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Mostly, Buddhism seems to me out of its depth when it comes to pointing the way to the transformative experience of romantic love. The Middle East religions of Christianity, Islam and Judaism have fared even worse than Buddhism. Monotheistic religions believe that God the Father disapproves of sex outside marriage while intercourse is primarily intended to create children.  

Judaism has made the family sacred, disregards yogic or monastic traditions and has viewed sex as the means for procreation. Christianity holds family and monasticism in equal regard. The Catholic Church also sees sex for the purpose of making children and forbids birth control. The Church imposes celibacy on all of its priests denying them the opportunity to explore romantic love and share with their parishioners their understanding from their experiences. This absolute imposition by the Church on priests has contributed to immense emotional problems for some priests in their relationship to men, women or children. Islam endorses a strong family commitment often with controlling views about the relative roles of men and women in society. Religion exercises significant control over the hearts and minds of the believers. 

There is a power to authentic romantic love as a valuable vehicle for awakening and liberation. It is a form of love for those in a relationship that can contribute directly to an ultimate perspective.  Such love can awaken our heart in countless ways, as well as reveal the darkest areas within. It has enormous potential for lovers. There is a power to romantic love that challenges our very cells. We find out a lot about our ‘selves’ – joyful and painful. There are plenty of couples who certainly make it clear that their relationship is part of their practice. This is commendable. There are dharma teachers offering skilful guidance and practices for couples. Equally commendable. I believe we can go further than that.  

Liberation, non-duality, the emptiness of ‘I’ and ‘my’ and realisation of the Immeasurable can certainly be explored in a  dialogue of an intimate relationship, as much as outside of it. If we cling to the values of celibacy, solitude and personal meditation practice, this clinging will become shadows over an experiential inquiry into intimacy. Equally if we crave romantic love, we deny ourselves the opportunity for a liberated love, not dependent on another. Intimate love has the potential to belong to the sphere of the Noble Ones as much as other expression of love and kindness. 

The Buddha certainly gave countless discourses to householders addressing a wide variety of daily life issues. Occasionally, he acknowledged the transformative power of such the personal relationship. For example, the Buddha stated that when a husband restrains from any destruction of life, does not abuse, not stingy, nor get gets drunk and his wife lives in the same way, then he said “a God lives together with a Goddess.” (Numerical Discourses. IV.53). This is a real recognition of the potential for partners. Also in Chapter of the Fours, the Buddha pointed to the direct and meaningful benefits of being in a committed relationship. A couple, Nakulapita and Nakulamata, both dedicated to each other, told the Buddha that they ‘wished to be in each other’s sight for as long as life lasts.”  

The Buddha responded that they would remain together for as long as they shared the same: 

trust,

virtue,

giving

wisdom.  

This is truly sound advice for all partners, and well worth bearing in mind, not as a demand upon the partner but to ask oneself regularly on these matters. 

What ways do I offer trust?

What virtues do we share with each other?

What do we give to each other?

What is the understanding and wisdom between us?  

The Buddha added

“When both are faithful and bountiful

self restrained in dharma living

they come together as man as wife

full of love for each other.

Many blessings come their way.

They dwell together in happiness.” 

While pointing to a deep and sustainable happiness in a relationship, these kind of references are few compared to the Buddha’s advice to seekers. He spoke primarily to the networks of spiritual seekers opting for voluntary homelessness, celibacy and a meditative way of life. The Buddha rarely pointed to romantic love as a path for total awakening despite his discourses emphasising the immense importance of loving kindness (metta) and deep connection with another and others. Generally speaking, all the Buddhist traditions seem to have marginalised romantic love, rather than totally excluded it, so such love ends up on the periphery of dharma practice. 

We can either identify with the Buddhist tradition, and the view of many Buddhist monks and nuns, that shows such little regard for romantic love, or we can dig deep into ourselves to experience passion and love making it an authentic path to liberating discovery.  Such love can free us up so we participate in the romance of life and the ecstasy that it releases in our hearts and minds. 

Common Perceptions of Romantic Love 

For romantic love to receive its due acknowledgement in dharma practice, it has hurdles to overcome in the Buddhist tradition, which often perceives it as filled with projections, desire and various unresolved needs. It is a cold-blooded approach to Eros and to the erotic. A romantic human being can express a normal, healthy emotional life rich in intimacy, poetic communications and deep engagements. Some serious minded, dry and aloof meditators perceive such people as out of touch with reality.  

Perhaps the concern of orthodox Buddhists and others suspicious of romantic love, springs from the frequently expressed standpoint that romantic love never lasts, that its brevity makes it an unreliable form of love compared to loving kindness. Owing to self interest, there is the perception that romantic love easily leads to unconscious behaviour. Certainly romantic love is vulnerable to distortion. Impermanence is a characteristic of such love but all other phenomena shares the same characteristic of change, as every practising Buddhist knows very well.  

Yet, the poets, mystics and diarists offer an ultimate perspective on the true nature of romantic love. They remind us of the extraordinary place of Eros in our lives with its capacity to point to self-transcendence. Hindu Gods and Goddess are constantly engaged in the exploration of such experiences as a key in the process of awakening. This kind of love in sacred Hindu literature is found in the unfolding stories of Rama and Sita, Krishna and Radha, Siva and Parvati, as well as the Kama Sutra and religious art such as in the Hindu temple at Kajarahuo in Northern India showing erotic statues of naked men and women actively engaged in different postures of lovemaking. We have to search among the Hindu-Buddhist Tantric texts for the exploration and fusion of romantic love, sexuality, energy, the arts and transformation of consciousness.  The Theravada Buddhist tradition needs to embrace Tanta to support the dharma practice of lovers. 

In the account of his night of awakening, the Buddha reported that visions of beautiful and alluring women arose in his meditations. He struggled to overcome the temptations to lose himself in sensual pleasures, especially sexual fantasies. We are told that the gods were delighted in the Buddha’s determination to stay to true to his commitment to liberate himself from the seductive power of Mara. The Buddha’s story stands in sharp contrast to the story of Siva in whom the gods were equally pleased.  

