ask, “What did my psyche see in her that made her so apt an actress for this role? Perhaps she was the most suitable scarecrow on which to hang the tattered rags of my past, rags of childhood promises believed but unkept.” How ironic that we can use others in that way even though they have an integrity and personality all their own. It must be that transference is a technology of the psyche to recover its losses as Emily Dickinson says:

The Shapes we buried, dwell about,

Familiar, in the Rooms—

Untarnished by the Sepulcher,

The Moldering Playmate comes—

In just the Jacket that he wore—

Long buttoned in the Mold

Since we—old mornings—Children—played. . . .

The Grave yields back her Robberies—

The years our pilfered things. . . .
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What Transference Does and Why

Time present and time past

Are both perhaps present in time future,

And time future contained in time past.

—T. S. Eliot, “Burnt Norton”

Much of our childhood may be unsayable, but it is not inexpressible, and transference lets the story be told in spite of our muteness. We act out what we cannot quite cry out. We locate those who shall stand in loco parentis: We unconsciously beg from our intimate partner what we were refused by our mother. The story of our deprivation has to be told before the gift of our love can be given. We hope the other will take the clue and make up for what we missed. When that happens, we feel truly loved. This is why we can give love in return most easily to those who understand us.

The muteness-turned-transference also takes the form of acting toward a partner as a significant person acted toward us so we can show what happened. For instance, we withhold intimacy from others, as we play the part of our own ungiving parent. We do this not because we are tightfisted about giving our love but because we are compelled to let the world know how deprived we were in receiving love. Only when we get something like that off our chest can our heart be opened.

Likewise we may not be manipulating our partner because we are simply controllers. We are stammering out in actions rather than in words how invaded we felt by our father’s harsh control of us. We are showing as a way of telling, using a metaphor instead of a statement. In fact, the Greek word for “transference” is our word metaphor. Our present relationships are metaphors for our original bonds, both successful and failed. Intimacy is the momentary liberation from metaphorical comparisons into reality beyond compare.

We show what happened to us rather than simply telling it. We are doing this not because we are playing it close to the vest or lying. The showing rather than telling happens because we are unconscious of the impact of the past and unconscious of the ways we are repeating it through transference.

The Clues

[image: Image]

Transference is a code. A code is a full explanation of something but in a secret format that has to be broken into in order to be understood. Transference holds complex clues about the past, still waiting to be untangled. The ways we transfer onto others give us code names about what happened in the past. What we so frantically long for from a partner may be code for what we missed from a parent or former partner. What we expect from a relationship is code for what really happened on those distant days in our family kitchen or in the barn with our cousin or with our first spouse in our honeymoon cottage.

Since transference is unconscious, a clue to it is the sense that we know something but don’t know how we know it. We have a sense of someone having power to seduce or repel us, but we cannot put our finger on exactly why. That “why” goes back many decades to our childhood, with its compelling drama of suspense and its cast of characters, mysterious at times, since we were not so sure of their roles: Are they here to love or hurt me? The adults in our childhood world were also mysterious to us because they were usually not as open about themselves as our friends were. So much of the day they were gone. Who knows where? So much of the time they were acting in ways that made no sense to us. Who knows why? So much of our knowledge of their motivations had holes that had to be filled in. Who knows how? So many secrets from their past were whispered so we could not hear. All of that became the puzzling “Why?” that plagues us now. Our fascination with solving whodunits is understandable, given how much of our own past was a mystery.

The most common clues to transference are the following: stronger feelings than seem to fit the circumstance, instant reactions, holding on to a relationship when it is not working, obsession, unexplainable attraction or repulsion, confusion about whys and wherefores, personalizing others’ actions, and a similarity in the characteristics of all our partners. In addition, the way we describe our relationship may be an exact depiction of our childhood. For instance, “I am not really being noticed here” or “I can feel that my needs are being mostly met.” Our words reveal a clue to what childhood was like and to how we have located precisely the relationship that recapitulates it.

Clues to transference definitely come to us in our reactions to films. We cry, laugh, or feel fear at certain moments and don’t know why. We become engaged in a scene or character and can tell we are reacting more strongly than is accounted for by what is happening on the screen. We are relating to the characters and events as projections of our own story. We are finding out what we really felt in similar moments in our own lives and how we still feel even now. We are moved by the plight of the hero and we guess it is or was our own. We hear the heroine say just what we would have said if we had been free to do so. We see tears that we were meant to shed. We shed tears that were waiting their turn.

