Wishin’ and Hopin’

Hope is a word that carries several contradictory meanings. Hope represents desire: “I hope to finish this project soon.” This implies trust and faith in self to indeed complete the work. For our purposes, faith is a vision of some possibility that must be balanced with facts or likelihood of success, to avoid setting up the possibility of disappointment. Similarly, trust is the foundation of healthy relationships, but it can be broken. And a hope is also wish, a desire for something that may or may not come true.

In relationships, desire generates the impulse to connect with someone. Faith and trust sustain the relationship. These are strengths. Hope is the cousin of faith, and in challenging moments, faith may be the only thing we have to hold on to. Extending hope to someone when they feel hopeless can be the first step in that person’s healing. Hope can generate or lead to the will to continue- it can be the spark of aliveness that leads to the desire to carry on, regardless.

Hopelessness is the lack of faith- an assumption that we can’t get what we want, and that we don’t know how to break through feeling stuck or limited. Wishing is the weakest link, as it can represent magical thinking- denial of facts in evidence and experience. Wishing also relates to a vision of potential or what could be. It doesn’t always acknowledge who the other person really is, or that the potential may never be realized. The challenge is defining the difference between possibility and fantasy.

It’s important to sustain desire and goals, but not to the exclusion of what actually happens between people.

We spend a lot of time with people who wish their significant other would change- change their behavior or their attitudes- rather than accepting who the person really is, how they really act, and what they really believe.

Accepting the truth can lead to disappointment if it requires letting go of the desire and dreams of what could be, and many people will fight with all they have to avoid this awareness. Accepting the truth can also break the logjam of hopelessness, since it frees and releases us from depending on how the other person thinks or acts.

This acceptance can also signal a conscious awareness trust has been broken. Breaking of trust changes desire and the sense of possibility into just holding an illusion, something that may be unlikely or impossible.

Hope and desire aren’t enough to sustain a healthy relationship. A successful experience requires a mutual level of commitment- commitment to address challenges as they arise, strong, clear communication to ensure both people carry similar points of view and similar goals, positive trust, in self and the other, and an assumption that it really can work the way both people want. Both people believe in and take action to support the assumption that it can be a win-win, even when there are disagreements.

Marge and Bob have been married for longer than they can remember. She’s always been the emotional support in the relationship. It was a role she learned early in life, since her father was an alcoholic. She learned that she could help, when her mother was too upset to give her attention or take care of the household chores. It gave her a sense of worth, a feeling that she could contribute, and earn her love from her mother. She also learned to be very strong when her parents were fighting- that she had to take care of herself a significant part of the time.

Her sense of love and worth were based on what she did- how good she could take care of her parents and ignore her own needs and wants- rather than who she was. She learned how to override her own sense of disappointment and isolation, especially as she grew and took over more of the household demands. She came to trust she had to work to earn love.

Bob grew up an only child in a similarly dysfunctional household. His father was absent long periods of time in military service. Even when Dad was around, though, Bob never really felt connected. His father was rigid, and demanded unrealistic performance, so that Bob came to believe he was never good enough. In addition, he never really figured out what it would take to dispel those feelings of inadequacy.

His mother made him her world, since his father was gone so much. She adored Bob, and indulged almost any behavior. He could do no wrong in her eyes. After he left home, he attempted college, but found he couldn’t really decide on a major and was challenged by the work load and the rules. Consequently, he took a job in the local iron works, making good money, but not really enjoying it.

When Marge and Bob met, it was instant love. They couldn’t get enough of each other- they were soul mates. Marge adored him, and he loved her strength and commitment to him and their life. As time passed, Bob’s salary increased. They also had a boy and a girl. Life was full. He was making good money, she was happy at home, raising the children, and involved in volunteer work in the community.

However, as time went on, Bob started feeling less and less interested in his work. Not having any other training or education, he couldn’t move up in the company, nor could he realistically look for other work that would match his current level of income. He was bored, his quality of work started slipping, and his boss became more demanding and overbearing. As the months went by, Bob found he was spending more time at the bar with the boys before making it back home.

Meanwhile, Marge has been putting more of her energy and attention into her volunteer work and raising their children. Bob has been feeling that he wasn’t as important to her, though he’d had trouble communicating it without anger, which, of course, provoked her. She felt his demands for attention were immature. She argued with him more about his drinking with the boys, since she felt increasingly isolated in taking care of their children and maintaining their home.

Through it all, Marge still holds the vision she had of him when they first met. Sometimes it’s the only thing that sustains her in the middle of her disappointment. She believes he can stop drinking, partly because he periodically swears to her that he will, and partly because she’s strong, committed, and refuses to give up that easily. For his part, Bob doesn’t much think about what burden his behavior puts on her. He expects her to accommodate him, whatever he does, and reacts angrily when she questions his behavior, both in his absence from home and his treatment of her. But he still drinks and still harbors anger towards his boss, his work, and much of his life.

She hopes he will change and refuses to give up on him. But she denies his history, and as long as she does, it suppresses the pain, loneliness, helplessness, and hopelessness that she feels. He won’t even consider that his drinking might be an issue, because it’s the one thing in his whole life that offers him any relief from his own feelings of hopelessness and helplessness. The men at the bar are the only ones sympathetic to his plight, though they really don’t offer much of substance otherwise, since many of them are locked in similar difficulties and frustration.

Bob has lost faith; he never had the highest self-regard, and consequent self-trust, in the first place. Desire is a word that makes no sense to him right now. He’s simply trying to get through another day with as little frustration as possible.

Marge is feeling empty inside, abandoned by her partner, and increasingly burdened by the responsibilities of her volunteer work, and their home and children. She clings to hope with everything she has, but she doesn’t really have much faith, and goes to great lengths not to think too far ahead. The possibilities are too frightening to bear.

For each of them, resolution requires an honest acknowledgment of the situation as it exists and how they feel about it. At this point in their own awareness, outside support is simply the only way they’re going to break the cycle of self-abuse, destructive behavior, and frustration.

The desire they felt for each other early on has been swamped by their challenges. It will take time for each of them to heal enough to find out how they really feel about each other without all the distractions filling their lives now. Once they start the journey of healing, they can address their own unfinished business from childhood. This will allow them to rekindle the desire, focus the trust on a positive vision, and find faith in themselves and each other enough to experience their love in a new, healthy, and satisfying way.

