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20 Ways to Love the One You’re With

How would your life be different if, alongside learning algebra and history, you 

had received a course on relationships that included a manual on how to love? 

Most people never use algebra after ninth grade and forget historic dates the 

moment the test is over, yet we're in intimate relationships for decades, if not our 

entire lives, and we receive little to no guidance on how to navigate these 

sometimes tricky waters. 

What we do learn we absorb from popular culture, which largely derives its 

wisdom from the Disney paradigm of love: Meet, fall in love, know you've met 

"the One", feel instantly and always attracted, have wild, passionate sex, live 

happily ever after. Despite our conscious awareness that real love in the real 

world doesn't always work that way, we still adhere to these images and beliefs 

that we absorbed pre-verbally and have been infiltrated into the collective 

mainstream as the expected blueprint for how love works. 

Perhaps the most damaging message we receive is that love is supposed to be 

easy. Without a paradigm that allows for difficult times, and even expects 

difficulty, and understands that intimate relationships are an opportunity to heal 

ourselves and grow our capacity to give and receive love, it's frightfully easy to 

run when the going gets tough. 

This is why the manual is so important. In order to soothe the storms of doubt 

that inevitably infiltrate into relationships once the honeymoon fades (if there ever 

was a honeymoon), we need to have accurate information on hand. 

Had we received the manual, it would have included reminders that went a little 

something like this [and this section of the e-course will provide you with the full 

manual]:  



1. Love is complicated and messy. 
It is also mysterious and multifaceted. Some people have a free-ride stage in the 

beginning of their relationship, but others don't. Either way, at some point you 

realize that love requires a fierce commitment to get down in the dirt both 

together and separately and do some hard work. 

2. Love is a skill that can be grown. 
Love is not just a feeling the shimmers over you like fairy dust. If you can learn 

math, you can learn love. 

3. Attraction ebbs and flows. 

Attraction also tends to be a function of connection: to yourself, within your 

partner, and to each other. In other words, when the channels of connection are 

flowing in all directions, you see your partner though clear eyes and attraction 

naturally follows. 

4. Sex requires its own manual. 
But suffice to say that it's nothing like what you learn in magazines. Every couple 

I've ever worked with in therapy has struggled sexually at some point in their 

relationship. Most couples have different drives or approaches to sex: one is low-

drive and there other is high-drive. And this, in itself, creates conflict. 

5. Love is not something you get from your partner. 
It's actually what you give. In other words, it's not your partner's job to make you 

feel alive, fulfilled, sexual, or whole. That's your job, and when you learn to create 

fullness and aliveness from within your own self, that love naturally overflows 

onto your partner through an organic act of giving. 
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6. Romance isn't only candlelit dinners and roses. 
It's also your partner showing up every day: clearing the snow off your car when 

it's ten degrees outside; leaving a love note in your bag; attending your extended 

family gatherings with a bright smile and an open heart; saying I'm sorry. 

7. Real love always includes fear. 
The presence of fear in all of its manifestations, including doubt and anxiety, 

doesn't mean you're in the wrong relationship. In other words, doubt doesn't 

mean don’t. 

8. There will be times when you want to jump ship. 
These usually precede the times of deepest learning. 

9. Take time to educate yourself about “projection." 
As you know from going through Lesson 4, this means the tendency to displace 

your own inner demons onto somebody else. When you find yourself irritated 

with your partner or suddenly not attracted to him or her, the first place to look is 

inside of you and ask yourself, Am I off-kilter in some way? 

10. Just because you have a thought doesn't mean it's true. 
Whether it's an insecurity or a judgment (or another intense feeling), negative 

emotions can take hold of us easily. But just because a thought is filling our 

minds and even our bodies, it doesn't mean that it's true. When a thought takes 

hold of you, observe it, but don't necessarily believe it to be a hard-wired fact. 

(much more on this in Section 3.)  

11. Sexual dreams about ex-partners don't mean you want to be with 
someone else. 
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Dreams speak in metaphor, the language of the unconscious, which means that 

these types of dreams are often communicating your soul's longing to unite with 

unintegrated parts of yourself. 

12. You don't have to react to all of your feelings. 
This holds true especially the negative ones. Feelings, like dreams, are not 

always meant to be taken at face value. 

13. Nagging never helps. 
In fact, over time it will erode the warm waters in your relationship pool. One of 

the most important relationship skills you can learn is to zip your lip. This can feel 

like a Herculean effort, especially if you come from a long line of naggers. 

14. Expressing appreciation is essential. 
Connecting to gratitude is one of the biggest gifts you can give to yourself and to 

your relationship. Keep a gratitude journal, and express your appreciation 

generously. This will help you be present and aid you in keeping all of these other 

reminders in place, while maintaining an open heart and mind. 

15. You will go to sleep angry sometimes. 
Contrary to the popular advice doled out at weddings, you will invariably leave 

some fights unresolved before bedtime. This isn't cause for concern; conflict is a 

normal and healthy part of any intimate relationship. What matters is how you 

repair, and what you learn when you reflect on the conflict with your rational 

faculties intact. 

16. Conflict resolution requires its own sub-manual. 
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But the most important skill you can learn is to disengage the moment one of you 

is triggered. Conflicts are never what you think they're about, and when you react 

to your emotional response instead of respond to it you're much more likely to 

spiral and escalate into a full-blown argument. 

17. It's OK to feel bored, indifferent, and ambivalent sometimes. 
You're not always going to feel overcome with feelings of lust and appreciation, 

and that's normal. 

18. It's OK not to miss your partner when he or she is away. 
In fact, enjoying your solitude is a sign of health, as you're not two halves joined 

together to create a whole but two wholes creating a third body of your 

relationship. 

19. It's OK to imagine what your life would have been like with someone 
else. 
That doesn't mean you've picked the "wrong" partner. 

20. There is no "right" or “wrong." 
There's only learning. If you can adopt a learning mindset instead of one that 

pigeonholes your life and choices into categories of right/wrong or good/bad, 

everything will shift and open up inside of you. 

*** 

Originally published on MindBodyGreen.com. 
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What is Love?
We live under a massive cultural delusion about the nature of real love. 

Propagated by mainstream media, from the time you're born you're inundated 

with the belief that love is only a feeling and that when you find "the one" you'll 

sense it in your gut and be overcome by an undeniable sense of knowing. When 

the feeling and corresponding knowing fade (for the knowing is intimately linked 

to the feeling) and the work of learning about real love begins, most people take 

the diminished feeling as a sign that they're in the wrong relationship and walk 

away. And then they start over again, only to find that the now-familiar knowing 

and feeling fade again... and again... and again. 

If love isn't a feeling, what is it? 

Love is action. Love is tolerance. Love is learning your partner's love language 

and then expressing love in a way that he can receive. Love is giving. Love is 

receiving. Love is plodding through the slow eddies of a relationship without 

jumping ship into another's churning rapids. Love is recognizing that it's not your 

partner's job to make you feel alive, fulfilled, or complete; that's your job.  

Although it's nearly impossible to capture this elusive word into a single definition, 

M. Scott Peck says it poignantly in The Road Less Traveled: 

Love is as love does. Love is an act of will — namely, both an intention and an 

action. Will also implies choice. We do not have to love. We choose to love. 

By stating that it is when a couple falls out of love that they may begin to really 

love I am also implying that real love does not have its roots in a feeling of love. 

To the contrary, real love often occurs in a context in which the feeling of love is 

lacking, when we act lovingly despite the fact that we don't feel loving. 
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And as my favorite fiction writer on real love, Kate Kerrigan, (author of a must-

read for every couple, Recipes for a Perfect Marriage), writes in her fabulous 

essay, Marriage Myths: 

You don't have to encourage it, or welcome it, but you better learn to suck it up 

from time to time. We have mythologized love to such an extent that people are 

no longer prepared for the realities of long-term relationships. We are taught that 

it is good not to compromise, not to put up with anything we don't like, not to 

sacrifice our own beliefs for anyone or anything. Yet compromise and sacrifice 

are the cornerstones of marital love. 

No matter what way you dress it up, the best thing you can bring to a marriage is 

not the feeling of 'being in love', but romance's poor relation: tolerance. Add to 

that enough maturity to be able to fulfill your own needs and you have some 

hope. Optimism and chemistry, which seem to be the bedrock of the modern 

marriage, just don't cut it, folks. And while I am pontificating, one more tip for the 

ladies: Try to find a man who has that most underrated of qualities: character. I 

did and so far my Oscar hasn't bothered him. Although I am still waiting for my 

cooked breakfast... 

Some might find this view pessimistic. The truth is that it's reality, not a welcome 

word in a culture addicted to fantasy. But here's the good news: when the initial 

infatuation feeling fades and you do the real work of learning how to love and be 

loved, something infinitely richer and sustaining than flimsy infatuation flowers in 

the garden of your marriage. Over time, these plants grow roots that are sturdy 

and strong. They are nourished by soil that is well-worked as you've sat beside 

each other and yanked out the weeds of intolerance, impatience, frustration, and 
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fear. It's work that can and must be cultivated over a lifetime, and yet we expect 

to enter marriage with a perfect, rose-filled garden. Again, this is the fantasy that 

our culture propagates and it throws many people into despair when their 

fledging relationship fails to measure up to these unrealistic and damaging 

expectations. 

It's time to learn a different message about the difference between infatuation 

and love. If we're going to restore marriage to a place of honor and respect, we 

must learn that the role of your partner is not to save you from yourself and make 

you feel alive, fulfilled, and complete; only you can do that. That’s the work you 

will be doing here.  
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Real Love Versus Infatuation

If you’ve grown up in Western culture, you’ve been inundated from the time you 

were born with images and beliefs about love. Most, if not all, of these images 

are predicated on the archaic paradigm of Romantic Love. Romantic love is not 

real love. Romantic love is, most simply put, infatuation. It’s based on the model 

of longing for someone that you can never completely have, and it’s this longing 

that then becomes mistaken for real love. Being in a state of longing is a 

dramatic and fully alive experience. It creates butterflies in your belly and light-

headedness in your mind. If not understood properly, the one in the longing 

position can easily believe that she or he is “in love.” 

If the object of the longing, often called “the beloved,” does reciprocate, “the 

lover” often runs the other way. And so begins an all-too familiar game of chase 

with each participant alternating between the pursuer or distancer roles.  The 

game is emotionally intense but ultimately unsatisfying. The bottom line is that 

real intimacy never occurs. It’s dramatic but safe. It’s temporarily painful but 

there’s no long-term risk involved. And it certainly isn’t a healthy model on which 

to base a marriage! 

Real love, on the other hand, requires that both people show up for each other in 

the same place at the same time. There is no game-playing, which creates more 

consistent stability in terms of the intensity of emotion; gone are the ecstatic 

highs and despairing lows that defined the unhealthy relationships of the past. As 

such, real love requires that both people risk their hearts to form a bond of true 

intimacy. 

One of my clients once asked me to define real love. Here is my list of the 

beliefs, attributes, and precepts that define real love (with the caveat that I’m not 
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sure that anyone understands love in its totality!): 

1.    Real love is a conscious choice that often employs the rational part of 
our brains. Some couples have a “free ride” in the early stages of their 

relationship where they experience the intense feelings characterized by 

romantic love, but not everyone. And these feelings certainly aren’t 

necessary for real love to emerge as the relationship grows, as evidenced 

by the success rate of arranged marriages in other parts of the world. It’s 

when the infatuation feelings diminish that the couple has to learn that love 

is a choice, not a feeling, as M. Scott Peck says. 

2.    Real love accepts that your partner is a fallible, imperfect human, just 
as you are. Unlike romantic life, which ascends the object of desire to the 

realm of a god, part of the jolt down to earth that many of clients experience 

when the fairy dust wears off (if it was ever there to begin with) is the 

realization that their partner is not perfect – that he or she isn’t as smart or 

witty or fun or good-looking as s/he thought the person s/he would marry 

would be. The romantic bubble of marrying Prince Charming or Perfect 

Goddess is burst. Most of my clients focus on one missing area – 

sometimes to the point of obsession – and it’s often an attribute that never 

bothered him or her before the relationship became more serious. As time 

passes, the real fears are addressed, and love is redefined, the obsession 

mellows and s/he learns to accept and fully love his/her partner exactly as s/

he is. 

3.    Real love ebbs and flows in terms of interest, ease, and feelings. In 

other words, in any healthy relationship there will be times when things 

effortlessly work, where the spark is alive and the couple is interested in one 

another and life. And there will be times of, for lack of a better word, 
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boredom. Part of accepting real love is understanding that the boredom is 

normal and not a symptom that something is wrong with the relationship or 

that you don’t love your partner enough. 

4.    Real love is based on shared values and a solid friendship. You 

genuinely like each other (even though you might not like everything about 

your partner). 

5.    Real love is action. Real love asks that you give even when you don’t feel 

like giving (in a healthy way, not a codependent way). Real love is more 

concerned with how you can give to your partner than what you can get from 

him or her. 

6.    Real love is a spiritual practice in that your focus is not how you can 

change your partner to alleviate your anger, pain, or annoyance but how you 

can assume full responsibility for those feelings and find healthy and 

constructive ways to attend to them. When you change in positive ways, the 

relationship will positively change as well. 

7.    Real love is a lifelong practice. You’re not expected to know how to give 

and receive real love at the onset of marriage, but are expected to work at it 

so that over the course of your life together your capacity to love grows. 
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Real Love Is Only What You Give 

I don’t recall how I first stumbled upon Recipes for a Perfect Marriage by Kate 

Kerrigan, but most likely it came from a recommendation from a member of the 

Conscious Weddings message board. I remember initially feeling put-off by the 

title as anything that contains the word “perfect”, especially in connection to 

relationships, produces an immediate allergic reaction in my psyche. But 

because I trust my wise and thoughtful audience, I purchased the book and was 

stunned to find the words that I espouse to my clients every day transposed into 

a rich and meaningful novel. 

I recently re-read the book to make sure that it has withstood my ever-evolving 

understanding of real love and marriage. My latest review: it’s nothing short of 

brilliant. It’s the only novel I’m aware of that presents an authentic, realistic 

window into what it means to love and be loved. It’s the antidote to every 

romantic novel and film you’ve ever ingested – from Wuthering Heights to Jerry 

Maguire (“you complete me”) – and is a must-read for anyone struggling with 

doubts, questions, and concerns about their partner. 

Here’s one of my favorite quotes: 

 
“What my marriage taught me is that real love is only what you give. That’s all. 
Love is not “out there”, waiting for you. It is in you. In your own heart, in what you 
are willing to give of it. We are all capable of love, but few of us have the courage 
to do it properly. You can take a person’s love and waste it. But you are the fool. 
When you give love, it grows and flowers inside you like a carefully pruned rose. 
Love is joy. Those who love, no matter what indignities, what burdens they carry, 
are always full of joy.” (p. 281) 

If you’re here, it’s because you’re struggling with relationship anxiety, possibly on 
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the threshold of leaving a great relationship. You’re consumed with the question 

of, “Do I love him/her enough?” You’ve exhausted the Internet searching for an 

answer to your anxiety-provoking question and when you dare broach the topic 

with friends or family they’re usually met with, “Doubt means don’t.” Since this 

isn’t the answer you want to hear — because it actually isn’t your heart-truth — 

you kept searching until you found your way, sleep-deprived, malnourished, and 

barely functioning, to my virtual doorstep. 

Your story likely follows those of the characters in Recipes of a Perfect Marriage: 

You’re partnered to a wonderful man or woman but the feeling of love has 

withered or it was never there to begin with. In its place you find yourself 

dreaming of passionate exes and wondering if you’re making a mistake. While 

you’re consumed with finding an answer to your question (“Is this the right 

choice?”), the relationship trudges along, held up by a steadfast partner who isn’t 

bedraggled by the same anxiety. “This shouldn’t be so hard,” I hear daily. “If I was 

with the right person, it would be easier than this.” An understandable argument, 

but not one that holds water in my office. 

What’s happening here? We’re seeing the effects of a someone raised in a 

culture that is addicted to love. We chase after it with the same misguided 

impulse that creates addictions to alcohol, drugs, caffeine, cigarettes, sugar, 

television, the Internet, and spending: as a way to avoid taking responsibility for 

our wholeness/aliveness and as a temporary way to fill the emptiness. 

In the early stages of relationship, you may experience a rush of love (or you 

may not, and that has no bearing on the health or “rightness” of your 

relationship). We call this feeling being in love, but it’s really more of a state of 

infatuation. The love-drug may last two months or, in rare cases, two years, but 

eventually it wears off. It’s at this point that the task of learning about real love 

begins. But it’s also at this point that most people, brainwashed by our 
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dysfunctional cultural conditioning, mistakenly assume that because the love 

feeling has dissipated, this means they don’t love their partner anymore. They 

often leave only to find themselves in the exact same boat with the next partner. 

All of this is predicated on the belief that love is something you get from another 

person: a feeling, an experience, a transfusion of aliveness and joy. Our culture 

transmits the insidious rescue fantasy that says, “If you find the right person (also 

known as The One or your soulmate), your pain will disappear and you’ll live 

happily ever after.” To put it bluntly, our culture encourages you to be love-

addicted. We may have waged a war on drugs but we haven’t even begun to 

dismantle the rampant addiction to love that seeps into every crack of 

mainstream culture. 

The antidote? Learning to become the source of your own aliveness and 

committing to taking 100% responsibility for your pain and joy. It’s about learning 

to fill yourself up through your creative expression, your connection to spirit, your 

relationship to your shadow parts, and your commitment to giving to others. One 

of my favorite parts of this course is my interview with Kevin Kimball about his 30 

year marriage in which he talks about the breaking point when he was almost out 

the door but instead found his way to inner work and learned how to fill himself 

up. As he says: 

“I believed for a long time in the early years that marriage was the vehicle that 

was designed to bring me the sense of fullness and completeness that I had 

experienced freshman year dating Jill. I remember going back to the first 

girlfriend I ever had. I felt like marriage should provide me with the same sense of 

euphoria that you experience when you’re falling in love or in love, or as it has 

been portrayed to us. There is certainly, in my experience, something 

physiologically that happens — it’s a whole body, whole soul experience where 

you feel this tremendous unity with the other person. So when that wasn’t there 
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for the first many years of my marriage I thought it was because it wasn’t the right 

thing, that I had gotten pushed into it. 

“What I clearly knew was that this feeling of euphoria that I had been looking for, 

of being full and complete, wasn’t there at all. And I was miserable in a lot of 

respects. I was miserable in the sense that I kept thinking it was Jill’s 

responsibility to fill me up. To the extent that I wasn’t emotionally satisfied or 

sexually satisfied or spiritually satisfied, mentally satisfied, occupationally 

satisfied, somehow it all seemed to be someone else’s responsibility, and 

certainly in the emotional-spiritual side of things not feeling complete, I began to 

conclude that there must be something wrong with me, our marriage, Jill, or 

some combination of all three, but it was a lot easier to focus on the marriage 

and Jill because I wasn’t in a place to start taking responsibility for myself. 

“Over time, and I’ll cut to the end now and there are lots of in-between steps, my 

frustration with my lack of fulfillment reached a critical point. I had been doing my 

own inner work and trying to seek out what was going on. I had done work 

around parental issues, issues with my religion, and ultimately reached a point 

where I really believed that our marriage wasn’t something that was going to be 

able to sustain me. It wasn’t filling me up. It was at the point that I found my 

connection to my inner work, went to a workshop, that everything changed.” 

So I invite you now – today – to set your intention to give: give to yourself first. Sit 

with yourself and, with an intention to accept and embrace, attend to the grief, 

loneliness, anxiety, fear, heartache, joy, and excitement that may be coursing 

through you. Imagine that you have a young child sitting beside you, desperately 

needing your undivided, devoted attention. Trust that you have everything it takes 

to fill her up, that, in fact, you’re the only one who can fill her up. And from that 

place of wholeness, give from the fullness of your heart, give without strings 

attached, give for the pure and fulfilling pleasure of giving. Give even when fear 
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is telling you to run. See what it feels like to make the choice to swing open the 

doors of your heart as wide as they will open without restriction, fear or judgment, 

and let the love pour out and into the one who has been waiting, steady and with 

patience, to receive you. 
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When Love is Longing
Hollywood has done a number on all of us. From the time we’re old enough to 

ingest information, we’re inundated with images and messages about love, 

romance, and marriage that are shrouded in a shimmery cloud of fantasy. 

