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O N  F E B RUA RY  9 ,  2 0 0 6 , I read in the newspa-
per that Mattel had released a statement about 
Barbie. Two years ago, apparently, Barbie had 
become bored with Ken and called it quits. She 
then hooked up with the Australian surfer Blaine. 
Blaine was cool! Ken was not. And what good 
were all her bikinis, racecars, and home furnish-
ings without a partner to share them with, one 
who could really appreciate them? Ken, still with 
the helmet hair and snorkeling gear, was simply 
stuck in the past. Barbie couldn’t allow herself to 
be held back!
 Heartbroken, announced Mattel, Ken spent 
two years soul-searching, “making stops in Eu-
rope and the Middle East, dabbling in Buddhism 
and Catholicism, teaching himself how to cook 
and slowly weaning himself off the beach-bum 
life.” (I’m not making this up.) Now he had come 
back, refreshed and ready to reclaim Barbie, 
armed with a downtown wardrobe and twenty-
first-century spiritual cred. 
 I couldn’t help but wonder what lies in store 
for this couple, now that Ken has been on a 
search for self. Will the shoe now be on the oth-
er, less-highly-arched foot? Will Ken insist that 
Barbie also explore her true nature? Will he get 
frustrated that she won’t meditate with him, and 
say things like, “I can’t be with someone who 
isn’t on a path”? Will Barbie feel threatened when 
Ken goes off on retreat for a month or starts hanging out with 
dharma dolls? Are toy zafus in their future, or tiny his-and-hers 
divorce attorneys?
 On occasion, my husband and I have posed similar questions 
about our relationship. I’m a Buddhist and he isn’t. Can this 
marriage last?
 When our relationship was still quite new, I began to practice 
and study Buddhism. I set up a practice area in my apartment, 
and then in our home when we began living together. Duncan 
was neither for nor against spiritual searching, so my pursuit was 
a solitary one—which I liked. (I guess I thought I could run to 
my shrine room and try to come back to my breath whenever 
things became too difficult.) Since I wasn’t very involved with 
my sangha, my refuge vows never took me too far from home. 
Meditation remained personal and private. 
 In 1998, we were married in a Buddhist ceremony, which I really 
wanted and he was fine with. So everything was okay. Then about 

five years ago I realized it was time to deepen my practice. All that 
privacy had made me very lazy. Not to mention, I wasn’t getting 
any younger. I told Duncan of my intention and went on a three-
week retreat. We were both frightened I wouldn’t come home, and 
I almost didn’t. The following year, I went on a two-month retreat, 
and then another one the year after that. I made commitments to 
practice that were time-consuming, difficult, and joyous. 
 Things began to heat up. I received training to become a medi-
tation instructor; I got more involved in my sangha. Practice and 
study began to inform the way I wanted to spend money, pursue 
friendships, and plan vacations. Gradually, I began to long for 
our household to be a practice environment too. My small shrine 
room had begun to feel out of place, not quite integrated with 
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Your partner isn’t a Buddhist? No problem, says SUSAN PIVER . Unless you make it one. (And you will.)
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the rest of the house. My husband and stepson tiptoed and low-
ered their voices when they passed by. Was I becoming a stranger 
in my own home?
 I began to seriously question our relationship. What if, say, I 
wanted to go study with a particular teacher but this guy held 
me back? What if the responsibilities of being in a relationship 
interfered with my path and he couldn’t even understand why? 
How long before our lives simply took us in different directions? 
Most important, and this was the big one, how could we accom-
pany each other as we aged and died? During this time I ran to 
the shrine room a lot, trying to come back to my breath.
 Here’s the funny part. As I was asking these questions, Duncan 
didn’t freak out and run away. He hung in there with me and we 
asked the questions together. Each time I got scared, angry, or 
huffy, he came back to me. Sure, he had his own fear, anger, and 
sense of entitlement. We had (and continue to have) really big 
fights. But somehow he always comes back from them, too, quite 
openheartedly. So I started to. Eventually I stopped running to 
my shrine room to hide. One day I looked around and realized 
that I was living in a practice environment and that it had hap-
pened in spite of the fact that I was making such a big deal about 
needing it to happen. 
