The Exhaustion of Managing Other People's Reality

Somewhere along the way, I absorbed the idea that to love someone meant to worry about them.
Not just to care. Not just to be moved by their pain. Not just to be attentive, compassionate, and
available. But to worry. To carry some portion of their distress inside my own body as proof that
they mattered to me. If someone I loved was struggling, then some part of me believed I should be
struggling too. If they were anxious, I should not be too peaceful. If they were tired, I should not be

too rested. If they were unhappy, I should not be too free.

I do not remember anyone sitting me down and teaching me this directly. I do not remember a
formal lesson where someone said, in this family, your peace is only permitted when everyone else is
okay. But that is how many of our deepest lessons are learned. They are not announced. They are
absorbed. They live in the tone of the household, in the emotional atmosphere, in what gets

rewarded and what gets punished, in what brings closeness and what creates distance.

In many families, there is an unspoken belief that love requires a shared emotional state. If one
person is struggling, everyone should struggle. If one person is upset, the room should reorganize
around the upset. If one person is anxious, the whole family system should become anxious. This
can look like loyalty. It can look like closeness. It can look like compassion. And sometimes, at least

on the surface, it may even look like love.

There is a truth in it, of course. We are not isolated creatures. We are relational beings. When
someone we love is in pain, it should affect us. A family in which no one is moved by another
person's suffering is not healthy either. Real love is not cold. Real love does not say, that is your
problem, and walk away untouched. If my wife is hurting, if one of my children is struggling, if a
close friend is in trouble, I am going to feel something. I should feel something. Their lives matter to

me, and because they matter to me, their pain matters to me.

But there is a subtle line between being affected by another person's pain and being governed by it,
and that line is easy to lose. Somewhere along the way, your pain matters to me can become your
pain now determines me. Somewhere along the way, compassion can become emotional fusion.
Somewhere along the way, love can turn into management. We stop simply caring about the people

around us and begin trying to regulate them. We scan their faces. We monitor their moods. We



anticipate their reactions. We try to prevent disappointment, soften conflict, solve distress, reduce
tension, and keep everyone in some tolerable emotional range. And because this often begins in

love, it can be very hard to see clearly.

For me, this became one of the roots of overfunctioning. I did not merely want the people I loved
to be okay. I needed them to be okay before I could be okay. The only way I gave myself permission
to rest was if everyone else was rested. The only way I gave myself permission to be happy was if
everyone else was happy. The only way I gave myself permission to feel at ease was if I could look

around and confirm that no one else was in distress.

That is an exhausting way to live. It means your nervous system is never really off duty. Even in
moments that should be peaceful, some part of you is taking attendance. How is everyone doing? Is
anyone upset? Is anyone disappointed? Is anyone silently suffering? Is there a problem I have not
noticed yet? Is there something I need to fix before I can relax? At a certain point, a person is no

longer simply living his own life. He is managing the emotional weather of the room.

What makes this pattern so durable is that it rarely announces itself as anxiety. It presents as
responsibility, as competence, as love. The person living it is often called dependable, thoughtful, the
strong one, the one who holds everything together. And the world rewards this. The family leans
into it. The workplace promotes it. The faith community praises it. When the very behavior that is
costing you your peace earns you admiration and closeness, questioning it becomes nearly
impossible. Why would you stop doing something that everyone around you calls a virtue? This is
part of why so many people carry this pattern for decades without ever naming it, and why naming

it, when it finally happens, can feel like a betrayal of everything they thought they were.

The fear underneath the function is not always visible, even to the person experiencing it. But it is
there. Fear that if someone is unhappy, it means we have failed them. Fear that if we do not fix their
distress, we are selfish. Fear that if we remain peaceful while they are hurting, we are abandoning
them. Fear that if we let another person have their own emotional experience, the relationship may

not survive.

This is where codependency can become so confusing. It usually does not feel like control from the
inside. It feels like care. It feels like devotion. It feels like I just want everyone to be okay. And what

could be wrong with that? But hidden inside that wish is often a demand. I need you to be okay so 1



can be okay. I need you to calm down so I can relax. I need you to approve so I can feel secure. I
need you to understand me so I do not have to tolerate being misunderstood. I need you to be

happy so I am not left alone with guilt, helplessness, or fear.

This is where love becomes quietly dishonest. Not because the love is fake. The love may be very
real. But the love has become tangled with a need to control outcomes. We are no longer simply
offering ourselves freely. We are trying to arrange the inner lives of other people so we do not have
to feel our own discomfort. That is a hard thing to admit. It is much easier to believe that we are
only being caring. It is easier to see ourselves as the responsible one, the sensitive one, the
peacemaker, the helper, the one who holds everything together. And sometimes we may be those
things. But if we are honest, there may also be another layer. We may be helping because we cannot
tolerate the anxiety of not helping. We may be fixing because we cannot bear the feeling of
helplessness. We may be managing other people because we have not yet learned how to remain

centered when they are not okay.

This is one of the great burdens of emotional fusion. It does not allow separate people to have
separate experiences. It treats the family, or the relationship, or the group as though it must have
one shared emotional body. If one person is tense, everyone becomes tense. If one person is angry,
everyone reacts. If one person is sad, no one is allowed to be light. If one person is disappointed,
everyone must organize around making it better. There is a kind of togetherness in this, but it is not

freedom.

