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When we are born, we are totally dependent on others for all our survival needs. We have to receive everything from our caregivers. We are completely open to the love, nurturing, and love we are being given. If our needs are met appropriately, we grow into toddlers that expect to have everything we want met now. We believe we can do anything and have anything. This is why children often appear selfish and demanding and put themselves in potentially dangerous situations.

This is the time the words “No” and “Stop” become a part of our understanding. So, while we start out vulnerable and open, we learn that sometimes we can’t do what we think we want, and the concept of giving back gets introduced. Depending on how well these ideas are introduced, what often happens is we learn that pleasing the adults requires accommodating others. We learn that giving sometimes is easier rather than arguing for what we want. Our system of values gets bombarded with the idea that giving is a better quality than receiving, because receiving (or even “wanting”) is often equated with being selfish.

Consequently it is often easier to give. Then over time we may even get to the place that giving and showing how much we give becomes a way to actually get what we want from others. In relationships we can often say “look how much I’ve given, done for you. Now you owe me the same. Quid Pro Quo.”

Problems arise when others don’t see the gifts that are given as they were intended, or their value systems are different ours. More importantly, they haven’t even acknowledged or know the gifts have even been given. Sometimes they feel they have already given plenty of themselves, and that they haven’t been acknowledged for that.

The ability to unconditionally receive support as it is given, the way we could in infancy, is gradually buried under our learned beliefs, some of which include issues of control and power in relationships.

Giving can become a means of controlling another. We get to say when, how much, who, and what we give to another. We can even make it so another feels in our debt. Giving has lost its original purpose of helping us harmonize with our world and turns into a weapon to be used to get what we want.

Sometimes people use giving to control or manage how they are treated, rather than allowing themselves to be loved for who they are. In other words, we try to “buy” love with how we act towards others. In this case, the motivation isn’t so much appreciation for the other person as it is a lack of self-worth or self-love. Unfortunately, this cycle of action- giving love to get love- never really addresses the core feeling of lack inside. In addition, the person who feels they must work for love comes to resent those from whom he or she seeks attention.

Then, this person starts to feel resentment at being “forced” to do something that comes naturally- in spite of the fact that his or her sense of not being important is something the person totally made up. With this pressure of (often) desperately seeking love, the person will often take out their frustration on others in the manner love is shown- limiting it, demanding it, denying it, manipulating others to get it, etc.

The challenge is that we develop selective blindness and amnesia to our own forms of limitation, if we think those ways are how we get love. This dissonance can be traced to our formative years, when it meant our very survival to learn the ways of love from those around us. The challenge is that it doesn’t matter how crazy those experiences were or are, we imprint on those certain unchanging deep impulses and patterns of behavior, and carry them the rest of our lives- for the most part.

For instance, many families break up through divorce, often creating a sense of abandonment for children who are involved. Subsequently, these children then experience a deep-seated and difficult-to-resolve pattern that goes something like this: when deep love is present in a relationship, sooner or later, one person will have to leave the relationship. The circumstances can seem quite compelling, often feeling or looking like the people involved have no choice. But the bottom line is that when love is present, someone eventually has to leave, regardless the outer conditions.

Another way this can manifest itself is when we believe that giving is all that matters to get love back, and we forget or become uncomfortable with asking for what we really want from another. Or we just expect the other to just know what we want and get disappointed or angry because they didn’t figure it out on their own. We become critical and unappreciative of what others try to give us because it doesn’t look like what we thought it should.

Receiving, on the other hand, has become a lost art, in a sense. True receiving is an act of surrender and openness. To receive, which is the act of accepting how others give to us, is an act of love. It can seem confusing, since we often believe there is something we must do to deserve someone’s kindness. Receiving is just accepting- being open.

One reason babies are so adored is because they do just this- they receive unconditionally. They are little missionaries reminding us how loving it can be to receive without question. When we really receive from another we are appreciative, joyful in response, and accepting unconditionally. It is really an incredible gift. It gives the other person the pleasure and love of having their gift appreciated, which feels good. 

So, in this way our receiving can become as great a gift as actually giving. Both are required- the ability to receive as well as the desire to give. It is important in all our relationships to not only give but to receive in equal measure. If we all gave from our hearts and received from our hearts, all of our relationships would benefit.

The good news is each negative pattern is part of a larger continuum of expression that can also be experienced in positive ways. In the example about “leaving” above, it might turn out that one person needs time off, time away, or some kind of break, rather than actually ending the relationship. 

Other forms of relationship challenges offer similar possibilities for resolution: anger comes from the belief that there is someone or something controls us, we don’t like what is happening, and we feel we have no choice or say in the matter. Learning to take responsibility for one’s own welfare will start to unravel the upset, as well as release the underlying passion of the emotion in ways that are constructive (excitement, for instance), rather than destructive.

Guilt and shame come from not giving or receiving what we feel should, or thinking we have done something wrong or not done something we should have. However, both emotions stem from a healthy impulse, which is the desire to live up to a moral code. We experience the negative end of the emotional spectrum here when we presume guilt without investigating the situation thoroughly before assigning responsibility.

As we resolve these- and other- emotional imbalances, we simultaneously find a healthy balance of giving and receiving that feels natural and unforced.