In the story of Siva, Siva listened to his heart and trusted in it. At Mount Kailash on the Tibetan/Nepalese border, Siva engaged in austere meditation practices as a dedicated yogi until the beautiful Parvati appeared. She danced in front of Siva and then offered SIva a necklace of flowers. Siva came out of his deep meditation, opened his eyes and immediately fell in love with her, the most beautiful woman of the Himalayas. He got out of his full lotus position, stood up and joined Parvati in her dance. The gods were in bliss. He engaged in the ecstatic union of Man and Woman – the Dancer and the Dance were one. Siva retained all his powers as a yogi while Parvati became his shakti, the creative energy of the cosmos. Siva and Parvati were inseparable. There was no division between the yogi and the lover. This is an ultimate perspective – revealing neither an absorption of one into the other, nor a separation from. We do not know whether the story of Siva and Parvati is a literal story or metaphorical symbol but that is not the issue. The issue is the capacity for mutual awakening. 

In the long history of Hinduism and Buddhism, Tantra emerged as a small offshoot from the main stream of spiritual/religious practices with a clear acknowledgement of the potency of sexual energy but these texts are often obscure and few and far between. Tantra has become devalued today through its usage in the West for sexual indulgence, a licence for permissive behaviour, thus once again obscuring the transformative power of romantic love. Giving sexual license to narcissistic sex bears no relationship to the Tantra that offers a sacred approach to love and intimacy. Some Tantric traditions explore love and death, especially when under the influence of the Goddess, Kali.  With a few notable exceptions, certain spiritual teachers have hijacked Tantra ignoring the loving disciplines of practice over years and resorted to maximising techniques for sexual pleasure.   

Marriage 

It is the quality of the relationship in a marriage that matters, not quantity, not the length of time. There appear to be five primary reasons why two people stay together in a marriage. There is nothing watertight about these five kinds of marriage. The same guidelines apply to a partnership. The same marriage can know all five. 

1. Duty.  The couple may have children, or it is ‘politically correct’ to stay together, or for social and economic reasons.

2. Religious obligation. The couple of have taken religious vows ‘until do they part.’ The couple simply do not believe in divorce.

3. Force of habit. There is no motivation to make real changes. The alternative is separation, isolation and possibly loneliness. The thought of dividing property, bringing in the lawyers and explanation to friends and family inhibits steps to start a new life.

4. Love, trust, friendship.

5. A Path of Awakening. The marriage or partnership is viewed as a real opportunity for the exploration and sharing of the light and dark areas within. 

 

With the first three reasons, the marriage may have become a very pale shadow of the original love and intimacy that sparked that relationship. There is little left to say to each other except for the practicalities of daily life. Passion, adventure, making love becomes a very occasional event, if at all. There is little or no sharing of the feelings and thoughts about each other nor do the couple engage in creative use of imagination to launch fresh projects. The two people assume they know each other but they only the partner’s habits. 

For other marriages or partnerships, love and friendship permeates the daily experience. The two people get on extraordinarily well together. There is a depth of contact and contentment in the relationship, even though the two people share much or little with each other about their inner lives.  The two people may not even comprehend what a path of awakening means. Warmth, appreciation and loving presence pervade the marriage that is obvious to themselves as well as friends and family. 

In the fifth kind of marriage, the two people are equally committed to making their relationship a path of awakening. It requires a sharing of their deepest experiences joyful and painful. It includes a dialogue on their relationship with each other and with life, itself. Ethics, values, meditations, reflections, issues from the personal to the global contribute to the path of awakening. There is an authentic recognition of what one offers the other. The two people face life as well as face each other. The fifth kind of partnership does not offer a a guarantee of security, and it may be that one partner or the other, or both, cannot make such a commitment for the long term. It is all grist for the mill. The quality of relationship and the commitment to the heart’s inquiry provide the raw material for insights and understanding for both partners. Depth of communication matters in such a relationship, not the number of years of being together. 

Extract from a poem – A Meeting in Love  

I want you to walk about in my heart, 

to stroll around within me, 

to visit any forgotten corners of my inner life, 

We can make a shift away from the first three reasons for being in a relationship to seeing it as a true path for transformation. The view that a long marriage must have worked or a short relationship reveals a failure confuses time with love and insight. We have to be prepared for change – the partner may move on – not out of anger or blame, nor as a statement of betrayal, nor due to disillusionment but she or he stays true to the inner voice for the next step in awakening.  

The story of Siddhartha Gautama appears to serves as a poor role model for a marriage. He felt trapped. He had no sense of any path of awakening in his marriage. He couldn’t cope with being the father of his seven day old son, Rahula. If his wife, Yashodara, and he had the wisdom and maturity to see marriage as a vehicle for realizations, he would not have had to flee the palace nor reject his role as husband and father. He admitted that it took him six years to fully wake up (to realise Buddhahood) after running away from the palace. We live in an era when the form of the relationship and the inter-action of consciousness of two people, whether in a heterosexual or homosexual relationship can become the catalyst for a liberating wisdom. 

The teachings certainly encourage us frequently to explore the depths of love, compassion, appreciative joy and equanimity as well as a sustained inquiry into the conditional sequence from contact to feelings to desire and clinging. There are countless other insights in the Buddha’s teachings that shed light on human relationships. E.g. the responsibilities between two people, the importance of clear communication, working with desire, seeing into I, me and mine. To their credit, some couples really apply the teachings to their relationship and share their experiences together.   The couple are on the same wavelength. Differences in age, experience, role and background become secondary. 

There are many considerations for a couple totally committed together to the relationship as a Path to Awakening. Aspects of deep communication between a dharma teacher and students, or deep spiritual friends equally apply in marriage or partnership.  

Communicating what is true and useful.

Discussion of the Dharma and giving support to the partner’s exploration

Engaging in acts of generosity and kindness.

Expressing love through words and touch daily

Living a lifestyle of easy maintenance

Making love night or day.

Not raising the voice, not speaking impatiently

Really listening to each other

Recognising time to be alone and time to be with each other

Sharing experiences together on what contributes to total awakening. 

The Buddhist tradition has not placed emphasis on marriage as either religious or sacred. Theravada monks are not permitted to act in the role of a priest who marries couples. Neither are monasteries employed for marriage services. Marriage is purely a secular event where a man and woman (or of the same gender) announce publicly their commitment to each other. There is nothing innately religious or spiritual about this public agreement between two people. It is a social contract between the two parties concerned. Equally, separation and divorce bears no religious significance either. If the marriage fails to work, then the two people take the necessary steps, and practice to continue to show loving kindness towards each other and  any children. Two unmarried people who share the same bed, whether of both sexes or the same sex, cannot ‘live in sin’ in the Buddhist tradition.  

