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A ome of us search our entire lives for a feeling of oneness
h with another person. It's hard to describe, really, what
we search for. but we know it when we finally achieve it
Mavbe we tire of that dark feeling of being ultimately alone as
we struggle through life. T only there were someone else here,
we say to ourselves, who could understand and share these bur-
dens. Then it wouldn’t be so lonely. It wouldn’t be so hard, Op
perhaps, in our more positive moments, we want to share noi
Just the burdens but our pleasures too, our strength and beauty.
We want the powerlul impact of our internal experience to have
an impression on someone else, as if to say that we count. we
are whole, and we want to impart this feeling to another person.

Humans are social beings. Is that why we search for intimacy
with others? Is the quest for intimacy the reason we commit

We do
not want
to be
alone.
We want
to touch
and

to be
touched.

ourselves to another person in mar-
riage or other public declaration of
loyalty? In trying to find intimacy,
arc we simply scarching again for
the ultimate feeling of bonding that
we felt toward a parent during our
infancy’! The search for intimacy
may be one reason we form social
groups, and 1t may explam why we
quest for sprritual fulfillment in our
religious lives.

Many people in contempormary soc-
ety feel lonely. For all the henefits
we derive from living in a highly
technological world, we still may
find it difficult to discover ways
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partners are able to share equally with each other. As the lis-
tener, you have to be able to honor and respect the openness,
vulnerahility, and courage of the one who is communicating
personal ideas and
emotions. Value judg-
ments, criticisms, and
advice-giving have
no place in intimate
communication. The
goal 1s to appreciate
and acknowledge the
validity of the other
person’s deepest feel-
s 11 you are aware
of your own thoughts
and feelings, you may
then have the ability
1o appreciate similar
experiences on the part of the other person.

Value
judgments,
criticisms, and
advice-giving
have no place
in intimate
communication.

Keep the Light Alive:

Once two people have entered into a deep level of shar-

ing, they usually want to stay there, If there is true equality
between the two, they achieve a balance which feels right and
which they don™t want to lose. If, however, one of the partners
feels the need to lessen the level of intimacy, the probability of
conlhet mereases. You can avoid misunderstandings by main-
taining your commitment and trust during these natural cycles
that occur within any relationship. Intimacy takes work and

a sense of maturity. To shirk the responsibility of keeping an
intimate relattonship alive invites a retumn to isolation.

The intimate relationship is healthy. Intimacy allows us to end
loneliness and to share the decpest and most personal parts of
ourselves with a trusted partner. As social beings, we respond
physically to the experience of mtimacy. People who have
intimate relationships hve longer and healthier lives and they
report more personal happiness and satisfaction with the way
they live, Intimacy gives us a feeling of comfort, security, and
u sense of being loved and aceepted. Tt gives us the freedom
and support 1o stay true to the special qualities that define each
one of us as a wnique person.

Pyvehotherapy can allow us to explore our own deepest and
most intimate feelings in a safe and aceepting setting with a
professional trained to understand these inner processes. We
can learn to stay true to our uniqueness and to feel comfort-
ahle in sharing our authenticity with another person. We can
explore who can be trusted, and who can’t, as well as the fea-
tures of our lives that may have led us o hide ourselves from
others. Psychotherapy has the potential to teach us how to
break out of isolation and loneliness into a world of love and
acceplance. 11 prepares us o explore an intimate relationship
outside of the therapy setting.

that people in intimate relationships live longer and

! number of research studies have shown persuasively
happier lives than those who are not.

«  For example, we know that people in marriages or
other commutied relationships live longer than people
who are single.

« ln one classic study researchers found that 95
percent of people who deseribed their parents as
uncaring had diseases by midlife, while only 29
percent of those who described their parents as
caring had midlife diseases. Having supportive and
close relationships with parents in our childhoods
leads to healthier relationships in general when we
grow up, and it is these healthier adult relationships
that are linked to a lower prevalence of heart disease
and cancer in midlife. In other words, one can com-
pensate for a deprived childhood by learming later in
life how 10 sustain supportive relationships,

* o another series of studies, researchers found that
people who are socially isolated are fwe ro five times
mare likely to die prematurely than those who have a
sense of connection and community.

= A study at the University of Texas looked at
patients who had undergone open-heart surgery,
Those who had neither ongoing group participation
nor were able to derive strength from their religion
were more than seven fimes more likely to have died
six months after their surgery.

«  Women with metastatic breast cancer were
assigned to support groups which met once o week for
a yeur. The women in the support groups lived twice
as long as those who were not in these groups.

= One study has even found that people with fewer
relationships of any kind (e.g., friendship, a partner,
family, work, social groups, religious affiliations)
were fonr fimes as likely o develop a common cold
as those who had more relationships,

+ [Interestingly, research showed that people with
pets are healthier than people without them and have
1o make fewer visits o doctors.
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to form intimate relationships. In fact. our high tech society
scems to fragment our social connections, to drive us away
from other people. For example, electronic mail seems to
make connecting with other people much easier, but in truth
our messages are usually just flashes of ideas — briefly writ-
ten, briefly read and instantaneously deleted - and they
barely fulfill vur desire for more complete relationships based
on our inner experiences. In our modern society, we lack
ways to see. hear, or touch other people - not in person and
not tu the extent that humans have in the past, What our high
tech world has brought us is an abundance of stress in our
personal lives, And stress and intimacy are hardly compatible
bedfellows.