There’s nothing wrong with fantasy; the problems arise when fantasy and reality 

become blurred and we unconsciously absorb the unrealistic messages of, “You 

can have it all” and “Your Perfect Partner is waiting for you around the next 

corner” and “When you meet The One, you’ll ‘just know’”. We watch film after film 

and read novel after romantic novel that reinforce these damaging messages and 

then we wonder why our culture is so dysfunctional when it comes to love. 

Many Hollywood films are predicated on the theme that the story ends when the 

relationship begins. This means that for ninety minutes we’re hooked on 

characters who are chasing after each other, always missing each other, both 

literally and emotionally, our longing builds in direct proportion to their longing, 

watching them miss and then kiss and then miss each other again until – ah! at 

last! – they make mad, passionate love and then ride off into the proverbial 

sunset. 

As a result of this programming, we’re wired to equate love with longing, which 

means that the only time we feel in love and certain is when our partner isn’t fully 

available. 

We chase. We long. And then we think we’re in love. 

Here’s the news flash: Love is not longing. 

In order to understand this, you must understand a key dynamic that afflicts 

Western culture: The Pursuer-Distancer Dynamic, which I discuss throughout this 

course. It’s only when you understand this dynamic that you can fully understand 
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the walls that are erected when you’re in a committed, loving relationship with 

someone who’s fully available.  

Once again, in almost every relationship there’s a pursuer and a distancer. The 

pursuer is the one who holds the certainty, the in-love feelings, and the apparent 

lack of fear. The distancer is the one who carries the doubt, the lack of love 

feelings, and is more often the one erecting walls and barriers of various kinds. 

So when a client says, “I was so in love with my last partner. I didn’t have any 

doubt at all,” I immediately ask, “Were you the pursuer or the distancer?” To 

which they invariably respond, “The pursuer. My partner was never fully available 

and I always had the sense that there was one foot out the door.” There’s usually 

a thoughtful pause, and then: 

The only time I’ve experienced butterflies and certainty is when my partner 

wasn’t fully available. Once the chase ended and I knew that he/she wasn’t going 

anywhere, the walls went up and the doubt set in. 

It’s essential to understand that it’s not that the pursuer is more in love or has any 

less fear about intimacy than the distancer; rather, it’s that the pursuer feels safer 

to let in the love feelings because he knows that his partner will put up a wall. 

This wall, no matter how subtle, makes it safe to feel “madly in love.” If the tables 

were turned and the distancer becomes the pursuer, as often happens at various 

points in a longterm relationship, the pursuer would then come into contact with 

his fears. 

But if you’ve found your way to my work it’s likely because you’re the distancer 

and you’re struggling with your lack of certainty, attraction and feelings of love. 

While it’s not as fun to be the distancer, it also presents the opportunity to heal 

layers of fear that aren’t activated otherwise. When you break through your fear-
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walls and start to take loving actions with your partner, you will cultivate more 

love, connection, intimacy and attraction.  

In one of my touchstone books, “We: Understanding the Psychology of Romantic 

Love,” Robert Johnson writes: 

So much of our lives is spent in a longing and a search – for what, we do not 

know. So many of our ostensible “goals”, so many of the things we think we want, 

turn out to be the masks behind which our real desires hide; they are symbols for 

the actual values and qualities for which we hunger. They are not reducible to 

physical or material things, not even to a physical person; they are psychological 

qualities: love, truth, honesty, loyalty, purpose – something we can feel is noble, 

precious, and worthy of our devotion. We try to reduce all this to something 

physical – a house, a car, a better job, or a human being – but it doesn’t work. 

Without realizing it, we are searching for the Sacred. And the sacred is not 

reducible to anything else. 

Our culture misdirects the basic and essential human longing for the sacred onto 

people and things, primarily love relationships. So what happens when you find 

yourself with someone who’s fully available and there’s no longing? Or if you fall 

“madly in love” only to find the feelings fade or disappear one day? Or if those 

intense feelings of passion were never there to begin with? What typically 

happens is that you mistakenly assume that you’re with the wrong person, that 

you don’t really love them or love them “enough.” And if you’re prone to anxiety 

or are an over-thinker – and you don’t understand the normal, healthy trajectory 

of love and concepts like projection - you’ll likely find yourself spinning on the 

hamster wheel of anxiety asking unanswerable questions. (Do I love him 

enough? How can you answer that since love can’t be quantified!) 

That’s when the work of learning about real love begins. That’s a key component 
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of the work that you’ll be doing throughout this course, and throughout your life. 

You’ll learn to dissolve the fear in layers so that you can move closer to your 

loving, available partner and have the kind of relationship that Hollywood knows 

nothing about.  
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Love is Not the Absence of Fear 

Love is not the absence of fear. Like joy and sadness, love and fear are dualities 

that live in the same chamber of the heart. When we love another deeply, fear 

will rear its head. Designed to protect the vulnerable heart, fear is the sentry who 

guards the sacred entrances. The way past fear is not to engage in battle; that's 

a war you'll never win. The way to enter into love's passageways is to call fear by 

name. We all need to be seen and heard, and fear is no exception. 

When we call fear by name, we befriend it. And when we befriend it, it's no longer 

the enemy, something to be avoided or conquered. Befriending fear means 

allowing love to make room for all of fear's manifestations: doubt, disconnection, 

uncertainty, lack of attraction, irritation, lack of the feeling of love, fantasizing 

about the perfect partner or an ex. These are the ways we know our heart is 

closed. When we buy the belief that real love doesn't include these 

manifestations of fear, we believe that something is wrong when these feelings 

arise. Nothing is wrong. These states of being are all part of love. When we 

widen our definition of love — literally expanding it out like a giant balloon to 

include these more uncomfortable and certainly less glamorous feelings (not 

what we culturally associate with romantic love) — we feel our heart expanding 

as well. 

Befriending your fear means getting to know it, just like you would get to know a 

friend. When you befriend fear you learn that sometimes fear is a wall; other 

times it's a curtain; still other times it's a layer of silt across the soul. From the 

mindset of curious exploration, you would learn that your inner world is not a 

stark and defined place, as the ego would like to believe. It's not comprised of 

sharp lines and definite answers that, once established, exist across time and 
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space. The inner world is a mercurial, watercolor landscape where fear and love 

blend and collide and ultimately stand face to face so love can embrace fear in 

her soft wing and make a place for it at her long, wooden table. 

When we deny fear, we perceive our partner and the world around us through 

fear eyes. Fear distorts perception. Or, rather, the denial of fear distorts 

perception. When we deny fear and banish it from our table, we see through 

eyes of lack: not enough love, not enough attraction, not enough humor, not 

enough conversation. There is no loveliness, no softness, no quality of allowing. 

It's the ego's world of harsh lines and its need for unilateral certainty. But when 

the wall or curtain rises up and you can say, "I'm feeling on edge. It's not you," 

the naming and the owning allow the barrier to melt. 

And then a rush of essence. You see through clear eyes again. Your own 

essence appears like the river reeds in spring, and you see your lover as beauty 

on the banks. You see the intrinsic, unchangeable qualities of essence. You see 

his warmth and kindness flowing like a clear river. You see her honesty and 

passion unfold and bloom before your eyes, as if for the first time. It's first love all 

over again, or perhaps for the first time. 

It would be so nice to remain in this open-eyed, open-hearted state always; but 

then we wouldn't be human. Being human includes closing up and shutting down. 

It includes retreat and withdrawal. It is almost defined by our separateness, as 

opposed to the oneness that apparently defines another realm. So as separate 

human beings, we will disconnect. But when we do so with consciousness — 

with a willingness to name those states as they arise — we return more quickly to 

the openhearted state we so long to inhabit, to live out our days on the green 

grass and butterfly wings of spring. 
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Why is Love So Scary?  
When fear pricks the heart it flies in the face of every message about love we 

absorb from the culture: that love should provide a safe haven against the storms 

of life; that love should be easy; that love and fear are mutually exclusive, and 

that if fear enters the picture it means something is wrong. 

Nothing could be further from the the truth. One of the most profound messages 

my life-changing therapist who I saw in my twenties shared with me is that the 

depth of the love is equal to the depth of the fear. In other words, each time you 

deepen the love — each time you move toward your partner and strengthen your 

intimacy — the fear deepens as well. Imagine that there are two wells living 

inside of you: a well of love and a well of fear. The well of love is filled with warm, 

sparkling water. The well of fear is filled with cold, lifeless water. Every time the 

waters in the well of love deepen, the waters in the well of fear deepen as well. 

They are twin forces in the chamber of the heart. You will not meet one without 

the other. 

I write a lot about the connection between fear and love, and I often say that love 

is scary. But why is love so scary? Let's break it down. 

Love is scary because we've been hurt. We've been rejected by parents, 

teachers, friends, siblings, and peers. We've been made to feel not enough. 

We've been yelled at or abused. We've been made fun of, teased, and bullied. 

The more I sit with clients and listen to their stories the more I'm convinced that 

childhood bullying — ranging from teasing to physical attacks — has a 

debilitating effect on one's sense of self-worth. And the more I listen the more I 

hear that nearly everyone was the victim of bullying in some form to some degree 
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at some point in their life. So even if you grew up with loving parents, chances 

are quite high that you've been hurt somewhere else. 

Love is scary because we've been heartbroken by past lovers. We've known 

what it is to love and expose ourselves in all of our vulnerability, to open up the 

raw inner caves of being, and to have someone walk away. We've cried hot tears 

that seared at the inner lining of our hearts. If love can hurt that badly, of course 

the fear-walls rise up to protect us from ever being hurt like that again. 

Love is scary because we've known loss. We've lost others: friends, siblings, 

parents, partners, pets. We've lost homes, cities, and jobs. We've lost ourselves 

in enmeshed relationships. To be human is to know loss. There's no way around 

it. And every time we allow a relationship to unfold or deepen, every time our 

partner stands before us naked and ready to walk to the next level together, 

every time a new stage of life invites the deepening — a wedding, a child leaving 

home, a career change, retirement — the heart remembers these losses and 

shies away in self-protection. Why would we risk when we know the pain of loss? 

Love is scary because the closer we move to love, the more we dissolve ego 

boundaries. Love is one of the most powerful boundary-dissolvers available to 

us, meaning that, when we let down our guard and risk being vulnerable, love 

offers us a taste of oneness. When we merge sexually with a loving partner the 

ego dies a little and we're offered a window into the realm of oneness. This is 

why the French term for orgasm is "little death." And yet we are not one on this 

earth; we are two. And the ego doesn't want to die. The ego shouldn't die, in fact, 

for it serves a healthy function in terms of maintaining an appropriate and 

necessary boundary. We need our separate selves. We are not meant to merge 

into a perpetual state of oneness. The ego knows this and juts up to protect us 

when it senses we're moving in too close. And yet its need to protect is closely 
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connected to its own self-preservation. In other words, there's a fine line between 

having a healthy ego-boundary and allowing the fear-based ego to control your 

actions and keep your loved one at arm's length. 

Oh, the paradoxes and challenges of loving well! How much we don't understand 

and how many lies we're fed by a culture predicated on misguided ideals about 

love based on fantasy and illusion! We simply don't understand that love and fear 

live in the same chamber of the heart. We don't understand that where there is 

real love, there will be real fear, and that it takes a lifetime of focused attention 

and commitment to work effectively with the fear so that you can allow healthy 

love to flourish. 

For those suffering from relationship anxiety, this is the critical juncture and point 

of discernment so essential to shifting from unmanageable anxiety to 

manageable fear: when fear arises to say "I'm scared" and meet the fear with 

compassion and tenderness instead of assigning meaning to that fear by saying, 

"I'm scared and and therefore it means there's something wrong." The core fear 

is healthy and normal. The core fear means that you're deepening your capacity 

for love. The core fear is a sign that you're being intimate and vulnerable. The 

core fear indicates that your partner is available and that you're in a relationship 

where there's real potential to love deeply and freely. But because nobody 

teaches us that fear will arise at some point in an intimate, vulnerable 

relationship, we can only assume that its presence is a sign that it's time to leave. 

And that's when natural, manageable fear leads to unmanageable relationship 

anxiety. Fear is manageable; anxiety is not. 

What does it mean to meet your fear? It means to approach it like you would any 

tender emotion: to hold it like a child, to breathe your warm breath into its cold 
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regions, to name it, to give it a voice, to dance it, to write it, to listen for the image 

that wants to emerge from its depths and guide you toward the next stage of your 

loving. Fear will meet the love, and the work then is to allow love to meet the fear. 

There is wisdom in the fear, if we slow down long enough to hear it and don't 

allow our misguided messages to mutate the fear into anxiety. For encased within 

the fear is unshed grief, lies about your worthiness that you absorbed early in life 

that are ready to be replaced with the truth, and even guidelines for preserving 

your necessary separateness. We don't want to banish the fear, but we also don't 

want to run with its distortions. 

In the end, hidden inside the fear lives our deepest longing as humans: to hold 

and be held, to listen and be heard, to love and be loved. When we meet the fear 

with love, over and over and over again, we mine these riches and settle at last, 

decades into a marriage, into that safe haven and happily ever after that we were 

promised so long ago. 
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When You Feel Irritated with Your Partner

"He irritates me all the time. How can he be a good match if I'm constantly 

annoyed?” 

"At first things were great with my girlfriend and everything flowed smoothly 

between us. But now all she has to do is laugh and I want to jump out of my skin. 

I guess she's not the one for me.” 

If we take relationship irritation at face value, we'll likely fall into the dominant 

cultural message system that says, "If you're that irritated, you're probably with 

the wrong person. Love should have more flow and ease than this." But, as you 

may know from following my work, I don't take anything at face value. Provided 

you're in a good, loving relationship, I'm interested in what lies beneath the 

surface. I'm interested in viewing reactions — like irritation or anxiety — as 

symptoms that point to thoughts, beliefs, feelings, or actions inside of you that 

need attention. 

So let's dissect the underlying components that lead to relationship irritation: 

1. It's part of being human. 
There's an element to irritation that's simply part of being human. If you spend 

too much time with one person, even your most favorite person on the planet, 

you will likely start to feel irritated after a while. When my clients tell me that 

they're worried because they feel irritated with their partner at times, I ask, "Do 

you feel irritated with anyone else in your life?" and they invariably smile and 

respond affirmatively. Not allowing for occasional irritation in an intimate 

relationship is setting yourself up against an unrealistic expectation. 
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That said, the more sensitive you are the more easily irritated you'll feel around 

others. If you're a highly sensitive person, you're more attuned to gestures and 

behaviors that, for whatever reason, sit with you the wrong way and can even rub 

against the inner lining of your skin like nails on a chalkboard. It's a real practice 

to learn how to breathe through that irritation, especially when it feels like a 

volcanic eruption inside, without saying anything or acting it out in any way. Over 

time you'll discover that the less energy you give it, the less irritated you'll feel. 

Growing your tolerance threshold is often the work for the highly sensitive 

person. 

2. Irritation is a manifestation of fear. 
Irritation is often a way to keep your partner at a safe distance. A client shares 

her awareness of how irritation was keeping her boyfriend at arm's length: 

I remember early in my relationship with my boyfriend, he used to talk in a silly, 

playful voice. I felt so irritated and horrible things would go through my mind like, 

"He's so lame. Why does he do this?" And then one day something loosened up 

inside and I started to play along with him. It was so much more fun to join him 

instead of to judge him! Since that day, talking in voices has become one of our 

favorite ways to play and has provided countless hours of silliness, closeness, 

and fun.” 

My client made a conscious choice to "loosen up" inside, which really means 

letting go of control. Even if you don't understand why you have walls up, you can 

still make a conscious choice to move toward your partner at exactly the moment 

when he or she is irritating you the most; to join instead of judge. And the more 

the fear-walls come down, the more the irritation will naturally lessen. 

3. It's a reflection of your own self-judgement. 
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If you're intolerant of your own quirks and foibles and you hold yourself to an 

unrealistic standard of polished perfection, you'll inevitably project that self-

judgement onto others, especially your partner. So when your partner tells a 

goofy joke that you just don't find funny, instead of smiling along with him or 

enjoying that he finds it funny, you feel irritated and withdraw. Your inner 

commentary may sound like this: "Why can't he be more cool and smooth? Why 

does he have to tell lame jokes?” 

Wrapped up in this judgement of him is not only your own self-judgment but also, 

quite likely, your propensity to care what others think. You may have learned 

early in life that to be liked you had to "be cool", so anyone who isn't "cool" grates 

up against your deeply internalized, although unhealthy, value system. When you 

can soften into these hardened places and allow yourself to just be, you will 

soften toward your partner as well. 

4. Irritation is an indication that you haven't had enough time for yourself. 
When your well of Self is healthfully full, you feel a sense of calmness and 

balance. We fill the well through being loving to ourselves in thoughts, feelings, 

and actions (more on this in this section). The well can become depleted when 

any of these areas are neglected. 

But the well can also overflow with "too much": too much time with others, too 

much time at work, too much attention poured into someone else. When we 

direct too much energy outward, we lose the sense of spaciousness that defines 

well-being. And that's when irritation ensues. So if you can see your irritation as a 

sign that you need to take some space to fill your well with nourishment, you will 

return to the situation with more space inside and your irritation will naturally 

diminish. 

!  33

© 2015 All Rights Reserved 
Sheryl Paul, MA, Conscious Transitions®  
http://www.conscious-transitions.com 

http://www.conscious-transitions%0D.com


There could be other messages embedded inside the irritation as well. As 

always, when you approach your irritation with curiosity and openness — instead 

of self-judgment or as a sign that there's something "wrong" — truly interested in 

what the message encased inside of it may be, you'll be taking the first essential 

steps toward transforming it into something softer and kinder. 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Love Cannot Be Measured

Love cannot be measured. It cannot be placed in test tubes in a science 

laboratory or placed on the great scale of life to determine whether or not there's 

enough. The anxious/sensitive mind longs for a definite answer to the questions 

that swirl through its brain — Do I love you enough? What is enough? Do I love 

you as much as you love me? — praying that a divine hand will reach down from 

the heavens and seal the relationship with a stamp of approval. But love is not an 

exam you take in school where you can receive a letter grade. It's not a handful 

of precious jewels you can place on a scale to determine its worth. It can't be 

quantified, graded, or weighed. Love cannot be measured. 

You long to measure love because the hypervigilant part of you wants to make 

sure that you have what it takes to create a healthy, passionate, long-term 

relationship. This part of you — your sentry or gatekeeper — believes that if you 

could answer this one question, you would have your guarantee and you could 

move forward knowing that you had done your due diligence. If you're like most 

people, you've scoured the relationship ad nauseum under a high-powered 

microscope making sure that you're a good enough match. But the gatekeeper 

isn't satisfied with good enough; this part of you seeks perfection to allay its fears 

of making mistake. There is no perfection when it comes to love - or life. There is 

only trusting that what you have — if it's solid and loving — is enough. 

What is enough? What's fascinating to me about relationship anxiety is that it 

often begins with, "Does he/she love me enough?" and then flips to "Do I love 

him/her enough?" The common word? Enough. We're looking for evidence of 

“enoughness," which really pares down to a question of your own worthiness. 

The belief of I'm not enough becomes projected onto your partner in the from of 

"Do I love him/her enough?" until you've slipped down the rabbit hole of trying to 

answer an unanswerable question. 



The real question, the one that stops the perseverating on the unanswerable 

questions in its tracks, is this: Is my partner someone with whom I can learn 

about love? Is he trustworthy, reliable, and committed to our partnership? Does 

she support me and truly desire what is in my highest good? If the answer is yes 

(and if you're here I would bet a lot of money that it is), then it's time to replace, 

"Do I love him/her enough?" with "How can I grow our love?” 