 I’ve been lucky, though. I have practitioner friends in similar 
situations, but there’s a very different vibe. It’s really not working 
for them, and if their relationships end it might not be such a 
bad thing. I’ve noticed that sangha relationships don’t necessar-
ily fare any better—in fact, there can be special difficulties. Love 
is very, very uncomfortable. It’s easy to go off on retreat to avoid 
putting one’s feet to the fire of relationship. Dharma language 
and practice can be used to avoid coming back to each other, 
whether physically or otherwise, and to cover up normal, every-
day emotional puniness. 
 I’ve heard friends accuse each other of being “mired in con-
ceptuality” when really they’re just irritated with each other. Or 
they say, “Your maitri practice is weak,” when what they mean is, 
“I need some attention right now.” I try to convince my husband 
that his reactions to my bad habits are simply a projection of his 
mind, and that my angry words are a form of wrathful wisdom. It 
really doesn’t work. He just looks at me like I’m crazy, which is ac-
tually quite helpful. And I make myself laugh when I notice how 
quickly my compassion for all beings disappears when he’s left his 
stuff all over the bedroom floor. Not that anyone has to be a saint 
or anything, but it’s a lot easier to study love than to practice it.
 I’m not saying that it doesn’t make any difference whether or 
not your partner shares your path. It does. It really does. Un-
derstanding the powerful and precarious nature of the journey 
might enable you to hold and support each other in just the right 
way. When I meet couples who share a dharmic tribal code, it 
looks so wonderful and I get envious. But the parts of life that 
are most mysterious and uncontrollable, like falling in love, 
like dying, call for you to open completely in any case, without 
knowing why. Staying open requires practice. Practice requires a 
container, a particular place or routine without which the energy 

can dissipate rather quickly. In this sense, 
relationships and dharma practice have a 
lot in common. Both begin with falling in 
love and then seek to stabilize a form. 
 The forms we observe in committed re-
lationships may vary in outward appear-
ance, as do bowing styles and shrine or-
naments, but whether we’re sitting down 
to meditate or to fight with our spouse 
about how laundry should be folded, fol-
lowing proper etiquette helps us to settle 
in. At the beginning, we try to recall our 
intentions and the instructions. We take 
our seat in a way that admits to both our 
dedication and our confusion. Most im-
portant, we acknowledge our gratitude 
for having fallen in love and being cracked 
open in any form whatsoever. 
 The longer we practice in relationship to-
gether, the more the heat builds. Sometimes 
the energy is warm; other times it burns. Still, 
there is only one thing to practice: gentleness, 
fearlessness, and the deepening of compas-
sion for self and other. I have unshakable 
confidence in this truth. Nevertheless, I pray 
that my faith holds, and that strange cir-
cumstances don’t arise to pull me away from 
my meditation cushion or my husband. Of 
course, there are no guarantees.
 The more that time goes by, the more 
I realize how hard it is to hold any form 
at all, how straightforward the antidotes 
sound, and how difficult it is to apply 
them. One of our Buddhist chant books 
contains a liturgy with these lines: “The 
secret gate is easily missed and so it is diffi-
cult to understand things clearly. Without 
the higher perceptions, once cannot realize 
who is at fault.” What makes me cry every 
time I read these lines is that I know I lack 
the higher perceptions. I know the secret 
gate is right in front of me, but that I can’t 
see it, and in my blindness I increase my 
own and others’ confusion. I’m not sure if 
my tears are for all sentient beings or just 
for Duncan, because he lives with some-
one who continually forgets how to love. 
So whenever I start to ask myself if living 
with a “non-practitioner” might be cause 
for concern, I try to remember how diffi-
cult it is to understand things clearly. Then 
I can let us both off the hook, come back, 
and try again to find the secret gate. �g


