A Life That Is More Than Getting Through

Making room for play, desire, and the things that draw us toward life

Brian Kennedy, MA, LMFT

You have taken care of what needed taking care of. The work is finished, or finished enough to leave until
tomorrow. The people who depend on you have what they need for now. There is finally a little space in
the day. Someone asks what you would like to do, and you realize that you have become much better at
knowing what is required than at knowing what you want.

Perhaps you suggest something sensible, reach for your phone, or remember another task. An unfinished
job gives you somewhere familiar to put your attention. But sometimes, beneath an ordinary evening, you
become aware of a question you have been too occupied to ask: When did my life become mostly
something I manage?

There may be affection in this life, work you value, and people you would choose again. You can be
grateful for what you have and still miss the pleasure of becoming absorbed in something, or looking
forward to an experience simply because it draws you. It can be difficult to acknowledge that absence
when so much of your life looks as though it should be enough. You may begin arguing with the feeling
before you have understood what it is asking you to notice.

The difficulty may reach beyond how you spend your free time. Perhaps you can relax when nobody needs
anything, but receiving care feels uncomfortable. You can speak thoughtfully about your feelings while
having trouble letting someone see that you are moved. You know how to succeed, yet an ordinary
afternoon leaves you uncertain about whether you have done enough to deserve it.

These experiences are not all the same. They invite a question worth approaching with some patience: how
much room is there in your life for an experience you have not already decided how to manage?

The person who learned to be dependable

Some people become very good at noticing what a situation requires. They anticipate disappointment,
recognize a change in tone, and make themselves useful before anyone has to ask. They may be admired
for their maturity or their ability to cope. Over time, being capable becomes a familiar way of belonging.

There can be real love in this. There can also be an expectation that is harder to name: I must keep
contributing if I am to remain welcome. Rest then carries a question about worth. A mistake feels larger
than the thing that went wrong. Someone else's disappointment can make it difficult to remember that a
relationship may survive being imperfect.

A person organized around excellence may find achievement deeply satisfying and still have very little
freedom to be ordinary. The accomplishment brings relief, but the relief lasts only until the next demand
appears. Receiving praise does not necessarily reach the place that remains afraid of falling short.
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It would be a mistake to treat the person's intelligence, generosity, or ambition as something false. Those
capacities may be among the most loved parts of their life. The question is what happens when they cannot
use them, or when they want something those capacities cannot secure. Can they need help without losing
dignity? Can they enjoy work without making every result a verdict on their value?

Attachment theory, beginning with Bowlby's work, gives us a way to consider how relationships shape
expectations of care and belonging.[1] It does not establish that every adult difficulty began in childhood.
It asks us to take seriously the conditions under which a person learned to approach others, express need,
and expect a response.

For some, pleasure was welcome only after every duty was finished. For others, enthusiasm attracted
ridicule, or needing something made an already strained household harder to manage. A wish became
easier to live with once it had been made smaller. We can explore whether this account fits without asking
anyone to adopt a history that is not theirs.

When knowing why is only a beginning

Understanding an old pattern can bring considerable relief. Something that seemed like a personal defect
begins to make sense. Yet understanding may leave a person standing at a distance from the experience
itself. They can explain why they strive while continuing to feel that stopping would be dangerous or
shameful.

This is where another kind of attention may become useful. What happens as you imagine letting someone
help? What do you notice when you acknowledge that you wanted something? There may be a tightening,
an impulse to make a joke, a rush of explanations, or very little that you can identify. Each is something to
be curious about, without requiring the body to produce the right answer.

Damasio and Carvalho's work places bodily feeling within our understanding of emotional life.[2] That
perspective supports taking felt experience seriously. A sensation, however vivid, cannot by itself tell us its
cause or verify an account of the past. The meaning still has to be explored with the person whose
experience it is.

You might discover that an invitation to enjoy yourself feels like another expectation. Or that you are less
afraid of resting than of what you might notice when you stop. You may discover something much more
practical: you are tired, the room is too noisy, or you do not want the activity being offered. The
explanation must remain open to correction.

Parts-oriented approaches offer language for conflicting concerns: something in me wants an opening,
while something else is watching for what might go wrong. IFS is one such framework.[3] Its useful
contribution here is curiosity toward protective concerns. You need not identify an inner cast of characters
or accept a theory of the self to notice that more than one wish is present.

The aim is to understand the hesitation well enough that it can participate in the decision. Perhaps a clear
stopping time helps. Perhaps someone needs reassurance about an actual responsibility. Perhaps the
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proposed change is too large. We learn more by listening than by declaring that protection has outlived its
usefulness.

Letting something good reach you

Consider an ordinary moment of care. A friend makes time for you without asking you to solve anything.
They listen, seem pleased to be there, and offer something you needed. You say thank you. Almost
immediately you begin wondering how to return the favor.

Reciprocity matters. But sometimes repayment arrives so quickly that there is little opportunity to
experience being cared for. You have turned receiving back into a task you know how to perform. It may
be easier to offer something valuable than to discover that your company is already wanted.

