


the first love letter i ever wrote was sent to you. just 

as this book was written to talk to you. anthony

you have been my most intimate listener. i will love 

you always . 

in the song of solomon there is this passage that reads: 

"i found him whom my soul loves. i held him and 

would not let him go." to holding on, to knowing 

again that moment of rapture, of recognition where 

we can face one another as we really are, stripped of 

artifice and pretense, naked and not ashamed. 



Preface 

W. N I WAS achild, it was c1earto me that life 

was not worth living if we did not know love. I wish I 

could testify that I came to this awareness because of the 

love I felt in my life . But it was love's ahsence that let me 

know how much love mattered. I was my father's first 

daughter. At the moment of my birth, I was looked upon 

with loving kindness, cherished and made to feel wanted 

on this earth and in my home. To this day I cannot re

member when that feeling of being loved left me. I just 

know that one day I was no longer precious. Those who 

had initially loved me well turned away. The absence of 

their recognition and regard pierced my heart and left me 

with a feeling of brokenheartedness so profound I was 

spellbound. 

Grief and sadness overwhelmed me. I did not know 

what I had done wrong. And nothing I tried made it right. 
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No other connection healed the hurt of that first aban

donment, that first banishment from love's paradise. For 

years I lived my life suspended, trapped by the past, un

able to move into the future. Like every wounded child I 

just wanted to turn back time and be in that paradise 

again, in that moment of remembered rapture where I felt 

loved, where I felt a sense of belonging. 

We can never go back. I know that now. We can go 

fo rward . We can find the love our hearts long for , but not 

until we let go grief about the love we lost long ago, when 

we were little and had no voice to speak the heart's long

ing. All the years of my life I thought I was searching for 

love I found, retrospectively, to be years where I was sim

ply trying to recover what had been lost, to return to the 

first home, to get back the rapture of first love. I was not 

really ready to love or be loved in the present. I was still 

mourning-clinging to the broken heart of girlhood, to 

broken connections. When that mourning ceased I was 

able to love again . 

I awakened from my trance state and was stunned to 

find the world I was living in, the world of the present, 

was no longer a world open to love. And I noticed that 

all around me I heard testimony that lovelessness had be

come the order of the day . I feel our nation's turning away 

from love as intensely as I felt love's abandonment in my 

girlhood. Turning away we risk moving into a wilderness 
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of spirit so intense we may never find our way home again . 

I wri te of love to bear witness both to the danger in this 

movement, and to call for a return to love. Redeemed and 

restored, love returns us to the promise of everlasting life. 

When we love we can let our hearts speak. 
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Introduction 

GRACE: 

TOUCHED BY LOVE 

It is possible to speak with our heart directly. Most 

ancient cultures know this . We can actually converse 

with our heart as if it were a good friend. In modern 

life we have become so busy with our daily affairs and 

thoughts that we have lost this essential art of taking 

time to converse with our heart. 

- JACK KORNFIELD 



ON MY KITCHEN wall hang four snapshots of 

graffiti art I first saw on construction walls as I walked to 

my teaching job at Yale University years ago. The decla

ration, "The search for love continues even in the face of 

great odds," was painted in bright colors. At the time, 

recently separated from a partner of almost fifteen years, 

I was often overwhelmed by grief so profound it seemed 

as though an immense sea of pain was washing my heart 

and soul away. Overcome by sensations of being pulled 

underwater, drowning, I was constantly searching for an

chors to keep me afloat, to pull me back safely to the 

shore. The declaration on the construction walls with its 

childlike drawing of unidentifiable animals always lifted 

my spirits . Whenever I passed this site, the affirmation of 

love's possibility sprawling across the block gave me hope. 

Signed with the first name of local artist, these works 

spoke to my heart. Reading them I fe lt certain the artist 
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was undergoing a crisis in his li fe, either already confront

ing loss or facing the possibility of loss. In my head I en

gaged in imaginary conversations about the meaning of 

love with him. I told him how his playfu l graffiti art an

chored me and helped restore my faith in love. I ta lked 

about the way this declaration with its promise of a love 

waiting to be found, a love I could still hope for, lifted 

me out of the abyss I had fallen into. My grief was a 

heavy, despairing sadness caused by parting from a com

panion of many years but, more important, it was a de

spair rooted in the fea r that love did not exist, could not 

be found. And even if it were lurking somewhere, I might 

never know it in my lifetime. It had become hard for me 

to continue to believe in love's promise when everywhere 

I turned the enchantment of power or the terror of fear 

overshadowed the will to love. 

One day on my way to work, looking forward to the 

day's meditation on love that the sight of the graffiti art 

engendered, I was stunned to find tha t the construction 

company had painted over the picture with a white paint 

so glaringly bright it was possible to see faint traces of 

the original art underneath. Upset that what had now be

come a ritual affi rmation of love's grace was no longer 

there to welcome me, I told everyone of my disappoint

ment. Finally someone passed on the rumor that the graf

fit i art had been whitewashed because the words were a 

reference to individuals living with HIV and that the 
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artist might be gay. Perhaps. It is just as likely that the 

men who splashed paint on the wall were threatened by 

this public confessing of a longing for love-a longing so 

intense it could not only be spoken but was deliberately 

searched for. 

After much searching I located the artist and talked with 

him face-to-face about the meaning of love. We spoke 

about the way public art can be a vehicle for the sharing 

of life-affirming thoughts . And we both expressed our 

grief and annoyance that the construction company had 

so callously covered up a powerful message about love. 

To remind me of the construction walls, he gave me snap

shots of the graffiti art . From the time we met, everywhere 

I have lived I have placed these snapshots above my 

kitchen sink. Every day, when I drink water or take a dish 

from the cupboard, I stand before this reminder that we 

yearn for love- that we seek it- even when we lack hope 

that it really can be found . 

THE REA R E NOT many public discussions of love in 

our culture right now. At best, popular culture is the one 

domain in which our longing for love is talked about. 

Movies, music, magazines, and books are the place where 

we turn to hear our yearnings for love expressed. Yet the 

talk is not the life-affirming discourse of the sixties and 

seventies, which urged us to believe" All you need is love." 

Nowadays the most popular messages are those that de-
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clare the meaningless of love, its irrelevance. A glaring ex

ample of this cultural shift was the tremendous popularity 

of Tina Turner 's song with the title boldly declaring, 

"What's Love Got to Do with It." I was saddened and 

appalled when I interviewed a well-known female rapper 

at least twenty years my junior who, when asked about 

love, responded with biting sarcasm, "Love, what 's that- 

I have never had any love in my life." 