Our projections onto others are clues. It takes us a while to notice how much of who we are has been residing in others. Indeed, transference shows us that other people are not out there as totally other. They are reflections/projections of our own story. They are part of us. They are not only “they”—or “he/she”—but also “I.” For instance, we see our ex-spouse and realize she no longer evokes the old magic to seduce and thrill us. No adrenaline rushes in, only matter-of-factness, mild hostility, or a warm friendliness. We see clearly in that moment that what she has become to us shows us that projection, transference, and displacement accounted for a great deal of the original exciting attraction/chemistry. The fervent sexual energy we called love felt so real fifteen years ago. Yet it seems impossible to recapture it now, nor do we have the slightest interest in doing so. The recognition of transference deepens our wonder about exactly how the relationship was real. How much of my significant other was constructed from my significant others?

We may find a clue to transference when we notice how we react exactly as one of our parents did, for instance, with sudden rage or storming off. Transferential feelings sometimes cross the generations in a forward direction. For instance, we see many of a former husband’s traits in our son. We may then take some of our anger meant for husband out on son. Either physical or psychological resemblance can make for transference. Here is a positive example from a poem by Anne Bradstreet, “A Letter to Her Husband Absent upon Public Employment”:

In this dead time, alas, what can I more

Than view those fruits which through thy heart I bore . . .

True living pictures of their father’s face.

Causes and Choices
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Transference is a map of our life experience showing the territory we have covered and how we keep going back to it. Transference is thus recursive, that is, an effect goes back to a cause, which causes another effect. It is thereby a self-contained process. It is self-defeating if we do not catch this algorithm in the act and call it for what it is. We can then use it to confront our past’s insidious interference in our present.

To work with transference takes attention to past causes of our present behavior. Causes issue from the vocabulary of reason and orderliness. However, there is another vocabulary we can access. It is that of choices. For instance, one theory is that criminals become soured on society because of the abuse they experienced in childhood. Another theory is that they are fully responsible no matter what happened to them in the past. Instead of an either-or approach, we can appreciate the impact of the past and see how it influences present behavior but does not excuse it. We combine cause and choice in looking at our psychological issues also. Transferential causes do not excuse, but they do influence, our choices. The work is to see the influence rather than let it remain unconscious. Then we can make new choices that reflect our adult responsibility.

Recursive transference also resembles the heroic journey by which our parents’ role is to launch us into the world. Leaving home does not mean simply changing one’s address. It does not mean breaking the deep connections we have with our families. That is not true individuation, since it contradicts the nature of being human. Leaving home is a metaphor for our growth into adulthood by blowing down the house of cards we have constructed from our complex story lines of who we are and what the world owes us. To leave such a nest of illusions is to find the courage to walk “as refugees in no-man’s land,” as Chögyam Trungpa, the Tibetan meditation master, put it. This is a land where nothing serves to confirm our ego’s solidity or entitlements. To leave home is to leave an imagined safety from pain for an openness to the givens of life, which we greet with an unconditional yes. That word yes is our open sesame to waking up, our spiritual victory.

Yet, as the eighth-century Indian Buddhist teacher Shantideva reminds us, “We, like senseless children, shrink from suffering while we seek its causes.” Most of us want to recover from the past and yet we keep repeating it. At the same time, our unconscious transference feelings are used to defend us against facing conflicts from childhood that are now revived in what seems to be a safer setting, an adult relationship, and with a presumably safer person, an intimate partner. We keep looking for nests when our freedom consists in leaving them for the open air.

In the unconscious, all is flow: there is no past and future separate from the present. Everything recapitulates what has gone before and is arched toward what is to come, in what David Bohm called a “holo-movement.” Likewise we experience reality not in discrete pieces but in quanta, collections of experience. Arthur Koestler, scientist and philosopher, taught that everything is a “holon,” a whole that is part of another greater whole and yet is more than can be accounted for by its parts. Each part wants to endure as its autonomous self and participate in the purposes of the whole. Transference vividly demonstrates that every person is a holon, part of a greater story, always shown, not always told.

