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Before You Begin
We never had premarital counseling, but we spent the first year of our married life in therapy. Once a week, we met with a counselor who helped us iron out the wrinkles we never even saw before getting married. Not that we were in serious trouble. But we had this naive idea that after our wedding our life would fall naturally into place, and a marriage preparation course or counseling never entered our minds. We had dated for six years before our nine-month engagement, and we had a lot in common (even our first names). We simply thought we would tie the proverbial knot, set up house, and as the fairy tales say, “live happily ever after.”
But we didn't. The first years of marriage were difficult right from the start. Literally. In the limousine ride away from the church, as both of us waved good-bye to our family and friends through the back window, I (Leslie) began to cry.
“What's wrong?” Les asked.
I kept crying and didn't answer.
“Are you happy or sad?” Les put his arm around my shoulders and waited for a reply. When I didn't answer, he asked again, “What's going on inside you?”
“I don't know,” I whimpered. “I don't know.”
Les gave me a squeeze with his arm. I knew I was hurting him, but I didn't know what to say or why I was feeling so sad.
Except for the clanging of the tin cans behind us, the ride to the airport that afternoon, June 30, 1984, was quiet. As we waited for our flight in a smoke-filled terminal at O'Hare Airport, both of us felt hazy about what we had just been through. Were we really married? It didn't feel like it. We were newlyweds, but we felt more like refugees.
After boarding the plane, we fell into our seats, exhausted. So much time and energy had led up to that wedding ceremony. And it had gone as planned. But now what? Both of us sat on the plane, emotionally spent, quietly pondering the meaning of marriage. What was it all about, this marriage? Why didn't I feel any different? Who was this person I married, really?
For Better or Worse?
Let's be honest. The “till death do us part” statement of the marriage vow rings increasingly ironic. In the 1930s, one out of seven marriages ended in divorce. In the 1960s, it was one out of four. Of the 2.4 million couples who will get married this year in the United States, it is predicted that at least 43 percent will not survive. For too many couples, marriage has become “till divorce do us part.”1
Every couple marrying today is at risk. More than two-hundred thousand new marriages each year end prior to the couple's second anniversary. After they toss the bouquet and return the tuxedos, couples often assume they're headed for marital bliss. But a study of those who recently tied the knot revealed that 49 percent reported having serious marital problems. Half were already having doubts about whether their marriages would last.2
The truth is, most engaged couples prepare more for their wedding than they do for their marriage. The $50-billion-a-year wedding industry can testify to that fact. According to experts, the average two-hundred guest wedding today costs twenty-two thousand dollars.3 More than one million copies of bridal magazines are sold each month, focusing mainly on wedding ceremonies, honeymoons, and home furnishings—but not on marriage itself.
Looking back, it seems silly that Les and I did so much to prepare for our wedding and so little to prepare for our marriage. But the truth is that less than a fifth of all marriages in America are preceded by some kind of formal marriage preparation.4
One wonders what would be the effect if the same amount of time, energy, and money spent on the ceremony was invested in the marriage. Planning the perfect wedding too often takes precedence over planning a successful marriage. And lack of planning is the ultimate saboteur of marriage.
The wedding-bell blues are common after the excitement of an elaborate wedding celebration. “The emotional high of ordering engraved invitations, selecting music for the ceremony, and choosing a china pattern took my attention off the big picture,” a young bride told us. “The ceremony was more tangible and less of a gamble than the marriage. I put my energy into the wedding and hoped for the best.” For too long the trend has been to fall in love, marry, and hope for the best.
This book offers a different approach.
How to Predict a Happy Marriage
Over the last three decades, marriage specialists have researched the ingredients of a happy marriage. As a result, we know more about building a successful marriage today than ever before. For example, happily married couples will have:
• healthy expectations of marriage
• a realistic concept of love
• a positive attitude and outlook toward life
• the ability to communicate their feelings
• an understanding and acceptance of their gender differences
• the ability to make decisions and settle arguments
• a common spiritual foundation and goal
In short, the indicators of a healthy marriage form the basis of the seven questions we pose in this book.5 Every couple should be aware of these issues before (and after) they marry. Taking the time to understand these issues is like investing in an insurance policy against divorce.6
Saving Your Marriage Before It Starts (SYMBIS) is based on the fact that marriage doesn't have to be a gamble. As a psychologist (Les) and a marriage and family therapist (Leslie) who counsel hundreds of married couples, we have learned that living happily ever after is less a mystery than it is the mastery of certain skills. Although married life will always have its difficulties, mastering these life skills will steadily and dramatically improve your relationship.
Many couples wrongly blame in-laws, money, and sex for breakups and marital dissatisfaction. However, the hot points in marriage usually result from poor communication, gender issues, and lack of spiritual health, to name a few. This book cuts to the heart of every marital conflict. Whether single and dating, in a committed relationship, contemplating marriage, or already ensconced in one, this book will help you learn the skills you'll need for a lasting and happy life together—before unhappiness sets in.
Getting the Most from SYMBIS
We wrote the first edition of this book ten years ago, and since that time it has been used by hundreds of thousands of couples who want the very best for their marriage. That's why we've updated and expanded it with the latest and greatest information on lifelong love. In addition to shoring up any lag in research findings, we've added new material on sex as well as money. Over the years we've heard from many couples who have wanted more information and exercises on these topics. We've also added an online premarital assessment that can be found at www.RealRelationships.com.
By the way, we've also heard consistently over the years that one of the features our readers enjoy most about SYMBIS is using the workbooks. We have written two workbooks as companions to this book, one for the man and one for the woman. The twenty-four self-tests in the workbooks will help you and your partner put into action what is taught in this book. As an additional help, we have provided questions for reflection at the end of each chapter that are suitable as discussion starters for couples or small groups. Finally, if you would like to bring this program to your church or small group setting, or even use it to augment your personal experience, a DVD curriculum, also entitled Saving Your Marriage Before It Starts, Expanded and Updated Edition, is available.
We wrote this book from our hearts. We feel passionately about giving a new generation of couples the chance to go back to “square one” and learn the rudiments of lifelong marriage. In the process, you will discover the deepest and most radical expression of intimacy two people can know.
LES AND LESLIE PARROTT, SEATTLE, WA
Question One
Have You Faced the Myths of Marriage with Honesty?
We have been poisoned by fairy tales.
ANAIS NIN
Tom and Laura came to see us just nine months after their wedding. They had swallowed the happily-ever-after myth whole and were now feeling queasy. “Before we got married we couldn't bear to be apart from one another,” Laura confided. “We did almost everything together, and I thought that's how it would be in our marriage, even more so.” She paused for a moment. “But now Tom needs more space. It seems like he's not the guy I married.”
Tom rolled his eyes as Laura continued: “He used to be so considerate and thoughtful before we were married —”
“Oh, and I'm a total slouch now?” Tom interrupted.
“Of course not. You—or maybe we—are just different now.” Nervously twisting his wedding band, Tom looked at Laura: “Marriage isn't what I expected either. I didn't expect it to be a big honeymoon or anything; I just thought you would try to make life a little easier for me. Instead, when I come home from the office, all you want is to go out or—”
“I make dinner every night for you,” Laura interrupted.
Surprised by their display of unrestrained emotion in front of us, they stopped silent and looked to us as if to say, “See, our marriage isn't what it's supposed to be.”
Tom and Laura entered their marriage believing that happiness would abound. They had heard that marriage was hard work, but they didn't expect it to be a twenty-four-hour, seven-day-a-week job.
The belief in a happily-ever-after marriage is one of the most widely held and destructive marriage myths. But it is only the tip of the marital-myth iceberg. Every difficult mar -riage is plagued by a vast assortment of misconceptions about what marriage should be.1In this chapter, however, we consider only those ideas that are most harmful and most common:
"And they lived happily ever after" is one of the most tragic sentences in literature. It's tragic because it's a falsehood. It is a myth that has led generations to expect something from marriage that is not possible.
JOSHUA LIEVMAN
1. “We expect exactly the same things from marriage.”
2. “Everything good in our relationship will get better.”
3. “Everything bad in my life will disappear.”
4. “My spouse will make me whole.”
The goal of this chapter is to take the mythology out of marriage. For too long, marriage has been saddled with unrealistic expectations and misguided assumptions. Liberated from these four myths, couples can settle into the real world of marriage—with all its joys and sorrows, passion and pain.
Myth One: “We Expect Exactly the Same Things from Marriage”
What we anticipate seldom occurs, what we least expect generally happens—especially in marriage. Saying “I do” brings with it a host of conscious and unconscious expectations that aren't always fulfilled.
Neil and Cathy, a couple in their late twenties and married for four years, each had a clear image of what life together would be like, but they had never discussed their ideas. They, like most newlyweds, simply assumed the other had an identical picture of marriage in mind. Nothing, however, could have been further from the truth.
Cathy: “I expected married life to bring more stability and predictability to our lifestyle. To me it meant working in the garden together.”
Neil: “I wanted our marriage to be exciting and spontaneous, not a ho-hum routine. To me it meant riding a motorcycle together.”
As far back as early childhood, Neil and Cathy began dreaming of how married life would be. They grew up in homes where parents modeled “married life.” They read books describing loving relationships. They watched television shows and movies depicting scenes from marriage. For years they had fantasized about life after crossing the threshold. With little effort, each had formed an idea of what it would and should be like to live as a married couple.
Consciously and unconsciously, Neil and Cathy painted brushstrokes on their mental marital canvases. But it never occurred to either of them that the other might be working from a different palette. They simply assumed their lifelong partner would work with complementary colors and in a similar style.
The first year of marriage, however, revealed sharp and unexpected contrasts. What Cathy thought of as security, Neil thought of as boring. They valued many of the same things, but with different levels of intensity. Cathy painted carefully with delicate pastels; Neil painted boldly with primary colors.
Most incongruous expectations fall into two major categories: unspoken rules and unconscious roles. Bringing both of them out into the open can save years of wear and tear on a young marriage.
Unspoken Rules
Everyone lives by a set of rules that is rarely spoken but always known. Needless to say, unspoken rules become more vocal when our spouse “breaks” them. This became painfully obvious to us when we visited our families for the first time as a married couple.
One Christmas, we flew from Los Angeles to Chicago to be with our families for the holidays. The first night was at my (Leslie's) house. As was my family's custom, I woke up early in the morning to squeeze in every possible minute with my family. Les, on the other hand, slept in.
I interpreted Les's sleeping as avoidance and rejection and felt he did not value time with my family. “It's embarrassing to me,” I told Les. “Everyone is up and eating in the kitchen. Don't you want to be with us?”
Les, on the other hand, didn't understand my intensity. “What did I do? I'm just catching up from jet lag. I'll come down after my shower,” he said. As I found out later, Les expected a slower, easier pace during the holidays, because that's the way it was at his house.
In this incident, Les had broken a rule he didn't know existed, and I discovered a rule I had never put into words. Both of us felt misunderstood and frustrated. We both had our own ideas about what was acceptable, and it never occurred to either of us that our expectations would be so different. Each of us became irritated by the other's unspoken expectations and frustrated that the other did not live by the same rules.
Since that first Christmas we have learned to discuss our secret expectations and make our silent rules known. We have also helped the couples we counsel to become more aware of their own unspoken rules, to keep little problems from becoming big ones. Here is a sampling of the rules we have heard from other couples:
• Don't interrupt another's work.
• Always buy organic fruits and vegetables.
• Don't ask for help unless you are desperate.
• Downplay your successes.
• Always leave the butter on the counter (not in the fridge).
• Don't work too long or too hard.
• Always celebrate birthdays in a big way.
• Never raise your voice.
• Don't talk about your body.
• Always be on time.
• Clean the kitchen before you go to bed.
• Don't talk about your feelings.
• Always pay bills the day they arrive.
• Don't drive fast.
• Never buy dessert at a restaurant.
• Only use a credit card in an emergency.
• Don't buy expensive gifts.
Exercise 1: Your Personal Ten Commandments
Are you walking through a marital minefield of unspoken rules? The workbook exercise Your Personal Ten Commandments can help you heighten your awareness of your unspoken rules and thus avoid needless explosions. It will help you recognize that you are free to accept, reject, challenge, and change the rules for the sake of your relationship.