Youth culture today is cynical about love. And that cyn

icism has come from their pervasive feeling that love can

not be found. Expressing this concern in When All You've 

Ever Wanted Isn't Enough, Harold Kushner writes: "1 am 

afraid that we may be raising a generation of young peo

ple who will grow up afraid to love, afraid to give them

selves completely to another person, because they will 

have seen how much it hurts to take the risk of loving and 

have it not work out. I am afraid that they will grow up 

looking for intimacy without risk, for pleasure without 

significant emotional investment. They will be so fearful 

of the pain of disappointment that they will forgo the pos

sibilities of love and joy." Young people are cynical about 

love. Ultimately, cynicism is the great mask of the disap

pointed and betrayed heart. 

When I travel around the nation giving lectures about 

ending racism and sexism, audiences, especially young lis

teners, become agitated when I speak about the place of 
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love in any movement fo r social justice. Indeed, all the 

great movements for social justice in our society have 

strongly emphasized a love ethic. Yet young listeners re

main reluctant to embrace the idea of love as a trans

formative force . To them, love is for the naive, the weak, 

the hopelessly romantic. Their attitude is mirrored in 

the grown-ups they turn to for explanations. As spokes

person for a disillusioned generation, Elizabeth Wurtzel 

asserts in Bitch: In Praise of Difficult Women: "None of 

us are getting better at loving: we are getting more scared 

of it. We were not given good skills to begin with, and 

the choices we make have tended only to reinforce our 

sense that it is hopeless and useless ." Her words echo all 

that I hear an older generation say about love. 

When I talked of love with my generation, I found it 

made everyone nervous or scared, especially when I spoke 

about not feeling loved enough. On several occasions as I 

talked about love with friends, I was told I should con

sider seeing a therapist. I understood that a few friends 

were simply weary of my bringing up the topic of love 

and felt that if I saw a therapist it would give them a 

break. But most folks were just frightened of what might 

be revealed in any exploration of the meaning of love in 

our lives . 

Yet whenever a single woman over forty brings up the 

topic of love, again and again the assumption, rooted in 
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sexist thinking, is that she is "desperate" for a man. No 

one thinks she is simply passionately intellectually inter

ested in the subject matter. No one thinks she is rigorously 

engaged in a philosophical undertaking wherein she is en

deavoring to understand the metaphysical meaning of love 

in everyday life. No, she is just seen as on the road to 

"fatal attraction." 

Disappointment and a pervasive feeling of brokenheart

edness led me to begin thinking more deeply about the 

meaning of love in our culture . My longing to find love 

did not make me lose my sense of reason or perspective; 

it gave me the incentive to think more, to talk about love, 

and to study popular and more serious writing on the sub

ject. As I pored over nonfiction books on the subject of 

love, I was surprised to find that the vast majority of the 

"revered" books, ones used as reference works and even 

those popular as self-help books, have been written by 

men. All my life I have thought of love as primarily a topic 

women contemplate with greater intensity and vigor than 

anybody else on the planet. I still hold this belief even 

though visionary female thinking on the subject has yet to 

be taken as seriously as the thoughts and writings of men. 

Men theorize about love, but women are more often love's 

practitioners. Most men feel that they receive love and 

therefore know what it feels like to be loved; women often 

feel we are in a constant state of yearning, wanting love 

but not receiving it. 
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In philosopher Jacob Needleman 's primer A Little Book 

About Love, virtually all the major narratives of love he 

comments on are written by men . His list of significant 

references doesn't include books written by women. 

Throughout my graduate school training for a doctorate 

in literature, I can recall only one woman poet being 

extolled as a high priestess of love-Elizabeth Barrett 

Browning. She was, however, considered a minor poet. 

Yet even the most nonliterary student among us knew the 

opening line of her most well-known sonnet: "How do I 

love thee? Let me count the ways." This was in pre

feminist days. In the wake of the contemporary feminist 

movement, the Greek poet Sappho has now become en

shrined as another love goddess. 

Back then, in every creative writing course the poets 

dedicated to the love poem were always male. Indeed, the 

partner I left after many years first courted me with a love 

poem. He had always been emotionally unavailable and 

not at all interested in love as either a topic for discussion 

or a daily life practice, but he was absolutely confident 

that he had something meaningful to say on the subject. 

I, on the other hand, thought all my grown-up attempts 

to write love poems were mushy and pathetic. Words 

failed me when I tried to write about love. My thoughts 

seemed sentimental, silly, and superficial. When writing 

poetry in my girlhood, I had felt the same confidence I 

would come to see in my adult life only in male writers. 
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When I first began to write poetry in girlhood, I thought 

love was the only topic, the most important passion. In

deed, the first poem I published, at age twelve, was called 

"a look at love ." Somewhere along the way, in that pas

sage from girlhood to womanhood, I learned females re

ally had nothing serious to teach the world about love . 

Death became my chosen topic. No one around me, 

professors and students alike, doubted a woman's ability 

to be serious when it came to th inking and writing about 

death. All the poems in my first book were on the topic 

of death and dying. Even so, the poem that opened the 

book, "The woman's mourning song," was about the loss 

of a loved one and the refusal to let death destroy mem

ory. Contemplating death has always been a subject that 

leads me back to love. Significantly, I began to think more 

about the meaning of love as I witnessed the deaths of 

many friends, comrades , and acquaintances, many of them 

dying young and unexpectedly. When I was approaching 

the age of forty and facing the type of cancer scares that 

have become so commonplace in women's lives they are 

practically routine, my first thought as I waited for test 

results was that I was not ready to die because I had not 

yet fo und the love my heart had been seeking. 

Shortly after this crisis ended, I had a grave illness that 

was life threatening. Confronting the possibility of dying, 

I became obsessed with the meaning of love in my life and 
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in contemporary culture. My work as a cultural critic of

fered me a constant opportunity to pay close attention to 

everything the mass media, particularly movies and maga

zines, tell us about love. Mostly they tell us that everyone 

wants love but that we remain totally confused about the 

practice of love in everyday life. In popular culture love is 

always the stuff of fantasy. Maybe this is why men have 

done most of the theorizing about love. Fantasy has pri

marily been their domain, both in the sphere of cultural 

production and in everyday life. Male fantasy is seen as 

something that can create reality, whereas female fantasy 

is regarded as pure escape. Hence, the romance novel re

mains the only domain in which women speak of love 

with any degree of authority . However, when men appro

priate the romance genre their work is far more rewarded 

than is the writing of women. A book like The Bridges of 

Madison County is the supreme example. Had a woman 

penned this sentimental, shallow story of love (which did, 

though, have its moments) it is unlikely it would ever have 

become such a major mainstream success, crossing all 

boundaries of genre. 