Dharma teachings do not swallow the commonly held religious standpoint that marriages are made in heaven or that marriage vows are taken before God as a witness. It may not be wise to take a vow such as ‘until death do we part.’ Love and understanding uphold a contented marriage, not a belief in God or marriage as a religious institution. Marriage as a legal contract neither contributes to wisdom nor impedes it, neither is essential for awakening nor blocks it; neither enhances liberation nor denies it. There is far too much projection into marriage – either for it or against it. 

In strictly secular culture, there is a general and well-founded impression that religion is a sexually repressive institution. Secularists and rationalists dismiss religion while failing to offer a model of sexual awakening – indeed, it is arguable that secular culture has even more problems around sex than religion. The biggest industry on the Internet is the porn industry. Sex sells numerous products. Obsessions around sex abound such as the media's attention to sex scandals, the gutter press, magazines for men and women saturated with pictures and stories involving sex. Sex and clothes, sex and cars, sex and food and drink, sex and holidays, sex and entertainment, sex and cosmetics.  Sex, sex, sex. It is an understatement to state that secular life reveals a society not at ease with itself in matters of sex.  

The repressed environment of religion and permissive and exploitive secularism mutually support each other. Both are far removed from romantic love, deep intimacy and Eros in daily life. However, there are exceptions to the common standpoint of religion of adherence to monogamy, views around marriage and celibacy outside of marriage in the writing of some religious mystics and poets just as there are thoughtful approaches to love and romance in secular culture.  

We can turn our attention to the profound insights of Greek Mythology in terms of the encouragement for us to explore romantic love as a path of awakening.  Ancient Greeks realised that Love and the Mind become immortal when united. The Greeks reminded us that Eros bereft of Psyche (Love without the Mind) falls into unhappiness.  The story of Eros and Psyche reports the significance of the struggle that takes place between Eros and Psyche. Jealous of the mortal beauty of Psyche, Aphrodite tells her son to cause Psyche to fall in love with the ugliest being on earth. Obeying his mother, Eros brought with him two vials of potion for her to take so that men would avoid her. Unmindfully, he managed to prick Psyche with his arrow that made her fall in love with him instantly. He was overwhelmed with her beauty and then pricked himself. It was love for both of them at first sight.  

Then Eros leaves her – making a separation from the Psyche. Psyche then ends up wandering around the world look for Eros, for Love. Eros tells Psyche she must descend into the Underworld (Unconscious) and make contact with the Gods. Psyche is told to go the top of a mountain, and there she will find Eros. Love and Mind are reconciled. There is a transcendent power when these two forces meet each other appearing indestructible in the human realm.  

The Buddha would fully endorse the marriage of Love and Mind as he made clear in his teachings of the Divine Abiding of Love and Kindness and a transformative knowing of what matters. In the 5000 discourses of the Buddha, he makes a single reference to a Buddha who will follow him. In the Longer Discourses In DN 26.25 of the Lion’s Roar on the Turning of the Wheel,  he said the name of the next Buddha would be Maitreya/Metteya – the Sanskrit/Pali word comes from the same root as mitra and means friendly or 'the friendly one' – a strong acknowledgement of the power of friendship, kindness and love between humans and other creatures.  An awakened one  responds to the needs of our time. There is much suffering around relationships. We often neither treat ourselves with deep friendship, nor a partner, family, nations nor other sentient beings. 

Buddhist Institutions 

Why are there so few discourses on love, passion and physical intimacy in the Buddhist tradition? Why isn’t romantic love described as a path of awakening? In the tradition, passionate love and sexual intimacy have been hidden behind a set of legalistic, moralistic rules for householders or wrapped up in religious tenets about celibacy.  East and West, Buddhism has largely reduced the power of lovemaking to virtuous behaviour, strict monogamy and professional codes of morality while frowning heavily on alternatives. These attitudes display a certain coldness and aloofness with regard the power of love, sexual passion and its potential contribution to awakening of the whole being.  

As with monotheistic religions, Buddhism has also taken up some bizarre views about sex. It has generated the view that all sexual activity springs from desire and desire has to be exhausted. Supported with the words of the Buddha in Pali and Sanskrit, we are led to believe that as we develop further along the path, and come to greater realisations, we will lose the desire to make love whether we are a monk, nun or householder. As a result, sincere Buddhists often treat sexual desire as gross. No wonder, the Buddhist world often avoids the power of Eros and sex for profound realisations about the nature of life. As a result, there is often a negative standpoint towards those who explore a completely different ethic in matters of sexuality. It is not unusual that ordained monks and nuns, practising celibates and those who have not had a partner for years or very rarely make love, or have little in the way of a sexual libido, have far too much influence in sexual ethics. Buddhism offers us little in the way of inspiration or insight into passionate love and sexual intimacy.  Buddhist institutions often subscribe to a conservative moral code associated with prudish Judeo-Christian attitudes.  

The Buddha stated that if one realised the deepest truths and liberations of his teachings then the householder would depart from that way losing all interest in romantic love and the profound enjoyment of sexual intimacy. This view is the weakest link in his teachings and the Buddhist tradition - the separation of one identity, namely the practising celibate, from another identity – the person in a romantic relationship. We live in a different era. The celibate and the lover share equal opportunity for awakening.  

The Buddhist tradition needs to undergo a radical change of view, East and West, so that the act of making love, the intimacy of the erotic embrace and the exploration of such energies belong totally to the process of awakening.  Buddhist orthodoxy on sexuality is as problematic as monotheism and secularism. Sex is a true dharma in accordance with the intimacy of organic life, not an activity that we have to try to transcend.  

In the Buddhist tradition the problematic concept is desire. – the word used to translate the Pali concept tanha – meaning desire, craving, thirsting after. On face value, it would seem impossible to make love without desire. We forget tanha carries within it the message of unsatisfactoriness, suffering and a problematic movement of the inner life. Certainly selfish desire can enter into sexual activity – such as forcing another to submit, a lack of respect for another, sexual exploitation of the vulnerability of another, taking risks around sexually transmitted diseases, and the pursuit of sexual satisfaction. In this context, the word tanha addresses the range of unsatisfactory and suffering associated with sex. 

We can make love without tanha that is without desire. We make love with love and wise intention. We make love with passion, kindness and creativity. We make love with the heart, with poetic language and with touch. There is the potential for an explosion of mutually appreciative joy, the fullness of intimate action and deep insights. In the act of making love, there is the power of trust, mindfulness, concentration, energy and wisdom – what the Buddha referred to as the Five Powers.  Admittedly, some would regard exploring the Five Powers for making love as a novel interpretation of them.  