Unconscious Roles
The second source of mismatched expectations involves the unconscious roles that you and your partner fall into, almost involuntarily. Just as an actor in a dramatic performance follows a script, so do married couples. Without knowing it, a bride and groom are drawn into acting out roles that they form from a blend of their personal dispositions, family backgrounds, and marital expectations.
Mark and Jenny ran into their unconscious roles head-on when they returned from their honeymoon and began to set up house, arranging furniture, organizing closets, and hanging pictures. Before they knew it, they were fighting. “Where do you want this table?” Mark asked. “I don't know; where do you think it should go?” Jenny replied. “Just tell me where to put it!” Mark said, exasperated. Over and over again, they repeated this scenario, each one looking to the other to take the lead, but neither one doing so.
Unconsciously, Jenny and Mark were acting out the roles they had observed in their families of origin. Jenny's dad, a fix-it kind of person with a decorator's eye, had all the right tools and was handy around the house. Her mom simply assisted him when needed. Mark's dad, on the other hand, was a busy executive who hardly knew how to replace a burned-out light bulb, and his mom was the one who organized the home. Needless to say, Mark and Jenny took on their “assigned” roles as husband and wife, then wondered why the other wasn't pulling his or her weight.
Of course, there are an endless number of unconscious roles husbands and wives fall into. Some of the more common ones include:
• the planner • the navigator
• the shopper • the money manager
• the secret-keeper • the cook
• the comedian • the gift-buyer
• the cleaner
If you are like most couples, you will try to follow a script that was written by the role models you grew up with. Being aware of this natural tendency is often all it takes to save you from a disappointing drama. Once you are aware of the roles you each tend to take, you can then discuss how to write a new script together.
Too many people miss the silver lining because they're expecting gold.
MAURICE SEITTER
Because of their prescribed roles, Mark and Jenny went through their first year of marriage without ever hanging a single picture! Not until they were in counseling did Mark and Jenny become aware of the reason for their stalemate and make a decision to change their unconsciously assigned roles. As Jenny said, “Writing our own script makes me feel like we are building our own marriage and not just being robots.”
Exercise 2: Making Your Roles Conscious
Are you expecting a specific script to be played out in your marriage?
Do you find yourself or your partner reading the wrong lines? To play your parts on a conscious level, take time to complete the workbook exercise Making Your Roles Conscious. It may help you recast your parts and avoid a disenchanting drama.
The expectations you bring to your partnership can make or break your marriage. Don't miss out on the sterling moments of marriage because your ideals are out of sync with your partner's. Don't believe the myth that you and your partner automatically come with the same expectations for marriage. Instead, remember that the more openly you discuss your differing expectations, the more likely you are to create a vision of marriage that you agree on—one that is unique to the two of you.
Myth Two: “Everything Good in Our Relationship Will Get Better”
One need only listen to just about any top-forty song on the radio to hear the common but destructive myth that says everything good in a relationship will get better. The truth is that not everything gets better. Many things improve in relationships, but some things become more difficult. Every successful marriage requires necessary losses, and in choosing to marry, you inevitably go through a mourning process.
For starters, marriage is a rite of passage that often means giving up childhood. Molly, a twenty-three-year-old newlywed, recalled the unexpected loss she felt just after her engagement: “As soon as we announced that we were getting married I became like a little girl.
That night I cried on my father's shoulder and had this terribly sad feeling that I was leaving my family forever. I looked at David, my fiance, and thought, Who is this man who is taking me away?”
Marriage means giving up a carefree lifestyle and coming to terms with new limits. It means unexpected inconveniences.
Mike Mason, in his delightful book The Mystery of Marriage, likens marriage to a tree growing up through the center of one's living room. “It is something that is just there, and it is huge, and everything has been built around it, and wherever one happens to be going—to the fridge, to bed, to the bathroom, or out the front door—the tree has to be taken into account. It cannot be gone through; it must respectfully be gone around. . . . It is beautiful, unique, exotic: but also, let's face it, it is at times an enormous inconvenience.”2
Marriage is filled with both enjoyable and tedious trade-offs, but by far the most dramatic loss experienced in a new marriage is the idealized image you have of your partner. This was the toughest myth we encountered in our marriage. Each of us had an airbrushed mental picture of who the other was. But eventually, married life asked us to look reality square in the face and reckon with the fact that we did not marry the person we thought we did. And—brace yourself—neither will you.
Most relationships begin with an emotional honeymoon, a time of deep and passionate romance. But this romance is invariably temporary. In The Road Less Traveled, Dr. Scott Peck says that “no matter whom we fall in love with, we sooner or later fall out of love if the relationship continues long enough.” He does not mean that we cease loving our partner. He means that the feeling of ecstatic love that characterizes the experience of falling in love always passes. “The honeymoon always ends,” he states. “The bloom of romance always fades.”3
It is an illusion that the romance in the beginning of a relationship will last forever. This may be hard to swallow (it was for us), but debunking the myth of eternal romance will do more than just about anything to help you build a lifelong happy marriage.
Here's the bottom line: Each of us constructs an idealized image of the person we marry. The image is planted by our partner's eager efforts to put his best foot forward,4 but it takes root in the rich soil of our romantic fantasies. We want to see our partner at his best. We imagine, for example, that he would never become irritable or put on excess weight. We seek out and attend to what we find admirable and blank out every blemish. We see him as more noble, more attractive, more intelligent, more gifted than he really is. But not for long.
The stark fact is that this phase is necessarily fleeting. Some experts believe the half-life of romantic love is about three months, after which you have only half the amount of romantic feelings you started out with. Others believe romantic love stays at a peak for two to three years before starting to fade. Whichever theory is correct, you can be sure that the enchantment of romance will begin to fade eventually. The point is that we marry an image and only later discover the real person.
Disappointment to a noble soul is what cold water is to burning metal; it strengthens, tempers, intensifies, but never destroys it.
ELIZA TABOR
An attorney we know who handles many divorce cases told us that the number-one reason two people split up is that they “refuse to accept the fact that they are married to a human being."
In every marriage, mutual hope gives way to mutual disillusionment the moment you realize your partner is not the perfect person you thought you married. But then again, he can't be. No human being can fulfill our idealized dreams. A letdown is inevitable. But there is sunshine behind the dark clouds of disappointment. Once you realize that your marriage is not a source of constant romance, you can appreciate the fleeting moments of romance for what they are—a very special experience.
Here's the good news: Disenchantment enables you to move into a deeper intimacy.
Exercise 3: From Idealizing to Realizing Your Partner
Once we accept the fact that all experiences of love do not conform to the ecstasy of romance, once we relinquish the hoped-for ideals of our partnership, we gain strength and discover the true beauty of marriage. The workbook exercise From Idealizing to Realizing Your Partner can help you take the first steps in that direction.
Myth Three: “Everything Bad in My Life Will Disappear”
This myth has been handed down through countless generations, and its widespread appeal is epitomized in such storybook legends as Cinderella. In this story, a poor stepdaughter who toils as a servant for her wicked stepfamily is rescued by a handsome and gallant Prince Charming. They fall in love and “live happily ever after.”
No matter that Cinderella has been socialized to feel at home among the kitchen ashes and would have no idea how to behave in the pomp and circumstance of the royal court. No matter that Prince Charming has grown up in an entirely different culture and acquired its education, tastes, and manners. No matter that the two of them know nothing about each other's attitudes toward the roles of wives and husbands. All they have in common is a glass slipper and a foot that fits it!
“Of course, love doesn't work that way,” you say. “It's just a child's fable.” That's true. But deep down, we long for a Prince Charming or Cinderella to right the wrongs and make everything bad go away.
Many people marry to avoid or escape unpleasantness. But no matter how glorious the institution of marriage, it is not a substitute for the difficult work of inner spiritual healing. Marriage does not erase personal pain or eliminate loneliness. Why? Because people get married primarily to further their own well-being, not to take care of their partner's needs. The bad traits and feelings you carried around before you were married remain with you as you leave the wedding chapel. A marriage certificate is not a magical glass slipper.
Marriage is, in actual fact, just a way of living. Before marriage, we don't expect life to be all sunshine and roses, but we seem to expect life after marriage to be that way. Psychiatrist John Levy, who counsels many married couples, writes that “people who have found everything disappointing are surprised and pained when marriage proves no exception. Most of the complaints about . . . matrimony arise not because it is worse than the rest of life, but because it is not incomparably better.”5
Getting married cannot instantly cure all our ills, but marriage can become a powerful healing agent over time. If you are patient, marriage can help you overcome even some of the toughest of tribulations.
When three Colorado psychologists ran a marriage survey in the Rocky Mountain News, they were surprised by “the number of people who endured traumatic childhoods [as abused children or children of alcoholic or divorced parents] and healed themselves through good marriages.” As one of the researchers explained it, “Good marriages overcome things we tend to think of as irretrievable losses or irreconcilable tragedies.” In other words, there has been a major shift in focus from marriage therapy to marriage as therapy.
All of us, at least unconsciously, marry in the hope of healing our wounds. Even if we do not have a traumatic background, we still have hurts and unfulfilled needs that we carry inside. We all suffer from feelings of self-doubt, unworthiness, and inadequacy. No matter how nurturing our parents were, we never received enough attention and love. So in marriage we look to our spouse to convince us that we are worthwhile and to heal our infirmities.6
In Getting the Love You Want, pastoral psychotherapist Harvell Hendrix explains that a healthy marriage becomes a place to wrap up unfinished business from childhood. The healing process begins gradually by uncovering and acknowledging our unresolved childhood issues. The healing continues through the years as we allow our spouses to love us and as we learn how to love them.
Prince Charles and Lady Diana most certainly had unmet hopes in their “storybook” marriage —even though they had one of the most celebrated weddings of the century. Few could have imagined the painful outcome years later. Robert Runcie, Archbishop of Canterbury, however, probably did. He gave a marvelous homily at their wedding. In it he said: “Here is the stuff of which fairy tales are made, the prince and princess on their wedding day. But fairy tales usually end at this point with the simple phrase, ‘They lived happily ever after.' This may be because fairy tales regard marriage as an anticlimax after the romance of courtship. This is not the Christian view. Our faith sees the wedding day not as a place of arrival but the place where the adventure begins.”
Too bad the royal couple didn't act on Runcie's message. Too bad we, also, settle for myths and fairy tales when we could be living a real-life adventure.
Exercise 4: Exploring Unfinished Business
Marriage is not a cure-all for problems. But it can, with time, become an agent of healing, fostering psychological and spiritual growth. The workbook exercise Exploring Unfinished Business will help you begin your healing journey together.
Myth Four: “My Spouse Will Make Me Whole”
The old saying “opposites attract” is based on the phenomenon that many individuals are drawn to people who complement them—who are good at things that they are not, who complete them in some way.
The book of Proverbs says, “As iron sharpens iron, so one person sharpens another.”7 Our incompleteness and differences give iron its roughness, its sharpening power. Marriage is a God-given way to improve and hone our beings. Marriage challenges us to new heights and calls us to be the best person possible, but neither marriage nor our partner will magically make us whole.
This myth usually begins with the belief that successful couples are “meant to be” and “made for each other.” We have counseled numerous people who, having difficulties in their marriage, felt they had chosen the wrong person to marry. If only they had chosen “Mr. Right” or “Ms. Right,” everything would have worked out. C'mon! It's ludicrous to believe that successful marriages depend on discovering the one person out of the more than six billion people on this earth who is just right for you. If you are single, the fact that there is no “one and only” does not mitigate careful screening of prospective spouses. But if you are married and are complaining because your marriage partner does not make you instantly “complete,” that doesn't necessarily mean that you married the wrong person.
The success of a marriage comes not in finding the "right" person, but in the ability of both partners to adjust to the real person they inevitably realize they married.
JOHN FISHER
Couples who swallow the myth that their spouse will make them whole become dependent on their partner in a way that is by all standards unhealthy. These couples cultivate what experts call an enmeshed relationship, characterized by a general reliance on their spouse for continual support, assurance, and wholeness. It is usually coupled with low self-esteem and a sense of inferiority that is easily controlled by their partner.