To have an intimate connection with another person requires
first that we have access to our own personal emotions and
ideas. We cannot expect to be intimate with another when we
are out of touch with our own internal experiences. We must
explore and become familiar with our own personal thoughts
and feelings before we can share them with someone else.
Owr intimate experiences may involve our emotional, cogni-
tive, social, physical, sexual, and spiritual lives. Two people,
eiach of whom s in ouch with
his or her own internal experi-
ences, may be able to share

True intimacy

an intimate relationship on iS one Df
any one of these levels. True .
intimacy is one of the ultimate the Ultlﬂ_‘lﬁtt‘:
expressions of the human expe- ex pl‘ESSlGI‘I S
rience. And that may be why -
we strive so hard o find it Df tht" _humﬂn
experience —
and that may
be why we

strive so hat;d
to find it.

Each person scems o understand the intimate experience in
his or her own way. In a sense it takes a journey of personal
discovery to learn how to share intimacy with another person.
Here are some guidelines that may help to define that
Journey -

Know Your Self:

Ciet i touch with your own privale experiences, Tn our
stressed-out world this is ofien hard to do because our atten-
tion is directed outward much of the tme. 1t helps to sit

~ doing nothing and being distracted by nothing — and spend
lime in reflection and introspection. Observe your thoughts
and feelings. The brain has pleasure centers — close your
eyes and imagine yoursell expenencing pleasure. Become
familiar with those parts of yourself that are strong and that

feel whole and integrated.
Learn to feel comfortable
with the part of yourself
that senses calmness, con-
fidence and peace. (Some
people like to spend a
few minutes every night
before bed, perhaps with
just a candle burning,
reflecting on the events
of the day. Others prefer
to keep a daily journal of
therr private thoughts and

We cannot
expect to

be intimate
with another
when we are
out of touch
with our own

feelings.) Until you know .

your own private feelings, lI'ltCI'IlEll
it is difficult to share them :

with someone else. experlences L

Communicate
With Another Person:

Share what you know about yourself with another person
who can be trusted. This involves several steps. First, you
need a sense of commitment to that person. Strangers pass-
g through your life are not the appropnate people with
whom to share your deepest feclings. Intimacy has to be
reserved tor a person who will be there over the long baul —
a close mend, a parner, a family member, or, 1§ we'ne lucky,
a soul mate. You also need a feeling of trust. [T the other
person 15 not able to appreciate the delicacy of what you are
sharing, it is futile o try 1o achieve intimacy. In the worst
case, your words might be held against you later, which can
be damaging and may lead to cynicism and distrust. Know-
ing whom to trust involves acquiring good judgment about
other people. A trustworthy person is one who can honor
and respeet you for sharing your most intimate experiences.
Finally, understand that intimacy involves making yourself
vulnerable. The guarded and defensive person will never
find true intimacy. Finding intimacy means taking a risk,
vpening yourself up, sharing the most personal part of your-
self with another person. Can the other person handle it? Can
the other person care? If they can, you are no longer alone.

Intimacy Is Reciprocal:

A healthy intimate relationship is one in which bath partners
know themselves and are able to come wgether with a sense
of equality. Certain relationships are not meant to be recip-
rocal (the therapist/client relationship, for example, often
invelves a high level of deeply personal communication, but
this is primarily on the pant of the client). Perhaps the most
intense and lasting levels of intimacy are achieved when both
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t is difficult to achieve intimacy in a relationship unless
l we have the ability to trust. We tend to focus on other

people when we think about trust — that is, we might ask,
who out there can be trusted and who cannot? But it may
be more helpful to look inside and to think about trust also
as something that we do well, or not. Some people grow
up with a good ability to trust appropriately. and others,
because of their needs and life experiences, have more dif-
ficulty with this issue..

Having a good cye for trust involves having a healthy sense
of our own identities — and this means having a positive
self-image, the ability to value ourselves and our deci-
sions, and a good sense for protecting our own boundaries.
We need to know what we stand for and what is best for

us. Trust also involves acquiring a knack for making good
judgments. When we have the self-confidence that comes
with knowing and liking ourselves, as well as the ability to
make life-enhancing decisions, we should be able to decide
fairly easily about whom to trust.

Trust between two people emerges [rom a process of
mutual self-disclosure - we gradually reveal more and more
about ourselves to the other person until the relationship
achieves a sense of intimacy. The first person sclf-discloses
only to the degree that the other person has, in a series of
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steps. A good balance is maintained between both peaple.
If this balance is disrupted, it is difficult to maintain trust.
For example, if one person reveals everything all at once
and the other person reveals nothing at all, the balance is
broken - and neither party will be able to trust the other.
The building of trust is a mutual process that takes time. We
feel comfortable revealing things about ourselves when the
other person has shown that he or she is willing to take the
same risk.

Some people trust blindly. They reveal everything all at
once, expecting that the other person will be able to recip-
rocate immediately. What is more likely is that the other
person will feel overwhelmed and may back off from close-
ness. People who trust blindly may want to look into issues
like boundaries, self-image and why they need to be so
close so quickly.

Other people find it difficult to trust at all. They may feel
protected, but the walls are so high that they may never
find an intimate relationship — and what a price to pay for
protection! People who have difficulty with opening them-
selves 1o trust may want to look into the pain that may have
closed them off - and they may want to look into ways of
improving their communication skills, The rewards of inti-
macy are well worth it.

Judith 8. Barnett, Ph.D.
1829 East Franklin Street
1100 B Franklin Square
Chapel Hill, NC 27514



