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This is a book about how psychotherapy may
be used to cultivate the courage and freedom
to love. In a time when love seems to be fading
and hatred and despair rising, it presents
love as a skill and force that can heal and
invigorate, reconnect and guide, calm and
encourage.

In Gilligan’s self-relations approach, psy-
chotherapy is a conversation about competing
differences. When these differences are treated
violently or indifferently, problems arise; solu-
tions develop when the skills of love are prac-
ticed. Those practical skills are described here,
with an emphasis on post-conventional ethics,
Buddhist and aikido principles, and ideas of
human sponsorship.

Part I presents the general theoretical and
ethical principles of self-relations psycho-
therapy, as well as themes that recur through-
out the book, such as the importance of hold-
ing “not too tight, not too loose.”

Part II describes basic practices for putting
the principles of self-relations psychotherapy
into action. The author advocates approach-
ing therapy and life itself as performance arts
requiring attentiveness to how relatedness
within and between persons is developed, main-
tained, and expressed. He goes on to examine
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love as a practice or skill, focusing especially
on how it may be used under adversarial or
difficult circumstances.

Part II outlines different therapy methods

“using the principles and practices of self-rela-

tions psychotherapy. In addition to describing
a basic prototype of this method, the author
demonstrates the relevance of archetypal pro-
cess to psychotherapy and the use of therapeu-
tic rituals.

Throughout, psychotherapy is regarded as
a rigorous poetic practice rather than a literal
scientific truth. Gilligan ends his introduction
with a message straight from the heart: “May
you read the book as a poem to awaken your-
self and others!”
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INTRODUCTION

Queen Malika, wife of the King of Kosala, was one of the
first lady converts (to Buddhism). The king wasn’t a Bud-
dhist, but he loved her very much. One day on the full moon
night, they were very romantic—you know, Buddhism is very
romantic—and the king asked her, “My dear, who do you
love most?”, expecting that she would say, “Of course, your
majesty, I love you most.”

But being Buddhist she said, “You know, dear, I love my-
self most.” And the king said, “Yes, come to think of it, I also
love myself most.”

The next day they went to see the Buddha, and the Bud-
dha said, “Every being loves herself or himself most. If you
love yourself best, understand other beings also love them-
selves best. And the best way to love yourself is not to exploit
yourself. If you cultivate greed, hate and delusion, you exploit
yourself most.”

[ think perhaps in the West they could learn a bit of that. I
feel people have a lot of hatred for themselves. Loving your-
self is the first step to freedom.

The next step, the Buddha said to the king and queen, was
not to feel that you are superior to others. For me, that is part of
freedom. If you practice the feeling of not feeling superior to
others, then you must also practice not to feel inferior to others.
And ultimately you are taught not to feel equal to others. Then
you can go beyond dualism, and once you go beyond dualism,
interbeing is possible. And that is real freedom: freedom above
dualism, beyond you and me, beyond I and thou.

—Sulak Sivaraska, in Sivaraska ¢ Harding, 1994, p. 61
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INTRODUCTION

THIS IS A BOOK about how psychotherapy may be used to culti-
vate the courage and freedom to love. It is written in a time when
love seems to be fading and hatred and despair rising, when com-
munity is forgotten and only differences remain. It sees love as a
skill and a force that can heal and invigorate, reconnect and
guide, calm and encourage.

The Jungian therapist Marion Woodman (1993) has suggested
that the main idea of our atomic era is the releasing of energy
from matter. This idea echoes the old Hassidic notion that good
actions release the “sparks of light” that permeate every person,
place, and thing. In this same sense, psychotherapy seeks to liber-
ate the energy, resources, and potentialities implicit in each per-
son. It seeks to water the seeds of self-love and confidence, so
that old limitations fall away and new possibilities bloom.

Central to this task is the skill of love. To use it effectively, we
must understand its nature. As Erich Fromm (1956) commented,
we must supplant sentimental and passive ideas of love with
more active, radical ones. Curiously, love is often seen as some-
thing that happens to you in positive circumstances, a drug-like
state that dampens your capacity to act clearly and soberly. Car-
ried further, the idea of “loving one’s enemy,” or using love etfec-
tively in difficult or even violent circumstances, is seen at best as
an unsophisticated understanding held by well-intentioned people
(such as Jesus, Gandhi, M. L. King, or Nelson Mandela) who
really don’t know the “real” world. Seen in these frames, love is
irrelevant, even unethical and dangerous, to the psychotherapist.

This book suggests more practical ideas of love and examines
how they may be helpful in psychotherapy. Love is seen as both a
force and a skill involving the relational abilities to protect and
not manipulate life, to give and receive, to be and be with, to
harmonize and differentiate, to touch and liberate. It is a presence
that underlies the effective use of our methods and techniques.
When it’s there, our actions and thinking are more tuned, more
flexible, more helpful; when it’s not, psychotherapy often be-
comes a further manipulation and exploitation of the client.

Ideas of love seem especially important in our television-
driven, computer-speed postmodern time, with its cacophony of
ever-increasing images, viewpoints, and descriptions. Lost in this
whirlwind of mental channel-surfing is the wisdom of the body,
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INTRODUCTION

the rhythms of nature, the spaces in between, and the community
of the human experience. With this loss, differences are threats
calling for further battles, more dominance-submission strategies,
a further Balkanization of consciousness. It is no wonder that we
have difficulties getting along, with both ourselves and others.

In therapy, we see on a daily basis the posttraumatic effects of
these intrapsychic and interpersonal battles. We see the despair,
the depressions, the addictions, the compulsive violence against
self and others, the unremitting anxieties. We see a world where
love is increasingly absent, hatred more dominant, and fear more
pervasive. In our own small ways, we must try to rekindle the
sparks of self-love, to invite acceptance and curiosity where rejec-
tion and control have been, to encourage a reawakening of self-
in-community. Love is seen as the skill by which this shift in con-
sciousness and relatedness may be navigated.

Clearly, the practice of love has many paths. This book exam-
ines the self-relations approach to psychotherapy as one such
path. I developed self-relations psychotherapy over the past
twenty years of clinical practice and teaching. My early mentors
were Milton Erickson and Gregory Bateson. Later influences
have included the martial art of aikido; the work of Gandhi, King
and others in nonviolent resistance; Buddhist writers, including
Pema Chodron and Thich Nhat Hanh; various other writers, in-
cluding Robert Bly, Erich Fromm, and Carl Jung; and my wife
Denise and daughter Zoe. Its most direct contributors have been
the many students, clients, and colleagues who have informed me
over the years.

The book is organized into three parts. Part I presents the
general theoretical and ethical principles of self-relations psy-
chotherapy. Chapter 1 describes six basic premises: (1) you are
born with an indestructible “soft spot” or center; (2) life moves
through you, except when it doesn’t; (3) life is wonderful, but
sometimes it hurts like hell; (4) there are two of you (that is, you
are relationship); (5) an intelligence greater than you exists in the
world; and (6) your way is unique. These ideas provide a basis
for both therapist and client to view problems and symptoms in a
favorable light. Especially important is the idea of sponsorship of
experience, which states that without a mature human presence,
experiences will have no human value.

.xv.



INTRODUCTION

Chapter 2 explores the question of how we deal with relational
differences—for example, the difference between my truth and
yours, where I want to be and where I am, what you think and
what you feel. Self-relations sees this question as primary to the
nature and quality of psychological experience, especially in
terms of how the “other” (self, truth, person) is regarded and
treated. Three distinct approaches to relational differences—fun-
damentalism, consumerism and love—are detailed, especially in
terms of their attentional style. We will see how holding attention
too tight gives rise to the paranoid fury and fear of fundamental-
ism, where the other is to be hated and destroyed. Holding too
loose, we drift into the wastelands of consumerism, where indif-
ference and addiction pervade. Holding “not too tight, not too
loose,” the relational empathy of love is possible. Love 1s a spirit-
based, more fluid approach to experience that emphasizes rela-
tionship between multiple views and truths. It relies on the ethical
coherence and creativity of nonviolent approaches, especially in
violent circumstances, to generate solutions to painful dilemmas
or symptoms. As we will see, it requires great courage, rigor,
commitment, and tenderness.

Chapter 3 lays out the formal premises of a relational self.
Three characteristics are emphasized: (1) a beingness of con-
sciousness; (2) a belongingness to a field; and (3) a relatedness to
others. When these characteristics are active, a person’s experi-
ence is fed by three sources: (1) a somatic self that lives in the
body, connected to the river of life and all its archetypal patterns,
feelings, and experiences; (2) a cognitive self based in the head
and making meanings, plans, social understandings, and other in-
tellectual formulations; and (3) an intelligent relational field to
which a person belongs. Symptoms are described as persistent
“breaks” in beingness, belongingness, and relatedness that create
separateness and opposition between the three sources. The chap-
ter suggests how psychotherapy may identify and repair these
breaks, and restore harmony among the different aspects of the
relational self.

Part II describes basic practices for putting these principles into
relational action. Chapter 4 outlines some technical ways that
attention may be shifted in both therapist and client, allowing a
more centered and effective responsiveness. Therapy and life itself
are approached as performance arts requiring attentiveness to

* XVl *®



INTRODUCTION

how relatedness within and between persons is developed, main-
tained, and expressed. Specific methods are detailed for reor-
ganizing attention from fixation to text-based theories (the way
things “should be”) to process- and field-based expressions (con-
nection and responsiveness to the way things are).

Chapter § examines love as a practice or skill, focusing espe-
cially on how it may be used under adversarial or difficult cir-
cumstances. A prototype exercise regarding self as the relational
connection weaving multiple identities is first presented. Thera-
peutic skills of sponsorship of experience are then examined.
Finally, a modified practice of tonglen, a Tibetan method for
transforming negative experiences, is presented.

Part III outlines three different therapy methods that use these
principles and practices of self-relations to help clients in stuck
situations. Chapter 6 outlines the basic prototype of self-relations
psychotherapy. Specific descriptions of the identified problem re-
veal three difficulties: (1) the cognitive self is dissociated or other-
wise disconnected; (2) the somatic self is “neglected” and “out of
control”; and (3) negative sponsors are attacking with self-alien-
ating ideas. Self-relations thus works to reactivate and maintain
the presence and competencies of the cognitive self, accept and
integrate the neglected experiences of the somatic self, and iden-
tify and differentiate from negative sponsors.

Chapter 7 examines the relevance of archetypal process to psy-
chotherapy. Elaborating on the earlier idea that life moves through
you, we will see how life requires that we develop certain skills
and how each way of being is represented by an archetypal tradi-
tion. For example, learning to love and become part of something
bigger than ourselves is connected to the Lover archetype. Learn-
ing to differentiate, make and keep specific commitments, and
maintain specific boundaries is embodied by the Warrior arche-
type. Transforming identity, healing wounds, and shifting frames
describes aspects of the Magician/Healer tradition. And providing
“blessings” and place for each and every aspect of life, internal
and external, is the task of the King/Queen archetype. We will see
that each archetype has many possible expressions, some positive
and some negative, and how skills of sponsorship, love, and other
self-relations principles can be used to transtorm negative expres-
sions into positive ones.

The final chapter examines the method of therapeutic rituals.

. Xvii ¢



INTRODUCTION

Symptoms are seen as partly archetypal events arising at times of
identity transitions in a person’s life. Without some cultural con-
text for receiving and guiding these energies, suffering and confu-
sion are likely to develop. In this sense, symptoms are seen as
attempts for ritual change without a ritual container. The chapter
explores how therapy might provide a container that holds,
blesses, guides, and encourages the positive transformation of ar-
chetypal energies.

Throughout the book, psychotherapy is regarded as a rigorous
poetic practice rather than a literal scientific truth. Allan Gins-
berg (1992) has described the poetic approach in the following

way:

Real poetry practitioners are practitioners of mind awareness, or
practitioners of reality, expressing their fascination with a phe-
nomenal universe and trying to penetrate to the heart of it. Poetics
isn’t mere picturesque dilettantism or egotistical expressionism for
craven motives grasping for sensation and flattery. Classical poetry
is a “process,” or experiment—a probe into the nature of reality

and the nature of the mind.
. . . You need a certain deconditioning of attitude—a decondi-

tioning of rigidity and unyieldingness—so that you can get to the
heart of your own thought. That’s parallel with traditional Bud-
dhist ideas of renunciation—renunciation of hand-me-down con-
ditioned conceptions of mind. . . . it requires cultivation of toler-
ance toward one’s own thoughts and impulses and ideas—the
tolerance necessary for the perception of one’s own mind, the
kindness to the self necessary for acceptance of that process of
consciousness and for acceptance of the mind’s raw contents. (pp.

99—100)

A major goal of a poetic approach is to reconnect language with
felt experience, and to liberate meaning from fixed assumptions.
This is the goal of self-relations work. The interest is in examin-
ing practices that cultivate a relational self, one that holds differ-
ences and creates harmonies. The hope is that it will encourage
the rigor of a heart-based discipline, rather than the tyranny and
disappointment of a dogma-based approach. May you read the
book as a poem to awaken your self and others!

* XVIIl *



There is hardly any word which is more
ambiguous and confusing than the word “love.”
It is used to denote almost every feeling short of
hate and disgust. It comprises everything from
the love for ice cream to the love for a
symphony, from mild sympathy to the most
intense feeling of closeness. People feel they love
if they have “fallen for” somebody. They call
their dependence love, and their possessiveness
too. They believe, in fact, that nothing is easier
than to love, that the difficulty lies in finding the
right object, and that their failure to find
happiness in love is due to their bad luck in not
finding the right partner. But contrary to all this
confused and wishful thinking, love is a very
specific feeling; and while every human being has
a capacity for love, its realization is one of the
most difficult achievements.

—Erich Fromm, 1947, p. 13
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A RiIVER RUNS THROUGH IT
BASIC PREMISES OF THE RELATIONAL SELF

The center I cannot find
Is known to my unconscious mind.

—W. H. Auden

Human beings are discourse. The flowing moves through you
whether you say anything or not. Everything that happens is
filled with pleasure and warmth because of the delight of the
discourse that’s always going on.

—J. Rumi, in Barks, 1995

EVERY THERAPY is guided by ideas about how life works and
doesn’t work. Such principles are often implicit, weaving (and
woven into) the multilayered fabric of a therapy conversation.
We begin our discussion of self-relations with six ideas that move
through what Bateson (in Keeney, 1977, p. 49) called “the weave
of the total complex.” Listed in Table 1.1, these premises provide
a way of thinking, a way of perceiving, a way of experiencing
both therapist and client, and a way of acting.



THE COURAGE TO LOVE

TABLE 1.1. BASIC PREMISES OF SELF-RELATIONS THERAPY

1. An indestructible “tender soft spot” exists at the core of
each person.

. Life moves through you, except when it doesn’t.

. Life is great, but sometimes it hurts like hell.

. There are two of you: Relationship is the basic unit.

. An intelligence greater than you exists in the world.

. Your path is yours alone: You are an incurable deviant.

ANWn b WP

Premise 1: An indestructible “tender soft
spot” exists at the core of each person

Chogyam Trungpa (1984) used the term “tender soft spot” to
describe the core aspect of each person’s human presence. Other
names, carrying other nuances, include a person’s center, soul,
basic goodness, inner self, or essence. The basic idea is that this
core human presence is knowable to both self and others via a
felt sense.

The term “felt sense” was introduced by Gendlin (1978). In his
psychotherapy research at the University of Chicago, Gendlin
found that the best predictor of a therapy’s session success, re-
gardless of the therapy orientation, was whether the client experi-
enced a “felt sense” in her body of the problem. This non-intel-
lectual experience is not so much an emotional content as a
bodymind feeling. As we will see, its presence is crucial to all
aspects of self-relations therapy.

This notion of an original soft spot is an alternative to ideas
like original sin, or to nothing at all. It can be experienced readily
in an infant or a young child. Everybody has had the experience
of being “turned on” by the presence of a young life. It can also
be felt when a person is dying and her' defenses and masks have
begun to dissolve. When this happens, an extraordinary feeling
often fills the room and all its inhabitants. The experience is what

! The gender of singular pronouns is alternated by chapter throughout the book, with the
feminine used in odd chapters and the masculine in even chapters.

.4 @



A RIVER RUNS THROUGH IT

Milton Erickson (1962/1980, p. 345) called “that vital sense of
the beingness of the self (that) is often overlooked.”

Jose Ortega y Gasset, the Spanish writer, was speaking to this
sense in a conversation with a friend. They were talking about
the woman Ortega y Gasset loved, and the friend asked him why
he loved her. Ortega y Gasset replied that “I love this woman
because she is this woman and no other. It is this woman that I
love.”

The idea of a center or tender soft spot is central to self-rela-
tions work. By definition, clients are caught in ways of thinking
or acting that are painful and unsatisfying. In the problem area,
their frames of reference aren’t connecting with their strengths,
resources, and confidences. Whatever they are doing to try to
solve the problem is somehow making it worse. This suggests
that they have lost connection to their center, to their own ways
of knowing, to the place where they can feel renewed, resource-
ful, and confident.

That one’s center is lost does not mean, however, that it i1s
absent. To quote a phrase, you can check out any time you like,
but you can never leave. In other words, your attention can move
away from your center, but your center always remains right
where it is.

One of the best pieces of evidence for the active presence of a
center is the pain a person is experiencing. The experience of a
symptom carries a core experience of pain in the body. This pain
marks the spot and reveals the presence of the center. It may not
have words; it may not have any acknowledgment at all, but it
exists. We assume that such suffering is part of a “waking up”
process: life is always moving through the tender soft spot, help-
ing the person to awaken more fully to her own goodness and to
the goodness of the world. Attempts to ignore or violate the ten-
der soft spot create suffering. When the suffering is properly at-
tended to, it will yield transformation and growth.

So the therapist begins by developing a felt sense of that center.
As we will see, it’s harder with some people than with others.
Often, a client’s story leads attention away from the center, so
one has to be careful not to follow the words too literally. Feeling
for tones and textures, the therapist receives the story to sense the
place in the body from which the story is deflecting attention. As
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THE COURAGE TO LOVE

we will see, this is typically in the area of the heart, solar plexus,
or belly.

As the therapist feels the client’s center, she opens to its pres-
ence. It is like tuning into a drum beat or an energetic presence.
This process includes finding and feeling the corresponding place
inside the therapist. In other words, the therapist’s center is also
felt and used to guide activities. A main purpose of this connec-
tion is to stay connected with the person in a dynamic, moment-
to-moment way. It is important to relax and open up to the per-
son as well as to oneself, so different awarenesses, feelings, and
conversations can move through the organic relational circuitry
that has been established. This is akin to musicians playing to-
gether or to good friends talking. The notes or words change, but
the underlying harmony and beat are sustained.

This centering process is calming for both therapist and client
(cf. Richards, 1962). It allows a gentle focus and a connection to
unconditional aspects of the person’s presence, such as breathing
and heartbeat.? It is especially helpful in releasing rigid holds on
ideological positions, both the therapist’s and the client’s, thereby
promoting a more flexible and honest relationship.

Intentionality can now be added. The self-relations therapist’s
intention is to join with the client to help her realize her goal(s).
The therapist assumes that the client is “up to something big”;
she is already moving in some important new direction, but it’s
being cut off in some way. When the therapist feels the nonverbal
connectedness, her curiosity about where the client’s going can
translate into supporting each positive movement. The notion is
that the client’s inner self is already directing her in a positive
way, but that her learned understandings have led her to reject,
ignore, or attempt to negate this expression from her center. This
is the basis for the persistent suffering a client is experiencing.

For example, one client was a man in his thirties. He was an
outstanding musician and writer. He was smart, sensitive, with a
great sense of humor. He had written hundreds of songs, many of

> The notion of an unconditional presence like breathing or heartbeat simply means that
under all conditions of life, they are present. This is in contrast to any behaviors,
thoughts, or feelings that are conditional, that is, they only occur under certain condi-
tions. The suggestion here is that “the unconditional trumps the conditional,” that is, if
you can keep connectedness with the unconditional, the conditional will lose its negative
charge.
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them quite good. But every time he considered publishing or per-
forming his songs in public, he was overwhelmed by what he
called “receding into depression.” This process included an in-
tense pain in his belly, as well as negative self-criticisms that he
was “resisting,” “sandbagging,” and “unwilling to face reality.”
Such processes are part of the texts that are used to dehumanize
and otherwise violate the expressions from one’s center. It led to
his being “depressed” for months at a time. He hoped therapy
would help him overcome his “resistance” and “childishness.”

Assuming the pain was coming from his center, I followed
some of paths described above to feel a connection with and curi-
osity about this center. The guiding idea was that his “depres-
sion” centered in his belly was actually part of the solution (not
the whole solution, but a crucial element of it). A corollary idea
was that he had learned, from experiences of violence or neglect,
to reject the knowledge this “tender soft spot” provided him.’
Now, more than ever, this other aspect of his self (what we will
call the “neglected self”) was insisting upon some direction. The
practices of centering opened up a way to accept rather than fight
it and to be curious about its contribution to his growth. As it
turned out, the “receding self” in the belly was a call to go inside
and reconnect in a different way before moving to the next step
of actively presenting the self-revealing songs he had written.

So what we are saying here is that in addition to the cognitive
self, the felt sense of a center in the somatic self is a place of
knowing and responding effectively in the world. When a rela-
tionship to this center is lost, problems develop. When a person
reconnects with the center, new experiences, understandings, and
behaviors may emerge.

* The Living Webster Encyclopedic Dictionary defines “violence” as follows: “Intense or
severe force; severe injurious treatment or action; an unfair exercise of power or force;
an act of violence; an inordinate vehemence of expression or feeling; a distortion or
misrepresentation of content, meaning, or intent.” Relatedly, it defines “trauma” as:
“from Gr. trauma, to wound; Pathol. a wound; a bodily injury produced by violence or
some kind of shock; the condition produced by this; traumatism; psychol. a disordered
or disturbed state, either mental or behavioral, which is an effect of some kind of stress
or injury, and which sometimes has a lifetime effect.” While the first definitions for each
word occur commonly, the second are even more pervasive and epidemic. The idea here
is that violence, whether physical or psychic, is a common relational event that casts a
spell or curse upon a person that may last a long time. A major effect of this curse is the
turning away from the tender soft spot, with devastating consequences. In this sense,
every symptom reveals and replays an act of violence.
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Premise 2: Life moves through you,
except when it doesn’t

Once we see our place, our part of the world, as surrounding
us, we have already made a profound division between it and
ourselves. We have given up the understanding—dropped it
out of our language and so out of our thought—that our land
passes in and out of our bodies just as our bodies pass in and

out of our land.

— Wendell Berry, 1977, p. 22

A major reason for feeling the center is that it is through here
that the river of life moves. The self extends into the world and
the world enters into the self through the tender soft spot; it is a
door between two realities. This ever-present psychic circulation
is especially apparent in children. It seems like every experience
known to humankind flows through a young child at least twice
in each day! Every emotion is experienced, many different psy-
chological frames are known, much is learned.

Similarly, artistic process emphasizes letting life move through
you and guide you. An artist will talk about the importance of “just
letting it happen.” This is also the key idea in hypnotic work. Or in
the martial art of aikido, where much practice is spent cultivating
the capacity to feel “ki,” or the “universal life force,” tlowing
through you and connecting you with others. Similarly, a therapist
may achieve a relaxed yet disciplined focus where thoughts, im-
ages, feelings, and sensations are circulating though, bringing sug-
gestions, directions, resources, and other helpful hints and guesses.

This notion of life flowing through you has two aspects. One is
a felt sense of an energetic presence or spirit that flows through
everything. When felt, it provides harmony and connectedness.
Musicians, athletes, and good friends know this feeling well.
When dammed via muscular contraction and dissociation, one
feels either depressed or increasingly overwhelmed by a seemingly
foreign presence.