Dependent partners desire happiness, not personal growth. They are not interested in nourishing the relationship but in being nourished by their partner. They believe the lie that says they will effortlessly be made whole simply by being married.
The opposite of an enmeshed marriage is a relationship of rugged self-reliance, often called the disengaged relationship. The term reflects the isolation and independence of spouses who are attempting to earn their sense of wholeness by relying on no one, even their marriage partner. These people, too, are trying in vain to compensate for their feelings of inferiority.
A sense of wholeness can never be achieved either in an enmeshed or in a disengaged relationship. Both are deeply flawed and dangerous. Instead, wholeness is found in an interdependent relationship, in which two people with self-respect and dignity make a commitment to nurture their own spiritual growth, as well as their partner's.
These relationships are also known as A-frame (dependent), H-frame (independent), and M-frame (interdependent) relationships.8
A H M
A-frame relationships are symbolized by the capital letter A. Partners have a strong couple identity but very little individual self-esteem. They think of themselves as a unit rather than as separate individuals. Like the long lines in the letter A, they lean on one another. The relationship is structured so that if one lets go, the other falls. And that is exactly what happens when one partner outgrows his or her dependency needs.
H-frame relationships are structured like a capital H. Partners stand virtually alone, each self-sufficient and neither influenced much by the other. There is little or no couple identity and little emotional connection. If one lets go, the other hardly feels a thing.
M-frame relationships rest on interdependence. Each partner has high self-esteem and is committed to helping the other partner grow. They could stand on their own, but they choose to be together. The relationship involves mutual influence and emotional support. M-frame relationships exhibit a meaningful couple identity. If one lets go, the other feels a loss but recovers balance.
Like separate strings of a lute that quiver with the same music, there is beauty in a marriage that respects the individuality of its partners. In an interdependent marriage, joy is doubled, and sorrow is cut in half.
Exercise 5: Assessing Your Self-Image
Louis K. Anspacher said, “Marriage is that relation between man and woman in which the independence is equal, the dependence mutual, and the obligation reciprocal.” The workbook exercise Assessing Your Self-Image will help you construct an interdependent and fulfilling relationship.
A Final Word on Marital Myths
The goal of this chapter has been to help you dismantle four common and harmful marital myths: (1) “We expect exactly the same things from marriage”; (2) “Everything good in our relationship will get better”; (3) “Everything bad in my life will disappear”; and (4) “My spouse will make me whole.” If you are discouraged by having held such fables as truth, take heart. Everyone enters marriage believing these falsehoods to some degree. And every successful marriage patiently works to challenge and debunk these myths.
The bonds of matrimony are like any other bonds, they mature slowly.
PETER DE VRIES
In biblical times, the special status of “bride and groom” lasted a full year. “If a man has recently married, he must not be sent to war or have any other duty laid on him. For one year he is to be free to stay at home and bring happiness to the wife he has married.”9 The beginning of marriage was a time of learning and adapting. It still is. So allow yourself the same luxury.
For Reflection
1. With your partner, discuss the expectations you have of your life together. What unspoken values or expectations do each of you bring to your partnership? In what ways might they influence the quality of your marriage?
2. What three important things did you give up or will you have to give up to be married? Have you grieved that loss? What is the positive trade-off for you?
3. How do dating couples build fagades? What did you do, intentionally or not, to create an unrealistically positive impression of your partner? When did disillusionment set in?
4. How important is “loving yourself” when it comes to loving your spouse? Is there a correlation?
5. What do you think of the idea that marriage can be a therapeutic healing agent? In what areas in your life do you feel that you need healing? How could your spouse help you in those areas?
6. At what point does relational dependency become unhealthy? What about relational independence? How do you know whether or not you are experiencing interdependency in marriage?
Question Two
Can You Identify Your Love Style?
Love must be learned, and learned again and again; there is no end to it.
KATHE INE ANNE PORTER
When asked “What makes a good marriage?” the answer given by nearly 90 percent of the population is “Being in love.”1 When asked to list the essential ingredients of love as a basis for marriage, however, a survey of more than a thousand college students revealed that “no single item was mentioned by at least one half of those responding.” In other words, we can't agree on what love is. Or perhaps more accurately, we don't know what love is. As one person in the survey said, “Love is like lightning—you may not know what it is, but you do know when it hits you.”
Five hundred years ago, Chaucer said “Love is blind.” Maybe he was right, but it's time to strip off our blindfolds and look love square in the face. In this chapter we pose three critical questions: (1) What is love? (2) How does one give and receive love? and (3) How can you make love last a lifetime? We answer these questions by exploring the anatomy of love, its parts and pieces. Next we look at the unique styles of love each person brings to a marriage. We then explore the passages through which every couple must maneuver if they are to keep their love alive. We conclude with a point-by-point plan for making love last a lifetime.
The Anatomy of Love
“What is love?” asked Shakespeare in Twelfth Night. The question has echoed for centuries, and there is still no definitive answer. Is love the self-seeking desire described by William Blake's poem: “Love seeketh only self to please”? Or is love the self-sacrificial stance described by the apostle Paul: “Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things”?
Whatever love is, it is not easy to pin down, for love is a strange mixture of opposites. It includes affection and anger, excitement and boredom, stability and change, restriction and freedom. Love's ultimate paradox is two beings becoming one, yet remaining two.
We have found that love's paradoxical quality makes some couples question whether they are really in love. We meet dozens of engaged and married couples in this predicament every year. Scott and Courtney are an example. With their wedding date just three months away, Scott broke off their engagement because he wasn't sure he really loved Courtney. Cupid's arrow had seemingly lost its punch, and he was calling it quits.
“I have strong affection for Courtney,” Scott confided, “but I'm not sure I have ever been in love with her. I don't even know what love is.” Scott, like many others on the precipice of lifelong love, was uncertain and confused. “How do I know if it's true love or just a passing emotion?” he asked.
Jennifer, another example, wondered about her love for Michael. They had been married nearly a decade when love's intoxication had all but evaporated, or so it seemed. After graduating from college, they married and began their individual career journeys—she as an account executive and he as a social worker. Jennifer and Michael had put off having children until they were more “settled,” and now that they were, Jennifer wondered if their love had settled too.
“How can we have a baby when I don't even know if I still love Michael?” asked Jennifer. She thought for a moment, then added, “I am closer to Michael than anyone else, but it feels more like we are good friends than good lovers. Are we still in love or not?”
Scott, facing marriage, and Jennifer, launching into a second decade of marriage, both worried that love had slipped through their hands, or that they had never really held love at all. Both were struggling with the same question: What is love?
Exercise 6: Defining Love
We each have our own definition of love, even if we’ve never articulated it. The workbook exercise Defining Love will help you and your partner define more clearly what each of you means when you say, “I love you.”
A few years ago, it was much more difficult to answer this question. For most of human history love was the province of poets, philosophers, and sages. Social scientists would have nothing to do with it, believing that love was too mysterious and too intangible for scientific study.2
Fortunately, the study of love has become more respectable in recent years and is no longer taboo. Today, hundreds of studies and professional articles on love are being published each year. And there is much to be gleaned from this scientific harvest.
Robert Sternberg, a Yale University psychologist, has pioneered much of the new research. He developed the “triangular model” of love, one of the most encompassing views to date.3In his model, love, like a triangle, has three sides: passion, intimacy, and commitment.
Passion
The biologica side of the triangle is passion, the spine-tingling sensation that moves us toward romance. It starts with our hormones. Passion is sensual and sexual, characterized by physiological arousal and an intense desire for physical affection. The Song of Songs, for example, celebrates the physical love between a man and a woman in passion-filled poetry: “Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth—for your love is more delightful than wine.” 4
But passion can also be possessive, fostering a fascination that borders on obsession. It drives couples to an extreme level of preoccupation with one another, to the point where they can't bear to tear themselves apart. At this stage, other relationships aren't even considered.
Sternberg explains that at first couples experience a rapidly growing physical attraction, but after a while they incorporate the ecstasy of passion into the fuller picture of love. Pure passion is self-seeking until it is linked with intimacy.
Intimacy
The emotional side of love’s triangle is intimacy. Love without intimacy is only a hormonal illusion. One cannot desire another person over the long haul without really knowing that person.
Intimacy has a “best friend” or “soul mate” quality about it. We all want someone who knows us better than anyone else — and still accepts us. And we want someone who holds nothing back from us, someone who trusts us with personal secrets. Intimacy fills our heart's deepest longings for closeness and acceptance.
People who have successfully built an intimate relationship know its power and comfort, but they also know that taking the emotional risks that allow intimacy to happen isn't easy. Without careful nurturing, intimacy withers. In Finding the Love of Your Life, Neil Clark Warren identifies a lack of intimacy as the number-one enemy of marriage. He goes on to say that if two people do not know each other deeply, they can never merge or bond, becoming what the Bible calls “one flesh.” “Without intimacy,” he says, “they will be isolated and alone—even while living under the same roof.”5
The fulfillment of love hinges on closeness, sharing, communication, honesty, and support. As one heart given in exchange for another, marriage provides the deepest and most radical expression of intimacy.
Commitment
The cognitive and willful side of the love triangle is commitment. Commitment looks toward a future that cannot be seen and promises to be there—until death. “Without being bound to the fulfillment of our promises,” writes philosopher Hannah Arendt, “we would be condemned to wander helplessly in the darkness of each person's lonely heart.”
Commitment creates a small island of certainty in the swirling waters of uncertainty. As the mooring of marriage, commitment secures love for our partner when passion burns low and when turbulent times and fierce impulses overtake us.
Commitment says, “I love you because you are you, not because of what you do or how I feel.” The Swiss counselor Paul Tournier describes the marriage vow as a gift: “total, definite, unreserved . . . a personal and unchangeable commitment.” 6 The longevity of love and the health of a marriage depend mightily on the strength of commitment.
Passion, intimacy, and commitment are the hot, warm, and cold ingredients in love's recipe. And these ingredients vary, because the levels of intimacy, passion, and commitment change from time to time and from person to person. You can visualize the fluidity of love by considering how the love triangle changes in size and shape as the three components of love increase and decrease. The triangle's area represents the amount of love. Large amounts of intimacy, passion, and commitment yield a large triangle. The larger the triangle, the more love.
With Sternberg's help, we have come closer to discovering what love is, but a pressing question still remains: How is love given and received? To answer this question we will first study love styles, and then we will examine love's stages.
Love Styles
Often we assume that love means to our partners what it means to us, but the truth is, two people rarely mean the same thing when they say “I love you.” In marriage counseling, we hear again and again the sometimes plaintive, sometimes desperate words, “I just don't love her anymore” or “I love him, but I'm not in love with him.” What this usually means is that a particular quality a person wants in love is missing or has changed.
Consider John and Monica, who came to see us for counseling after just fifteen months of marriage. In their first session, which brimmed with tension, they complained of “falling out of love” with each other.
There are as many minds as there are heads, so there are as many kinds of love as there are hearts.
TOLSTOY
“You hardly ever tell me that you love me,” said Monica. She was fighting back tears as she looked at her husband.
“Of course I love you,” John replied, “but I shouldn't have to tell you I love you—I do loving things for you. My actions speak louder than my words ever could.”
Were Monica and John “out of love”? No. Their love styles were merely out of sync and causing insufferable tension. It is not uncommon for one partner, like John, to feel loving toward his spouse while the spouse feels unloved. But their love has not withered; it has simply taken on a style that is not meeting the other partner's needs.
As the session with Monica and John continued, we discovered that the “loving things” John was doing for Monica included bringing home a paycheck, fixing broken appliances, and avoiding arguments.
I love thee to the depth and breadth and height my soul can reach.
ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING
“These are things any good husband would do routinely,” said Monica. “They have nothing to do with what I call love.”
Monica defined love in terms of endearment, gifts, touching, tenderness — all of which made John uncomfortable, because they didn't fit into his idea of true love. According to John, what Monica wanted was the mere “fluffy stuff” of love.