Love cannot be measured, but it can be grown. We don't grow it through trusting 

the fates and finding "the One". We don't grow it by reading the ten tips in Cosmo 

and then magically having more and more passionate sex. We don't grow it by 

good luck. We grow it by a lot of hard work. Contrary to every message we 

receive in this culture about love, the way to grow love is through action. Here 

are numbers 8 and 9 from Winifred M. Reilly's wonderful article in the Huffington 

Post called "36 Things I Know After 36 Years of Marriage”: 

9. Marriage is a "learn on the job" proposition. None of us comes into it with all 

the skills we need for success. When the going gets rough it's most often a sign 

that we need some new skills -- not a sign that we need a new spouse. 

10. Struggle in marriage is not only inevitable, it's necessary. None of us can 

grow a strong and healthy relationship without having to face and resolve difficult 

issues. 

Just like we grow awareness in our minds by practicing mindfulness and we grow 

stronger bodies by exercising, we grow love by practicing love, which means 

learning the skills and actions of the heart. We grow love by focusing on what's 

working in the relationship, by filling up our own inner well of self, by actively 

connecting to gratitude, by initiating loving reunions. Love is a skill that can be 
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taught. Some people learn these skills by osmosis if they grew up in homes 

where they witnessed a loving and healthy marriage, but for the rest of us (the 

vast majority), we have to learn the skills of love from the ground up. 

Like many statements of a life lived from the core of Self, if might sound 

paradoxical to say that love cannot be measured but it can be grown. How can 

we grow something that cannot be measured? And how do we measure its 

growth? We don't measure growth. We feel growth. We see the effects of growth. 

We notice the tender petals of our hearts opening more and more often, and we 

welcome in the quiet shimmer of joy. When love grows, fear shrinks, and when 

fear shrinks we reunite with the core longing of our hearts to do what seems so 

simple and yet eludes us much of the time: to give and receive love with our 

loving, open partner. 
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The Grass Is Always Greener Syndrome 

When my grandparents got married in the 1930s, I’m quite certain neither one of 

them had the kind of relationship anxiety I see among people today. My 

grandmother did experience grief about leaving her mother and two sisters and 

the difficult feelings were displaced onto her wedding dress and veil (a mosquito 

net – so an understandable disappointment on her part!), but she didn’t spend a 

moment wondering if she was making the best possible choice or if she loved my 

grandfather enough or if he was her soul mate – or any of the other anxiety-

based questions that wreak havoc on my clients’ minds. At the ripe old age of 21, 

she knew that it was time to marry. She had had a series of boyfriends in her 

teenage years so she knew what was out there. When my grandfather – who had 

grown up three miles away from her on a neighboring farm – asked her out, she 

said yes. Three months later they were married and a year after that my mother 

was born. 

Why the lack of soul-wrenching anxiety? She knew he was a good egg. He was 

hard-working, honest, responsible, kind, and good-looking to boot. Having grown 

up in proximity to one another, there was a familiarity in terms of lifestyle, ethics, 

culture, and values. Having wondered if she was destined to be a spinster, she 

felt grateful that such a good man came along and wanted to marry her. Their 

marriage was far from perfect, but they loved each other for over sixty years and 

enjoyed a fine companionship, including shared interests, an extensive 

community of friends, and love of family and travel. In essence, they appreciated 

each other and never lost sight of how lucky they felt to have each other by their 

side. 

When my clients wonder if their partner is the right match for them, it’s usually 

because they’re looking to “have it all.” Brainwashed by an unhealthy culture that 
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inundates them with buzzwords like “the one”, “soul mates”, and phrases like “I 

just knew the moment I met him that I was meant to marry him,” when that sense 

of unwavering knowing is lacking, they understandably wonder if they’re with the 

right person. And when the relationship anxiety kicks in full force and causes 

them to nitpick their partner and put his or her every perceived flaw under a 

microscope, a downward spiral of focusing on what’s missing usually begins. 

They start to look around at their friends’ relationships and wonder at what 

appears to be unilateral ease and bliss and passion (the dangers of the 

Facebook culture). They reminisce about past partners and long for the trait that 

he or she possessed that’s missing in the current partner. In short, they become 

obsessed by the grass is always greener syndrome where everyone else’s 

relationship and their own past lovers are elevated to the status of perfection. 

And in so doing, they miss the wonderful man or woman that is standing before 

them, ready and available and wanting to forge a shared life. They’ve moved 

from appreciation and gratitude to negativity and criticism. 

“Having it all” is a fantasy and the grass is always greener syndrome of 

comparison is a futile place to live. There is simply no such thing as the perfect 

partner. By extension, there’s no such thing as the perfect job, the perfect place 

to live, or the perfect house. When I hear that a client is falling prey to the grass 

is always greener syndrome, I ask if they’ve found themselves in a similar place 

of obsessive comparisons regarding other aspects of their lives. They almost 

always respond affirmatively. One client recently said to me, “Not only do I 

compare my partner to other men, I’m always thinking about other places we 

could live and other jobs I could have. The truth is that I’m with a great guy and 

live in an adorable town and have a stable, good-paying job, and I’m missing it 

all.” 
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We live in a “you can have it all culture”, and no where is this message more 

pronounced than around one’s choice of longterm partner. We’re indoctrinated to 

believe that we can and should have it all, and that anything less than perfection 

in a mate is settling. When I ask my clients to tell me about their partners, they 

almost invariably reply with some version of this: “He (or she) is kind, caring, 

responsible, loyal, honest, hard-working. We enjoy each other’s company and 

are attracted to each other. He’s my best friend and the person I want to be 

around most.” When I ask about any potential red-flag issues – abuse, addiction, 

betrayal, irreconcilable differences regarding core values or religion – the clients 

laughs and says, “Oh, no, nothing like that!” Do your parents and friends think 

you’re a good match? Yes. Is he or she someone who would make a good 

lifetime partner? Definitely. Hmmm… sounds like a far cry from settling to me. It 

sounds more like a bad case of the grass is always greener syndrome. 

The antidote? Connect to and express appreciation and gratitude. One of the 

most common exercises I suggest to my clients is to write a love letter every day 

to their partner (to send or not). I ask them to write down all of the qualities they 

love and appreciate about their spouse-to-be, even if they’re not connecting to 

those positive qualities right now. I suggest that they actively express 

appreciation and gratitude to their partner every day either verbally or through 

writing. Appreciation and gratitude will automatically shift the person’s attention 

so that instead of focusing on the negative – what’s missing – they begin to focus 

on the positive and what’s working. 

And then, instead of focusing on the fact that their partner doesn’t make the best 

conversation over breakfast in the morning, she focuses on the fact that he does 

make a delicious breakfast. And instead of focusing with hawk-like attention on 

the fact that her partner isn’t the wittiest woman at the party (unlike his previous 

girlfriend), he focuses on the fact that she’s always looking out for him and 
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always has his back (unlike his previous girlfriend, who always seemed to have 

one foot out the door). Through attention to what’s working, she remembers all of 

the reasons why she chose this great guy in the first place. And at least one 

prong of her anxiety begins to loosen its hold on her mind so she can begin to 

enjoy her partner and look forward to their future with excitement. It’s what your 

grandmother would have wanted. 
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96 Words for Love

“Sanskrit has ninety-six words for love; ancient Persian has eighty, Greek three, 

and English only one. This is indicative of the poverty of awareness or emphasis 

that we give to that tremendously important realm of feeling. Eskimos have thirty 

words for snow, because it is a life-and-death matter to them to have exact 

information about the element they live with so intimately. If we had a vocabulary 

of thirty words for love … we would immediately be richer and more intelligent in 

this human element so close to our heart. An Eskimo probably would die of 

clumsiness if he had only one word for snow; we are close to dying of loneliness 

because we have only one word for love. Of all the Western languages, English 

may be the most lacking when it comes to feeling.” – Robert Johnson, The Fisher 

King and the Handless Maiden, p. 6 

There are so many ways to experience love. 

The “I love you” I say to my older son, like sweet summer light, is different than 

the “I love you” that I whisper into my husband’s ear, like a steady river, and 

different still from the “I love you” I tell my younger son, a redwood grove. The “I 

love you” that I’ve said to my various cat-friends that have graced my life over the 

years is different than the “I love you” that I say to my human friends. The “I love 

you” I say to my brother is different than the “I love you” I say to my mother. This 

might sound obvious, but it’s important to note that we generally accept and 

normalize these different shades of love. 

Yet when it comes to our intimate partners, we expect to feel one kind of love in 

one measurement: namely, “madly in love” without a a hint of doubt or 

uncertainty clouding the pure, ecstatic experience. We exert immense and 

unrealistic levels of pressure on ourselves to feel an exact amount and sentiment 
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of love for our intimate partners. We believe that we can measure love, that 

there’s a right way to love or an adequate quantity of love that signals that you’ve 

met the “right” partner. 

Just as our culture propagates one image of physical beauty and one measure of 

success, so do we absorb one definition of romantic love: namely, a heart-

fluttering, ecstatic feeling accompanied by 100% certainty that we’ve found “the 

one.” 

Sadly, and all too often, we hear that a relationship ends because one person 

“fell out of love.” What does this mean? I can only assume it means that the 

butterflies escaped and the “in love” feeling dimmed, causing the one who “fell 

out of love” to arrive at the conclusion that the relationship must be fundamentally 

flawed and inevitably over. It’s a false conclusion that too many people jump to 

and causes them to walk away from a healthy, loving relationship that may need 

a little fine-tuning – or, most likely, an adjustment in the way they’re thinking 

about love. 

Just as there are many ways to have a healthy, fulfilling marriage, so there are 

many ways to love. In order to widen our perspective on romantic love, it’s helpful 

to break down the phrase “I love you” so that we start to see its variance. And 

when you break it down, you see that there are so many ways to love your 

partner. 

There’s the appreciation you feel when he does something thoughtful and kind, 

like brush the snow off your car in 20 degree weather or buy your favorite kind of 

bread. 

There’s the comfort you feel when you come home at the end of a hard day at 

work and she’s there, waiting for you with a plate of hot food and your favorite TV 
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show cued up. 

There’s the gratitude you feel when she attends the twelfth family gathering of 

the year. 

There’s the warmth you feel when you see him across the room and know that 

he’s your person. 

There are the tingles you feel when she kisses you, maybe not every time, but 

enough to know that a spark still burns between you. 

There’s the trust you feel when you walk through a difficult conflict together and 

emerge stronger than ever on the other side. 

There’s the softness you feel when you focus on one physical quality in your 

partner that melts your heart and brings a smile to your face. 

There’s the joy you feel when you listen to your favorite song together or have a 

blast on the dance floor. 

There’s the contentment you feel when you read together but separately before 

going to bed. 

There’s the feeling of stability that grows when you nurture the garden of your 

relationship year after year, enduring challenges and celebrating joys, and 

always knowing that you support your own and each other’s growth and 

happiness. 

We live on an abundant planet. There isn’t just one fruit to be enjoyed in summer, 

not merely a single sweet plum to delight in as the first juice runs over your 

fingers; but cherries, blackberries, strawberries, melons, grapes, nectarines, 

peaches. Such miracles! 
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Likewise, there are so many ways to love. When we attune our awareness and 

widen our consciousness to include these variations on our narrow cultural 

definition, we know that romantic love is multi-colored and multi-dimensional. It’s 

infinitely richer than the images presented on the big screen, infinitely more 

nuanced and alive than the one-dimensional feeling of butterflies that sometimes 

initiates a relationship. It’s appreciation, comfort, gratitude, warmth, tingles, trust, 

softness, joy, contentment, and stability (to name just a few words for love). It’s 

real and honest, and when we commit to loving one person with whom we can 

learn about love, it becomes one of the most fulfilling and meaningful paths we 

can embark upon. 

Note: If you felt spiked by some of the examples above, remind yourself that you 

don’t have to feel all of those kinds of love in order for your relationship to be 

loving for you. The work here is about finding YOUR ways of loving and being 

loved which don’t have to correspond or “measure up” to anyone else’s ways of 

loving and being loved.  
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Part Two: The Truth about Attraction 

When You’re Not Attracted to Your Partner 

When You’re Still Not Attracted to Your Partner 

More on Attraction 

!  46

© 2015 All Rights Reserved 
Sheryl Paul, MA, Conscious Transitions®  
http://www.conscious-transitions.com 

http://www.conscious-transitions%0D.com


When You’re Not Attracted to Your Partner

It seems to be one the last taboos: alongside admitting that you're anxious about 

your primary relationship and whispering to a friend that your desire for sex with 

your partner is at the bottom of your to-do list (yes, it's become a "to-do") is 

stating that you don't find your partner physically attractive. What? In a culture 

that worships physical beauty and encourages you to place attraction 

somewhere near the first or second spot on a list of non-negotiables when 

choosing a partner, admitting that you don't always find your partner attractive is 

considered blasphemous and certainly a valid reason to walk away.  

So when clients and e-course members broach this topic with me, it's with a 

great deal of trepidation and guilt, as if they're committing a cardinal sin. 

My first line of action is to reassure them that it's normal and more common than 

they think. They only have to access the numerous threads on the e-course 

forum to see that they're far from alone in this area. It's not something that's 

discussed in Cosmo and Vogue, but it's a line of thought that's alive and well in 

the psyches of thousands of women and men.  

My second line of action is to begin to break down the flimsy definition of 

attraction that our culture propagates. Because our culture is obsessed with 

image, we define beauty only as what is apparent to the camera's eye. It's skin-

deep, or less than skin-deep if you consider the amount of makeup, airbrushing, 

and photoshopping involved in creating a magazine photo. We carry this 

definition of beauty into our intimate relationships and assess our partners 

through this lens. We may consciously say, "I don't expect him/her to look like a 

magazine photo," but we nevertheless define attraction by the superficial criteria 

that we've absorbed since birth. How can we do otherwise? Cultural conditioning 
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runs deep and it's only with a great deal of awareness that we can re-wire these 

habitual ways of seeing. 

If attraction isn't based on physical appearance, what is it about? It's about 

essence. It's about the person you see when all pretenses fade away. It's about 

the light that emanates from his eyes or the radiance of her smile. It's about 

seeing soul instead of personality, the sustaining beauty of true nature instead of 

the fleeting beauty of a pretty face. It's about what draws you to your partner, 

what connects you, what makes you say "yes" to him or her and no to everyone 

else. It's about that place that feels like home, when you can sit next to each 

other immersed in engaging conversation or be content in comfortable silence. I 

often encourage my clients to eliminate the words attraction or chemistry from 

their vocabulary — both buzzwords and anxiety-spikes — and instead ask, "What 

draws me to my partner?" Let's understand attraction like a magnetic pull instead 

of in terms of superficial beauty. For we've all known people who appear typically 

beautiful but as soon as they open their mouth, the spell is broken and their true, 

toad-like nature is revealed. And we've known the opposite scenario as well: the 

person our culture defines as physically unattractive but whose essence radiates 

such love, warmth, clarity, and goodness that they're transformed into the fabled 

prince or princess. 

One of my clients, who found me six months before her wedding and was in the 

pit of a dark depression, said to me in our session last week,  

It's amazing how attracted I am to my husband when I'm connected to myself. It's 

like two essences talking to each other; the superfluous BS just falls away and 

I'm able to bat off the negative thoughts like an annoying fly. When I'm 
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disconnected or in a projection I think, 'Ugh. I can't deal with that feature.' But 

most of the time I look over at him and see my handsome, loving husband. 

This client has been profoundly committed to her own process of healing, and 

understood within minutes of our first session that her happiness and loving 

feelings were her own responsibility. Her commitment to managing her internal 

critical voices of fear and judgement have led to a consistently loving relationship 

with herself and, by natural extension, a loving relationship with her husband. In 

other words, when she sees herself through the lens of truth, clarity, and love — 

and connects to her own essence — so she sees the same in her husband. Two 

essences talking to each other. 

I will add here that the projection of attraction will rear its head any time there is a 

disconnect from self, other, or partner within him or her own self. This same client 

who I wrote about above will be the first to share how many times the attraction 

projection has risen up in the course of her marriage. Sometimes it lasts an hour, 

sometimes a day, sometimes several months. She knows enough now to know 

that she’s in a projection and that she needs to look deeper into what is needing 

attention, but the awareness doesn’t necessarily stop the projection from arising. 

It’s important to know this so that you don’t set yourself up with the expectation 

that once you understand the root causes of the attraction projection that it will 

disappear forever. Remember, all projections arrive to hold up a mirror, and the 

focus on attraction is no different.  

When you're in the thicket of anxiety, it's not likely you're going to feel attracted to 

your partner. In these moments, I offer the following practical recommendations 

(as I offered on the e-course forum in response to one of the highest viewed 

threads called “Attraction"): 
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 • Carry a photo of him that shows him at his very best. When you're only          

seeing him in a negative light, pull out the photo and have a good look. At 

the same time, carry a photo of yourself at your very worst to remind 

yourself that you're not perfect either. We all have good days and bad 

days. We can all look beautiful or scary. Carrying around both of these 

photos will help change your perspective and remind you to focus on his 

physical beauty as well as your own humannness. 

 • As one member mentioned, try to find one quality that you love - his          

hands, her lips, his eyes - and focus on that. 

 • Remind yourself that when you're over-focusing on the attraction issue,          

you're probably avoiding something else – especially if you know that 

you're attracted to his essence. Say to yourself, "I'm in a projection.” and 

then ask, "What feeling am I avoiding by focusing on this right now?" 

 • Watch "Shallow Hal." It's such a great movie for revealing how much our          

culture focuses on the externals and loses sight of essence. It can take a 

LONG time to reverse this cultural conditioning, but it's possible. 

 • Remind yourself that attraction comes and goes (just like the feeling of          

love). No one is always attracted to their partner. That's just not the way 

attraction works. 

Another member of the e-course once shared this inspiring revelation, which 

shows what happens when you take the fear-bull by the horns and wrestle it to 

the ground, thereby sending it the message that you refuse to allow it to run this 

show: 

I have a few revelations in the 'attraction' department, my arch-nemesis! Maybe 

this will help others who are experiencing projections. It's so weird but I feel like 
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the tables have turned on me here. He is still the same person, but I seem to 

have changed. Because he didn't fit my warped mould of 'perfect' I was 

withholding a part of myself that I feel is critical to attraction: emotional intimacy. I 

was sort of punishing him for making me feel angry when he wasn't doing 

anything to deserve it. My ego said – it's 'your' fault, because you are not Mr. 

Perfection (obviously I was not yet done getting over this fantasy). As soon as I 

realised that my ego was in the driver's seat, demanding perfection, I kicked her 

arse and said, “Wow, ego, you're really unattractive – go get some humility and 

start appreciating him for who he is, share your self more and stop expecting him 

to make you feel a certain way. You're going to lose a really really great guy if 

you keep this up.” 

It occurred to me that this was more than just lack of being attracted = no 

intimacy. It was my shutdown that was preventing ME from being intimate with 

him – thus, shutting down a vital connection that is way more than physical. So 

yeah, reporting that 'it' was kinda my ‘fault'. 

This whole attraction thing has been so 'over the top' in my head for so long, it's 

weird having this new window to see through; I mean, I have dated many 

different guys, all of them have been different, no one has been perfect. I never 

had this anxiety over them! It was more that in my head, the place I reserved for 

my husband was one that had to be perfect. Now, my partner is pretty perfect so 

WHY this need for Mr. Perfection? Sure, the Hollywood stereotypes played a 

HUGE part, but the inner child was SCREAMING something and I only have just 

started to hear her, and it's to do with being visibly protected by someone bigger 

than me, physically, because of so much crap I, like many of us, have 

experienced in the past. And so, I think, this need to be with someone who could 

put 'certain people in my past' in their place, was important to my inner child. I 
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had to tell her that I DID have someone that was going to protect me, that my 

partner was WAY better than anyone else I'd ever met at protecting and nurturing 

me emotionally as well as protecting me physically and that I as her loving adult 

could also protect her. 

Since then there has been excellent progress made :) 

The bottom line truth is that beauty fades over time. If you're going to remain 

married to someone for sixty years, you're going to see hairlines recede, boobs 

sag, bellies pooch, hairs turn grey, skin wrinkle. And if you've picked your partner 

primarily because of the way he or she looks, you're going to have a very hard 

time sustaining real attraction over the long haul of marriage. Real attraction, like 

real love, is sustainable, solid, and grows over time. It would behoove you to 

learn about it now. 

