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LIVING CONSCIOUSLY 
by Jorge Waxemberg   

Part One: Understanding Relationships  

Chapter 7: Our Relationship with Personal 
Characteristics   

Instead of imagining that one can change, that one can be 

"another" person, we have to contemplate our real 

possibility, which is the possibility to unfold.  

We a ll have character ist ics:  some a re inherent , others a re acquired.  

Together they shape the way we a re and the way we express ourselves.  

Because character ist ics a re individua l and vary from person to person , we 

will refer to them as "personal characteristics." 

J ust as everyone has a body--which enables one to be iden t ified 

physically--everyone has a set of character ist ics which dist inguish h im or her 

as a person .  These character ist ics revea l a person 's temperament , t ra it s, and 

the way he expresses himself and conducts himself in life. 
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There is no such thing as a set of perfect characteristics, although there 

is a cer ta in consensus among us on what might be considered desirable 

character ist ics.  What usua lly happens is tha t when we th ink about our own 

character ist ics, we iden t ify the ones we feel a re bad and those we th ink a re 

good, based on what we want to achieve through them.  Moreover, we usually 

say tha t a person is good or bad depending on the way h is personal 

character ist ics a ffect h is rela t ionsh ip with us or with other people.  Yet th is 

way of appraising personal characteristics often leads to contradictions. 

It might be that someone thinks he has a very good characteristic while 

those a round h im do not th ink it is good a t a ll.  For example, someone might 

feel very sa t isfied with h is compulsive personality because it a llows h im to 

get what he wants from others.  But we can be sure that those around him do 

not feel happy with the way he treats them. 

It might be that another person is a hard worker and thinks that this is 

h is best character ist ic.  But h is capacity for work might nega t ively a ffect h is 

rela t ionship with those who cannot keep up with h is tempo.  He might even 

be con t inua lly compar ing h imself to others and cr it icizing them for not being 

able to work as he does.  Besides, tha t character ist ic--which might be 

advantageous in his office or shop--could prevent him from appreciating other 

aspects of life, such as being with h is family, en joying na ture, shar ing t ime 

with friends. 

We need to know our persona l character ist ics because they a re the 

means through which we express the way we work, rela te to others and 

develop.  They a re a lso frequent ly the cause of many of the problems tha t 

trouble us. 

What, then, is our relationship with our characteristics? 
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Since not a ll of my character ist ics a re good, often I am not sa t isfied 

with myself.  And since it is very difficu lt for me to change these 

character ist ics or even cont rol them, I might become discouraged and th ink 

tha t no mat ter how grea t an effor t I make, I cannot free myself from the 

limitations that my characteristics impose on me. 

However , it is possible for me to establish a product ive rela t ionsh ip 

with my persona l character ist ics.  To do th is, the fir st th ing I have to do is to 

stop identifying with them. 

J ust as I do not iden t ify myself with my eyes or nose or hands, I need 

not iden t ify with other character ist ics I have which , like temperament and 

character , express the way I act and react but do not show more than 

superficial aspects of myself. 

It is helpful to remember that our characteristics are tools that allow us 

to per form the work of living.  In th is way, the dist inct ion is kept clear 

between what one is and what one's  ach ievements, occupa t ion and 

characteristics are. 

When I main ta in th is distance between myself and my character ist ics, 

I have the possibility of using them fu lly and, wha t is more impor tan t , the 

possibility of improving them.  But if I iden t ify with my character ist ics, I 

cannot get to know them well or work on them. 

For example, if I am very emot iona l and iden t ify with th is 

character ist ic of mine, I t end to th ink tha t my emot ions rea lly express my 

t rue feelings when, in rea lity, these very emot ions a re wha t confuse and 

cloud my discernment .  Since I iden t ify with everyth ing I feel, I cannot 

dist inguish the exten t to which I am a slave of my emot iona l sta tes.  But if I 

am able to keep a distance from the way I react emot iona lly, I can discover a 
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deeper source of feeling, I can work bet ter with the energy of my emot ions 

and I can ach ieve a more serene and harmonious inner sta te, which lies 

behind my emotional ups and downs.  Moreover, as this distance allows me to 

recognize the in fluence of my emot ional character ist ics over the way I th ink 

and rela te to others, I can apply my judgment bet ter , and I can establish my 

relationship with others at a more spiritual level. 

Something else happens, too, when we identify with our characteristics:  

as we do not like some of them, we dream about being differen t , abou t 

changing.  But this desire alone does not take us very far. 

It is beaut ifu l to see the desire to change, to be bet ter , in a person .  But 

this yearning needs to be well channeled if it is to lead to a true realization. 

Instead of imagin ing tha t one can change, tha t one can be "another" 

person (which is usua lly noth ing bu t a way of react ing aga inst some of our 

character ist ics), we have to con templa te our rea l possibility, which is the 

possibility to unfold. 