Noticing What We Are Up To
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I know I am not seeing things as they are. I am seeing things as I am.

—Laurel Lee

Here are summary and further comments that help us understand how transference works:

•  We do not simply remember an event or loss mentally. We feel it, and this feeling is a signal that we have something to address, process, resolve, and then integrate. Instead, we might refer it to, transfer it onto someone else who resembles the characters in our story. In transference reactions, we repeat rather than remember. In this sense, our transference is a way of resisting the full implication of a memory. At the same time, when we catch ourselves at it, we can practice cutting through to the memory and the work it will take to deal with it. This is how becoming conscious of transference revives the past so that we can find a path into it and through it.

•  Transference happens unconsciously, but this is not surreptitious on our part. It may be our way of protecting ourselves from direct contact with something from our past that we are not ready to realize. Secrets are indeed necessary in some areas of life, for example prayer, contemplation, sexual intimacies, creative works in progress. The secret of deep meaning may be hidden from us because it is too mysterious for minds like ours to plumb. As James Hillman writes, “Resistance and secrecy are based upon the unknown and unknowable at the core of psychic life.”

•  Transference is sometimes difficult to distinguish from ordinary relationship needs. This is because our earliest needs—attention, acceptance, appreciation, affection, and allowing, for instance—turn out to be the same needs we have in an intimate relationship. Transference comes in as an unconscious throwback to our original story and how it played out. Instead of simply seeking need-fulfillment in an adult way, we add on expectations and entitlements that belong more legitimately to the parent-child relationship.

•  The term transference resistance refers to our failure to recognize transference when it is pointed out to us. We can also use transference to avoid the anxiety of knowing about our past, because it would be too overwhelming to face. We can use transference in a relationship to hold back on experiencing real intimacy with a real person. We might do this either because we fear that level of closeness or are not yet fully trusting of the other.

•  Our transferences influence, or even at times determine, how we see others. Most of us come to relationships with preformed opinions. We use our own peculiar dictionary of meanings and myths as we walk out onto the human stage. These play out as demands, yearnings, and expectations, and become the raw material of transference. Our longing to receive the five A’s of childhood from adult relationships is not foolish but touching and revealing of the punctures in our past. Our useful itch for wholeness emerges from our sense of limitation. It is only because something is missing that we reach out for what transcends ego. In this sense, our limitations are not inimical to our growth. The holes in us are assisting forces on our journey toward personal fulfillment. The work is to identify our gaps so we can work on them. Then we are more likely to join Thoreau in saying to a partner, “I will come to you, my friend, when I no longer need you. Then you will find a palace, not an almshouse.”

•  Words have a denotation, the dictionary meaning, and a connotation, that which is suggested or evoked. For instance, the denotation of mother is a female biological parent, but that word evinces immediate feelings and reactions in us based on what it connotes. This connotation is both personal, based on our history with our own mother, and collective, based on our universal human sense of what is in the universal mother archetype. Transference is connotation.

•  Transference is not a problem but an acting out of an abiding—and legitimate—continuity between the present and the past. Yet, we cannot forget that the past as it happened historically is not necessarily the same as the past we carry unconsciously. We are memory banks that do not necessarily keep accurate track of our accounts.

•  The term transference is also used medically to refer to the process by which a symptom is relocated in another part of the body. This is a metaphor for what happens in psychological transference in that we often relocate our pain rather than remove it. For instance, we find new ways to feel the desolation of childhood by staying in a relationship with someone who is unfaithful. We appear to the outside world to be “the faithful one” but in reality we are the orphaned one, again. An orphan is anyone who did not receive or is not receiving the five A’s.

•  The line of development of a transference is autonomous. Our intellectual development does not necessarily match or track with our psychological development. Transference happens no matter how smart we are, no matter how careful or how healthy. Transference is a deep structure of human relationships, that is, an essential feature, universally present.

•  Transference happens because humans relate in rhythmic, flowing ways, give and take, back and forth, event and repetition. Even without issues with our parents, we would displace, project, and transfer, since we are beings who easily slip out of the smart embrace of present reality into the enchanting grip of the imaginary world. We do not want to lose the creativity in our imaginations, only stop enticing others into joining our rogue theater company.