Thank you to my client and e-course member for their permission to use their 

quotes. 
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More on Attraction

"Physical attraction is not a firm foundation on which to build a relationship, for 

the simple reason that it is never constant. It sets in motion a cycle of expectation 

and disillusionment that can go on and on. The person who lives in a world of 

fantasy will often blame the other for letting him down. Perhaps, for example, 

Juliet expects Romeo to come to her balcony every morning and launch into, “It 

is the east, and you are the sun . . . .” Three days after the honeymoon, she feels 

crushed when she is greeted at breakfast with nothing more romantic than, 

“Where’s the toast?” Many relationships sputter because of just such inflated 

expectations, which demand of life something that it simply cannot give. We 

should not feel that close relationships are beyond our reach, but they are 

demanding. Through experience, we come to realize that in love nothing comes 

as easily as we expected. Everything beautiful has to be worked for.” 

- Eknath Easwaran’s Thought for the Day 

Let’s talk more about the red-hot cultural taboo about mentioning that you're not 

always attracted to your partner or not attracted in the "right" way. What is the 

right way? According to the mainstream message, it's heart-fluttering, consistent 

attraction. It's always looking over at your partner and thinking he or she is the 

hottest thing to ever walk the earth. It's the cultural message that says, "If you 

don't always want to rip your partner's clothes off the second he or she walks in 

the door, something is terribly wrong and you should leave.” 

With courageous honesty, some of my clients admit that sometimes they look at 

their partner and think he's ugly. Ugly is such a strong word, but when I hear 
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those statements my first thought is, "I wonder how she's feeling about herself in 

that moment. Is she feeling ugly ? Is he feeling bored or depressed or tired or 

hormonal?" As I've discussed extensively in this course, much of how we relate 

to and regard our partners is affected by a psychological phenomenon called 

projection. Put simply, this means that when we're not feeling open and loving 

inside and connected to our essence, we view our partner through this distorted 

lens. Conversely, when we're connected to our being — which is naturally alive, 

pure, and beautiful — the veil of distortion is lifted and we see our partner 

through clear eyes. 

What confirms that someone is in a projection is that in the next minute or hour 

she can look over at her partner and think he looks handsome. How can this be? 

Has the partner changed so much in a minute or an hour? Impossible. It can only 

be that her shifting internal landscape determines her perception. When she's 

feeling good inside, her partner looks “good." When she's feeling scared or off-

kilter in some way, her partner looks strange, distorted or “ugly.” 

During the free-ride stage of infatuation in the beginning a relationship, our open 

hearts naturally cause us to see our partners in their highest self. We're 

connecting essence to essence, Being to Being. Eckhart Tolle says it beautifully: 

"Genuine relationships become possible only when there is an awareness of 

Being. Coming from Being, you will perceive another person's body and mind as 

just a screen, behind which you can feel their true reality, as you feel yours.” 

But once the free-ride ends, as it always will as soon as fear enters the picture, 

we have to begin the hard work of excavating the false beliefs and unrealistic 

expectations so that we can once again connect first to our own being and then 

to our partner's. This is not a one-time process; the ocean of fear runs deep and 
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wide in the modern psyche and it requires a daily commitment to a process like 

journaling and/or mindfulness to prevent fear from sliding into the driver's seat 

and operating your relationship car. But the more you shatter the fantasies about 

love and romance, replace the false beliefs with the truth, and learn to connect to 

and love your truest self — essentially all of the skills and tools you are learning 

here through this course — the more you will naturally regard your partner how 

you saw him or her in the beginning: as the beautiful, good, and honest person 

that he is. 

Let me add here again, as I’ve said repeatedly throughout this course, that even 

if you never had the infatuation stage you’ve likely still had moments or windows 

of time when the projections, fears, and expectations fell away and you saw your 

partner through clear eyes. If there wasn’t something essentially and 

fundamentally good and beautiful about your partner’s soul, you wouldn’t be here 

fighting like ferocious cat for your relationship! 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When You’re Still Not Attracted to Your Partner

As we’ve seen in the previous two articles, there are many facets and layers to 

the issue of being attracted or not attracted to your partner. Taken at face value, 

our culture heaves a collective inhale of shock to hear that someone may not be 

attracted to their partner. In an image-addicted culture that places physical 

beauty on a pedestal of epic height, that reveres the "beautiful people" and 

generates billions of dollars attempting to convince us that we need to remain 

ageless and flawless (Wrinkles? Here's Botox; Cellulite? Get to the gym!; Pale 

skin? Time to hit the tanning salon!), it's no surprise that the first question people 

ask when you meet someone new is, "Is he/she cute?" Consequently, when 

someone expresses lack of attraction the immediate solution is to leave. 

There are so many problems with our cultural response to lack of attraction. I've 

written about some of them in the two previous articles, but inspired by a session 

that I once had with one of my very wise and archetypally plugged in clients who 

often seems to speak right to the heart of the matter, I'd like to elucidate one of 

the most basic principles behind not feeling attracted to your partner. This client 

had been married for two months at the time of our session and the lack of 

attraction issue was the primary hat onto which she hung her pre-wedding 

anxiety. We worked together for several months before her wedding, she dove 

head first into my e-course, and she made tremendous strides in her personal 

growth and healing, including not thinking much about whether or not she was 

attracted to her husband but just enjoying their sweet and loving connection 

much of the time. So when the attraction issue reared its head again, she felt 

disappointed and defeated. 

"I thought I had dealt with that issue," she said. 
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"Well, what I'm about to say may spike you or reassure you. You're going to deal 

with this issue periodically for many years to come and here's why: lack of 

attraction is your signal that there's something off inside of you. If you understand 

that your partner is a screen onto which you project what's happening inside of 

you — both positive and negative — then you'll see that it has nothing to do with 

him and everything to do with you. He's the projection screen so that you can 

easily see what you're not attending to. You should actually be thanking him for 

showing you what's inside of you! So how have you been feeling lately?” 

"Pretty awful. I've been irritable with everyone, actually. I haven't wanted to speak 

with my friends or go to work. And I've been having a hard time adjusting to living 

together. I liked living alone and now suddenly there's someone here all the 

time.” 

We discussed how she's in her first year of marriage and in the thick of the 

transition of letting go of being single and adjusting to married life. We talked 

about how she's on the other side of the three-stage transition process, which 

means that there's something new inside of her that is longing to be born. 

"It's a lot easier to focus on what I don't like about him than it is to birth this new 

aspect of myself — to connect with my own creativity," she shared with great 

honesty and insight. “Just a couple of weeks ago I felt such a sweet magic with 

him. So I know it can't be him; it's me.” 

And that's just it: There are myriad ways that we can avoid ourselves and distract 

from the painful and scary work of birthing the next stage of our growth. We can 

spin on the hamster wheel of intrusive thoughts; we can indulge in the fantasy of 
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the Perfect Partner; we can project onto our current partner and convince 

ourselves that we're not attracted enough, in love enough, or connected enough.  

Supported by a culture that fails to understand relationship anxiety and staunchly 

defends its position that doubt means don't and lack of attraction is a sign that it's 

time to leave, it's easy to believe that these defense mechanisms are actually 

indicators that you're with the "wrong" partner. Yet when the fear-walls fall away 

and you see the beautiful essence of the person standing before you, the person 

with whom you share something so special that you can't walk away, it's time to 

turn the projection screen back to face you and find the courage and commitment 

to turn inside to explore the places that need attention. As often happens, when 

you connect back in and show up for yourself in loving ways, the fear eyes turn to 

clear eyes, your perception shifts, and you find the real connection that was 

waiting there along. 

*** 

Session excerpts published with permission from my client. 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Part Three: The Truth about Sex 

What is Normal? 

Sex and Anxiety 

Eight Touchstones for a Loving Sexual Relationship  

Too Close for Sex? 

Sex Begets Sex 

Debunking the Myth of the Highly-Sexed Man 
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What is Normal?
We often hear that money is the new sex, meaning that we can talk openly about 

sex but people still keep their purse strings tightly shut when it comes to specifics 

about money. I don’t agree. Although we’ve certainly exploded the taboo around 

seeing sex portrayed in the media, very few sources speak explicitly and 

honestly about what average, everyday people are thinking about and doing in 

the bedroom. In other words, we see a glamorized view of sex in films and 

television, which then creates an expectation that that’s what us mortal humans 

are supposed to replicate, but we still don’t have honest conversations about 

what is normal to experience and expect. This leaves most people with a sense 

of inadequacy and guilt when they believe that their relationship isn’t living up to 

the cultural standard. 

What is Normal 

Like love, romance, and marriage, sex is fraught with misconceptions and 

assumptions about what is normal. Thanks to Hollywood and mainstream media, 

most people develop an idea about what sex “should” be like (it would be helpful 

– possibly life-changing – to strike the word should from the English language – 

or any language, for that matter). Here’s the common list of shoulds: 

  I should always feel hot for my partner. 

  I should always be attracted to my partner. 

  I should always want to have sex with my partner. 

  We should be having sex 2-3 times a week. 

  I should never fantasize about anyone else. 

  We should always know how to please each other. 

  Sex doesn’t count unless we both have orgasms. 

  Sex doesn’t count unless we have intercourse. 
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Here’s the reality: 

  You won’t always be hot for your partner. 

  Not only will you not always be attracted to your partner, you may, at times, 

feel repulsed by your partner. Like love and hate, attraction and repulsion 

exist on the same continuum. When you soften into repulsion, you open 

the doorway to attraction. 

  You and your partner decide what works for you in terms of frequency. If 

you’re both okay with once a month (or less), that’s fine. Like marriage, 

there’s no paradigm or model that you have to mold yourselves into. If it 

works for you, great. If not, you can work on changing it together. People 

have different levels of libido, and if you and your partner aren’t very 

sexual, that’s fine. 

  It’s normal to fantasize about other people. 

  It’s normal to fantasize about the same sex even if your preference is the 

opposite sex. This doesn’t mean that you’re gay or that there’s a problem 

with your sexuality. 

  It’s okay to fantasize about the opposite sex even if your preference is the 

same sex. This doesn’t mean you’re with the wrong person. 

  It’s normal for your mind to drift during sex. 

  It’s normal not to enjoy it every time. 
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  It’s normal to be bored sometimes. 

  It’s normal to want it to end sometimes. 

  Sex comes in many difference forms. You can make love without having 

intercourse. You can make love without having orgasms. We live in a 

culture that is outcome and achievement oriented which means we only 

value the end result: orgasm or intercourse. A healthy sex life includes all 

forms of connecting with your bodies, from kissing to intercourse and 

everything in between. 

  Many relationships have a high-desire and a low-desire partner. This can be 

challenging if your partner wants sex 4-5 times a week (or more) and 

you’re happy with 1-2 times a month. Challenging, yes; a deal breaker, no. 

Like any other difference in a relationship, you can work to find creative 

and respectful ways to handle differing needs. But it’s not a reason to walk 

away. 

Good Sex and a Good Lover 

When I ask my clients to define “good” or “bad” sex, they’re usually at a loss for 

words. Sometimes they mean that they’re not having enough sex. Other times 

they mean that their partner doesn’t turn them on enough. I generally hear 

confusion about their partner’s responsibility and a lack of responsibility for their 

own sexuality, as if it’s their partner’s job to “make them feel” aroused. 

If you’re an infatuation junkie, a love addict, or have been attached to the chase 

in any way, you likely define good sex as the moment when the object of your 

longing returns your gaze. It’s a drug-like high when you finally tumble into bed 
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with the coveted lover. Even if the chase turns into a relationship, if you’re in the 

pursuer position you’ll always experience sex as a confirmation that your partner 

loves you, which will sizzle the sex with an ecstatic quality. You may feel hot and 

bothered during the sex, but afterwards you generally experience a hollow pit in 

your belly that makes you want to cry (and you often do). 

Here’s my definition of good sex: two loving people in a loving partnership 

showing up to express and receive their love through their bodies. Good sex is 

when each partner is connected to his or her own sexuality and can bring this 

aliveness to the partnership. Like love, no one can “make you feel” turned on. In 

other words, the fire ignites first inside of you, and through your love making 

(which may or may not always include intercourse), two flames intermingle and 

the fire burns brighter than it did individually. Good sex – like good love – is when 

you’re concerned about your partner’s pleasure: if you each put the other first, 

you’ll both come in first. Good sex isn’t about outcome (orgasm) but about 

connection. Good sex leaves you feeling close to your partner and close to 

yourself. You may cry because you’ve been touched in a deep place inside of 

you, but they’re not tears that arise from feeling used (as in the above scenario). 

I often hear my clients say about an unavailable ex, “He was such a good lover.” I 

can only assume that to mean that, because of his unavailability and possible 

jerkiness, the ex flaunted an air of superiority, which translated into the image of 

hotness in my clients’ eyes. This, of course, has nothing to do with good love or 

good sex. A good lover has nothing to do with technique or tools or arrogance. A 

good lover is someone who can receive you and cherishes you as the beautiful 

person that you are. A good lover is someone who is willing to listen and explore 

with you. A good lover is someone with whom you feel safe to be vulnerable and 

peel away the layers of armor around your heart and your body. A good lover 

holds you when you cry and celebrates your triumphs. A good lover isn’t 
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threatened by the fullness of your being and encourages you to become who 

you’re meant to be. 

And yet, the best lover in the world can’t “make you” feel alive and aroused in 

your own body. The aliveness must begin inside of you. Good sex depends on 

you claiming your sexuality and developing a healthy and loving relationship to 

your own body. I cannot emphasize this point strongly enough: you are 

responsible for your aliveness, including your sexuality and your arousal. I’ll say it 

bluntly: if you feel hot and you have a partner who celebrates your hotness, you 

will have a good sex. Conversely, if you’re depressed or anxious or feel 

disconnected from your body and sexuality, there’s not a partner in the world who 

will turn you on past the initial honeymoon stage. 

Again, if neither you nor your partner are naturally very sexual and you’re both 

fine with infrequent sex, let go of the worry! You’re fine. There’s no rule that says 

that a good marriage depends on frequent sex. Yes, we read things in Cosmo 

like, “Sex is the glue of a marriage,” and while that may be true for some people, 

it cannot possibly be true for everyone. We live our lives with a severe 

expectation of achieving “normal”, and when the reality of who we naturally are 

deviates from this benchmark, we feel inadequate and worry that something is 

wrong with our relationship. Claim who are you: if sex isn’t your thing, fine. Figure 

out what is the glue for your relationship and focus your energy there. 

Final Word: A Woman’s Cycle 

There’s a little tidbit of information that I’ve always thought should be included in 

high school curriculum: most women feel more sexual when they’re ovulating. 

For some women, that’s the only time of the month when they feel sexual. While 

most men (although certainly not all) have sex hormones coursing through their 

bodies at an even rate 24/7, women are biologically primed to want sex for the 
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5-7 days of the month when they can conceive. If you’re in tune with your body, 

you may have noticed that on and around ovulation you think about sex, you 

desire sex, and you feel aroused. When both partners understand this fact, it 

helps them loosen up their expectations around frequency of sex and ease of 

arousal. This doesn’t mean that you don’t try to make love when ovulation isn’t in 

the air, but it means you bring a different understanding and set of expectations 

to the bedroom which may allow you to ease up on yourselves if the sex isn’t as 

effortless as it is when the egg is dropping. 
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Sex and Anxiety

It’s often one of the first things to go when anxiety hits: sex drive. There are many 

reasons for this, and, as always, the more you understand the underpinnings of 

psyche, the more compassion you can bring to yourself and the easier you’ll 

avoid falling into the pit of, “What’s wrong with me?” or “This is surely a sign that 

I’m with the wrong person.”  

Sexuality is linked to many aspects of our being: our physiology, our beliefs, our 

relationship to our body, our inherited patterns from past generations, our cultural 

blueprint, and our religious imprint. When we consider all of these aspects it’s no 

wonder that it’s often one of the first areas of ourselves that’s negatively 

impacted by anxiety. But remember that where there is wounding there is a 

greater capacity to heal and grow, so if sexuality is the area where you’re 

struggling then it’s also the area where you have one of the greatest capacities 

for growth.  

Here the primary reasons why your sex drive may have plummeted when your 

anxiety hit (or perhaps even long before the anxiety hit):  

1. Fear causes constriction: 
One of the hallmarks of fear is that it causes the body to constrict. The common 

physical symptoms of anxiety and panic reflect this: throat constricts, chest 

tightens, mouth becomes dry. We close off and seize up, restricting flow and 

ease. It makes sense, then, that when anxiety/fear hits, the body would close off, 

including your sexuality. One definition of healthy sexuality is being open and 

fluid in your body, but when you’re constricted from fear it becomes very difficult 

to open.  
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2. You’ve reversed roles and changed from pursuer to distancer: 
As sex is linked to longing, once you switch from, “What if he leaves me?” to 

“What if I leave him?” there will likely be a dramatic drop in your libido. This is the 

time to learn to re-wire your sexuality so that it’s connected to closeness instead 

of separateness. A bit more on that soon.  

3. Anxiety is a mental state, which is the antithesis of open sexuality: 
One of the key components of healing from debilitating anxiety is to learn how to 

shift from a head-dominant to a heart/body-dominant approach. When you’re 

stuck in an anxious loop, you’re stuck in your head — ruminating, worrying, 

perseverating, and obsessing — and when you’re stuck in your head you’re not 

going to feel very connected to your sexuality (which is, by definition, a body-

state). Much of what you’re learning in this course is how to drop out of your 

head and into your body, and my guess is that this isn’t the first time in your life 

that you’ve been stuck in your head!  

4. It’s time to address the inherited beliefs and behaviors that you’re likely 
carrying about sexuality: 

Every challenge that presents itself through your relationship is an opportunity to 

heal deep-layered areas of your life that need attention. Remember, the 

relationship is a catalyst, an invitation, a doorway that will invite you into profound 

growth — if you take the invitation and are able to cut away from the cord of 

projection that says, “It would be easier with someone else.” We all carry 

inherited beliefs and behaviors about sexuality; now is your time to address 

them.  
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Eight Touchstones for a Loving Sexual Relationship 
Sex is a common source of anxiety for many couples. Plagued by the world of 

“shoulds” that permeates our mindsets regarding love and relationships, most 

people carry a host of unrealistic expectations into their sex lives. When sex fails 

to live up to the impossible ideal, you may assume that there’s something wrong 

with your relationship or that you’re with the wrong partner. “Sex should be 

effortless,” the media says. “You should have wild chemistry right from the start,” 

Hollywood espouses. These are among the many lies that seep into our 

consciousness and can have a deleterious effect on our sex lives. 

The truth is that sex is complicated. It touches on our most vulnerable places in 

every area of self: emotional, psychological, physical, and spiritual. Few people 

begin their relationships with a clean slate but arrive with negative experiences 

around sex, early trauma, and/or erroneous beliefs that color their sexuality. The 

bedroom is often the place where the past collides with the present, so it would 

make sense that it isn’t always the smoothest ride. If you struggle with sex, 

you’re far from alone, and the following touchstones can help you navigate these 

tender places with more gentleness, honesty, and compassion. 

1. Communicate Sensitively 

I can’t tell you the number of clients who have said to me, “I don’t like kissing my 

partner because his kisses are too wet but I don’t want to say anything because I 

don’t want to hurt his feelings.” Since avoiding kissing can also hurt his feelings, I 

encourage my clients to sensitively communicate how they feel.” Without fail, the 

partner is grateful that she’s spoken up and the entire relationship can shift from 

this one simple change. 

Likewise, if your partner is going too fast, for example, it’s okay to say, “Slow 
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down, honey.” The key is to communicate gently and with love and keep in mind 

that sex is just as vulnerable for your partner as it is for you. 

2. Take the Pressure Off of Frequency 

Our culture says that you must be having sex 2-3 times a week to qualify for the 

healthy sex life category. Past the initial honeymoon stage, many couples do not 

have sex 2-3 times a week, especially when children enter the picture. If the 

frequency of your sexual encounters works for you, then it’s healthy for your 

relationship. As there’s usually a high-drive and a low-drive partner, it’s not likely 

that your needs will align perfectly. This is where communication comes in, where 

you both sensitively work to attend to the others’ needs. It may seem impossible 

when needs are radically different, but in the pool of loving communication and 

intention nothing is impossible. 

