Coming Together: A journey towards relational integration with self and others.

        In the latter half of the twentieth century, gender studies tended to emphasise differences between males and females. On one side of the coin, men were portrayed as the ‘darker continent’, emotionally deficient, driven towards sex, power and violence, and conditioned never to cook, iron or clean while still dependent upon female support and succour.

        There are signs such polarisation is now easing, giving rise to a deeper and wider discourse. 

        This paper explores the nature and implications of a rising consciousness – one that acknowledges our biological, cultural and social heritage yet transcends the pernicious aspects of these influences in favour of a more integrated mode of relating to self and others.

        The backdrop to this integrated approach is the embrace of a rich spirituality, a common consciousness we share as humans, and from which all our experiences may be said to arise. This spiritual dimension forms a foundation for our capacity to evolve into mature, compassionate individuals, fully engaged in life and no longer ruled by the struggles of ego and a sense of futility.

        An argument is made that integration is not achieved simply through greater understanding and awareness (although this is necessary) but any insights must be translated into lasting behavioural changes across the various dimensions of our daily lives. 

        Highlighted is the need for men to obtain professional help and support in skills development and capacity building, with a focus upon the author’s involvement with the Mums and Dads Forever program at Anglicare WA.

                                                                 ************
We know ourselves as separate only insofar as we live in connection with others,

and …. we experience relationship only insofar as we differentiate other from self

Carol Gilligan: In a different voice
        As a young Australian boy growing up in the fifties, my memories are steeped in gender difference. My parents had clear roles: Dad went to work Monday to Friday, mowed the lawn on weekends, and was an apparent authority on all things. Mum stayed at home, made us kids ‘Oslo’ lunches, and was there to groom and care for us. At school, boys hung out with boys; girls with girls, and though we may have been forced to sit next to one another in the classroom, we played apart, at team sports and during the breaks.

        Anatomically, our differences emerged, as we conducted illicit explorations behind the shed or in the lane. Emotionally, we seemed poles apart. Girls shrieked and cried at the drop of a hat while boys shouted and swore, and grew sullen and evasive when rebuked by their elders.
        Pre-pubescent alliances did occur. As we turned ten or eleven, the notion of a “girlfriend’ or “boyfriend” arose. Soon ‘top six’ notes were passed around the classroom as both sexes began the process of mate appraisal and selection. In neighbourhood parks, away from parental eyes, kissing and fondling ushered in our search for excitement and intimacy.
        As we gravitated to high school and hormones kicked in, these early adventures gave way to dislocation and distance. Suddenly, our female classmates grew out and up, while most of us boys became gruffly shy and anxiously awaited the arrival of our first pubic hairs. Sex “education”, administered by Physical Education masters and mistresses, titillated our interest but exacerbated our private doubts. The Great Gender Divide took hold, striking a chasm in the heart of our relationship futures.
        And what did most of us do? We turned to our mates for solace and sustenance. As our teenage world unfolded, we immersed ourselves in sport and alcohol, at ease in the company of fellow lads (while casting covetous eyes at seemingly unattainable lasses).

        For Australian men of that era, a sense of belonging to a group of male peers was embraced more as a matter of destiny than choice.  We watched our fathers unwind around the keg or at the pub, while our mothers busied themselves with food or chatted with other women in implicitly segregated groups. Naturally, as our own love stories arose, and we began to marry and have children, these patterns continued. But generational change had crept up on us, and no longer were our wives or girlfriends willing to replicate our mothers.
        Women began to assert themselves, struggling to redefine and renegotiate their roles. In the ensuing debate – a debate focused upon rights, justice, fairness and equality - men found themselves on shifting sands, unable to win the moral arguments but unwilling to concede power, position and prestige.