In other words, instead of abandoning myself to the game of imagin ing 

how I would like to be, I have to dedica te myself to the concrete work of my 

own unfolding.  Pract ica lly speaking, I have to begin by get t ing to know my 

characteristics and working on them. 

Our rela t ionsh ip with persona l character ist ics, then , has to be one of 

knowledge and work. 

F irst I must know what my character ist ics a re and how they express 

themselves.  I have to discover which a re helpfu l and which have a harmful 

effect on my unfolding.  Then I must begin a systematic work on them. 

At fir st glance it seems not on ly easy to recognize one's character ist ics, 

bu t one actua lly th inks one a lready knows what they a re.  It is t rue tha t we 
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know some of them, bu t we don 't usua lly recognize the ones tha t cause 

problems for us.  

Let 's cont inue with the example we gave before:  a ha rd worker might 

th ink tha t he does not get a long with h is colleagues because they a re lazy.  

But it is not rea lly because he is a harder worker than h is companions tha t 

he has problems relating.  The real fact is that he is intolerant.  An intolerant 

person rarely recognizes the fu ll extent of h is in tolerance.  It is un likely tha t 

such a person will improve and deepen h is rela t ionsh ip with others--he will 

a lways be th inking tha t others a re responsible for h is problems of 

relationship.  It is on ly if he recognizes h is in tolerance tha t he will have the 

possibility of unfolding. 

If I am very emot iona l, it is possible tha t I will not recognize th is 

character ist ic, bu t I will th ink of myself as sensit ive.  Then when I see tha t a 

cer ta in circumstance produces a wave of emot ion in me bu t does not awaken 

the same response in those a round me, I might th ink tha t they are 

insensit ive, and I might judge them in such a way tha t it hur t s my 

relationship with them. 

Or it cou ld be, in another circumstance, tha t I th ink of myself as a very 

sympathet ic, warm and fr iendly person , and I need a lot of a t ten t ion and a 

show of a ffect ion from others.  If they don 't respond the way I expect them to, 

I might th ink they a re being indifferen t .  Perhaps th is is not the case a t a ll.  

It cou ld be tha t I rea lly am not tha t warm and fr iendly, I rea lly am quite 

selfish .  I th ink main ly in terms of how others t rea t me.  Th is, of course, 

preven ts me from having harmonious rela t ionsh ips with others, and since I 

do not identify my real characteristic, I can't improve it even if I want to. 



  

6 

I might like to th ink tha t I am very spir itua l and for tha t reason I do 

not t rouble myself over mater ia l mat ters.  I might even th ink th is is my best 

character ist ic.  But actua lly it cou ld be tha t I am ir responsible, and I don 't 

want to make the necessary effort to keep my affairs in order. 

The character ist ics with which we a re most ident ified a re the ones tha t 

a re hardest for us to iden t ify.  They a re a lso precisely the ones we need to 

recognize and work on. 

There is on ly one way tha t I can lea rn not to iden t ify with my persona l 

character ist ics:  to overcome my defensiveness.  When I am shown 

character ist ics tha t I am glad I have, I feel very encouraged.  But if someone 

tells me tha t I have a cer ta in character ist ic I don 't like, I don 't want to admit 

it , I react , I feel mor t ified.  I might even react nega t ively to the one who 

showed it to me.  The tendency to be defensive is very st rong in us, and it 

shows lit t le spir itua l matur ity.  If I do not t ranscend it , I cannot unfold my 

rea l possibilit ies.  What I should rea lly feel is gra t itude when people or 

circumstances help me see more clea r ly my inner na ture and discover 

characteristics that until then I did not want to recognize in myself. 

I cannot work spir itua lly if I deceive myself about my character ist ics, 

especially the ones I have to improve. 

I remember a conversation I overheard once in which someone said to a 

person: 

"It seems that you are a little defensive." 

She immediately replied, "I? Defensive?  How could that be?" 

This anecdote might make us smile, but we could a ll a sk ourselves how 

we would react and feel if someone said the same thing to us. 
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To recognize the character ist ics I have is fundamenta l to my spir itua l 

unfolding.  Th is recognit ion must be profound and not cause react ions in me, 

either positive or negative. 

It is na tura l for us to be happy about the character ist ics tha t help us 

and to be sad about the ones we can 't con t rol.  But if we react , we cannot 

work on our characteristics.  So we need to keep alert so as not to react, not to 

defend ourselves.  We a lso need to avoid cr it icizing the character ist ics of 

others, which simply blinds us to our own. 

All of us have characteristics that may harm us and also characteristics 

tha t ha rm others.  The first th ing we get to know about a person a re h is 

character ist ics.  At the same t ime, tha t person sees in us on ly our 

character ist ics.  It is very helpfu l to lea rn to see the sou l beh ind the 

characteristics, the rea l person , and therefore rela te on a level beyond the 

movement of attraction and rejection. 

