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New Love: A Short Shelf Life
By Sonja Lyubomirsky – NY Times, December 1, 2012

Setting the Stage

In fairy tales,  marriages  last happily ever after. 
Science, however, tells us that wedded bliss has 
but a limited shelf life.

American and European researchers tracked 1,761 
people who got married and stayed married over 
the course of 15 years. The findings were clear: 
newlyweds enjoy a big happiness boost that lasts, on 
average, for just two years. Then the special joy wears 
off and they are back where they started, at least in 
terms of happiness. The findings, from a 2003 study, 
have been confirmed by several recent studies.

The good news for the holiday season when families 
gather in various configurations is that if couples 
get past that two-year slump 
and hang on — for another 
couple of decades — they may 
well recover the excitement of 
the honeymoon period 18 to 
20 years later, when children 
are gone. Then, in the freedom 
of the so-called empty nest, 
partners are left to discover one 
another — and often their early 
bliss — once again.

When love is new, we have the 
rare capacity to experience great happiness while 
being stuck in traffic or getting our teeth cleaned. 
We are in the throes of what researchers call 
passionate love, a state of intense longing, desire 
and attraction. In time, this love generally morphs 
into companionate love, a less impassioned blend 
of deep affection and connection. The reason is that 
human beings are, as more than a hundred studies 
show, prone to hedonic adaptation, a measurable 
and innate capacity to become habituated or inured 
to most life changes.

With all due respect to poets and pop radio 
songwriters, new love seems nearly as vulnerable 

to hedonic adaptation as a new job, a new home, a 
new coat and other novel sources of pleasure and 
well-being. (Though the thrill of a new material 
acquisition generally fades faster.)

Hedonic adaptation is most likely when positive 
experiences are involved. It’s cruel but true: We’re 
inclined — psychologically and physiologically — to 
take positive experiences for granted. We move into 
a beautiful loft. Marry a wonderful partner. Earn our 
way to the top of our profession. How thrilling! For 
a time. Then, as if propelled by autonomic forces, 
our expectations change, multiply or expand and, 
as they do, we begin to take the new, improved 
circumstances for granted.

Sexual passion and arousal 
are particularly prone to 
hedonic adaptation. Laboratory 
studies in places as far-flung 
as Melbourne, Australia, 
and Stony Brook, N.Y., are 
persuasive: both men and 
women are less aroused after 
they have repeatedly viewed the 
same erotic pictures or engaged 
in similar sexual fantasies. 
Familiarity may or may not 

breed contempt; but research suggests that it breeds 
indifference. Or, as Raymond Chandler wrote: “The 
first kiss is magic. The second is intimate. The third 
is routine.”

There are evolutionary, physiological and practical 
reasons passionate love is unlikely to endure for 
long. If we obsessed, endlessly, about our partners 
and had sex with them multiple times a day — every 
day — we would not be very productive at work or 
attentive to our children, our friends or our health. 
(To quote a line from the 2004 film “Before Sunset,” 
about two former lovers who chance to meet again 
after a decade, if passion did not fade, “we would end 
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up doing nothing at all with our lives.” ) Indeed, the 
condition of being in love has a lot in common with 
the state of addiction and narcissism; if unabated, it 
will eventually exact a toll.

Why, then, is the natural shift from passionate to 
companionate love often such a letdown? Because, 
although we may not realize it, we are biologically 
hard-wired to crave variety. Variety and novelty 
affect the brain in much the same way that drugs 
do — that is, they trigger activity that involves the 
neurotransmitter dopamine, as do pharmacological 
highs.

Evolutionary biologists believe that sexual variety is 
adaptive, and that it evolved to prevent incest and 
inbreeding in ancestral environments. The idea is 
that when our spouse becomes as familiar to us as a 
sibling — when we’ve become family — we cease to 
be sexually attracted to each other.

It doesn’t take a scientist 
to observe that because 
the sex in a long-term 
committed monogamous 
relationship involves 
the same partner day 
after day after day, no 
one who is truly human 
(or mammalian) can 
maintain the same level 
of lust and ardor that he 
or she experienced when that love was uncharted 
and new.