We do not need desire to make love. Love makes love. Desire is a different force altogether from love. Sexual desire creates problems for the one with the desire and for the one who is the object of desire. There is a different movement between sex with desire and making love without such desire. The difference is critical –it is the difference between wisdom and tanha revealed as a selfish pursuit of personal satisfaction or gratification.  To make love with love, we have to be able to listen equally to the responses of the partner prior to such intimacy, throughout the entire act, and subsequently, as much as to our selves. It is a path of mutual awakening. 

Extract from a Poem – The Meeting Point 

the ocean held them in its sway 
as they sat on the edge of eternity, 
turning their eye in the direction of the rolling wave 
as total presence descended upon them, 
like the white spray of energised waves 

It is an essential practice of a meditator to know the difference in the intensity of pleasant sensations between the formations of personal desire with its need for self gratification, gross or subtle, and the expression of love.  Desire distorts love. We can feel changes in the actual sensations in the body and feelings in the heart when desire, with its accompaniment of “I,” “me” and “my,” infect the act of making love.  Desire and love are a different experience. Very different. 

Divisions in Society 

With this blind adherence to the view that having sex and desire are inseparable, The Buddha divided society into two kinds of people – namely the voluntary homeless, celibate wanderers on the quest for truth and liberation and householders who fulfilled their daily duties to their family. Within a few centuries, the homeless wanderers formed the Buddhist institutions of monks and nuns abiding in a domicile of monasteries while householders followed the Dharma as best they could and gave support to the wanderers. Experience and dialogue on romantic love found itself wedged between a rock and hard place. 

The Buddha extolled the virtues of the former, the wandering seeker, at the expense of the latter, husbands, wives and children. He described householders’ life as crowded and dusty while a life gone forth is wide open.” (Middle Length Discourses Sutta 36). That generalisation may have rung true in caste-ridden India 2500 years ago but for many for us today our homes are neither crowded nor dusty (unlike some monasteries!), and we have the freedom to explore wide-open spaces as well. The situation has reached the ironic position today where monasteries are often crowded while monks and nuns have to spend much time keeping them free from dirt and dust while householders, individuals and families, can wander the world living a nomadic life carrying only  a backpack.  

We also need to bear in mind that in those days before contraception relationships almost inevitably led to children and subsequent commitments. The lack of contraception influenced religious views about sex & celibacy; today condoms, the pill or a vasectomy enable a reliable separation of sex from procreation. This is a modern and welcome development. To be fair, the Buddha could not have predicted such radical changes in society, especially Western society.  

It is an error of perception to dismiss romantic love and sexual intimacy. The view is widespread. Far too many dismiss romantic love as irrational, due to hormones, insist it is purely an evolutionary function or as some foolish spur of the moment madness. We must recognise its divine aspiration such as told in the Hindu epics. Let us not conclude either that the rational love of the moralist/rationalist serves as a substitute for passionate love. 

Yet the Buddha did not adopt a prudish outlook towards the body. For example, he displayed a liberal attitude around nakedness. For years, the homeless followers of the Dharma, both of men and women, bathed naked together in the rivers, stream and beneath the waterfalls in the Sakyan and neighbouring kingdoms of northern India. He showed a remarkable confidence in his networks of practitioners.  

His support for public nakedness at bathing times, with only a piece of cloth wrapped around the waist and another piece of loose cloth to keep the sun off the upper part of the body for the rest of the time for both sexes surely helped dissolve sexual obsessions through seeing body as body – to use an important insight of the Buddha. Even in our so-called more enlightened times, Buddhist meditators of both sexes never shower naked together on retreats.  

The Buddha’s relaxed approach to nakedness for himself and others must have shocked the conservative Brahminical tradition of ancient India when they heard of the naked bathing of his followers. This liberal attitude would also have offended the yogis, nearly all men, who led lives of solitude while struggling to overcome their desires of the flesh through intensive self-punishing practices. 

It was unfortunate that after 20 years of teaching the Buddha gave in to the demands of his lay supporters and ordered the wanderers to wear cloth around them to cover much of the body when they bathed. Lay supporters claimed they could not distinguish naked men and woman who followed the Buddha from the courtesans (high-class prostitutes) in the palaces who often bathed naked with their clients. 

Until the era of British colonised India, Indian women only wore the sari without any items of clothing underneath. The repressed Victorian Christian missionaries forced women to wear blouse and petticoat. There are no words in Hindi for blouse and petticoats so the English words are still used. Some Buddhist meditation traditions separate men from women in the meditation hall such is the terror around meditators feeling the arising of sexual energy. Some Buddhist traditions have separate sex communities as a way to minimise the appearance of sexual energy.  It was also, perhaps primarily, a way to develop a depth of friendship that rarely happens in a society where people put their partner above all other relationships.  

Not surprisingly, the Pali discourses (suttas) that contain the full body of the Buddha’s teachings throw only a few breadcrumbs to householders on matters of romantic love and sex. The sutta offer a moral code around sexual behaviour – no sexual violence, abuse, manipulation, adultery, sex with minors, sex which can cause any kind of harm. There are certainly plenty of references scattered around the 5000 discourses of the Buddha to the importance of such sensitivity, respect and being lovingly intentioned in matters of sexual behaviour through observation of the code of morality (sila). The teachings extol virtue and sensitivity in matters of intimacy but sadly ignore the importance of erotic contact with another and thus limiting the act of making love to morality. 

To his credit, though, the Buddha strongly endorsed first hand experience over and above his views. He explained to a young and beautiful wanderer, Upavana, in the town of Savatthi, the importance of seeing clearly through one’s own experience. 

In the Greater Discourse on the Destruction of Craving (MLD 38), the Buddha asked: 'For knowing and seeing clearly, would you run back to the past and talk about how I was in the past?' 

‘No.’

‘Would you run to the future and talk about what I might become in the future?’

‘No.’

‘Would you express views about yourself in the present?’

‘No.’

‘Would you speak out of respect for the teacher?’

‘No.’

“Do you only speak what you have known, seen and understood for yourselves?”

Yes. 

Then the Buddha uttered one of his most cherished of pronouncements. Monks and nuns throughout Theravada Buddhist countries chant the following often on a daily basis. 