The second aspect is a psychological dynamic: every basic ex-
perience of being human will visit you, over and over again.
There is nothing you can do to avoid it: simply by virtue of being
alive, you will be touched repeatedly by sadness, happiness, an-
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ger, joy, disappointment, and so forth. Nobody escapes from such
experiences, but each person (as well each culture, family, or rela-
tionship) develops particular ways to understand and relate to
them. Some ways are helpful and allow growth; others are not
helpful and result in what we will call ineffective suffering. Our
challenge is to help people develop ways to accept, be with, and
learn from each experience that life sends our way.

The idea of the river of life moving through us means that no
single image can define us. The self is not a “wounded inner
child,” “a wise old woman,” an unconscious supercomputer, or
any other metaphor or “thing.” Multiple descriptions are needed.
Each is a poetic metaphor; none is a literal or exclusive form.
When any metaphor is used literally or exclusively, problems tend
to occur. We will return to this idea again and again.

When mind is felt as flowing through each of us, it is under-
stood as connecting all of us. It is not a thing contained inside
any of us. In the traditions of art, hypnosis, and meditation, a
crucial process is to experience mental process as just happening,
to find a way to accept and be with what is happening. In this
view, mind is pulsating through you, suggesting a path of devel-
opment both universal and particular. It provides all the requisite
experiences, both pleasant and unpleasant, to become more fully
human. Your mission, should you decide to accept it, is to learn
how to read and cooperate with these mental “suggestions.”
Again, this view is similar to those described by artists. For exam-
ple, the Israeli novelist Amos Oz (1995) noted:

When I sit down to write a story I already have the people. What
are called the “characters.” Generally there is a man—or woman—
at the centre, and others round about or opposite. I don’t know
yet what will happen to them, what they will do to each other, but
they have converged on me and I am already involved in conversa-
tions, arguments, even quarrels with them. There are times when I
say to them: get out of here. Leave me alone. You are not right for
me and I am not right for you. It’s too difficult for me. I'm not the
right man. Go to somebody else.

Sometimes I persist, time passes, they lose interest, perhaps they
really do go to some other writer, and I write nothing.

But sometimes they persist, like Michael’s Hannah, for exam-
ple: she nagged me for a long time, she wouldn’t give up, she said,
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look, I’'m here, I shan’t leave you alone, either you write what I tell
you or you won’t have any peace. (p. 185)

In a similar way, the life of the psyche (and its history of hu-
mankind) may be seen to flow through each person. As I some-
times joke with clients, life is out to get you. We might say that
what it wants is for you to grow and develop into your full
maturity and uniqueness. It provides experiences and relation-
ships in a developmental sequence to allow this growth to occur.
The challenge is to develop practices for welcoming, listening
deeply, accepting, understanding, and expressing whatever life is
giving us.

In this process, attending to the tender soft spot of the soul is
helpful in a variety of ways. Centering can reconnect “mind,” or
what we will call the cognitive self—that is, the person’s narra-
tives, frames of references, decisions—with the “body,” or what
we will call the somatic self—that is, the felt sense of nature and
archetypal presence. It helps the therapist feel the goodness im-
plicit in whatever experience is happening for a person, and al-
lows her to suggest to clients that they can feel and develop trust
in a noncognitive place deep inside of them. It encourages an
attitude of curiosity and acceptance rather than one of control
and fear. Most of all, it reawakens the mystery of life, allowing a
sense that we are not merely closed systems but open in relation-
ship with presences greater than our egos. Each person’s life,
then, is an evolving tapestry woven out of organic threads that
move through the center spot. As the therapist sits with a client,
she wonders which new threads are emerging, and then looks to
find ways to properly name and make room for them.

The caveat is that as life flows through you, it brings difficult
or overwhelming experiences at times. So we have the capacity
to shut down around the “tender soft spot,” protecting it from
damage. The problem, of course, is that shutting it down means
that we are no longer connected to the pulse of life. Thus, a
major goal of therapy is to help a person open herself to the
world again, while learning skills of relatedness for how to deal
with each experience that this connection with life brings.
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Premise 3: Life is great,
but sometimes it hurts like bell

The river of life brings both suffering and joy. Both are crucial
to sense and be with in therapy. It is easy to get caught in one and
ignore the other. For example, traditional therapy often focuses
on the suffering and pain in a person and misses the strengths,
resources, and happiness in a client’s world. Solution-focused and
other contemporary approaches are at risk of ignoring and reject-
ing the suffering of the person and the world. As Deng Ming-Dao
(1992) reminds us:

Sometimes what we learn is not pleasant. With learning, we
glimpse life as it really is, and that is difficult to bear. That is why
spiritual progress is slow: not because no one will tell us the se-
crets, but because we ourselves must overcome sentiment and fear
before we can grasp it.

There is an underbelly of terror to all life. It is suffering, it is
hurt. Deep within all of us are intense fears that have left few of us
whole. Life’s terrors haunt us, attack us, leave ugly cuts. To buffer
ourselves, we dwell on beauty, we collect things, we fall in love,
we desperately try to make something lasting in our lives. We take
beauty as the only worthwhile thing in this existence, but it cannot
veil cursing, violence, randomness, and injustice. (p. 48)

When we are willing and able to be with each moment as it
is—living life on life’s terms—we sense that nothing is perma-
nent, that change is already occurring. We develop a skill that the
Buddhists call the agency of “mindfulness.” It is a learned skill of
enormous importance to psychotherapy. It requires a tender so-
briety, a willingness to absorb each experience and then let it go.
Mindfulness is not so much a “doing” as the “being with” that
precedes effective doing. It is neither passive submission nor ac-
tive resistance, but a learning how to live and love with a com-
mitment to nonviolence. Once experiential understanding is de-
veloped, what the Buddhists call “right action” may emerge. This
is a nonviolent expression from one’s center that responds effec-
tively to the various aspects of a given circumstance.

Since centering is a skill that no one ever perfects, many re-
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sponses come from off-center. As the old Greek saying goes, we
abandon our souls a hundred times, no, a thousand times each
day. The problem occurs when we don’t return to our center. For
example, we may lose relatedness and “become” or identify with
an experience. We see this in therapy in terms of being stuck in
an emotional state or in some acting-out process. Or we might
try to deny relatedness via dissociation, projection, denial, intel-
lectualization, violence, and so forth. Here the person’s present-
ing self (e.g., critical) is the opposite of her experiential process
(e.g., fearful); that is, it is a compensation or denial of the pri-
mary (rejected) experience.

The problem is that an unintegrated response repeats itself un-
til integrated. On this point, nature seems eternally patient and
forever cruel. It may take years or even generations, but a nega-
tive experience returns until human presence is brought to touch
it with love and acceptance and integrate it. When there is no
mature human presence in relationship with it, it appears as an
“out of control” process that must be gotten rid of. It assumes
what Sam Keen (1986) has described as archetypal “faces of the
enemy.” In therapy, faces of the enemy include “depersonalized
others” such as “anxiety” and “depression.” Many therapists feel
not only justified but obligated to obliterate any presences going
by such impersonal names. Self-relations assumes that such a vio-
lent attitude toward the “other” is the basis for further suffering.

To identify this “neglected self,” one can simply say: “If only I
could not do or experience X, then my life would work.” “X”
marks the spot of the unintegrated response. In self-relations, we
inquire about this “neglected self,” especially in terms of where it
is felt in the body. This may not be immediately apparent or
straightforward, since in self-protection the person has “spun
oft” from being in direct relationship with the suffering. In later
chapters we will examine how to tune into and work with this
neglected self.

Many fears and self-punitive processes are packed around the
pain in the tender soft spot, so it is important to proceed with
sensitivity. We will see how the therapist first connects with the
client’s center as well as her own as a basis for responding. Con-
necting to the noncognitive center is especially helpful for not
getting caught in the narratives and judgments a client has about
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her experiences. It allows a therapist to sense where a client’s
suffering is centered, and then to open the corresponding place
within herself. For example, if the client describes pain in the
heart area, the therapist opens her own heart center and works to
stay gently connected with it. This is both a self-protective and a
therapeutic measure, for each experience within the client opens
up something in the therapist. For example, if a client shares her
sadness regarding the loss of a child, the therapist will likely feel
some comparable sadness. This shared suffering is, of course, the
basis of compassion, which self-relations holds as central to the
therapeutic relationship. But while the therapist experiences suf-
fering, she does not take on the self-negating narratives about the
suffering.* This opens the possibility of shifting to a loving rela-
tionship with the experienced pain. In other words, rather than
feeling fear or disappointment about the sadness, the therapist
relates to it with love and curiosity. In this way, suffering is ac-
cepted as a major basis for increasing love for self and others.
This in turn increases resilience, flexibility, and responsiveness to
life’s many challenges.

In dealing with suffering, it is equally important to keep in
mind the joys, resources, and strengths of the person. Indeed, a
major basis for the problem is that when suffering occurs the
person forgets the rest of her life. Conversations that touch both
the wounds/failures and the competencies/resources of a person
create the experience of holding both at the same time. This initi-
ates what Jung (1916/1971) called the transcendent function,
which integrates opposites, and is another significant example of
the relational self.

Suffering seems to be a very difficult idea to talk about. On the
one hand, people may trivialize or disconnect from it, falsely be-
lieving that they can avoid it via some ideology or practice. On
the other, it may be reified and regarded as part of one’s life iden-
tity, used as a basis for self-flagellation or self-hatred. Neither
extreme is helpful. Thomas Merton (1948) used to say that he
did not become a monk to suffer more than other people, but

* The idea here is that a symptom includes (1) an experience of suffering, (2) cognitive
frames or narratives about the meaning of the suffering, and (3) behavioral reactions
(such as suppression and violent acting out) to the experience. These levels are usually
undifferentiated in a symptom. The therapist works to differentiate them.
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“ather to suffer more effectively. Effective suffering means that
you recognize and accept it as an unavoidable and helpful part of
living in the world and growing as a person. It needn’t be psy-
chologized or regarded with pity or sentimentality; however, to
deny its presence is extremely costly. So the challenge is how to
touch it and name it and work with it effectively, without devel-
oping rigid ideological understandings or other compulsive con-
trol strategies.

The proof is in the pudding. In effective suffering, experience
changes and self-love deepens as the heart cracks open to a
deeper tenderness and centeredness. As the Buddhists say, the
heart was meant to be broken, over and over again. Not shat-
tered, but opened to a greater connection with self and world. In
ineffective suffering, identity hardens and possibilities close. A
good portion of the book is devoted to examining the role of

effective suffering in psychotherapy.

Premise 4: There are two of you:
Relationship is the basic psychological unit

Thus far, we have explicitly noted the presence of an indestruc-
tible “tender soft spot” at the core of each person. We have noted
how life in all forms and all valences flows through this center. It
is the basis for what we will call the archetypal mode of the so-
matic self, in that it draws upon the collective experiences of hu-
man being. For example, suppose a couple in therapy is strug-
gling intensely with issues of intimacy. At one level, the struggle is
unique to them. At another, the struggle is archetypal: it repre-
sents a struggle in the collective history of intimate relationships.
No matter who the individuals are, the struggle for intimacy will
occur. By accepting and understanding this archetypal level, one
can also receive guidance and resources from the collective con-
sciousness. We will see how connecting with the center of the
somatic self allows some of these archetypal resources to emerge.

In addition to this archetypal (somatic) self, a second self de-
velops over time in each person. This cognitive self, living more

in the head and based more in social-cognitive-behavioral lan-
guage, makes decisions, meanings, strategies, evaluations, and
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temporal sequences. It develops a description of one’s competen-
cies, preferences, and values. As we will see, the cognitive self
typically predominates, except when self-identity is of primary
concern—e.g., trauma, developmental transitions, art, or reli-
gious experiences. At such times, the deep feelings and archetypal
processes of the somatic self emerge more powerfully. Therapy is
a process for how to understand and work with the archetypal
contributions of this somatic self.

If a person identifies only with the cognitive self, alienation
from life as it “moves through the belly” will ensue, and fear and
ineffective attempts to control will predominate. If the identifica-
tion 1s with ongoing experience or with the somatic self, a person
will be captured by emotion, trauma, and fantasy, suffering what
the Jungians call “inflation of the archetype.” The relational self
is the experience of both selves simultaneously, without an identi-
fication with either. The relational self is non-local: it is not “in”
the cognitive self or the somatic self. As Figure 1.1 shows, it is the
field that holds and the spirit that connects different selves. Each
person is a relationship between selves, rather than the position

Relational
Self

FIGURE 1.1. THE RELATIONAL SELF
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of any given self. Also, the relational self is a shared field with
other persons, so that the deeper unity with others may be sensed
and realized in many ways.

The relational self has been noted in diverse contexts. Seymour
Epstein (1994) reviewed a wide variety of research supporting a
dual-processing or “double-mind” model of human being. Wil-
liam James used the “rider/horse” metaphor to describe it. Good
parent/child or teacher/student relationships embody it. Art raises
it to a beautiful level.

One way to understand how the connection between the so-
matic self and the cognitive self awakens the relational self may
be found in the two German words for eating: “essen” and
“fressen.” Fressen is to “pig out,” to eat like an animal; essen is
to eat like a person. Using this distinction in a more general way,
we might say that we begin with “fressen” energy (or “nature”)
and then bring human presence (or “mind”) to transform it into
“essen” (or human) expressions. The nature of fressen energy
may be seen in a child’s spontaneous joy, temper tantrums, ex-
pressive art, whining, innocent kindness, and innocent cruelty. It
is apparent in the challenging psychological experiences of in-
tense anger, irrational fear, inappropriate but compulsive behav-
iors, and psychological symptoms. It is also in the nature of
storms, sunny days, animals, and flowers, and in wild celebra-
tions, intense sexuality, and political rallies. Fressen energy is
sometimes beautiful, sometimes horrible, sometimes both. Fressen
energies carry the rhythms of time and change, as well as the
archetypal forms of generational learnings.

Essen forms are the traditions, forms, and practices that have
been developed within a culture, group, family, or person for re-
ceiving, molding, understanding, and expressing fressen energies.
As we will see, an essen form may or may not be helpful for its
users. Unhelpful forms will produce suffering and the need to
evolve new essen forms.

We will also see how three relationships may be taken with
“fressen energy”: it may be stifled and oppressed, ignored and let
run wild, or sponsored and cultivated into an artful expression.
In aikido, these three response styles are called fight, flight, or
flow. This third, middle way is the emphasis of self-relations. It
requires the agency of mindfulness and the skill of mature spon-

sorship.
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Fressen energy + sponsorship = artful human expressions

The principle of sponsorship is the most central skill of mature
love, and so is a major emphasis of this book. (For example,
Chapter § describes thirteen skills of sponsorship relevant to ther-
apy.) We will emphasize two types of sponsorship: positive spon-
sorship and negative sponsorship. As Table 1.2 shows, positive
sponsorship accomplishes three things. It awakens awareness of
the self, awakens awareness of the world, and introduces skills
and practices for forging a generative relationship between the
two. As Table 1.3 shows, negative sponsorship has the opposite
effect. Through neglect or violence, it (1) turns the person away
from her own goodness, (2) convinces the person that the world
is a terrible place that has no love or place for the person, and (3)
introduces relational practices of denigration and violence. Ex-
cept where explicitly noted, our discussion of sponsorship in ther-
apy will regard the principles and practices of positive sponsor-
ship. We will see how sponsorship, positive or negative, may be
provided by self as well as many other people, institutions, and
entities. We will see how in the absence of active positive spon-
sorship by self and others, negative sponsors will take over a per-
son’s life. Therapy is in no small part helping a person develop
positive sponsorship of herself as well as the world in which she
lives.

Sponsorship is different from ownership. It brings mindful hu-
man presence to fressen energy in a way that encourages and
cultivates its expression without dominating or oppressing it. It
acknowledges the “thou-ness” of the other while also maintain-
ing relatedness. It is the challenge of the parent, the therapist, the
artist, and the athlete. It is also the challenge of every individual
trying to grow in personhood: how to accept and work with

TABLE 1.2. OUTCOMES OF POSITIVE SPONSORSHIP

1. Awakens awareness of self: its goodness, gifts, and longings

2. Awakens awareness of world: its goodness, gifts, and longings

3. Introduces skills and traditions to develop self-in-world and
word-in-self: cultivating happiness and transforming suffering
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TABLE 1.3. OUTCOMES OF NEGATIVE SPONSORSHIP

1. Ignores or violates self, deadening awareness of goodness.
2. Turns one away from the goodness and aliveness of the world
3. Introduces practices of abuse and neglect of self and world.

what is naturally given in ways that refine it without stifling it.
Thus, every moment is an opportunity for sponsorship of life in
self, others, and the world.

Early on in a person’s life, sponsorship is largely assumed and
modeled by those in charge: parents, teachers, community. If they
ignore, reject, or violate a presence coming through one’s center,
it goes unnamed (and hence unknown) or else cursed as not fit
for human society. (This presence may be an external other—a
different gender, race, family, etc.—or an internal other, such as
an emotion or way of being.) We become afraid of “it” (i.e., our
awakening self), thinking its awakening will destroy us. This
leads to a shutting down around the center, a dissociation from
one’s natural “fressen energy,” and a spinning-off into some dis-
connected sense of self and world.

In other words, life moves through us, bringing us one form of
fressen energy after another, but we can shut down our access
and awareness to it and our acceptance of it. We can distort and
attempt to negate these life energies moving through us. This de-
fensive and hostile attitude usually evolves out of necessity, a re-
sult of earlier experiences too overwhelming to handle. In many
ways a symptom represents a call to return to the center, this time
with the skills and resources developed after the earlier exodus.
In other words, while a person did not have the skills of sponsor-
ship at earlier times, she generally does by the time therapeutic
help is sought. As we will see in later chapters, self-relations as-
sumes that in addition to a problem-defined self, each person also
has a competency-based self. She may not realize it when the
problem is present, so a major task in therapy is to access the
competent and resourceful self of the client and invite it to “spon-
sor” and transform the unintegrated and unsponsored aspects of
experience that are at the heart of the symptom. (Self is created in
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each moment that essen awareness and fressen energy—mind and
nature—touch and harmonize.) This is why love is referred to as
both a courage and a skill: it requires great commitment, tender-
ness, and discipline to use it under adversarial conditions (such as
those in which the problems occur).

Some extraordinary examples of how sponsorship translates
fressen energy into essen experience may be found in the auto-
biography of Helen Keller (1902/1988). After an illness at eigh-
teen months left her blind and deaf, she had little or no connec-
tion with human experience. She described the next six years as a
dark world of intense sensations, anger, self-absorption, and frus-
tration. When she was seven, a sponsor came into her life:

The most important day I remember in all my life is the one on
which my teacher, Anne Mansfield Sullivan, came to me. I am
filled with wonder when I consider the immeasurable contrasts
between the two lives which it connects. . . .

Have you ever been at sea in a dense fog, when it seemed as if a
intangible white darkness shut you in, and the great ship, tense
and anxious, groped her way toward the shore with plummet and
sounding-line, and you waited with beating heart for something to
happen? I was like that ship before my education began, only I
was without compass or sounding-line, and had no way of know-
ing how near the harbour was. “Light! give me light!” was the
wordless cry of my soul, and the light of love shone on me in that
very hour. (p. 16)

With a remarkable skillfulness of love, Sullivan “sponsored” Kel-
ler, bringing human language to Keller’s inner “fressen” experi-
ence. (In a not too dissimilar way, every child learns about her
emotional experience through this relational process of naming.
Kids do not know what they’re feeling until they learn how to
properly name feelings.) As Keller described it, the world of hu-
man being began precisely at the point she realized language for
her experience. When she learned a sign for water, it literally cre-
ated the experience of water in a new way.

As the cool stream gushed over one hand she spelled into the other
the word water, first slowly, then rapidly. I stood still, my whole
attention fixed upon the motions of her fingers. Suddenly I felt a
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misty consciousness of something forgotten—a thrill of return-
ing thought; and somehow the mystery of language was revealed
to me. I knew then that “w-a-t-e-r” meant the wonderful cool
something that flowing over my hand. The living word awakened
my soul, gave it light, hope, joy, set it free! There were barriers
still, it is true, but barriers that could in time in time be swept

away.

. . . I recall many incidents of the summer of 1887 that fol-
lowed my soul’s sudden awakening. I did nothing but explore with
my hands and learn the name of every object that I touched; and
the more I handled things and learned their names and uses, the
more joyous and confident grew my sense of kinship with the rest
of the world. (pp. 18-19)

In the same way, self-relations assumes that an experience or
expression will not be seen to have human value until a loving
and mature human presence touches it and properly names it.
The skill of sponsorship 1s thus crucial to working in therapy
with experiences and behaviors that apparently have no human
value (i.e., symptoms). As we will see, sponsorship involves see-
ing them, touching them, providing place and name for them,
connecting them with resources, connecting them with traditions
of expression, and other forms of skillful love.

We should be clear that in effective sponsorship fressen energy
is not denied or overcome. It is “included and transcended,” as
Ken Wilber (1995) puts it. That is, it is still there, but something
else—human presence and rational love—is added. It is this rela-
tionship that awakens its human value and its potential for grace-
ful expression. When this relationship is not present, the experi-
ence or behavior will be seen to have no human value. This is
where the therapy begins—with being aware of the persistent
“fressen energy” (i.e., the symptom) that needs sponsorship. As
we will see, the skills of sponsorship then promote the integration
and transformation of this “fressen energy” into positive “essen
expressions.”

Many examples of how this might be done are given in this
book. For now we may say that, when the therapist sits with a
person, a felt connection to the center is developed. The therapist
then listens to what the person’s narratives are saying about it.
Usually, the experience in one’s center is being devalued or ne-
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glected in some way, so the therapist begins gently to challenge
that. She asks where a person learned to think or talk that way
about the experience in question, and whether it has been helpful
or not. Many times people say it hasn’t been helpful, but it beats
the alternative of being overwhelmed by it. So a relationship dis-
tinguished by violence and subjugation begins to emerge, wherein
the “other” is seen as an “it” that needs to be destroyed. The self-
relations therapist is interested in how this violence and the con-
sequent suffering may be alleviated by sponsoring each of these
different “its” so they may be translated into “thous.” This is
akin to couples therapy, where the differences between positions
are seen as essential to creative growth. The key is validating and
giving respect to each position, challenging and transforming vio-
lent expressions toward the other, and grounding the description
in bodymind rhythms and feelings.

An important assumption in this work is that the somatic
self—the source of fressen energy—isn’t an extension or part of
the cognitive self. It is a part of the larger relational self, but has
its own autonomous life, in many ways different from the cogni-
tive self. Again, the comparison to a mate is helpful. For example,
it matters whether I regard Denise, my wife, as “Denise” first and
“my wife” second, or the other way around. Similarly, when we
regard the “other self” as autonomous, we can begin to realize
that life moves through him or her. Our mission thus is to feel the
center in our body that embodies this self and to listen and sense
the life flowing through it, responding to it without identification
or dissociation. Our soul is “waking up” to a deeper awareness,
and the task of the cognitive self is to “be with” and sponsor this
awakening of life.

This is a central idea for therapy. It leads to an appreciation
that the gift of life is given anew in each and every breath. It may
be cursed and attacked, but the symptom as well as the resources
wonderfully reveal that such violent attempts at suppression ulti-
mately fail. The gift of life lives on! This realization allows one to
surrender to a deeper presence, to be grounded and connected
with an inner center that, when felt and cultivated, provides a
more vital and effective sense of self. The legacy of violence into
which the person was recruited can now be replaced with tradi-
tions and practices of self-love.
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Premise §: An intelligence greater than you
exists in the world

The individual mind is immanent but not only in the body. It
is immanent also in pathways and messages outside the body;
and there is a larger Mind of which the individual mind is
only a subsystem. This larger Mind is comparable to God and

is perhaps what some people mean by “God,” but it is still
immanent in the total interconnected social system and plane-

tary ecology.
—Gregory Bateson, 1972, D. 461

The purpose of the journey is compassion. When you have
come past the pairs of opposites, you have reached compassion.