We may love our partners deeply, idolize them, and 
even be willing to die for them, but these feelings 
rarely translate into long-term passion. And studies 
show that in long-term relationships, women are 
more likely than men to lose interest in sex, and 
to lose it sooner. Why? Because women’s idea of 
passionate sex depends far more centrally on novelty 
than does men’s.

When married couples reach the two-year mark, 
many mistake the natural shift from passionate 
love to companionate love for incompatibility and 
unhappiness. For many, the possibility that things 

might be different — more exciting, more satisfying 
— with someone else proves difficult to resist. 
Injecting variety and surprise into even the most 
stable, seasoned relationship is a good hedge against 
such temptation. Key parties — remember “The 
Ice Storm”? — aren’t necessarily what the doctor 
ordered; simpler changes in routine, departures 
from the expected, go a long way.

In a classic experiment conducted by Arthur Aron 
and his colleagues, researchers gave upper-middle-
class middle-aged couples a list of activities that 
both parties agreed were “pleasant” (like creative 
cooking, visiting friends or seeing a movie) or 
“exciting” (skiing, dancing or attending concerts) but 
that they had enjoyed only infrequently. Researchers 
instructed each couple to select one of these activities 
each week and spend 90 minutes doing it together. 
At the end of 10 weeks, the couples who engaged in 
the “exciting” activities reported greater satisfaction 

in their marriage than 
those who engaged in 
“pleasant” or enjoyable 
activities together.

Although variety and 
surprise seem similar, 
they are in fact quite 
distinct. It’s easy to vary 
a sequence of events 
— like choosing a 
restaurant for a weekly 

date night — without offering a lot of surprise. In the 
beginning, relationships are endlessly surprising: 
Does he like to cook? What is his family like? What 
embarrasses or delights him? As we come to know 
our partners better and better, they surprise us less.

Surprise is a potent force. When something novel 
occurs, we tend to pay attention, to appreciate the 
experience or circumstance, and to remember it. We 
are less likely to take our marriage for granted when 
it continues to deliver strong emotional reactions 
in us. Also, uncertainty sometimes enhances the 
pleasure of positive events. For example, a series of 
studies at the University of Virginia and at Harvard 
showed that people experienced longer bursts of 

“When married couples 
reach the two-year mark, many 
mistake the natural shift from 
passionate love to companionate 
love for incompatibility and 
unhappiness.
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happiness when they were at the receiving end of an 
unexpected act of kindness and remained uncertain 
about where and why it had originated.

Such reactions may have neuroscientific origins. In 
one experiment, scientists offered drinks to thirsty 
subjects; those who were not told what kind of 
drink they would get (i.e., water or a more appealing 
beverage) showed more activity in the portion of the 
brain that registers positive emotions. Surprise is 
apparently more satisfying than stability.

The realization that your marriage no longer supplies 
the charge it formerly did is then an invitation: 
eschew predictability in favor of discovery, novelty 
and opportunities for unpredictable pleasure. “A 
relationship,” Woody Allen proclaimed in his film 
“Annie Hall,” “is like a shark. It has to constantly 
move forward or it dies.” A marriage is likely to 
change shape multiple times over the course of 
its lifetime; it must be continually rebuilt if it is to 

thrive.

The good news is that taking the long view on 
marriage and putting in the hard work has calculable 
benefits. Research shows that marital happiness 
reaches one of its highest peaks during the period 
after offspring have moved out of the family home.

The nest may be empty, but it’s also full of possibility 
for partners to rediscover — and surprise — each 
other again. In other words, an empty nest offers the 
possibility of novelty and unpredictability. Whether 
this phase of belated marital joy lasts, like the initial 
period of connubial bliss, for longer than two years 
is anybody’s guess.

Sonja Lyubomirsky is a professor of psychology at the 
University of California, Riverside, and the author of 
the forthcoming book “The Myths of Happiness: What 
Should Make You Happy, but Doesn’t, What Shouldn’t 
Make You Happy, but Does.”

What Does “Love” Mean?ENGAGING THE TEXT

 ▶ Have you ever begun a relationship with a lot of 
enthusiasm only to see it fizzle out later?  Why do you think 
that happened?

 ▶ In what ways have you seen your relationships with people 
evolve and change over time?

 ▶ What is the most meaningful relationship you have had 
with someone?