‘Svakkhato Bhagavata Dhammo, Sanditthiko, Akaliko, Ehipassiko, Opanayiko, Paccattam Veditabbo Vinnuhi. 

‘Well expounded is the awakened one’s Dharma. to be viewed by oneself, timeless, come and see, leading inward, to be experienced by the wise for themselves.’ 

I have taken seriously this endorsement of the Buddha to see through our own experiences rather than submissively take on board the Buddha’s standpoint on eventually transcending sexual experiences instead of embracing sexual intimacy as one of many possible expressions of an awakened life.  

Sexual Energy and Meditation 

Rules, vows and controlling disciplines can marginalise love and love making. Meditators watch their feelings and sensations until the sensual energy has faded away or pushed back from consciousness with the act of the will or attachment to equanimity. It is not unusual for meditation teachers to treat the healthy passionate energies that arise in dharma practitioners as hindrances, and distractions to serious practice.  

Buddhist teachers usually encourage their meditation students to watch all sensual sensations come and go so they pass away as quickly as possible. Instead of treating sexual energies as a beneficial release in meditation, teachers point to the neutralisation of sensations and images of romantic or erotic love. Mindfulness of sensations and equanimity gain a transcendent status at the expense of love and the erotic.  

This ideology leaning towards neutral feelings may be unhealthy as it undermines the natural passions of the inner life and the creative imagination that accompanies it. Of course, when sexual fantasy life has something violent, depraved or corrupt, or driven by craving, then that certainly deserves deep inquiry. Anything remotely sado-masochistic points to perversions in the emotional life. Wise counsel can open up the insight and wisdom to emerge out such unresolved problems. It is irresponsible to regard it as a private matter. 

Pleasure, profit and personal success seduce consciousness at the expense of love. Infatuated with a very worldly life, we still yearn for love, to be in love, while living a way of life that goes against the current of a passionate life. We may still go to work, pay the bills and shop while the passionate lover finds his or her life naturally reordered and refocused with a different priority while take responsibility for the practicalities of daily life. John Keats, the 18th century romantic English poet, famously said he was only certain of one thing, namely the ‘holiness of the heart’s affections.’  

We feel totally fulfilled when we are in love. Let us endorse romantic love, as one of the authentic expressions of love. We validate the erotic through our first hand experience,  as well as constant reminders of its significance through the arts.  If we place the heart in the very centre of our life with wise discernment of the mind, without any exclusion of the romantic and the passionate, we can know a liberating empowerment to respond to the immediacy of events. It is unwise to resist romantic love by regarding it as illusionary or a form of adolescent behaviour.  

The belief in the construct of the ‘family’ and the belief in celibacy have cast shadows for centuries over the remarkable capacity of romantic love to awaken our being. Sadly, we keep holding on to the view that ‘romantic love doesn’t last.’ This negative attitude misses the whole point. The richness of Eros, the energy of the erotic, enlivens the whole being offering the potential to touch an inner depth of discovery and realisation, even when the story of self and other, of man and woman, has changed, faded or dissolved. 

In meditation and in daily life, the Buddha addressed with great care and precision the process of contact, feelings, desire and clinging and the consequences. He dives into the three types of feelings – pleasant, unpleasant and the feeling between the two, worldly and spiritual, as well as pointing the way to real happiness and the divine experience of love. We meditate and reflect on what dependently arises. We cultivate and share divine experiences. 

In the silence of meditation, as well as the fluctuating feelings, thoughts and images in daily life, the frustrated and unhappy person easily cling to ideas of romantic love, including fantasies, projections and desires for the perfect partner. These yearnings arise from personal dissatisfaction, disappointment and are destined to collapse into more disappointment. Nevertheless, we live in a time where unhappiness around relationships – partners, friends and family effectively kill off the romance of life. The dance of love frees up the pure poetry of a dynamic and uninhibited existence. Those who yearn for romantic love will tend to be on the constant look out for a partner. These unresolved desires for a sexual intimacy often prove to be a turn-off.  A depth of inner contentment allows romantic love to flow without yearning for it! We need to be distinguishing clearly the full impact of romantic love and the harboured unfulfilled longings tormenting our daily lives. There is a world of difference between the two. If you are happy, giving and free, beautiful  men and women will come into your life to enjoy the romance of life. 

Unrequited romantic love is a real challenge for all of us. It requires a total acknowledgement of its validity even if the other has little or no conception of the intensity of another’s feelings. It is a matter of learning to abide in the depth of such love, keep to a noble silence, and not imagine that circumstances would every change. Such love can stand on its own when benefitting from an undemanding recognition that it would be inappropriate to try to make capital out of the love or undermine it. If there is anguish and pain in our love then we look at the desires and projections distorting the love.  

At the age of 18 years, my Auntie Daisy worked at a market stall in a northern city in England selling chocolate. George, 32, a married man, worked in the next stall selling fruit and vegetables. She told me she fell in love with him. She kept it to herself. More than 30 years later, George’s wife died. A few years later, Daisy and George married and shared 16 years of happiness with each other. It is an account of romantic love tempered year after year with patience. Not all such stories of patience with years of unrequited love have a happy ended. Love offers no guarantees.  

Opening of Consciousness.  

In the meeting of Eros and Psyche, there is a powerful dance, a manifestation of heart and head, love and the mind as a unified and creative force. It is immortal in the sense that the opposing forces of life – moralising, cynicism, negativity and mistrust – have no capacity to destroy the unification of heart and mind. There is an unshakeable and indestructible conviction that love fused with the support of reason, rather than employing the rational mind to undermine love, brings the best out of a human being. We do not have to feel bad about ourselves for falling in love, being in love or feeling suffused with the romantic. It is not a sign of naivety, of foolishness but simply revealing the heart’s capacity for intimacy. 

Romantic love has this remarkable capacity to open out our consciousness, to enrich our lives and expand our heart. It seems an awful pity to treat it as if it takes our lives in the opposite direction depleting our energies and vision. With the force of romantic love, we can take steps, engage in risks and go beyond our usual limited and fearful self.  

While friendship and loving kindness deeply matter, romantic love clearly generates a different but higher order of feelings. We cannot introduce such love as an act of will. We cannot make ourselves fall in love. In that respect, romantic love often springs without warning into consciousness – whether we meet someone for the first time or have known the person for years. It is truly a choiceless emergence from the depth of our being. We may not act on this message from the heart. If we try to suppress romantic love, we will see that our inner life takes little notice or slips into confusion, if not unhappiness.  It is a powerful force full of potential for insight and wise action.  

