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In Chinese medicine, everything is looked at from an energetic viewpoint. To return to or maintain physical or mental health, a person’s mind, body, and heart energy need to come back into balance and then maintain a balance. The mind needs to be able to quiet and focus, the body needs to be able to relax and stay relaxed most of the time, and the heart energy needs to be open. 

Because of the chronic stress so many of our clients suffer from, many of us have learned the importance of teaching breathing and relaxation techniques to help the body relax and consequently collaborate in the therapeutic healing process. To add to that learning and to continue to expedite the healing process (more wisdom that comes from the health practices of the East), if we can help clients open their heart energy, it can significantly speed up the therapy process and also be able to give life-long skills that will help them be able to stay connected to themselves and the world. 

If there is blocked heart energy, which I believe almost all of my clients suffer from to some extent, getting to it as quickly and directly as possible significantly impacts the therapy and also what a client takes out of the office and into their life. I look for these blocks, or symptoms, from the beginning of the first session.

Here are the major indicators of blocked or constricted heart energy: 

1. Clients can’t see the truth about other people or themselves. We know that when clients come to therapy and talk about their significant other in only negative terms, we have to be suspicious of the picture we draw of their partner. It is right that we are suspicious because energetically when their heart energy is closed toward another person, they cannot see the whole truth about that person and consequently cannot speak the truth about them. 

All of us are complex and multi-faceted individuals, but a closed heart cannot hold onto complexity or the positive and negative qualities of another. So while clients might be telling the truth about their partner being mean or withholding affection, they are not able to also tell us, and hold onto the fact, that their partner can also be loving, or generous, or are also truly struggling to come to terms with their negative behavior. Telling clients that they are only seeing one part of another normally doesn’t help much both because a closed heart leads to a closed mind, and generally does not change through insight.
This closed heart and closed mind is most easy to see when we work with a couple who are in therapy, and it can help us understand why this work can be so frustrating.  I have worked with many couples over the years who are dedicated clients, who have looked at their part of the conflict, have seen and worked on what historical issues they have brought into the partnership and into their method of communicating in conflict, and learned new and better communication skills. Yet when conflict arises, especially out of my office, and even sometimes in my office, they revert back to the angry, blaming, destructive patterns they used before they came into therapy. What I didn’t know is how to help them keep their heart energy open in the midst of conflict.

Individually we see symptoms of heart energy blockage when we work with people who struggle with chronic issues of low esteem or shame. Again, so often the closed heart makes our interventions and all of our care ineffective. These people cannot see and cannot hold onto a true and accurate picture of themselves. As I said above, when your heart energy is closed you usually reduce your ability to see the multifaceted person, in yourself or another, to a view through a single lens. A single lens always leads to a single story. It is not that these stories are necessarily false, but they are significantly incomplete. We all have several stories—several facets to who we are. A closed heart unfortunately sees the negative and cannot hold onto the positive attributes of ourselves or others.

2. Clients can’t take in and hold on to the care and love of others. So many clients want to feel more cared for and loved. Yet some clients, even after having spent years with us, are unable to let our or others’ kindness, affirmation, and love significantly impact them. When heart energy is blocked not much can get in or get out, so the ability to have intimate relationships is significantly restricted. 

3. The thieves of happiness tend to run clients’ lives and control the therapy. Emotions, which get a lot of attention in therapy and in the Western psychological mindset, take a lot of energy and often lead us away from true healing rather than toward it. The major thieves are guilt and shame, regret, and resentment, as all of these feelings originate from judgment, which always come from the mind. From a heart energy perspective, these feelings are only possible when orientating from outside of the heart and thus are to be avoided as distractions or defenses keeping a client out of the heart center. 

Even the feelings that originate in the heart can steal our attention and energy away from life. Hurt, grief, fear, and even sometimes anger, among other feelings, can be helpful on the way to living a more openhearted life, or they can be great distracters. Too much time spent with these feelings can prevent people’s healing and leave them orientating their life vis a vis their emotions. This leaves a person too self-focused and living life trying to avoid rather then embrace.

These are a few of the more obvious symptoms of a closed or constricted heart. I believe all of us want to live life with an open heart—one that allows love in and is able to love. When this happens we feel connected to ourselves and the world around us, and the longing for that connection is what gets most clients in my door. Knowing what the constriction or energy blockage is in the heart area is very helpful in pointing to me what would be the most effective and expedient approach to the therapy. The big bonus for many clients is that having worked with this language and approach in therapy gives them a paradigm and some strategies with which to navigate their lives toward embracing connection.