If the setting feels sufficiently trustworthy, you might notice what happens before moving on. Does the
kindness register? Do you believe it? Is there warmth, embarrassment, suspicion, sadness, or an urge to
dismiss the whole thing? Receiving is not demonstrated by saying the appropriate grateful words. What
matters is the encounter that actually occurs.

In AEDP, Diana Fosha and Nathan Thoma describe attending to the experience of a helpful change,
including the feelings that arise as a person recognizes and receives it.[4] A question from that work can
accompany us into ordinary life: when something genuinely helps, do we have room to notice how it
helped?

The other person also remains a person. They may misunderstand, become distracted, or have a limit.
Receiving care does not mean agreeing that inadequate help was sufficient. Nor can we require another
person to produce a feeling of security on demand. There is room to say what reached us, what missed, and
what we would like to ask for next.

The grief that sometimes accompanies an opening

An experience of being accepted can make earlier deprivation more apparent. Enjoying someone's
company may bring sadness about years spent feeling alone. Rest can reveal how tired you have been. A
moment in which nothing has to be proved can touch the sorrow of having believed otherwise for so long.

The sadness may surprise us because we expected something good to feel only good. We begin looking for
an explanation, or reassure ourselves that the past is over. Sometimes those responses move us away from
the very thing that has become available: an acknowledgment of what it was like to live with that much
pressure.

There may be grief for the child who was praised for coping and rarely asked what coping cost. There may
be grief for opportunities that have ended, for affection that never became dependable, or for a life whose
available choices were narrower than we wished. We can acknowledge these losses without deciding that
everything we built was a mistake.
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Company can matter here. Someone who listens without immediately improving the story may help us
remain with a feeling we would otherwise dismiss. They need not persuade us that everything will be
different now. Being able to say something difficult, and find that it can be heard, may be enough for that
moment.

Sometimes relief, warmth, or interest follows. Sometimes sadness remains. Sometimes opening to a
feeling makes the next hours or days more difficult, and the person needs help settling, understanding what
happened, or attending to ordinary needs. We should not turn one moving experience into a promise about
the next one.

Grief is not a toll that must be paid before enjoyment is permitted. A person need not find a wound beneath
every pleasure or complete a process of mourning before returning to life. There may be room to approach
something tender, step away, have lunch, receive company, and discover later whether anything has
changed.

What becomes possible when nothing has to be proved

Play can begin when an experience has enough room to develop without being judged immediately. A
conversation becomes amusing. You alter a recipe because you wonder what will happen. You follow a
question further than you intended. Your attention is drawn into something whose value has not yet been
decided.

Winnicott's account of playing and creativity concerns a person's relationship with living, beyond the
production of an impressive object.[5] This helps us see why returning to painting or music may matter,
while also recognizing that creative participation can occur in friendship, work, cooking, or an ordinary
exchange. An artistic hobby is one possible doorway.

There is room for skill, too. Becoming good at something can deepen enjoyment. Intellectual work may be
absorbing because the subject is fascinating. Caring for someone may express love we freely choose. We
do these experiences a disservice if we insist on interpreting every effort as avoidance or every
achievement as a defense.

The question is whether there is room to participate differently. Can you make a mistake without losing the
whole experience? Stop when you are tired? Remain curious when the result does not match the picture
you had in mind? Or does the activity quickly become another place where you must establish that you are
worthwhile?

Panksepp's affective neuroscience distinguishes exploratory motivation and play among several emotional
systems studied across mammals.[6] It offers a biological perspective on the importance of engagement,
alongside protection. This work invites a larger view of emotional life than the avoidance of danger alone.

That larger view can include quietness. Aliveness need not be exuberance, sociability, or novelty. It may
be the pleasure of working carefully, listening without preparing a reply, or feeling interested enough to
remain where you are.
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Wanting makes us available to disappointment

It can be easier to remain undecided than to discover that something matters. A wish brings uncertainty.
The person we hope to see may be unavailable. An interest may have changed. We may want something
that our present life cannot accommodate, or discover a difference between ourselves and someone we
love.

Sometimes we accommodate so quickly that our own preference never becomes clear. Later we feel
overlooked, although we agreed to the plan. That hurt deserves attention. So does the possibility that the
other person had little opportunity to know what we wanted. Making a wish visible may ask more of us
than finding it in the first place.

Desire can concern affection, sexuality, learning, solitude, meaningful work, or something we cannot yet
name. Acknowledging it gives us information. We still have to consider values, agreements, consequences,
resources, and the willingness of anyone involved. A strongly felt wish does not acquire authority over
another person's life.

Bowen's account of differentiation helps frame the task of developing a position while remaining in
relationship and recognizing our dependence on others.[7] Here that may mean naming a wish, listening to
the response, and tolerating a difference without withdrawing or insisting. The fact that we have finally
spoken honestly does not require the other person to agree.