Once the other person reciprocates romantic love then the passions will probably enliven even more. The potency of romantic love is its capacity to loosen all the inner restraints. Like an ugly moth becoming a beautiful butterfly, romantic love belongs to that the realm of a diving abiding since we feel to be on top of the world. Numerous other concerns drop away. We are in love. The other person has fallen in love as well. The mutuality of the love serves as a doorway into the divine.  

Romantic love often emerges with intense expressions of creative imagination that can slide into fantasy and projections that fall flat at a later date. When the glamour of being in love fades away, it can leave a trail of disappointment and the self wondering what all that was about. The wise lover acknowledges the transference and high esteem for the other while, at the same time, sees the real person who is more than a potential partner. 

The presence of Eros in an encounter challenges every aspect of our being. Being in love affects our appetite, our heart beats faster, butterflies fly around in the stomach and words are hard to put together. We may feel overwhelmed with our feelings, find it difficult to sleep at night and cannot stop thinking about the person. Doubts can arise about the other person’s feelings for ourselves or whether we are simply deluding ourselves. Does beauty lie in the eye of the beholder? Romantic love is a great practice to find clarity, peace of mind and wisdom in the face of such love. Our heart, thoughts and body cells become intensely stimulated when we fall totally in love with another. It can become a transformative experience with or without our intention. 

The Danger of the Blind Spots  

Extract from a poem – The Toll of the Unspoken 

Her rolling tear compensated for his failure,

His dumbness spoke volumes,

A man stuck in his sensations,

Paralyzed vocal chords, a frozen song,

Broken only by the pounding of movement. 

She had waited again, for sweet words,

An assurance beyond the physical sensation,

But that silence lingered in the air,

A weight pressing her head into the pillow,

Until her consciousness vanquished into sleep, 

He had forgotten the poetry of love. 

We practice to stay awake. We can go along in a relationship as if there was nothing in it that needed attention. Our partner may be very aware of our blind spot while we cannot recognise it. In time, the blind spot can have an explosive impact on the relationship. If we keep our eyes and ears open we will notice the telltale signs of a problem, of tension in the air, of the unspoken that hangs heavily. If the romantic sensitivities fade, even for a short period, it may release a different perception of the partner or ourselves. The power of the romantic can enter and pass from consciousness frequently in a relationship. It is crude to say it arises the initial period only to fade away after some weeks or maybe months.  

Of course, romantic love may gradually fade away like the disappearing evening until all that is left is a quiet, seasoned love, a good friendship and ability to share on many levels. Wisdom tells us neither to hold onto a hope for continuity of romantic love and neither to be concerned with its fading away. A steadfast love offers a certain security between two people with an acceptance of each other’s latent tendencies. This so-called seasoned love can hold relationships together for years but have a sting in the tail. In the dissolution of passion, the couple may settle into a routine that lacks vitality.  To feel alive we have to take risks for love – without disregarding the ethics of mindfulness, sensitivity and responsibility.  

In many hours on Indian trains, passengers have asked me: “Are you one person or two?” – meaning are you a single man or do you have a wife? 

In a relationship, we are neither one nor two.  Being two persons means to acknowledge that we intimately connect with another as a lover and partner. We may share our life with another and make decisions from that act of intimacy. We also have to be one person – to experience our autonomy as an individual.  If the two people become totally immersed in each other’s world, the partner will forget the qualities he or she felt for the other person. If the two people do not experience any depth of immersion into each other, he or she will feel separation. Love is not about two persons living as one person or two persons living as two people, nor is love about moving backwards and forwards between being as one person with another, or as two persons. Stay true to love 

From a poem – She stands in beauty  

I recall the aroma of those summer days,

Your stretched toes haunted the ocean tide,

You welcomed the evening sun at the water’s edge,

I was perceiving your solitary beauty. 

There may be personal turmoil in our heart so it becomes riddled with conflicts, emotional waves, numbness, the disappearance of passion and the subsequent yearning for a soul mate.  It is in such times that we become most vulnerable to the romanticising of love or become cynical about it. With the former view, we imagine a fairytale love affair for ourselves – a handsome Prince sweeps us off our feet, a beautiful Princess wants to share her life with you. Living in the dream of the Hollywood movie with its happy-ever-after ending, we constantly look for Mr. Right or Miss Perfect,  as one woman in Israel who told me “I cannot find in the world the man I want who is within me.” 

Others have never experienced the passionate intensity of romantic love or have become hurt and disillusioned with it when the relationship did not work out. There is a loss of trust in such an expression of love and even a damning indictment of others who fall in love. In the bitter disappointment, we may carry a cynical disbelief in a happy and fulfilment marriage or partnership. 

There are dangers within a romantic relationship through the tendency of one or both partners to idolise the relationship. One woman told me that her partner wanted her and him to be together every moment of the day. At first, she felt swept along with such a committed oneness. They did everything together from wake up to sleep, never apart from each other. She felt he was totally committed to her and her to him. They even talked together when one was in the toilet. After some time, she felt restricted in living in a state of such a merger of her whole being with her partner, even though she had fantasised about such love for years. “I couldn’t breathe.” She said. 

Her concerns about the intensity of their relationship began to grow. He did not like her going out without him to see her friends or reading a book at home. When she protested, he became aggressive – followed by sincere apologies for his abusive language. Then he hit her hard for going out in the evening without him.  Terrified, she fled their home and took a flight overseas in case he found her. Romantic love requires the support of calm presence, an undemanding attitude, deep friendship and the capacity to accommodate changes. Oneness is not a higher state than Twoness – nor the other way around. No state is worth clinging to. Being with another and being with oneself matter equally. 

We need to be clear from the very beginning in terms of developing a relationship. Again, the Buddha offers wise counsel. In the Connected Discoures (SN 1 173-174), he reminded us to take care with the initial attraction that a man may have towards a women or a woman towards a man. (I include same sex attractions).  

“People cannot be known well by their appearance,

Nor can they be trusted after a brief impression,

Yet the undisciplined may roam in the world

In the attire of the well-disciplined. 

Some adorn their unpleasantness

With pretended suave action 

Like a clear ear ring or brass

Painted with glittering gold.” 