—Joseph Campbell, in Osbon, 1991, p. 24

We have thus been talking about two sources of intelligence
that a person draws from: (1) the awakening inner center (and
fressen energies) of the somatic self and (2) the sponsorship (and
essen forms) of the cognitive self. Yet a third source beyond the
relational self is equally important. Simply stated, self-relations
assumes that there exists a power and presence greater than the
intellect or individual in the world. |

This topic is, astonishingly enough, the basis for the greatest
contributions as well as the greatest violence ever committed. So
we must be very careful in how we address it. But address it we
must, for the consequences of not doing so are equally disastrous.
The simple idea is that in isolation a person is not enough. By
yourself, you are incompetent, inadequate, and impotent. As the
existentialists say, psychopathology is precisely the study of lone-
liness. When a person has a sustained break in relatedness to
something bigger than herself, problems will occur. Conversely, a
reconnection to a relational field that supports and nurtures a
person 1s crucial for therapeutic change.

While this relational field is universal, it has no fixed form.
Each person comes to know this field in her own way, and these
ways change over time. Thus, the relational field must always be
understood in therapy in the way the client understands it. Its
value is in its vitality: as soon as it becomes part of a dogma,

.22.



A RIVER RUNS THROUGH IT

ideology, or system, this value is lost and replaced by deadening
understandings. Thus, therapy must always strive to develop a
felt sense of the field, regarding all descriptions of it as poetic
terms whose value is in their capacity to touch a living presence
of life.

A client may know the field through the experience of chil-
dren, and hence call it innocence. She may have found it through
political kinship, and thus call it justice. He may know it through
the experience of trance, and call it the unconscious. She may
know it through athletic mastery, and call it “the zone.” He
may know it through marriage or friendship, and call it love. She
may know it through religious practice, and call it God. She may
know it through walking on the beach or in the mountains, and
call it nature.

The important thing is that virtually all humans know an expe-
rience of a power and presence greater than themselves. Self-rela-
tions simply makes the observation that problems disappear in
these experiences (of prayer, community, trance, dancing, breath-
ing, walking, touching, etc.). We examine what happens during
those states that allow well-being and the dissolution of a prob-
lem-defined self. We notice that in these states, a person invaria-
bly feels an expanded sense of self and that, paradoxically, a
greater sense of confidence develops even as boundaries soften.

We then wonder if and how this relational field may be devel-
oped when the “problem” is being experienced. In later chapters
we will examine techniques for bringing the problem into the re-
lational field in order to transform the problem. We ask clients
about their felt sense of this relationship field and note how they
describe a feeling of well-being that surrounds them. We suggest
it may be helpful to think of this felt field as a living, nurturing
presence that supports a person in her awakening process. In
other words, the field is alive and wants to help you become
more of your self. You are responsible for your choices and be-
haviors, but this “higher power” (as you understand it) is there to
help. We explore what it would be like to trust and tune into an
intelligence greater than the isolated intellect. We identify how a
person is already doing that in other areas of her life, and how
those practices and understandings may be used in the problem
area. We emphasize carefully the differences between regressive
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collapses and mature surrender to {and active participation in)
something greater than one’s own ego. In this regard, we empha-
size the equal importance of a center and a cognitive self.

Therapists must be especially sensitive with language in this
area, for any literalization will be counterproductive. A field is
not a “thing” and thus cannot be concretized. Any term used—
love, God, nature, community, field—is a poem pointing to an
experience that is ineffable but quite real to most people. As we
will see throughout the book, attention to this relational field can
be extremely helpful in the therapeutic process.

Premise 6: Your path is yours alone: You are
an incurable deviant

One of the concerns many clients have is that they are, at least
in the areas of their problems, weird and strange. I try to find
ways to assure people (with a sympathetic Irish twinkle) that they
have understated the matter tremendously. They’re a lot weirder
than their deepest fears suggest and it’s only going to get worse!
Again, this is said in a loving way and only when it seems that a
client can sense the intent of validating her unique ways of know-
ing and being.

One of the obvious implications is that a person will have to
face the fact that she cannot meet other people’s expectations.
This signals the end of what might be called the “camel” phase of
human development. I believe it was Nietschze who suggested
that for the first part of life, we are camels, trudging through the
desert, accepting on our backs everybody’s “shoulds” and “don’ts.”
Camels only know how to spit; they don’t think for themselves or
talk back. As the camel dies, a lion is born in its place. Lions
discover both their roar and the art of preening. The lion may be
a little shaky at first, so support and encouragement are vital. But
once the camel begins to die (e.g., signaled by depression), there
is no turning back. Symptoms occupy the space between the
death of the camel and the birth of the lion. A therapist can be a
good midwife during this liminal phase.

Joseph Campbell used to say that sometimes you climb the
ladder to the top, only to discover that you’ve placed it against
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the wrong wall. A symptom is such a message. It says that the
way a person has viewed or expressed life no longer fits. Some-
thing or somebody inside is urging the person to find a new way.
The “essen forms” of knowing and doing are being overwhelmed
by the life-giving “fressen energies.” To effectively receive and be
transformed by these new energies, one must first climb down off
the ladder set against the wall of other people’s expectations. Few
if any of us do this willingly; a symptom forces us to do so.

One of the benefits of accepting your “deviancy” (or unique-
ness) is that you can ease the endless self-demands for change.
Wanting to change can be a form of self-hatred, stemming from
the hope that “If only I were different from who I am now, then
you would love me.” Endless attempts to perform in hopes of
love result in the horrible realization that you have failed. If you
can open your heart to the pain of life, you will realize that it’s
not about you; it’s the nature of the beast. Symptoms such as
depression are remarkable voices of integrity at this time. They
signal that “nothing will work,” “it doesn’t matter,” and “there’s
no use.” This signals the death of an illusory self that, if properly
accepted and dealt with, can lead to reconciliation between the
cognitive self and the somatic self. A need for a solid container is
crucial at this point, for the dangers of acting out in violence are
substantial. But the cry of a symptom is an expression in part of
the need to accept some unique, unacknowledged aspect(s) of
oneself.

I sometimes suggest to clients that hypnosis teaches you just
how wonderfully and incurably weird you really are. In hypnosis,
each person does it her own way. The therapist suggests one
thing, but when things are working properly, the client responds
with something else. Therapy really begins when the client is not
following the therapist’s way, but discovering her own way. In a
larger sense, life really begins when one is defeated by a presence
greater than the ego. As Rilke (1981b) lamented:

What we choose to fight is so tiny!

What fights with us is so great!

If only we would let ourselves be dominated

as things do by some immense storm

we would become strong too, and not need names. (p. 105)
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Without resistance or failure, therapy (and life) is usually a polite
social game. Failure and wounding open us to a deeper presence
within ourselves and in the world, to a greater wisdom and intel-
ligence.

Therapy is a conversation about how to sense this deeper wis-
dom. It assumes that each person has her own path, her own
unique way, and that the symptoms are part of that path of self-
development. Since the therapist’s way of knowing and experi-
encing is different, the success of therapy is predicated on the
failure of the therapeutic theory and technique. The therapist is at
best a sort of “holy fool” who knows that while her way is not
the client’s way, she must proceed with dignity nonetheless, wait-
ing for the client to “push back” the theory and technique in
order to reveal a different perspective, one that is more true for
the client.’ The capacity to accept and hold these differences leads
to good therapy. It also leads to an increasing appreciation that
each client must discover her own uniquely deviant way of know-
ing and being in the world.

Summary

The six premises described above may be very helpful in the
process of doing therapy. They stem from an appreciation of
what Trungpa (1984) has called the indestructible “original soft
spot” (as compared to “original sin”) that is the core of each
human being. When the soft spot is violated or neglected, pain
occurs. To avoid being overwhelmed by pain, a person spins off a
persona (including a story line) that lives some distance from
one’s center. For many of us, our sense of identity has been foun-
ded on the denial of the original soft spot. The mental agitation
and distortion arising from this denial produce suffering, which
generates further agitation and distortion, and away we go,
sometimes only returning years or even generations later.

This dissociation from one’s center is initially a solution. Not

> A good example of a “holy fool” was Gandhi, who went to see the King of England
dressed only in a loin cloth. When asked about this, he dryly noted that he thought the
King was wearing enough clothes for the both of them. Later, when asked what he
thought of Western civilization, Gandhi replied, “I think it would be an excellent idea!”
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only does it numb the pain of the somatic self, but it also leads to
the development of a separate cognitive self. As the person de-
velops resources, however, the continued alienation from the so-
matic self (and the world) becomes a liability, for a better way is
now available. This better way involves a relational self that con-
nects the sponsorship capacities of the cognitive self with the life-
giving “fressen energies” of the somatic self. This is what a symp-
tom attempts to do for a person: it is a “call to return” to the
original center and an opportunity to move into an integrated,
relational self. What it requires is a surrender of the power princi-
ple, a willingness to engage and sponsor the other (interior or
exterior) self without violence. Unfortunately, a person generally
has been led to believe that surrender (or “letting go”) would be
a disaster, so she continues to resist the river of fressen energies
moving through her being. On this point nature seems eternally
patient: she simply waits, and then begins the healing cycle again.
At some point, a person feels that control is slipping away and
comes to a therapist in desperation.

Clients thus come to therapy already engaged in the process of
change. Some important identity change is already in motion that
they cannot stop. Or as we say in self-relations, the person is “up
to something big.” Something is waking up inside the person.
The problem is that the person has been conditioned to neglect or
violate herself in this process, thereby temporarily stopping the
awakening process. She has learned to distrust or ignore herself
and the relational field that holds her. Sponsorship of a solution
involves a paradoxical relationship of “not resisting” (allowing
experience to flow through) while “not becoming” (not identify-
ing with the experience). The relational self is a field that holds
two selves, one to be mindful of what is and the other to “experi-
ence” the river of life moving through. From this relational self, a
middle way between repression and acting out is cultivated, and
life is no longer a problem (for a while).

Entering a session with these premises, the therapist drops at-
tention into her center and then opens attention to be with the
client with curiosity about where the unsponsored but dominant
“fressen energy” is. From this centered place, both suffering and
resources may be felt, held, named, and otherwise sponsored. To
do this, the therapist keeps in mind that the client is a relation-
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ship between different selves. Therapy then explores how a spirit
of connectedness between these selves may be felt and fostered.
Neuromuscular locking—a freezing of the mindbody—will pro-
hibit this spirit of connection, so methods for relaxing the lock
are used. As this happens, the therapist joins, blesses, and works
with whatever is happening, knowing the solution is already in
motion.
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ATTENTION AND THE RELATIONSHIP
BETWEEN DIFFERENCES
HOW DO WE DEAL WITH THE OTHER?

One day a man approached Ikkyu and asked: “Master, will
you please write for me some maxims of the highest wis-
dom?”

Ikkyu took his brush and wrote, “Attention.”

“Is that all?” asked the man.

Ikkyu then wrote: “Attention. Attention.”

“Well,” said the man, “I really don’t see much depth in
what you have written.”

Then Ikkyu wrote the same word three times: “Attention.
Attention. Attention.”

Half-angered, the man demanded: “What does that word
“Attention” mean, anyway?”

Ikkyu gently responded, “Attention means attention.”

—In Schiller, 1994

ON OUR JOURNEY through this world, we are constantly faced
with differences—different truths, different needs, different forms
of expressions, different paths. In therapy, these differences might
be the way things are and the way I want them to be; for exam-
ple, a couple wants a child and yet cannot conceive. It could be a
difference between my truth and your truth; for example, the
same couple may look at their marriage in two seemingly contra-
dictory ways. It might be a difference between what others say—
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you’re this way or that way—versus what a person intuitively
feels about himself. Or it may be between what the therapist teels
is the “problem” or the correct solution and what the client feels
to be the case.

How we attend to such differences is a primary basis for self-
identity. We may use violence or nonviolence in our relational
approach, with the consequences of deepening suffering or grad-
ual developmental growth. In this view, relationship is the basic
psychological unit of discourse. As Jung (1969) noted:

The unrelated human being lacks wholeness, for he can achieve
wholeness only through the soul, and the soul cannot exist with-
out the other side, which is always found in a “You.” Wholeness
is a combination of I and You, and these show themselves to be
parts of a transcendent unity whose nature can only be grasped
symbolically, as in the symbol of the rotundum, the rose, the
wheel, or the conjunctio Solis et Lunae (the mystic marriage of
sun and moon). (p. 39)

Figure 2.1 offers a simple illustration of this basic unit. The
two small interconnected ovals within a larger field suggest at
least four perspectives on any given experience: (1) the values,
experiences, truths, positions, etc., held in the first circle (“selt”
or “me”); (2) the values, experiences, truths, positions, etc., held
in the second circle (“otherself” or “not-me”); (3) the relation-

Other

("not - me"")

FIGURE 2.1. THE BASIC UNIT OF PSYCHOLOGICAL DISCOURSE
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ship between the two positions; and (4) the field in which they
are held.

Besides indicating different aspects of any relational experi-
ence, these perspectives represent a progression of four psycho-
logical awarenesses in each learning cycle: the felt existence of an
“I”: the felt existence of a “thou”; the felt existence of an inter-
connectedness between the different beings; and the felt existence
of a deeper presence supporting the differences. Each of these
perspectives carries a different way of understanding, a different
meaning, a different value. By progressing through each perspec-
tive, a person may develop an ecological knowing that leads to
greater integrity, responsiveness, and happiness. A learning cycle
may be completed, new learnings integrated, and the field cleared
to allow the wheel of learning to begin again, with a new set of
differences, conflicts, and learnings emerging.

For example, the question might be raised as to what’s more
important, being independent or being interdependent. It’s a trick
question, for each completes the other. (A general principle in
self-relations is that everything contains its opposite.) One with-
out the other is pathological: agency by itself leads to dominance,
isolation, and loneliness; communion by itself leads to submis-
sion, isolation, and loneliness. Being separate leads to the need to
be in communion, and vice versa. If a relational “conversation”
between these needs is allowed to develop over time, a deeper
unitive experience of “agency-in-communion” is likely to emerge
(Wilber, 1995). This “making of love” between complementary
truths gives birth to a new experience of self, one that “tran-
scends yet includes” each of its members (Wilber, 1995)." A new
cycle of learning begins, with a new set of differences.

Obviously, all is not smooth in this developmental journey. We
may become overwhelmed, distracted, misguided, inattentive, or
otherwise out of sorts. Violence or fear may arrest movement at
any place in the progression, leading to contraction, suffering,

' Wilber (1995) uses the term “transcends and includes” in his developmental model of
consciousness, borrowing Koestler’s (1964) term of “holon” to describe a concentric
developmental progression where each distinction is both a “part” and a “whole.” That
is, each distinction contains other distinctions and is in relation to other distinctions at
the same level (and thus has autonomy and agency), while at the same time being a part
of a distinction at a higher level (and thus has the property of communion). In this view,
everything is connected to everything, though there are different levels of distinction.
One can ascend up through levels or descend down through levels.
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and unwitting repetition of the undesired state. A person may
become attached to a particular perspective, against all others.
Violence against self and/or others is often used, deliberately or
unwittingly, to maintain this stuck state.

Therapists come into people’s lives at exactly such points. The
violence we see may take many forms—the self-abuses of addic-
tion, dissociation, self-hatred, depression, or the abuse of others.
The hope in using violence is that we can eliminate the “other”
and thereby create peace. But violence does not eliminate any-
thing; it strengthens the presence of the other and distorts its na-
ture. No long-term solution is found, and another cycle ot dam-
aging conflict begins. Our mission is to bring mindfulness and
sponsorship to these places of violence, so that more effective and
less painful responses may develop.

Many skills and perspectives are available for doing this. This
chapter focuses on how different ways of attending to relation-
ship may harm or help development. We will be guided by the
Errol Flynn principle, named after the swashbuckling actor of
movie fame. When asked about the correct way to hold a sword,
Flynn replied that one should imagine holding a bird instead of a
sword. If you hold too tight, he said, the bird dies and the life is
lost; if you hold too loose, the bird escapes and flies away and
you’re left with nothing.

As with birds and swords, so with life. We will see how hold-
ing attention “too tight” results in viewing differences as irrecon-
cilable and leads to the violence of fundamentalism. Then we will
look at how holding “too loose” encourages indifference to others
and may lead to the despair and emptiness of consumerism as a
lifestyle. Finally, we will see how holding attention “not too tight,
not too loose” may allow the generative spirit of love to emerge
and solutions and reconciliations to develop.

Holding too tight: The fear and fury
of fundamentalism

In my solitude
I have seen things very clearly
That were not true

— Antonio Machado, 1983
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The first perspective in a learning cycle is identification with a
particular perspective or “truth.” We find something that brings
a feeling of aliveness, excitement, hope, or possibility. It could be
the scientific method or the religious teachings of the Bible. It
could be the work of Milton Erickson or the music of the Grate-
ful Dead. It might be our ethnic tradition, our gender knowledge,
or our national history. It could be the principle of power or the
principle of cooperation, the idea of materialism or that of spiri-
tuality. Whatever the content, we begin to identify ourselves with
this position, this path, this truth.

This identification with a perspective provides a ground to
stand on, a frame to see from, and a knowledge to speak from. It
gives a unique perspective on the world and offers hope that, if
we stick with it, good things will happen. It allows us to make
progress in our skillfulness and suggests a coherent way of know-
ing and being. But if rigidified into an ideology, it gives rise to
competition, specialization, isolation, contraction, and fixation. If
held too long or too tightly, these values will create significant
problems.

Such problems arise when life brings us values and experiences
different from those with which we are identified. (And in con-
temporary life, this is evermore the rule, not the exception.) We
may feel that if we leave our little circle of identification and
open to another way of knowing or being, bad things—chaos,
loss of self, overwhelming fear, death—will follow. This fear may
deepen our conviction that only our way is right and all others
are wrong. If held rigidly, this belief will progress into seeing vio-
lence as the only possible relationship between different ways.

Perhaps the clearest version of this approach to relational dif-
ferences is fundamentalism. Fundamentalism emphasizes ortho-
doxy (from “ortho,” right, and “dox,” belief) as primary.? What’s
inside of one little circle (in Figure 2.1) is the right belief and
what’s outside of it i1s dangerous and wrong. The consciousness

2 Fundamentalism first arose as a conservative Protestant movement in early twentieth-
century America. Its adherents were shaken by the growing relativism of modernist soci-
ety and insisted that there were certain unchangeable “fundamentals” that must be rig-
idly observed and defended. There are now many different fundamentalist movements in
virtually every religious school. We are using the term a bit more generally here, to
describe any psychological approach that vehemently insists upon an unchanging text as
the one and only “objective truth” (see Strozier, 1994).
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of the observer (and the observed) is irrelevant or, at best, subor-
dinate to the correct belief. The river of fressen energy, or any-
thing natural, is oppressed, controlled, feared, and violated, since
this river is forever changing the nature of experience and under-
standing. The ideology of “truth” or what “should be,” rather
than the experience of consciousness or relationship, is the opera-
tive metaphor. As a general (and perhaps the most common) ap-
proach to experience, the ideology of fundamentalism is not lim-
ited to any specific content or beliefs. It is not specifically a
“right-wing” or “religious” approach. It can be applied to any set
of content, any theory or description, including those explicitly
positing non-fundamentalist tenets (such as the present one).
There are undoubtedly as many “liberal” fundamentalisms as
“conservative” ones, as many secular as religious ones, and so
forth. Indeed, fundamentalism is used by each of us many times
each day, each time we close our hearts and minds to the present
moment and to different truths. Because it is such a clear example
of the ideologies that form from holding too tight, it is worth a
closer examination.

Fundamentalism starts with the premise that identity is defined
according to allegiance to some single truth. This truth is revealed
in a special text. I use the term “text” loosely here, meaning any
frame of words, images, and feelings. The therapist’s theory is a
text; so is each memory, experience, or story of the client. In fun-
damentalism, a particular text is assumed to reveal THE truth,
rather than a truth. Identity is based on strict adherence to that
truth. The text is more important than experience itself, so in
fundamentalism the primary relationship of a person is with the
unchanging single text, rather than with the organic here and
now of life itself. Needless to say, this makes learning difficult, if
not impossible.

Fundamentalism further requires that the text be read literally:
it is not to be sensed poetically, metaphorically, or with a sense of
humor.’ (You never hear about a funny fundamentalist comic or a

> An especially relevant example of this concerns psychotherapy theories. There are well
over a hundred distinct psychotherapy approaches, each asserting its own version of
truth. I suggest it would be a lot more helpful to regard each theory as a poem rather
than a scientific fact. We would not consider arguing over which is the right poem, but
would be more interested in how a given poem touched and opened the experience of a

particular listener.
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poignant fundamentalist artist.) In fundamentalism, psychologi-
cal identity is expressed by fixating on the text, rather than seeing
or feeling through it to a deeper, aesthetic meaning. Thus, the
metaphor of a inner child, the idea of an unconscious mind, a
depression, or a solution is taken literally, rather than as a poem
or metaphor that points beyond itself to something more ineff-
able, something more primary. In the words of William Blake (in
Yeats, 1905/1979), “Satan has many names, Opacity being the
most common.”

In positing that one way is correct and all others are wrong,
fundamentalism sees the relationship between differences as irrec-
oncilable opposites. You are either an insider or an outsider in
relation to the Truth; the possibility of relatedness across the
boundaries is forbidden. If intimacy involves the holding of two
different “truths”—the I and the thou, self and other—in re-
lationship, then intimacy is disallowed. If creative activity—
whether it be humor, art, or scientific discovery—involves the
holding of two different frames simultaneously, then creative ac-
tivity and aesthetic experience are forbidden.* If altered states of
consciousness such as hypnosis are developed by assuming that a
person has two different selves, then trance is to be feared.

The i1dea that differences are irreconcilable spells trouble when
differences touch each other, as they have a habit of doing. (As
Bateson emphasized, difference is the basic unit of mental pro-
cess.) In fact, the I-it relationship given to my position and your
different position is one of the better formulas for violence. The
position of the “other” is deemed invalid in a way that legitimizes
attempts to eliminate it by any means necessary.

An important aspect of this invalidation of the other is a belief
in its irreversible or unchangeable nature. As Thomas Merton
(1964) noted, oppression—whether it be of self or others—is
founded upon the premise in the “irreversibility of evil”; that is,

* This idea of holding double frames simultaneously as the basis for the distinctly human
experiences of humor, love, mythology, intimacy, craziness, play, etc., has been suggested
by a variety of writers. Bateson’s (1979) idea of “double description” as a minimal
requirement for an ecological view, stemming from his earlier work on the double bind
hypothesis, was central to his later work. Jung (1916/1971) suggested the idea of the
transcendent function, involving the capacity to hold opposite truths simultaneously, as
the basic means of individuation. And Arthur Koestler (1964), in his opus The Act of
Creation, suggested the idea of bissociation, involving the holding and integrating of two
disparate matrices, as the essential mechanism of creative activity.
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once something is bad, sick, crazy, wrong, it will always be that
way. If we accept that, then we are morally obliged to eliminate
it. The thinking is: there’s only room in this here self for one of
us, so it might as well be you (rather than me) that is destroyed.
In fact, destroying you will give me new life and greater freedom.
This gives rise to a series of “final solutions” that seek, in the
name of freedom, purity, mental health, justice, or God, to eradi-
cate the bad, sick, crazy, or evil Other. Our image of the other is
degraded into the archetypal face of the enemy (see Keen, 1986).
Once the image of the enemy is locked into neuromuscular freeze,
any “freedom-loving” person will feel not only justified but obli-
gated to engage in violence to eradicate it.

In the clinical context, a client struggling with a symptom is a
person struggling with, among other things, fundamentalism. For
example, say a person has experienced a sexual trauma. In an
almost unavoidable way, the memories or images of the trauma
become imprinted as the text (or frame) by which future sexual
or intimate relationships are understood. The traumatic memory
becomes the fundamentalist text, which says that all relationships
are like this, you can’t trust anybody. Furthermore, the text of the
memory is regarded as an “it” that a person may try to keep out
of himself, though it keeps coming back (via flashbacks, repeated
trauma, similar relationships, etc.).

The therapist’s response to the client may be equally funda-
mentalist. The therapist may match the client’s reports to a DSM
checklist and represent the relationship as “treatment of a PTSD
case,” rather than as working with a unique person who has cer-
tain goals. Therapy may be strictly by the book, rather than
through intimate conversations with a human being.