When we t ry to improve our rela t ionsh ip with others, we do not a lways 

know how to go about it .  We often limit ourselves to demanding tha t others 

change the aspects in themselves tha t bother us.  But when they ask the 

same th ing of us, we th ink they don 't understand us.  It is very difficu lt to 

achieve a good relationship in that way. 

J ust as it is helpfu l if I do not iden t ify with my character ist ics, likewise 

it is very helpfu l if I do not iden t ify other people with their character ist ics.  A 

person might have some ext raordinary qua lit ies and yet some of h is 

character ist ics can st ill bother me.  On the other hand, another person might 

rea lly a t t ract me with h is persona l character ist ics and yet we might not 

share the same values or spiritual aspirations. 
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In adolescence it is common tha t we a re a t t racted by other people's 

characteristics.  Later, as we mature, we find another way of discerning. 

My rela t ionsh ip with the character ist ics of others is to be based on 

understanding and tolerance. 

In most cases when I feel hurt by others it is because I do not know how 

to relate with them on a deeper level than that of personal characteristics. 

Let 's take th is example:  the shor tcomings of my own ch ild bother me 

less than the same character ist ics in my neighbor 's ch ild.  Th is is because my 

relationship with my own child goes beyond his exterior characteristics. 

To deepen our relationship with others, we need to spiritualize the level 

on which we relate.  We begin by accepting each and every person with all his 

characteristics. 

To accept a person does not mean tha t my rela t ionsh ip with h im is 

based on my capacity to pu t up with h im.  This would show tha t the qua lity 

of my rela t ionsh ip is very reduced.  My rela t ionsh ip improves when it is 

based on understanding and love. 

To accept others is a lso to recognize tha t I myself hur t them often , 

usua lly without recognizing it and by over looking the h in ts I receive tha t 

such a thing is happening. 

When I accept a person , I accept her in her circumstances and in her 

h istory.  I never know to wha t extent the even ts tha t happened in her life 

in fluence her rela t ionsh ip with me, or the in fluence her persona l h istory has 

on our rela t ionsh ip.  Above a ll, I have to understand tha t I myself in fluence 

the rela t ionsh ip to a grea t exten t , and tha t many of the character ist ics tha t 

bother me about her a re rea lly the result of the way tha t person reacts to my 

own characteristics. 
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When I feel ir r ita t ion in my rela t ionship with others I have to uncover 

the or igin of my react ions, for there is where I have to work to be able to 

unfold. 

No mat ter how good a rela t ionsh ip may be, there a re a lways some 

difficu lt ies, some unpleasan t moments.  To understand th is is to accept the 

fact that all relationships entail some level of suffering. 

When I accept the measure of sor row tha t is a lways presen t in life, it 

become easier for me not to demand anyth ing from others.  Th is a llows my 

relationships to be more harmonious and spiritual. 

Our rela t ionsh ip with persona l character ist ics can be established on 

differen t levels.  These levels, in tu rn , determine the ways on which I work 

upon these characteristics. 

To keep it simple, let 's consider three levels of rela t ionsh ip with 

personal characteristics.   

The fir st is the level of educat ion , not in the sense of inst ruct ion but in 

upbr inging.  At th is level we develop the capacity to con t rol ourselves 

exter ior ly, and we form habit s of conduct .  Conduct gives the standards upon 

which every kind of rela t ionsh ip is developed, and it determines the object ive 

characteristics of the relationship. 

Educa t ion a lways consist s in the acquisit ion of a degree of con t rol over 

one's character ist ics.  Th is con t rol keeps our character ist ics from harming us 

or others.  Moreover , tha t same cont rol a llows us to channel our 

character ist ics th rough habit s of collabora t ion , work and communica t ion so 

tha t they promote harmonious living condit ions and the unfolding of our 

possibilities. 
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The second level is the psychologica l one.  One works inwardly to 

become conscious of the characteristics one has.   

How do we spontaneously develop our characteristics? 

We tend to develop some character ist ics more than others.  Some of 

these character ist ics favor our unfolding and the deepening of our 

relationships, while others present an obstacle to it. 

Therefore, on the psychologica l level, besides working to become 

conscious of the way in which we manifest ourselves, we work to unfold 

beneficia l character ist ics and to crea te habit s th rough which we can cont rol 

the ones which a re not beneficia l.  This inner work gives as a resu lt a rea l 

expansion of our relationship with others. 

To be able to rela te on a level of educat ion and persona l con t rol is a big 

conquest .  But our rela t ionsh ip would be  limited if it were on ly on tha t level.  

Working a t the psychologica l level helps us to understand ourselves and 

others, and it opens a channel so tha t the way we love may expand and 

become spir itua l.  But for th is inner work to produce a rea l t ransformat ion in 

us, it must reach the spiritual level. 