These two verses close with a powerful metaphor! Using his memory and power of observation, he said that a man and woman can become bound initially to each other in eight ways – form, smile, words, song, weeping, manner, a present or touch.  He warned men against becoming a “woman hunter” (itthidbutto). He said  engaging in numerous sexual relationships “drains” the inner life making one feel empty. There is a constant encouragement to express “gentle” speech and never use “harsh words.”  It expresses an awareness of the sensitivities of women and men in this area, and how easily we can feel hurt. In the third verse of the Dhammapada, the Buddha reminds us that we will not experience inner peace if we cling to any past misdeeds of our partner.  

Unlike some spiritual circles, the Buddha has never made a virtue of surrender. You will not find such a concept in the teaching. He perceives that surrender to another, whether an individual, group, guru or beliefs will sooner or later become problematic despite the satisfaction arising from the feeling of surrender. Surrender has the potential to enslave us resulting in a submissive attitude and a loss of independence. Instead we trust in the liberating power of love and its capacity to transform our life and the life of another. Then romantic love and natural autonomy converge. Surrender may deny real love not confirm it. 

Romantic love can take different forms such as towards:  

a person with whom to form a relationship

a person where it is not possible to form a relationship, 

a person with whom it is not sure

an authority figure

a group

a place

a lifestyle

an art

or a vision. 

The challenge of us all is to examine the view that accompanies the romance of the heart in its numerous expressions. No view is worth clinging onto. From an ultimate perspective, dharma practice focuses on the liberation of love as the true expression of loss of selfishness and egotism. The intimate relationship, whether a long or short duration, acts as an incredible resource for such a liberation. The ultimate liberation of both partners must be part of the dialogue. It is not just employing dharma practice to get through personal issues and conflicts. From this way of looking, there is no virtue in either a long or short relationship but experiencing the wisdom to deal with a variety of expressions of change in a relationship. There are risks to the security of the emotional life when a couple starting talking about freedom, about liberation and non-clinging in any way whatsoever. It would be a pity if a relationship always felt safe and secure month after month, year after year. Of course it never really  is.] 

The Romantic Triangle 

If we have the tendency to romanticise a person, location or event, the wearing off of these pleasurable feelings will not take long. Authentic falling in love stands outside the superficiality of tendencies and functions as a force to break free from the past and engage in an intimate communication with another. This love brings samadhi, a genuine experience of being single pointed, clear intentions and a mindfulness of the potential. When we know and express love, we can engage with all the factors of the path of awakening. 

There is prescribed morality (pannatti-sila) of not engaging in sexual abuse and non-prescribed (pakati sila) emerging out of awareness, exploration and ethics not tied to rules. 

A married woman attending one of my retreats recently told me she had fallen in love with a man a decade younger than herself They had met secretly for months whenever the opportunity arose to be together, to make love. She said she reached the point where she could not handle the inner conflict any longer and told her husband of her love affair with the younger man. In this ménage a trois, to use the French term for the triangle, her close friends opted for prescribed  morality.  

“Your husband loves you so much. How can you betray his trust like this?” 

“You have two children. Don’t be so selfish.” 

“You are breaking the precepts.” 

“You have to let go of your lover.” 

“It’s just a fling.”

“You are using the lover to fill a hole in your life.” 

The woman also experienced these voices within herself as well as well as self-blame and self-criticism. Although it was a relief to reveal to her husband about her love affair, it did not resolve the issue even though he made clear he had boundaries for their marriage. She felt enormous pressure on herself to come to a decision. Identification with the prescribed  morality inhibited the exploration of a morality that is unconventional, and perhaps a deeper morality – namely of being true to one’s experience, true to love and to true to the challenge of handling such circumstances wisely and expansively. That morality ignores the conventions and the straightjacket interpretation of a prescribed morality. In the deepest ethics, we have to remain true to something that is not easily resolvable in the ménage a trois.  

It is common that an affair, whether secret or open, can give the partner a sense of personal independence. The triangle may appear at first glance to threaten a marriage but the impact of it may save a marriage or sustain it to the surprise of all. Let us never be in a rush to make moral judgements about others before we have a fully comprehensive picture of all the circumstances involved. To understand the dharma and the drama of a triangle, we need to explore the conditions of dependently arising circumstances. Our initial reaction to love, passion and romance may tell us more about ourselves than those we perceive.  

I told the woman the power rests in her hands. I made it clear to her that this privilege stays for a period. It could move out of her hands into the hands of her husband, her lover or other events. I said she should not force herself into a decision just because everybody keeps telling her it is the right thing to do. There is no point in betraying her heart. She has to be patient as long as necessary, to trust in an unconventional morality – to be mindful, to reflect, to listen deeply inwardly, to see what emerges free from conventional pressure.  

She thanked me, and promised to mail me as this chapter in her life unfolded. I hear such stories frequently enough. I know couples who have been engaged in the ménage a trois for several years, and have learnt skilfully to handle such unusual arrangements. For some it is open and discussed and for others the lover remains a secret from the partner. Who are we to moralise on such events in people’s lives if we do not know all the circumstances and conditions. We can make up our minds about morality based upon our conditioning. 

The intensely romantic story of Krishna and Radha in their home town of Vrindavan serves as a symbol of the power of love between a man and woman. Krishna had many women around who loved his presence, his playfulness and his wisdom. Despite being married, Radha felt an overwhelmingly rapturous love for Krishna, born from a single glance between them. In a single moment, both Krishna and Radha entered into a profound state of romantic love. The lover and the beloved united. Even though Krishna had to leave to teach in other parts of India, and serve as the charioteer for Arjuna in the great battle between two families, Radha and Krishna’s love and devotion to each other remained undiminished and unaffected by time and space, absence and distance. Their story points to a divine abiding for Krishna and Radha. 

The Transformative Power of Romantic Love 

Of course, the experience of love initially enters in an idyllic period of flow of happiness and sweet delights but it is important not to overlook the underlying transformations that can take place at the same time or after if there is the fading of the initial rapture. Being in love has certain similarities to the rapture and happiness of the jhanas (meditative absorptions) since it can contribute to as a wondrous shift of consciousness that naturally subdues the potency of problematic states of mind. 