Of course, consumers of books about love are primarily 

female . Yet male sexism alone does not explain the lack 

of more books by and about love written by women. Ap

parently, women are both wiliing and eager to hear what 

men have to say about love. Female sexist thinking may 
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lead a woman to feel she already knows what another 

woman will say. Such a reader may feel that she has more 

to gain by reading what men have to say. 

Earlier in my life I read books about love and never 

thought about the gender of the writer. Eager to under

stand what we mean when we speak of love, I did not 

really consider the extent to which gender shaped 

a writer's perspective. It was only when I began to 

think seriously about the subject of love and to write 

about it that I pondered whether women do this differ

ently from men. 

Reviewing the literature on love I noticed how few writ

ers, male or female, talk about the impact of patriarchy, 

the way in which male domination of women and children 

stands in the way of love. Joh n Bradshaw's Creating Love: 

The Next Great Stage of Growth is one of my favorite 

books on the topic. He valiantly attempts to establish the 

link between male domination (the institut ionalization of 

patriarchy) and the lack of love of fa milies. Famous for 

work that calls attention to the "inner child," Bradshaw 

believes that ending patriarchy is one step in the direction 

of love . However, his work on love has never received 

ongoing attention and celebration. It did not get the notice 

given work by men who write about love while affirming 

sexist-defined gender ro les. 

Profound changes in the way we think and act must 

take place if we are to create a loving culture. Men writing 
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3bout love always testify that they have received love . 

They speak from this position; it gives what they say au 

thority. Women, more often than not, speak from a po

sition of lack, of not hav ing received the love we long for. 

A woman who talks of love is still suspect . Perhaps this 

is because all that enlightened woman may have to say 

about love will stand as a direct th reat and challenge to 

the visions men have offered us. I enjoy what male writers 

have to say about love. I cherish my Rumi and my Rilke, 

male poets who stir hearts with their words. Men often 

write about love through fantasy , through what they 

imagine is possible rather than what they concretely 

know. We know now that Rilke did not write as he lived, 

that so many words of love offered us by great men fail 

us when we come face to face with reality. And even 

though John Gray's work troubles me and makes me mad, 

I confess to reading and rereading Men Are from Mars, 

Women Are from Venus. But, like many women and men, 

I want to know about the meaning of love beyond the 

realm of fantasy-beyond what we imagine can happen . 

I want to know love's truths as we live them . 

Almost all the recent popular self-help writing by men 

on love, from works like Men Are from Mars, Women 

Are from Venus to John Welwood's Love and Awakening, 

make use of feminist perspectives on gender roles. Ulti

mately, though, the authors remain wedded to belief 

systems, which suggest that there are basic inherent dif-
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ferences between women and men. In actuality, all the 

concrete proof indicates that while the perspectives of men 

and women often differ, these differences are learned char

acteristics, not innate, or "natural," traits . If the notion 

that men and women were absolute opposites inhabiting 

totally different emotional universes were true, men would 

never have become the supreme authorities on love. Given 

gender stereotypes that assign to women the role of feel

ings and being emotional and to men the role of reason 

and non-emotion, "real men" would shy away from any 

talk of love. 

Though considered the established "authorities" on the 

subject, only a few men talk freely, telling the world what 

they think about love . In everyday life males and females 

alike are relatively silent about love. Our silence shields us 

from uncertainty. We want to know love. We are simply 

afraid the desire to know too much about love will lead 

us closer and closer to the abyss of lovelessness . While 

ours is a na tion wherein the vast majority of citizens are 

followers of religious faiths that proclaim the transfor

mative power of love, many people feel that they do not 

have a clue as to how to love . And practically everyone 

suffers a crisis of faith when it comes to realizing biblical 

theories about the art of loving in everyday li fe. It is far 

easier to talk about loss than it is to talk about love. It is 

easier to articulate the pain of love 's absence than to de

scribe its presence and meaning in our lives. 
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Taught to believe that the mind, not the heart, is the 

seat of learning, many of us believe that to speak of love 

with any emotional intensity means we will be perceived 

as weak and irrational. And it is especially hard to speak 

of love when what we have to say calls attention to the 

fact that lovelessness is more common than love, that 

many of us are not sure what we mean when we ta lk of 

love or how to express love. 

Everyone wants to know more about love. We want to 

know what it means to love, what we can do in our every

day lives to love and be loved. We want to know how to 

seduce those among us who remain wedded to lovelessness 

and open the door to their hearts to let love enter. The 

strength of our desire does not change the power of our 

cultural uncertainty. Everywhere we learn that love is im

portant, and yet we are bombarded by its failure. In the 

realm of the political, among the religious, in our families , 

and in our romantic lives, we see little indication that love 

informs decisions, strengthens our understanding of com

munity, or keeps us together. This bleak picture in no way 

alters the nature of our longing. We still hope that love 

will prevail. We still believe in love's promise. 

Just as the graffiti proclaimed, our hope lies in the re

ality that so many of us continue to believe in love's 

power. We believe it is important to know love. We be

lieve it is important to search for love's truths . In an over

whelming number of private conversations and public 
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dialogues, I have given and heard testimony about the 

mounting lovelessness in our culture and the fea r it strikes 

in everyone's heart. This despair about love is coupled 

with a callous cynicism that frowns upon any suggestion 

that love is as important as work , as crucial to our survival 

as a nation as the drive to succeed. Awesomely, our na

tion, like no other in the world, is a culture driven by the 

quest to love (it 's the theme of our movies, music, litera

ture) even as it offers so little opportunity for us to un

derstand love's meaning or to know how to realize love 

in word and deed . 