***************

         In the context of these heightened tensions, researchers and commentators eagerly immersed themselves in the forensic investigation of what it is to be male or female. The gender analysis gained impetus, spawning academic and popular treatises by the truckload. In the spirit of John Gray’s portrayal of Men are from Mars; Women are from Venus, most approaches focused upon perceived differences.
         Much of the discussion centred upon men’s struggle with emotions, a perception that women more naturally were “in their hearts” while men remained locked “in their heads”. Heather Formaini (1990) concluded that men were divided against themselves, with an inner world separate from their experience of external reality. This spills over into experiences and expectations around masculinity and male sexuality. From her therapeutic window into men’s lives, Formaini observes:
When I look at men I often see that in order to maintain a sense of themselves as individuals they have to reject any possible intimacy with another person – particularly with a woman, whose difference they perceive as nothing less than monumental. Many men feel that to get close to someone could confuse their sense of themselves. This is because they do not have flexible psychological boundaries in their internal reality, and thus to maintain their personal identity they must keep others at a distance.
        In their exploration of emotion and gender, June Crawford and her friends (1992) took the view that men take for granted they will be looked after and cared for, while it is expected of them they will make the world a just place to live in – whereas women take for granted the world is a just place but they expect to be responsible for the wellbeing of others. 

        Arguing against extreme post-modernist tendencies to deconstruct all gender differences as social conditioning, Anne and Bill Moir (1998) take the empirical route, reverting to science to uncover whether gender lines are artificial or “etched by blind, uncontrollable nature”. Well honed in the nature versus nurture debate, proponents of biological difference bring into play testosterone and serotonin comparisons, physiological size, lung capacity and body fat content. These, they say, will always keep the sexes at arms’ length and beyond.
        What lies beneath our skulls has long been of fascination. The development of brain studies, enhanced by techniques such as magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), makes it possible to tell a human female brain from a male one, and from that to deduce certain functional variations. In Why Men Don’t Iron, the Moirs speculate that a woman’s brain is better networked while a man can focus attention much more closely. “She has a floodlight, he has a spotlight”.
        In terms of general health and wellbeing, men do better in some areas, women in others. Writing about the lives of American women, Maggie Scarff (1980) is surprised by studies that consistently show women are two to six times more likely than their male counterparts to suffer depression. Yet, as Steve Biddulph (1994) points out, men commit suicide four times more frequently than women, and while men commit ninety percent of violent acts, seventy percent of these are against men. Robert Bly (1990) writes eloquently of male grief (which he states has been rising steadily since the Industrial Revolution). Though a totemic figure in the Men’s Movement, Bly does not ignore the harsh historical reality:

The dark side of men is clear. Their mad exploration of earth resources, devaluation and humiliation of women, and obsession with tribal warfare, are undeniable. Genetic inheritance contributes to these obsessions, but also culture and environment. 
*************