We need mindfulness and clear comprehension to distinguish the depth of romantic love from flirtatious behaviour, an ego trip and the pleasure in eliciting such similar feelings from oneself or another. Physical attraction. self-interest and affectionate attention can influence the power of romantic love. We can become infatuated with the desire to get another to fall under the sway of our attention, or see romantic love as the pursuit of another or engage in affectionate attention to satisfy our desires. When we explore the power of Eros with the Dharma perspective, we integrate Eros with ethics, conventional and unconventional, samadhi of single pointed attention supported with happiness, wisdom and wake up to liberating insights.   

Extract from a poem -  The Power Of Eros  
 
Are we making love without our bodies? 
Are we renouncing the fixed form 
for the indefinable? 
Is this what we share? 
It seems so deep that it cannot make sense, 
even to ourselves. 
 
What is this middle way that belongs  
neither to passive friendship, 
nor active passion 
but a spiritual sensuality 
that reveals a sacred centre? 
 
We cannot construct form 
out of this formless dimension, 
only let our hearts run with the wind, 
until we land in the field, 
far away from all that we've known before.

Our willingness to let another know we are falling in love with him or her is never easy.  Are we willing to take risks? What do we say? How do we approach him or her wisely? There is often an anxiety around it, a fear of rejection, and a terror that others also will misunderstand us. If we find ourselves falling in love with an alarming frequency, is it a strategy of the heart to inform us about neglected areas of our life. Are we bored? What is missing in our life? Are we under the spell of latent tendency towards attraction?  We need to stay committed to the path of awakening right from the first moment of romantic love whether we cultivate it or not. 

It is not going too far to say that making love is a religion of two. It features various forms of language of love, creative and ritualistic sex, special meals and the home as a sacred place. As a religious experience, love brings us closer to the deepest place in our heart, closer to another and bridges any chasm between two people while not forgetting that waking up equally embraces unity and individuality. 

Love defies the odds. It has enormous strength to it. The protests, muted or outspoken, often have a similar ring to them.  

‘They are not suited.’

‘It won’t work out.’

‘The two of them are so different from each other.’

There is such a big age gap between them.

He is trying to recover his lost youth.

Their background is so different.

The cultural differences are too big.

There is such a power differential.

He’s so materialistic and she’s so spiritual.

She needs a father figure.’

He needs to be admired.

She should leave him.

I don’t trust her one bit.  

These hostile views can actually strengthen the love between two people rather than corrode it. I know from experience over  the last 30 years!  

The great beauty of a mutually shared love is its capacity to accommodate any power differential between two people. The movement of power can move back and forth between two people in ways that other people cannot perceive. Outsiders may have made up their mind about a power imbalance (age, role, money, knowledge, experience) in a partnership without even spending real time with the two people concerned.  

In a reactive state, we may try to subjugate the other, to trigger a reaction. Or, we may have a fear of intimacy or a terror of being used. An imbalance in power places one person over and above the other leading to a desire for autonomy for the one feeling to be in the shadow of the other. It is likely to end in an argument, if not in tears. If we feel oppressed by another, or that our voice doesn’t count, we feel helpless and undervalued. Our helplessness acts as the breeding ground for anger, smouldering resentment and doubts about our commitment. The one who has more power and authority in other areas of daily life must remain vigilant in their personal life; otherwise, their relationship will fall apart. Neverthless,  ‘tis better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all’ said Alfred Tennyson, the poet. 

In the epic Sanskrit play, the Ramayana, Rama and Sita renounced the comforts of their palace in Ayodhya to go into exile in the forests of Dandakaranya. Ravana’s sister fell in love with Rama. She made repeated attempts to persuade Rama to leave Sita and come live with her.Then Ravana, obsessed with Sita, kidnapped her through showing her a golden deer to impress her. Ravana held her captive in Sri Lanka and tried to win her over, but she never wavered in her love for Rama. Her husband searched for her, and eventually defeated Ravana and rescued Sita.  

After the rescue, Rama seriously doubted whether Sita still loved him and had remained faithful to him. It is story of a man’s great quest for the renewal of love, overcoming of all the obstacles, and a triumph of love over adversity. Yet the Ramayana reminds us that doubts can still haunt the mind. This longing for union gains a metaphysical status thus retold in stories, poetry, art and plays. The union of self and other has gained an exaggerated significance – possibly to escape the pressures within the self. Union with another becomes a priority to avoid loneliness or isolation.  Union acts as a comfort zone ignoring the fact that the psyche moves backwards and forwards between union and separation. The Buddha took a different approach. He pointed to the emptiness of the construct of self and other, and the liberation of love from forms. If we give priority to love and wisdom, rather than self-interest, we are emotionaly equipped to handle change – no matter how unwelcome.   Awakening embraces aloneness and togetherness. 

Not only does romantic love release us, albeit temporarily, from the perceived mundanity of everyday life but also gives us a sense of the dynamic interplay of self-other, a powerful bond that dissolves the chasm of differences. Freud’s view that such love functions as our attempt to resume the same feelings we experienced for our mother hardly holds sway in our depth of love for another. Love, powerful and unpredictable, forces its way into consciousness at any point in time challenging the very principles of our existence. The Dharma and Eros sit together very well. 

Of course, our naivety and projections may result in the idealisation of the object of our love. In the midst of the powerful sensations of love, we find it hard to see any shortcomings in the other, anything human, anything in the way of limitations, or God forbid flaws. In the passage of time, we know they will emerge so our love has to have a depth and breadth that includes the human frailties of the other. Romantic love, passionate love, creative love needs to be big if we are not to slide into a rational, cool love for another that kills the spirit and the potential for challenges and fresh transformations. 

In the spiritual tradition of India, Sat Chit and Ananda (truth, consciousness and bliss), express features of the ultimate yet divine union between two people.   

“I feel I have known you for a long, long time.” 

We are made for each other.”

I felt we were one from the very beginning.’ 

‘It is truly divine when are together.  

For many, such remarks are not throw away words but said with real meaning and conviction. Such love reveals self-sacrifice, a deep connection, a sharing of the truth of one’s experience and the power of oneness. In the merging of love with love, transcendence and inner fulfilment meet together. There are no infants in need in authentic mutual love. Both lovers reciprocate their love for each other. Romantic love benefits both parties. In this exalted state, timeless experiences and transcending acts of love shake up the inhibitions of the self. Love flows in two directions becoming more real than death – and thus pointing to the deathless. 

Let us not hesitate to experience the full nourishment of romantic love without denying the challenges that accompany such experiences. The charge, the power and presence of Eros between two people or from one person to another even without reciprocation, have the capacity to open up our life and bring us to an immeasurable sense of things.  
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