Both Monica and John were assuming that how they loved was how their partner wanted to be loved, and both were feeling unloved because of it. Neither was fully aware of, let alone adapting to, the other's differing love style.
When Elizabeth Barrett Browning asked, “How do I love thee?” in one of her most famous sonnets, she probably never imagined that the answer would one day be studied with scientific precision.7 But that is exactly what researchers like Robert Sternberg have attempted to do. His triangular model not only identifies love's parts and pieces; it explains how partners like John and Monica give and receive love differently.
Sternberg's triangle can change shape depending on the varying degrees of passion, intimacy, and commitment in the relationship.
A triangle with three equal sides represents what Sternberg calls a consummate love, in which all three components are equally matched. But when one leg of the triangle becomes longer than the others, a new kind of unbalanced love style emerges: either romantic, foolish, or companionable.
Romantic love, which relies on a combination of intimacy and passion, is physical attraction mixed with a deep sense of caring. But commitment takes a back seat in romantic love.
Foolish love results from a combination of passion and commitment. But this time, intimacy is mostly absent. It is foolish in the sense that a commitment is made on the basis of passion without the stabilizing element of intimate knowledge.
Companionable love evolves from a combination of intimacy and commitment, with passion fading to the background. It is essentially a long-term, committed friendship. This occurs in marriage when physical attraction becomes less important than the security of knowing and being known by your partner.
Sometimes ill-fated marriages are built exclusively on either romantic love, foolish love, or companionable love. But successful marriages demand more—even when a romantic, foolish, or companionable love style becomes momentarily predominant.
Consummate love results from the full combination of love's three components: passion, intimacy, and commitment. Consummate love is the goal toward which every marriage strives, and most marriages achieve it, at least for a time. Maintaining consummate love, however, is where many marriages falter. Attaining consummate love is like meeting your target goal in a weight-loss program—reaching the goal is often easier than maintaining it. The attainment of consummate love is no guarantee that it will last indefinitely. It won't.
Marriage partners do not lock into consummate love once and for all, for love styles in marriage change. At times, for one spouse some elements become stronger than others, and a style of loving emerges that is not in step with the other partner's style. In John and Monica's case, John valued companionable love at that stage in their relationship, while Monica wanted romantic love. He needed a deeper sense of bonding and certainty, but his wife longed for more sensuality. They were meeting each other's intimacy needs but falling short on passion and commitment. For the time being they were out of step.
We have so little faith in the ebb and flow of life, of love, of relationships.
ANNE MORROW LINDBERGH
Going back to our examples at the beginning of the chapter, we can understand the problem with Scott and Courtney. Scott broke off his engagement with Courtney because he was caught up in a romantic style of love and felt uncertain about lifelong commitment. While intimacy and passion were alive and well, Scott feared his strong feelings of attraction might only be a fleeting phase. In an agonizing counseling session, he and Courtney decided not to break up, but to remain engaged and postpone their wedding. Four months later, after Scott had had time to cultivate commitment into his love style, they set a new wedding date and were married later that year.
Jennifer and Michael, who had been married for ten years, also suffered from being out of sync in their styles of loving. Michael's love was sturdy, supported by passion, intimacy, and commitment. But Jennifer had lost that passionate feeling. Her companionable love style caused her to doubt her real love for Michael and question whether it was wise for them to have a baby. After a long overdue romantic getaway with Michael and some deliberate actions to cultivate passion, however, Jennifer's love style once again fell in sync with her husband's.
Such is the dance of love. Day in and day out we clumsily shuffle, stumble, and even step on one another's feet in our relationships. But that does not diminish the graceful moments when two partners finally experience the same rhythm of passion, intimacy, and commitment.
Anne Morrow Lindbergh wrote about the dance of love in her wonderful little book, Gift from the Sea:
When you love someone you do not love them all the time, in exactly the same way, from moment to moment. It is an impossibility. It is even a lie to pretend to. And yet this is exactly what most of us demand. We have so little faith in the ebb and flow of life, of love, of relationships. We leap at the flow of the tide and resist in terror its ebb. We are afraid it will never return. We insist on permanency, on duration, on continuity; when the only continuity possible, in life as in love, is in growth, in fluidity—in freedom.8
Ensuring Hot Monogamy
Since we are talking about love over the life span, we want to paint a picture of the stages your love life is likely to go through. However, before we do so, we feel it's important in this chapter to first talk about sex. After all, you're thinking about it—and it's a good thing you are. Why? Because your brain is the most important sexual organ you have.
The human sex drive operates out of the “cortex,” that thin outer layer of the brain where all learning takes place. Humans use their highly developed brains to learn how, when, where, and whether they will give expression to their sexual urges—this ability for control is what separates us from the animals.
So does this mean that having sex as a husband and wife does not involve “animal instincts”? Not on your life.
We recently spent an entire day, breakfast through dinner, with renowned sex therapists Clifford and Joyce Penner from Pasadena, California. The Penners, authors of The Gift of Sex, have been counseling people on sexual issues for nearly three decades and have heard every conceivable story you can imagine on the topic. They have devoted their professional lives to helping people enjoy sexuality to the fullest. They understand the mechanics of what makes sex good and why it sometimes goes painfully wrong.
So what did we learn from the Penners about getting your sex life off to a great start? First, you've got to realize that your spouse may not be interested in sex whenever you are. Sexual desire is not “contagious.” If you are in the mood you can't expect that, by default, your spouse will be too. Think of your sex drive as an appetite. “Just as each of you will differ in your appetite for food,” says Joyce Penner, “you will likely experience differences in your sexual appetites.” The point is that you will have to learn to coordinate your sexual desires without “overfeeding” one of you.
Another important fact to keep in mind is that sex between a husband and wife need not be spontaneous. The movies make it seem like sex is always an exhilarating moment of passion that happens naturally, without planning. Any idea how much scripting and setup goes into making it seem that way? In reality, married couples don't necessarily wait for some mysterious erotic energy to grab them. As the Penners say, “Some of the most satisfying sexual encounters between you and your spouse will often be the ones you plan and talk about.”
In fact, the more you talk about your sex life, the more likely it is to be fulfilling. That's why we've included an extensive workbook exercise on the topic.
Exercise 7: Getting Your Sex Life Off to a Great Start
“There is hardly anyone whose sexual life,” said Somerset Maugham,
“if it were broadcast, would not fill the world at large with surprise and horror.” He may be right, but through this exercise we intend to help you minimize both while maximizing your love life.
Love's Stages
Who, newly in love, preoccupied from morning till night with thoughts of love, can believe they will ever be out of step with their partner, that the feelings they are experiencing so strongly will ever fade? Certainly no bride or groom wants to hear that their flame will burn lower in time. But in a sense, it will. The passionate love that begins a marriage cannot sustain a marriage. Newlyweds who equate true love only with passion are doomed to disappointment.
The love you now have for your partner will undergo numerous changes and evolve into many different forms over a lifetime together. Accepting this fact can help you keep your love alive, saving your marriage before it starts. But more importantly, accepting love's changeable nature allows you to relax and enjoy its many manifestations. Over time, you will see how love's many forms strengthen and deepen your relationship, enriching your lives with its exquisite beauty and rare character.
Every marriage faces pressure points that test a couple's mettle: getting adjusted to one another, launching a new career, the birth of the first child and subsequent children, children going to school and moving out of the house, serious illness, and retirement. These milestones can cause upheaval in the happiest of marriages. If change is not expected and planned for, love is thrown off course.
But if the marriage is good and change is anticipated, there is a gradual process of acclimation, and love finds a new sense of fulfillment.
Young love is a flame; very pretty, very hot and fierce, but still only light and flickering. The love of the older and disciplined heart is as coals, deep-burning, unquenchable.
HENRY WARD BEECHER
Marriage is a journey through predictable passages, or stages, of love. These stages—romance, power struggle, cooperation, mutuality, and co-creativity —are sequential seasons of love in marriage. Each stage has its own challenges and opportunities, and they build on each other, eventually bringing your love life to its full potential.9
Stage One: Romance
The initial stage of love in marriage is romance, a time when couples nearly forget that they are unique individuals with separate identities. In this stage of enchantment, the couple takes complete delight in each other. Reaching out to fulfill their deepest needs for intimacy, they experience a kind of mystical union, and they celebrate the ecstasy of bliss and belonging.
Stage Two: Power Struggle
This stage, rife with tension, begins when idiosyncrasies emerge and differences become glaring. Two independent persons forming a way of life together eventually run into power struggles and must learn to adjust to each other's ways. The intensity and turmoil of this stage varies among couples, but almost every couple engages in the struggle. Successful passage through this stage enables each partner to say, “Okay. So I am willing to admit that my romance with a perfect partner is an illusion. However, I am still fascinated with the mystery of who you are, and I am willing to pursue romance with you and journey together toward a more mature love.”
Stage Three: Cooperation
This stage is like a breath of fresh air for couples who have stayed the course and successfully navigated the perilous passage of power struggles. Now, a sense of acceptance and a willingness to change enters the relationship.
If I am attached to another person because I cannot stand on my own two feet, he or she may be a life saver, but the relationship is not one of love.
ERICH FROMM
A new depth develops as more healthy ways of being together begin. Couples in this stage realize that love is not so much about looking outward at each other as it is about looking inward at themselves, taking responsibility for their own personal problems. In this stage, couples relinquish the illusion that their partner needs to make them happy, and they redefine love by coming to grips with fears and defenses, projections and hurts.
Stage Four: Mutuality
While a monumental change began in Stage Three, it was still a time when old problems and fears reemerged, especially in stressful times. But as love grows, couples eventually enter a new stage, almost unexpectedly, where mutuality becomes the fundamental way of being together. It is a stage of feeling at one with each other, where each feels a secure sense of belonging. Just when couples are wondering if they would ever escape old, unhealthy patterns, they discover a new reality—and are surprised by the joy of mutual intimacy.
Stage Five: Co-Creativity
In Stage Four, the intimacy each couple yearns for and struggles to achieve is an experienced reality. But as partners become older, retire, and face the end of life together, they develop a more pronounced energy of co-creativity. The rhythm of intimacy comes to a new and final flourish. Love overflows. Secure in themselves and in their love, couples have an abundant flow of energy for action in the world at large. This profound and peaceful period of love transcends all previous stages and results in a stronger and deeper love than any other. In co-creativity, couples realize that they are not just made for each other; they are also called to a ministry of love to everyone and everything. Thus, the co-creative couple develops a web of meaningful interrelationships that support the marriage and deepen its joys. In this final stage, partners are able to say, “We have put a lot of miles on this marriage. It has been exasperating, elating, horrible, wonderful, shackling, freeing. It has been our single most intimate source of conflict and of joy. Still, it has so much to offer.”
Over a life span, love changes. But it becomes no less intimate, no less meaningful, no less important. For in the measure that young passion recedes, the vacancy is replaced with a deeper, more abiding sense of intimacy, care, and co-creativity. As the flame fades, deep-burning coals emerge.
Exercise 8: Your Changing Love Style
Understanding that love does not always consist of equal amounts of the same ingredients helps couples prepare for the changing styles of love over their life span. The workbook exercise Your Changing Love Style will help you and your partner explore how your love might develop.
Making Love Last a Lifetime
“There is hardly any enterprise which is started with such tremendous hopes and expectations, and yet, which fails so regularly, as love,” said Erich Fromm. The title of his classic book, The Art of Loving, is a message in itself. Lifelong love does not happen by chance but is an art that must be learned, practiced, and honed.
When love and skill work together, expect a masterpiece.
JOHN RUSKIN
Every successful marriage is the result of two people working diligently and skillfully to cultivate their love. When they combine passion, intimacy, and commitment, they are able to grow a flourishing, healthy marriage.
Here are a few tips for planting your own marital Eden.
Cultivate Passion
“Whatever happened to romance and passion?” cried Kelli, whose Don Juan had suddenly turned into a couch potato. Before they were married, Kelli and Mike enjoyed romantic picnics and passion-filled kisses, sometimes even stealing a kiss while waiting at a traffic light. On occasion, Mike would surprise Kelli with a bouquet of flowers. And Kelli would often treat Mike to his favorite ice cream, peanut-butter chocolate.