•  Transference happens because we humans naturally use symbolization to process our experience. A simple example is in how we tell a friend or therapist of a traumatic event. We use metaphors and gestures that symbolize our experience, and thereby we find help in working it through. In transference a person here and now symbolizes someone from the past with whom we have unfinished business. Symbolization can take one of two directions. It can lead to confusion if it remains unconscious. But when it becomes conscious and we do the work it points us to, it is transformative.

•  To stop engaging in transference totally is like trying to kill off the unconscious. The goal is to notice and learn from transference, to reduce its wallop, to weaken its hold on our relationships, and to work on repairing what it reveals as damaged. In addition, since “father” and “mother” are archetypes in our collective unconscious, they can never be eradicated, nor should they be. In this regard we can note that Freud at first configured transference as a neurosis and a hindrance because it distorted the rapport between patient and therapist. Later, he came to see that transference is a fast track into accessing the unconscious. He also saw that a positive transference onto the analyst could assist in the patient’s progress, since the kindly therapist could play the role of a new, more understanding father or mother and thereby help the client work through her emotionally unfinished business, safely at last.

•  Transference is a valuable gift. It is a perfect record of what childhood was really like, what the transactions were about, what was really going on, what heaven was found or wished for, what hell we were condemned to or from which we escaped just in time. Transference is a recording of our childhood and our parenting, shouting out just how we felt. Awareness of transference is the opportunity to work on ourselves at last: to address, process, resolve, and integrate some of the seemingly lost and darksome past. We will explore this practice at the end of this chapter.

•  Transference can have a satisfactory end. A transference-rich relationship provides crucial information about the deficits that may have characterized our primal relationship. We see how we still have an opportunity to grow out of it when we experience a revival of it. Self-psychologist Heinz Kohut’s first definition of transference fits here: “Transference is a repetitive tendency of a repressed infantile drive attached to old objects that now seeks new objects in its search for satisfaction.” Psychiatrist and writer Paul Ornstein adds, “Transference reactivates the thwarted need to grow.” In this context, transference can also be about how we wished it would have been.

•  Our psychological purpose in life is self-expression within and through human connections. As long as our relationships are unconscious re-treads of the past, we are not engaged in self-expression but in self-concealment. A healthy ego organizes a purposive self-expression toward others and toward the world. This cannot happen when we are relating to ideational representations of our past. We then become unable to deal with our past directly and consciously. Instead we slam it all into the closet of repression and keep enlisting cunning accomplices to keep it closed. They are the people we love or hate, or both, and never know why.

•  A “field” in science is an area of influence, a force field that upholds the space-time continuum. Some fields change in time to fit new needs. The boundaries of a force field are porous, indefinite in extent. Transference is just such a borderless field in human psychology. Indeed, each of us is a field of energy with physical and spiritual extensions without boundary. We only seem like discrete beings with a certain height and weight and a name all our own. In reality we are not islands but inlets.

•  Freud realized that transference is a form of suggestibility, like that which makes it possible to be hypnotized. Both transference and hypnotism are about submission to a superior power. Submission may be appealing in transference, since it is associated with the sense of safety: “As long as I submit and remain a child, I do not have to face disappointment or threat, since I am protected.” Alfred Adler described the submission element in transference as an attempt to divest ourselves of our own power and place it in the hands of another.

•  Transference may induce a series of improvisations. For instance, if I say, “Why are you hurting me?” this may lead you to believe you are hurting me. I might then entreat you, “Take care of me and be kind to me,” and you might say, “I will be your parent.” We improvise a chain of dramatic dialogue based on one original experience. The chain can be forged internally too: “Why didn’t you get here earlier?” asked by a friend may lead us to infer, “I am disappointing to him and not adequate,” a reaction transferred from childhood judgments about us.

•  In many religious traditions the role of the teacher is important. That relationship, even within careful limits, is not free of transference. We might see a kindly or stern father or mother in a teacher. In mature spiritual consciousness, such a transference does not have to interfere with the teachings being transmitted. For adults, the teachings are the teacher.