 ▶ You love fried chicken. You love your dog. You love your 
parents. You love your girlfriend.  So what exactly does love 
mean?

 ▶ Sometimes you see a couple in their nineties who both 
look really old and wrinkly, yet they say they are madly in 
love with each other. What does that mean? Are they lying?

Questions 
to Consider

Questions 
to Consider

?

?
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Love in the BibleENGAGING THE TEXT

בראשית כד:סז
 ויבאה יצחק האהלה שרה אמו, ויקח את רבקה ותהי לו לאשה, ויאהבה;

 וינחם יצחק אחרי אמו.

בראשית כט: יח-כ
 יח ויאהב יעקב את רחל, ויאמר: אעבדך שבע שנים ברחל בתך הקטנה.
   יט ויאמר לבן: טוב תתי אתה לך, מתתי אתה, לאיש אחר; שבה עמדי.

כ ויעבד יעקב ברחל שבע שנים, ויהיו בעיניו כימים אחדים באהבתו אתה.

Genesis 24:67
Yitzchak brought her [Rivkah] to the tent of Sarah his mother, and he took Rivkah 
and she became his wife, and he loved her; and Yitzchak was comforted for [the 
loss of] his mother.

Genesis 29: 18-20
18  And Yaakov loved Rachel, and he said [to Lavan,  her father]: “I will work for 
you seven years for Rachel, your younger daughter.” 
19 Lavan said: “It is better that I give her to you than to give her to another man. 
Stay with me.” 
20 Yaakov worked for Rachel for seven years, but they appeared to him like a few 
days because of his love for her. 

 ▶  Why does it say that Yitzchak married Rivkah, and THEN he 
loved her? Isn’t that out of order?

 ▶ How could Yitzchok’s love of Rivkah comfort him for the 
loss of his mother?

 ▶ Yaakov worked 7 years for the right to marry Rachel.  How 
could it be that “they appeared to him like a few days 
because of his love for her”? Wouldn’t you expect Yaakov 
to feel time dragging on and on, because he wanted to just 
marry her already?

Questions 
to Consider

Questions 
to Consider

?

?
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When Love Turns Into HatredENGAGING THE TEXT

שמואל ב: פרק יג
 א ויהי אחרי כן, ולאבשלום בן דוד אחות יפה ושמה תמר; ויאהבה, אמנון בן דוד.
  ב ויצר לאמנון להתחלות, בעבור תמר אחתו כי בתולה, היא; ויפלא בעיני אמנון, 

  לעשות לה מאומה. ג ולאמנון רע, ושמו יונדב, בן שמעה, אחי דוד; ויונדב, איש חכם 
 מאד. ד ויאמר לו: ״מדוע אתה ככה דל בן המלך בבקר בבקר הלוא, תגיד לי;״ 

 ויאמר לו, אמנון: ״את תמר אחות אבשלם אחי, אני אהב.״

  ה ויאמר לו יהונדב: ״שכב על משכבך והתחל; ובא אביך לראותך, ואמרת אליו: תבא
 נא תמר אחותי ותברני לחם ועשתה לעיני את הבריה, למען אשר אראה, ואכלתי מידה.״

  ו וישכב אמנון, ויתחל; ויבא המלך לראותו, ויאמר אמנון אל המלך: ״תבוא נא 
 תמר אחתי ותלבב לעיני שתי לבבות, ואברה, מידה.״ 

 ז וישלח דוד אל תמר, הביתה לאמר: ״לכי נא, בית אמנון אחיך, ועשי לו, הבריה.״

  ח ותלך תמר, בית אמנון אחיה והוא שכב; ותקח את הבצק ותלוש (ותלש) ותלבב 
  לעיניו, ותבשל את הלבבות. ט ותקח את המשרת ותצק לפניו, וימאן לאכול; 

  ויאמר אמנון: ״הוציאו כל איש מעלי,״ ויצאו כל איש, מעליו. 
  י ויאמר אמנון אל תמר: ״הביאי הבריה החדר, ואברה, מידך;״ 

 ותקח תמר, את הלבבות אשר עשתה, ותבא לאמנון אחיה, החדרה. 

