
Anchored Verse

Father, if You are willing, remove this cup [of divine 
wrath] from Me; yet not My will, but [always] Yours be 

done.

— Luke 22:42 (AMP) — 

Anchored Update [70]

Close Without Disappearing
What differentiation teaches us about healthy 

relationships and honest surrender to God

What happens to you when someone you love is upset with you? This week we look at 
differentiation, the capacity to stay close to people while remaining yourself, and at how 

Jesus in Gethsemane shows us what it looks like to bring your whole self to the Father and 
surrender anyway.
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Hello my friend,

Thank you for opening this week’s Anchored. I know your inbox is full and your time is limited, 
so I’m grateful you chose to spend a few minutes here with me.

A Quick Update: This week I started on some of the biggest changes I’ve made since 
beginning this work. I can’t share much yet, but something new is being built behind the 
scenes, and it will shift how and where this work reaches you.

What stays the same is the heart of it: writing on faith, healing, relationships, and growth, 
grounded in Scripture and supported by sound psychology. I’ll tell you more as the pieces 
come together. For now, thank you for walking with me, and keep an eye on your inbox over 
the next few weeks. 

Close Without Disappearing

What happens to you when someone you love is upset with you?

I think for a lot of us, the answer shows up in the body before it reaches the mind. Your chest 
tightens, your thoughts speed up, and you feel a strong pull in one of two directions. Either 
you start working to fix their feelings at any cost, agreeing with things you don’t believe and 
apologizing for things you didn’t do, or you go cold, shut the conversation down, and put 
enough distance between you that their displeasure can’t reach you anymore. Both moves 
feel like they’re protecting the relationship. Most of the time, they’re protecting us from the 
anxiety of staying in the room as ourselves.

Psychiatrist Murray Bowen gave this struggle a name. He called the healthy alternative 
differentiation of self: your capacity to stay emotionally connected to people while still thinking 
clearly and choosing as your own person, especially when anxiety in the relationship runs high. 
Bowen described two common ways people handle relational anxiety when differentiation is 
low, along with a healthier third way:

	» Fusion happens when your sense of self depends on the other person’s mood, so their 
anxiety becomes your anxiety and keeping them calm becomes your main job.

	» Cutoff happens when closeness feels so threatening that you protect yourself with 
distance, whether that means silence, busyness, going emotionally numb, or leaving 
altogether.

	» Differentiation happens when you can stay present, hear the other person fully, and still 
hold your own convictions without needing their agreement to feel steady.
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Differentiation is easy to confuse with independence, but Bowen saw distance as another 
sign of low differentiation, because it manages anxiety by avoiding the relationship instead 
of staying in it. A differentiated person can afford to stay close because their footing doesn’t 
wash out every time the other person is unhappy. In a marriage, a friendship, or a family, 
that sounds like, “I hear that you’re hurt, I care about that, and I still see this differently,” said 
without collapsing and without storming off.

That raises a harder question for those of us who follow Jesus. If healthy relationships 
require a distinct self, what happens to that self in our relationship with God? Isn’t surrender 
supposed to mean I disappear?

I believe Gethsemane answers that more honestly than a lot of our theology does. On the 
night before the cross, Jesus prays, “Father, if You are willing, remove this cup [of divine 
wrath] from Me.” He names what He wants. The church has long affirmed that Jesus had a 
fully human will, and in the garden that human will honestly shrinks from the suffering ahead 
without ever setting itself against the Father. Then He prays the second half: “yet not My will, 
but [always] Yours be done.”

Read that prayer slowly and you can see three movements in it:

	» Jesus is honest, bringing His real desire to the Father instead of hiding it behind a more 
spiritual-sounding request.

	» Jesus stays present, remaining in the garden and in the conversation instead of 
withdrawing from the Father in His distress.

	» Jesus surrenders, placing His will under the Father’s, which only means something 
because there was a real will there to offer.

Many of us were taught a version of surrender that looks more like fusion. We say the right 
words to God, swallow what we actually feel, and call the silence faith. Others drift toward 
cutoff, pulling back from prayer when God doesn’t answer the way we hoped. Jesus shows 
a third posture: He brings all of Himself, holds nothing back, and yields anyway.