•  Transference, like life itself, reaches us across the generations. Our ways of relating are not only based on our life with our parents. We were seeing them play out issues and myths they brought into our lives from their parents. Who knows how far back their fear of touching us may go? Who knows how long ago the family trait began of which we are now the unwitting heirs? The sense of continuity across the decades is also reflected in religious and civic life. Successive conservators maintain beliefs and traditions. We see this, for example, in respect for the U.S. Constitution in civic life, in transmission of the dharma from enlightened masters, or in handing on the Gospel message in apostolic succession.

•  Past events feel present in a trenchant way when they first arise from repression. This makes our transferences seem like authentic transactions. We need not rebuke ourselves for missing the point. Therapy may help us make sense of it all.

•  Transference is a universal habit of the unconscious, so it is quite appropriate in therapy since its focus is on the unconscious. How sad that sophisticated consciousness is such a petite and delicate component of a psyche that is mostly primitive. As the scientist Tim Ferris rightly remarks, “Consciousness is like a campfire in the middle of a dark Australia.”

•  Transference shows us the difference between conscious and unconscious factors in our decisions and choices. When our childhood experience was disappointing or inadequate in fulfilling our needs and we meet someone we find appealing or with whom we feel a chemistry, our motivation may either be exactly what we see it as or it may be twofold:






	Consciously, I Believe That This Person Will:
 	Unconsciously, I Found a Person Who Will:


	
	


	Help me repair my past experience
	Repeat my past experience


	Create the opposite experience of my past
	Re-create my original experience


	Replace someone from my past with a lively alternative
	Duplicate someone from my past with a dead ringer


	Provide me all that I missed out on in the past (a blind alley in which I seek to avoid my work on my past)
	Take me into what was unhealthy in my past so I can at last deal with it by seeing it played out, recalling how it felt, mourning it, and letting it go (a path to healthy relating now)


	Give me a fast track to healing
	Confront me with the work I need to do




We Have Good Reasons to Transfer
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It is an old southern-Italian custom not to begin eating dinner until all the family members are assembled around the table. The father does not allow the meal to get under way until every adult and child is in his or her proper place. This can serve as a metaphor for transference. It seems that we cannot proceed with life comfortably until our family issues are complete, everything on the table, and everyone in his place around it. This may help us understand why we engage in transference. By our transferences we reassemble our family around us, each member in his proper place, using just the right characters to take their places around us in the present. Unconsciously, we believe that once that happens, and perhaps only when and because that happens, we can truly nourish ourselves and get on with our life contentedly.

We have noticed positive reasons for transference in our earlier pages. Here are the ten central positive reasons that we engage in transference:

1.  We are attempting to gain closure on issues that are backlogged and we cannot easily work them out with the original characters in our story. The person on whom we transfer is a catalyst for working through our old issues.

We are trying so desperately to get the story out in every detail, a story not even we know fully. Transference helps us ring down the curtain on our past. Once we make our transference conscious, we have found a way of growing up, of growing past our family stuck places, and of healing our wounds.

James Hillman writes, “One finds oneself inside a myth, which is neither true nor false, but simply the precondition for fitting one into the family drama as a recognizable character.” Our life is a family theater, and transference is how the play is staged.

What is left over finds a way of being worked out in the three-step transference cycle: unconscious displacement of feelings becomes conscious recognition of what is incomplete and that leads to working on completing it.

2.  By means of transference, early on, we seek out those who will pinch-hit for the needs our parents failed to step up to the plate for. For instance, our teachers in grade school often fulfilled a nurturant parental role. Without transference all need-fulfillment would depend on those two little people, our parents. Transference is a resource that makes parents, so limited, less crucial to our development. In healthy transference we expand the playing field. The whole village provides parenting, as was meant to happen in nature’s plan. Transference serves what the extended family served for past generations—though even then transference was happening.

3.  The ego is not immutable but continually changing and evolving. Thus, being true to oneself means living in accord with our ever-evolving deepest needs, values, and wishes. Their significance began in childhood. An active useful life can drown out our real needs, so we go on for years not knowing that something important is missing. Transference makes it possible to continue recognizing our original needs and seeking their fulfillment in age-appropriate ways, the essence of personal development. This is a creative venture on our part, and transference can be one of the artistic instruments we make use of: “The small boy [in me] is still around and possesses a creative life that I lack,” wrote Carl Jung.