 יא ותגש אליו, לאכל; ויחזק בה ויאמר לה: ״בואי שכבי עמי אחותי.״ 

  יב ותאמר לו: ״אל אחי אל תענני כי לא יעשה כן, בישראל: אל תעשה, את הנבלה 
  הזאת. יג ואני, אנה אוליך את חרפתי, ואתה תהיה כאחד הנבלים, בישראל; 

 ועתה דבר נא אל המלך, כי לא ימנעני ממך.״ 

  יד ולא אבה, לשמע בקולה; ויחזק ממנה ויענה, וישכב אתה. טו וישנאה אמנון, 
  שנאה גדולה מאד כי גדולה השנאה אשר שנאה, מאהבה אשר אהבה; 

 ויאמר לה אמנון: ״קומי לכי.״ 

  טז ותאמר לו: ״אל אודת הרעה הגדולה הזאת, מאחרת אשר עשית עמי, לשלחני;״ 
  ולא אבה, לשמע לה. יז ויקרא, את נערו משרתו, ויאמר: ״שלחו נא את זאת מעלי 

  החוצה; ונעל הדלת, אחריה.״ יח ועליה כתנת פסים, כי כן תלבשן בנות המלך 
  הבתולת מעילים; ויצא אותה משרתו החוץ, ונעל הדלת אחריה. יט ותקח תמר אפר 

על ראשה, וכתנת הפסים אשר עליה קרעה; ותשם ידה על ראשה, ותלך הלוך וזעקה. 
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Samuel II: Chapter 13
1 It came to pass after this, that Absalom the son of David had a fair sister whose 
name was Tamar; and Amnon the son of David loved her. 2 And Amnon was 
distressed to the point of making himself sick, on account of Tamar his sister, for 
she was a virgin; and it seemed difficult in Amnon’s eyes to do anything unto her. 3 
And Amnon had a friend, whose name was Jonadab the son of Shimah the brother 
of David; and Jonadab was a very sly man. 4 And he said to him, “Why are you 
becoming so thin, O’ son of the king, from morning to morning? Will you not tell 
me?” 

And Amnon said to him, “I love Tamar, the sister of Absalom.” 

5 And Jonadab said to him: “Lie down on your bed and feign sickness, and when 
your father comes to see you, say to him: “Let my sister Tamar come now, and let 
her give me bread to eat, and prepare the food before my eyes, that I may see and 
eat from her hand.” 

6 And Amnon lay down and feigned sickness; and the king came to see him, and 
Amnon said to the king, “Let my sister Tamar come now, and make two dumplings 
before my eyes; that I may eat from her hand.” 

7 And David sent home to Tamar saying, “Go now to your brother Amnon’s house, 
and prepare the food for him.” 

8 And Tamar went to her brother Amnon’s house, and he was lying down. And she 
took the dough, and kneaded it, and she prepared the dumplings before his eyes, 
and she cooked the dumplings. 9 And she took the pan and poured [them out] 
before him: but he refused to eat. And Amnon said, “Take everyone out from me.” 
And everyone went out from him. 10 And Amnon said to Tamar, “Bring the food 
into the chamber that I may eat from your hand.” And Tamar took the dumplings 
that she had made and brought them to Amnon her brother into the chamber. 

11 And she brought them near to him to eat, and he took hold of her and said to 
her, “Come lie with me, my sister.” 

12 And she said to him, “No, my brother, do not force me, for it is not done so in 
Israel; do not do this wanton deed. 13 And I, where shall I lead my shame? And [as 
for] you, you shall be like one of the profligate men in Israel. And now I beg of you 
to speak to the king, for he will not withhold me from you.” 

14 But he would not heed her and he overpowered her, and forced her, and lay with 
her. 15 And Amnon hated her with very great hatred, for greater was the hatred 
with which he hated her than the love with which he had loved her. And Amnon 
said to her, “Get up (and) go.” 

16 And she said to him, “Do not do this wrong (which is) greater than the other 
one that you did to me, by sending me away.” But he would not listen to her. 17 And 
he called his youth, his servant, and he said, “Send now this one away from me, 
outside, and lock the door after her!” 18 Now she had on a striped tunic, for in this 
manner the king’s virgin daughters dressed, in robes. And his servant brought her 
outside, and locked the door after her. 19 And Tamar put ashes on her head, and 
she went about, crying aloud as she went.
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 ▶ What does it mean that love is either dependent on 
something or not? What kinds of things might love be 
dependent on?