Our persona l character ist ics a re the channels th rough which our 

energy flows.  We say tha t a character ist ic is good when it channels our 

energy in a way tha t will produce the resu lt we desire, and tha t a 

character ist ic is counterproduct ive when it s resu lt opposes the sought -after 

goal. 

It is therefore necessa ry, when eva lua t ing character ist ics, to have a 

poin t of reference:  where we want these character ist ics to lead us.  If we do 

not have an ideal in life, all inner work lacks meaning. 
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Moreover , without tha t idea l we don 't know how to channel the energy 

we repress when we cont rol some of our character ist ics.  If we do not 

transmute it, that energy turns against us and against others. 

When I con t rol an undesirable impulse--anger , for example--that 

energy remains in me.  If I do not channel it in a bet ter way, it grows in me 

un t il I can no longer con t rol it , and then it either over flows unpredictably or 

harms me.  In other words, if I discharge my energy I ha rm others; if I 

repress it I ha rm myself.  What can I do? I can gu ide it , so tha t the st rength 

of my impulses a re t ransmuted in to the expansion of my sta te of 

consciousness and in the way I relate and love. 

All spir itua l work is syn thesized, in the end, in the wise use of one's 

energy.  No spir itua l rea liza t ion comes from noth ing.  It a lways consist s in 

the fruit of the transmutation of energy. 

On the spiritual level, one also works on the notion of being. 

We sa id ea r lier tha t we need to establish a distance between ourselves 

and our characteristics.  In this sense, spiritual work consists in transcending 

our identification with them. 

When we consider our character ist ics we usua lly say, "This is the way I 

am," as if the situa t ion were defin it ive.  If I do not iden t ify with my 

character ist ics I understand tha t wha t I am is one th ing, and the way I am is 

another--no more than one of the many possibilit ies tha t I have in which to 

manifest myself.  I a lso understand tha t instead of want ing to change what I 

am, I have to discover who I am and I have to work on the way I manifest 

myself.  When I understand this in myself, I also understand it in others. 
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When I establish a distance between myself and my character ist ics, I 

t ransform them in to inst ruments which I need--just as I need my body--to be 

able to express myself and unfold. 

If I am not mot iva ted by an idea l, it is very un likely tha t I will 

persevere in my inner work.  At one moment my en thusiasm will st imula te 

me to make an effor t , bu t when my en thusiasm is exhausted I will have no 

reason to continue on in my effort. 

What I need to do is to clea r ly establish the kind of unfolding I am 

looking for:  what is the objective of my life?  This is the only foundation upon 

which I can base myself. 

The type of objective I choose also determines the level of my unfolding. 

If wha t I am seeking is mater ia l well-being, it is possible tha t I do not 

need to work fur ther than the level of educa t ion .  If I a lso want my 

rela t ionship with others to be more profound than the usua l super ficia l 

relationships, I also need to work on the psychological level. 

If I yearn for rea l peace and happiness, I need to understand tha t th is 

is a t ta ined on ly on the spir itua l level.  To work on th is level it is necessa ry to 

be motivated by the spiritual ideal. 

We a ll want peace and happiness.  Who doesn 't?  But not a ll of us 

understand tha t having peace and happiness doesn 't mean we will a lways be 

en joying life and never suffer ing.  Instead of th inking of happiness as the 

opposite pole to work and suffer ing, we need to discover how to find peace 

and happiness within this very life, for we cannot evade life as it is. 

The models of rea liza t ion we know, which include those human beings 

who have brought us the mater ia l advances we en joy as much as those who 

have indica ted the spir itua l rea liza t ion we could a t ta in , show us tha t these 
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realizations are based on continuous effort and renouncement.  These persons 

not only show us our ideal, but also the road to realize it. 

We a ll want to a t ta in to rea liza t ion .  Th is is good.  But the way we 

desire it is not a lways good.  If we do not accept the fact tha t peace and 

happiness a re the fru it of renouncement and sacr ifice, we will never be able 

to understand why we do not advance in our unfolding. 

These a re a ll good: exercises, study, techniques, if they a re well-

applied.  But they a lone do not give us wha t we yearn for .  Yes, we need to 

work on our habit s, our rela t ionsh ips, our persona l character ist ics.  But if we 

do not renounce to ourselves, a ll th is effor t does not help us to t ranscend the 

level of our da ily set of problems.  We change problems without ever reach ing 

a definitive realization. 

Our desire for t ransformat ion and rea liza t ion needs to be based on the 

renouncement to our habitua l persona lity:  tha t is, the set of character ist ics, 

of menta l and emot iona l habit s, with which we iden t ify and manifest 

ourselves.  In that way we will find the peace and happiness we yearn for. 