“He was the ultimate romantic,” said Kelli wistfully. “Now all he does is come home, pick up the remote control, and surf through the channels on television. Sometimes I think he finds the TV more interesting than I am.”
The loss of passionate romance is a common complaint, whether couples have been married one year or twenty-five. It seems that once the confetti and rice are swept away and the last of the wedding cake is put in the freezer, so is the couple's passion.
It is unrealistic to expect the exhilarating peaks of passion to remain constant. But marriage in no way requires passion to be put on ice. Love grows less exciting with time for the same reasons that the second run on a fast toboggan slide is less exciting than the first. But as any long-term, happily married couple can tell you, the excitement may decrease, but the real pleasure can still increase.
Science agrees. A study of high school seniors and a group of couples who had been married more than twenty years found that both groups had a more romantic, passionate view of love than couples who had been married less than five years.10 The researchers concluded that high school students had not given up their romantic view of love, and the older couples were enjoying “boomerang passion” as a result of their long-term investment in tending their marriages.
What are the secrets of these thriving older couples? How do they rekindle the sometimes flickering flame of passion? Here are three of the strategies of happily married couples:11
Practice meaningful touch. Sex therapists have long known what successful married couples soon learn. Affection, in the form of touching, is not only a preliminary to making love; it is a language that speaks more eloquently than words. Sheldon Van Auken, writing about his marriage to Davy in the book A Severe Mercy, illustrates the profoundness of touch: “Davy had crept near to me still crouching and I put my arm about her, and she snuggled close. Neither of us spoke, not so much as a whispered word.
When two people are under the influence of the most violent, most insane, most illusive, and most transient of passions, they are required to swear that they will remain in that excited, abnormal, and exhausting condition continuously until death do them part.
GEORGE BERNARD SHAW
We were together, we were close, we were overwhelmed by a great beauty.
I know that it seemed to us both that we were completely one: we had no need to speak.” Meaningful touch is the language of passion.
Plan mutually enjoyable experiences. Being married doesn't mean the fun has to end. Successful couples work diligently to associate their partners with positive experiences. Romantic dinners, trips to the theater, and vacations never stop being important to them. Passion plummets when a spouse begins to associate their partner primarily with dirty clothes thoughtlessly dropped on the floor, barked-out orders, crying, and nagging. Passion can only survive and thrive if the couple continues to “date” even after they marry.
Compliment your partner daily. The most important element of romantic passion for both husbands and wives is to feel special. Not only do they want to feel sexually attractive to their mates, but they want to know they are appreciated. Compliments feel good—both to give and to receive. So, to paraphrase a James Taylor song, “Shower the person you love with compliments.”
When it comes to passion in marriage, the bottom line is that the intensity of early passion is only the beginning. We often illustrate it this way: A jet airliner from Seattle to New York uses 80 percent of its fuel in takeoff. A tremendous amount of energy is required to get the plane launched so it can reach a comfortable cruising altitude. The takeoff, however, is only the beginning. The cruise is the important part of the journey, and it requires a different kind of energy, one with more sustaining and even power. By cultivating a deep-rooted passion, you can avoid years of needless marital turbulence and enjoy soaring at altitudes never imagined.
Cultivate Intimacy
Ideally, husbands and wives are best friends as well as lovers — sharing dreams, interests, fears, and hopes. But according to Stacey Oliker, a sociologist and marriage expert, the gap between true intimacy and real life remains wide. Only a small minority of couples experience genuine intimacy.12
To be loved, be lovable.
OVID
How could this be? Oliker claims that marriage partners seek to fill this gap by being more intimate with close friends than they are with their mates. In Best Friends and Marriage, she states that many women, for example, seek out friends or relatives before confiding in their husbands. Similarly, when men were asked to name the person they would most likely talk to about their future dreams and ambitions, close friends outnumbered wives.13
Does this mean married people shouldn't have close friends? Absolutely not. But it does mean we need to take special care to cultivate intimacy in our marriages. Here are a few things to keep in mind:
Spend time together. One of the great illusions of our age is that love is self-sustaining. It is not. Marriage expert David Mace says, “Love must be fed and nurtured ... first and foremost it demands time.” Studies indicate that marital happiness is highly correlated with the amount of time spent together. We often encourage busy couples to schedule lunches together or “no-television nights” at home. Heart-to-heart talks don't happen on the go.
Love is like a tennis match; you'll never win consistently until you learn to serve well.
DAN P. HEROD
Listen with a third ear. Studies on intimate sharing indicate that “not really listening” is the most fundamental error couples make. We have a tendency to interrupt our spouses or be impatient while they are telling a story. But intimacy is cultivated when we patiently listen—not only to the story but to the feelings our spouses are conveying. If you learn to do that, intimacy will blossom in your marriage. (We will discuss this in more detail in chapter 6.)
Practice unconditional acceptance. The deepest kind of sharing can take place only when there's no fear of rejection. Some married people walk on eggshells around their spouses, fearing they might say or do something to upset them. One newly married woman told us she was afraid to cook when her husband was home because no matter how she prepared the food, he would find something to criticize about the way she was doing it. Nothing drains a relationship of intimacy faster than anxiety. And nothing promotes intimacy more than knowing you are unconditionally accepted, even though you aren't perfect.
Focus on commonalities. Intimacy grows when nurtured by shared emotions, experiences, and beliefs. Any couple who has been happily married for fifty years will tell you their differences: “He's always restless, I like to relax”; “He loves sweets, I like salty foods”; “He's a Democrat, I'm a Republican.” But in spite of their differences you will hear statements that reveal their commonalities. They usually begin with we: “We laugh at the same things”; “We love traveling in New England”; “We support an inner-city mission.” The more couples focus on what they have in common, the deeper intimacy grows.
Explore spiritual terrain together. A lack of intimacy can often be traced to a lack of spiritual vitality. One study showed that spirituality ranked among the six most common characteristics of strong couples.14When two people have a spiritual hunger or spiritual awareness in common, they become soul mates. In other words, spirituality is the soul of marriage —without spiritual roots, couples are left with an emptiness and superficiality that prevent genuine intimacy. (We will have a more detailed discussion about this in chapter 7.)
Partners who do not cultivate intimacy will, at best, live in an “empty-shell” marriage. They will coordinate the practical details of their daily lives (who does the shopping, what car should be purchased), but they will live in an emotional and spiritual vacuum, never enjoying the full beauty of love.
Exercise 9: Cultivating Intimacy
The most satisfied married couples know each other’s hearts. The workbook exercise Cultivating Intimacy will help you and your partner open your hearts and deepen your sense of intimacy.
Cultivate Commitment
When Tevye, in Fiddler on the Roof, suddenly wants to know if his wife of twenty-five years loves him, he asks her point-blank: “Do you love me?” Their marriage had been arranged and as Tevye explained to his wife, “My father and mother said we'd learn to love each other. And now I'm asking, Golde, do you love me?” Golde eventually says, “I suppose I do.” To which Tevye replies, “After twenty-five years, it's nice to know.” And it is. While the romantic rush of feelings will eventually fade, another kind of love, anchored in commitment, will take its place and bring stabilizing peace to your marriage.
To cultivate the important element of commitment in your new marriage, here are some pointers.
Assess the high value of commitment. I can't emphasize enough the importance of commitment in sustaining lifelong love. Three doctors who studied six thousand marriages and three thousand divorces concluded, “There may be nothing more important in a marriage than a determination that it shall persist. With such a determination, individuals force themselves to adjust and to accept situations which would seem sufficient grounds for a breakup, if continuation of the marriage were not the prime objective.” 15 Commitment is the mortar that holds the stones of marriage in place.
Meet your partner's needs. Everyone who has taken a general psychology class and studied Abraham Maslow's hierarchy can tell you that human beings have a fundamental need for security. One of the best ways to give people security is by meeting as many of their day-to-day needs as you can. Once partners meet each other’s need to unwind after work, or the need to have one night out a week, for example, the level of security in the relationship rises. Meeting even the smallest of needs can cultivate the security of commitment.
Honor your partner's promise. People can become so focused on their own commitment and the sacrifices they are making for their marriage that they miss the beauty of their spouse's promise to them. We counseled a young man in his first year of marriage who saw commitment keeping as a sucker's game — a moral scam to cheat him out of his last chance for happiness. Since his marriage wasn't as satisfying as he wanted, he was ready to cut bait and move on, even though his wife was desperately devoted to him. Until we pointed it out, he hadn't even considered her gift of commitment to him. But recognizing how faithful she was in honoring her vow of love, this young husband decided he too could aspire to the fine art of promise keeping. Honoring our spouse's promise is a good way to cultivate commitment.
Make your commitment part of your being. In a scene from Thomas Bolt's play A Man for All Seasons, Thomas More explains to his daughter Margaret why he cannot go back on an oath he took: “When a man makes a promise, Meg, he puts himself into his own hands, like water. And if he opens his fingers to let it out, he need not hope to find himself again.” As human beings, we create and define ourselves through commitments, and those commitments become an integral part of our identity. When we contradict our commitments, we lose ourselves and suffer an identity crisis. You can strengthen your commitment to your partner by choosing to make it a vital part of your being, by giving it top priority, so much so that to break it is to break who you are.
Every thriving marriage is grounded in passion, intimacy, and commitment. Cultivating these three elements will help you successfully navigate the stages of love and make it last a lifetime.
For Reflection
1. When did you first say “I love you” to your partner? Recount the experience. What were you thinking and feeling?
2. In your love life right now, which component of love seems most powerful: passion, intimacy, or commitment? Why?
3. Why is it important to know that love takes different shapes over our life span?
4. Passion is typically the first component of love to fade in marriage. What can you do to prepare for the inevitable fading of passion without letting it die out completely?
5. What do you do in your relationship to cultivate intimacy? What else can you do to cultivate intimacy, especially when you are busy?
6. Commitment is the bedrock of lasting love, giving security and allowing us to relax. Do you think there are times in marriage when commitment runs thin? If so, when, and what can be done to prevent it?
7. How has your concept of love changed as a result of reading this chapter?
8. After reading this chapter, can you list some specific things you can do to make love last?
Question Three
Have You Developed the Habit of Happiness?
Happiness is a habit—cultivate it.
ELBERT HUBBARD
We had just finished speaking at a retreat in the San Juan Islands when a plane that was to take us to another engagement buzzed overhead and landed on a nearby airstrip. Five minutes later we boarded the three-person, rickety-looking Cessna.
The pilot greeted us. “It's gonna be a little noisy up there,” he said, “but it's a short hop back to Seattle and a real beauty this time of the evening.”
We looked at each other, silently communicating our mutual fear about traveling in such a tiny aircraft. “Great!” Leslie managed to reply.
We secured our belts and headphones as the pilot started the engine. In no time at all we were barreling down the grass runway, three deer scattering into the woods before us. Forgetting our fear, we leaned close to the windows, watching a small rim of sunlight glisten off the snowy peaks of the Cascade Mountains. It was truly glorious.
We crossed over the islands of Puget Sound and approached the lights of a local airport. “The most important thing about landing is the attitude of the plane,” said the pilot.
“You mean altitude, don't you?” I asked.
“No,” the pilot explained. “The attitude has to do with the nose of the plane. If the attitude is too high, the plane will come down with a severe bounce. And if the attitude is too low, the plane may go out of control because of excessive landing speed.”
Then the pilot said something that got our attention: “The trick is to get the right attitude in spite of atmospheric conditions.”
Without knowing it, our pilot had given us a perfect metaphor for creating a happy marriage—the trick is to develop the right attitude in spite of the circumstances we find ourselves in.
It is no accident that some couples who encounter marital turbulence navigate it successfully, while others in similar circumstances are buffeted by frustration, disappointment, and eventual despair. It is also no accident that some couples are radiant, positive, and happy, while other couples are beaten down, defeated, and anxiety-ridden. Researchers who have investigated the difference between the two groups have come up with all kinds of explanations for marital success (long courtships, similar backgrounds, supportive families, good communication, good educations, and so on). But the bottom line is that happy couples decide to be happy. In spite of the troubles life deals them, they make happiness a habit.