3. Focus on Connection Instead of Outcome 

We are an outcome-obsessed culture, and when it comes to sex that means that 

we place a very high premium on intercourse and orgasms. The truth is that a 

great sex life isn’t dependent on intercourse and orgasms and when we focus too 

much on the end result we lose connection to the process. 

There are two interwoven rivers of feeling during sex: connection and sensation. 

When you focus only on sensation, it’s easy to disconnect from the emotional 

connection and become single-mindedly focused on orgasm. For many women, 

having an orgasm requires so much focus, including closing their eyes and 

escaping into fantasy, that they almost forget who they’re having sex with! While 

there’s no problem with this, it can also be satisfying to open your eyes – both 

literally and metaphorically – and bring your attention back to the emotional 

connection with your partner, even if that means foregoing the orgasm. 
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4. Notice and Name Your Walls 

We all have walls around our bodies and hearts; it’s part of being human and it’s 

very easy for these walls to emerge around our sexuality because it’s one of our 

more vulnerable areas. When these walls arise, the most common response is to 

try to ignore them. But if you find the courage to say to your partner, “My wall is 

up and I need your help crossing over it,” miracles can happen. 

In order to name the wall, you first need to identify that the wall is up. Most 

people have telltale signs in their body when they’re closed off: tightness in the 

chest, heavy hands, tingly legs, and, for those prone to relationship anxiety, the 

almost knee-jerk desire to push their partner as far away as possible. If you allow 

your anxiety to sidle into the driver’s seat, you’ll end up withdrawing from your 

partner further. But when you take responsibility for your walls by noticing them 

and naming them, you create the opportunity for the two of  you to move closer 

together.  

5. Get to Know Your Sexual Cycles 

Sexuality ebbs and flows, just like everything else in life. There will days, weeks, 

or even seasons where you feel more or less sexual; that’s normal. While men’s 

hormones are entering their systems at a steady rate day or night, women’s 

hormones fluctuate radically. Some women feel more sexual in the morning; 

others at night. Many women experience heightened sexuality before and during 

ovulation; other women notice higher drive around their period. When you pay 

attention to your body, you’ll start to notice patterns. These patterns can bring 

increased awareness to your sexuality. 

6. View Sex as an Offering 

I often hear women say, “Sometimes I have sex even when I don’t feel like it 
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because it feels important for the relationship. Is that okay?” Yes, not only is it 

okay, if it’s done with loving intention then it’s a loving action that can help fill the 

relationship well. And, most times, women also say, “And even when I don’t feel 

like doing it initially, afterwards I’m always glad that I did.” As I mentioned, women 

aren’t typically as hormonally primed to have sex as men are (and this certainly 

isn’t a global truth), so it may take more effort to “get into the mood.” But what 

serves the third body of the relationship will also serve each of you as individuals, 

and if you view sex as an offering it can help lift you out of the mindset that you’re 

only doing it for him. 

7. Lower Your Expectations 

Sometimes the sex will be great; other times not so great. Sometimes you’ll feel 

completely present, passionate, and alive; other times you’ll be thinking that you 

need to add apples to your shopping list. Sometimes your body will respond 

effortlessly to your partner’s touch; other times you’ll need to communicate more 

because the flow isn’t quite happening. If you approach sex with the expectation 

that it has to be fantastic every time, you’re setting both of you up for 

disappointment, shame, and self-judgement. But if you recognize that there’s a 

natural arc to your sexuality, it lets both of you off the hook and frees you up to 

have a more positive experience. 

8. Allow Your Sexual Connection to Infuse Your Relationship 

Sexuality doesn’t only exist within the confines of the bedroom. When your heart 

and body are open to each other, partners communicate sexually throughout the 

day in a variety of ways: through loving touch, tender kisses, flirtatious words. By 

keeping these channels open, when you next meet in the bedroom you’re not 

starting the momentum from zero but are continuing a connection that has been 

kept alive in between each rendezvous. 
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Similarly, we tend to think that sex is only touching and having actual sex, but 

when you widen your definition of sex you’ll see that it can be much more than 

this. Taking a loving shower together can be sexual (even if you don’t 

actually have sex). Kissing passionately on the couch for a few minutes before 

bedtime can be sexual. The point is the sexual connection, not necessarily the 

acts themselves. 

While having a strong sexual relationship isn’t essential to a healthy relationship, 

it certainly doesn’t hurt. Many couples feel that their shared sexuality is like a 

love-gel that helps bond them in a sacred and special way. Following these 

touchstones can help you keep this connection healthy and loving for years to 

come. 
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Too Close for Sex?

"This may sound strange, but sometimes I wish my partner were less available. 

More of a jerk sometimes, even. Not so willing to and ready to connect all the 

time. I guess I wish he would let me come to him sometimes," a client shares. 

"I feel like we've seen too much to be sexual with each other, like we're more like 

family now. It's almost like we're too close to have sex, having seen and heard 

everything about each other. Is that strange?" another client shares. 

None of this is strange at all. In fact, these sentiments are reflected quite often in 

my practice, and emerge particularly strongly in my Open Your Heart course. 

They come from the fact that most people in this culture are wired to equate love 

with longing, so when there's no longing the person misses the intensity of 

feeling, passion, and certainty that normally accompanies being the one in the 

pursuer position of the common pursuer-distancer dynamic. To rectify the 

problem, my client, as expressed in the first quote above, is hoping that her 

partner will withdraw or act like a jerk in the hopes that this will activate those "in-

love" feelings that she's missing. While this tactic may work for an hour or a day, 

it's obviously not a longterm solution to what my client is perceiving as a problem. 

Her idea is reflected in a popular theory that is making the internet rounds via a 

Ted talk. In this talk, the author poses that we need space or air in relationships 

to fan the fire of desire. It's a fascinating video and will help you feel less alone if 

you're struggling with the "too close for sex" issue, and while I agree with this to a 

point — meaning that when each person values their separateness and spends 

their alone time filling the inner well of Self so they can bring this passion to the 

relationship — I don't agree that it's realistic to infuse mystery and forced longing 
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into an established, committed relationship. Great in theory but I haven't figured 

out how to execute that in practice. (To be fair, I haven't read her book so it's 

quite likely that what she's proposing is entirely feasible in practice.) 

The truth is that I'm not particularly interested in trying to create more distance or 

mystery. I'm interested in helping people feel turned on by the closeness. I'm 

passionate about helping them re-wire their conditioning that says "longing 

equals love and passion" and instead teach them to equate presence, availability, 

and kindness with love and passion. It's never easy to re-wire beliefs and 

patterns of behavior, but if we're going to create a new template for relationships 

where people are actively seeking closeness instead of dynamics that replicate 

old models that are dependent on separateness and even drama, we have to 

teach the principles that will result in the new, healthy wiring. 

So if creating more distance isn't the solution, what is? This is an excerpt of my 

response on the Open Your Heart forum when this topic emerged: 

You wrote in your initial question that the closeness feels overwhelming and 

scary and that's why you don't have sex. If he pulls away or shuts down, you feel 

safe again. I understand this completely, and again, it's really what this program 

is about: it's the classic pursuer-distancer dynamic, and when you identify and 

work with your fear walls, you'll be able to feel them but not let them control your 

behavior. In other words, you can feel the fear and do it anyway (great book with 

that title, by the way). And, in fact, it's THROUGH having sex that the fear walls 

start to melt. Making love from a heart-centered, non-goal oriented place can be 

such a powerful way of dissolving fear walls as you see through action and 

evidence that it creates safety and additional closeness, not danger. But you 
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have to work through those first signs of fear that arise when you start to have 

sex, and they will almost always be there.  

So your walls are NOT caused by the familial-like closeness you feel with your 

partner but rather your fear of loss, as you shared in your initial question. You 

can't force your partner to play "hard to get" or pretend to be a jerk, right? For me 

it's about learning how to create real sexual desire between two people who are 

fully available, and that occurs when both partners are connected to their own fire 

individually. Her theory rests on the assumption that it's your partner's "job" to 

turn you on, and I don't agree. It's your job to connect to your own sexuality and 

aliveness, and from there you bring that energy to your partner. If your partner is 

willing to meet you there, you'll nurture a creative, alive, exciting, evolving sexual 

relationship together. 

This is echoed in a wonderful book called The Intimate Couple, by Jack 

Rosenberg and Beverly Kitaen-Morse, where the authors write: 

"Many people look toward others, rather than within themselves, for the source of 

their sexual excitement. "You just don't turn me on anymore ," is an implied 

demand. The notion that sexual charge should be generated by somebody else 

is a fib we love to believe. We can, of course, be stimulated by others at times. 

But if we come to believe that our excitement must come from our partner, we 

are left without the empowering sense of self necessary for heightened sexuality. 

In long-term relationships we each must learn how to keep love and sexuality 

alive within us..." (p.9) 
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This. This is it. This is where we find true power in ourselves and in our intimate 

relationships. It’s not quick-fix work, but it’s work that, when done, will last a 

lifetime.  
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Sex Begets Sex
I've written about what's "normal" and hopefully have shed some light on the 

connection between anxiety and sex. A large part of my work consists of 

debunking the pernicious "shoulds" that weigh heavily into psyches and mutate 

into shame. When we're up against an externally derived barometer of what a 

healthy relationship should look like, we will almost inevitably fall short. And the 

falling short then provides evidence to our fear-based self that we are, indeed, 

with the wrong partner. 

Here's what this might look like: 

The culture says we should be having sex 2-3 times a week and I should 

feel desire for my partner more frequently than I do. 

Since I don't feel desire — since I don't want to rip his/her clothes off the minute 

he/she walks in the door — there must be something wrong.  

Therefore, I'm in the wrong relationship.  

The implicit message here is: If I were with someone else I would feel desire and 

we would be having the requisite sex 2-3 times a week. And the sub-message of 

the implicit message is: my partner is responsible for my arousal. There's this 

thing called "chemistry" and you either have it or you don't. We obviously don't, 

so we're doomed. 

But today I'm going to take a different angle. It may spark some anxiety, and 

that's okay, as you may rub against an internal "should". Bring breath and 
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compassion to that spike; it will pass through. And then stay open to what I'm 

suggesting here and see if it rings true for you. 

I want to talk today about the habit of sex, for there's something to be said about 

making a habit of it. Like any habit, the more you do it the easier it gets, and the 

less you do it the harder it becomes. If you wait weeks without cultivating sexual 

energy in your relationship, when you do attempt to connect there it can feel like 

starting a cold engine in the middle of winter. The gears are tight; they grind and 

groan (and not in the erotic sense). Your wheels are rusty and dry and it can take 

some real focused effort to lubricate them (the metaphor fits perfectly here:)).  It's 

easy for the mind to enter at this point and throw up roadblocks of resistance: If 

it's this difficult there's something wrong. My partner just doesn't light my fire. 

We're not a good match. We have no chemistry. You're then faced not only with 

the stagnation of your body but you now have to contend with the fear-blocks of 

mind. 

On the other hand, when you have more frequent sex your body stays lit up. The 

frequency of desire hums at the surface like a bevy of honeybees. Your motor is 

warm. Your body is alive. You purr.  Like exercise, which can be a hard habit to 

create but once you're in it you can't imagine your life without it, when you're in 

the habit of sex you start to crave the sex. And you also start to notice that a 

healthy, active sex life creates a storehouse of goodwill and positive feelings that 

can only benefit the relationship. 

As Charla Muller writes in 365 nights (her memoir on the gift she gave her 

husband for his 40th birthday: sex every night for a year after "a career of 

dodging sex with my nice husband”!): 
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"On the way home, we had a backseat smooch session like we were teenagers. 

This, I have to admit, was not normal behavior for us. In the past it would have 

been a warm embrace and a meaningful peck and let's call it a day. But it seems 

that touch begets touch, and regular intimacy makes everything nice." (p. 138) 

"Having sex today is always worth more than having sex tomorrow. We reap the 

benefits of having sex plus all the goodwill it generates in for our marriage and in 

the eyes of our spouse. In turn, this accrues (like compound interest), and we 

now have a "bank account" of intimacy that can be reflected in less stress 

between partners, less anxiety, a closer relationship, and so on." (p. 217) 

I'm writing now to the low-drive partner, as, mostly commonly, it's the low-driver 

that wields the control regarding sex in a relationship. It's also the low-drive 

partner who usually becomes a victim to their own anxiety or trapped in their own 

inherited stories about sex, which shuts down their aliveness and sends them 

Googling their way to my work. 

What happens if you're the high drive partner? It's important to keep expressing 

your need in an open, vulnerable way — a way that invites your partner into your 

heart instead of shutting them down with your attacks and blame. One of the 

most common dynamics in intimate partnership is when one person pushes for 

sex and the other person dodges it. And when both partners retreat to their 

corners to lick their wounds and nobody is expressing a need for more sexual 

intimacy, a relationship can suffer.  In EFT (Emotionally-focused couples therapy) 

terminology this is referred to as a withdraw-withdraw couple. 

While sex begets sex, and it's ultimately up to the low-drive partner to move past 

some blocks so that he or she is more available for sexual contact, it's far too trite 
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to offer the prescription of "just do it". If there are not deeper issues of shame, 

trauma, abuse, or intergenerational absorption of ancestral stories in the way, 

yes, you can move past sexual stagnation by just doing it. But in order to create 

true flow and authentic desire, the low drive partner must first work to excavate 

the blocks. This, like all healing work, takes time. And the high-drive partner 

needs to learn ways to communicate healthy needs in a way that opens his or 

her partner instead of causing more shut down. 

Patience and trust are essential. You're in this for the long haul and when you 

can trust that, over time and with commitment, you will find your way to a 

mutually loving and satisfying sexual relationship, you can both exhale into the 

journey. Most people carry a giant boulder of shame that interferes with their 

ability to freely express their sexuality. If that's true for you, please know that 

you're not alone and that there is no time pressure to move past this into healing. 

But sometimes, as if often the case in the realm of love, indulging in the 

consequence of shame (I'm closed down so I don't feel like having sex), can 

further entrench the shame. Just as love is action, sex is also action. By this I 

mean you don't always have to feel desire in order to do it, and that quite often 

the desire comes from the doing it. 

Finally, let me be clear on two points: 

1. If the two of you are content with your sexual relationship, celebrate. Do not 

fall into a cultural mindset that says you have to be having a certain amount 

or a certain kind of sex in order to qualify for the healthy relationship category. 

As you know if you follow my blog, I'm a big believer in the mindset that there 

are as many healthy models for relationship as there are couples. In other 

words, if it's working for the two of you, then you're just fine. 
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2. When I say "sex", I do not mean the limited and narrow-minded definition of 

sex that the culture espouses: namely, intercourse that culminates in orgasms. 

Rather, I mean all kinds of intimate sharing: kissing, touching, exploring with 

fingers, hands, and mouth, lying naked together, full body, extended hugs, and 

massage. I mean, first and foremost, feeling connected to each other in a variety 

of physical ways, and recognizing that these physical connections are a natural 

and organic outgrowth of your emotional connection. 

However, it's worth saying again that the habit of sex can also facilitate the 

emotional connection, so sometimes, even if you're not "in the mood.” connecting 

sexually is a good place to start. We now know that sexual connection releases 

oxytocin, the same hormone released from breastfeeding that strengthens 

bonding between mother and child. What does that mean? Sex bonds. It's not 

the only way to bond, but once you work through blocks of fear, old stories, and 

resentment, it's one that works. It can keep the gears of a relationship well-oiled. 

It can keep the channels in your own body clear, open, and alive. And, if it's 

working well, it's just plain fun. 
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Debunking the Myth of the Highly-Sexed Man

We live in a culture fed by myths. Not the archetypal myths born in the collective 

unconscious that deeply nourish the wells of the human psyche. No, I'm talking 

about the myths that are more closely akin to, shall we say, lies. 

Our culture lies about love, leading us to believe that love is only a feeling. (Truth: 

it's mostly an action.) It lies about partnership, leading us to believe that you must 

never "settle" for anything less than "the One," who you will recognize as such 

the moment you lay steamy eyes upon him or her. (Truth: there are many people 

with whom you could have a loving, healthy partnership, and you don't always 

know it at first sight.) And it delivers heaps of lies about sex. 

Oh, the sex lies ... where to begin?! We're conditioned to believe that if you and 

your partner aren't having scintillating, simultaneously orgasmic sex two or three 

times a week, then there's something wrong with your relationship.  

We're taught that women are supposed to orgasm effortlessly through 

intercourse. We learn early in life that a woman's femininity directly correlates to 

her sexuality, and a man's virility is subject to the same equation. Both men and 

women are culturally conditioned to believe that their self-worth is linked to their 

sexual desirability and libido. 

This is why one of the most damaging myths to both men and women in 

heterosexual relationships is that the man is supposed to have a higher sex drive 

than his female partner. And because I'm privy to the innermost, sacred lives of 

my clients and course members, I happen to know that this myth is just that: a lie. 
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In fact, based on my anecdotal observations, I've noticed that, while there's 

almost always a high-drive partner and a low-drive partner, in about 55% of the 

heterosexual relationships I've encountered, the high-drive partner is ... the 

woman. Yes, this sits in direct opposition to the message that the culture 

propagates, which is that it's almost always the man who's pawing at his partner 

for sex, or lying grumpily in bed as the woman feigns a headache. 

There is only one sure result for presenting such a skewed version of reality to us 

all: it leads directly to shame. If we're all walking around believing that men are 

supposed to be more sexual than women yet you're in a relationship where the 

opposite is true, you will both form one inevitable conclusion: there's something 

wrong with me or our relationship. 

When a woman is with a male partner who has a low sex drive, she may wonder 

if he's not attracted to her or if she's doing something wrong. Nowhere does it live 

in her cultural blueprint that she's simply partnered with someone who has a 

lower libido than she does. Likewise, when a man is with a woman who has the 

higher drive, he nearly always feels inadequate in some way, like he's not living 

up to the cultural expectation of the highly-sexed man who can "satisfy his 

woman.” 

But ultimately, debunking this myth is important for any relationship, regardless of 

gender and sexuality. In other words, it's just simply not the case that two people 

in a relationship will always have the same libido. 

When my clients share this dynamic with me they almost always do so through 

the whisper of shame, as if they're the only couple of the planet to be living this 

out. When I tell them how often I hear about this "problem" in my work, they 
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breathe an audible soul-sigh of relief. With acceptance comes compassion, and 

with compassion comes the flow of love that lubricates the wheels of a 

relationship. 

Anything is workable with compassion, self-trust, and lots of love at the helm. 

And as soon as they learn that they're not alone and there's nothing wrong, they 

realize that there really isn't a problem after all. They can now work with the 

challenge of differing needs just as they would work with any other area of their 

relationship where they have different needs without the charge of shame 

running the show. 

So here's my shout-out to anyone in this relationship dynamic: there's nothing 

wrong with you, your partner, or your relationship! Men can, indeed, have a lower 

sex drive than a woman, and that doesn't mean there's anything wrong. If two 

people in a relationship don't have the same sex drive, it doesn't mean one 

person is less attracted to the other, nor does it mean there's anything aberrant 

or damaged about their sexuality. 

This article originally appeared on MindBodyGreen. 
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Part Four: The Truth about Exes (for an in-depth 
exploration of this topic please watch the video in this 
section) 

Sex Dreams and Obsessive Thoughts about Your Ex 

Comments on Above Article From my Site 
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Sex Dreams and Obsessive Thoughts About Your Ex

"I had the dream again last night," a client tells me with a slight tone of shame in 

her voice. "You know, the dream where I'm having sex with my ex. Every time I 

have that dream I wake up feeling horribly guilty. Here I am in bed with my 

partner and I've practically had sex with my ex. And it was good sex, too. What 

does this mean? Does it mean I'm still in love with my ex and I don't really love 

my partner?” 

That would be the most obvious and understandable interpretation, especially 

when the client describes that when she wakes up she's filled with longing for the 

ex. She says it will usually take her about ten minutes to pull herself out of the 

magnetic dream state and remind herself that she's not actually with her ex. And 

then it's a hard thud down to the reality that her everyday feelings for her partner 

could never compete with the ecstatic and consuming feelings in the dream. 