Our nation is equally driven by sexual obsession. There 

is no aspect of sexuality that is not studied, talked about, 

or demonstrated. How-to classes exist for every dimension 

of sexuality, even masturbation . Yet schools for love do 

not exist. Everyone assumes that we will know how to 

love instinctively. Despite overwhelming evidence to the 

contrary, we still accept that the family is the primary 

school for love . Those of us who do not learn how to love 

among family are expected to experience love in romantic 

relationships. H owever, this love often eludes us. And we 

spend a lifetime undoing the damage caused by cruelty, 

neglect, and all manner of lovelessness experienced in our 

families of origin and in relationships where we simply did 

not know what to do . 

Only love can heal the wounds of the past. However, 

the intensity of our woundedness often leads to a closing 
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of the heart, making it impossible for us to give or receive 

the love that is given to us. To open our hearts more fully 

to love's power and grace we must dare to acknowledge 

how little we know of love in both theory and practice. 

We must face the confusion and disappointment that 

much of what we were taught about the nature of love 

makes no sense when applied to daily life. Contemplating 

the practice of love in everyday life, thinking about how 

we love and what is needed for ours to become a culture 

where love's sacred presence can be felt everywhere, I 

wrote this meditation. 

As the title All About Love: New Visions indicates, we 

want to live in a culture where love can flourish . We yearn 

to end the lovelessness that is so pervasive in our society. 

This book tells us how to return to love. All About Love: 

New Visions provides radical new ways to think about 

the art of loving, offering a hopeful, joyous vision of love's 

transformative power. It lets us know what we must do 

to love again . Gathering love 's wisdom, it lets us know 

what we must do to be touched by love's grace. 
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One 

CLARITY: 

GIVE LOVE WORDS 

As a society we are embarrassed by love. We treat it 

as if it were an obscenity. We reluctantly admit to it. 

Even saying the word makes us stumble and blush ... 

Love is the most important thing in our lives, a pas

sion for which we would fight or die, and yet we ' re 

reluctant to linger over its names. W ithout a supple 

vocabulary, we can ' t even talk or think about it 

directly . 

- DIANE ACKER lv1A N 



TE MEN IN my life have always been the folks 

who are wary of using the word "love" lightly. They are 

wary because they believe women make too much of love. 

And they know that what we think love means is not al 

ways what they believe it means. Our confusion about 

what we mean when we use the word "love" is the source 

of our difficulty in loving. If our society had a commonly 

held understanding of the meaning of love, the act of lov

ing would not be so mystifying. Dictionary definitions of 

love tend to emphasize romantic love, defining love first 

and foremost as "profoundly tender, passionate affection 

for another person, especially when based on sexual at

traction." Of course, other definitions let the reader know 

one may have such feelings within a context that is not 

sexual. However, deep affection does not really ade

quately describe love's meaning. 

The vast majority of books on the subject of love work 
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hard to avoid giving clear definitions. In the introduction 

to Diane Ackerman's A Natural History of Love, she de

clares "Love is the great intangible ." A few sentences 

down from this she suggests: "Everyone admits that love 

is wonderful and necessary, yet no one can agree on what 

it is." Coyly, she adds: "We use the word love in such a 

sloppy way that it can mean almost nothing or absolutely 

everything." No definition ever appears in her book that 

would help anyone trying to learn the art of loving. Yet 

she is not alone in writing of love in ways that cloud our 

understanding. When the very meaning of the word is 

cloaked in mystery, it should not come as a surprise that 

most people find it hard to define what they mean when 

they use the word "love." 

Imagine how much easier it would be for us to learn 

how to love if we began with a shared definition. The 

word "love" is most often defined as a noun, yet all the 

more astute theorists of love acknowledge that we would 

all love better if we used it as a verb. I spent years search

ing for a meaningful definition of the word "love," and 

was deeply relieved when I found one in psychiatrist 

M. Scott Peck's classic self-help book The Road Less 

Traveled, first published in 1978. Echoing the work of 

Erich Fromm, he defines love as "the will to extend one's 

self for the purpose of nurturing one's own or another's 

spiritual growth." Explaining further, he continues: 

"Love is as love does . Love is an act of will-namely, 

4 



CLARITY : GIVE LOVE WlORDS 

both an intention and an action. Will also implies choice. 

We do not have to love . We choose to love." Since the 

choice must be made to nurture growth, th is definition 

counters the more widely accepted assumption that we 

love instinctually. 

Everyone who has witnessed the growth process of a 

child from the moment of birth on sees clearly that before 

language is known, before the identity of caretakers is rec

ognized, babies respond to affectionate care. Usually they 

respond with sounds or looks of pleasure. As they grow 

older they respond to affectionate care by giving affection, 

cooing at the sight of a welcomed caretaker. Affection is 

only one ingredient of love. To truly love we must learn 

to mix various ingredients-care, affection, recognition, 

respect, commitment, and trust, as well as honest and 

open communication. Learning faulty definitions of love 

when we are quite young makes it difficult to be loving as 

we grow older. We start out committed to the right path 

but go in the wrong direction. Most of us learn early on 

to think of love as a feeling . When we feel deeply drawn 

to someone, we cathect with them; that is, we invest feel

ings or emotion in them. That process of investment 

wherein a loved one becomes important to us is called 

"cathexis." In his book Peck rightly emphasizes that most 

of us "confuse cathecting with loving." We all know how 

often individuals feeling connected to someone through 

the process of cathecting insist that they love the other 
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person even if they are hurting or neglecting them. Since 

their feeling is that of cathexis, they insist that what they 

feel is love. 

When we understand love as the will to nurture our 

own and another's spiritual growth, it becomes clear that 

we cannot claim to love if we are hurtful and abusive. 

Love and abuse cannot coexist. Abuse and neglect are, by 

definition, the opposites of nurturance and care. Often we 

hear of a man who beats his children and wife and then 

goes to the corner bar and passionately proclaims how 

much he loves them. If you talk to the wife on a good 

day, she may also insist he loves her, despite his violence . 

An overwhelming majority of us come from dysfunctional 

families in which we were taught we were not okay, where 

we were shamed, verbally and/or physically abused, and 

emotionally neglected even as were also taught to believe 

that we were loved. For most folks it is just too threat

ening to embrace a definition of love that would no longer 

enable us to see love as present in our families. Too many 

of us need to cling to a notion of love that either makes 

abuse acceptable or at least makes it seem that whatever 

happened was not that bad. 

