






Dedication

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.
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Preface

WHEN I WAS a child, it was clear to 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 absence 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
remember 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. No other connection healed the hurt
of that first abandonment, that first banishment from love’s paradise. For
years I lived my life suspended, trapped by the past, unable 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 forward. 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
longing. All the years of my life I thought I was searching for love I found,
retrospectively, to be years where I was simply 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 become 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 of spirit so intense we may never find our way home again. I write



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.



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 declaration, “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 anchors 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 felt certain the artist was undergoing a crisis in his life, either
already confronting loss or facing the possibility of loss. In my head I
engaged in imaginary conversations about the meaning of love with him. I



told him how his playful graffiti art anchored me and helped restore my faith
in love. I talked 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 companion of many years but, more important, it was a despair rooted
in the fear 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 that 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 become a ritual affirmation of love’s
grace was no longer there to welcome me, I told everyone of my
disappointment. Finally someone passed on the rumor that the graffiti art had
been whitewashed because the words were a reference to individuals living
with HIV and that the 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 snapshots 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.

THERE ARE 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
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