        All male roads, however, may not lead to Rome, and neither do all female paths wind their way to Venice. After the inevitable impasse, where seventies-style feminism collided with jockstrap resistance, there are signs the polarity has waned. Perhaps it would oversimplify things to describe this as a search for middle ground but there is plenty of evidence, at least in affluent, educated societies, that both women and men are more than ready to discard old stereotypes.
         In expressing “troubled thoughts” on contemporary feminism, Lynne Segal (1987) has a real problem with an approach that sees women as essentially virtuous and men as essentially vicious. Rather than harp on natural or psychological gender difference, Segal challenges assumptions that there has been no fundamental change in women’s circumstances over the years. Her recipe is tailored more around the political than the personal. She seeks to build a bridge between feminism and socialism, maintaining “the divisions between the workplace and the home, production and reproduction serve not only to support male dominance but also to support central features of existing capital economic systems”.
        Terry Colling (1992) also looks at the “never-ending cycle” of replacement, repair, update and remodel which constitutes the materialism of our social existence. No longer needed as hunters or gatherers, men need to find a place that is self-sustaining. Work alone will not provide all the answers. A sense of love, intimacy and worth requires more than the accumulation of wealth or prestige. Colling urges us to re-examine not only our relationship with our work but also our identity as parents and partners. Of necessity, this will involve reviewing our reverent attitude to mateship which has served men well in times of hardship but now “is less important than the need to relate to women and children”.
         While Segal and Colling would see different economic and social systems as a precursor to freedom from sexual hierarchy, others believe the real work lies with the integrity of personal relationships. Using the lens of individual relationship as a microcosm of society at large, Daphne Kingma (1993) speaks of a “gigantic discontent” between the sexes where relationships are characterised at best by confusion and frustration, and at worst by violence, hostility and hatred. Seeking a swing from an atmosphere of mutual criticism and complaint, Kingma invites women to assist men in accessing and understanding emotions, despite the pain and discomfort that such excursions involve.
        Taking up this theme, Samuel Osherson (1992) talks of a male paradox, where many men are competent and successful yet carry a sense of failure or disappointment as husbands, lovers, fathers, and as the sons of aging parents. But Osherson describes as misleading the idea that men are emotionally detached and uninterested in relationships. As a psychologist working with men, he sees this is a myth – or only a part-truth – where we can lose sight of the struggle between a desire to connect and an impulse to shun intimacy, the “essence of an attachment battle” with different parts of ourselves.
       Elizabeth Aries (1996) questions popular conceptions that concentrate upon differences in male and female style. Women are supposed to be expressive, responsive, and concerned with intimacy and connection, whereas men are seen as task oriented, dominant and concerned with status and independence. While acknowledging statistically significant variations in interaction styles, Aries points out most are small in magnitude, accounting for “less than 10% of the variance in social behaviour” and providing scant ability to predict a person’s behaviour in many contexts. 

       Motivation and ideology affects any research, and research into gender is no exception. Aries concludes that the “view that women were deficient in comparison to men has been replaced by the view that men are deficient to women in the interpersonal realm”. Misrepresentation will be perpetuated, Aries notes with concern, where we continue to define men and women in opposition to one another.
        In Stiffed, Susan Faludi (1999) traces the collapse of the American (male) dream, and the challenge to replace a male paradigm of confrontation with “a better way forward to a meaningful manhood”. Turning over the cabbage leaf, she sees the women’s movement as having reached its limits, and to blame a “cabal of men has taken feminism as far as it can go”. For Faludi:
Social responsibility is not the special province of masculinity; it’s the lifelong work of all citizens in a community where people are knit together by mutual and meaningful concerns……..And so with the mystery of men’s nonrebellion comes the glimmer of an opening, an opportunity for men to forge a rebellion commensurate with women’s and, in the course of it, to create a new paradigm for human progress that will open the doors for both sexes.
        As an interpreter of the Australian social scene, Don Edgar (1997) sees Australian men, through their “experience of marital mateship and cooperation in the home” as already far in advance of men in many other cultures around the world. Such an assertion may raise eyebrows in more than a few kitchens and bathrooms across the land yet it is hard to argue with Edgar’s summation that although we are alone, with our own body, sense of self and purpose, it is only through interaction, cooperation and shared experience that we begin to know ourselves as humans.
*********

        Edgar’s observation merely serves to underscore the problem. How do we deal with the apparent paradox of existential aloneness dwelling alongside our craving for intimacy? Can it be reduced to an attachment battle between a divided self, as Osherson suggests? What will bring a depth of meaning to our lives, given that most of us want material comfort, we need to work, and we desire friendships and some kind of family life?
        The incomparable Michael Leunig captures our universal dilemma:

Moments of no consequence

Seem to make a lot of sense

Like the gentle pitter patter

Of the things that do not matter

As I sit alone and stare

Neither here and neither there

        For many of us, the things that do matter include questions of social justice, political change, environmental sustainability and world peace. Often, our efforts are directed towards achieving improvement in some of these areas. In so doing, we can downplay or ignore the importance of our inner life, putting most of our attention upon the external to the neglect of the internal. Perceptions of selfishness may inhibit our interest in self-exploration, and we may shy away from what some deride as “navel gazing”.
        However, it appears more and more people are seeking answers that lie beyond material wealth or worthy causes. In the affluent West, over the past thirty years, there has been a groundswell of interest in meditation, yoga and other practices traditionally the province of Eastern religions. Dissatisfaction with inherited beliefs, with their reliance upon external deities, has led many to search for a sense of godliness that is not dependent upon what others say it should be. The proliferation of teachers and gurus, cults and communes forms part of the picture. So does the large market for alternative therapies, self-help literature, and workshops, groups and seminars - all making transformative claims of one kind or the other. Adding to the mix, various adaptations of Buddhism and other non-dualistic religions are on the rise in the West. 