True closeness requires enough separateness for two people to actually meet. Without separateness,
we are not really loving another person. We are merging with them. We are confusing their state
with our state, their pain with our assignment, their disappointment with our failure, their anxiety

with our emergency. This is not sustainable. Eventually, resentment begins to appeat.

That resentment can be confusing too, because we may genuinely love the people we resent. We
may not want to feel irritated with them. We may not want to feel burdened by their needs, their
moods, or their struggles. But resentment often grows where responsibility has become distorted,
and it appears not only in marriages and family systems but in friendships, workplaces, and faith
communities anywhere that one person has quietly agreed to be responsible for the emotional

comfort of others without anyone naming the agreement out loud. It appears when we keep carrying



things that do not fully belong to us while telling ourselves we have no choice. The resentful part of
us is often not the worst part of us. Sometimes it is the part of us that knows something is out of
balance. It knows we have abandoned ourselves. It knows we are saying yes when something deeper

in us is saying no. It knows we are calling something love that may actually be fear.

And that kind of rest never really comes. Because there will always be someone who is not okay.
There will always be a child who is upset, a spouse who is tired, a friend who is disappointed, a
parent who is worried, a client who is struggling, a person somewhere in our orbit whose life is
unresolved. If our peace depends on universal emotional settlement, then peace will always be
postponed. We keep waiting for the room to calm down before we allow ourselves to be calm. We
keep waiting for everyone else to feel secure before we allow ourselves to feel secure. We keep

waiting for every problem to be solved before we allow ourselves to inhabit our own life.

But maybe peace is not something we earn by getting everyone else regulated. Maybe peace is

something we practice while staying connected to people who are still in process.

This does not mean we stop caring. That is the fear, of course. Many people who struggle with
overfunctioning imagine that the alternative is coldness. If I stop worrying, does that mean I do not
love them? If I stop fixing, does that mean I am abandoning them? If I allow myself to be okay
while they are not okay, does that mean I have become selfish? These are important questions, and
they should not be dismissed too quickly. But I have come to believe that worry is not the highest
form of love. Anxiety is not proof of devotion. Losing myself in another person's pain does not
necessarily help them, and it certainly does not make me more available in any grounded way. Often,

it makes me less available. It makes me reactive, controlling, subtly demanding, and tired.

Real love may ask a great deal of us. It may ask us to listen carefully. It may ask us to be patient. It
may ask us to tell the truth. It may ask us to help in concrete ways. It may ask us to sit beside
someone, to bear witness, to remain tender, to stay open when we would rather protect ourselves.
But real love does not require us to surrender our center. There is a difference between caring for
someone and managing them. There is a difference between being present with someone's pain and
making it our job to remove it. There is a difference between being affected by someone we love

and being controlled by their emotional state.



This distinction is not easy to live. Especially for those of us who learned early that love meant
emotional responsibility. Especially for those of us who became skilled at reading rooms,
anticipating needs, and detecting shifts in mood before anyone else noticed them. Especially for
those of us who learned that being useful was a way to stay safe, stay close, or stay needed. For a
person shaped this way, letting others have their own emotional lives can feel like neglect. It can feel
wrong in the body before it makes sense in the mind. We may know, intellectually, that another
adult is allowed to be disappointed, angry, sad, anxious, or overwhelmed without it becoming our

emergency. But our nervous system may still react as though a fire has started.

This is why change requires more than a new idea. It requires practice. The practice is learning to
remain connected without becoming fused. It is noticing the impulse to fix and asking whether help
is actually being requested. It is feeling another person's distress without immediately making it
about our own adequacy. It is allowing someone to be disappointed without rushing to purchase our
innocence. It is letting a loved one struggle without turning their struggle into proof that we have
failed. It is remembering that another person's emotional life is real, important, and worthy of care,

but it is not ours to possess.

For me, this has been one of the harder lessons of maturity. I can understand it in principle much
more easily than I can live it in the ordinary moments of family life. It is one thing to write about
emotional separateness. It is another thing to practice it when someone I love is unhappy and every
old instinct in me wants to manage, soften, repair, or rescue. But I am learning that my peace does
not have to be an insult to someone else's pain. My steadiness does not mean I do not care. My rest
does not mean I have abandoned the people I love. In fact, my groundedness may be one of the

better things I can offer them.

A family does not become healthier because everyone collapses whenever one person struggles. A
relationship does not become more loving because each person loses themselves in the emotional
state of the other. Love does not require a household to become one undifferentiated nervous
system. Perhaps love becomes more mature when it can say, I am with you, but I am not you. Your
pain matters deeply to me, but it does not own me. I will care. I will listen. I will help where help is
mine to give. But I will not confuse your struggle with my identity, your mood with my

responsibility, or your distress with my failure.



That may sound simple, but for some of us it is a revolution. It is the beginning of a different kind
of love. A love with warmth, but also boundaries. A love with tenderness, but also truth. A love that
does not withdraw, but also does not merge. A love that can stay present without becoming
consumed. And maybe this is part of what it means to grow up emotionally. Not to stop being
affected by others. Not to become detached, indifferent, or self-protective. But to become capable
of caring deeply while remaining whole. To be moved, but not overtaken. To be available, but not

erased. To love people without making their inner state the condition of our own peace.
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