4.  In an alcoholic home, we might not have known which mother would greet us when we got home from school. Would it be the kind sober mother or the drunken, abusive, or needy mother? We would design our role in the house in accord with how much vodka was left in the bottle. Our home was not then a safe holding vessel but a frightening cauldron in which a false and intimated self had to be devised if we were not to drown. We had to hide something about ourselves in order to preserve it. We go through life believing that finding out who we really are will devastate us. But information does not hurt us, it only builds a platform from which we can leap into growth.

We were born with an evolutionary expectation of being cared for. The lack of what was instinctively known to be so necessary, namely a safe home that provided the five A’s, remains in us as a sense of discrepancy. We feel our childhood deficit ever after, something missing, something meant to come to us that never fully arrived, something longed for that even now is not quite fulfilled. We then emerge from childhood as Emily Dickinson did:

A mourner walked among the children . . .

I went . . . as one bemoaning a dominion . . .

Still softly searching for my delinquent palaces. . . .

We seek need-fulfillment in all the wrong palaces. This is how we impoverish ourselves. When we look for the wrong things, we get less.

5.  When they are consciously engaged in, transference and countertransference can be forms of compassion by providing motherly, fatherly, brotherly, or sisterly moments to one another. In Buddhism we hear the recommendation that we treat all beings well, since they were our parents in past lives. Perhaps that statement can be applied to our partners in this life, who keep bringing our parents back to life for us.

6.  Much of childhood is lost or blurred in our memory. Transference opens windows into what our household was like. We can actually reconstruct our past by examining what we think, say, feel, expect, believe, and do in an intimate relationship now. We are probably acting like one of our parents or treating our partner as we were treated by our parents or training our partner to treat us as our parents treated us. Transference shows us where the bodies are. Then we can bury the dead and live with the living.

7.  Transference makes it possible for us to gain from a stage or film drama in that we thereby experience a catharsis of our own conflicts and feelings through those of the actors. “Dramatic irony” refers to the moment in a play when a character with limited knowledge faces something that has much more power or meaning than he imagines. Transference is just such dramatic irony. What looks to us like a predicament of the actors we see on stage or in film is weighty with significances from our own life. In a play, the actors leave the stage when their role is finished. In transference, each actor hangs around backstage waiting for just the right cue so he can get back on stage and continue to play his role in up-to-the-minute words and newly designed costumes.

Likewise, most of us never see the truly dark behaviors humans engage in. Nor do we guess our potential for heroic love. Films and plays show us the full spectrum of human hate and love. Thus our reactions to them tell us something about our own positive and negative hidden qualities, our shadow, as well as our own transferences.

8.  Transference combines illusion and truth. It is illusory since it confounds time sequences and people. It is real since it acknowledges that the present does indeed contain the past and that some people really do resemble other people. In this sense, transference is a paradox, always a clue to depth and spiritual meaning. The depth happens because we are seeing behind and through surfaces to what is hidden from superficial view. Thus, we see through the moment into the past. We see through this person to another more significant person. The spiritual dimension of transference is in the combination of apparent opposites as one.

The legacy of self-knowledge from the human family has followed a three-phase path over the centuries. The first pathway was myth. Then religion held the vocabulary and rituals of our evolution. Finally, depth psychology brings us soul information. All three are still necessary if we are to experience the riches of human-divine wisdom.

9.  The transference experience can be cosmic/collective, not simply personal. Collective means “not confined to any particular individual but applicable to and characteristic of all people.” For in stance, throughout history people have shown bhakti (devotion) to a mother goddess. Since nurturant mothers are so necessary to our growth, we may have found in the Virgin Mary, Kuan Yin, or any divinity or saint an unconditionally giving female arche type that supplemented the inadequacies of our own mothers. Transference makes religious devotion possible and helps grant access both to its comforts and its incentives to virtuous living. We will discuss this aspect of transference in greater detail in a later chapter.

10.  Finally, we can gain from the fact that other people transfer onto us. They help us become recognizable to ourselves. We learn how we appear to others and which archetype we represent by our behavior. Our strong reactions to how others see or treat us does not have to lead to an ego defensiveness. We can be taught and healed by our arousal:

The trilling wire in the blood

Sings below inveterate scars

And reconciles forgotten wars.