I invite you to pause here to ask yourself what you're thinking: are you thinking 

that she's with the wrong guy, that if she were really in love with her partner then 

she wouldn't be having these dreams about her ex, that the dream is a message 

that she's unfulfilled sexually by her partner and a harbinger that her marriage is 

doomed to fail? Or do you understand that dreams are signposts to the soul and 

that the images in dreams are metaphors for aspects of oneself that need 

attention? 

I'm guessing you're thinking the first, as it's the most logical and obvious 

interpretation. But here's the clincher: dreams aren't logical! Have you ever had a 

dream that all of your teeth fell out? Was the dream a sign that your teeth were 

about to fall out? Not likely. Or how about the archetypal dream that you're 
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walking around the supermarket in your underwear? A sign that you're going to 

forget to get dressed that day? I don't think so. We generally understand that 

dreams are bizarre, illogical, and sometimes downright absurd, yet why are we 

so quick to assume the obvious and logical interpretation about a person’s dream 

about having sex with an ex? 

I now invite you to suspend your attachment to the logical interpretation and go 

along for a ride on the wings of Jungian dream interpretation. From a Jungian 

perspective, sex dreams have nothing to do with sex at all and everything to do 

with expressing the soul's journey toward wholeness and uniting with the 

underdeveloped aspects of ourselves. According to Jung, when a woman dreams 

about having sex with a man, it's an indication that she's needing to connect with 

the masculine aspect of herself, referred to as the animus. Likewise, a man's 

inner feminine is his anima, also known as his muse or siren. When we connect 

with these opposing energies inside of ourselves, we're also connecting to our 

creativity and spirituality. 

Because of our cultural obsession with romance, we immediately understand sex 

dreams as indicators of actual urges toward the opposite sex instead of symbols 

of inner needs or drives. As Robert Johnson writes in We: Understanding the 

Psychology of Romantic Love: 

"Romantic love is the single greatest energy system in the Western psyche. In 

our culture it has supplanted religion as the arena in which men and women seek 

meaning, transcendence, wholeness, and ecstasy." p. xi 

And on anima (for men) and animus (for women): 
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"For men, the symbol of soul is the image of woman [the symbol of the spirit is 

the image of man]. If a man is aware of this and knows when he is using the 

image of woman as the symbol of his own soul, then he can learn to relate to that 

image as symbol and to live his soul inwardly... Until he learns to confront the 

motives, desires, and unlived possibilities of his own secret heart, he can never 

be complete within or genuinely fulfilled. That power within, which constantly 

urges us to experience our unlived possibilities and values, is the most awesome 

force in human life. Anima is that force for men: She is the soul. [Animus for 

women: He is the spirit.]" p. 65 

Now let's examine the dream through this new lens, remembering that every 

element of a dream represents some part of the dreamer's unlived life. This is 

how I guided my client: 

"How would you describe your ex?" I asked 

"He's very outgoing, extroverted, intelligent, charismatic. He's also a jerk and not 

someone I could ever build a life with.” 

"Are those positive qualities things that you would like to have more of in your 

own life?” 

"Yes, definitely. But I end up projecting them onto my partner and wishing that he 

was more social and extroverted.” 

"Yes, that's easy to do. If you could peel the projection off of your partner and 

recognize that these dreams are your soul's yearning for wholeness, to grow 
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these underdeveloped parts of yourself, you wouldn't feel so disturbed by 

them. How are you feeling in general in your life right now?" I asked. 

"Pretty bored. I don't love my job and I know I need to think about a career 

change. I've been feeling pretty bland for a while now.” 

"Do you notice any correlation between when you're feeling bland and bored and 

when you have these dreams about your ex?” 

"Well, yes, now that I think about, I usually have a dream like this after a 

particularly boring day at work, and the thought I have is, 'Really? Is this it for the 

rest of my life?' I have the urge to blame my partner for my boredom but I know 

it's not his responsibility to make me feel fulfilled and happy. I thought it was but 

now I know better! I just don't know what else I would do with my life.” 

"That's a great question to explore," I responded. 

We spent the rest of the session talking about her passions and interests, and 

how many of those had fallen away in recent years. We talked about how she 

could access the more social, extroverted parts of herself. As we spoke, the 

intense power of the dream fell away and she could see the dream figure of her 

ex as a symbol for uniting with parts of herself that are longing to grow. 

It can be particularly disturbing to dream about sex with an ex at any point in a 

relationship. It’s also disturbing when the urge toward integrating with these 

unlived parts of ourselves manifests not only in dream life but also in waking life 

in the form of intrusive thoughts. This is when many of my clients and e-course 

members find their way to my virtual doorstep and one of the first topics of 
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conversation often centers around an ex. It can take a lot of time and attention to 

understand that the dreams and daytime obsessions are not an indication that 

they're with the wrong person, but an indication that it's an opportune time to 

grow the underdeveloped aspects of oneself, whether a deeper connection to 

one's creativity, spirituality, aliveness, fulfillment, or connection with the world in a 

meaningful way. When my client can approach the dreams through this lens, they 

embrace the opportunity of their growth and take a strong first step toward the 

person they want to become. 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A Dialogue with ScottishBride on the Above Article

ScottishBride (please see her Lifeline posts on the forum; her story charts an 

extraordinary transformation): This article couldn't come at a better time for me 

as this idea of animus is really becoming more prevalent in my transition. I was 

going to post about this on the forum (post sitting in drafts!) but this is as good a 

place as any :-)  

What I've been dealing with over the last week is dreams about celebrities, as 

opposed to exes. I am not having sex with these celebrities (two very attractive 

men who I have been attracted to in films/tv shows!) but I have been feeling an 

extremely strong attraction/connection to them in the dream. It is really quite 

upsetting to wake up after having these dreams. I feel so guilty! And also sad but 

I don't know why (obvious reason would be that I don't have that same 

connection with my husband I guess). I ended up in tears this morning after I 

woke because I felt so sad and confused by these dreams. My husband was 

great as always but I don't really want to continue to have these unsettling 

dreams. Do you think that these could be my animus also? I'm just not sure 

seeing as there is no sex (but definitely attraction/connection) and they are not 

my ex (but similarly unavailable I suppose?) The fact is sex with any of my exes 

wasn't that amazing (sorry if TMI - lol) so maybe that's why I'm focusing more on 

attraction to unavailable celebrities as opposed to sex with an ex?  

Eugh sometimes I wish I could switch my brain off! 

Sheryl: Yes, these are undoubtably animus dreams. In fact, it's much more 

common to have animus dreams about celebrities than it is about exes because 

celebrities represent the masculine energy manifest in the world. As you know, 
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I'm holding the strong position that your work at this point of your life is about 

connecting to your creative work and bringing that work into the world, and 

whenever I see this in a woman I also see that they frequently have attraction or 

longing dreams about a celebrity. Please take the focus off the literal 

interpretation and your guilt will be relieved. The powerful connection you're 

having in the dream is the same energy that comes through when you're bringing 

your creative work into the world. It's time, Scottish. It's time. 

ScottishBride: I know, I know. It's just hard to take the leap into the unknown! 

Another thing that I am wondering about is that I think I've blocked that part of 

me. When I first started to deal with the anxiety, any thought of another guy 

(celebrity or otherwise) was so alarming and anxiety provoking that I blocked it 

all. I used to love reading romantic novels and listening to love songs, etc. but 

now any such thing causes a pretty extreme reaction of panic. While in the 

middle of my anxiety I was ok with avoiding them, now that I am coming out the 

other end of the tunnel, I don't want to have to avoid these things for ever. I want 

to be able to listen to a love song or read a romance novel and enjoy it for what it 

is (while realising that it is just fiction, etc.). I just don't know how to do this. And 

now that I realise that this part of me that used to love all these things represents 

my animus, I don't think I'm going to be truly whole or happy until I am able to 

reincorporate that part of me. I just don't know how to without ramping up my 

anxiety. I do realise that I shouldn't be getting my aliveness from these sources 

and I no longer do. I just don't want to fear them either. Basically, I just want to 

have a normal reaction to a song or film or book that denotes 'romantic love' and 

not break out in hives when someone mentions them. :-) 

Something that might be related to all or this is that I also keep having a vision of 

a young man, who wants me to get into a car with him. He's intriguing, young and 
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free spirited and he wants me to get into the car with him and drive off into the 

unknown. Seeing him brings up all sorts of unease and fear in me. I think it's 

maybe because he represents this very part of me that I've shut off. It’s like if I 

allow myself to feel those feelings of excitement and aliveness, (that i used to get 

when infatuated) then I might lose my marriage or realise something is not right 

in my marriage? But then how can I truly feel alive in my marriage if I'm not 

allowing myself to feel alive period? He's also blonde (like me). I've never dated a 

blonde guy and I'm not particularly physically attracted to this guy. This is making 

me think that this guy is maybe me, or a part of me that I have blocked off and 

now it wants back in. 

Does any of this make sense or am I finally losing the plot?! 

Sheryl: It makes perfect sense and no, you're not losing the plot! You're 

beautifully connected to your inner world in a way that I rarely see, which is why 

I'm always encouraging you to channel these images and aliveness into your 

creative writing. The fact that the imaginary male figure is blond is a clear 

indication that he represents a part of you. Get in that car, sister, and see where 

he takes you! And then I will anxiously await the first draft of your novel... : ) 
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Part Five: A New Vision of Partnership  

A Spiritual Path  

Committed Partnership is a Work-in-Progress 

Normal for Marriage (and all committed partnerships)  

Relationships are Hard Work 

The Codependency Myth 

Your Partner is Not Your Clone 

Differences Aren’t the Problem 

Interview with Jill 

Interview with Kevin 
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A Spiritual Path 

I hold the perspective that long-term, committed relationships are one of the most 

challenging and rewarding spiritual paths on this planet. I share the viewpoints of 

such spiritual thinkers and psychologists as Gary Zukav, John Welwood, Harville 

Hendrix and Terrence Real who maintain that marriage is designed to push every 

single one of your buttons for the purpose of spiritual growth. Marriage is hard, 

just as being a monk or a priestess is hard – but it’s hard for a reason. Nowhere 

else are we so challenged to work through our deepest fears and false beliefs 

and learn the most important lesson we can learn: how to give and receive love. 

Joanne, a woman I once interviewed on this topic expressed it beautifully: 

The journey of getting married and being married has been so different than I 

ever would have imagined.  

Peter and I both hold the view that marriage is not just to have fun or to have 

kids, but it’s something that helps us evolve on a spiritual level. It is as important 

a vocation as it is to be a religious person. Supposedly, in the ideal sense, the 

married couple is evidence of God’s love in the world. Someone said that being 

married is a crucible, and I think that is very true. We feel like in being married 

each of us is helping the other to strip of the ego, we are like gold being refined. 

All of our issues are coming up and we are learning, in some fundamental way, 

how to be less selfish and more loving. We very much see a spiritual purpose 

behind this whole thing and believe that is why we are together.  

There is no doubt that several issues will surface in the course of a marriage. 

These issues could be psychological and emotional — coming to terms with our 

fears of abandonment and suffocation — and they could be ways that the  
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external world creates obstacles — issues around money, work, living 

environment, illness, death. If we enter relationships with the belief that we will 

“live happily ever after,” each time a challenge arises we will view it as a problem 

that we must get rid of. If, on the other had, we accept that part of the function of 

relationships is to learn more about ourselves and others, to become more loving 

and fulfilled people in the world, then each difficult situation becomes an 

opportunity for growth.  

It is frightfully easy to fall into the illusion that relationships are supposed to be 

effortless. Despite the fact that most of grew up in families where conflict was 

alive and well, we still harbor the belief that it will be different for us. The belief 

that conflict is a sign of disease is actually part of the cause of a diseased 

relationship. The more you can break down your fantasies and create a realistic 

view of what marriage entails, the easier it will be for you to stomach it when the 

inevitable conflicts arise.  

One effective way to foster a realistic vision is to ask other married couples about 

their experience of marriage. Our fantasies of effortless marriage are partially fed 

because we live in cloistered situations, removed from witnessing the day to day 

interactions of real life couples. Our role-models largely stem from the media 

where, if a married couple has problems, they are either tidily resolved in half an 

hour or the relationship suffers an affair or a divorce. As adults, we have no idea 

what other couples are dealing with, so we assume that Jen and Jake, the lovely 

couple who lives next door, must be having an easier time. Asking couples who 

have been married longer than five years about their marriage will help dispel 

your unhelpful fantasies. Approaching marriage from a realistic perspective will 

go a long way toward the health of your relationship.  
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Committed Partnership is a Work-in-Progress

As I’ve stated repeatedly, very few of us carry accurate beliefs about what love 

and marriage are really about. Instead, we consciously or unconsciously live our 

lives according to the models propagated by the media. We grow up watching 

Disney movies and popular television where we see a basic equation for love 

portrayed: meet – play a game of chase – fall in love – get married. Inherent in 

this formula is the assumption that by the final stage – getting married – every 

conflict, quirk, annoyance, and issue has been resolved. We may watch a 

relationship unfold over several years on a television series, but by the time the 

couple finally gets married, the conflicts are resolved and the show usually ends, 

And herein lies the false message: your relationship should be “perfect” at the 

time of the wedding.  

Nothing could be further from the truth. Like all courageous endeavors, marriage 

can and must evolve over time. We enter into it with the greatest of intentions, 

hope, and commitment. We spend enough time together to determine if the 

partnership is a good match in terms of shared values, enough spark, some 

ability to resolve conflict, and no serious red-flags. And then we jump off the 

wedding cliff together with a leap of faith. For we never know at the onset what 

the final outcome will be. Marriage, like life, is ultimately a mystery regarding a 

magic formula for success. And the intricacies of this mystery, the strands of the 

story that comprise the final tapestry of one’s marriage, can never be known on 

the day you say “I do.”  

And yet we long to know. We want the answers right at the beginning of the story. 

Instead of expecting the relationship to be new and unknown, we expect it to be 

a finished work of art. We expect our partners to know everything about us and 
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fulfill each of our needs. Most people, when they marry, actually know very little 

about each other, especially compared to how much they’ll know in fifty or sixty 

years! Human beings are complicated creatures, and it takes living with each 

other day in and day out – sharing finances, dealing with works stress, having 

children, handling the conflicts that arise around each other’s families – before 

we slowly, slowly learn the details of thought, feeling, and spirit that comprise our 

partners.  

I once heard that it takes ten years to get to know your partner, and I think that’s 

true. I also heard that it can take fifteen to twenty years to smooth out most of the 

wrinkles in a relationship, and I have found that to be true as well. That’s a long 

time, but as with all aspects of life, the more realistic our expectations are, the 

more readily we’ll be able to settle into the reality of daily life with a committed 

partner.  

What if we viewed the wedding — or any point where you fully commit to the 

relationship — not as an ending, the final chapter of the story — but as the 

beginning that it is? What if we understood that a long-term relationship is a 

work-in-progress that begins with true commitment and continues to grow and 

change for the rest of our lives? What if we let ourselves – and our partners – off 

the hook regarding having to feel and receive the greatest possible love on and 

around the wedding day? We put so much pressure on ourselves these days, 

and oftentimes it’s that very pressure that dampens our ability to know and be 

known by our partners. In other words, by not allowing ourselves to ease into the 

relationship over a period of several years, we place the relationship itself in a 

vice where it can’t breathe organically and evolve according to its own rhythm.  
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Normal for Marriage

This comes from an archived message board post called “OK and Even ‘Normal’ 

for Marriage”, started by a very wise member, BabyofSix, with a response from 

ChristmasBride2006 (you can read her full guest post here): 

babyofsix  
!   

OK, and even "normal" for marriage  

Posts: 938 (01/14/08 11:59:44)  

Since I have a problem with the "should feel likes" or "should be likes" revolving 

around growing up and marriage, I thought maybe we could all collect a list of 

things we've learned that are OK and even normal in marriage. Things that 

society makes us think aren't. What do you all think?  

I'll start. 
- It's OK to not like your husband.  

- It's OK, and even healthy, to want to be alone for a day or two.  

- It's OK to not want to do every activity with your husband.  

- It's OK to find other men attractive (just don't act on it). 

- It's OK to feel nothing but love one minute, hatred the next, annoyance the 

next, ambivalence the next, back to love... etc. all in one hour, toward your 

husband.  

- It's OK to want to be selfish sometimes. 
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- It’s OK to do things and think about things in different ways. It doesn't mean 

one of you is right and one of you is wrong.  

- IT'S OK TO GO TO BED ANGRY!!!  

- It's OK to not want sex all the time (but giving in even when it's the last thing 

you want to do is OK too).  

Those are just some that I thought of. Anyone find anything else that caught them 

off guard, but is really OK in the realm of marriage?  

  

ChristmasBride2006  

Posts: 1355 (01/14/08 12:11:48)  

!   

Re: OK, and even "normal" for marriage  

Great list! Those were all definitely myths that I had about marriage before I said 

the big "I do."  

I can't think of many to add to your list, but here it goes...  

- Everyone wonders at least once during marriage if they've made a mistake by 

marrying their spouse.  

- It's ok to argue, and even healthy to do so (this was big, considering I grew up 

with an example of parents that never fought with each other).  

- It's ok to be different from other couples. Your relationship is unique and what 

is right for someone is not necessarily right for you, and vice versa.  
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- It's ok not to want to have kids right away.  

- It's ok to still explore your own interests and desires as long as they jive with 

your spouse.  
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Relationships are Hard Work 

As I wrote above, relationships aren’t always easy. When we hold a context for 

relationships that allows for conflict, rough patches, and natural ebbs and flows of 

connection and attraction, we release ourselves from the burden that everything 

has to be fantastic all the time (so much pressure!). In our perfectionistic, 

success-oriented culture, we don’t leave room for “failures,” meaning necessary 

times when relationships fall apart so that they can be rebuilt on stronger ground. 

So inundated are we with the expectation of “happily ever after” that when 

everyday life usurps the thrill of the honeymoon stage (if there ever was one), we 

wonder what’s wrong. There’s nothing wrong except for the unrealistic 

expectations that are jammed down our throats by a culture addicted to perennial 

and unblemished success and happiness.  

So here’s the truth about long-term relationships. Hopefully this list will serve as a 

balm to soothe your anxious mind when you compare your relationship to the 

fantasy ideal (the one that only exists in your mind): 
• Sometimes relationships are boring. 
• You won’t always want to have sex. 
• Some couples have sex once a month, others have sex 2-3 times a week. If 

the frequency works for both of you, it’s working for the relationship.  
• You won’t always feel attracted to your partner (and I’m pretty sure your 

partner won’t always feel attracted to you : ) ).  
• You will argue; that’s normal.  
• You will snap at each other; that’s normal.  
• You will want to leave sometimes, especially during a big argument. 
• You’ll have thoughts about divorce. 
• You’ll wonder if someone else would have been a better match. 
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• You’ll feel trapped. 
• You will have times of open-hearted connectedness when you feel like “you’ve 

arrived” only to find yourselves in disconnection once again. Relationships ebb 

and flow in terms of level of connection.  
• There will be times of awkward silence. 
• You’ll wonder if you made a mistake.  
• You won’t like everything about your partner. Sometimes you won’t like your 

partner at all. Sometimes you’ll feel like you hate your partner. All normal.   

The bottom line is that if you can approach the challenging times in a relationship 

with a mindset of compassion, acceptance, and curiosity, you won’t fall into the 

rabbit hole of anxious thinking that says, “Oh, no! I’ve made a terrible mistake!” 

every time things are hard. The deepest level of this work of healing relationship 

anxiety is to bring your centered, wise adult self to the conversation so that when 

the anxious self pipes up with its panic-ridden statements, you can calmly 

respond with, “That’s normal. We’re okay. We’ve made a loving choice. Let’s see 

what we learn here. This, too, shall pass.”  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The Codependency Myth 
For years, my clients and course members have asked me if the fact that they 

feel like they depend on their partner is a sign of codependence. I’ve always 

responded that, as human beings, we do need each other, we’re social 

creatures, most people are wired to partner with one person, and that healthy 

need and dependency are a sign of psychological health. In a secure, loving 

relationship, we take care of our partner and we allow our partner to take care of 

us. This isn’t codependency; it’s healthy love.  