Raised in a fami ly in which aggress ive shaming and ver

bal humiliation coexisted with lots of affection and care, 

I had difficulty em bracing the term "dysfunctional." Since 

I felt and still feel attached to my parents and sib lings, 

proud of all the positive dimensions of our family life, I 
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did not want to describe us by using a term that implied 

our life together had been all negative or bad . I did not 

want my parents to think I was disparaging them; I was 

apprecia tive of all the good things that they had given in 

the family . W ith therapeutic help I was able to see the 

term "dysfunctional" as a useful description and not as 

an absolute negative judgment. My family of origin pro

vided, throughout my childhood, a dysfunctional setting 

and it remains one. T his does not mean that it is not also 

a setting in which affection, delight, and care are present. 

On any day in my family of origin I might have been 

given caring attention wherein my being a smart girl was 

affirmed and encouraged . Then, hours later, I would be 

told that it was precisely beca use I thought r was so smart 

that I was likely to go crazy and be put in a mental insti

tution where no one would visi t me. Not surprisingly, this 

odd mixture of care and unkindness did not positively 

nurture the growth of my spirit. Applying Peck's definition 

of love to my childhood experience in my household of 

origin, I could not honestly describe it as loving. 

Pressed in therapy to describe my household of origin 

in terms of whether it was loving or not, I painfully ad 

mitted that I did not feel loved in our household but that 

I did feel cared for. And outside my household of origin 

I felt genuinely loved by individual family members, like 

my grandfather. This experience of genuine love (a com

bination of care, commi tment, trust, knowl edge, respon-
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sibility, and respect) nurtured my wounded spirit and 

enabled me to survive acts of lovelessness. I am grateful 

to have been raised in a family that was caring, and 

strongly believe that had my parents been loved well by 

their parents they would have given that love to their chil

dren. They gave what they had been given-care . Remem

ber, care is a dimension of love, but simply giving care 

does not mean we are loving. 

Like many adults who were verbally and/or physically 

abused as children, I spent a lot of my life trying to deny the 

bad things that had happened, trying to cling only to the 

memory of good and delicious moments in which I had 

known care. In my case, the more successful I became, the 

more I wanted to cease speaking the truth about my child

hood. Often, critics of self-help literature and recovery pro

grams like to make it seem that far too many of us are eager 

to embrace the belief that our families of origins were, are, or 

remain dysfunctional and lacking in love but I have found 

that, like myself, most people, whether ra ised in an exces

sively violent or abusive home or not, shy away from em

bracing any negative critique of our experiences. Usually, it 

requires some therapeutic intervention, whether through lit

erature that teaches and enlightens us or therapy, before 

many of us can even begin to critically examine childhood 

experiences and acknowledge the ways in which they have 

had an impact on our adult behavior. 

Most of us find it difficult to accept a definition of love 
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that says we are never loved in a context where there is 

abuse. Most psychologically and/or physically abused chil 

dren have been taught by parenting adults that love can 

coexist with abuse. And in extreme cases that abuse is an 

expression of love . This faulty thinking often shapes our 

adult perceptions of love. So that just as we would cling 

to the notion that those who hurt us as children loved us, 

we try to rationalize being hurt by other adults by insisting 

that they love us . In my case, many of the negative sham

ing practices I was subjected to in childhood continued in 

my romantic adult relationships. Initially, I did not want 

to accept a definition of love that would also compel me 

to face the possibility that I had not known love in the 

relationships that were most primary to me. Years of 

therapy and critical reflection enabled me to accept that 

there is no stigma attached to acknowledging a lack of 

love in one's primary rela tionships. And if one's goal is 

self-recovery, to be well in one's soul, honestly and real

istica lly confronting lovelessness is part of the healing 

process . A lack of sustained love does not mean the ab

sence of care, affection, or pleasure . In fact, my long-term 

romantic re lationships, like the bonds in my family, have 

been so full of ca re that it would be quite easy to overlook 

the ongoing emotional dysfunction. 

In order to change the lovelessness in my primary rela

tionships, I had to first learn anew the meaning of love and 

from there learn how to be loving. Embracing a definition 
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of love that was clear was the first step in the process. Like 

many who read The Road Less Traveled again and again, I 

am grateful to have been given a definition of love that 

helped me face the places in my life where love was lacking. 

I was in my mid-twenties when I first learned to understand 

love "as the will to extend one's self for the purpose of nur

turing one's own or another's spiritual growth." It still 

took years for me to let go of learned patterns of behavior 

[hat negated my capacity to give and receive love. One 

pattern that made the practice of love especially difficult 

was my constantly choosing to be with men who were 

emotionally wounded, who were not that interested in be

ing loving even though they desired to be loved. 

I wanted to know love but I was afraid to surrender 

and trust another person . I was afraid to be intimate . By 

choosing men who were not interested in being loving, I 

was able to practice giving love, but always within an un

fufilling context. Naturally, my need to receive love was 

not met. I got what I was accustomed to getting-care 

and affection, usually mingled with a degree of unkind

ness, neglect, and, on some occasions, outright cruelty. At 

times I was unkind. It took me a long time to recognize 

that while I wanted to know love, I was afraid to be truly 

intimate . Many of us choose relationships of affection and 

care that will never become loving because they feel safer. 

The demands are not as intense as loving requires . The 

risk is not as great. 
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So many of us long for love but lack the courage to take 

risks . Even though we are obsessed with the idea of love, 

the truth is that most of us live relatively decent, some

what satisfying lives even if we often feel that love is lack

ing . In these relationships we share genuine affection and/ 

or care. For most of us, that fee ls like enough because it 

is usually a lot more than we received in our families of 

origin. Undoubtedly, many of us are more comfortab le 

with the notion that love can mean anything to anybody 

precisely because when we define it with precision and 

clarity it brings us face to face with our lacks-with ter

rible alienation. The truth is, far too many people in our 

culture do not know what love is. And this not knowing 

feels like a terrible secret, a lack that we have to cover up. 

H ad I been given a clear definition of love earlier in my 

life it would not have taken me so long to become a more 

loving person. Had I shared with others a common un

derstanding of what it means to love it would have been 

easier to create love . It is particularly distressing that so 

many recent books on love continue to insist that defini

tions of love are unnecessary and meaningless . Or worse, 

the authors suggest love should mean something different 

to men than it does to women- that the sexes should re

spect and adapt to our inability to communicate since we 

do not share the same language. This type of literature is 

popular because it does not demand a change in fixed 

ways of thinking about gender roles, cul ture, or love . 
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Rather than sharing strategies that would help us become 

more loving it actually encourages everyone to adapt to 

circumstances where love is lacking. 

