
Coming Closer

        “I always did have a problem with distance” reveals Bettina Arndt in the introduction to her book, Private Lives, where she explores issues around marriage, sex, separation and friendship. Arndt, who once worked as a clinical psychologist, is talking about professional distance or detachment – the capacity to observe and assist others without getting personally involved. As a family lawyer and mediator, I have felt some affinity with Arndt’s dilemma. Often, the office desk seems to symbolise an artificial barrier, an implied constraint upon how ordinary people can meet and engage with one another. 

       This apparent ‘tyranny of distance’ set me wondering about all our relationships. For most of us, contact with others is a two-edged sword. We want it, we need it – and when we have it, there comes a point when we know it is time to leave, to be alone with ourselves. This tendency feels quite normal, an innate sense of self-care. The human organism appears wired to seek a balance between aloneness and togetherness. So why should distance be a problem. Surely an ingredient of self-care is to protect ourselves against external intrusion? Isn’t it commonsense to allow only our intimate partners (and perhaps our dear friends or close family members) into our private spaces?  

         To engage with these questions I try to blend the voices of other commentators with my personal perspectives. It is perhaps the one advantage of getting older. There is a reservoir of experience from which to draw. Of course, as my sons might remind me, age does not necessarily beget wisdom. 
        Arndt, who many will remember as the founder of Forum magazine, has no trouble reaching into the delicate realms of her own past. She describes her gut reaction at a seminar attended by predominantly male psychologists. As the discussion turned to female masturbation, the men advanced various theories as to why relatively few young women embrace masturbation and learn to reach orgasm through self-stimulation. When she could take no more, Arndt blurted out “I can never remember masturbating when I was a teenager. It never occurred to me to do it but I don’t think I had any deep-seated fears or anxieties.” Up went male eyebrows and the next two hours were spent in cross-examination while the guys tried to find a pathological niche into which this peculiar gal could be slotted.

        Well, this is not a clever hors d’heuvre, leading into my own masturbatory patterns but it serves to illustrate the difference between trusting our own experience and investing all our eggs in the basket of someone else’s theory. While I remain fascinated by theoretical models, particularly those relating to human development, it is often the personal revelations of theorists that leave a lasting imprint. A recent example occurred as I listened to a tape of the late Carl Whitaker, a renowned family therapist, who was speaking at a conference of his peers. In addressing the topic ‘Adjusting to Parenthood’, Whitaker confessed that he learnt to be a parent at the age of three. Brought up on a farm, his job was to bottle-feed lambs abandoned by their mothers. The young lambs were kept in a box in the Whitaker kitchen and ran loose around the house. Young Carl had the added responsibility of cleaning up their numerous deposits. Later in life, as he observed dryly, he did the same thing with people, although their by-product was a little different.

        People, like lambs, demand a degree of care. Suckling the breast or the bottle has been one of our shared experiences. As living organisms we need certain forms of nourishment. Initially, food and shelter top the list. As we grow, along come other urges. It can be useful to view this, in Maslow’s terminology, as a hierarchy of needs, and, from Ken Wilber’s approach, one containing an evolutionary imperative which pushes us towards personal and, ultimately, spiritual growth. At the outset and for the greater part of the journey we need a nurturing hand. For the small baby, the hand is actually the breast. For the young child, parents tend to play a primary role. Later, our nourishment may come from teachers or mentors and, in particular, from our friends. By the time we are entering adulthood, we begin to stand on our own two feet, yet as we enter our first love relationship it feels as if we are swept off these very feet and plummet into blissful fusion.

         But fusion can turn to confusion. At some point we pull back, even from our lovers. I will come back to this later but first let us return to this apparent problem of distance.  When we hold others at bay, either emotionally or physically, we usually have our reasons, even if we are unaware of them. Somehow, it appears to work – otherwise why would we bother? After all, we can’t be intimate with everyone on the planet, splattering our innermost secrets to the universe. Some discretion seems desirable. For those of us in the so-called helping professions this is an interesting area. The textbooks warn against too much self-disclosure, cautioning not only that clients may not be ready to hear what we have to say but also our propensity to spill our beans may reflect more our own needs than theirs. 
     In any event, self-disclosure, of itself, may not amount to much. We can talk a lot about ourselves and still keep our distance. Unspoken barriers remain in place. Yet, if we are genuinely present when we are with someone, it makes a world of difference. We are aware of our own thoughts and feelings, and also tuned in to where the other is at. Expressed another way, it is our capacity to be responsive to every slight movement that unfolds in the here and now. Against this backdrop, I can relate what happens when the desk between me and my client is removed, metaphorically speaking. The relationship shifts. A connection occurs. It is very ordinary, very simple and yet profound. I hesitate to call it a ‘heart connection’ for that term has been conceptualised to death. It is more like a moment of mutual recognition, where ‘I’ and ‘thou’ disappear. For an instant there is no separation – we’re both in the same idiotic, indescribable boat. Though we do not say so, this moment is truly spiritual and deeply therapeutic – for both of us.