—T. S. Eliot

Practice

Address, Process, Resolve, and Integrate
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This is the first of many practices in this book. Our practices are not intended as ways of hammering on or chiseling away at ourselves. They are not aggressive. We are not trying to root out something but rather to open someone. In the old model, the accent in taming wild horses was to “break” the horse, to wear him down, show him who is boss, break his spirit. Now the accent is on “joining with” the horse. The trainer uses a cooperative, not a domination, model. Our practices are in that realm. We are taming our ego gradually and without force, but nonetheless definitely.

We put effort and discipline into our practices. We deepen our work when we acknowledge our need for help from assisting forces, transcendent powers that exist beyond our ego and help us go beyond our ego. We can begin each practice in this book with an aspiration to a higher power, in whatever way fits for us. We can ask for help while we practice and then offer thanks when a practice is complete. All of this acknowledges the role of grace in our progress and can move our psychologically oriented steps into spiritually healing shifts.
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The heart of any psychological work is addressing, processing, resolving, and integrating the issue at hand. These words form the acronym APRI, which in Italian means “you open.” As we understand this central and necessary four-part plan to complete our unfinished business, transference may not have to kick in so fiercely anymore.

We address the problem when we call it by name. We admit to ourselves what is really going on and our part in it, that is, we own our behavior and feelings. In addition, we are willing to look at our wounds and how we may have wounded others. We see our issue in a friendly way rather than critically. Thereby we coax it to reveal more about itself. This means staring into an experience rather than attempting to fix it quickly, rushing past it, glossing over it, or minimizing its impact. For instance, we admit that we have a drinking problem or a problem with anger. We acknowledge that our partner does not excite us because we are actually attracted to people of our own gender. We put our cards on the table. We let the truth come out and remain open to feelings in ourselves and others. When a child has been locked in a closet, he will come out angry. Revelation about a truth or freedom to move releases the lively energy of feelings.

We may notice two ways of addressing an issue with someone. We can size up what someone has done or said with a kind-hearted, sophisticated response or we can do the same thing with a primitive retort. Someone seems pushy; we can see that as missionary zeal and compulsion and can feel compassion without, nonetheless, letting that person control us. Or we can see it as persecutory and aggressive and want to judge and punish the other. In childhood we reacted to life and events mostly at a primitive level. That may still be our style, one that leads to judgment rather than focused addressing. As adults we can practice socializing and spiritualizing our ways of perceiving. Then we see with loving-kindness while not letting the wool be pulled over our eyes.

When our partner refuses to address an issue that affects our relationship, we are being given information that we might not want to face. We might say, “I need this to change,” or “I hope this will change.” If the issue is recent, those statements can help us mobilize toward working on a change. If the issues are long-standing and nonnegotiable, these statements can be evasions and self-appeasements. For instance, a spouse who has refused to have sex for years and refuses to discuss it or go to therapy has already made her statement. For us to address the issue means getting the message and asking, “Now what for me?” not “Maybe it will change.” It is important to notice when transactions are over and personal action is the suitable alternative. As we become more courageous, getting on with life becomes more valuable than the narcotic comforts of the status quo.

Addressing, processing, resolving, and integrating are responses to issues in relationships. Divorce is defined in the dictionary as the official ending of a marriage by complete separation. Divorced people have implicitly agreed to end their emotional transactions, though child-caring or financial transactions may continue. Once we no longer engage emotionally with someone, as a divorce is meant to signify, there is no need to process feelings together. Some partners want to bring up the past and reopen sensitive issues after a divorce is final. There is no obligation to respond by addressing, processing, resolving, and integrating in that instance. The transactions have ended even though emotions may still be lively. A exception happens when old resentments are getting in the way of appropriate child care or financial settlements. Otherwise, the issue of the still-emotional partner is the province of individual therapy.

When two people have an issue between them, each person’s unique timing certainly has to be respected. One person may be ready to deal with an issue while the other needs more time. At the far opposite ends of the healthy spectrum of timing is compulsion to face and finish something and procrastination. Couples and friends can come to terms with these differences by together addressing the issue of timing before they begin to tackle the issue itself.