         Factoring in the need for discernment, and the risk of repeated disappointments, this shift can be a search for personal truth in which confirmation is sought from one’s own experience rather than hand-me-down creeds. Perhaps, despite the inherent traps, the surge of introspection heralds a rising consciousness, one that embraces spirituality, personal growth, and a balanced, integrated life within which human potential may flower.
        The length, breadth and depth of this journey are captured elegantly in the writings of Ken Wilber. Throughout his many books and articles, Wilber describes the evolution of Homo sapiens through our various stages of development. This journey is far from one-dimensional. It is not purely about scientific advances, refining of intellects, longevity, perfect bodies, happy communities or wonderful relationships – yet it contains all of these, and more.  To this end, Wilber maps human experience through the millennia and presents models that summarise where we have been, where we are now, and where we might aspire to. In his eyes, an integrated life is always a work-in-progress, requiring individual commitment towards productive practices in each dimension of our daily existence.
          Buddhist psychotherapist, John Welwood (2000), is attuned to this motif as he expounds upon the value of intimate relationships as a path to transformation. To be fully human, argues Welwood, we need to work with the totality of what we are, recognising that we develop habitual personality patterns that cloud our awareness and distort our feelings. While this conditioned behaviour shields us from pain, it can become a dead weight, obscuring the basic nature of the human heart as “unconditioned awake presence, a caring, inquisitive intelligence”.
           While Wilber and Welwood emphasise the key role of traditional meditative practices in expanding and deepening our journeys, others like David Deida (1995) focus upon our experience as embodied beings. For Deida, to achieve what he calls “intimate communion”, we need to be in touch with our sexual essence. A key aspect of this for men is a sense of true direction in life, a kind of integrity in the core of our beings which enables us to be fully present in our relationships. This means moving beyond dependent partnering, where our needs can only be met by the other. It also means transcending a “50-50 relationship”, which is based around sharing, good communication, and fairness, but lacks sexual passion and deep emotional fulfilment. The third stage – or intimate communion – of which Deida speaks, frees us from addictions and boredom, and allows us to relax into our true nature, yielding the “tension of self into the very heart of this conscious moment”.
        David Schnarch (1997) comes from another angle, yet also builds a bridge between the sexual and the spiritual. In his best-seller Passionate Marriage”, Schnarch points out that Western civilisation has for the most part regarded low sexual desire as a goal not a problem. However, since the sixties it has been OK to want sex, to have sex, to talk about sex and to seek as much help as possible to improve sex. This explosion aside, Schnarch sees a maturing process around sexual behaviour, a process that cannot be divorced from our overall psychological development. Working with couples in the United States, he observes that we know relatively little about joyous sex and lasting intimacy within long-term relationships. He concludes it takes considerable time within what he calls an emotionally committed relationship for our true potential to emerge. In many cases it is not until we are fifty or sixty that we enter a fulfilling, passionate marriage.

        But this will not happen unless we are honest about where we might be stuck. Going through or defusing our emotional knots can only occur where we are willing to look away from our partner and into ourselves. Without self-understanding we are doomed to eternal and purposeless ping-pong. We will continue to bang heads, argue or sweep issues under the carpet. With increased self-understanding and a willingness to meet the apparent barriers that hold us in check, we will begin to fulfil the potential a relationship provides. Echoing Murray Bowen (to whom he pays tribute) Schnarch calls this process “differentiation”.