Women, more so than men, rush out to purchase this 

literature. We do so because collectively we are concerned 

about lovelessness. Since many women believe they will 

never know fulfilling love, they are will ing to settle for 

strategies that help ease the pain and increase the peace, 

pleasure, and playfulness in existing relationships, particu

larly romantic ones . No vehicle in our culture exists for 

readers to talk back to the writers of this literature. And 

we do not really know if it has been truly useful, if it 

promotes constructive change. The fact that women, more 

than men, buy self-help books, using our consumer dollars 

to keep specific books on bestseller lists, is no indication 

that these books actually help us transform our lives . I 

have bought tons of self-help books. Only a very few have 

really made a difference in my life . This is true for many 

readers . 

The lack of an ongomg public discussion and public 

policy about the practice of love in our culture and in our 

lives means that we still look to books as a primary source 

of guidance and direction. Large numbers of readers em

brace Peck's definition of love and are applying it to their 

lives in ways that are helpful and transformative . We can 

spread the word by evoking this definition in day-to-day 
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conversations, not just when we talk to other adults but in 

our conversations with children and teenagers. When we 

intervene on mystifying assumptions that love cannot be 

defined by offering workable, useful definitions, we are al

ready creating a context where love can begin to flourish. 

Some folks have difficulty with Peck's definition of love 

because he uses the word "spiritual." He is referring to 

that dimension of our core reality where mind, body, and 

spirit are one. An individual does not need to be a believer 

in a religion to embrace the idea that there is an animating 

principle in the self-a life force (some of us call it soul) 

that when nurtured enhances our capacity to be more fully 

self-actualized and able to engage in communion with the 

world around us. 

To begin by always thinking of love as an action rather 

than a feeling is one way in which anyone using the word 

in this manner automatically assumes accountability and 

responsibility. We are often taught we have no control 

over our "feelings." Yet most of us accept that we choose 

our actions, that intention and will inform what we do . 

We also accept that our actions have consequences. To 

think of actions shaping fee lings is one way we rid our

selves of conventionally accepted assumptions such as that 

parents love their children, or that one simply "falls" in 

love without exercising will or choice, that there are such 

things as "crimes of passion," i.e., he killed her because 
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he loved her so much. If we were constantly remembering 

that love is as love does, we would not use the word in a 

manner that devalues and degrades its meaning. When we 

are loving we openly and honestly express care, affection, 

responsibility, respect, commitment, and trust. 

Definitions are vital starting points for the imagination. 

What we cannot imagine cannot come into being. A good 

definition marks our starting point and lets us know where 

we want to end up. As we move toward our desired des

tination we chart the journey, creating a map. We need a 

map to guide us on our journey to love-starting with the 

place where we know what we mean when we speak of 

love. 
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JUSTICE: 

CHILDHOOD LOVE LESSONS 

Severe separations in early life leave emotional scars 

on the brain because they assault the essential human 

connection: The [parent-child] bond which teaches us 

that we are lovable. The [parent-child] bond which 

teaches us how to love. We cannot be whole human 

beings- indeed, we may find it hard to be human

without the sustenance of this firs t attachment. 

- JUDITH VrORST 



WLEARN ABOUT love in childhood. Wheth" 

our homes are happy or troubled, our families functional 

or dysfunctional, it's the original school of love. I cannot 

remember ever wanting to ask my parents to define love. 

To my child's mind love was the good feeling you got 

when family treated you like you mattered and you treated 

them like they mattered. Love was always and only about 

good feeling. In early adolescence when we were whipped 

and told that these punishments were "for our own good " 

or "I'm doing this because I love you," my siblings and I 

were confused. Why was harsh punishment a gesture of 

love? As children do, we pretended to accept this grown

up logic; but we knew in our hearts it was not right. We 

knew it was a lie. Just like the lie the grown-ups told when 

they explained after harsh punishment, "It hurts me more 

than it hurts you." There is nothing that creates more con

fus ion about love in the minds and hearts of children than 
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unkind and/or cruel punishment meted out by the grown

ups they have been taught they should love and respect. 

Such children learn early on to question the meaning of 

love, to yearn for love even as they doubt it exists . 

On the flip side there are masses of children who grow 

up confident love is a good feeling who are never pun

ished, who are allowed to believe that love is only about 

getting your needs met, your desires satisfied. In their 

child's minds love is not about what they have to give, 

love is mostly something given to them. When children 

like these are overindulged either materially or by being 

allowed to act out, this is a form of neglect. These chil

dren, though not in any way abused or uncared for, are 

usually as unclear about love's meaning as their neglected 

and emotionally abandoned counterparts. Both groups 

have learned to think about love primarily in relation to 

good feelings, in the context of reward and punishment. 

From early childhood on, most of us remember being told 

we were loved when we did things pleasing to our parents . 

And we learned to give them affirmations of love when 

they pleased us. As children grow they associate love more 

with acts of attention, affection, and caring. They still see 

parents who attempt to satisfy their desires as giving love. 

Children from all classes tell me that they love their 

parents and are loved by them, even those who are being 

hurt or abused. When asked to define love, small children 

pretty much agree that it's a good feeling, "like when you 
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have something to eat that you really like" especially if 

it's your f-a-v-o-r-i-t-e. They will say, "My mommy loves 

me 'cause she takes care of me and helps me do everything 

right." When asked how to love someone, they talk about 

giving hugs and kisses, being sweet and cuddly. The no

tion that love is about getting what one wants, whether 

it's a hug or a new sweater or a trip to Disneyland, is a 

way of thinking about love that makes it difficult for chil

dren to acquire a deeper emotional understanding. 

We like to imagine that most children will be born into 

homes where they will be loved. But love will not be pres

ent if the grown-ups who parent do not how to love. Al

though lots of children are raised in homes where they are 

given some degree of care, love may not be sustained or 

even present. Adults across lines of class, race, and gender 

indict the family. Their testimony conveys worlds of child

hood where love was lacking-where chaos, neglect, 

abuse, and coercion reigned supreme. In her recent book 

Raised in Captivity: Why Does America Fail Its Children?, 

Lucia Hodgson documents the reality of lovelessness in the 

lives of a huge majority of children in the United States. 

Every day thousands of children in our culture are verbally 

and physically abused, starved, tortured, and murdered . 