As therapists, we need to have compassionate understanding of
how fundamentalism develops. The “break in relatedness” be-
tween self and other occurs via violence or neglect and requires
violence (against self and/or others) or neglect to continue. We
need to appreciate how the consequent reduction of identity to an
image or an “ism” is a recipe for suffering and violence, and
commit ourselves to exploring how the chain of violence may end
and suffering relieved.

Self-relations is grounded in the realization that violence, no
matter how justified it seems to be, is the surest way to create
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more violence. We are thus primarily interested in nonviolence as
a guiding principle of action. When people think of nonviolence,
they often conjure up images of ineffectual passivity or syrupy
sentimentality. But the force of nonviolence, what Ghandi called
satyagraba (meaning force or firmness of soul or heart or truth),
is a quite vibrant and active presence. To differentiate it from
weakness, we will first examine how relational problems may
also compound by being too loose or too soft.

Holding too loose: The indifference and
addiction of consumerism

While there is danger in holding relational experience too
tightly, there is equal danger in not holding tight enough. Having
too loose a connection to life may manifest in many ways. You
may not be able to feel, or be willing to hold, the tension of
opposites. The “thouness” of the other is forgotten, leading to an
indifference to life and its delicate balances. Clarity of vision is
lost, as feelings and thoughts drift by like tumbleweed in a mean-
ingless wasteland. To quote Yeats, “the center cannot hold/ things
fall apart/ mere anarchy is loosed upon the world.”

Of the many lifestyle or ideological forms this looseness and
indifference may take, the psychology of consumerism (and its
attendant practice of advertising) is the most dominant. In con-
sumerism, the “significant other” is an “it” to be acquired (e.g.,
money) or “an-other” to be devoured and used for one’s enter-
tainment, as in “I want another car, house, beer, potato chip,
wife, trophy, toy, therapy theory, etc.” The idea is that the indi-
vidual (“me”) is the basic unit, not relationship or community. In
consumerism, fulfillment and satisfaction are claimed to be the
result of acquiring more “things.” If I get that job, I’ll be happy.
If I consume that drug, I’ll be happy. If I buy those clothes, I’ll
feel better. If I read more books, I'll feel smarter. When consump-
tion doesn’t produce well-being, advertising promises that it is
just a matter of consuming more. (As Bob Dylan used to say,
money doesn’t talk, it swears.) Privacy (from the Latin “depri-
vare,” or “to deprive the community of”) is prized: privacy (and
isolation) of thought, property, and feeling. Communitas—shar-
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ing with others, participating in community—and the realities of
interconnectedness and interbeing are devalued. The downward
spiral of addiction is spun, culminating in depression, exhaustion,
and cynical indifference to life. (Long live Howard Hughes.)

A major component of consumerism is the idea of “maxima,
not optima.” More is better: more choices, more TV channels,
more money, more information, more therapy, more power. More
shoes, more words, more food, more drugs. More pity, more ene-
mies, more rage, more acting-out. Questions like, “How would
you know you’ve had enough?” “When would you be satisfied?”
go unanswered as the pace of consumerism accelerates. Relation-
ship is focused on consuming “an other,” and human values and
connections suffer. Materialism (from “mater” or mother) trans-
lates relationship into “I want/l deserve/l need to have all my
needs satisfied.” Naturally, this leads to an inattentiveness to life
outside one’s own immediate interest, and isolation and loneli-
ness result. In therapy, consumerism places the question, “What
do you want?” above all others. The question, “What does life
want from you?” is ignored altogether.

A closely related value to “more is better” is “faster is better.”
Faster cars, briefer therapy, fast foods, instant enlightenment,
quick fixes, rapid deterioration. Computer time replaces body
time, and everything spins more rapidly, going nowhere but into
greater confusion and depression.

In consumerism, the key relational dynamic of “giving and re-
ceiving” is perverted into selling and buying. A person works all
day, if he can—selling himself to entities that use his labor to
produce goods—and then comes “home” to “relax” by consum-
ing mass quantities of “goods.” Art is replaced by advertising,
poetry by jingles, debate by posturing, love by sentimentality and
indulgence, sexuality by pornography, struggle by convenience,
humor by sarcasm and mocking, and participation by spectator-
ship. In short, citizens become consumers, focused on the pursuit
of happiness through material consumption and acquisition.

There is, of course, nothing inherently wrong with material
comfort and convenience. Indeed, material pleasures, sensuality,
and comfort are integral parts of a life worth living. But iron-
ically, consumerism actually turns one away from the material
world. It encourages us to exploit and be indifferent toward the
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actual materials of the earth. Material goods are increasingly not
appreciated for their workmanship, but mass produced, con-
sumed, and discarded.

When consumerism is adopted as an ideology and dominant
lifestyle, its pathologies and shortcomings are impressive. From a
relational point of view, consumerism tends to isolate people into
the self-absorption of pursuing gratification of desires. The most
“significant other” is often a product to be consumed, rather
than a person to be listened to and connected with. Equally dam-
aging, one’s own self is seen as a commodity to be exploited,
rather than a gift of life to be nurtured and enjoyed. Discipline,
tenderness, commitment, patience, listening, humility, and non-
action are not valued in the fast-paced consumer world.

A major casualty of consumerism is language, especially imag-
ery. A key aspect of consumerism is the fixation on, and exploita-
tion of, the image. Baudrillard (1995) cogently described how im-
agery has evolved (or devolved) through four stages: (1) it first
reflects a basic reality, (2) then it masks and perverts a basic real-
ity, (3) then it masks the absence of a basic reality, and finally (4)
it bears no relation to any reality whatsoever. In this last stage,
discourse is not about truth and reality; it is the manipulation of
symbols to stimulate. In short, images become an addictive drug.
Talk shows and political speeches are obvious examples of this;
psychotherapy is always a candidate.

When we can’t see through the image to a deeper meaning of
life, as in poetry or art, cynicism, mockery, and more materialism
result.” As Bateson (1972) warned:

Mere purposive rationality unaided by such phenomena as art,
religion, dream, and the like, is necessarily pathogenic and de-
structive of life; and . . . its virulence springs specifically from the
circumstance that life depends upon interlocking circuits of con-
tingency, while consciousness can see only such short arcs of such
circuits as human purpose may direct. . . .

* A major tenet of postmodernism is that there is no deeper meaning, or at the very least,
no deep structure. Two of the major quotes in postmodernism are Wittgenstein’s (1951,
p. 89) “That whereof we cannot speak, we must remain silent,” and Derrida’s (1977, p.
155) “There is nothing outside the text.” Rather than encouraging silence and a curi-
osity about the “nothingness,” these quotes are often taken as discouraging the delicate
task of discerning sub- or con-textual meaning.
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Unaided consciousness must always tend toward hate; not only
because it is good common sense to exterminate the other fellow,
but for the more profound reason that, seeing only arcs of circuits,
the individual is continually surprised and necessarily angered
when his hard-headed policies return to plague the inventor. (p.

146)

In consumerism, language is further divorced from the rhythms
of natural experience, a dissociation of the cognitive self from the
somatic self that has tremendous consequences. As Gandhi la-
mented, the music of the mind is in danger of drowning out the
music of the universe. This is reflected in postmodern ideas that
posit that “it’s all made up,” that there’s no reality outside of
language, that the best we can do is be self-conscious, self-refer-
ential, and witty. If we really believe that nothing exists outside
our language (especially when we regard language as primarily
verbal), we’ll probably be compelled to talk even more and listen
even less. The spiral of loneliness and despair spins another rota-
tion. We no longer listen to artists such as Arthur Schnabel, the
pianist, who remarked, “The notes I handle no better than many
pianists. But the pauses between the notes—ah, that is where the
art presides!”

We see the psychology of consumerism/materialism at work in
therapy in a number of ways. One is the disconnection of lan-
guage from felt experience. A distinguishing feature of a symp-
tom is that what is said or thought doesn’t seem to affect what is
done or felt. A person says, “I want this to happen,” but it
doesn’t happen. The impotence of language—when words are
neither injunctive nor evocative—reflects its disconnection from
the realities of both the somatic self and the relational field. In
self-relations terms, essen has no fressen. It has no pulse, no beat,
no rhythm, or connection to felt experience. It doesn’t properly
name or correlate with the reality of the present moment. As lan-
guage becomes self-contained and indifferent to reality, reality be-
comes indifferent to the speaker of the language. A person senses
that “nothing makes a difference” and collapses into depression
or cynicism. The image becomes all and suffering deepens.

The addiction of consumerism gnaws at our national (and in-
creasingly, our world) soul. The rhythms of television, auto-
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mobiles, and computers disconnect us further from the natural
rhythms of heartbeats, breath, and feeling. Our connection to the
pulse of life has been loosened, and a feeling of desperate empti-
ness grows more ominous. The self is thought of as isolated,
waiting to be filled and fulfilled by the right product. Therapy is
often sought after and conducted in these terms, an attempted
solution that affirms the problem.

In such situations, love is regarded as sentimental and sappy.
Love as courage or as a relational skill is overlooked. Love of self
and other as a mature, tender, and rigorous discipline goes un-
noticed. When we hold too loose, the experience of life—of one-
self or an other—sifts through our fingers, like sand. We are left
grasping at images, clutching shadows, growing weaker on what
T. S. Eliot called “the bitter subsistence on shadow fruit.” We
long for what the poet Robert Bly (1986) intimated in saying,

And we did what we did, made love attentively, then

dove into the river, and our bodies joined as calmly

as the swimmer’s shoulders glisten at dawn,

as the pine tree stands in the rain at the edge of the village.
The affection rose on a slope century after century.

And one day my faithfulness to you was born.

For a deeper understanding of this faithfulness and affection, we
turn our attention now to the empathic connection of the rela-
tional self.

Not too tight, not too loose: The felt
connection of the relational self

There are two types of truth. In the shallow type, the oppo-
site of a true statement is false. In the deeper kind, the oppo-
site of a true statement is equally true.

—Neils Bobr

Occupying the two extremes of relatedness, the contracted
tightness of fundamentalism and the loose depression of consum-
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erism have much in common. Both are ideologies that take one
away from being present in the moment. Both are disconnected
from, and hostile to, the nature of the body and the environment.
A person’s primary relationship is not to life, but to text or im-
age. (In fundamentalism, the text remains the same; in consumer-
ism, the images are forever changing.) This disconnection from
human and natural relatedness encourages further violence, apa-
thy, depression, fear, and isolation.

Self-relations psychotherapy is an exploration of how such suf-
fering may be relieved through relational connections. In terms of
the interconnected circles of Figure 2.1, it emphasizes the entire
figure—me, you, us, and the field—as the basic unit of knowing.
As we will see, the relationship may be an intrapersonal one—
such as between the somatic self and the cognitive self—or an
interpersonal one. The basic idea is that when the self holds dif-
ferences—and this is quite a skill to cultivate—good things hap-
pen. An experience of what Maureen O’Hara (1996) calls rela-
tional empathy develops, involving the capacity to sense a field
that holds and supports the different truths or experiences in rela-
tionship.

A basic premise of this relational knowing is that multiple
truths exist simultaneously. When the relational connections be-
tween these truths is lost, bad things tend to happen. Stated more

formally:

1. The problem is not the problem. The problem is that
what is pointed to as the problem is disconnected from
its relational context and from its relational others.

2. To dissolve a problem, bring it back into relational con-

nection.

For example, say the person holds the idea, “Life sucks.” How
do you respond to such a statement? Do you agree or disagree?
Self-relations suggests that such a statement is true, as true as the
opposite truth that life is incredibly beautiful. It is precisely the
sustained disconnection of one truth from its complement that
makes for a troubled view. When this imbalance is maintained,
the need to control arises and a problem-defined selt appears. We
will see how self-relations works to dissolve the problem by (1)
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validating the position the person is identified with (e.g., life
sucks), (2) activating and holding the complementary truth or po-
sition (life is beautiful), and then (3) finding a way to feel both at
the same time.

In a relational approach, the image or text is not primary. God
has many faces: self can be imaged in many ways, but self is no
image. Self is not a “thing,” but a context and a relational pro-
cess. The consciousness that feels and sees (and is felt and seen)
through images and descriptions to a deeper pattern that con-
nects is more basic. Thus, the identity question is answered not in
terms of “I am the follower of orthodox images” or “I am the
consumer of life” but, rather, “I am (with you) the consciousness
that experiences multiple truths.” Because self arises from rela-
tionship, it is fluid and context-sensitive. It is therefore difficult to
describe in literal or scientific language, for it is not a fixed thing.
Because its face and form are changing, poetic and relational lan-
guages are sometimes more helpful in describing it.

If the self is indeed fluid and its forms ever-changing, its princi-
ples and ethics are especially important. The key ethical principle
for a relational self is the loving sponsorship of life in all forms.
This would include the golden rule of doing unto others as you
would have them do unto you, as well as the vow of loving both
oneself and others (including enemies) with all one’s heart, soul,
and mind. It includes commitments to tolerance, humility, deep
listening, centering, compassionate action, and nonviolence. It

might include cultivating what Gary Snyder (in Carolan, 1996)
has called the “wild mind”:

It means self-organizing. . . . It means elegantly self-disciplining,
self-regulating, self-maintained. That’s what wilderness is. Nobody
has to do the management plan for it. So I say to people, let’s trust
in the self-disciplined elegance of wild mind. Practically speaking,
a life that is vowed to simplicity, appropriate boldness, good
humor, gratitude, unstinted work and play, and lots of walking,
brings us close to the actually existing world and its wholeness.

(p. 24)

Drawing from another tradition, it might include commitments
to avoid the seven “deadly sins” of pride, greed, lust, anger, glut-
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tony, envy, and sloth. The idea of “sin” i1s taken here in its ety-
mological sense of the Greek archery term meaning “off-center”
or an arrow that “misses the mark.” Thus, we are not emphasiz-
ing either traditional morality or guilt-inducing fundamentalisms,
but terms that may help a person to notice when his actions are
disconnected from his center and his relatedness to others. Since
the persistence of such actions usually leads to ineffective suffer-
ing (precisely because they are nonrelational and thus isolating),
their detection can help a person “let go” and “return to center”
in a way that allows a reconnection with the relational self. The
point is to neither shut out nor get caught in, say, anger, but to be
with it relationally and “sponsor” it in ways that transform it.

Another perspective on the relational selt was offered by Gan-
dhi. Shortly before his assassination, he gave his grandson, Arun,
a talisman upon which were engraved “Seven Blunders.” Gandhi
believed that it is out of these blunders that violence emerges and
infects the world. The blunders are:

e wealth without work
 pleasure without conscience
* knowledge without character
e commerce without morality
e science without humanity

o worship without sacrifice
 politics without principles

Gandhi called these imbalances “passive violence.” He main-
tained that passive violence feeds the active violence which is
rampant in our world. Violent acts of war, crime and rebellion
sprout from the roots of passive violence. He also believed that
efforts to achieve peace would be fruitless as long as we ignore
the passive violence in our midst.

The relational self involves a commitment to overcome the
passive violence of everyday living. The experience of the rela-
tional self is evident in many contexts. One of Gregory Bateson’s
(1955/1972) great insights was that the simultaneous holding of
multiple frames or truths underlies all distinctly human experi-
ences, such as intimacy, play, hypnosis, mythology, and psycho-
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pathology. We can translate this observation into the following
principle:

To generate a nonrational state of consciousness (love, intimacy,
bumor, pathology, trance, symptoms, play, etc.), activate two
seemingly contradictory truths or experiences simultaneously.

In intimacy, for example, once we get beyond the romantic ideal
of 1 + 1 = 1, where differences are obliterated, we see a more
mature version of 1 + 1 = 3, where the differences of “I” and
“thou” held in a unified field of consciousness give birth to a
- third shared “us.”

Another example of relational logic is humor, where the punch
line opens an unexpected (and funny) frame of reference to hold
besides the expected one. Thus, relational logic is part of a Marx-
ist theory of consciousness, with Groucho being its chief spokes-
person. Groucho Marx was one of the great masters at expand-
ing beyond a single frame of reference. He was especially terrific
when seducing and cajoling the fundamentalist rich socialite
played by the actress Margaret Dumont. In one scene, he was
making suggestive remarks about coming up to her room that
night. She harumphed and exclaimed, “Well, that is a lot of innu-
endo.” In his inimitable way, Groucho replied “Well, I’ll be in yer
window and out yer window before you know it!” The relational
logic of “innuendo” and “in yer window” momentarily liberates
consciousness from the dreary tyranny of a single literal view of
life.

Later we will see how shifts in identity engender the need to
hold opposite or multiple frames simultaneously—the death of
an old identity and the birth of a new identity—and examine
further how altered states of consciousness are inevitable at this
time. We will also see how these altered states are symptomatic or
therapeutic, depending on whether the opposites are regarded as
complementary or as irreconcilable and whether a relational field
(e.g., love) is felt to underlie and imbue both simultaneously. For
now [ would like to simply suggest that self-relations is a rela-
tional approach to identity that seeks to see or feel through differ-
ent images to what T. S. Eliot has called “a further union, a
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deeper communion.”® In holding multiple images or descriptions
simultaneously, one is freed from what Bateson (1970/1972) de-
scribed as the pathology of operating from a single position. Life
begins to flow through a person’s consciousness again, thereby
allowing positions, images, and texts to change. A renewed body-
mind connection develops, and the problem-defined self gives
way to the relational self.

The relational self is able to attend with tender sobriety to each
changing moment, for it is based on neither repression nor con-
sumerism. Being centered and grounded yet not fixed in a rigid
position, the self develops greater potency and presence. The ca-
pacity for mature love is more apparent, and the skills of non-
violence and sponsorship may be developed. Principles and prac-
tices for cultivating these skills of love are the focus for the
remainder of the book.

Summary

We have described the journey through life in terms of rela-
tional cycles. In a given cycle, a person starts with a perspective
or position (“self”), then notices and includes a different perspec-
tive or position (“other”), then experiences a relational self as the
conversation between the differences, and finally experiences an
integration into a larger field of spirit or love. The cycle is re-
peated over and over again, with different sets of psychological
truths or experiences, thereby allowing for a gradual realization
that the Kingdom of God is within.

A person’s quality of attention is a major factor in these pro-
cesses. Holding too tight, a person may fall prey to the fear and
furies of fundamentalism, where the other is regarded as irreversi-

¢ This notion of “seeing through” images was crucial to James Joyce’s (1916) theory of
aesthetics (see Osbon, 1991, pp. 246—248). Building on the work of Thomas Aquinas,
Joyce argued that there are two types of art, improper (or kinetic) and proper (or static).
In improper art, such as advertising or pornography, the intent of the artist is to pull a
person’s attention away from himself and lock it inside the content of the frame. A state
of agitation (desire or repulsion) results, with compulsive behavior (e.g., buy the prod-
uct) being suggested as the way out of the agitation. In proper art, a person’s attention is
guided through the frame, to feel some beauty or goodness that cannot be framed. The
resulting state i1s quietude and centeredness. In the age of television consciousness and
pop culture, it seems very little of this crucial art of “seeing through” is being practiced,
with disastrous consequences.
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bly separate and dangerous to oneself. Holding too loose, a per-
son may become self-absorbed and indifferent to others, thereby
slipping into the abyss of addiction to cynical and empty consum-
erism. When the person holds “not too tight, not too loose,” the
relational empathy and paradoxical logic of love as a skill may be
cultivated.

A person, of course, may shift between these different rela-
tional approaches. Fundamentalism may reign at one point, and
consumerism at another. When a person becomes identified with
either style, problems are likely to develop. The rest of the book
is devoted to elaborating how the self-relations approach may be
helpful in resolving such problems.
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THE RELATIONAL SELF

IDENTITY, PROBLEM FORMATION, AND
PROBLEM RESOLUTION

How did the world begin? For Jewish mystics the world
began with an act of withdrawal. God did tzimtzum. God
contracted God’s self to leave space for the world to exist.
Before that God was everywhere, filling every space and every
dimension. After this tzimtzum—this withdrawal—some di-
vine energy entered the emerging world, but this divine light,
this divine energy was too strong, overpowering the worlds
that tried to contain it, and the universe exploded with a cos-
mic bang. Shards of divine light, of holiness, were scattered
everywhere in the universe. The sparks of holiness are often
buried deep in the cosmic muck of the universe, they are diffi-
cult to behold and yet they are everywhere, in everyone, in
every situation. They are the life and meaning of the universe.

We live in this world of shattering. We feel in our bodies
and in our souls the brokenness of the world, we too feel at
times the resonance in our selves of that initial cosmic shatter-
ing. Our bodies, like that primordial world, try not to con-
tain, but rather to hold onto the divine light and energy flow-
ing around us and in us. But, as in the world’s origin, our
bodies are too frail, made only frailer with the passage of
time, and so we begin to leak our divine image/energy. Per-
haps then illness is really the leaking of our souls. In this
world of shattered hopes and expectations, we search for
wholeness.

Moses, as you know, shattered the first set of tablets, the
first set of the Ten Commandments. And then he got a second
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set that he helped to write. When the ark was constructed for
the sanctuary, the rabbis tell us not only the whole second set
of tables was put into the holy ark, but the pieces of the first
set as well.

Wholeness comes not from ignoring the broken pieces, or
hoping to magically glue them back together.

The shattered co-exists with the whole, the divine is to be
found amidst the darkest depths and the heaviest muck of the
universe.

Every moment has the potential for redemption and whole-
ness. Our brokenness gives us that vision and the potential to
return some of the divine sparks scattered in the world.

—A version of Kavanah

(a Jewish reading of intentionality),
by Rabbi Michael Strassfeld

THIS CHAPTER examines the relational self as a simultaneous ex-
perience of wholeness and parts. The first section describes the
three basic aspects of the relational self: (1) a center of conscious-
ness in the somatic self, (2) a psychological relationship in the
cognitive self, and (3) a field of awareness in the relational self.
We will see how these distinctions correspond with the three
principles of beingness, relatedness, and belongingness, and how
sustained “breaks” in these levels of self underlie symptomatic
behavior. The second section offers a more specific model for
how this occurs and suggests three intervention principles for be-
ginning to repair relational “breaks.”

A question of identity: Who are yous

As a young boy growing up in an Irish Catholic alcoholic fam-
ily, I got into quite a bit of trouble. Often this would culminate
with my father’s cornering me and asking, with furious (and of-
ten inebriated) intensity, Who the hell do you think you are any-
way? This question has stuck in my mind over the years, prompt-
ing a variety of answers, as well as different approaches to asking
the question.

The question of identity is central to psychotherapy. Clients are
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TABLE 3.1. PRINCIPLES OF THE RELATIONAL SELF

Principle of: Experienced as: Self-relations term
Beingness felt center in body somatic self
Belongingness expanded feeling of relational self
belonging to field
Relatedness connection, cognitive self
interaction, mental
differences

answering the question in some way that doesn’t fit external chal-
lenges or have internal resonance, giving rise to sustained suffer-
ing. For example, a person holding the identity, “I am depres-
sion,” will find it hard to connect with aspects of her knowledge
that are outside of this description. As therapists we are forever
curious about how a person may hold and respond to the identity
question in fresh and helpful ways.

From a relational point of view, identity is not fixed or reduc-
ible to an image. It is a contextual experience that is ever-chang-
ing. Thus, self-relations sees the “self” not as a static form but as
an experience of three distinct principles. Table 3.1 shows these
principles, along with the ways in which they are commonly ex-
perienced. We will examine each principle in turn.

1. Self as a center of consciousness:
The principle of beingness

God is in me or
else is not at all.

—Wallace Stevens

This first premise is meant as an alternative to the three major
causal metaphors used in psychotherapy, namely that (1) you are
your past (personal history), (2) you are your biology, or (3) you
are your social context (ethnicity, gender, family, etc.). Self-rela-
tions acknowledges that these are immensely important factors in
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TABLE 3.2. PREMISES OF THE PRINCIPLE OF BEINGNESS

1. The beingness of life is distinctively present in each person.

2. When the direct experience of beingness is ignored, denied, or
cursed in a person, symptoms are likely to develop.

3. To alleviate symptoms and relieve suffering, reawaken and
cultivate awareness of the basic goodness of being in a person.