As a couple, we have taught courses and seminars on marriage for a number of years, and we have at least two dozen of the latest academic textbooks on marriage and family in our personal library. One of our favorite textbooks, considered a classic by many, has in it an italicized sentence that bears repeating: “The most important characteristic of a marriageable person is the habit of happiness.’’1
Happiness seems made to be shared.
CORNEILLE
In this chapter we focus more on you than on your marriage. For it is your attitude that will determine whether you and your partner “live happily ever after.” We begin by exploring how you can literally program your mind for marital happiness. Next, we highlight two basic attitudes that can make or break your marriage. Then we uncover some of the most common saboteurs of a happy marriage, and we reveal the surprising secret of happy couples. Finally, we consider whether two people really can live “happily ever after.”
Programming Your Mind for a Happy Marriage
Happiness in marriage has nothing to do with luck and everything to do with will. I learned that the hard way.
During our first years of marriage, Leslie and I attended graduate school and lived in a small apartment complex with several other student couples. A few doors down from us lived Bob and Jessica, who had also recently married and moved to Los Angeles. We had a lot in common, except for one thing—they seemed to get all the breaks.
Their apartment was a corner unit and nicely furnished. We, on the other hand, lived with hand-me-down furnishings that included a bright yellow upholstered chair with worn-through arms and a faded rust-colored loveseat covered in corduroy. Jessica worked in a posh department store and received substantial discounts that kept them in the latest fashions. We were still wearing the same clothes we had in college. I yearned for a teaching or research assistantship at school, while special opportunities like these seemed to fall into Bob's lap without his even trying. To top it all off, Bob and Jessica drove a brand new, bright red sports car given to them by their wealthy parents. In the apartment garage it sat next to our old gray Ford pickup. Like I said, they seemed to get all the breaks.
I became unhappy every time I looked at their new car. Here I was sweating it out in an old gray pickup without air conditioning, while they were enjoying their climate-controlled vehicle and their plush leather seats. It really began to depress me. I remember saying to myself, Why do other people get all the breaks? Why do other people have it so easy? To add insult to injury, I found myself becoming increasingly negative toward Leslie. Little things she did began to annoy me, or more accurately, I began to allow little things she did to annoy me. My self-pity was creating a negative mind-set that began to color even my marriage.
After stewing for months about our meager salary and frugal lifestyle, and about how others seemed to have it easier than we did, a truth hit me in the most unlikely of places: a statistics course. In the midst of learning about cybernetics and multiple regressions, I sat down at the console of a computer and began to enter data. After forty-five minutes I finally got all the lines and columns in their proper places. I hit the panel with the palm of my hand and sat back in the swivel chair to watch it perform. But nothing happened. There was total and absolute silence. I was just getting ready to kick the machine when I looked up above regular eye-level to a white panel that was now illuminated. And there in simple numbers and plain English was the answer to my statistical problem.
I could not believe it. I thought the machine would cycle and recycle and flash multi-colored lights as it analyzed the variables I had entered. But it had taken the computer only seven-hundredths of a second to give me my results.
If one thinks that one is happy, that is enough to be happy.
MME. DE LA FAYETTE
I slumped in my chair, feeling inadequate, when my professor, Dr. Wallis, came along. “What's the trouble, Les? ’ ’ he asked.
I told him how long it took me to put my problem into the computer and how it took only a millisecond for the computer to give me an answer. “How in the world can it do that?” I asked.
Dr. Wallis took my question seriously, telling me how a computer takes one iota of data and gives it a positive electrical impulse and stores it, or gives it a negative electrical impulse and stores it. After that, the computer simply recalls the information from its memory and combines it in new ways. Then he said, “It basically works like a human brain.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“Our brains are programmed much like a computer. Just before we put any sound, sight, smell, taste, touch, or intuition into our mental computers, we stamp it as ‘positive' or ‘negative.' Then we store the sensation in our brains, and it permanently stays there. That's why you can't always remember a person's name, but you can always remember how you felt about them.”
Knowing that I was more interested in psychology than cybernetics, Dr. Wallis added: “Unlike computers, however, humans develop a habit of programming their minds to be either mostly negative or mostly positive.”
That's when it dawned on me: I was making myself and our marriage miserable, sitting around waiting for opportunity to come knocking and complaining because it wasn't. Without even knowing it, I had developed a bad habit of stamping my circumstances as “negative.” Instead of making the best of our conditions, I was wallowing in selfpity and allowing them to get the best of me.
That afternoon in the computer lab was a turning point for me. From then on I determined to be happy no matter what. Not that I am always optimistic and on top of the world, but I now refuse to let my circumstances determine my mood—or my marriage. It all began by realizing just how destructive a negative attitude is to a person—and to a partnership.
Exercise 10: Listening to Your Self Talk
Learning to choose your attitude is not easy, but once mastered, a positive attitude paves the way for a fulfilling marriage. The workbook exercise is listening to Your Self-Talk will help you and your partner cultivate the habit of happiness.
The Power of Negative Thinking
Most negative people feel they could be positive if they had a different job, lived in a better place, or married a different person. But happiness does not hinge on better circumstances. A person with bad attitudes will still be a person with bad attitudes, wherever and with whomever he or she lives.
By force of habit, each of us is either basically positive or basically negative. Our circumstances change with the weather, but our attitudes stay the same. The negative person defends his attitudes with the rationale of being realistic, while the positive person looks beyond the current state of affairs and sees people and situations in terms of possibilities.
Take Ron and Scott, both of them married about three years. They have good jobs, live in nice places, and attend the same church. Ron is basically a positive person. He puts things in their best light, allows his wife to be human, and does not judge everyone by a perfectionistic standard. His life is not without disappointments and problems, but his problems do not keep him from being happily married.
Scott, on the other hand, is basically negative. He makes himself the judge and jury on every inevitable shortcoming in his marriage. His conversation is a negative commentary on life, and both he and his wife are ready to call it quits. Of course, Scott didn't start out that way. In the beginning he had what we call a “positive bias.” In the honeymoon stage, everything his partner said or did was interpreted in a positive light, and she could do no wrong. But when the marriage ran into difficulties, as all marriages do, his disappointment and frustration caused Scott to shift to a negative bias, with the result that he saw everything his wife did in a negative light. She could now do no right!
Life was basically the same for Ron and Scott, so why the drastic difference in attitude? The problem for Scott arose not in his circumstances, but in how he interpreted them—even the most trivial situation was often seen in the worst possible light. While Ron would give his wife the benefit of the doubt if she didn't greet him warmly, for example, Scott would jump to negative conclusions: She couldn't care less about me. Ron's and Scott's realities were not that different—but their outlooks were.
Negative interpretations are guaranteed to sap the happiness out of marriage. But how do we cultivate positive attitudes when our spouses do something we dislike? The answer lies in taking responsibility for our own feelings.
I remember coming home one day flushed with excitement and eager to discuss some good news with Les. I can't remember the news now, but I remember his response: lukewarm enthusiasm. I wanted him to share my excitement, but for whatever reason, he didn't. “You upset me,” I later told him. But the truth is, he didn't upset me. I upset myself. That sounds a little strange, but it's true. Before exploring why Les didn't join in my celebration, I jumped to a negative conclusion: He doesn't even care that something good happened to me. He is only interested in himself. Meanwhile, Les, who was feeling somewhat dejected that day because of a setback at work, was thinking, She doesn't really care about me. She is only interested in herself.
Since that time both of us have tried to adopt a “no fault, no blame” attitude. The idea is to suspend our negative evaluations about each other and remember that no one can make another person unhappy. Everyone is responsible for his or her own attitude.
Viktor Frankl, more than anyone else, exemplified the human ability to rise above circumstances and maintain a positive attitude. He was a twenty-six-year-old Jewish psychiatrist in Vienna, Austria, when he was arrested by Hitler's Gestapo and placed in a concentration camp. Month in and month out, he worked under the great smokestacks that belched out black carbon monoxide from the incinerators where his father, mother, sister, and wife had been cremated. Each day he hoped for a few slivers of carrots or peas in the daily bowl of soup. In cold weather, he got up an hour earlier than usual to wrap his feet and legs in scrap burlap and wire to shield them against the crippling cold of an East European winter.
When Viktor Frankl was finally called for inquisition, he stood naked in the center of a powerful white light, while men in shiny boots strode to and fro in the darkened shadows beyond the light. For hours they assailed him with questions and accusations, trying to break him down with every accusing lie they could think of. Already they had taken his wife, his family, his writing, his clothes, his wedding ring, and everything else of material value. But in the midst of this barrage of questions, an idea flashed across Frankl's mind: They have taken from me everything I have—except the power to choose my own attitude.
Thankfully, most people are not required to cope with such devastating circumstances as the Jews faced in Nazi Germany. But the same principle that helped Victor Frankl survive the death camps— choosing his own attitude — applies to every difficult circumstance wherever and whenever it occurs.
Millions of couples are robbed of happiness because one of the partners has developed a negative mind-set, blaming their unhappiness on things their spouse does or doesn't do. It’s one of the worst mistakes a person can make in marriage. We often hear statements in counseling like: “Her comments hurt me!” or “He makes me so angry.” In reality, remarks and comments do not hurt or upset people; people can only upset themselves. Of course, being upset is a natural reaction to something we dislike, but that reaction can serve as a trigger for a more constructive, positive response.
When we recognize where the control resides—in ourselves and not in external events—we are able to reinterpret upsetting events and develop a positive attitude.
Exercise 11: Avoiding the Blame Game
Taking responsibility, not blaming others, is critical to solving unpleasant marriage scenarios. The workbook exercise Avoiding the Blame Game will help you and your partner take responsibility for your own attitudes and overcome tough times.
The Secret of Happy Couples
What makes happy couples happy? Dr. Allen Parducci, a prominent UCLA researcher, asked this question and found that money, success, health, beauty, intelligence, or power have little to do with a couple's “subjective well-being” (lab-speak for happiness). Instead, research reveals that the level of a couple's joy is determined by each partner's ability to adjust to things beyond his or her control.2 Every happy couple has learned to find the right attitude in spite of the conditions they find themselves in.
Can you imagine for a moment how the Christmas story might have been written if Mary and Joseph had not had the capacity to adjust to things beyond their control? To begin with, Joseph had to adjust to the fact that Mary, his fiancee, was pregnant. According to Old Testament law, he could have had her stoned or sent her into some large distant city like Rome, Carthage, or Ephesus. Before he could break with her, however, God sent an angel to tell Joseph that Mary was with child by the Holy Spirit and would give birth to a son whose name would be Jesus. So instead of sending Mary away, Joseph married her.3
While the first year of marriage is always difficult, Mary and Joseph faced a unique set of challenges. Nine months of pregnancy require enormous adjustments from a couple, regardless of how long they've been married—and this was no run-of-the-mill pregnancy. On top of dealing with the implications of the impending birth, Mary and Joseph were trying to establish their home, run a business, and learn how to live with each other seven days a week. Further, they were forced to close down their business and travel to Bethlehem as the first step of a Roman plan to raise taxes. Just what they needed!
Early one morning, Mary and Joseph left their honeymoon abode behind them as they went out of the gate of Nazareth en route to Bethlehem. She was riding on the back of a little burro. (No easy ride. Some women can hardly ride in a Buick while they are waiting for the birth of a child, let alone on the back of a donkey!) Joseph had a short tether wrapped around his arm and anchored securely in his big fist to keep the little burro from dislodging Mary, who was more than eight months pregnant. At night they did not stop in a rooming house or motel as people might today. They stopped along the road, cooked with makeshift arrangements, slept on the hard ground, and made the best of a difficult situation.
Finally, when they arrived within sight of the city of Bethlehem, Mary stopped. She could not go another step. We can imagine her looking up at her husband and saying something like, “Joe, I cannot take another step. I am going to sit down here under this olive tree, and I want you to go into the city of Bethlehem and get us a room in the Bethlehem Hilton. I would like one in the front if possible so I can watch the crowds go up and down, and I will get room service and wait out the time for the baby to come.”