To process is to express the feelings associated with the experience we are working on. We do this nonaggressively, not losing control. We take responsibility for our own emotions without blaming others. We may then see the hookup of our experience with something in our past, and our feelings do double duty as we feel for both the past and the present. Processing also includes looking at what we have been getting out of our predicament or feelings. For instance, we might feel angry in a relationship and be using that anger for its secondary gain to us, that of avoiding intimacy.

Such feeling and consciousness lead to resolving, which includes taking action. A resolution happens as a healing shift, a grace that comes into play. We do not make it happen; it simply results, because addressing and processing lead to dissolving of the problem. In this alchemical process, our expression of feelings leads to the evaporation of them and of all the unfinished business behind them. We resolve actively when we take the steps that lead to change. We join a twelve-step program if addiction is our issue. We break the old cycle and find new ways of behaving and new ways of seeing life and relationships. Resolving a problem in a relationship entails making agreements and keeping them.

To integrate our experience means reshaping our lives in accord with what we have gained and learned from addressing, processing, and resolving. We implement what we have worked on. This is consistency between what we have worked on and how we live our lives. We now live and relate differently than before. Our choices were based on unconscious issues; now these issues have come to light. A light shining on our world makes it look new, and we are free to live in accord with our true deepest needs, values, and wishes. To use an analogy, our kitchen experience is automatically different when we use a sink rather than a pump, or a dishwasher rather than a sink. Everything changes when an upgrade occurs. Was this what we feared all along?

We can restate this in brief this way: Addressing leads to a release of energy in the form of feelings. Processing these feelings leads to a shift so that they finally evaporate. Processing also leads us to resolve things by making agreements to bring about changes. This resolution leads to letting conflicts become matter-of-fact rather than ego-invested. Then we redesign our lives to match our newfound changes. This is integrating.

We notice that each of the four steps is a pause. To address is to pause to contemplate the fact, impact, meaning, and inner workings of an experience. To process is to pause long enough to feel all that goes with the experience and to explore its connection to past patterns. We resolve for the future to pause between a stimulus and our usual immediate reaction. This pause is freedom. We pause several times in every day that follows so that we can integrate what we have learned.

We might not go the route of the four steps. Instead, we might resist completions, preferring the familiar behavior of repetition. Then that resistance becomes the issue to address, and we can go through our same four steps. They really work, and they help us trust ourselves as able to handle what life and relationships toss our way. Our “Oh no, I can’t face or deal with that!” becomes “I can do this.”
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The above practice may not work in a relationship with an addict, someone trying to keep issues incomplete, which is one of his forms of escape. We can’t expect otherwise until he finds a program of recovery. We are left hanging, a given of relating to someone with that sickness. An Al-Anon or equivalent program provides the best resources to help us move on.

The preceding fourfold plan may not be a truly skillful means if it is rushed to the scene of our wounding so that we can “get over it” quickly. Some events teach us so much when we allow them to work themselves out in their own time and way. Some experiences have to be lived with for a while before they can resolve themselves. Time is required between problem and solution, question and answer, issue and resolution. We grow from resting in the ambiguity of that between-space. We gain an opportunity to feel our feelings all the way and to recognize our projections and transferences quite profoundly.

In the meantime, we may find our ego becoming destabilized, but that can be a path to a firmer sense of our adult powers. We can become stronger for the next time something challenges us in a similar way. Pausing respectfully in our confused ego state becomes a form of Buddhist tantra, the practice of using what is most negative and neurotic to find enlightenment. The between-pause can expand us, balance us, deepen us. Those three benefits are more valuable than the remedy we locate when we address immediately, process too swiftly, resolve too suddenly, and integrate prematurely. The compulsion to clear things up too facilely does not honor the timing all things take and may lose us the gift that time can give. As we mature in spiritual consciousness, we act more like farmers tending their crops than like generals ordering their troops.

Timing is an essential ingredient of transformation: A persimmon, when it first appears on the tree, is astringent. With time to ripen, it becomes sweet. As we honor the timing of events and people, even our questions soften and change. We no longer ask, “What has he or she done to me?” but “What can this be for me?” We do not ask, “Why did this happen to me?” but “How has this helped me grow?” In fact, every “Why?” becomes “Yes, now what?”

When unresolved issues are writing our life story, we are not our own autobiographers; we are merely recorders of how the past continues, often without our awareness, to intrude upon our present experience and shape our future directions.

—Daniel Siegel, MD
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