I

shaping your experience and that you must come to terms with
each of them. Like money in modern times, ignoring them is the
kiss of death. But if you make any of them primary, you’ll also go
down. So while respecting the importance of personal history, bi-
ology, and social place, self-relations says that you’re something
more: you are a one-of-a-kind being of consciousness.

This can be expressed as the principle of beingness. Its form is
represented in Figure 3.1 by a simple circle, to indicate an exis-
tence (“ex” = “stand,” to stand out). The point is, you really do
exist as a human being. You have a center, a core of being that is
blessed. To forget or ignore this leads to great suffering.

This may sound a bit esoteric, so let me give a few simple
examples. If you were to meet my young daughter Zoe, I could
say to you, “Behold Zoe consciousness!” and you would get it.
You would get that she’s no story, she’s no description—she’s

FIGURE 3.1. A BEING IS DISTINGUISHED IN CONSCIOUSNESS
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consciousness itself, she’s the real thing! Or, if you’ve ever had the
privilege of sitting with a person dying, you likely felt a deep
consciousness in his or her process of letting go. A client of mine
recently spoke of her struggle to come to terms with her dying
father. He had been a terribly abusive man all her life, violating
her in many ways. She broke off contact with him for years, but
visited him upon hearing that he was dying of cancer. When she
saw him on his deathbed, she was shocked to see that his mask of
hatred and violence had dissolved, and a gentle lonely man was
exposed. She described it like the scene at the end of Return of
the Jedi, when Darth Vader (“Dark Father”) is unmasked to re-
veal his atrophied human face. Her heart opened but her body
and behavior were still paralyzed by what had happened over the
years. In the therapy session she struggled to reconcile the lifelong
image of her father and her recent experiential sensing of the con-
sciousness behind the image.

In a similar way, we all become caught in fixed images or static
stories that obscure and deny the dynamic life force pulsating
through everything. It is easy to become seduced into locking
onto the image and more difficult to feel through it to the self as
consciousness. But I believe this 1s one of our challenges as thera-
pists, to sense and reconnect consciousness to itself.

The experience of beingness is cultivated through an awareness
of a center within the somatic self. The idea of a center is central
to many cultures. Malidoma Somé, an African Dagara who was
kidnapped by the Jesuits and raised to be a priest, escaped from
his captors in late adolescence and returned to his people. There
was great concern in the village because he had not undergone
the rite of passage crucial to his culture. It was finally decided
that he could undergo the ritual with the younger boys. Some
(1994) describes the initial instructions given by the ritual elder:

Somehow what he said did not sound strange to me or—I
found out later—to anyone. It was as if he were putting into
words something we all knew, something we had never questioned
and could never verbalize.

What he said was this: The place where he was standing was
the center. Each one of us possessed a center that he had grown
away from after birth. To be born was to lose contact with our
center, and to grow from childhood to adulthood was to walk
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away from it. “The center is both within and without. It is every-
where. But we must realize it exists, find it, and be with it, for
without the center we cannot tell who we are, where we come
from, and where we are going.”

He explained that the purpose of Baor (the initiation process)
was to find our center. This school specialized in repairing the
wear and tear incurred in the course of thirteen rainy seasons of
life. I was twenty. Had I been home all that time, I would have
gone through this process seven years ago. I wondered if I was
catching up too late but then thought, better late than never.

“No one’s center is like someone else’s. Find your own center,
not the center of your neighbor; not the center of your father or
mother or family or ancestor but that center which is yours and
yours alone.” (pp. 198-199)

The experience of a center is first awakened through such rit-
uals or through blessings from special people. Most people can
remember someone in their lives—a family member, teacher,
friend—who really saw them as special and unique. These are
not intellectual events: they are about seeing and calling forth the
spirit of life that infuses each person. Blessings are crucial acts in
the awakening of each person to herself and to the world. With-
out them, love and other skillful human acts are not possible.

The opposite of a blessing is a curse. Curses are prominent in
most traumatic events, which are the forerunners of many symp-
toms. A trauma typically involves not only a physical violation,
but also a curse where the perpetrator invades and imprints life-
denying ideas like “you exist only to serve me,” “you are stupid,”
“you deserve to be punished,” “you are unlovable,” and so forth.
Self-relations refers to these events as acts of negative sponsorship
wherein alien ideas are planted in a person. These alienating ideas
represent a sort of autoimmune disease in the “psychological im-
mune system” needed to differentiate what’s “me” from what’s
“alien” to me. In other words, violence tears the “sheathing” that
surrounds a person, and through the tear rush the aliens.! If such

' The sheathing that surrounds each being can be seen graphically in the response of
young children to strangers or unfamiliar situations. A three-year-old may be exuberant
and completely outgoing while playing at home with her friends or family, but grow shy
and hide behind her parent’s protective body while sizing up a stranger. Because a child’s
sheathing is so delicate, a parent is responsible for shielding it from events that might
tear it. This is what I mean by “a tear in the sheathing.”
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violence is not acknowledged and healed, a person comes to misi-
dentify with these alienating ideas as herself and to act accord-
ingly. Self-relations looks to discriminate alienating ideas from
self-affirming ones, and suggests methods by which a person may
“externalize” these aliens and reconnect with internally resonant
descriptions (cf. White & Epston, 1990).

Children initially rely exclusively on blessings from others to
realize their beingness. But with maturity we develop the possi-
bility of cultivating our beingness via self-generated means. Self-
relations refers to such methods as self-sponsorship practices and
is interested in identifying the ones that work for a given person.
One example of self-sponsorship is centering practices—such as
walking, meditating, talking to a friend, art—that reconnect a
person to a calm, non-intellectual center of being. They touch the
tender soft spot and allow new confidence and deeper related-
ness. Through a combination of blessings and centering practices,
a person may resist the curses of alienation and recover the pri-
macy of beingness.

Another example of self-sponsorship is in relation to one’s suf-
fering. Self-relations assumes that suffering is a major way in
which life awakens within a person. Something is trying to wake
up, but it needs human presence and sponsorship to be realized.
Unfortunately, most of our cultural practices emphasize avoid-
ance or numbing of suffering, based on the belief that it cannot
be transformed and thus touching it will make things worse. Self-
relations emphasizes that perhaps the greatest gift of human con-
sciousness is the capacity to transform experience. Thus, we look
to develop ways to accept and attend to symptoms as gifts, albeit
often “terrible gifts” that we would not will upon our worst ene-
mies. We practice accepting such gifts as means to realize a
deeper understanding and connection to self and world.

2. Self as relational field:
The principle of belongingness

The unity is to be seen: afterwards, all the differences. This is
the function of the poet.

—R. H. Blyth, 1991
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There is no place in this new kind of physics both for the field
and matter, for the field is the only reality.

—Albert Einstein, in Capek, 1961, p. 319

The separateness apparent in the world is secondary. Beyond
the world of opposites is an unseen, but experienced unity
and identity in us all.

—Joseph Campbell, in Osbon, 1991, p. 25

We noted in Chapter 1 that there exists an intelligence greater
than the individual. In self-relations we emphasize this as the ex-
perience of a non-local relational self. Such an experience is
readily familiar to most people, though typically it is not talked
about much, especially in terms of how it may be used in difficult
challenges. To get a sense of where a person experiences a rela-
tional self, one can ask:

1. When do you feel most like yourself?
2. When you need to reconnect with yourself, what do you

do?
3. When is life not a problem for you?

Typical responses might include playing or listening to music,
going for a walk, being in nature, talking with good friends, read-
ing, meditating, conscious breathing, knitting, performing art,
dancing, spending time with one’s family, and so forth. These ac-
tivities may be regarded as ordinary experiences of self-transcen-
dence. They are everyday ways in which a person connects with a
presence greater than herself, while keeping and even deepening a
connection to her center at the same time. If asked to describe
what existential or phenomenological shifts occur during such
events, most people report decreased internal dialogue, timeless-
ness, and an expansion of a felt sense of self. A person feels more
confident and secure in this state, with a decreased emphasis on
being “in control.” If you ask where the sense of self ends during
such experiences, people will look at you quizzically, because no
sharp boundary exists. This expanded feeling of self beyond
boundaries of skin and either-or ideology, while maintaining a
center, is the experience of self as a relational field. 1t joins a
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TABLE 3.3. PREMISES OF THE PRINCIPLE OF l

BELONGINGNESS

1. A person belongs to (or is part of) a larger relational field.

2. When a person experiences a sustained “break in belonging” |
to the relational field, symptoms are likely to develop.

3. To relieve suffering and reconcile symptomatic conflict,
awaken awareness of the intelligence of the relational field.

person to herself as well as to others, allowing connections at
intrapersonal, interpersonal, and (often) transpersonal levels.
The experience of a relational field is described by the principle
of belonginess. This relationship is represented in the traditional
fisure/ground or figure/field diagram shown in Figure 3.2. The
relational field may be experienced as spiritual (I belong to a
higher power, and he/she/it moves through me); organismic (I be-
long to nature, and it moves through me); social (I belong to my
marriage/family/culture/community, and it permeates and sup-
ports my consciousness); or psychological (my experience/per-
spective is embedded within a larger field of experiences/memo-
- ries/archetypes, and they guide/inform me). For a given person,
there may be multiple experiences, and even multiple levels, of

Field

FIGURE 3.2. EACH DISTINCTION OF CONSCIOUSNESS BELONGS
TO A LARGER FIELD
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the relational self. The relational self is non-local; it is not a
“thing” located within any physical person, place or thing. It is
the field that holds persons, places, and things in living intercon-
nectedness. This field can be felt, understood, and used in many,
many ways.

The important observation, for our purposes, is that the self-
transcendent experience of the relational field is present when life
is working for a person, when life is not defined or perceived as a
problem. Conversely, a person struggling with a symptom has ex-
perienced a “break in belonging” to the field; she doesn’t feel a
sense of connection to, or communion with, a power or presence
greater than herself. The experience of self is contracted and split,
and the unified field supporting self and others is not felt. This
cut-off from context leads to identification with the intellect and
its fear-driven strategies of control and domination (and experi-
ences of being out of control and reactive), rather than curiosity
and connectedness. Again, this is the basis for fundamentalism
and other forms of alienation and violence.

The disconnection from the relational field occurs in many
ways, most of them involuntary. Some disconnections are the
healthy first steps to individuation, as when an adolescent rebels
from her family. Thus, breaks in belonging are not necessarily
bad; they are inevitable steps of separation that are hopefully fol-
lowed by a reunion with the field, on terms and understandings
more helpful to the person. But some experiences—such as
traumas—don’t allow such reconnection to occur. If the condi-
tions of violence or trauma prevail, a sustained break occurs in
which the person or experience is split off from the larger rela-
tional fields.

Connection to a relational field usually enhances personal
agency, though this is not always the case. As Wilber (1995) lu-
cidly notes, two problems may occur in the relationship between
the local (individual) self and the non-local (relational field) self.
First, a person may lose connection to the larger field and get
locked into “agency without communion” (or isolated domi-
nance), where she thinks of herself as the ultimate power or intel-
ligence. This is a lonely, impotent place where control and domi-
nation are the best one can hope for. Second, a person may merge
with the field and develop “communion without agency” (or co-
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dependency), in which her individual center is lost. This is also a
lonely place, where a person hopes to be rescued or healed by
others.

In the healthy sense of “agency with communion,” a person
feels both her center and a connection to the relational field.
They are complementary sources of guidance and intelligence, on
either side of the cognitive self; that is, the mind is the middle
ground between the inner center and the outer field. One of its
major functions is to ensure that communion with the relational
field does not disintegrate one’s center, but connects it with addi-
tional perspectives and resources.

The thirst to connect with the relational field is unquenchable
(Fromm, 1956). In this regard, a number of psychological symp-
toms are seen in part as unsuccessful attempts to return to the
field. A person may try to reunite with the field by ignoring or
abusing herself. For example, an addiction—whether to drugs or
alcohol, food, sex, bad relationships, or cults—is initially a hope-
ful experience of losing oneself to a “higher power.” The addic-
tive agent—the drug, the person, the guru—is a sort of false
sponsor that promises an experience of the relational field. How-
ever, the price a person must pay is disrespect and abuse of her-
self. Thus, when she gets there the result is emptiness, depression,
and self-hatred. Because the need is strong and the initial promise
and experience was so seductive, the person thinks maybe she
didn’t give/take/do enough. This begins a downward spiral of
more self-destructive activities, with increasingly empty results.

In this way, one part of the symptom is an attempt to return to
the relational self, while another is a reenactment of the self-
destructive violence that exiled one from the larger self in the first
place. For example, a person taking drugs hopes they will remove
her isolation and anxiety, but they actually deepen them. The ab-
sence of love in the false sponsorship given by the drugs matches
the absence of love in her previous human sponsors.

Thus, a major focus of self-relations is to help the person sat-
isfy her attempt to return to the field, but through self-loving
rather than self-destructive means. As we will see in the next
chapter, much of this involves nonverbal bodymind practices. For
example, in any performance art—dance, music, acting, aikido,
sculpting, writing—one will hear from the artist the importance
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of “relaxing” and feeling the rhythm. This is a disciplined and
rigorous process that allows a deeper connection to the relational
field from which new possibilities arise. In psychotherapy we help
clients do this via many relational methods, including joining and
validating experience, entraining with a client’s rhythms, encour-
aging centering and a felt sense of experience, and so forth. Disci-
plines such as prayer and meditation, service, and other mindful-
ness practices may also be helpful for some clients.

In exploring the experience of a relational field, we remember
that there are many ways to know it. A person’s sense of a
“higher power” is her own. For one person it may be the experi-
ence of being at the ocean, for another it may be felt while hold-
ing her child. Another person might know it when involved in a
meditation community, another in political activism. At the same
time, the field itself cannot be reduced to any description. So
while a person may activate the relational field in a particular
way, she may then learn how to work within the field in a more
general way.

For example, a senior partner in a law firm was struggling with
her work situation. Every time she attended a meeting with her
partners, an argument would break out in which she would lose
her cool. One way to understand this is that stress contracts one’s
attention, leading to a “break in belonging” to the relational field
that might provide some guidance. To reinstate the relational
field, one can use any experience in which a person has felt it.
The lawyer knew the relational field when she sang opera at
home. As we examined this experience, she described a connec-
tion to a vibrant, beautiful energy that surrounded her when she
sang. Examining this energy further, it became clear that it was
not tied to any content of the musical experience. Rather, it was a
living presence that imbued and surrounded the musical experi-
ence, providing nurturance, strength, intuitive direction, and cen-
tering. We explored how she might feel this “field presence” in
the office, how it might be sensed while we talked about the
problem, and how it could be evoked when she was in her office
meetings. As she later reported, her capacity to tap into and sus-
tain a connection with the relational field made a big difference
in her navigation through the next meetings. It led to her effec-
tively addressing the relational dynamics of the senior partners in
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ways that led to significant changes. Thus, the experience of a
relational field may be known through certain experiences, but
may be used in any circumstance.

3. Self as relational differences:
The principle of relatedness

So far we have seen two different non-cognitive ways a person
has of knowing self and life: the vibrant center and felt sense of
beingness at one’s core, and the expansive feeling of communion
with a field and intelligence larger than oneself. This in effect
suggests two buffers for the cognitive self: the center and the
field. An experience of all three is crucial for the relational self.

As we noted earlier, the first two goals of sponsorship are to
awaken a sense of self and awaken a sense of the world. The
third principle of sponsorship is to introduce practices by which a
person may navigate between these two domains to realize a self-
in-world and a world-in-self. (As Christ pointed out, the King-
dom of God is within.) These are the main functions of the cog-
nitive self: to sponsor experience and to develop relatedness
between different selves.

The cognitive self is the basic, everyday sense of self that most
people have when life is not a problem. It is socially constructed,
based on the person’s present age and social identity, and is cen-
tered in the head. It includes competencies, resources, associa-
tions with present social others, skills, and multiple perspectives.
It uses frames and models to make meaning, plan, evaluate, and
otherwise try to manage the world of experience. In a symptom,
this sense of self disappears, contracts, dissociates, or is otherwise
nullified. Some clients will talk about just wanting to get back to
this “normal” self.

The cognitive self is also the medium between self and world.
Its major language is relational differences: different positions,
different truths, different people, different times or places, ditfer-
ent values, and so on. In contrast to a center and the field, it is
forever confronted with differences and the task of how to corre-
late these differences to develop an effective community. As Bate-
son (1979) repeatedly emphasized, mind is relationship and dif-
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TABLE 3.4. THE PREMISES OF THE PRINCIPLE OF
RELATEDNESS

1. A person realizes her self through conversations of relational
differences.

2. When a “break in relatedness” persists, the experience of self
disappears, the fundamentalist ego-mind reigns, and
symptoms are likely to arise.

3. To reduce suffering and reconcile symptoms, reestablish a
conversation between different positions of identity.

ference is the basic unit of mind. Thus, the challenge of the
cognitive self may be described in terms of the principle of re-
latedness. Its form is represented by the two interconnected cir-
cles of Figure 3.3. In terms of psychological identity, the principle
of relatedness may be described in terms of a subject/object rela-
tionship, in which the person is identified with one position—the
subject, or what we might call the “me” position—while direct-
ing her attention to another position—the object, or what we
might call the “not-me” position. Thus, the cognitive self is a
pattern of me/not-me connections occurring within a relational

field.

Relational Field of Self

FIGURE 3.3. THE RELATIONAL SELF AS THE PATTERN THAT
CONNECTS THE DIFFERENCES
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This me/not-me relationship may be expressed with just about
any distinction. Some relational distinctions relevant to psycho-

therapy include:

self (me, us, I)/other (you, them, it)
good/bad

power/love
interior/exterior
masculine/teminine
field/center
individual/collective

healthy/sick

problem/solution
therapist/client

life/death
thinking/feeling
mind/body

conscilous/unconscious

The challenge is what to make of these differences. Is one for-
ever “better” or more important than the other? Can they touch
and transform each other? Is each distinction in fact contained in
its opposite, so that one’s enemy is oneself? Is there a unitive field
that holds these dualities? Can differences be honored, even as
community is realized? These are just a few of the crucial ques-
tions regarding the cognitive self and the ubiquitous differences
that it faces.

Self-relations suggests that in healthy situations, these rela-
tional differences operate in a conversational connectedness, the
sort of “I-thou” relationship described by Martin Buber (1923/
1958). In intimacy, there is an experience of a “me,” a “you,”
and the relational self of “us” that is felt when both the “I” and
“thou” are validated. The experience of therapeutic trance (Gilli-
gan, 1987) reflects a similar “self/(other) self” relatedness. The
fictional terms of “conscious” and “unconscious” are provided,
the suggestions to do something while just letting it happen
(“your hand can lift involuntarily”) are given, and the resulting
experience of “it’s happening but I’m not making it happen”
(e.g., my hand is lifting, but it’s old Mr. or Ms. NOT-ME that’s

lifting it!) is central to every hypnotic happening.
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An exceptional example of how this relational process happens
in art was given by the Chilean writer Isabel Allende. In an inter-
view with Michael Toms (1994), she described how the charac-
ters in her novels first appear as “beings in her belly.” For months
she lovingly holds these beings in a sort of pregnancy. Then, on
her mother’s birthday (to honor her mother, who is also her edi-
tor!), she creates a ritual ceremony wherein the beings move from
her belly into her awareness. As they emerge, she follows three
rules: fall in love with them on their own terms, accurately de-
scribe them (as they appear, not as she would like them to ap-
pear), and describe the relationships that occur among them.
(How much this sounds like good parenting!) In the first stage of
the process, these beings in the belly are guiding the story; in the
second stage of editing, her writer’s ear and craft are more active.
In both stages, the creative relational self emerges from the con-
versation between the different selves: the archetypal process of
the somatic self and the sponsorship capacities of the cognitive
self.

The above examples suggest that relatedness between differ-
ences is played out in different fields. Relational differences re-
quire a relational field as a container or, as Jung described it, a
“temenos.”” The container for mental differences may be intra-
personal or interpersonal; or it could be the individual, the mar-
riage, the family, or a larger community. Without the durable
strength of such a container, the differences will remain uninte-
grated. Thus, a relational field is crucial to develop in order to
resolve contflict.

For therapy purposes, self-relations generally emphasizes three
types of relational connections needed for learning and develop-
ment. The first is the interpersonal, involving the “I” and the
“thou” (Buber, 1923/1958). When connections between self and
others are polarized or isolated—me vs. you, us against them—
problems get worse and the possibility of violence increases. The
second is the embodied intrapersonal, a felt sense of vertical re-

2 In ancient Greece, a temenos was an altar or place of rest where a person could receive
spiritual nourishment and guidance. Later, alchemists used the term to describe the con-
tainer that held the different metals transmuted into the alchemical gold. The container
needed to be strong enough to withstand enormous heat. Jung used the term in the latter
sense, suggesting that relationships such as marriage and therapy constituted temenonic
fields that allowed the different elements of the soul to heat up and be transformed.
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latedness between the cognitive/social self in the “head” and the
emotional/archetypal self in “the belly.” The third is also intra-
personal, a horizontal interbemispheric relatedness required for
experience to be processed and integrated (cf. Rossi, 1977; Sha-
piro, 1995). Self-relations posits that a sustained “break in re-
latedness” in any of these domains will result in a “frozen in
time” consciousness that is unable to learn and thus likely to pro-
duce symptoms. |

In problem situations, relatedness between different positions
is denied or ignored. (As Krishnamurti used to say, the whole
misery of mankind lies in the gap between the subject and the
object.) An interpersonal “thou” becomes an objectified “it,” and
the “beings in the belly” are reduced to an inhuman other (e.g.,
depression or anxiety) to be removed by any means necessary.

Life moves through us as we move through it. In the cognitive
self, this is represented by a series of progressive experiences.’
The key is to find ways to respect and value each experience in its
ever-changing forms. This is a difficult process, as anyone ever
involved in an intimate relationship will readily admit. It requires
a centering within one’s beingness, an openness to the relational
field, and a willingness and ability to dialogue. Even under the
best conditions, imperfection reigns. As Bill Wilson (1967), the
founder of Alcoholics Anonymous, noted:

This is no success story in the ordinary sense of the word. It is a
story of suffering transmuted, under grace, into gradual spiritual

progress. (p. 35)

As we come back to relatedness, our experience of self as dia-
logue develops. Holding the tension between differences nurtures
a deeper harmony and capacity to act with love and integrity. If
we remain faithful to the conversation, at some point what Jung
(1916/1971) termed the “transcendent function” occurs: the op-
posites integrate into a united form, where a difficult contradic-

> This is not a linear development: it is more a progressive spiral of developmental cycles.
Each cycle has a beginning, a middle, and an end. For example, a long marriage may
have four or five developmental cycles over its course. Each cycle has its unique experi-
ences and challenges. Also, each part of the cycle has it own types of experiences; for
example, the end of a cycle often includes more experiences of loss and cognitive impo-
tence. This is often when clients come to see therapists.
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tion transforms into a graceful integration. The differences are
now seen as essential complements, and a deeper sense of unity is
felt. Jung described this process wherein differences move from
conflict to mutual support as the central means by which the self
grows. What allows this remarkable transformation to occur is,
of course, the courage to love.

A self-relations model of
how symptoms develop

The three principles of beingness, belongingness, and related-
ness—and their corresponding experiences of a center in the so-
matic self, a field in the relational self, and a relational difference
in the cognitive self—suggest questions that might help a person
stay present and responsive:

1. Can you sense your center?

2. Can you feel a connection to a presence greater than
you?

3. Can you hold the tension of the opposites and experience
the conversation between differences?

Conversely, the principles suggest that symptoms reflect three
types of sustained breaks: a “break in beingness” (of the good-
ness, gifts, and vitality of self), a “break in belonging” to the
(spiritual, organismic, social, or psychological) world, and a
“break in relatedness” to the “other” self.