In a nutshell, differentiation is the process by which we become more uniquely ourselves by maintaining ourselves in a relationship with those we love. It's the process of grinding off our rough edges through the normal abrasions of long-term intimate relationships. Differentiation is the key to not holding grudges and recovering quickly from arguments, to tolerating intense intimacy and maintaining your priorities in the midst of daily life. It lets you expand your sexual relationship and rekindle desire and passion in marriages that have grown cold. It is the pathway to the hottest and most loving sex you’ll ever have with your spouse. Differentiation brings tenderness, generosity, and compassion – all the traits of good marriages. 

        Even if we have long forgotten about hot sex, we crave intimacy – or at least that’s how it looks. Schnarch contends we are really after something else – we want others to make us feel acceptable and worthwhile. In our desire to achieve validation from others (rather than aspire to self-validation) we have distorted what intimacy is. Schnarch argues that intimacy is not always soothing and it makes us feel insecure. Hence we back away from it – and miss the opportunities to go through the necessary gridlocks, and our relationship remains impoverished. Unless we achieve what Schnarch calls “self-soothing” – a shift to self-validated intimacy and taking care of ourselves – we will never experience true mutuality with our partner.

      Like Deida, Schnarch offers insights and methods designed to foster an exploration of intimacy. Like Deida he works on a practical level and calls for courage and commitment. Both authors invoke a spiritual element; a recognition that human existence is intrinsically life-affirming and evolving as a manifestation of Spirit, Consciousness, God, or whatever moniker we choose to give it. Whether or not we personally feel comfortable with these terms, or are particularly interested in the subject matter, it is clear that there are many who are drawn in this direction. Not all, by any stretch of the imagination, are New Age dreamers or fervent religious dogmatists. Increasingly, such polarities are being supplemented by a spectrum of explorers, for whom this investigation has become integral to their time on Earth. 
*************

        Whether or not we identify with any kind of spiritual search, the question remains: “What do we need to do to cover all the bases if we are keen to give our time here our best shot?”
       In Integral Psychology (2000) Wilber’s suggestion is that we find an “integral practice” that suits us. Our needs lie in developing the different aspects of his “four-quadrant” model, which means addressing our physical and neurological health, our emotional, mental and spiritual wellbeing, our political, social, and civic duties, our responsibility to the natural world, and our relationships with family, friends, community, and other humans. 
      From a practical standpoint, this may mean a range of things – for example, addressing our diet and exercise, undertaking yoga or t’ai chi, engaging in therapy, adopting meditative or contemplative practices, developing a creative outlet, being involved in a positive way in the workplace and in society, fostering ties with family and friends, and ensuring we act from a place of integrity and clear values.