They are the true victims of intimate terrorism in that they 

have no collective voice and no rights. They remain the 

property of parenting adults to do with as they will. 

There can be no love without justice . Until we live in a 
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culture that not only respects but also upholds basic civil 

rights for children, most children will not know love. In 

our culture the private family dwell ing is the one institu

tionalized sphere of power tha t can easily be autocratic 

and fascistic. As absolute rulers, parents can usually decide 

without any intervention what is best for their children. If 

children's rights are taken away in any domestic house

hold, they have no legal recourse. Unlike women who can 

organize to protest sexist domination, demanding both 

equal rights and justice, children can only rely on well

meaning adults to assist them if they are being exploited 

and oppressed in the home. 

We all know that, irrespective of class or race, other 

adults rarely intervene to question or challenge what their 

peers are doing with "their" children. 

At a fun party, mostly of educated, well-paid profes

sionals, a multiracial, multigenerational evening, the sub

ject of disciplining kids by hitting was raised. Almost all 

the guests over thirty spoke about the necessity of using 

physical punishment. Many of us in the room had been 

smacked, whipped, or beaten as children. Men spoke the 

loudest in defense of physical punishment. Women, mostly 

mothers, talked about hitting as a last resort, but one that 

they deployed when necessary. 

As one man bragged about the aggressive beatings he 

had received from his mother, sharing that "they had been 

good for him," I interrupted and suggested that he might 
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not be the misogynist woman-hater he is today if he had 

not been brutally beaten by a woman as a child. Al though 

it is too simplistic to assume that just because we are hit 

as kids we will grow up to be people who hit, I wanted 

the group to acknowledge that being physically hurt or 

abused by grown-ups when we are children has harmful 

consequences in our adult life. 

A young professional, the mother of a small boy, 

bragged about the fact that she did not hit, that when 

her son misbehaved she clamped down on his flesh, 

pinching him until he got the message. But th is, too, is a 

form of coercive abuse. The other guests supported this 

young mother and her husband in their methods. I was 

astounded. I was a lone voice speaking out for the rights 

of children. 

Later, with other people, I suggested that had we all 

been listening to a man tell us that every time his wife or 

girlfriend does something he does not like he just clamps 

down on her flesh, pinching her as hard as he can, every

one would have been appalled. They would have seen the 

action as both coercive and abusive. Yet they could not 

acknowledge that it was wrong for an adult to hurt a child 

in this way. All the parents in that room claim that they 

are loving. All the people in that room were college edu

cated. Most call themselves good liberals, supportive of 

civil rights and feminism. But when it came to the rights 

of children they had a different standard. 
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One of the most important social myths we must de

bunk if we are to become a more loving culture is the one 

that teaches parents that abuse and neglect can coexist 

with love. Abuse and neglect negate love. Care and affir

mation, the opposite of abuse and humil ia tion, are the 

foundation of love. No one can rightfully claim to be lov

ing when behaving abusively. Yet parents do this all the 

time in our culture. Children are told that they are loved 

even though they are being abused. 

It is a testimony to the failure of loving practice that 

abuse is happening in the first place. 

Many of the men who offer their personal testimony in 

Boyhood, Growing Up Male tell stories of random violent 

abuse by parents that inflicted trauma. In his essay "When 

My Father Hit Me," Bob Shelby describes the pain of re

peated beatings by his dad, stating: "From these experi

ences with my father, I learned about the abuse of power. 

By physically hitting my mother and me, he effectively 

stopped us from reacting to his humiliation of us. We 

ceased to protest his violations of our boundaries and his 

ignoring our sense of being individuals with needs, de

mands and rights of our own." Throughout his essay 

Shelby expresses contradictory understandings about the 

meaning of love. On the one hand, he says: "I have no 

doubt that my father loved me, but his love became mis

directed. He said he wanted to give me what he didn't 

have as a child ." On the other hand, Shelby confesses: 
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"What he most showed me, however, was his difficulty in 

being loved . All his li fe he had struggled with feelings of 

being unloved." When Shelby describes his childhood it is 

clear that his dad had affection for him and also gave him 

care some of the time. H owever, his dad did not know 

how to give and receive love. The affection he gave was 

undermined by the abuse. 

Writing from the space of adult recollection, Shelby 

talks about the impact of physical abuse on his boyhood 

psyche: "As the intensity of the pain of his hits increased, 

I felt the hurt in my heart. I realized what hurt me the 

most were my feelings of love for this man who was hit

ting me. I covered my love with a dark cloth of hate." A 

similar story is told by other men in autobiographical 

narrative-men of all classes and races. One of the myths 

about lovelessness is that it exists only among the poor 

and deprived. Yet lovelessness is not a function of poverty 

or material lack. In homes where material privileges 

abound, children suffer emotional neglect and abuse. In 

order to cope with the pain of wounds inflicted in child

hood, most of the men in Boyhood sought some form of 

therapeutic care. To find their way back to love they had 

to heal. 

Many men in our cul ture never recover from childhood 

unkindnesses . Studies show that males and females who 

are violently humil iated and abused repeatedly, with no 

caring intervention, are likely to be dysfunctional and will 

2 3 



,\ I I. .-\ II () LI T I U V I· 

be predisposed to ab use others violently. In Jarvis Jay 

Masters 's book Finding Freedom: Writings (rom Death 

Row, a chapter called "Scars" recounts hi s recognition 

that a vast majority of the scars covering the bodies of 

fellow inmates (not all of whom were on death row) were 

not, as one might think, the resul t of violent adult inter

actions. These men were covered with scars from child 

hood beatings inflicted by parenting adults. Yet, he 

reports, none of them saw themselves as the victims of 

abuse: "Throughout my many years of institut ionaliza

tion, I, like so many of these men, unconsciously took 

refuge behind prison walls . Not until I read a series of 

books for adults who had been abused as chi ldren did I 

become committed to the process of examining my own 

childhood." Organizing the men for group discussion, 

Masters writes: "I spoke to them of the pain I had carried 

through more than a dozen institutions. And I explained 

how all these events ultimately trapped me in a pattern of 

lashing out against everything." Like many abused chil 

dren, male and fem ale, these men were beaten by mothers, 

fathers, and other parental caregivers." 