From these premises we can build a working model for self-
relations therapy. Figure 3.4a represents a healthy learning situa-
tion involving three aspects of a relational self: (1) the somatic
self, (2) the cognitive self, and (3) positive sponsors. In every ex-
perience, life moves through the somatic self, bringing its fressen
energies. To realize the human value of these energies, they must
be sponsored and transformed into essen forms of expression. As
Figure 3.4a illustrates, this sponsorship comes from two sources:
the cognitive self and external sponsors. Early on, the cognitive
self is barely developed, so external sponsors are especially cru-
cial. With their blessings and support, personhood is slowly de-
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Figure 3.4a Figure 3.4b
Healthy Relational Field Unhealthy Relational Field

Positive
Sponsors

Relational Self

FIGURE 3.4. RELATIONAL SPACE OF THE COGNITIVE SELF, SO-
MATIC SELE, AND EXTERNAL SPONSORS

veloped. We still need to be seen and loved by others, but gradu-
ally we add the capacity to do it for ourselves and others as well.

Unfortunately, this developmental process may be arrested in a
variety of ways. External sponsors may neglect or abuse a person.
The basic message, which lacerates the bodymind and attacks the
tender soft spot, is that the person is unlovable. As Figure 3.4b
illustrates, a curse invades the person, causing a break in related-
ness between the cognitive and somatic selves, as well as a break
in belonging to the relational field. This traumatic break may not
be processed, either socially (talking with others) or somatically
(see Shapiro, 1995). It may be denied, minimized, repeated, ratio-
nalized, repeated, or otherwise devalued. This affirms the curse,
and the person internalizes the “alien ideas” as her own.

We see this in therapy when a client says something like, “I’m
really beating myself up.” The therapist might ask, “Where did
you ever get the idea that those are your voices?” The therapist
might then share the observation that when the negative influ-
ences (e.g., hateful self-criticism) come, the person seems to have
to “go away.” This is done gently and sympathetically, so as to
access the experience of abandonment and the feeling connected
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with it. The therapist might then encourage the client to note
what happens to her sense of self when she comes “under the
influence” of such ideas. Most clients immediately sense that they
constrict, dissociate, or otherwise get smaller. The point might
then be made that a basic idea in certain practices such as medita-
tion and hypnosis is that not all ideas that move through one’s
mind belong to oneself. I sometimes suggest, with an Irish twin-
kle, that the person seems to be “possessed by aliens.” I offer my
opinion that listening to one’s own voice should result in more
presence, rather than less. This sets up a whole discussion about
how to differentiate one’s own voices and visions from “alien”
ones that suck the life energy and self-love out of a person. Some
methods for doing this are presented in Chapters 5 and 6.

While a problem-defined self misidentifies with negative spon-
sors, it also mistakenly disidentifies from the somatic self. In self-
relations, we say that the somatic self is reduced to a “neglected
self.” Its contents—feelings, images, symbols—are rejected and
its very presence is feared. Thus, in a symptom a person mis-
takenly identifies the alien presences as her own and rejects her
basic self as alien and untrustworthy. In addition, the alien pres-
ences lead to a contraction of the cognitive self.

Thus, a problem-defined self may be said to suffer in three
related ways (cf. Herman, 1992). First, the cognitive self is con-
stricted, dissociated, fragmented, or otherwise inaccessible. When
the problem comes, the cognitive self goes. Second, the somatic
self is gripped in a state of “neuromuscular lock,” a frozen state
of fear distinguished by out-of-control emotions, hyperarousal
and hypervigilance, somatization, and regression. Third, the per-
son cannot shut out the intrusive images and voices of negative
sponsors that define the self as bad, unlovable, deserving of vio-
lence, and so forth. In the language of self-relations, the cognitive
self disconnects; the somatic self is neglected, literalized, and fro-
zen into a fixed form; and negative sponsors lock into the curses
and self-denigrating practices of alien presences.

This suggests the three interconnected principles of interven-
tion listed in Table 3.5. First, therapeutic communications should
access and retain the competencies, resources, and perspectives of
the cognitive self. This is a crucial yet traditionally overlooked
aspect of therapy. Therapy usually tunes into the neglected self
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TABLE 3.5. THREE GOALS IN SELF-RELATIONS THERAPY

1. Reconnect attention to the competencies and resources of the
cognitive self.
2. Access and sponsor the neglected experiences of the somatic

self.

3. Reconnect awareness with its source in the relational field.

and has the therapist carry the competencies of the cognitive self.
In self-relations, it is crucial that the therapist not forget that the
chient has many resources and competencies that are not evident
when she identifies with the problem, but are nonetheless accessi-
ble.

Second, the neglected (somatic) self needs to be identified, vali-
dated, and sponsored. Much of the person’s communications re-
veal and then conceal the experience of the tender soft spot, so
it’s sometimes hard to accurately sense it, name it, and begin to
sponsor it in a workable way. Again, the goal in sponsoring the
neglected self is to find a middle way between the extremes of
disconnection (via dissociation, not listening, dominating, intel-
lectualization, denial, projection, etc.) and indulgence (via infla-
tion, identification, acting out, regression, sentimentality, etc.).
The balance between fressen energies and essen disciplines is
sought, as in the relationship of an artist to the art, or a good
parent to a child.

Third, awareness of the relational field needs to be reawak-
ened. This means identifying and removing alienating presences
and reviving knowledges of the relational self. As we will see in
later chapters, fighting or directly opposing the aliens is typically
counterproductive. If you attack violence with violence, you will
invariably get sucked up into its vortex and perpetuate the suffer-
ing. A more helpful way is for a person to first bring attention to
her center. When the cognitive self touches and sponsors the so-
matic self, alienation is overcome and new responses become
available. Simultaneously, connection to ordinary experiences of
self-transcendence (walking in nature, experiencing love) can help
a person connect with a presence more powerful than any alien-
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ating presence. Good examples of finding and maintaining this
connection to one’s center and to a relational field may be gath-
ered from many sources, including the client’s own life. One area
that is especially relevant is the stories of political prisoners such
as Nelson Mandela or Nathan Sharansky (1988). By examining
such instances, a person begins to discover that self-love is a rig-
orous practice that is the most reliable antidote to overcoming
repression and alienation.

To work simultaneously with these three aspects of the rela-
tional self, it is important to have an integrated, centered atten-
tion that is stable and responsive to multiple relational levels. It is
equally important to develop sponsorship skills. It is to those two
areas that our discussion now turns.

Summary

The most important distinction in psychological experience is
the question of identity. How a person asks and answers this
question constitutes the basis for much of her experience and be-
havior. Self-relations thinks of identity in terms of the three prin-
ciples of beingness, belonginess, and relatedness. This corre-
sponds to the experience of a somatic self and its felt center, a
relational self and the experience of a field, and a cognitive self
and the experience of sponsorship and integration of relational
differences. That is, a person is alive, knows she is alive via a felt
sense of connection to something bigger, and learns about the
nature of her aliveness through encountering and eventually inte-
grating relational differences.

On this path, development may be arrested by three types of
“breaks.” A break in beingness means that a person loses a felt
sense of her center and consequently her sense of vitality, good-
ness, and unique gifts. The lights may be on, but no one seems to
be home. A break in belonging means that communion with a
higher power—social, spiritual, ecological—is not felt, and isola-
tion and “agency without communion” develops. A break in re-
latedness means that a person identifies with one side of a distinc-
tion and refuses to acknowledge or accept the complementary
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distinction. This leads to recurrent conflict or withdrawal, with
increasingly painful consequences.

A crucial variable is the relationship to the awakening tender
soft spot of one’s center. As we move through life, life moves
through us with the fressen experiences of this somatic self. The
blessings and guidance of a positive sponsor allows these energies
to be cultivated into the essen forms of the relational self. Just as
important, positive sponsorship allows the development of self-
sponsorship skills.

Attacks or neglect from a negative sponsor freeze the fressen
energy and disconnect it from helpful essen forms. A prolonged
break between the cognitive self and somatic self develops. A
symptom represents a recurrent effort for this cursed fressen en-
ergy to integrate, but each time it is rejected anew, usually due to
fear or ignorance by the cognitive self or violence from external
sponsors. When a symptom occurs, a person tends to lose con-
nection with the relational field, disconnect from the competen-
cies of the cognitive self, and become misidentified with the
curses and self-denigrating practices of negative sponsors. As the
fressen energies at the base of a symptomatic experience re-
awaken over and over, the person devalues such experiences,
thereby producing a recurrent symptom. To sponsor and trans-
form the symptom into a valuable learning, the self-relations ther-
apist looks to (1) reactivate the competencies of the cognitive self,
(2) touch and sponsor the “neglected (somatic) self,” and (3) re-
awaken a person’s connection to the relational field.
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PRACTICES FOR MIND-NATURE
COORDINATION

(Zen master) Basho once said to a group of students: “To
learn about the pine, go to the pine. To learn about the bam-
boo, go to the bamboo. But this learn is not just what you
think learn is. You only learn by becoming totally absorbed
in that which you wish to learn. There are many people who
think that they have learned something and willfully con-
struct a poem which is artifice and does not flow from their
delicate entrance into the life of another object.”

—Gary Snyder, 1980, p. 67

If the therapist is trying to take a patient, give him exercises,
play various propagandas on him, try to make him come over
to our world for the wrong reasons, to manipulate him—then
there arises a problem, a temptation to confuse the idea of
manipulation with the idea of a cure. . ..

This is, I think, really what these disciplines of meditation
are about. . . . They’re about the problem of how to get there
without getting there by the manipulative path, because the
manipulative path can never get there.

—Gregory Bateson, 1975, p. 26

Enlightenment ts an accident, but practice makes you acci-
dent-prone.

—Richard Baker Roshi
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WALKING IN THE WOODS, or feeling the breathing and heartbeat
of a loved one in our arms, we feel connected to some deeper
intelligence and harmony. But when life is experienced as a prob-
lem, this natural relational field is forgotten: self and mental pro-
cess are seen and experienced as separate from nature (including
our bodies). The natural world 1s “out there,” the mind i1s watch-
ing from the “inside,” and the latter is used to dominate or con-
trol the former. But as Bateson (1979) eloquently argued, mind
and nature are a necessary unity. They are different descriptions
of a deep underlying wholeness.

When practices and principles regard mind and nature as sepa-
rate, bad things tend to happen. Self-relations sees symptoms as
arising when a person’s mental processes are disconnected from
his felt sense of a center and a field. In fact, a symptom is in part
an attempt to repair mind-nature splits. If we can listen deeply to
what the symptom is telling us, we no longer need to fear it and
try (in vain) to violently destroy it.

To listen to this “other,” it helps first to reconnect with the
unitive field that holds both self and other. Feeling grounded and
centered in this relational field, we become better able to shift
attention in order to relax, focus, open, stay centered, and act
decisively. We can also better recognize when we are disconnected
and isolated, and then reconnect with a sense of beingness, be-
longingness, and relatedness.

These skills involve daily practices of attentiveness. These prac-
tices help us stabilize our attention, so that we can respond rather
than react to life in each moment. In this chapter we will explore
four general methods: (a) breathing awareness and muscle relax-
ation, (b) dropping or centering attention, (c) opening attention
to the field, and (d) cleansing the doors of perception. The gen-
eral idea is that as bodymind coordination is developed, ideology
and rigid understandings fade. As essen awareness and fressen
energy integrate, the neuromuscular lock that i1s at the core of
symptomatic behavior loosens, and healing and the alleviation of
suffering become possible. A person becomes more responsive
and less reactive, more flexible and less rigid, more tuned in and
less disconnected and isolated.

Given the value of these skills, the therapist is encouraged to
use them personally while working with clients. They may be
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used at any point during a session, whenever centering, relaxing,
grounding, or receptivity might be helpful.

Breathing awareness and muscle relaxation

Breathing awareness

Of the general methods for relaxing attention, breathing aware-
ness is perhaps the most important. Probably nothing affects con-
sciousness more than breathing. Simply stated, no breath, no life.
The precious gift of life is born or “inspired” anew with each in-
halation, and dies or “expires” again with each exhalation. In
stress we lose awareness of our breath. It becomes constricted
and irregular, and we are thus unable to process experience
(i.e., to let life “move through”). Our consciousness is no longer
breath-based and breath-created, but muscle-based and restric-
tive. Muscle-constricted thinking is profoundly conservative: it
dams the river of life flowing through the somatic self, leaving
one isolated in the fixed understandings and frames of the cogni-
tive self. Thus, the same patterns of “doing and viewing” will
occur. This is especially troubling in areas of symptomatic behav-
ior, where the old ways of responding have predictably unsatisfy-
ing outcomes. Thus, a major tool in changing behavior is return-
ing consciousness to a breath-based awareness.

Many practices are helpful in the regard. One simple medita-
tion technique is counting the in-breath and out-breath. The ther-
apist may do this for himself and/or suggest it to the client; both
may benefit. The first step is to develop a comfortable, relaxed
sitting position with the back straight and hands uncrossed. A
few deep breaths may be taken to release tension in the muscles.
The eyes may focus gently on the tip of the nose or on a point on
the ground about five feet in front of you. (Alternatively, atten-
tion may gently rest in the awareness of the abdominal muscle
that rises and falls with each breath.) Rather than breathing in,
let the breath come in. (One metaphor is God breathing air into
Adam’s nostrils in the myth of creation.) As the breath comes in
through the nostrils, filling up the lower diaphragm, say silently,
“breathing in, one.” As the breath goes out, say silently, “breath-
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ing out, one.” For the next breath, the inhalation i1s marked with
“breathing in, two,” the exhalation with “breathing out, two,”
and so on with each breath.

When practicing this skill, you may experience many distrac-
tions. Each time you notice that you’ve lost your place, just gen-
tly come back, either beginning anew or continuing where you
left off. Let each breath dissipate the mental images and thoughts
locked into your awareness. The point is to experience awareness
without control or analysis, with a growing experience of fresh-
ness, suppleness, and solidness.

Training breath awareness seems so simple, yet it is quite a
challenge and remarkably helpful in alleviating unwanted think-
ing and behaving. The basic idea is that to be possessed or
gripped by negative sponsors, a person must first shut down the
breath of life. Since this is such a chronic and hence unconscious
activity, we are seldom aware of when we do it and its negative
effects. By beginning to notice the correlation between breathing
and quality of experience, a person may pursue the benefits of
training breathing awareness. The goal is to let each experience
and thought keep moving through awareness, so identification is
released.

One simple therapeutic application of this practice is to ask
about an antagonistic image, thought, or feeling: do you sense it
“inside” or “outside” your breath? Usually, difficult processes are
experienced outside the breath. When you concentrate on breath
and then experiment with gently bringing the troubling image,
thought, or feeling inside the breath, a significant shift in rela-
tionship to this “antagonistic other” often occurs. We will ex-
pand on this idea in the discussion of the Tibetan practice of
tonglen in the next chapter.

Muscle relaxation

Chapter 1 introduced the principle that the river of life moves
through you, except when it doesn’t. The idea was that as experi-
ence flows through a person, the unwillingness or inability to “be
with” a given experience leads to a neuromuscular lock—a fight
or flight response—that blocks processing of that experience and
shuts down receptivity to new experience. When chronically held,
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neuromuscular lock becomes habituated—that is, a person 1is
tense and blocked without even being consciously aware of it—
and unprocessed experiences remain in a sort “purgatorial” no-
man’s land in the somatic self (see Shapiro, 1995; van der Kolk,
1994). This is the “neglected self” in self-relations. Thus, a cru-
cial skill of the therapist is detecting and loosening muscular
locking in the course of therapeutic conversation. In addition to
breathing awareness, there are other approaches helpful in mus-
cular relaxation, including relaxed concentration, weight on the
underside, and softening agitation.

1. Relaxed concentration. Following the Errol Flynn principle
noted in Chapter 2, the interest in self-relations is in developing
the “not too tight, not too loose” experience of relaxation. The
point is not to be passive, groggy, or tranced out, but fresh, solid,
and free in feeling and responsiveness. This might be done by
relaxing into areas of tension, rather than trying to “get rid of”
the tension.

A classic method for doing this is the progressive relaxation
method in which a person is instructed to tense and then relax
each successive area of the body. For example, the person may be
asked to focus on the feet, tense all the muscles there, and then let
go of the tension as breath is released. The same process is re-
peated for the ankles, the calves, and so on up to the top of the
head. The therapist may also apply this procedure with himself at
any point during the session in order to be more receptive and
grounded.

The same method may be used in a less methodical way. The
person may be asked to scan the body, allowing attention to tune
into any areas of significant tension, and then apply the “focus
and relax” process. For example, a client complained that she
developed intense tension in her belly whenever she talked with
her boyfriend. He was encouraging her to “lighten up” and let
go, to just get into the flow of things. Her belly felt more and
more tense. I suggested she listen and attend even more to the
feeling in her belly, but to do so without too much muscular ten-
sion. This was a bit difficult at first, but as she continued this
“concentrate and relax” process, she felt more centered and at-
tentive to herself and to her boyfriend. She was able to assert
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herself in a centered, direct way, and felt both stronger and more
tender with herself in the process. The point was not to abandon
her “gut feeling,” but, rather, to develop the skill of focusing even
more but with less tension. This skill of deep concentration with-
out muscular contraction is a chief characteristic of hypnosis and
meditation, as well as a hallmark of a skillful, mature conscious-
ness. It reflects the capacity to use mental process without discon-
necting from nature, so that both worlds—description and expe-
rience—may work cooperatively.

The target may also be an external focus. For example, the
therapist might use this technique discreetly while talking with
clients. He might focus attention on the client, then relax all
around the focus while maintaining the concentration. This can
be repeated until a sense of relaxed concentration is developed.’
This state is generally characterized by expanded awareness of
the relational field that holds observer and observed, as well as
reduced analytical chatter. There 1s a felt sense of groundedness
while sensations and 1mages “flow through” awareness. It is es-
pecially helpful for the therapist when the client’s presentation is
difficult to track or otherwise distracting. It is akin to what a
dancer does with a partner, or what a basketball player or martial
artist does with an opponent: develop a soft but concentrated
focus that reduces reactivity to the “fakes” while enhancing con-
nectedness to the person’s center. In therapeutic terms, it allows
the therapist to stay in tune with the client, regardless of where
the client’s story line leads. The client may move off into mental
fantasy, but the therapist remains grounded with a “felt sense” of
the neglected self. This helps the therapist gently return attention
to the reality of the present moment.

In self-relations, this process of sliding into mental fantasies is

! The experience and value of concentrated relaxation that includes an external focus has
been emphasized by the psychiatrist Arthur Deikman (1963, 1966). In talking about his
concept of “deautomized experience,” wherein a person sheds the “shell of automatic
perception, of automatic affective and cognitive controls in order to perceive more
deeply into reality” (in Tart, 1969, p. 222), Deikman emphasized that this state was
developed by intense external focus along with letting go of the usual modes of analyti-
cal thinking and perceiving.

Similarly, the experience of “flow” has been extensively researched and discussed by
the psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1990). In the experience of flow, intense
focus and relaxation are both critical. Thinking becomes clearer and sharper, even as the
person develops what Gendlin (1978) calls a “felt sense” of this experience.
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called “touch and go.” It means that when the therapeutic con-
versation touches the tender soft spot of the client, the client of-
ten automatically moves attention—both his own and the thera-
pist’s—away from this vulnerable place of the neglected self. For
example, the client may suddenly shift topics. If the therapist’s
attention is not stable in a good relaxed concentration, he may be
distracted and lose track of the critical event in the therapy,
namely, the return into awareness of the neglected self.

2. Weight on the underside. Another way to relax muscle ten-
sion is to encourage attention to the “underside” of each muscle
group—the bottoms of the feet, the backs of the legs and arms,
the bottom of the ears, etc. (Tohei, 1976). The idea is to experi-
ence gravity gently calming you down, allowing a feeling of
grounding and centering to develop.

A related technique is to attend to the sensations in the curved
areas of the body—for example, the gentle curves of the wrist,
the curved space from the inside of the thumb up the side of the
index finger, the curve of the neck sloping down the shoulder, or
the inside of the elbow. This simple attentiveness brings aware-
ness to the body in a gentle way, reducing internal chatter and
increasing responsiveness to the present moment.

3. Soften agitation. In the common state of neuromuscular
lock, most of our experience, thinking, and acting arises from an
underlying state of agitation (fear, anger, or desire). A simple ex-
ercise to help decrease agitation is to move through a series of
gentle self-suggestions for “soft mind . . . soft body . . . soft eyes

. soft heart . . . soft soul.” (Additional suggestions for tense
areas such as the jaw, forehead, and shoulders may be included.)
The idea is simply to bring mindfulness to each area, so that mus-
cular holding may be released.

For example, in softening the mind, it may help to adopt the
Buddhist view that mind is space and that space is sky. The field
in which the thoughts move is felt as “full emptiness” or “open-
ness.” The idea or suggestion of “soft mind” is given, along with
an invitation for a receptive response. It may help to feel the most
dense area, the busiest “downtown” area of the mind—for most
people, this is in the head—and start there. With training it is
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possible to develop a mindfulness that is full of a direct, felt sense
of awareness without trying to fix things. Again, this can be help-
ful to both therapists and clients. The goal is not a sloppy or
reduced mental presence, but an increased clarity without the ag-
itation.

If the mind is agitated, it’s very hard to relax the body, and vice
versa. So it’s good to cycle through the different areas. The point,
which is central to many martial arts, is that true resilience,
strength, and courage come from softening the agitation. This is
different from the prevailing notion that “harder is better.” We
favor “hard-headed” ideas over “soft-headed” ones, scowl at
somebody for being too soft, and demand that we “buckle
down” and get to work. Given this bias, it’s no wonder we may
take “soft-mind” to mean becoming mushy headed or spacey. On
the contrary, it means better concentration, better responsiveness,
and better perceptual acuity. In any performance art, relaxed
alertness is crucial. This state requires a soft flexibility that is the
basis for precise execution and flexibility. It is this complemen-
tary state of gentle precision that we are interested in developing
with the methods of this chapter.

Centering attention

Of five Jewish thinkers who made good, the first was Moses,
who pointed to the head and exclaimed, “Focus on the com-
mandments, on logos. If you concentrate on keeping those in
your head, you can’t go wrong.” Next came Jesus, who
pointed to the heart and emphasized that if you concentrate
your attention there, all good things would happen. Third,
Karl Marx arrived on the scene, touching the solar plexus
while talking about brotherhood and courage. Freud, of
course, pointed lower in theorizing about the important cen-
ters of consciousness. Finally, Albert Einstein came along and
put in all in perspective when he observed, “It’s all relative.”

— Anonymous fjoke

When a person is feeling stuck or isolated, attention is often
concentrated in the head or projected away from the body. One
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simple principle to restore balance is to center and drop attention
lower into the body, its different centers of consciousness, and the
earth supporting the body. This principle is central to all martial
arts (as well as other performance arts). It is also reflected in the
general hypnotic suggestion to “drop down” and “go deeper”
into trance, as well as the soulful idiomatic encouragement to
“get down.”

Heart centering

Thinking from the heart is just as important as thinking from
the head. As Pascal commented, the heart has its reasons that
reason knows nothing about. (It is interesting to note that heart
disease is the number 1 disease in America.) We might say that
language (and the mind) is powerful, evocative, and creative
when it synchronizes with the beat of the heart. Certainly in hyp-
nosis or poetry we look to coordinate these two orders of being.
The basic idea is that when mental process is linked to the biolog-
ical drum beat in the body, mind-nature coordination is achieved
and the creative potential is activated. Just as important, entrain-
ment of awareness with heartbeat brings calmness and ground-
ing. The mental chatter diminishes and a “heart-felt” centering
develops.

One simple four-step heart-centering process is as follows. The
first step involves relaxing and opening up. This may be done by
sitting comfortably, taking a few deep breaths, letting attentive-
ness move to the breath, and letting go of control.

In the second step, one feels the physical presence of the heart-
beat. This may take a little time, and it may help to gently touch
the heart area with one or two fingers to focus attention. The
goal is to just tune into the felt sense of the heartbeat, perhaps
noting any changes that begin to occur (e.g., calming down, de-
creased chatter).