 ▶ If your love is not dependent on anything, then what makes 
you love one thing or person instead of another?

Questions 
to Consider?

Ethics of Our Fathers, 5:16
Any love that is dependent on something - when that something is gone, the love is 
gone. However, love that is not dependent on anything will never be lost. 
What is an example of love that is dependent on something? The love that Amnon 
had for Tamar. And an example of love that did not depend on anything  – this is 
the love that David and Jonathan had for each other.

פרקי אבות ה:טז 
  כל אהבה שהיא תלויה בדבר – בטל דבר, בטלה אהבה.

 ושאינה תלויה בדבר – אינה בטלה לעולם.

  איזו היא אהבה התלויה בדבר? זו אהבת אמנון ותמר.
ושאינה תלויה בדבר – זו אהבת דויד ויהונתן.

Please understand that Amnon was 100% wrong. The commentaries make no excuse for him, and soon 
afterwards he was very strongly punished for his sin with the loss of his life – although the punishment 
came about in a most unusual way. (If you are intrigued, go ahead and read the rest of the story in Samuel 
II: Chapter 13).

 ▶ How did it happen that Amnon’s tremendous love of 
Tamar turned into such deep hatred, only moments after 
he violated her?  What is the mechanism that makes such a 
quick turnaround possible?

Questions 
to Consider?



9 The Meaning of Love

Loving YourselfENGAGING THE TEXT

What is the Hebrew word for “love”?  It is אהבה, which comes from the root הב, which means “to give.”

What does love have to do with giving?

Here is the key to understanding about true, deep love - loving is not about “getting stuff!” That is the 
love of fried chicken, and the shallow “love” that you might feel when a pretty girl or handsome guy walks 
by - they are just physical pleasures or “eye candy” which gives you pleasure, while you give nothing. That 
is not love at all. That is the basis of many Hollywood and glamour marriages which do not last very long.

Loving is giving! Real loving happens when you GIVE to another person. That is why a mother loves a 
baby so much even when it is first handed to her in the hospital looking all bloody and wrinkly, because the 
mother has literally GIVEN herself to this baby for 9 months and is now looking at a part of herself. Our 
deepest, most natural form of love is love of ourselves - that is our survival instinct - and when we give to 
others, they become extensions of ourselves, and thus we love them.

That is why G-d tells us: “Love your neighbor as yourself ” - give to your neighbor so that you will see him 
as an extension of yourself, and then you will truly love him!

Think deeply about what you just read and see how this new understanding about love answers many of 
the questions that we presented earlier in this packet:

◆ The wrinkly old ninety-year-old couple feels great mutual love because they have been giving of 
themselves to each other for 75 years and when they look at each other, they almost see a reflection 

The Key to All QuestionsLET’S WRAP THIS UP

 ▶ What does it mean that you should love your neighbor “as 
yourself”? Is that even possible?Questions 

to Consider?

ויקרא יט:יח
לא תקם ולא תטר את בני עמך, ואהבת לרעך כמוך, אני ה׳.

Leviticus 19:18
You shall neither take revenge from, nor bear a grudge against the members of your 
people; you shall love your neighbor as yourself. I am the Lord.



10 The Meaning of Love

 ▶ Which is greater - the love of parents for their children, or 
the love of children for their parents?

 ▶ How can you apply this new understanding of love to your 
own life and your own relationships?

Questions 
to Consider?

of their life’s work in their spouse (because remember - ultimately, all love boils down to love of 
ourselves.)

◆ Yitzchok could only love his wife AFTER he married her, when he began giving to her. He and his 
mother had given so much to each other that Yitzchok started to become comforted for that void after 
he could begin giving in that way to Rivkah, his new wife. 

◆ Yaakov wasn’t waiting to “get his hands on Rachel” or else those seven years would have seemed 
really long! Rather, he respected her for who she was, and cherished all the working and giving that 
he was doing which made her even more valued to him each and every day.

◆ The Amnon story and its result is self explanatory - figure it out!