Paul describes the same reality in Galatians 2:20 when he says Christ lives in him and then, 
in the very next breath, speaks of “the life I now live.” Union with Christ doesn’t erase Paul; 
it gives him a self rooted somewhere steadier than anyone’s approval. That is also why 
differentiation with people becomes possible for a believer. When God holds your identity, 
someone being upset with you can still hurt, but it doesn’t get to decide who you are. That is 
what frees you to stay in the hard conversation.
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So let’s come back to the question we started with. When someone you love is upset with 
you, what do you reach for first: their approval, your exit, or your footing in Christ? And when 
you pray, are you bringing the Father your real self, or only the version you think He wants to 
hear?

Key Takeaways
	» Differentiation is the capacity to stay close to someone while remaining yourself, which 

makes deeper intimacy possible because your stability no longer depends on their mood.

	» Fusion and cutoff both feel protective, yet each one manages your anxiety by sacrificing 
honest connection.

	» Surrender to God is offered by a whole person, because Jesus brought His real will to 
the Father before He yielded it.

A differentiated person can afford to stay close because their 
footing doesn’t wash out every time  

the other person is unhappy.
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Anchored Prayer

Abba, 

Thank You for making me a whole person and for wanting all of me in Your 
presence. Thank You that Jesus showed me what honest surrender looks 
like. Lead me to stay present with the people I love without losing myself 
in their moods or running from their pain. When I’m afraid of someone’s 
displeasure, root my footing in You. Teach me to bring You my real desires, 
and give me the grace to place them in Your hands. 

Hallelujah. Amen.

My Prayer

When God holds your identity, someone being upset with you 
can still hurt, but it doesn’t get to decide who you are.
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Anchored Breathwork

Grounded Presence Breathing (4–6) for Staying in the Room

Purpose: To help your body stay steady in a tense conversation so you can remain present 
without absorbing the other person’s anxiety or running from it.

Posture: Sit or stand with your feet flat and your weight settled evenly. Rest one hand on 
your chest as a reminder that your footing is held by God, whatever the mood in the room.

1.  Inhale through your nose for 4 seconds.

Quiet cue: “You hold me here…”

2.  Exhale slowly for 6 seconds.

Quiet cue: “I can stay and still be myself.”

Repeat for 5–7 cycles.

Pro Tip: You can do this one quietly in the middle of a hard conversation, and no one needs 
to know. A longer exhale activates the part of your nervous system that slows your heart rate 
and helps your body settle, which eases the urge to fix or flee and gives you room to respond 
with intention. If the counts feel too long, shorten them to 3–5.
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Anchored Reflection

Take a few minutes with these questions, and write down what comes up first, even if it 
surprises you.

When tension rises in your closest relationships, do you lean more toward fusion or 
cutoff?

Whose displeasure is hardest for you to sit with, and what do you usually do to make it 
stop?

What would it sound like to pray your honest desire to God the way Jesus did in 
Gethsemane?
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Your Ideas are Important

Every newsletter, article, and Anchored Reflection begins with a real question or burden.

If something is pressing on your heart, send it my way. Each week I choose a focus for the 
newsletter, an article, or a reflection. What you share could be the catalyst for someone else’s 
breakthrough. I would also love your feedback on recent articles.

☞  Share What's on Your Heart

Save or Share This Newsletter

I’m creating PDF versions of these newsletters so they’re easier to save, revisit, and share. 
If this week’s email encouraged you or brought something into focus, you can download the 
PDF version from the archive here:

☞ PDF Newsletter Archive

Subscribe to the Newsletter

If this newsletter encouraged you, challenged you, or gave you something worth reflecting 
on, I’d love to have you join the list. I send these out every Friday morning with honest 
reflections on faith, healing, growth, and healthier relationships with God, ourselves, and 
others.

☞ Subscribe Now (You can unsubscribe anytime)

https://seanbrannan.com/get-involved/
https://seanbrannan.com/newsletter-archive
https://seanbrannan.com/newsletter/