As my viewpoint seemed to fly in the face of the popular codependency 

movement, I was delighted to discover scientific evidence behind my statements 

in the book Attached by Amir Levine and Rachel Heller. As they write (pp. 25-26): 

The codependency movement and other popular self-help approaches portray 

relationships in a way that is remarkably similar to the views held in the first half 

of the twentieth century about child-parent bond. Today’s experts offer advice 

that goes something like this: your happiness is something that should come 

from within and should not be dependent on your lover or mate. Your well-being 

is not their responsibility, and theirs is not yours. Each person needs to look after 

himself or herself. In addition, you should learn not to allow your inner peace to 

be disturbed by the person you are closest to. If your partner acts in a way that 

undermines your sense of security, you should be able to distance yourself from 

the situation emotionally, “keep the focus on yourself”, and stay on an even keel. 

If you can’t do that, there must be something wrong with you. You might be too 

enmeshed with the other person, or “codependent”, and you must learn to set 

better “boundaries.”  
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The basic premise underlying this point of view is that the ideal relationship is 

one between two self-sufficient people who unite in a mature, respectful way 

while maintaining clear boundaries. If you develop a strong dependency on your 

partner, you are deficient in some way and are advised to work on yourself to 

become more “differentiated” and develop a “greater sense of self.” The worse 

possible scenario is that you will end up needing your partner, which is equated 

with “addiction” to him or her, and addiction, we all know, is a dangerous 

prospect. 

While the teachings of the codependency movement remain immensely helpful in 

dealing with family members who suffer from substance abuse (as was the initial 

intention), they can be misleading and even damaging when applied 

indiscriminately to all relationships. 

Now, it’s important to distinguish between healthy dependency and the unhealthy 

expectation that our partner is supposed to make us feel alive and whole. It’s not 

our partner’s job to fill us up, but it is our partner’s job to show up for us in a 

healthy way. While it’s not our partner’s job to “make us happy,” disconnection 

from our partner will certainly make us feel lonely and sad. While it’s not our 

partner’s job to take away our core pain, it is our partner’s job to support us 

through the pain, (as long as we’re also learning how to support ourselves). And 

while it’s not our partner’s job to complete us or define us, it is our partner’s job to 

support us as we learn to find our own sense of self. These are subtle but 

essential points of distinction. To learn more about healthy love, please review 

the first part of this packet.  
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Your Partner is Not Your Clone 

One of the most common fears I hear among those suffering from relationship 

anxiety is: “What if we’re too different? I’m an extrovert and he’s an introvert. I’m 

more emotional and he’s more heady. I love to read and learn and he prefers to 

play video games. Aren’t we destined for a lifetime of boredom and misery?” The 

answers: No! If there’s a foundation of love and support, you can find your way 

through any challenges around differences. And it’s not just about finding your 

way; rather, it’s about recognizing that you’ve been brought together for the 

purpose of spiritual growth, you were attracted to each other for a reason (often 

because of the very differences that later drive you crazy), and if you approach 

the differences with an intention to learn, you’ll grow as a human being.  

This is such a common area of fear and anxiety that I included a section on it in 

my 30-day Open Your Heart program. Here it is: 

People who find me tend to be glass half-empty people. They often focus on 

what’s not working, what needs improvements, and what’s missing. While there’s 

certainly a time and place to focus on what needs attention in the relationship, 

you’ll have much more success having these difficult conversations if the garden 

of your relationship is a positive, well-nourished place. And in order for this to 

happen, you need to spend time watering your relationship garden with thoughts 

and consequent actions that focus on what’s present and working instead of 

what’s missing and not working.  

Likewise, you may have a tendency to focus on the differences between you and 

your partner instead of the similarities. I often hear statements like, “I love to read 
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and he doesn’t. Does that mean we’re doomed?” Or “I love going out and talking 

to people and he prefers to stay home. Isn’t that a red flag?” The answers? No 

and no! It means that you’re two different people with different temperaments and 

different interests. There’s no relationship rule that says that you have to be with 

your clone. In fact, it’s much more common to be attracted to someone who’s 

different from you because, as they say, opposites attract. Instead of seeing 

these differences as obstacles, you can choose to see them as opportunities to 

learn and grow. As Linda and Charlie Bloom write in 101 Things I Wish I Knew 

Before I Married: 

Although most couples tend to complement each other with their differences, 

ours have always seemed inordinately extreme. In most personality traits, we 

represent opposite ends of the spectrum: I am detailed-oriented, Charlie is a 

generalist; I favor strict parenting, Charlie doesn’t; I am an outgoing, social 

person, Charlie is more of an introvert; I go to bed early, he stays up late; I like to 

get to the airport with hours to spare, a fifteen-minute wait is too much for him; I 

believe in planning and preparation, Charlie favors spontaneity; I seek 

connection when I’m stressed, Charlie solitude; my strength is my commitment, 

Charlie’s is letting go; when we teach, I use notes, while he prefers to wing it; I’m 

a talker, he’s a thinker; I manage money, he spends it. The list goes on, but you 

get the idea. Over the years, people have asked us countless times, “How did 

you guys ever get together? And how did you stay together?” 

Every couple has differences, and I’m sure you can relate to parts of Linda’s list. 

It’s important to understand that it’s not the differences themselves that create 

the conflicts but how you respond to them. Do you try to change each other or 

have you learned to accept? And while I’m sure you have differences, I’m also 

sure that you have just as many, if not more, points of intersection. Similar to 
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expressing gratitude, when we focus on what’s working and how we’re similar we 

grow those aspects of our relationships.  

I’ll never forget one day last winter when I woke up on the underside of life. As I 

dressed the kids, folded laundry, and prepared breakfast for everyone I thought, 

“My husband has no idea what it takes to keep this household running smoothly, 

balancing work and kids, blah blah blah.” And in the next moment I heard 

another, counterbalancing voice that said, “Do you express appreciation about 

everything he does?”  

At that very moment he was outside in twenty-degree weather clearing the snow 

and ice off our car and heating it up so it would be ready for our weekend 

activities. And I thought about all of the ways that he shows up for our life: his 

commute (which I could never do), his job (which I could never do), the fact that 

no matter how tired he is or how many tasks he has on his never-ending to-do 

list, he always greets the kids with a big smile and makes time for Daddy fun and 

Daddy stories. Do I tell him this? Not nearly enough.  

In his nationally acclaimed study of successful, long-term marriages, psychologist 

John Gottman learned that what creates a happy marriage is not how frequently 

or infrequently a couple fights, how similar they are in terms of interests or 

personality type, or any of the other criteria by which we typically judge a 

relationship. The determining factor was the ratio of positive to negative 

communication which, Gottman ascertained, needed to be 5:1 ratio in order for 

the partners to feel happy. That means five positive statements to every negative 

comment! What’s your ratio?! 
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Whatever you water will grow (http://conscious-transitions.com/whatever-you-

water-will-grow). If you focus on what’s not working, it will protrude like an 

unwanted weed. If you focus on what you love and appreciate about your partner 

and the relationship itself, your partner will flourish in the sun of your reflection.  

And be careful not to keep score about how much praise your partner gives you! 

When you read a study like Gottman’s it’s easy to think, “Well, that’s great if I 

start being positive but my partner doesn’t express that much appreciation 

toward me.” As a general point of focus, let that go and trust that when you feed 

the garden of the relationship with positive thoughts, words, and actions, both of 

you will thrive.  
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Differences Aren’t the Problem 

The Blooms, who I quoted above, wrote about the issue of differences in the 

August 2013 edition of their newsletter: http://www.bloomwork.com/

august2013.html:  

Leah: Before Jason and I got married, I thought that couples became more 

harmonious over time and that their differences naturally diminished as they got 

to know each other better. Boy, was I wrong! Not only did our different points of 

view and behaviors not go away, they actually became inflamed and amplified 

over time. For a while it really seemed like they would be the end of our 

marriage. 

Jason: Things looked pretty hopeless to me for quite a while. Leah and I were 

both caught up in this impossible cycle in which we were each trying to convert 

the other into seeing things our way, even though our efforts to do so were 

destroying the love and goodwill we had previously shared. I've always had a 

thing about being controlled and I reacted like crazy every time Leah tried to get 

me to do something or talk me into something that I didn't feel right about. 

Leah: And that just triggered my fear that Jason didn't love me because I thought 

that if he did, he would be more open to my input and responsive to my 

concerns. My fears got me into a panic so I just amped up my efforts to influence 

him… 

Jason: ...which not surprisingly didn't go over so well with me. We kept getting 

locked into these horrible reactive patterns that kept squeezing the life out of our 

marriage. To say that it was a nightmare would be an understatement. 
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Leah: We finally got some help, which we probably should have done much 

earlier in the process, but that was one of the issues that we couldn't agree on. I 

wanted to get counseling and Jason didn't. 

Jason: I've always believed that if you put your mind to something and worked 

hard to straighten out your problems, you should be able to take care of things on 

your own. I got to be wrong about that! Fortunately, getting help was something 

that Leah took a stand on and she wouldn't back down. I knew that she meant it 

when she gave me the ultimatum about seeing a counselor, so I gave in and 

grudgingly went with her. I feel grateful to her to this day for her willingness to put 

our marriage on the line and take that stand. I'm convinced that we wouldn't be 

sitting here together today had she not done so. 

Leah: For me, it didn't even feel like a risk. We literally had nothing to lose. Our 

relationship was completely trashed, we were living like enemies, we hadn't had 

sex in months, and day-to-day, things were just getting worse. 

Jason: The counselor really helped us, especially me. I probably had a lot more 

to learn about relationships that Leah. 

Leah: Fortunately, Jason's a very good student. If there's something that he 

wants to learn about, he throws himself into it wholeheartedly, and that's the way 

he engaged in the counseling process. Plus, it didn't hurt that the counselor was 

a man who Jason could trust and relate to. 

Jason: He helped me to see some of the ways that I was getting in my own way 

and pointed out positive alternatives to my negative behaviors. He also helped 
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me to see that underneath my anger and desire to control Leah, was a lot of fear 

that Leah might see me (or I might see myself) as being weak if I didn't stand up 

to her. I hadn't connected the dots enough to see that I was a big part of the 

problem, that it wasn't just Leah that was being, at least in my mind, stubborn 

and unreasonable, but that I was too. 

Leah: We both played our parts. I had to learn to understand and manage my 

fears of losing Jason that caused me to try to control him. One of the most 

important things that I learned was that it wasn't our differences that were the 

problem, but our efforts to convert each other to our perspective, to control each 

other's point of view as well as their behavior. As we each began to trust that we 

could have these differences, that they would not and need not go away, we both 

relaxed our need to get the other person on the same page as we were. 

My greatest fear had been that if we didn't eliminate the differences and 

homogenize as a couple that our marriage would self-destruct. This fear caused 

me to do and say things that intensified Jason's resistance to being controlled. 

These days, we each just communicate our preferences and talk over things 

without the feeling that we need to get the other person to agree with everything 

that we say. Amazingly, we usually come to a workable understanding almost 

every single time because we never try to pressure each other into anything... 

well, hardly ever. 

Jason: What it's taken for us to get here has been a lot of practice. Our counselor 

got us started but then it was up to us to practice the things that we learned from 

him. Changing old habits isn't easy, but fortunately for us, we had plenty of 

"learning opportunities.” In the process we've each become more appreciative of 

our differences and more accepting of our respective ways of being in the world. 
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We have both become more committed to accepting influence from each other 

and to stretching into the other's world. 

Leah: We've also developed more tolerance, acceptance, patience, and 

forgiveness and we've become more skilled in the art of non-reactive listening. 

It's really paid off for us. For a couple of recovering "hot heads,” we live a 

remarkably harmonious and peaceful life now. And we haven't homogenized in 

the process, but rather, we have become more uniquely ourselves. 

Jason: We still have the same preferences and values that we had when we first 

met nineteen years ago, but we're learning to live with them. Leah's a cat person, 

I love dogs; She tends to be kind of introverted, I'm a party animal. She's very 

detail-focused, I look at the big picture. She likes to get to the airport three hours 

early, I like to get there just before they close the doors at the gate. She's very 

touchy-feely, me, not so much. 

Leah: Jason's a night person, I'm a morning person. I'm a hopeless romantic, 

he's not. I'm idealistic, Jason is what he refers to as “realistic." I'm more driven by 

my emotions, he's more intellectually oriented. There are more differences than I 

could list on ten pages, but the differences are what make things interesting and 

help us to open our world more expansively than we would if we were with 

someone exactly like ourselves. But what really matters is that when it comes to 

the important things that we value most highly, we're both on the same page. We 

love each other, we value family, we both strive to live lives of integrity and 

honesty, we both value the learning process, and we both love to have fun! 

If the absence of irreconcilable differences were a requirement for staying 

married, there would be few, if any married couples alive today. Even the most 
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successful marriages contain irreconcilable differences; those differences that 

cannot under any circumstances be resolved or dissolved completely. Of course, 

some differences can be deal-breakers if one or both partners can't tolerate the 

situation, but in our experience, when there is a foundation of love and respect in 

the relationship, this situation is less likely to occur. 

Only a small portion of the differences that most couples start out with are 

actually solvable. The presence of differences isn't necessarily problematic. It's 

when they become conflictual that there is trouble. When we appreciate the value 

of our differences, we begin to see them not as a threat, but an enhancement to 

our relationship. We may even see that it was the differences themselves that 

initially attracted us to each other in the first place.

!  

Leah and Jason salvaged a marriage that was on life support by being willing to 

make something more important than playing out life-long patterns of control and 

manipulation. They were willing to risk it all to go for the real gold that is available 

in committed partnerships. They put their relationship at the top of their priority 

list. There is an old saying, that "you can be right or you can have a relationship." 

The key word is "or". You can't have it both ways. What's your choice? 
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Interview with Jill Kimball 

Date of Initial Interview: August 1999  

Follow-up interview with her husband, Kevin, from October 2010, included as 

MP3 in this lesson.  

Note: Both Jill and Kevin share a deep religious path, which comes through in 

their interview. If the sections on religion don’t work for you, just toss those aside.

!  

Sheryl: I think it’s important for people marrying today to have role-models and a 

vision for what marriage can and should be, and so many of us don’t have that. 

Can you give me an overview of how you see your marriage — it’s evolution from 

when you entered the marriage to now?  

Jill: I think in images — I describe pictures and analogies. What I don’t 

understand is the term marriage. I realized that I used to be an expert on it. 

When we first got married it was sort of like when you said the term marriage it 

was like those circus pictures that were all painted and all you had to do was put 

your face in. When I got married there was an image of what marriage was, 

marriage was something, and I had a sense of marriage and I had read about 

marriage but the only thing missing was the face. It ended up that he was the 

face in the big mural. Over time what happened was we grew and learned about 

each other, and parts of the mural started to fade and I could see him through it. 

But he wasn’t doing the right thing! Here’s this wonderful mural and, my 

goodness, I had it figured out.  

For example, let’s say it’s a knight in shining armor holding a lamp. And then that 

starts the fade and I see him and he’s not holding a lamp he’s holding a football! 
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That’s not right! And he’s not dressed right! He’s not sitting the right way on the 

horse! Somewhere in there I got the sense that he clearly needed to work harder 

and do better — change his clothes or what he was holding or do something 

essentially about him to meet this expectation of marriage and to fulfill this image 

that I had. Over time the marriage mural was gone and I was just looking at him, 

at what I thought was him, but at this time he was standing there dressed in a 

monster suit! I wasn’t seeing him still, he had just donned a monster suit. Then 

over time — of course this is simplifying everything — I started to see under the 

monster suit, and I saw glimmers of gold. Now I’m at the spot where I see him 

not as the knight in shining armor that I expected him to be but actually as the 

wonderful prince that he is.  

I realized what I had a problem with as I was reading through the questions was 

that the term marriage is mixed up in all those images and expectations. So 

when I went through the questions and took out the word marriage and 

substituted “my commitment to loving Kevin” then I understood them.  

Sheryl: Did you feel like the word marriage held so many connotations of what 

marriage is?  

Jill: It’s so complex, there are so many things attached to it. Somewhere in there I 

just took the word marriage out of my thinking. My commitment to loving Kevin I 

understood, and that is splendid. And my commitment to loving him individually 

as a person, it’s not an idea, it’s not a theory, it is him. Committing to love him 

more than anyone else. I only have so much time in a day and as far as my 

priorities go and my capacity to love — he is the one that I choose to love and be 

committed to. My energy is directed there first.  

Sheryl: Do you have the same ideas about the word wife?  
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Jill: Yes! Wife to me now means being a partner to Kevin. I can’t put anybody 

else’s name in there. I only comprehend being married to him. What I can give is 

what it has been like to love him. That I can give. I can’t address marriage or 

wife.  

Sheryl: I would love to hear about what loving Kevin has been like. 

Jill: It’s been a wonderful journey. When we married the expectation was that we 

were supposed to complete each other. An image was given to me was that we 

were like a puzzle and where you have pieces missing the other person will fill in. 

I believed that — so clearly if I’m hurting somewhere it’s his job to fix that, and it 

was my job to do that for him. We did a pretty good job of that! Then we would 

run into problems when we both needed to be filled up at the same time. We 

would discuss at length — not using these words — whose job it was to fill up 

whom. The message was that if we loved each other we would do this filling. We 

took turns. We went back and forth. One thing I appreciate about our relationship 

is that we really have been trying all along to grow. We were doing the very best 

we knew how. We just didn’t know better a lot of the time. But the commitment 

was there to growing.  

It was also very helpful that there was a commitment to God. For me the 

marriage vows were critical. When we were married I made a covenant with God 

and with Kevin to be married not only for this life but forever. That felt like pillars 

of marble that went down deep into my soul. They were a strong foundation that I 

could hold onto when it felt like everything else was falling apart. There were 

times when I couldn’t stand him but I had made a commitment to God. That was 

what I held onto. For me it has been critical.  

So we went along. I think our growth pattern is that one of us will grow and the 

relationship will get stressed, then the other one has a choice whether to grow or 
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not, then the other will grow and move past the other one, and again it’s stress, 

so again it’s sort of stressful but the growing has continued. I think that point two 

and half years ago was interesting. Three years ago I had a critical piece for me 

where I recognized a lot of my family pathology and decided to take a different 

path. I knew I couldn’t do that anymore. The patterns that I had been handed 

were faulty and I was going to take a different path. It was very painful and also 

very enlightening. I was committed to choose a path of health and saw that I had 

been handed something else. I changed essentially. I did a piece of core work. I 

was at the time at my brother’s house. I had gone on a trip with a friend of mine, I 

was gone five or six days and we did therapy the whole time, and I came back 

truly a different person. At that point I realized that it wasn’t loving for me or for 

him to continue in the patterns of trying to fill him up and asking to be filled up. I 

just didn't want to play anymore. We’d agreed to that mutually. And I changed. I 

said I don’t want to do that anymore, and he didn’t understand what I was talking 

about. From the change in my behavior I couldn’t act the same way anymore 

because I was different. Then I believe that he became more stressed because I 

wasn’t agreeing to try to fill him up anymore, so it sort of peaked.  

That was one of those that my growth at that time moved ahead and stressed the 

relationship and he could choose what he was going to do. And he chose to 

grow. That’s my read on why the timing was that way. And then through his part 

— I didn’t know if he was going to stay or not stay, it was the most desperate time 

in our marriage. It was extremely difficult on my part. I hadn’t grown that much, 

where I was ready to handle him leaving. Through the process I learned a lot 

more about what it means to love somebody. I finally got to the spot of “I am 

committed to loving Kevin” and that meant whether or not he left or didn't leave 

would’ve made a difference in my commitment. It was truly a one-directional love. 

I was committed to loving him no matter what shape that took as far as what his 

behavior was. I’m in it with both feet. You’re not getting rid of me. I think that’s 
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part of what he was doing, too. That fear of being abandoned as well as a fear of 

being engulfed. And the part that I felt the strongest was he could do what he 

wanted — I can’t control him — and also I wasn’t going anywhere .  