In the third step, one senses a second heartbeat inside the first
heartbeat. This may take a bit of gentle patience and listening to
experience. A person might use any of a variety of names for this
second presence—spirit, the inner self, the unconscious—or use

no name at all. The point is to notice the centering and opening
of awareness that occur when you feel a second heartbeat.
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The tinal step involves the repeated use of a word, phrase, or
sentence. This could be thought of as a prayer, a mantra, an affir-
mation, a hypnotic suggestion, or whatever else makes sense to a
person. For example, Table 4.1 lists nine prayers suggested by the
Vietnamese Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh. In using a list such
as this, a person may select out the one(s) that feels most helpful
or relevant. The idea is then to use the statement to open the
heart as a place for experiential centering and thinking.

Of course, other words, phrases, or sentences may also be
used. Possible words include “openness,” “tenderness,” “safety,”
“acceptance,” and “centering.” Phrases might include “it’s going
to be okay,” “this too shall pass,” “let it go,” and so forth.

Each of the four steps—relaxing and opening, listening to the

” <

TABLE 4.1. THE NINE PRAYERS?

1. May I be peaceful, happy, and light in body and spirit.

2. May I be free from injury. May I live in safety.

3. May I be free from disturbance, fear, anxiety, and worry.

4. May I learn to look at myself with the eyes of understanding
and love.

5. May I be able to recognize and touch the seeds of joy and
happiness in my life.

6. May I learn to identify and see the sources of anger, craving,
and delusion in myself.

7. May I know how to nourish the seeds of joy in myself every
day.

8. May I be able to live fresh, solid, and free.

| 9. May I be free from attachment and aversion, but not be
indifferent.

* Reprinted from The Mindfulness Bell: Newsletter of the Order of Interbeing, (Issue no.
15, Winter 1995—96, Community of Mindful Living, P. O. Box 7355 Berkeley, CA
94707). As Thich Nhat Hanh adds: “After practicing ‘May I be . . . ,’ you can practice
‘May he (or she) be . . . ,’ visualizing first someone you like, then the one you love the
most, then someone who is neutral to you, and finally the person whom thinking of
makes you suffer the most. Then you can practice, ‘May they be . . . ,” beginning with
the group, the people, the nation, or the species you like, then the one you love, then the
one that is neutral to you, and finally the one you suffer the most when you think of.”
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heart beat, feeling the second beat, adding a prayer or affirma-
tion—is dependent upon the previous one(s). For example, com-
fortably feeling the heart beat will be very difficult without some
sort of softening in the body. So if any step becomes difficult, a
person may simply return to an earlier step before proceeding.

Disconnection from the heart center is implicated in various
difficulties. Self observation will reveal that when a problem
comes up, the heart center shuts down. Control strategies pre-
dominate as receptive and intuitive facilities recede. The feelings
in the heart area are another form of the fressen energy of the
natural self. If the cognitive self does not sponsor it, it will feel
like an antagonistic symptom (fear or pain) that has no human
value and should be avoided or numbed. By bringing attentive-
ness back to what’s happening in the heart center, a person may
practice mindfulness to allow it to reveal its human value and
helpful nature.

One way to do this is by asking the question, “What do I need
to be at peace with right now?” (The therapist may ask this of
himself during a session, or ask the client to answer it for him-
self.) The question is not intended to be answered so much intel-
lectually as with a felt sense. For example, the person might no-
tice that as he thinks of his job, an angry tense feeling is in his
heart. By using the four-step heart centering method, the person
may explore thinking about his job while softening and opening
his heart; in fact, he may bring the thoughts within the space of
the heart. Painful feelings in the heart may be frightening, partly
because of a general beliet that we cannot bear to have heart to
be “broken.” So we often move away from these feelings, shut-
ting down around them and withdrawing our sponsorship. If we
can appreciate that such feelings indicate an opening of the heart
to a deeper core tenderness, sponsorship may return and positive
experiences can occur. We begin to develop a “rational heart,” a
discerning place of tender sobriety where a person can stay in the
reality of the moment without shutting down.

Listening from the heart does not mean abandoning the analyt-
ical processes of the head. It means integrating thinking with feel-
ing. It especially means bringing mental process back into (its)
nature, like a singer singing with the music rather than in front of
it. Chapter 6 examines in depth how this may be used to resolve
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problematic experiences. For now, the emphasis is simply on no-
ticing that multiple centers of consciousness exist in the somatic
self and that both therapist and client may be helped by tuning
into them.

Belly centering

Centering in the heart may not always be the best place. For
example, in dealing with anger or fear it may be more helpful to
drop attention lower into the belly, several inches below the na-
vel. Many Eastern traditions assume the mind is located in the
belly: as D. T. Suzuki (1960) points out, the primary purpose of
the koan method in Zen Buddhism is to shift attention from the
mind in the head to the mind in the belly. Also, martial arts
strongly emphasize that both perception and responsiveness origi-
nate and should be centered in the belly.

Recent research in the West has provided fascinating scientific
confirmation of this idea. The new field of neurogastroenterology
is based on discoveries of a complex and hidden brain in the gut
that is able to learn, act, remember, and “think” independently
from the brain proper (Blakeslee, 1996). The enteric nervous sys-
tem, as it is called, is thought to be an earlier brain developed
when we were tubular animals sticking to rocks and waiting for
food to come by. (Many of us can still remember this era of the
Sixties!) M. D. Gershon (see Gershon, Kirchgessner, & Wade,
1994) has reported that the enteric nervous system contains a
complex network of neurons, neurotransmitters, and proteins
that operates autonomously from the brain proper. It produces
“gut feelings” that, if attended to, may inform and guide a per-
son’s activities. If unattended to, they may take the form of ul-
cers, “angry bowel” syndrome, or chronic fear.

I vividly remember an experience with my daughter Zoe re-
garding the “belly mind.” When she had just turned four I took
her and a couple of her friends to the beach. The girls were
climbing four- to five-foot high cliffs and jumping off into the
sand. As Zoe moved to higher ground, she excitedly called to
everybody to “watch this really high jump.” Asking me to count
and build up the drama, she poised on the cliff. Just as she was
about to jump, her eyes fluttered as she looked down and touched
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her belly, saying, “Oh, my tummy’s scared!” I suggested she move
to a lower launching point, but she insisted upon her present
place. The situation repeated itself three or four times before she
graciously accepted a few assurances and some simple coaching
tips (on breathing and focusing the eyes outward) in order to
successfully help her jump. Since that time, we talk often about
what her “tummy” is telling her.

The vital idea in self-relations, emanating from Milton Erick-
son’s legacy, is that listening to and “being with” an experiential
response allows its human value to emerge. Love is a transforma-
tive act that requires great courage and skill. Rather than repress-
ing, dissociating, or becoming identified with belly feelings, we
can connect with them in a way that shifts our whole relational
experience of them and ourselves. The belly center offers a
“place” to hold experience so that it may be sponsored and trans-
formed. In the next chapter, we will see how this may be done via
the Tibetan practice of tonglen.

Vertical relatedness: Connecting multiple centers

Other bodymind centers may be distinguished. In Hindu tradi-
tions, there are seven “chakra” centers, including the crown of
the head, the “third eye,” the throat, the heart, the solar plexus,
the point right below the navel, and the root chakra (in the peri-
neum). Whether or not one subscribes to these notions, they sug-
gest a way to reunite mind and body relationships and dissolve
the tyranny and isolation of the disconnected cognitive self.

One simple exercise is called “chakra cleaning.” The person
assumes a relaxed, open posture and then starts with, say, the
heart chakra. Orienting attention to the heart, the person imag-
ines a jewel in its center, noting its color, shape, type, etc. Further
attention is paid to any accumulated dirt or other obstructions to
the radiance of the jewel. The person then imagines gently clean-
ing the jewel, sensing the gradual increase in its shine and beauty.
This same process is then repeated with another chakra center.
Each time a “jewel” is cleansed, the person may connect it to the
already shining jewels, building a progressive string of radiant
jewels, each with its own characteristics, all bound by an ener-
getic link. This type of exercise may promote deeper relaxation,
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greater openness, and more bodymind connectedness. It may be
elaborated and modified in a variety of ways.

A clinical application of centering

Centering is helpful in many ways. In stressful situations indi-
viduals often “give themselves away” to an outside source. By
reclaiming one’s center, one may reclaim oneself and move from
reactivity to creative responsiveness. 10 sense where the self is
projected, one may ask the question, “To what (or whom) do you
give first attention?” First attention may be thought of like the
cursor on a computer screen; it can be moved around wherever
you want. For example, say a couple is fighting with each other.
One points her finger and raises her voice. In reaction, the other’s
eyes fix in fear or anger on the partner, his body tense and rigid.
Each partner gives “first attention” to the other, projecting it
through the eyes and fixating it on the partner, who is then expe-
rienced as “causing” one’s behavior and experience. This is what
is meant by giving oneself away.

The alternative is to return first attention to one’s center. The
person might take a deep breath, open attention to the relational
field, drop attention into his belly, and respond from a felt sense
of his center. This is a learned skill, not an automatic response. It
involves the rigorous training of an alternative to the “fight or
flight” response wherein one loses one’s center; this third way is
called “tlow” in aikido.

This loss of centering may also be seen when a client accesses
an emotional experience. As his eyes well momentarily with tears,
his arms may cross over his stomach as he looks up and away at
the ceiling. (This is another example of the “touch and go” pro-
cess.) Through his eyes he projects himself (imaginally) out of his
body and onto the wall. (By watching a person’s eyes we can
often see where first attention is given.) With his cognitive self
projected away from the body (which is a common strategy for
trauma survivors), the person is uncentered and feels over-
whelmed and “exposed” in the experience. The “stressor” be-
comes the influential other or “higher power” that determines
identity. In other words, when one moves first attention away
from his center, he is open to living under the influence of aliena-
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tion or other forms of negative sponsorship. The antidote for
alienation is returning to one’s center. A person always has “first
dibs” on his tender soft spot; it is only by leaving his center that
alien sponsors may take over. As Nathan Sharansky (1988) em-
phasized as his main principle during years of imprisonment as a
Soviet dissident, “nobody can humiliate me except me.”

Centering practices provide an opportunity to realize this ex-
traordinary principle of living from one’s center. In aikido, part of
this training involves developing “soft eyes” and dropping aware-
ness to a center point a few inches below the navel. It may help to
let your fingers touch that point in your body and rest gently
until harmonization with breathing is felt. This may take a while
and require some gentle coaching, so patience and tenderness are
especially helpful.

The therapist can learn to drop into the “belly-mind” when
stressed and can help clients learn to do so as well. The basic idea
is that, when “first attention” is given to your center, you will be
more receptive and respond more effectively to both yourself and
others. Being receptive doesn’t mean you allow a person to run
you over. As an exercise in martial arts, connecting with your
center 1s about increasing the freedom to feel secure and to re-
spond nonviolently from a deep sense of love.?

The underlying premise here is that your relation to your cen-
ter (or what some might call their soul, or sobriety, or daemon) is
your primary commitment. It is more important than any other
relationship in your life—your kids, your mate, your work—
since without it you cannot remain present. This idea of the
primacy of self-love is new for many, so it is important to distin-
guish narcissistic absorption from responsible self-love. In narcis-
sism, you move away from the world and into your mental pro-
jections; in centering into self-love, you are more fully in the
reality of each moment, connected to both self and the world
around you. The simple notion, testable in action, is that when

* Gandhi used to say that if the only alternative to passive submission to injustice was
violent resistance, he would recommend violent resistance in virtually every case, since
none deserved unjust treatment. But he emphasized the third possibility of satyagraha,
which we translated earlier as “firmness of soul” or “force of love.” Gandhi emphasized
how this nonviolent force could be effectively used to meet and transform the force of
violence. Aikido uses this same principle, as does self-relations work. All require the
skillfulness of centering practices as their basis for realizing this extraordinary principle.
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you leave your center you cannot sustain being with anything or
anyone else. You make a mess of things, whatever your intention.
Centering allows you to let life move through you and thus to
allow awareness to include, but also extend beyond, the narrow
interests of the cognitive self.

Grounding

In martial arts, as in other performance arts (such as dancing),
attentiveness is also given to the support of the ground. The idea
is that in stress a person’s energy is not rooted solidly in the
ground and he can thus be imbalanced and “pushed around” eas-
ily. Conversely, feeling a connection with the earth allows a sup-
ple sense of solidness and presence.

The principle of grounding may be helpful for people dealing
with stressful situations. Usually, at such times attention is either
on oneself or on the other. Attention may be exclusively in cogni-
tive processes and not on the somatic centering and the (literal)
common ground shared by the persons involved. Grounding
practices may reconnect the person with the somatic self and al-
low a greater responsiveness and flexibility. Grounding may be
especially helpful for the therapist, who must be able to be listen
to a number of painful stories while remaining open and respon-
s1ve.

One way to ground is simply to soften the eyes, take a breath,
and allow awareness to “drop” into the ground. A feeling of spa-
ciousness may be developed, along with a sense of being sup-
ported by an infinitely curved earth. Thus, rather than feeling toe
to toe or head to head with a person in a narrow field, one may
feel a great open space where the relationship may occur. This is
not a dreamy altered state, but an enhanced state of relaxed alert-
ness, where the space between the therapist and client is softened
and opened. It may help to feel one’s belly center press gently
down into the earth, perhaps feeling it extend all the way to the
core of the earth. It may also help to feel a gentle energy pressing
down through the balls of the feet, while simultaneously feeling
an energy coming up from the earth through the heels of the feet.
Again, these are basic exercises taken from martial arts that are
designed to help one feel fresh, solid, and free to respond cre-
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atively. They may also have value in other relational perfor-
mances such as psychotherapy.

Opening attention

The complementary principle to dropping attention into one’s
center is opening attention to the relational field. This is based on
the simple observation that in symptomatic behavior attention
generally constricts, often fixating rigidly on the figure of the
stressor, withdrawn from the field around it. An aikido principle
relevant in this regard is: Never fix your focus on the attack. As
Morihei Ueshiba (in Stephens, 1992), the founder of aikido,
wrote:

Do not stare into the eyes of your opponent:
he may mesmerize you.
Do not fix your gaze on his sword:
he may intimidate you.
Do not focus your gaze on your opponent at all:
he may absorb your energy.
The essence of training is to bring your
opponent into your sphere.
Then you can stand where you like.

Below we explore four techniques for opening the field.

Evenly suspended attention

Opening attention is very similar to Freud’s idea of “evenly
suspended attention,” which he described as crucial to the thera-
pist’s state of consciousness:

Suspend . . . judgment and give . . . impartial attention to every-
thing there is to observe.” (Freud, 1909, p. 23)

(The technique) . . . is a very simple one. . . . As we shall see, it
rejects the use of any special expedient (even that of taking notes).
It consists simply in not directing one’s notice to anything in par-
ticular and in maintaining the same “evenly suspended attention”
(as I have called it) in the face of all that one hears.
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. . . For as soon as anyone deliberately concentrates his atten-
tion to a certain degree, he begins to select from the material be-
fore him; one point will be fixed in his mind with particular clear-
ness and some other will be correspondingly disregarded, and in
making this selection he will be following his expectation or incli-
nation. This, however, is precisely what must not be done. In mak-
ing the selection, if he follows his expectations he is in danger of
never finding anything but what he already knows; and if he fol-
lows inclinations he will certainly falsify what he may perceive. It
must not be forgotten that the things one hears are for the most
part things whose meaning is only recognized later. (Freud, 1912,
pp.- I11-112)

This evenly suspended attention is developed by softening atten-
tion and letting it spread through the relational field. This is simi-
lar to the advice Don Juan gave to Carlos Castenada (1974) in
Tales of Power, when he recommended that Carlos learn to walk
with eyes spread to 180 degrees peripheral vision, watching the
horizon on both sides while feeling his hands at his sides. (Don
Juan added the further sobering suggestion to then sense death
always stalking you over your left shoulder!) We might call this
field-based perception, rather than the more traditional figure-
based perception. It is a sort of “juggler’s consciousness” that
allows one to connect with the relational field holding different
figures (truths, people, positions, etc.), without locking into any
of them.

Three-point attention

One simple way to achieve a field-based attention is through
what I call three-point attention. I sometimes introduce this to
clients as an “anti-anxiety” technique, pointing out that, in order
to worry, you have to tense your eyes and then move them
around in arrhythmic patterns. (This is why in a traditional hyp-
notic induction a person is asked to relax and focus on a point: it
disrupts the orienting response triggered by eye movements and
thereby sets hypnosis into action. I also believe it is a major rea-
son for the success of EMDR therapy, which asks clients to rhyth-
mically entrain their eye movements to the therapist’s finger
movements while processing traumatic memories.) I then suggest
a simple experiment, namely that the client relax and allow a first
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point of attention to develop in his belly (or heart, or hands,
whichever is most comfortable). I then suggest that he select two
other external points to focus on, preferably one on either side of
me. We work a bit on relaxation and on gently distributing atten-
tion until all three points are equally in focus. I then suggest the
client soften the attentional field a bit more while remaining alert.
Thus, the person develops a equi-point spreading of attention in
the field, with a soft focus and grounded sense.

A nice aspect of this technique is that the therapist can easily
monitor how the person is doing. If the eyes shift, gentle coaching
suggestions to relax and refocus can be given. This is a straight-
forward way to develop a relaxed and alert focus. (Again, the
therapist can do this in parallel with the person.) Therapy work,
especially with anxiety-related issues, can then be done with the
client in this state. It keeps a person from accessing control/tear
reactions to an experience, thereby allowing him to stay present.

The client may be encouraged to develop this process before or
during stressful situations as a centering method. It is also helpful
when a person is having trouble getting to sleep. Usually, a per-
son has his eyes closed and is tossing and turning in bed. In using
three-point attention, it is suggested that the person lay on his
back with his arms at his side. Eyes are to be kept open, with a
person trying not to blink. Three-point attention is established
while looking toward the ceiling. (In a darkened room, the points
are projected in space with the eyes open.) The person will find
the eyes wanting to roam all over the place, but gentle refocusing
will allow the three-point field to relax the somatic self and bring
relaxation and sleep to the person.

Relational entrainment of attention

A modification of this exercise is what might be called “rela-
tional mind” circuits. This is a quasi-hypnotic experiential pro-
cess that is designed to entrain attention with another person. I
have used it with couples, as a training exercise for therapists,
and occasionally with clients. I use it unobtrusively at times to
deepen a sense of connection with the client during an interview.

To develop this entrainment, a person develops the feeling of
gentle pulsating bands of energy that move through him and his
partner, connecting them in elliptical orbits. For example, a per-
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son first senses a gentle energy behind his eyes, a relaxing feeling
that can be felt as a pulsating band of energy frequencies. This
curved band can extend through the temples of the forehead into
an orbital circuit, moving through the temples and behind the
eyes of his partner. Similar orbital loops may be developed
through the ears, the fingertips, and toes. The partners allow
their attention to rest within the field, noting what awarenesses
are being sent and received through these relational loops.

This process may sound strange, but it is a simple way to feel
an intimate “pattern that connects” you and another person. It
encourages an experience of mind as a relational field between
people rather than a static position inside a person’s head. The
idea is that the more you can move from the isolation of being
locked inside your head to the relational field that connects you
with others, the less life is sensed as a problem.

Remembering experiences of self-transcendence

We noted earlier that virtually all people have had unitive ex-
periences of communion wherein they experience a connection to
something beyond their individual selves. These experiences may
develop through simple practices such as playing with children,
knitting, swimming, reading, praying, engaging in athletics or art,
or walking on the beach. As we noted, such experiences of self-
transcendence reveal an presence greater than our cognitive selves.
Asking a person to recall and revivify such experiences is another
way to open attention. As we discussed in Chapter 3, a person
may access the relational field as a context for working with diffi-
cult experiences.

Cleansing the doors of perception

A final set of practices has do with washing away the “dust of
everyday living” that obscures clarity.

Erasing hypnotic phenomena

All of this talk about softness and relaxation is bound to result
in some people drifting off into trance, so it should be reiterated
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that this is usually not the goal in following these principles. In
fact, a major goal is to help people awaken from low-grade states
of trance-like attention. A few common side effects of hypnosis
are grogginess, distortion of reality, and diminished behavioral
responsiveness. Since these may detract from therapeutic presence
as well as effective responsiveness in challenging situations, it is
helpful to have a few ways to steer away from them. That is, an
important skill is the capacity to expand into the relational field
without slipping into trance. A simple question may be asked in
this regard: how do you know you are going into trance?

The most common answer is trance phenomena. That is, one
knows trance is developing because the phenomena (or appear-
ances) of subjective experience change significantly. These changes
may occur in visual, somatic, auditory, or cognitive representa-
tional systems. They can sometimes have a narcotic-like effect
that distorts experience and takes a person further away from
being present in the moment. This may be helpful and interesting
in some situations—for example, for mental exploration or inte-
rior work—but distracting and unhelpful in other situations—{for
example, a therapist needing to tune in to the client, or a person
wanting to stay connected in a relationship.

So it is useful to have the choice to develop or erase hypnotic
phenomena. To accomplish the latter, here is a simple experiment.
Find a comfortable position and take a few moments to get into a
receptive state. Tuning to your visual awareness, ask, “What is
the first (small) sign that trance is developing?” It could be a
tunnel vision, or a certain type of imagery, or a shift in detail. As
you notice whatever it is, take an imaginary “gentle, mental
eraser” and tenderly erase that phenomenon. Then feel what’s
behind it (not in the sense of a hidden meaning or symbol, but
the experiential space—often openness—that is sensed). As you
feel what’s behind it, let yourself move deeper into a “trance”
(without the trance phenomenon).

Next move your attention to your body and ask the same
question: “What is the first small sign that trance is developing?”
It could be a heaviness in the body, a tingling in the hands, or a
dissociative feeling. Take the gentle, mental eraser and erase that
distortion. Feel what’s behind that, and go deeper into trance as a
result. Repeat the same for the cognitive realm, and then recycle
through each modality as many times as you’d like.
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This exercise can help a person experience a place that is nei-
ther the dictatorial control of ego identity nor the dreaminess of
hypnotic reality. It can help develop an exquisite awareness of the
middle way between the extremes. Here life is not a problem: it
simply “is.” This can help one deal more directly with life on
life’s terms.

Erasing cognitive phenomena

On the one extreme we lose ourselves to the seductiveness of
fantasy and image, on the other to the thought-forms and con-
structs of the cognitive self. We become addicted to thinking, rig-
idly applying rehearsed mental structures. We believe that we
think thoughts rather than, as Nietzche emphasized, thoughts
thinking us.

When thinking becomes unhelpful—that is, a person feels
stuck, overloaded, tense—the same “experiments in conscious-
ness” used with hypnotic phenomena can be applied to analytical
content. Thus, after the person has centered, opened attention,
softened the mind/body/heart, etc., and erased the hypnotic phe-
nomena, he may wonder, “What else am I aware of?” As each
thought, image, or percept is noted, the “gentle mental eraser”
may soften or fully erase it, allowing a felt sense of the open
tender space behind it. The place from which a person is observ-
ing the thoughts may also be felt and gently and tenderly erased.
This allows another type of experience of mind as a relational
field. Like Milton Erickson’s “middle of nowhere” or Deepak
Chopra’s (1989) “field of all possibilities,” it is a space from
which fresh experience can arise. It provides relief from compul-
sive doing/thinking and a return to the more basic experience of
mindfulness. This is an antidote for the mind caught in the end-
less cycle of performance. An experience of peace and curiosity
may develop, and a renewal of self-love may be found.

Summary

Lasting or recurrent problems usually reflect a break in related-
ness between the somatic self and the cognitive self, with the re-
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sulting loss of both one’s center and a connection to the larger
relational field. The way attention is used is especially prominent
in maintaining such states. At the heart of each symptom is a
general agitation or neuromuscular lock that is blocking the life
force and its resources.* Thus, it is important to develop skills
that identify and relieve neuromuscular lock, allowing the re-
union of mind and nature, thinking and feeling. The general
methods that we have explored here—breathing and muscular
relaxation, dropping and centering attention, opening attention,
and cleansing the doors of perception—are a few suggestions for
how this process might be accomplished.- As it occurs, mindful-
ness and relatedness are again possible, thereby potentiating heal-
ing and growth.