Mary was a long way from home, worn out, tired, emotionally drained, and at the end of her rope. Furthermore, she must have wondered what she would do if her labor pains began and Joseph was not near. After all, her baby was almost due. Her anxiety level must have risen as she waited, watched, and eagerly scanned the highway for the familiar figure of Joseph. The teeming crowds moving along the highway paid her no attention.
Finally Joseph returned, his characteristic smile gone, his shoulders drooping. She listened as he told her his story: “Mary, I went to the hotel, but there was no room. It's filled with convention people. In fact, I went up and down the main street to every hotel and motel, but there are no rooms. Finally, I persuaded an old man to let us stay in the barn with his animals. He's charging an exorbitant price, Mary, but he promised me he would clean out the manure and cover the floor with fresh straw. And most of all, Mary, he said we could be alone, and he would not make us share the stall with any other couple.”
The good news is ... the bad news can be turned into good news ... when you change your attitude!
ROBERT H. SCHULLER
Their hearts heavy, Mary and Joseph made their way to the stable, thankful at least for a shelter from the cold wind.
That night the Son of God was born.
Can you imagine how the Christmas story might have been written if Mary and Joseph had not had the capacity to adjust to things beyond their control?
Every couple on earth must learn to develop this capacity if they are to enjoy a happy marriage. Life is filled with too many unexpected turns and unforeseen problems. You may not experience the challenges Mary and Joseph faced, but you will encounter your own unique set of difficulties. Without the capacity to rise above your circumstances, you will never cultivate happiness. You may have more success, beauty, intelligence, health, and wealth than anyone else, but if you do not cultivate contentment in every circumstance, unhappiness is certain.
Exercise 12: Adjusting to Things Beyond Your Control
Learning how to rise above difficult circumstances may be the greatest gift you can give your spouse. The workbook exercise Adjusting to Things Beyond Your Control will help you and your partner maintain a positive outlook when things appear gloomy.
Saboteurs of a Happy Marriage
In the previous section we showed you what happy couples do right. We would be remiss if we did not also show you the other side of marriage —what unhappy couples do wrong. If you are to cultivate the habit of happiness with your partner, you will need to avoid the poisons of self-pity, blame, and resentment.
Self-Pity
Too many marriages have unknowingly missed out on happiness because of self-pity. Whether experienced by one partner or two, selfpity can bleed the joy out of a relationship. Even marriages that start out strong can be crippled and permanently damaged if self-pity is allowed to develop and run amok.
One afternoon we pulled into the driveway of some friends, who came from their house to greet us before we even got out of the car. They quickly passed the minimal civilities of the greeting and burst into a story of self-pity concerning their new pastorate.
“Our church is just awful,” Rick complained. “They totally misrepresented themselves—we thought the congregation would be well-educated, like us, but it's blue collar! The previous pastor didn't do anything to help the church in the transition, and the people just don't appreciate us at all.”
I love thee to the depth and breadth and height my soul can reach.
ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING
“And you should just see the parsonage!” Jan said, gesturing at the house behind them, a cozy white two-story. “It's so small we don't know what to do with half our stuff!”
The rest of the evening was no better. Rick and Jan reeled off one story after another to let us know how terrible their new circumstances were. And when one of them stepped out of the room, the other would tell us how worried they were about their spouse, about how they coveted our prayers for their marriage. Self-pity had poisoned their entire lives.
Joy is the serious business of heaven.
C. S. LEWIS
As we drove away from their home later that evening, we wondered what would happen to a couple so thoroughly consumed with self-pity.
We didn't have to wait long to see the results. Within a year, Rick resigned from the church and their marriage hit bottom. He and Jan tried to recover by moving to another city to start again, but Rick could not make it as a freelance preacher. The marriage crumbled.
The pain of self-pity that we inflict on ourselves often hurts friends and family too. So why do we continue to punish ourselves and others when the pain is not necessary? Hard times and bitter personal experiences are a part of every couple's life, and self-pity about those difficulties helps no one. In fact, no one can ever be an effective marriage partner with the added burden of self-pity to cope with. Self-pity is a luxury no happy marriage can afford.
Blame
Ever since Adam blamed Eve, and Eve blamed the serpent, couples have employed the trick of finding excuses and shifting responsibility. A great deal of unhappiness in marriage can be traced to a mate's habitual tendency to blame his or her spouse.
For example, Stewart was in the middle of fixing a malfunctioning oven pilot light and could not find his screwdriver. He confronted Christy, accusing her of misplacing it. “You never put my tools back in their place,” he shouted. “You make me so upset.”
“I didn't use your stupid screwdriver!” Christy replied. “Why do you always blame me for everything you do wrong? ”
Voila—another fight is born. Stewart often blamed Christy for things because she was an easy target. And by avoiding responsibility, Stewart was off the hook for the unhappiness in their home. Christy was to blame; she was the problem. Christy, in turn, fed the fire by taking offense at his false accusations. Instead of controlling her own attitude, she allowed her husband to control her responses.
In many unhappy relationships, one of the partners is a scapegoat, the one held responsible for the couple's unhappiness. The other partner sees him or her as the source of their difficulties. In effect, the blaming spouse is saying, “You are my problem.” But he or she would be hard pressed to find a marriage counselor who would agree. Professionals know better. They know that marital unhappiness is never caused by only one person. That's why therapists focus not on who is wrong, but on what is wrong.
Blaming almost always results in a marital blowup, as it did for Stewart and Christy. But through counseling, Stewart learned to own up to his emotions and curb his blaming. And when he didn't, Christy learned to avoid retaliation by directing her efforts toward solving the problem instead of having a confrontation.
Let's replay the situation, examining how Christy could change her response to Stewart's accusation:
Stewart: What happened to my screwdriver? You always take it and don't return it.
Christy: (He's blaming me again. I feel like telling him, “I don't know what happened to your stupid screwdriver,” but then we would have an argument that would leave both of us feeling bad. It would be better simply to focus on the problem.) Wait a minute, when did you last use it?
Stewart: (Distracted from his anger, he thinks about an answer.)
I haven't used it since last week.
Christy: Weren't you doing some work around the house last night?
Stewart: Oh, wait a minute — I guess I did use it last night.
Christy: Where did you use it?
Stewart: I don't know ... in the basement.
Christy: Why don't you look for it there?
As it happens, Stewart found the screwdriver in the basement, where he had used it the night before. By shifting into questioning rather than counterattacking, Christy was able to defuse a potential argument and find a solution to the problem.
Blame can be overcome, but if it is allowed to linger—if couples habitually play the blame game—their happiness quotient is inevitably depleted. Every symptomatic problem in marriage (apathy, irritation, boredom, anger, depression, etc.) can be traced to a breakdown in personal responsibility. If you are angry, it is not your husband's fault, but your own choice. If you are depressed, it is not because your wife is failing you, but because you have chosen to be depressed. The habit of blaming your spouse is completely contrary to the principle of taking responsibility for your own attitude.
They can because they think they can.
VIRGIL
Resentment
No one is exempt from being treated unfairly. We can all justify the anger we feel about how a situation or someone (including our spouses) unfairly complicated our existence. But when we hold on to our disappointment, pain, and anger, we only compound our troubles —for that is when resentment does its deadly work.
Resentment is like a cancer to relationships, at first small and imperceptible, but over time growing larger and spreading its poison through the entire relationship. When you ruminate about an injustice done to you, replaying it over and over again in your mind, it will trigger a flood of negative emotions that feed the hurt all the more. Then comes a succession of confirming incidents to convince you that the object of your resentment is the source of all your unhappiness.
There may be periods of remission when your mind is occupied with other challenges, but sooner or later you come back to times of brooding, and the cancer of resentment spreads like wildfire.
Resentment, even if directed to someone other than a spouse, is always detrimental to marriage.4We have worked with many couples where one of the partners harbors resentment toward their par-ents—sometimes even years after their deaths.
Janice, thirty-one and once divorced, came to our office for counseling. We had hardly exchanged introductions when she abruptly poured out some of the most vitriolic words we had heard in a long time. “My father is the biggest hypocrite!” she exclaimed. “Sure, he gives more money to church than anyone else, but that's only because he has more money than anyone else. At home, though, he was the biggest jerk to my mom and me.”
Janice went on to blame her father for every bad experience she had ever had, including her stormy three-year marriage that had ended in divorce. Her resentment toward her father had contributed to the breakdown of her marriage, but instead of seeing her resentment as the problem, she still focused the blame on her father. Even though her father was supporting her and her baby daughter and paying for her tuition to finish college, she blamed her dad for the mess she was in.
God help the man who won't marry until he finds a perfect woman, and God help him still more if he finds her.
BENJAMIN TILLETT
If you expect perfection from people, your whole life is a series of disappointments, grumblings, and complaints.
BRUCE BARTON
We worked with Janice over a few weeks. At one point I (Leslie) said, “Janice, I have a feeling that it is easier to blame your father and keep your resentment alive than it is to forgive him. If you forgive him, then the consequences for your actions would shift from him to you, and that's scary.”
Eventually, Janice did make an honest effort to forgive her father, offering a prayer of forgiveness and taking responsibility for her own actions. She remarried, and although there was no miraculous or instantaneous change, she never went back to blaming her father for her problems.
A happy marriage cannot survive the cancer of resentment. Like self-pity and blame, it eats at the human spirit and kills the capacity for joy. But if these toxins are removed, there is no reason a couple can't live happily ever after—or can they?
Can Couples Really Live Happily Ever After?
Every couple about to be married, whether they admit it or not, harbors dreams of a “perfect” life together. Many newlyweds have told us how “lucky” they felt on their wedding day to have met someone who understood them, who shared their likes and dislikes, and who was so compatible with them.
Yet, no matter how ideally suited they are, at some point every husband and wife realize that theirs is not a perfect match. They become aware that they do not always agree, that they do not think, feel, and behave in exactly the same manner, that merging their two personalities and preferences and backgrounds is much more difficult than they ever expected. Their bubble is burst, and they resign from the hope of living happily ever after.
But there is an alternative.
Marriages can never be perfect because people are not perfect. Being human, every bride and groom has faults as well as virtues. We are at times gloomy, cranky, selfish, or unreasonable. We are a mixture of generous, altruistic feelings combined with self-seeking aims, petty vanities, and ambitions. We unite love and courage with selfishness and fear. Marriage is an alloy of gold and tin. If we expect more than this, we are doomed to disappointment.
So, how can a couple live happily ever after? Not by depending on externals. Too many couples view marriage as winning the lottery: They got lucky, and now they will have interesting and exciting experiences. Now they will be loved and affirmed. Now they will be fulfilled. But marriage is not like winning the lottery—at least not like we think winning the lottery would be. An unexpected cash windfall would certainly make you happy. But only for a short while. Researchers have discovered that a random event (being “lucky”) occurring without your input does not create long-term happiness. You need a sense of mastery, of control; the feeling that something good has happened because you caused it to happen.5
Living happily ever after only works when you make it work. When you take the raw materials of marriage—the good and the bad that you've brought together as persons—to design, create, and build a lasting bond, the result is an enduring and meaningful sense of genuine fulfillment. If, on the other hand, you are counting on the magic of marriage to make you happy, the relationship will leave you crushed, lonely, feeling like a failure, and resigned to your despair.
The habit of happiness is an inside job. If you find the right attitude in spite of atmospheric conditions, if you program your mind with positive impulses, and if you adjust to things beyond your control, you will discover that living happily ever after need not be a myth.
For Reflection
1. In recent years, more and more people have come to view happiness as the major purpose of marriage. What do you think?
2. Part of your vows say something like: “to love and cherish your partner in sickness and in health.” How can a person cultivate the habit of happiness even when things are not going well?
3. Can you think of some examples from your own life where you rose above your difficult circumstances and chose to be happy? What keeps you from doing this sometimes?
4. In one survey after another, researchers have found that people who rate their marriage as “very happy” also rate life as a whole as “very happy.” In your mind, what does this have to say about cultivating the habit of happiness?