       Our relationship with the natural environment is also a major part of the equation. As a species, our record is not pretty, and it is easy to recite a litany of ecological doom, from global warming, to destruction of forests, to pollution of our air and oceans. Any integral practice, therefore, would contain our individual efforts to sustain and appreciate the splendours of the natural world, and endeavour to act in ways that are environmentally responsible.
       Across the spectrum, there are many signs that old divisions among and between disciplines and ideologies are breaking down. Modernity, in the form of empirical science, has scorned religious practice as metaphysical mumbo-jumbo. Spiritual leaders and devotees, on the other hand, have seen the short-comings of rational, data-based scientific enquiry. This century may see the growth of a more collaborative approach. Scientific studies, in the form of MRI imaging, show marked differences between the brain states of accomplished meditators and those who did not meditate. Mindfulness, as a meditative technique, is now used to treat depression, augmenting and in some case replacing medications. Alternative or complementary medicines and treatments, such as herbal remedies, homeopathy, and acupuncture are moving into the mainstream. Even in the business world, the last bastion one might think of scepticism around such matters, concepts like personal growth and a holistic approach get an occasional airing (and sometimes appear in a vision statement or strategic plan!)
       These developments form part of what Andrew Cohen (2000) describes as the evolutionary impulse – a human urge to explore, develop and grow. Wilber’s emphasis is upon growth and development in as many areas of our lives as we can accommodate. Maintaining such a broad focus gives our lives a multi-dimensional quality, one that moves beyond pure self interest. Doing so on a consistent basis deepens our understanding and sets an example to others. For some, it can be truly transformative.
        The flip side – or mainly one-dimensional life – can appear attractive but scratch the surface and a façade may unravel. We have all followed with vicarious pain (or pleasure) the vicissitudes of famous film stars and sporting gods who achieve money and fame yet whose lives look a right mess. We have seen politicians and business leaders strive for power and wealth yet we wonder aloud what costs lie beneath. We have seen the years rush by where the obsession with work or educational achievement is to the detriment of health and family life. And we have seen those whose desire for religious salvation or spiritual attainment removes them from engagement with wider community. Yet it is quite likely, at least in our hopes and dreams, we have aspired to be or envied such single-minded, driven people. At the same time, a small voice may well have piped up: “Would that really do it for me?”
        Possibly not. But to move in directions that are both broad and deep, I believe, enhances our prospects of leading fulfilled and meaningful lives. It involves challenges and choices. We have seen the destructive nature of negative self-talk. Either we put ourselves down or puff ourselves up. We have seen how the actions and attitudes of others can have a similar effect. We feel great when complimented and crappy when denigrated. The voices of our past seem all pervasive, the patterns too well entrenched. Unless we are willing to push those voices aside, and turn over every tiny pebble in order to examine the sources of our angst, we short-change ourselves. If we are constrained by rigid thinking or fear, we may settle for something less than what is on offer.
         This might sound a big call – the kind of sweeping statement that clamours for contradiction. For when we look around, it appears some people lead successful, happy lives. Others seem content enough to carve out a modicum of happiness, preferably without too much pain. And there are some who stoically shoulder the burdens of the present, perhaps investing their hopes and dreams in the Lotto fairy, where fortune is seen as the key to everlasting joy. 
        Wherever we find ourselves now, we have the opportunity to enquire within. “Is this it? Which areas of my life are incomplete or unsatisfactory?”  From time to time, our honest enquiry may lead to revelation, increased awareness, and a sense of what may be missing. But it is one thing to gain insight and understanding; it is something else to bring about changes in our attitudes and behaviour.
        Rarely is this more obvious than within our intimate relationships. Other than our parents, how often is it our spouse or partner who can press our buttons more than anyone else we know? Many report that it is very, very often. Once we have made ourselves vulnerable to someone, and invested all our emotional wants and needs in their particular basket, we can find ourselves in a groove where our actions and reactions become predictable and unconscious. This creates problems for intact relationships – and for those whose relationships disintegrate, the residue of hurt, anger and blame is often magnified, as these patterns continue to be acted out.
        This is particularly true for separated parents. When I arrived at Anglicare WA in April 2005, the Mums and Dads Forever program had been in place for a number of years. The program, funded by the federal government, is designed to assist separated parents make the transition from their previous roles within a relationship to parenting roles now they are apart. A stated aim is to enable heavily conflicted parents to resolve their differences without the need for Court intervention. In terms of an integrated approach, the program has a number of strands, including group work, individual counselling and child-inclusive mediation. Children’s groups, individual sessions and feedback to parents, enable children’s views and feelings to be expressed and heard. In soliciting written feedback from parents who do the course, the effectiveness of Mums and Dads Forever is continually under review. By using qualified psychologists, social workers and counsellors, as well as trained mediators and group facilitators, the program aspires towards professional service and quality assurance.
        As a lapsed family lawyer who had morphed into something of a mediator, this approach represents a sound step towards self empowerment and greater awareness of the patterns that can cripple relationships and impair effective, loving parenting.   I am not alone in observing that those who take the Court route after separation rarely come away satisfied.  For most, this route comes about from desperation, coupled with a belief that if only the other person was half-reasonable, things could be worked out. Very few litigant parents are willing to address their own roles in the post-relationship dramas, and although almost all maintain they have their children’s best interests at heart, few can accommodate a different point of view, especially that of the opposing parent. 