* This idea of a general underlying factor of agitation or disturbance in all psychological
symptoms is reminiscent of Hans Selye’s (1956) proposal of the stress factor. Selye de-
scribed how when he was a young doctor examining patients in a hospital, he was struck
how they all looked sick—that is, regardless of the diagnosis, they all seemed to share
some general look of illness. This led him to propose that stress was an underlying factor
in all illness. The ideas of neuromuscular lock and agitation are used in a similar way in
self-relations.
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LLOVE AS A SKILL
THE PRACTICES OF SPONSORSHIP

Psychoanalysis is in essence a cure through love.

—Sigmund Freud, in a letter to Carl Jung

Love is the productive form of relatedness to others and to
oneself. It implies responsibility, care, respect, and knowl-
edge, and the wish for the other person to grow and develop.
It is the expression of intimacy between two human beings
under the condition of the preservation of each other’s integ-
rity.

—Erich Fromm, 1947, p. 51

A BASIC PREMISE of self-relations is that the river of life courses
through each of us, bringing every experience known to human-
kind. In this sense, life is out to get us, helping us to become more
and more of a human being. Life cannot be fooled: we cannot
avoid the basic experiences of fear, joy, anger, sadness, excite-
ment, envy, and so forth. The basic question is our relationship to
this river of life. We can fear and try to damn it, ignore and
exploit it, or accept and work with it. It is this latter relational
skill that we call love.

In examining love as a courage and a skill, self-relations em-
phasizes the principle and practices of sponsorship, whereby the
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agency of mindfulness may touch and “be with” something as a
means to bring human value and transformation to it. The corol-
lary of this is that whatever is unchanging in human experience is
not being sponsored. Thus, the skills of sponsorship allow the
natural process of change to occur. Sponsorship occurs in many
different contexts: a parent with a child, a person with her own
experiences, a therapist with a client, an artist with archetypal or
artistic processes, a friend with a person in need, a person in
nature. In each situation, the fressen energies of life are flowing,
and sponsorship is the skill by which such energies are cultivated
into the vital essen forms of human being. As we will see in this
chapter, sponsorship skills include deep listening, proper naming,
providing a place, expressing, blessing, connecting, disciplining,
protecting, encouraging, and challenging.

In applying these ideas of sponsorship to psychotherapy, we
are guided by three interlocking principles: (1) join and sponsor
the presenting self; (2) access the complementary self; and (3) de-
velop a relational self that connects the two selves. To see how
these principles are practiced, we first explore an exercise in nam-
ing and integrating complementary selves. From there we exam-
ine some basic therapy skills of sponsorship. Finally, a modified
version of the Tibetan practice of tonglen (“giving and receiv-
ing”), a remarkable method for transforming negative experience,
1s discussed.

A prototype exercise: Who are yous

This is a straightforward way to introduce the three interre-
lated principles of joining, complementing, and connecting in
psychotherapy training groups. Figure §.1 shows the by now fa-
miliar diagram of joining complementary selves into a relational
self. To do this in the exercise, groups of three are formed. One
person is in the client position; a second is Therapist A; the third
is Therapist B. (Roles are rotated, so everybody gets a chance at
each role.) Everybody first takes a few minutes to settle in and
relax. (The attentional practices of Chapter 4 are helpful in this
regard.)
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Presenting Complementary

Self Self
(Explicit Identity) (Implicit Identity)

Self (Field)

FIGURE 5.1. SELF IDENTITY AS RELATIONAL OPPOSITES

Step 1: Joining with the presenting identity

When ready, Therapist A orients to the client, nonverbally con-
nects with open curiosity, then asks, “Who are you?” The client
allows the question to filter through the somatic self, like a hyp-
notic suggestion or a poem, noting any responses that arise. (Cli-
ents are generally asked beforehand to limit responses to social
identities they have experienced in their personal history: I am a
sad three-year-old boy, I am my father’s son, I am a therapist, I
am Zoe’s father, I am a husband, I am a reader of books, etc.)
Whatever the response, the client speaks it as a simple statement,
for example, “I am my father’s son.”

Therapist A receives this statement and lets it touch and rever-
berate through her somatic self. The intent is not intellectual un-
derstanding but experiential seeing of who the client is, for exam-
ple, as his father’s son. The identity may be sensed by the
therapist in terms of its energetic resonance as well other nonver-
bal elements such as posture, tone, intensity, etc. This is crucial:
both client and therapists are primarily looking for a felt sense of
the identity. The identity of “my father’s son,” for example, is
meaningless simply at a cognitive level. If we lined up five “fa-
ther’s sons,” we would have five very different emotional and
psychological “ego states.” So the therapist feels through the ver-
bal description to sense the person’s experiential state connected
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to the description. It is the experiential state of the somatic self
that the therapist looks to tune to and be with.

As Therapist A receives the identity, she is interested in “hold-
ing it,” that is, giving it a place in the centers of her somatic self.
This is one of the most crucial skills of the self-relations therapist.
It is similar to how a person might be open to music, to a poem
or any other art form, or to loving a child, especially when the
child is in stress. As the therapist feels the identity spoken by the
client, she also feels how to be with it, how to vibrationally con-
nect with it, how to fit with it. This takes at least a few moments
of silence, allowing the intelligence of the somatic self to receive
and hold an identity. The therapist might bring the identity into
her heart center or her belly center. Once this is done, Therapist
A simply says, “Yes, I see that you are (your father’s son).”"

Step 2: Accessing a complementary identity

Meanwhile, back at the ranch, Therapist B has been silently
participating, receiving and holding the identity spoken by the
client. As Therapist A acknowledges the spoken identity, Thera-
pist B lets it go and feels for an opposite or complementary iden-
tity. For example, a complementary identity to “father’s son”
might be “mother’s son” or “daughter’s father” or “your own
person.” There are many possible complements. To sense one, the
therapist does not proceed primarily on an intellectual or seman-
tic basis, but rather on an intuitive one. As the first identity is
taken in and held within a somatic center, the question of feeling
an opposite energy or way of being elicits a complementary felt
sense, along with a verbal description. Thus, when Therapist B
senses the complementary identity, she tunes into it and speaks to
it by saying, “And I also see that you are (your daughter’s fa-
ther).”

The point is not to scientifically name, but to poetically evoke
and complement. The complement may fit well, or only partially,
or not at all. Any response is useful, as long as the therapist re-
mains sensitive to the client’s response.

! This “seeing” is more than the sensing of a perceptual object, for example, “I see the ball
on the floor.” It is the existential “seeing” of sponsorship that includes a blessing. That
is, the person’s beingness is sensed, touched, and honored in the process.
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Step 3: Experiencing both identities simultaneously

After Therapist B makes her statement, the therapists pause
and then say simultaneously, “And what a nice thing to know
that you can enjoy BOTH at the same time!”* Again, the stereo-
phonic delivery is poetic and hypnotic, as well as playful, encour-
aging the client to feel the presence of both identities simul-
taneously.

To reiterate, the simultaneous activation of different truths,
ego states, or identities in the nervous system is a succinct for-
mula for developing an altered state of consciousness. The person
“loses her mind” for a moment as points of views create an inter-
ference pattern (like a hologram), and what’s typically left is a
feeling of integration, openness, and delight. (This, of course, as-
sumes a supportive context; in a nonsupportive or violent con-
text, the resultant altered state is painful and unintegrated, since
there is no unitive field present.) Identity moves from a position-
based cognition (I am this or I am that) to a field-based knowing
(I am the relational field that holds descriptions). This provides a
glimpse of the generative consciousness of the relational self.

After a few moments of allowing the response to develop,
Therapist B takes the lead by asking with curiosity, “And who
else are you?” This precipitates another round of the three steps
of eliciting and acknowledging an identity, intuiting and accessing
a complementary identity, and stereophonically activating a field
that connects both identities. Usually about four or five rounds
are done, each one deepening the involvement. Then partners ro-
tate roles and repeat the exercise.

The exercise can be done with just one therapist. (Indeed,
using it in therapy usually involves a single therapist.) The point
is that the therapist looks to connect with and acknowledge
whatever identity/social role/ego state the person presents (e.g., I
am a problem, I am a trauma survivor). He next feels for and

> Some have questioned the word “enjoy” in the statement. Partly the exercise is done
with an Irish twinkle or its equivalent, such that enjoyment is a key theme. Partly it is
done to emphasize the possibility of a positive relational feeling toward a negative expe-
riential response. Thus, when I recall an old incident, I needn’t be bound by the feeling
of that incident. The important quality is self-love or self-connection during such recalls.
Of course, other words such as “experience” may be substituted for “enjoy.”
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speaks to a complementary identity in the person’s experience
(e.g., I am resourceful, I am competent), and then works to con-
nect the two into a relational self. In clinical practice, the timing
will vary tremendously. The therapist may need to take much
longer—up to several sessions—to be with the presenting (prob-
lem) identity before its felt sense is acknowledged and held rela-
tionally. Also, the client may slip out of the resource state long
before it gets integrated. The process is not so different from
working with couples, where the truths of each person must be
validated and held against each other to allow for a deeper truth
of the relational self to emerge. Thus, it takes skill to apply the
principles embodied in the exercise in clinical practice.

This exercise is especially helpful when a client is stuck in a
neglected self. For example, a professional woman in her forties
described a series of relationships with men where she had ini-
tially become close and then critical and distant. Her father had
been an abusive alcoholic who abandoned the family when she
was an adolescent. The first part of the therapy concentrated on
acknowledging her right to choose, to say no, to feel and respect
her boundaries, and to voice her interests. This seemed to open
the possibility for a greater intimacy, which in turned seemed to
arouse paralyzing fears.

I did the exercise with her. Each time she voiced a fear—for
example, “I am afraid that I will be abandoned again”—I would
receive it, hold it, and feed it back: “I see that you are someone
who is afraid of abandonment.” After pausing to let it sink in, I
would acknowledge the complement: “And I also see that you are
someone who has learned to enjoy her independence.” After
pausing to let that sink in, I would acknowledge both: “And
what a nice thing to know you can enjoy both at the same time.”
This would usually create a intense feeling of something shifting
deep within her somatic self. I would then ask: “And what else
are you afraid of?” and a new cycle of integrating complementary
identities would begin. After five or six cycles, a feeling of deep
calm and tender openness developed, wherein she felt both vul-
nerable and strong. We gently talked about how this feeling was
different from how it was when she was an adolescent and how
she could use this new context to make room for her fears as well

as her resources.
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Figure 5.1 reminds us that every explicit position presented by
the client is connected to an implicit position. Therapy is a con-
versation that draws relational awareness within and between
these circles, so that each truth or position has a place, with none
in isolation. When the self is relational, the spirit of life is once
- again felt.

The figure also reminds us that we can start in any of the three
places: joining and acknowledging the explicit or dominant posi-
tion (e.g., the problem-defined self), or speaking directly to an
implicit position (e.g., a competent or resource-based self), or
speaking first to the creation of a field without reference to the
positions.

When the therapy is stuck, the principles suggest three possible
causes. The first is that a present identity state has not been fully
sponsored. Usually this means a neglected self is dominant. Per-
haps it has not even been noticed; or perhaps it has not been
properly named, felt, or valued. Given the fears and other anxi-
eties connected to the neglected self (“If I let myself feel this,
something terrible will happen™), this is the rule rather than the
exception. The “touch and go” strategies, wherein a person
touches the tender soft spot of her experiences and then goes
away someplace else, are typically operative. Thus, joining, re-
main connected with, and further sponsoring a neglected self of-
ten take considerable patience and skill. The most important first
step is for the therapist to “do nothing”: let go, relax, center,
open, soften, clear out, and let the neglected selt come into your
awareness.

Second, the client may not feel capable of staying in relation-
ship with the neglected self. In that case, the therapist might di-
rect attention to a competency-based cognitive self. For example,
solution-oriented therapy does this by inquiring about “excep-
tions,” or times when the problem is not occurring (de Shazer,
1985). Narrative therapy does it by asking about times when the
client successfully “resisted” the alienating ideas that induce the
problem-saturated state (White & Epston, 1990). As we will see
in the next chapter, self-relations asks questions such as, “What
are the things you like to do best?” and “When do you feel most
like yourself?”

Third, a relational field may not be felt, making it difficult to
hold differences or allow transformation to occur. Thus, the ther-
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apist might introduce a meditation or hypnotic process to open
the field. Any of the techniques described in the last chapter are
helpful in this regard.

Skills of sponsorship

The source of love is deep in us, and we can help others real-
ize a lot of happiness. One word, one action, or one thought
can reduce another person’s suffering and bring him joy. One
word can give comfort and confidence, destroy doubt, help
someone avoid a mistake, reconcile a conflict, or open the
door to liberation. One action can save a person’s life or help
him take advantage of a rare opportunity. One thought can
do the same, because thoughts always lead to words and ac-
tions. If love is in our heart, every thought, word, and deed
can bring about a miracle. Because understanding is the very
foundation of love, words and actions that emerge from our
love are always helpful.

—Thich Nbat Hanb, 1991, p. 78

Successful use of the “complementary self” exercise and its
variants requires proper timing, rhythm, and nonverbal reso-
nance. Lacking a hypnotic or poetic base to activate the somatic
self, the exercise is superficial, uninteresting psychobabble. But
when the words of the cognitive self arise from and remain con-
nected with the somatic self, the results can be quite powerful.
The underlying idea is that when clients present with a problem,
they describe an impotence where what they say or do makes no
difference to how they feel or would like to be in certain situa-
tions. Self-relations says that in part this reflects a disconnection
of speaking and thinking from the nonverbal centers of con-
sciousness. We therefore seek to reconnect what is being said
with what is being experienced. As Varela, Thompson, and Rosch
(1993) have lucidly noted, this connection of the domains of de-
scription and experience is a crucial aspect of any postmodern,
humanistic science.

The exercise suggests a number of sponsorship skills involved
in fostering this reconnection process. Table 5.1 lists thirteen that
are especially used in the self-relations approach.
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TABLE 5.1. SKILLS OF THERAPEUTIC SPONSORSHIP

. Connecting with self

. Connecting with the other

. Curiosity

. Receptivity

. Touching and holding an experiential truth

. Proper naming

. Letting go

. Noticing exceptions, differences, and other complementary
truths
9. Identifying and challenging self-negating influences

ro. Sensing the relational field that holds the different identities

r11. Holding multiple truths simultaneously

12. Speaking to multiple truths simultaneously

13. Knowing when and how to push the reset button

WO \NWKn WL b H

1. Connecting with self

We saw in the last chapter how this process includes centering,
grounding, and opening within and beyond oneself. In the ab-
sence of such a connection, a model tends to be applied ideologi-
cally and thus oppressively. Thus, the most important commit-
ment a sponsor has is to herself. Without a connection to herself,
a person will tend to be reactive rather than responsive, engaged
in fight (domination) or flight (submission) patterns rather than
true relational engagement. Through cultivating self-love, a per-
son discovers a deeper trust and acceptance of both interior and
exterior life. The fressen energies of life flow through the thera-
pist’s consciousness, providing an entirely different type of guid-
ance than the cognitive self can give. Thus, the self-relations
therapist is committed to an ongoing connection with herself
throughout a session. Whenever it is lost, getting it back (e.g., via
exercises of Chapter 4) becomes a priority.

2. Connecting with the other

Nonverbal connectedness with the client is equally important
and involves similar methods. Relational practices include deep
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listening, silence, and a receptive mode. Too often therapy, like
most of contemporary life, relies primarily on an active mode,
such that the primary question of both client and therapist is
“What do we do?” In order to effectively do, we need to practice
not-doing and not-knowing (Erickson & Rossi, 1979). In the
present context, that means opening a receptive mode so that ex-
perience can “come find you.” To develop this type of attention,
one follows the Errol Flynn principle of “not too tight, not too
loose.”

The important thing is to experience a felt sense of the client’s
somatic self. For example, the therapist might relax into her
breathing in order to feel the client’s breathing against her own.
She might soften her eyes to sense the client’s emotional patterns
as movements in a field, with a texture and a color. (This is the
way some musicians perceive music, and it may be the way some
therapists sense emotional patterns.) Attention might be widened
to sense the relational field that allows whatever the client is do-
ing or experiencing to have a place. All these sorts of relational
connections require a relational self that joins the somatic self
with the cognitive self while sensing the field from which both
arise. When awareness is connected with a center, a relationship
of self and other(s), and the relational field, mature and effective

love is possible.

3. Curiosity

Once relationally connected, the therapist may become curious
about various identity-related questions, such as: Who are you?
You’re up to something big—what is it? Something is awakening
within you; what is it? These questions are usually held silently
by the therapist as she connects with the client. The intent is to
concentrate on holding the question (not too tight, not too loose),
letting the answers come.

These general questions held internally by the therapist will
lead to specific questions asked of the client: What’s going on?
What’s the probiem? How is it a problem? What do you think
you need to get rid of? Where in your body do you most feel the
center of the problem? When asking such questions, it is espe-
cially important that the therapist notes both the client’s answers
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and her own. Too often the client is held solely responsible for
answering the therapist’s questions. In a relational approach,
both the therapist’s and the client’s responses are equally impor-
tant. Thus, if the therapist asks, “What do you need?”, she no-
tices both the client’s and her own responses to the question. The
holding of these two responses together is what allows therapeu-
tic conversation to occur, especially when there are differences
between the responses. For example, the client may say she needs
to try harder, whereas the therapist notes an incredible weariness
and a need for rest. In a relational approach, both answers are
equally valid. When they are held simultaneously, interesting de-
velopments occur. Indeed, it is precisely the reconnection of the
client’s responses with other perspectives (i.e., conversation) that
allows creative possibilities to emerge.

4. Receptivity

The skill of holding a question leads to the skill of receiving an
answer. The important thing is to maintain a disciplined listening,
gentle but precise. Often nothing will come at first; then from the
silence arise feelings, images, words, and other symbols. If the
therapist does not cultivate the patience and confidence to sit in
silence, this process cannot occur. If the client asks the therapist
why she is silent, the therapist may simply, honestly respond that
she is curious about a question and waiting for a response. This
may lead to a discussion about how the client may benefit from a
similar practice of self-listening.

Here we want to be touched deeply by the client’s experience,
especially the fressen energies coming through her somatic self.
R. D. Laing (1987) warned against therapist “psychophobia,”
where therapists are terrified of the client’s psychological pro-
cesses. We are afraid that if we open up to our clients’ experience,
we will be infected or overwhelmed by whatever is ailing them.
Yet a basic principle of healing is that it is possible to accept and
transform painful experiences. To reiterate Merton (1964), tyr-
anny and oppression develop when we believe negative experi-
ences cannot be transformed. We turn away from them in fear
and then return to them with anger, malice, and violence. So for
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healing purposes, we must finds ways to open and be with each
aspect of the client’s experience.

To do this, therapists must avoid being sentimental and over-
identified or disconnected and separate. A middle way is possible,
wherein experience is allowed to “proceed through” the nervous
systems of both therapist and client. This is the “life flowing
through” premise of self-relations, where the principles of mind-
fulness and sponsorship transform fressen energy into essen forms.

Willingness to open to the client’s suffering is important in an-
other way. A major misunderstanding underlying suffering is that
the pain a person is experiencing is merely personal. That is, a
person believes the sadness she feels is because of things that hap-
pened or didn’t happen, or that the fear she feels is because she
lacks courage. Yet these feelings are inevitable parts of life: If you
are alive, fear will visit you. If you are alive, anger will visit you.
If you are alive, sadness will visit you. There is no escape from it,
though there are ways through it. But if we believe that it is only
an expression of our personal condition and not also a universal
aspect of the human condition, we will isolate and otherwise
break our relatedness to the rest of the world.

When the therapist opens to the client’s pain, she recognizes
and accepts it as a human condition that she also shares. This
“sharing of suffering” is, of course, the experience of compas-
sion. It moves the experience from something separating and stig-
matizing to something connecting and humanizing. Both the ther-
apist and client will feel a greater freedom and openness in
finding helpful ways to be in relationship with the shared experi-
ence. This doesn’t exclude the fact that the meanings and details
of the experience are personal and hence unique for each person;
rather, it expands beyond it to include a communal context that
allows the personal to be changed.

5. Touching and holding an experiential truth

As the therapist attends to the client’s fressen energies, she will
notice that the client is unable or unwilling to hold, acknowledge,
or otherwise be with certain experiences involving fear, anger, de-
sire, or other feelings. These unsponsored experiences constitute
the neglected self of the client. Since unsponsored experiences (1)

@ IO7 e



THE COURAGE TO LOVE

seem to have no human value and (2) will repeat themselves until
sponsored, a major focus of therapy is how to bring sponsorship
to them. One aspect of sponsorship is providing a place for hu-
man life to exist and develop. For emotional feelings, this means
a place in the bodymind of the somatic self. The therapist can
help by opening a center in her somatic self to touch and hold the
client’s neglected self.

For example, say a client describes a problem with her hus-
band. She talks about feeling angry and then exploding into rage
or withdrawing into silence. The problem is not her anger: again,
anger is an inevitable part of the river of life flowing through
each of us. The problem is that when the anger comes, she goes
away. It acts out without her human presence to hold it and guide
its expression. So the solution is to help her feel and hold the
anger in ways that allow it become a part of the solution.

The therapist might begin by asking the client where in her
body she feels the emotional experience is centered. (Again, the
therapist might note her own intuitive response to this and check
it against the answer given by the client.) Say the client points to
her belly. The therapist opens that same center within herself and
invites the experience of anger to rest within it while simultane-
ously asking the client to do the same within her own center. The
therapist might encourage the client (and herself) to touch the
anger with breathing, and silently talk with it, as if talking with a
child or a friend. Perhaps two fingers might touch the area of the
body to maintain attention in that center.

To reiterate, the problem is that when the client experiences
the problem her attention is destabilized and the neglected self
has no “place” or “home.” The feeling will then project out of
the body (e.g., onto another person) or splinter into pieces or be
pressed down. If a center can be cultivated for the feeling, it can
be listened to, calmed, and cultivated into a resource. To help this
process, the therapist allows herself to be touched by the client’s
neglected self. Feel where in your bodymind it touches you, and
then open a center to gently but firmly provide a place for it. As
the client moves from the experience, keep it within your center.
This will help you bring the client’s attention back to her center
and gradually sponsor and integrate the out-of-control experi-
ence.
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In thinking of the somatic centers as “places” to hold emo-
tional experiences, one must distinguish the feeling center from
the emotional experience held in that center. Thus, I can bring an
uncomfortable feeling of sadness into the secure and comfortable
feeling of a somatic center, in much the same way a calm and
loving parent may bring a scared child into her arms. This is
what Virginia Satir meant when she used to ask two questions of
a person: “How do you feel about that?” and “How do you feel
about feeling that?” The first question refers to the emotional
experience, the second to the somatic center in which it is held.
The second feeling is a context that determines the meaning of
and responsiveness to the first feeling, so it tends to be more im-
portant for therapy concerns.

As an experience is given place, it will tend to change. This is a
characteristic of what Merton (1948) called effective suffering.
Thus, an anxious client may initially describe an experience as a
knot in her chest. As she begins to sponsor it, it may change into
the experience of a frightened eight-year-old girl. With further
attentiveness, it may change into a curious and happy eight-year-
old girl, then an image of a field of flowers, then a wise old
woman, and so on. The point is that the somatic self has no fixed
identity; through it flows all the archetypal experiences.

6. Proper naming

As the Biblical myth reminds us, in the beginning was the
word. Until an experience is properly named, it does not exist in
human being. (And as the existentialists say, until a person is
blessed and “seen” by another, she does not exist.) We have em-
phasized how proper naming is not scientific classification or de-
tached labeling. Proper naming involves seeing an experience,
touching it with human presence, holding it, and giving it bless-
ing. Without this implicit ethical base of love and respect, the
named experience will have no human value.

We can see the importance of proper naming with children.
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