When Masters's mother dies he feels grief that he can

not be with her. The other inma tes do not understand this 

longing, since she neglected and abused him. He responds: 

"She had neglected me, but am I to neglect myself as well 

by denying that I wished I'd been with her when she died, 

that I st ill love her?" Even on death row, Masters's 
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heart remains open . And he can honestly confess to long

ing to give and receive love . Being hurt by pa renting adults 

rarely alters a child's desire to love and be loved by them. 

Among grown-ups who were wounded in childhood, the 

desire to be loved by uncaring parents persists, even when 

there is a clear acceptance of the reality that this love w ill 

never be forthcomi ng. 

Often, children will want to remain with parental care

givers who have hurt them because of thei r cathected feel

ings for those adu lts . They will cling to the misguided 

assumption that their parents love them even in the face 

of remembered abuse, usually by denying the abuse and 

focusing on random acts of care . 

In th e prologue to Creating Love, John Bradshaw calls 

this confusion about love "mystification." He shares: " I 

was brought up to believe that love is rooted in blood 

relationships . You naturally loved anyone in your family. 

Love was not a choice . The love I learned about was 

bound by duty and obligation . . . . My family taught me 

our culture's rules and beliefs about love . .. even with the 

best intentions our pa rents often confused love with what 

we would now call abuse." T o demystify the meaning of 

love, the art and practice of loving, we need to use sound 

definitions of love when talking with children, and we a lso 

need to ensure that loving action is never tainted with 

abuse. 

In a society like ours, where children a re denied full civil 
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rights, it is absolutely crucial that parenting adults learn 

how to offer loving discipline . Setting boundaries and 

teaching children how to set boundaries for themselves 

prior to misbehavior is an essential part of loving parent

ing. When parents start out disciplining children by using 

punishment, this becomes the pattern children respond to. 

Loving parents work hard to discipline without punish

ment. This does not mean that they never punish, only 

that when they do punish, they choose punishments like 

time-outs or the taking away of privileges. They focus on 

teaching children how to be self-disciplining and how to 

take responsibility for their actions. Since the vast majority 

of us were raised in households where punishment was 

deemed the primary, if not the only, way to teach disci

pline, the fact that discipline can be taught without pun

ishment surprises many people. One of the simplest ways 

children learn discipline is by learning how to be orderly 

in daily life, to clean up any messes they make. Just teach

ing a child to take responsibility for placing toys in the 

appropriate place after playtime is one way to teach re

sponsibility and self-discipline . Learning to clean up the 

mess made during playtime helps a child learn to be re

sponsible. And they can learn from this practical act how 

to cope with emotional mess . 

WERE THER E CURRENT television shows that actually 

modeled loving parenting, parents could learn these skills . 
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Television shows oriented toward families often favorably 

represent children when they are overindulged, are disre

spectful, or are acting out. Often they behave in a more 

adult manner than the parents. What we see on te levision 

today actually, at best, models for us inappropriate be

ha vior, and in worst-case scenarios, unloving behaviors. 

A great example of this is a movie like Ho me A lone, which 

cele brates disobedience and violence. But television can 

portray caring, loving family interaction . There are whole 

generations of adults who talk nostalgically about how 

they wanted their families to be like the ficti ve portraits 

of family life portrayed on Leave It to Beaver or My Three 

Sons. We desired our families to be like those we saw on 

the screen because we were witnessing loving parent ing, 

loving households. Expressing to parents our desire to 

have families like the ones we saw on the screen, we were 

often told that the families were not realistic. The reality 

was, however, that parents who come from unloving 

homes have never learned how to love and cannot create 

loving home environments or see them as realistic when 

watching them on television. The reality they are most 

familiar with and trust is the one they knew intimately. 

There was nothing utopian about the way problems 

were resolved on these shows. Parent and child discussion, 

critical reflection, and finding a way to make amends was 

usually the process by which misbehavior was addressed. 

On both shows there was never just one parent ing figure. 
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Even though the mother was absent on My Three Sons, 

the lovable Uncle Charlie was a second parent. In a loving 

household where there are several parental caregivers, 

when a child feels one parent is being unjust that child 

can appeal to another adult for mediation, understanding, 

or support. We live in a society where there are a growing 

number of single parents, female and male. But the indi

vidual parent can always choose a friend to be another 

parenting figure, however limited their interaction. This is 

why the categories of godmother and godfather are so cru

cial. When my best girlhood friend chose to have a child 

without a father in the household, I became the god

mother, a second parenting figure. 

My friend's daughter turns to me to intervene if there 

is a misunderstanding or miscommunication between her 

and her mom. H ere's one small example. My adult friend 

had never received an allowance as a child and did not 

feel she had the available extra money to offer an allow

ance to her daughter. She also believed her daughter 

would use all the money to buy sweets. Telling me that 

her daughter was angry with her over this issue, she 

opened up the space for us to have a dialogue. I shared 

my belief that allowances are important ways to teach 

children discipline, boundaries, and working through de

sires versus needs. I knew enough about my friend's fi

nances to challenge her insistence that she could not afford 

to pay a small allowance, while simultaneously encour-
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aging her not to project the wrongs of her childhood onto 

the present. As to whether the daughter would buy candy, 

I suggested she give the allowance with a statement of 

hope that it would not be used for overindulgence and see 

what happened. 

It all worked out just fine. Happy to have an allowance , 

the daughter chose to save her money to buy things she 

thought were really important. And candy was not on this 

list. Had there not been another adult parent ing figure 

involved, it might have taken these two a longer time to 

resolve their conflict, and unnecessary estrangement and 

wounding might have occurred. Significantly, love and re

spectful interaction between two adults exemplified for the 

daughter (who was told about the discussion) ways of 

problem solving. By revealing her willingness to accept 

criticism and her capacity to reflect on her behavior and 

change, the mother modeled for her daughter, without los

ing dignity or authority, the recognition that parents are 

not always right. 

Until we begin to see loving parenting in all walks of 

life in our culture, many people will continue to believe 

we can only teach discipline through punishment, and that 

harsh punishment is an acceptable way to relate to chil

dren. Because children can innately offer affection or re

spond to affectionate care by returning it, it is often 

assumed that they know how to love and therefore do not 

need to learn the art of loving. While the wil l to love is 
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ALL ABOUT LOVE 

present in very young children, they still need guidance in 

the ways of love. Grown-ups provide that guidance. 

Love is as love does, and it is our responsibility to give 

children love. When we love children we acknowledge by 

our every action that they are not property, that they have 

rights- that we respect and uphold their rights . 

Without justice there can be no love. 
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