It was so exquisitely painful, clear down to my core. I didn’t think I would survive 

it because it was so painful. The only way I could get through was I talked to God 

and He helped me, I mean literally. He held my hand when I needed help, there 

were many nights when I couldn’t sleep and I would walk down the stairs and lay 

on the floor, push my body against the floor because it was comforting, I wasn’t 

going to explode from the pain. God told me each step of the way what to do. 

When he was hurting me I thought I needed to go, I couldn’t stand it anymore. 

God said no, you stay, you have to stay. He said over and over and over again, 

stick with it, stick with it, stick with it. I worked it out with him as a therapist. I said 

back, “You’ve got to be kidding. I can’t do this anymore. I didn’t know it was going 

to be so hard.” No one told me it would be so hard. No one told me it would take 

my very heartstrings. He just kept saying to stick with it.  

And then I remember the answer came, “It’s time to stand up Jill. No more lying 

on the floor. No more crawling to me. You are my daughter. You are my child. And 

you have a divine birthright. Stand up now.” And that was wonderful. It was a 

movement on my part that I was no longer a victim anymore. That was wonderful. 

In standing up I had a different perspective on the world. And then there was a 

time when God said, “Okay, Jill, you have been through this long enough now. 

I’m not going to tell you to stick with it anymore, you decide what you want to do.” 

That was a wonderful gift. Then I wasn’t being told anymore. It was me deciding.  

That’s when all of the marriage expectations came to the surface. I said to 

myself, “Even through this has been so hard, really you choose to be married to 

Kevin, not as a victim, but because this is the person I choose to spend my life 
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with.” That was a wonderful experience. This period of turmoil lasted about a 

year.  

Sheryl: How do you see your relationship with Kevin now?  

Jill: I see my relationship with Kevin right in there with my breathing. It’s not 

necessarily as essential to life but as much a part of who I am. My relationship 

with Kevin is an expression of me. That third party, the marriage thing, is gone, 

there isn’t something else. Loving him is an expression of who I am. It’s just there 

like breathing.  

Sheryl: Do you have any advice to couples marrying today?  

I thought about it for a long time. My advice is: Be gentle with yourself and each 

other. Keep a history of your family, pictures and stories. I really think that the 

moment you’re married, or the moment the relationship begins, I think that family 

begins when you get married, saving the stories and pictures will be wonderful to 

help through the hard times. Sometimes you forget and it’s nice to look back and 

say, “You know we really had wonderful times, and although right now it’s horribly 

painful, we had wonderful times and I do love this person, I just forgot.”  

Also, keep a personal journal as a way to do therapy with yourself. Again for 

those times when you’re married and you don't want to talk to somebody 

because it feels like a betrayal, and you certainly aren’t going to talk to your 

parents because what do they know! I don’t want to do it like they did, so keeping 

a journal is a way of helping. Also, look to live and loving people for guidance. 

They’re out there.  

The part I feel most deeply about if I could give a gift to people just getting 

married — I’m picturing myself talking to these lovely people just getting married. 

I would say first of all you have my respect for having the courage to begin a 
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journey. I have the deepest respect for people being willing to do this. I believe to 

the bottom of my soul that marriage is from God, and that it is sacred and holy, 

and because it’s from Him, he will prepare a way for you to succeed. The world 

will tell you differently and of course the statistics will tell you differently, but it 

really is set up for success. It is meant to happen and it is designed to require the 

very deepest in us, and to require a complete commitment and complete 

devotion, it is designed to give the greatest joy that we can have in this life. 
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Interview with Kevin Kimball  
Date of Initial Interview: August 1999.  

Follow-up interview from October 2010 included as MP3 in this lesson.

!  

Sheryl: How did you meet?  

Kevin: I was born in a small town in Utah named Pacen. Jill and her family 

moved to Pacen when we were juniors. I still remember when she first showed 

up at our high school, I remember thinking she was attractive and she looked like 

a really nice person. We got to be pretty good friends in high school, although we 

had different interests. I was primarily athletically-oriented and she was into 

drama, literature, stuff that I later came to like but I didn’t do much of that in high 

school and she never really came to any of the ball games or anything. I did join 

the concert choir and we did become good friends.  

For most of our senior year she dated my best friend and I dated her best friend. 

We became very good friends that year but we didn’t really start to date until 

college. We commuted every day together to college and that’s really when we 

fell in love. We did a lot of talking. Started dating pretty steadily our freshman 

year of college. I knew then that she was the woman I wanted to marry.  

We’re Mormons and I chose to do my two year mission — one of the obligations 

or privileges or expectations of young Mormon males is that they give two years 

of service to go on a proselytizing mission through the church. It’s a time of real 

religious service. I was called to go to Uruguay. We couldn’t call — we wrote 

every week — but we didn’t date or see one another. I didn't want her not to date 

or do things with other people — she had fallen in love with someone else. When 

I came back things rekindled themselves fairly quickly and we got engaged 
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seven or eight days after I came back from my mission. Mormons have a belief 

that premarital sex and extramarital sex is something you shouldn’t engage in — 

so the engagements are very short. We were married two months later in July 

1981.  

Background: leading up to the marriage. When I got back from my mission I felt 

like things were moving too fast. I had been away for two years. I knew how 

completely connected I had felt to her when I had initially made the decision that I 

wanted to marry her. When I knew she was the woman I wanted to marry, in our 

courtship phase our freshman year, I felt like the only thing I ever wanted to do 

was be with her. I could envision nothing that brought me greater joy. I felt full, 

complete, I felt completely in love, I enjoyed holding hands and kissing and being 

close and sharing. One of the things that has always been attractive to me about 

Jill is our ability to communicate on a deep level. I didn’t want somebody who 

was only interested in the superficial stuff — I get impatient with that fairly quickly 

and I want to move to deeper levels. That’s something that she’s interested in. 

Trying to look at things, searching for something deeper than just the superficial 

stuff. At the same time I was a person who had grown up with a lot of ideas that I 

had never really challenged. I remember wanting to just be with her. I felt that 

when I married her life would be heaven. I would be able to take this feeling that I 

had with her then — the feeling of completeness and wholeness and walking on 

air and all those kinds of things — and have it forever. Then when I had got back 

from my mission, we hadn’t spent any time together for two years. I got back and 

I didn’t feel at that time this feeling of completeness like I had initially. I thought 

what’s gone on? What’s happened? Where is this feeling? I remember just 

before we got married talking to my dad and saying I’m not sure this is really 

what I want to do. He said, “Did you pray about it?” I said yes. He said, “Did you 

get an answer?” I said I think so. He said, “What more do you need?” He wasn’t 

in a position to give me the support I needed right then. I remember distinctly that 
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once we had announced the engagement and set the process in motion I had 

very significant second thoughts. I wasn't sure that’s what I wanted. For many 

years thereafter there was a part of me that said, I’m not sure that’s what I really 

wanted.”  

Sheryl: Do you have any idea now what that was about?  

Kevin: Yes. Now I do. I think I just needed some time. I had just been in a foreign 

country. It was too soon. If I had it to do over again I would have taken more time. 

That would have been kinder to me. And I think it would have been kinder to me 

to be able to come to my own determination. Sitting here now I fully believe that 

that would have been to marry Jill. But that didn’t feel like my choice then. And for 

many years into our marriage I resented the fact that that had not fully been what 

I perceived to be my choice. I was a victim.  

Sheryl: Who did you feel pushed by?  

Kevin: When I got back and we got back together and things were rekindled for 

her very quickly. She broke it off with the other person. So I felt concerned 

because we had the announcements out there and what about her parents and 

my parents? Public humiliation factor. I was a person who for the first many, 

many years of my life, including the first dozen or so years of my marriage to Jill, 

public approval from whatever source was vital to me. And so the fact that 

everyone would think, “What happened there?” was to me an intolerable thought. 

I felt like the process had been set into motion and I felt resigned to going 

forward at the time. I figured I would make the best of it and push that to the back 

of my mind but it was always there.  

I believed for a long time in the early parts of marriage that marriage was that 

vehicle that was designed to bring to me the sense of fullness and completeness 

that I had experienced freshman year dating Jill. I remember going back to the 
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first girlfriend I ever had. I felt like marriage should provide me with the same 

sense of euphoria that you experience when you’re falling in love or in love, or as 

it has been portrayed to us. There is certainly, in my experience, there’s 

something physiologically that happens — it’s a whole body, whole soul 

experience where you feel this tremendous unity with the other person. So then I 

thought when that wasn’t there for the first many years of my marriage I thought it 

was because it wasn’t the right thing, that I had gotten pushed into it. What I 

clearly knew was that this feeling of euphoria that I had been looking for, of being 

full and complete, wasn’t there at all. And I was miserable in a lot of respects. I 
was miserable in the sense that I kept thinking it was Jill’s responsibility to 
fill me up. To the extent that I wasn’t emotionally satisfied or sexually 
satisfied or spiritually satisfied, mentally satisfied, occupationally satisfied, 
somehow it all seemed to be someone else’s responsibility, and certainly 
that emotional-spiritual side of things not feeling complete, I began to 
conclude that there must be something wrong with me, our marriage, Jill, 
or some combination of all three, but it was a lot easier to focus on the 

marriage and Jill because I wasn’t in a place to start taking responsibility for 

myself.  

Over time, and I’ll cut to the end now and there are lots of in between steps, my 

frustration with my lack of fulfillment reached a critical point about two and a half 

to three years ago. I had been doing my own inner work and trying to seek out 

what was going on. I had done work around parental issues, issues with my 

religion, and ultimately reached a point where I really believed that our marriage 

wasn’t something that was going to be able to sustain me. It wasn’t filling me up. 

It was right about that time that friend mentioned a self-help book about taking 

responsibility for my own fullness and pain — it was one of those times that 

reading the book things just leapt off the page at me and I called the number at 

!  125

© 2015 All Rights Reserved 
Sheryl Paul, MA, Conscious Transitions®  
http://www.conscious-transitions.com 

http://www.conscious-transitions%0D.com


the front of the book and asked if she did retreats, and learned that the author 

was coming to Michigan in ten days. 

I went to the lecture and I took copious notes. I had been doing a lot of therapy 

but what she said took on a whole new dimension. I went to my first Intensive in 

June. I was literally on my way out of the marriage. I’m a person who takes very 

seriously my vows and obligations — I have three children whom I love dearly, 

Ben was an infant at the time — I was wrestling with what to do. Is this really 

what’s right? I kept coming back to my commitment to do what the loving thing 

was — it was never perfectly clear to me what that was. Every time I came close 

to leaving I knew that I wasn’t absolutely sure, and if I wasn’t sure, it would have 

a tremendous impact on everyone else. I kept saying that if I reach the 

conclusion that it is the right thing then I’m gone. There was a deeper part of me 

that knew.  

Sheryl: The reasons you were wanting to leave were that you felt that Jill wasn’t 

fulfilling you in the ways that you felt that she should?  

Kevin: Yes, Jill and the marriage. I thought that the marriage ought to be this 

utopia that helped you journey through life in a way that was somehow more full, 

more complete then I was experiencing.  

Sheryl: What did your marriage look like on a daily basis? Was there arguing or 

was it just stagnant?  

Kevin: We’ve never been people who have argued much with one another. There 

was conflict, but never anything loud. I was an angry person so sometimes I 

would withdraw and my emotions would brew. I would withdraw and say angry 

things but never really arguing or yelling. There was more a sense for me of 

conflict, sometimes bordering on despair, of “What is this all about?” We 

continued to have periodic sex through the whole time, but I was wondering if 
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that was as satisfying as I wanted it to be. We became very involved socially with 

friends, spent a lot of time trying to distract ourselves. Eating has been one of my 

addictions so I would try to find in food what I couldn't find our relationship. Or we 

would try to find in friends what was lacking. There were crises outside that we 

could dedicate our energy to. If you asked a lot of people they would have said 

that we were marching along fairly well. I held wonderful jobs throughout and we 

were going to church and participating.  

At the therapy intensive — just prior to and at the intensive and in the months 

that ensued — I was at a point in my life that I was really ready to start doing my 

own work. I had been to therapy before but a lot of that was to try to validate my 

perception that maybe something wasn't right in the marriage so do I need to go 

ahead and move on? I remember realizing how deeply I had always craved 

approval. I realized how in virtually every relationship I had I was looking to 

relationship as a means of taking or getting something from someone else rather 

than giving. I remember the aftermath of my first intensive being the most 

profoundly disorienting experience of my life. I was starting to sort out all the 

ways that I had been a victim and all that ways in which I had been looking to 

other people to do my work for me and make my pain go away. I was looking to 

take from people. It became very clear to me in those following three or four 

months that that was precisely what I had been doing in my relationship with Jill 

all along. It was a time of deeply grieving my unwillingness to totally put myself 

out there and look at my marriage as an opportunity to give, and a place where I 

could express and give.  

That’s when my whole world began to change. I realized that the resentment that 

I had felt all along about not knowing about whether this was the right marriage 

or not, for example, was really a reflection of my own resentment for not listening 

to myself and taking my own responsibility. For not taking responsibility for 
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meeting my own needs. I have since learned that — (cries) I have come to 

realize that marriage, is to me, the most sacred of all relationships, and it is an 

opportunity for me to continually refine my ability to love and to give and to serve. 

I can honestly say that while I still lapse into that old stuff I don't stay there very 

long and I recognize that that’s my privilege in being in this marriage. I have a 

hope, but not necessarily an expectation, that that will be returned. As I let go of 

trying to control getting what I need from Jill, I have been open to receiving what 

she so beautifully and wonderfully gives, and the irony is that in those moments 

when I give up control and I allow her to love me as a gift and in the way that she 

chooses to love and according to her timing and schedule, I catch glimpses of 

that earlier euphoria. I believe it’s ultimately out there. The experience of falling in 

love provides us with a pot of gold that exists at the end of the rainbow. I believe 

that that euphoria and fullness is there but it is the deepest treasure in life that is 

there — it’s something that’s not to be had easily and that requires tremendous 

individual work. In my instance, a complete shifting of my own perspective.  

Sheryl: Your marriage must have completely changed at that point a few years 

ago. 

Kevin: It absolutely did in terms of the energy and intimacy. The way that I look at 

and reverence Jill. The excitement that I have about what we have right now in 

our lives. It was a profoundly transformative experience, and it has continued. I 

realized that there was some part of me that always felt like I was bad, and as I 

did some inner work I realized that I formed that conclusion at a very young age, 

probably around a year old. Both my mother’s parents were alcoholics, my 

parents married at 19 and I’m the oldest of nine kids, they weren’t in a position to 

really be able to love me.  

I remember experiencing the agony that I know that I felt when I was a very 

young child. I was in the midst of my pain. I felt like that pain literally filled me up, 
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but there was a layer of Saran Wrap on top of the pain that I didn’t know existed 

before. I became aware of a part of me that wasn’t consumed in the pain. As I 

was willing to look at that pain and take responsibility for the conclusion that I 

drew about me at one year old that I was bad, I was able to open to truth which is 

that, far from bad, I’m a wonderful person.  

Our marriage did take an incredible turn two and a half years ago and continues 

to evolve in ways that take my breath away. I came home from a recent intensive 

and realized that all the years we had been married, I literally believed that it 

would kill me if I put myself completely out there and I was rejected, as I was 

when I was one years old. I didn’t believe I could survive that. As I did my work, 

the most marvelous conclusion came, which was I survived it once, I am a 

lovable person, I’m a good person, and I’m going to put it all out there again. Do I 

have a guarantee that Jill won’t leave and she won’t withhold her love? The 

answer is clearly no, I have no control over any of that. But to not love, at that 

point, would have been far more painful to me then to love and be rejected. For 

the first eighteen years of my marriage, the fear of rejection was one that I was 

not even aware of. All of the subtle and pervasive ways that that plays itself out. I 

have spent the last three or four months sorting out those ways. I think I feared 

that if Jill didn’t love me, if I put myself out there, that I would die. The fear of 

rejection kept me locked in the place that I was. It was stunning to me to see that.  

Sheryl: That’s a huge one!  

Kevin: It really is. Shortly thereafter Jill and I went to a couples’ intensive. Right 

now we are reveling in dreaming together and sharing together. We’re really 

delighted by where we find ourselves right now.  

Sheryl: How would you describe your marriage on a day-to-day basis?  
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Kevin: There are moments of euphoria. [ Note: In the MP3 interview with Kevin in 

this lesson he comments on his use of the word “euphoria” and replaces it with 

the word “joy.” ] We do move in and out of them to some degree. But the beautiful 

thing is once you begin to take responsibility for yourselves — I really believe that 

the euphoria I felt early on in the relationship was a product of my being willing to 

be open and loving. To the extent that I’m not feeling the euphoria, the 

conclusions I draw are not so abusive anymore. It doesn’t mean that I am a bad 

person or Jill is not holding up her end or our marriage is somehow less than it 

ought to be. It means that there’s an opportunity for me to learn and when I’m 

compassionate with myself and patient with myself when I need to learn, I learn 

the lesson. It can take a long time or not so long. Sometimes I don’t even have a 

lot of control over that, than I move to the next period of euphoria. There’s a 

sense of wonder and journey to it all, that even in the moments where I’m not in 

euphoria, if I’m open to learning about why I’m not is itself somewhat euphoric. I 

think I misspoke earlier: I think the connectedness we feel when we’re falling in 

love is an imitation of, and sometimes a not complete imitation of, the feeling of 

completeness we feel when we get to the end of the rainbow. And I'm not there 

yet so I don’t know what that looks like. The sense of fullness that I have is far 

richer and far more solid than the sense I had when I first falling in love. When I 

was falling in love I was only happy when I was with this other person. I believe 

that this sense of euphoria is something you bring from each individual and that 

the relationship can be the medium where that euphoria, love, creativity can be 

expressed with one another.  

Sheryl: It’s not the relationship with the other person that creates the euphoria, it 

exists within you and you bring it to the relationship and if you're both coming 

from that place then you experience it. 
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Kevin: Something far more wondrous happens. It is the most sublime experience 

I know. It is sacred. When those moments happen I’m left almost without words 

to be able to describe it. In that movie Contact, Jodie Foster sees this beautiful 

new world and she says, “You sent the wrong person. You should have sent a 

poet.” The experience in that moment is something I can’t quite put into words. I 

get the sense that there is whole world out there that I am just beginning to 

scratch the surface of. The euphoria comes from us. We have an opportunity to 

access that within ourselves. And relationship creates the medium where 

creativity and love can be shared in a way that is transcendent.  

Sheryl: Words of wisdom for couples entering into marriage?  

Kevin: Be compassionate with yourself and your partner. To be committed to 

recognize that marriage is the most sacred and complex of all interpersonal 

relationships. Be aware that it will in fact bring up some of the toughest issues 

you’ll ever have to look at, and that that’s a gift, not a burden, or something to be 

avoided. Not moving into judgment for yourself and your partner. Recognizing 

that conflict is a blessing in disguise, that it is through the resolution of conflict 

that peace comes. And the greater the conflict, the greater the peace and joy.  

Sheryl: Do you go over your vows at all?  

Kevin: At the time I was ready to leave my marriage it was my vows, my 

covenant to God and to Jill that kept me here long enough to start doing my own 

work. The vows were like these pillars that I was able to hold onto when the 

whole world was swirling around me. I was thinking about doing things that to me 

were inconceivable — coming from the Mormon perspective with its view on 

divorce that I would even be entertaining such a possibility was to me extremely 

unnerving and yet I had to do that to be true to myself. In the midst of all this stuff 

I felt like my vows were pillars that I could anchor myself to until I became clear.  
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Mormons believe that marriage is not only until death do you part but it is for all 

time and all eternity. We also believe that it is through the marital relationship that 

we become God-like. I now recognize that if I had left it would have been the 

greatest mistake of my life. If I had left I would have left as a result of a very 

powerful illusion or the wrong conclusion and I would have missed the 

opportunity I have had to grow through the resolution of these things. Advice: 

always seek to be aware of what your intention is in your marriage, whether 

you’re trying to give or to get. And if we’re trying to get, to figure out what it is we 

need and how we can provide that for ourselves, and look to marriage as the 

best vehicle known to man for learning to give.  
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