       When, however, parents are placed in groups with other parents (not, in this case, their ex-partners), the opportunity arises to come to terms with the grief and loss that can accompany relationship breakdown, and identify problematic behaviours around communication and conflict resolution. Though the group model is psycho-educational rather than therapeutic, the impact of the eight sessions, for some parents, can be profound. Many report new insights – for example, around family of origin influences, personality types, and differing methods of handling conflict. Although more than half the participants are required by court orders to attend – and initially resent this as an unnecessary imposition - it is rare for this attitude to continue for the duration of the course. On the contrary, many parents find, in each other, a new support system, one that offers a range of parental perspectives. Participants, referring to the remarks of another member of the group, will frequently report: “I couldn’t hear it from my ex …… but I can hear it from him (or her)”. 
        And what of men’s experiences? Separation, for many men, is akin to an agonising ride in a washing machine. It is now well documented that western women are far more likely to leave a relationship than their men. Rarely is the decision mutual. Usually, the decision to end the relationship has been made long before the actual parting. The female partner has prepared herself emotionally, and though there is grief and loss, the separation often is accompanied by relief. For the man, however, the split can come as a complete surprise. We are accustomed to hearing men say: “I had no idea anything was wrong!” Yet, when we listen to the woman’s account she will state: “I’ve tried to talk to him for years but there was just a blank wall”.
        In the Mums and Dads Forever groups, we see men of all ages but the vast majority – about two thirds - are between thirty and fifty. It is salutary to watch how many of these men express their pain. Mostly, it comes out as frustration - with the court system, with lawyers, and especially with the actions of their ex-partners. There can be a pervading sense of chained fury bubbling below the surface. When vented in the group, this manifests as cryptic commentary, disparaging glances, or vehement, blame-laced argument. Where the anger remains unexpressed, participants may sit stony faced and stiff, rarely speaking during the session.
        When the discussion turns to grief and loss, men often seem perplexed. It is only when we explain the grief process, introducing the models from writers such as Denis Ladbrook (1981) and Elizabeth Kubler-Ross (1969), men begin to relate their swirling emotional state to a cycle of grieving that can include feelings of sadness, guilt, anger, shock, helplessness, and acute loneliness.
        A course like this can open doors to self-healing. Cracks appear in the emotional armour. It is touching to see men acknowledge their pain, and attempt to understand its source. We urge these men to use each fresh insight as an incremental step on the road to relational maturity.  Robert Bly’s poignant vision is apt:
                           When a man grieves, he walks through the valley of the shadow of death, but he doesn’t have to do this alone. When he comes out on the other side, he’ll be lighter, less intense, less addicted, ready to love and be loved. If a lover comes near, he’ll be ready for intimacy, and if she doesn’t he’ll still be alright because he can now take care of himself. He has a support group of people in his life whom hopefully he’ll keep and nurture, and be nurtured by even with a new love.

        Hopefully, too, an increasing involvement in group programs and other parenting courses  will equip fathers and mothers to focus more upon their children’s needs. There is, of course, no magic wand that will bring about instant change. And the other side to this couplet of clichés is that the proof will lie in the pudding. It takes more than good intentions for conflicted parents to put their entrenched personal issues aside, and concentrate upon what of necessity has become purely a parenting relationship. Our greatest challenge is take complete responsibility for our own part in any conflict drama, even if our antagonist continues with non-productive behaviour. This is a hard lesson, one that forever tests us, as the temptation to revert to old ways is huge. For separated parents, this does not mean simply giving in, nor does it mean making unsafe or unacceptable compromises. In some cases, a court may be the only possible arbiter. But in most situations, where one parent consistently refuses to be drawn into old games, whether these are around verbal slanging matches, cold withdrawal, or physical intimidation, this will constitute an open invitation to the other parent to relate differently. And, as couples therapists will confirm, this ripple effect not only exists but goes a long way towards repairing bridges between those whose issues appeared insurmountable.
       Programs like Mums and Dads Forever provide professional help and support in skills development and capacity building. The good news is that more and more men and women (whether or nor they are parents), now acknowledge they have needs in these interpersonal areas. Sufficient help, however, does not come without strong community recognition of its worth. Though there are positive signs, there is much more that both government and the private sector can contribute. Too often the economic bottom line dominates thinking and investment strategies, with social and environmental factors left lagging. But other than to offer that piece of polemic, this paper is not concerned with the priorities of government and business. My sights are trained upon what each of us can do to improve our understanding of ourselves and our relationships with others.
**********