It also matters who makes the opening possible. If one person's freedom depends on another quietly
absorbing all the labor, there is more to discuss. A fairer arrangement, reliable care, or a direct
conversation may make a greater difference than another private exercise. We are trying to make more
room for living within relationships that contain other lives.

When the wish to feel alive becomes another demand

There is a familiar way to approach all of this: understand the problem, choose the correct practice, and
work hard until the desired feeling appears. Even a search for freedom can become organized around
getting ourselves right.

John Welwood wrote about the difficulty of integrating spiritual understanding into the personal and
relational circumstances of a life.[8] His perspective cautions against using an elevated ideal to move past
unfinished human experience. We can apply that question here without adopting a spiritual belief: are we
making room for the person who is actually present, or trying to become someone who no longer has
inconvenient needs?

You may have moments of spaciousness or feel less occupied by evaluation. You may also need
reassurance tomorrow. Neither experience has to cancel the other. A meaningful opening can be received
without making it evidence that you have discovered a permanent state you must now maintain.
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There is no need to recover an untouched person who supposedly existed before everything difficult
happened. What you learned, loved, practiced, and survived also belongs to you. More room may mean
being able to use those capacities with greater choice, receive something you could not previously take in,
or discover an interest that is genuinely new.

Interest, pleasure, and energy do not always travel together

You can want to see a friend and need a short visit. You can begin reluctantly and enjoy yourself. You can
feel a strong pull toward something that offers very little satisfaction once you have it. These differences
deserve attention before we decide whether an experience was enlivening.

Berridge and Kringelbach distinguish reward motivation from pleasure in their review of brain research.[9]
This distinction helps us ask more carefully about our experience. What draws you toward something,
what happens while you are there, and how you feel afterward remain separate questions.

Ryan and Frederick's research on subjective vitality also considers psychological and physical factors,
including pain and perceived bodily functioning.[10] Feeling depleted is not proof that you are resisting
life. Sleep, illness, medication effects, disability, financial pressure, care work, and a lack of practical
support may need attention. Sometimes the available next step is assistance or rest.

If a broad loss of interest or pleasure persists and troubles you, seeking appropriate professional
assessment may be more useful than setting another personal challenge. You should not have to
demonstrate that you are trying hard enough to deserve help.

A small experience you can learn from

Begin with one ordinary moment. Something caught your attention, someone offered care, or you noticed
yourself setting a wish aside. Stay close to what happened. Before interpreting it, give yourself a chance to
describe it.

Then consider what your response may have been preserving. Perhaps you needed rest, feared
disappointment, wanted to remain dependable, or simply preferred something else. An explanation
becomes useful when it helps you understand the encounter and can still be corrected by what you
discover.

If you want to try something, keep it small enough to learn from. You might accept a brief offer of help
without immediately promising repayment, spend a few minutes with an interest, or name a preference in a
conversation where disagreement is possible. Choose the time, support, and stopping point. You can also
leave the experiment alone and address a practical need.

Notice what you expect. Perhaps you anticipate guilt, boredom, pleasure, or feeling indebted. Afterward,
compare that expectation with what occurred. Did the kindness reach you? Did the activity interest you?
Did company help, or make you feel watched? Did the other person respond differently from what you
expected?
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A mixed result gives you something to work with. You may enjoy an activity and dislike its setting. You
may appreciate help and still find receiving difficult. You may discover that your original explanation was
wrong. The next step can become shorter, better supported, more direct, or entirely different.

Give any helpful moment a little attention before converting it into a plan. You can remember what made it
possible and decide whether to return. There is no need to monitor yourself continuously or build a new
schedule around proving that you are changing.

A life we can participate in

There will still be duties tomorrow. People will need things, plans will change, and some wishes will
remain unresolved. A more alive life can include commitments we keep, limits we accept, work we
choose, and grief we continue to carry.

What may begin to change is our availability to what occurs within that life. We notice a wish before
dismissing it. We allow someone's care to matter. We recognize when competence has become
compulsory, or when an activity is asking more energy than we have. We can be interested in what
happens without knowing in advance what it should mean.

Perhaps there is something in your own day that deserves that kind of attention. It may be a conversation,
an offer, a small curiosity, or the realization that you need help. You do not have to make it the beginning
of a transformed life. You can give it a place, notice how you respond, and let that experience inform what
comes next.

About the pathway

This companion belongs to Aliveness, Desire, and a Life Beyond Protection. Its five modules move
through what has gone quiet, conditions for engagement, curiosity and desire, participation without
constant evaluation, and choices that can be carried into ordinary life. The practices invite noticing,
understanding, experimenting, and revising. They are optional educational experiences, not psychotherapy
or a measure of your capacity to live fully.

Clinical foundations and further reading

This article brings clinical understanding into conversation with research, therapeutic theory, and
philosophy. Its ordinary situations are illustrations, not reproductions of identifiable client sessions. The
sources contribute different perspectives; they do not establish the cause of a reader's experience or the
effectiveness of BKL.
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