        Such moments are usually fleeting, even within our intimate relationships let alone the hurly-burly of the marketplace. Our normal practicality takes over, and we overlook or do not value what has just occurred. Old habits die hard. We long to be ‘more real’ with each other but our momentary openness engenders a feeling of extreme vulnerability, and we retreat. Most of our days are lived on semi-automatic. We learn coping strategies for each of our human relationships. With strangers we are circumspect and on guard. With casual acquaintances we are more comfortable but usually do no more than exchange pleasantries. At work, depending upon the vibes, we tend towards playfulness or sober formality. With close friends we share more of ourselves but usually avoid the unspoken ‘no-go’ zones where conversation could get rocky. With our parents, siblings and other relatives the silent boundaries are even more pronounced. And with our partners, we develop elaborate mechanisms to bypass any underlying anxieties.

       Ironically, our masks may slip when we are with babies or pets. Suddenly – and with great relief – we have an opportunity to show our softness and our silliness. Until, of course, another adult happens along – and then we are prone to hide once again.

        Where to from here? The answers may lie in integrating spiritual insight with psychological understanding. The spiritual quest involves an inner investigation of who we actually are – a quest to ‘know thyself’. In absolute terms, beyond what our mind can explain, we may recognise ourselves as unmanifest consciousness. We can call this by many names – Presence, Emptiness or pure Being. Without embarrassment, we can use expressions like “there is no separation” and “we are One”. Many of us have directly experienced this realisation in meditation, satsang meetings and other transcendental moments. As someone has said, you don’t have to do to be.
       In relative terms, however, we manifest as individual entities, separate from each other and destined to experience the joys and travails that come our way. Our psychological make-up - what we believe, feel and do (and what we don’t believe, feel or do) – usually has a huge bearing upon our happiness. (If it did not, there would be a legion of unemployed counsellors and therapists).

        We may undergo awesome awakenings or at least have glimpses. This can happen at any time. When we meditate, sit with spiritual teachers or engage in other practices we may become more ‘transformation-prone’. But it will have little bearing upon our psychological health if we fail to progress through specific developmental stages. 

           By way of illustration, let us look at aspects of a life stream. Childhood innocence inevitably gives way to conditioning from parents, teachers and others. As a necessary part of our maturation we wean ourselves away from these influences and develop healthy egos. This process of individuation is integral to our growth. Somehow we know this, despite the problems it causes with our parents and those who control our young lives. At some point, however, we begin to yearn for a soul mate. When we do fall in love our desires and needs seem identical to those of our partner. Mutual sharing and caring appears natural and irrevocable. Culminating in the exquisiteness of orgasm, our separateness disappears and we feel joined as one. 

       Yet our development is stymied if we remain attached to this state. Beyond individuation, beyond fusion, we can attain what therapists like David Schnarch call ‘differentiation’. This fundamentally alters the dynamics of how we relate to our lover and to others. Poorly differentiated people wrap themselves in the protective cloak of individuality (“I’m better off by myself”) or cling together in co-dependent coupledom (“Don’t leave me, I need you”). Highly differentiated people can stand their ground where conflict arises but still show their true (and often vulnerable) face.  They are at ease with themselves, and can be true to self, both alone and in relationship with others. They can abide caring for others and being cared for by others. Yet they are not dependent upon others for validation. Critically, they do not shrink from relational anxiety. On the contrary, stalemate or ‘emotional gridlock’ is welcomed as a gateway to further growth.

       Sounds interesting, you might say, but is that your experience or simply another cute theory? Let me answer with some comments about the rocky road of my twenty-year relationship with my wife. Despite our shared spiritual background we could never figure out why we endured the self-inflicted torture that represented a lot of our time together. Call us slow learners if you like, but we simply could not translate our blissful interludes around a guru into a mature, committed partnership with each other. In moments of misery we could not fathom why we stayed together. In hindsight, we had a lot to learn but a combination of pride, ignorance, and the energy required to function on a day-to-day basis kept us enmeshed in quicksand. It took grace, good fortune and many moons for a few pennies to drop. I guess it also took a willingness to peer into the nooks and crannies of unfinished business. And there has been plenty to deal with.

        The struggle has been worth it. We now experience a greater capacity to flush uncomfortable issues into the open, and a confidence to stand our ground without shutting the other out. In a funny way, this had led to a deeper commitment – not to ‘the relationship’ - but to the ongoing challenge to live life to the full, with all the risks and uncertainties that implies.

      Our intimate relationships can be indicators of how we act in the wider world. Relating to others, I have noticed, is a fluid and unpredictable process. Some connections seem to nourish, while some feel more of an effort. Friendships wax and wane. Occasionally I find myself wanting more from friends than friends are prepared to offer. It then becomes crucial to respect the no-go zones while remaining open to the prospect of change. I am learning to invite rather than demand. 

      Existence does take care but only if we are willing to let it in. There have been times when I was sure I had all the answers – and times when nothing made sense. Meditation opened the door to awareness, and eventually the goal became synonymous with the journey.  We – I and thou - are always alone yet forever entwined. Such is the mystery.
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