        Individually and collectively, our efforts are a search for authenticity. This is not a one-stop shop, where we suddenly “get it”, and all our cares and responsibilities evaporate. This seems to be the singular aspiration of some self-styled seekers – a quest to trade in the pettiness of ordinary life for a spectacular “enlightenment”. This can be a spiritual cop-out, where we overlook or deny our psychological impediments, while indulging an addiction to charismatic teachers, new fads and blissful experiences.
        By the same token, better communication and a heightened awareness of unhealthy patterns will not necessarily lead to a life of enhanced quality and meaning. We still may feel trapped by our jobs, torn apart with health issues or family problems, and overwhelmed by world events, such as war and natural disasters. If we are to find a path through this maze, it will be essential to address all of the obstacles that hold us back. Can we accept ourselves for who we are and not get lost in the image of who we would like to be? Are we willing to seek and receive help or encouragement in resolving personal, family and relationship problems? Do we take care of our bodies? Are we involved with our communities, and are our daily actions congruent with respect, fairness and compassion?
        If we come from this place of perennial self-enquiry, it can be seen as a form of spiritual quest, where we do not take ourselves, others or the world we live in for granted. This spiritual dimension forms a foundation for our capacity to evolve into mature, compassionate individuals, fully engaged in life and no longer ruled by the struggles of ego or a sense of futility.

        In the hurly burly of the marketplace, many of us find precious little time to reflect on these matters, much as we would like to. As one who recently returned to the metropolis after fifteen years in a country haven, this impacts upon me daily. How, I wonder, can driving in city traffic to an air conditioned office block, and camping for eight hours before a computer screen in a neon-lit room, amount to personal and environmental sustainability? To what extent am I walking my own talk as I elect for a new career path and jettison the nourishment of my rural retreat?
        These are variations of the questions that rise and fall in many of us. We can make a shopping list for the ‘perfect life’ – but as we add one item to the basket, another falls through the cracks. Circumstances dictate that choices have to be made. A relatively stress-free country idyll may not bring job satisfaction, while an aging surfer may experience the occasional epiphany of the perfect wave yet return to a domestic doghouse at the end of a day on the water. I am not suggesting there is any universal formula, any ready-made solutions. Each of us must find our own path, in our own fashion. But we do need to act, and move beyond any trailing attachment to the she’ll be right sonata of this extremely Lucky Country.
    And when it come to relationships, our courage should not be found wanting. We must deal with the paradoxes and find ways to open – to ourselves and to others. I am reminded of a gathering on the South Coast, where thirty or forty men from our local community chewed the fat around a campfire one evening. Of course, as it does, the talk got around to women. At one point I asked: “How many of you guys would like more time alone, more space from your partner?” Hands shot in the air from everyone present. “And how many of you would prefer to live alone”. In the silence that followed, only one recently-separated bloke tentatively raised his arm.  We all saw the irony in the responses - the desire to have it both ways and, in most cases, the inability to integrate these apparent opposites. For that moment, the awareness bar was raised, as it is on occasions when we are honest with ourselves and able to hear one another. 
       The late Fritz Perls, godfather of Gestalt therapy, claimed awareness in itself was curative. But even Perls did not expect people to wake up without a little help. His techniques and practices are testament to that. I would argue we all need a little help – and we need to help ourselves. A fulfilled and integrated life is not achieved simply through greater understanding and awareness (although this is necessary) but any insights must be translated into lasting behavioural changes across the various dimensions of our day-to-day existence. This is both our opportunity and our challenge, and ultimately will govern not only our physical and psychological health as individuals, but the health of our communities and the planet we inhabit.
*********
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