5. While the culture into which we are born and our family background significantly influence our attitudes, each of us is ultimately responsible for how we choose to cope with life.
On a scale of one to ten, how strongly do you agree with that statement?
Question Four
Can You Say What You Mean and Understand What You Hear?
It is terrible to speak well and be wrong.
SOPHOCLES
“Well, what do you think?” Leslie was standing in the middle of our tiny apartment twirling around to display her new dress. We had been married less than a week.
“It's good,” I responded. “Are you ready to go? I'm starving.” “Good—I’m starving? That's all you can say?” Leslie didn't have to ask this rhetorical question, I could read it all over her face.
“Is something wrong?” I asked (my keen diagnostic sense was just budding).
“No.”
“Well, let's go then.”
“Wait, I'm going to change,” Leslie said.
“Why? You look fine!”
Five minutes later I could hear weeping coming from the bedroom. “That's strange,” I thought. I walked to the door and opened it; the light was off. Leslie was curled up on the edge of the bed crying. “What happened?” I exclaimed.
“Nothing.”
“Are you all right?”
“Yes.”
“Then why are you crying?”
No response.
In the silence both of us wondered what had just happened. I was bewildered. Leslie was hurt. But why?
This small incident during the first week of our marriage was the prime indicator that we did not speak the same language — or so it seemed.
Couples report that the number-one problem they face in marriage is “a breakdown in communication.” And with good reason. Whether a marriage sinks or swims depends on how well partners send and receive messages, how well they say what they mean and understand what they hear. Communication can either buoy relational intimacy or be the deadweight leading to its demise.
The best time to build communication skills, by the way, is when things are going well—in the very earliest stages of marriage. Research measuring how well engaged couples communicate compared to how well they communicate six years into their marriage, shows that by learning effective skills early on they greatly increase their chances for success in marriage.1 A few simple principles, thoroughly understood and regularly practiced, will make the difference between whether you sink or swim as a couple.
The purpose of this chapter is to help you become more understanding and better understood. We begin by underscoring the importance of learning to communicate. Next, we talk about the common causes of communication failure, and we reveal the bedrock of effective communication. We wrap up the chapter with a few of the most effective and proven communication rules of marriage.
Why Learn to Communicate?
Time and again, we have seen faulty communication lines pull down an otherwise sturdy marriage: Both partners struggle to convey what they want or need in the relationship, never realizing they are speaking a language the other does not comprehend. Over the disappointment, the partners erect defenses against each other, becoming guarded. They stop confiding in each other, wall off parts of themselves, and withdraw emotionally from the relationship. They can't talk without blaming, so they stop listening. One spouse might leave, but if both stay, they live together in an emotional divorce.
I can't emphasize enough the importance of communication in marriage. In a recent poll, almost all (97 percent) who rate their communication with their partner as excellent are happily married, compared to only 56 percent who rate their communication as poor. The poll concluded: “In an era of increasingly fragile marriages, a couple's ability to communicate is the single most important contributor to a stable and satisfying marriage.”2
There is no greater lie than a truth misunderstood.
WILLIAM JAMES
Communication is the lifeblood of marriage. Having difficulties with communication does not bode well for marital satisfaction. In fact, one of the most important skills you can learn is how to talk so your mate will listen and how to listen so your mate will talk.
Maybe you think you already know how to communicate. Like most engaged couples we counsel, you are saying, “We are in love, we can talk about anything.” But did you know your partner lives by different rules of communication than you do? Everyone grows up with a unique set of communication “rules,” and marriage forces two people with different sets of rules to renegotiate them.
Robert and Melissa, for example, were madly in love. Before they were married they talked late into the night and spent countless hours on the phone each week. But they soon learned communication isn't always easy. “Just before we got married,” Melissa told us, “Robert came to one of my family’s get-togethers, but he hardly spoke. If somebody interrupted him in the middle of a story or a comment, Rob would just shut down. It drove me nuts.”
“It took me awhile to catch on,” Robert told us. “In Melissa's family, interrupting is a sign of involvement. It means they are listening to you, and that was new to me. In my family, everyone politely takes turns responding to the previous comment. I never understood why Melissa thought my family was so boring and stilted.”
After learning some new rules for communication and adjusting some old ones, Melissa said, “It helped us both to realize there are not ‘right' or ‘wrong' styles of conversation; there are simply different styles.”
Robert and Melissa solved a lot of potential problems early in their marriage —before they even emerged. You can too. Next, we consider how easy it is for communication to get derailed.
Exercise 13: How Well Do You Communicate?
Communication obstacles exist between every husband and wife.
The workbook exercise How Well Do You Communicate? will help you and your partner identify potential barriers and overcome them before they overcome you.
How Not to Communicate
A cartoon depicts a grumpy husband reading the paper, his aggrieved wife standing in front of him, arms folded. He is saying, “Do we have to try to save our marriage while I'm reading the sports page?” His reaction points to one of the most common complaints of unhappy spouses: “He/she doesn't talk to me.”
Whenever a marriage is disintegrating, the partners conclude, “We just can't communicate” or “We just don't talk to each other anymore.” They believe the failure to talk is the cause of their problems. Actually, the nontalking is not a lack of communication but a form of communication that sends a surplus of negative messages. Silence is a powerful communicator. Laurens Van der Post's novel The Face Beside the Fire tells the story of a woman and the husband she had ceased to love: “Slowly she is poisoning Albert… The poison ... is found in no chemist's book. . . . It is a poison brewed from all the words, the delicate, tender, burning trivialities and petty endearments she never used—but would have spoken if she'd truly loved him.”3
Silence, however powerful, is not the cause of poor communication —the fear of pain is. It is basic to human nature to seek pleasure and avoid pain. But people actually avoid pain first and then seek pleasure.
It is difficult not only to say the right thing in the right place, but far more difficult to leave unsaid the wrong thing at the tempting moment.
GEORGE SALA
This point is crucial to understanding breakdowns in communication because most of them occur when we urgently want to avoid the emotional pain of feeling inadequate, vulnerable, fearful, and so on. Under these potentially painful circumstances communication goes awry. When we feel inadequate, we are communicating: “If you really knew what I was like, you might not like me.” When we feel vulnerable: “If I told you my real feelings, you might hurt me.” Fearful: “If I expressed my anger, it would destroy you” or “If I told you how I felt, you would get angry.”
Noted family therapist Virginia Satir talks about four styles of mis-communication that result when we feel threatened: (1) placating, (2) blaming, (3) computing, and (4) distracting.4 Each style is a dysfunctional response to potential pain and each frustrates our attempts to understand what our partners want us to hear.
Placating
The placater is a “yes” man or woman, ingratiating, eager to please, and apologetic. Placaters say things like “whatever you want” or “never mind about me, it's okay.” They want to keep the peace at any price, and the price they pay is feelings of worthlessness. Because placaters have difficulty expressing anger and hold so many feelings inside, they tend toward depression and, as studies show, may be prone to illness. Placaters need to know it is okay to disagree.
Blaming
The blamer is a fault-finder who criticizes relentlessly and speaks in generalizations: “You never do anything right.” “You're just like your mother.” Inside, blamers feel unworthy or unlovable, angry at the anticipation they will not get what they want. Given a problem, blam-ers feel the best defense is a good offense, because they are incapable of dealing with or expressing pain or fear. Blamers need to be able to speak on their own behalf without indicting others in the process.
Computing
The computer is super-reasonable, calm and collected, never admits mistakes, and expects people to conform and perform. The computer says things like, “Upset? I'm not upset. Why do you say I'm upset?” Afraid of emotion, he or she prefers facts and statistics. “I don't reveal my emotions, and I'm not interested in anyone else's.” Computers need someone to ask how they feel about specific things.
Distracting
The distracter resorts to irrelevancies under stress, avoiding direct eye contact and direct answers. Quick to change the subject, he or she will say, “What problem? Let's go shopping.” Confronting the problem might lead to a fight, which could be dangerous. Distracters need to know that they are safe, not helpless, that problems can be solved and conflicts resolved.
The next time you find yourself communicating with your partner by placating, blaming, computing, or distracting, remember that you are probably feeling hurt or stressed out about something. Also, if your partner is resorting to one of these styles, you can ease his or her tension by being sensitive to what might really be at the root of it. The upshot is that you need to find a way to make it safe for both of you to talk. And this is done by laying down a solid foundation for effective communication.
Exercise 14: The Daily Temperature Reading
How can you say what you really mean in a way that your partner can hear it? The workbook exercise The Daily Temperature Reading will help you and your partner send and receive messages that will be accurately understood.
The Bedrock of Successful Communication
The happiest couples we know have relatively few communication impasses: they are able to talk easily about difficult subjects; they feel they understand each other; they withhold very little from each other; and they rely on their ability to resolve conflicts. Their secret is not a list of communication “rules,” it is understanding this: Good communication is built first on who you are—and only later on what you do. Before practicing communication “techniques,” these couples work on who they are as people.
You can read articles and books, attend workshops, and see counselors that will all teach you communication skills, but if you do not first focus on the qualities you possess as a partner, your efforts will be of little consequence. To enjoy rich communication and a rock-solid marriage, three personal qualities must be present: warmth, genuineness, and empathy.
Warmth
Your partner came to you with a cluster of unacceptable qualities, some known, many still to be discovered. Yet you, as a spouse, have chosen to accept him or her anyway. You have decided to embrace your partner in spite of bad breath, blemishes, quirky behaviors, and weird inclinations. That is the stuff of personal warmth—overlooking a blemish for the sake of the beauty behind it.
The key to personal warmth is acceptance. Rather than evaluating or requiring change, you simply accept the thoughts, feelings, and actions of the person you love.
It took me a long time to give Leslie permission to be who she was. Leslie has a lighthearted gift for smelling the roses, whenever and wherever she finds them, even if it means putting off some chores. I have a gift for plowing through obstacles and getting things done quickly. Early in our marriage I thought I had a calling to convert Leslie to my work ethic. But my missionary efforts made us both miserable. Once I learned the way of warmth and embraced her way of being, we enjoyed a much more interesting and happy partnership.
Warmth is not a carte blanche approval of anything your spouse does, nor is it a kind of smothering sentimentality of contrived emotion. Warmth invites your partner to be who she is, relaxed, free, and at peace. It bolsters her confidence and keeps her from contorting her personality into what she thinks you want it to be.
Unconditional warmth also invites God's grace into the soul of your marriage. When your partner feels sure that she can never be condemned by you for who she is, that no judgment can hurt her, God's grace has seeped into the fabric of your relationship — stopping the subtle and unhealthy marital pattern of your partner continually casting about for your approval.
Genuineness
Your partner has a built-in radar detector for phoniness, spotting fabricated feelings and insincere intentions long before they are openly expressed. Your partner will not trust you if he or she feels you are not genuine. Without genuineness, little else in marriage matters.
How is genuineness expressed? Not in words. What you say to your partner is far less important than how you say it—with a smile, a shrug, a frown, or a glare. Consider this: nonverbal communication accounts for 58 percent of the total message. Tone of voice makes up 35 percent of the message. The actual words you say account for only 7 percent of the total message.
Genuineness is expressed in your tone and nonverbal behavior, your eyes and your posture. And research has found that husbands and wives are very accurate interpreters of their spouse's nonverbal communication.5An acquaintance may not notice a subtle change in your facial expression, but your spouse will.
When we got married, I was so eager to be the perfect wife that I tried to think, feel, and do everything I thought perfect wives were supposed to. But instead of being perfect, I ended up feeling empty. I was playing a role instead of being myself. Fortunately, a skilled counselor helped me when he said, “Leslie, you are more concerned with the question ‘What should I be feeling?' than you are with the question ‘What am I feeling?' ” He was right. I decided that what our marriage needed most was not a perfect partner, but me as a genuine person.
You can shower your partner with love, but if you're not real, the love is hollow. You can use all the communication techniques in the world, but if you aren't genuine, they won't work. Authenticity is something you are, not something you do. It comes from the heart, not the hands.
Empathy
The best way to avoid stepping on your mate's toes is to put yourself in his or her shoes. That's empathy—seeing the world from your partner's perspective.
Several years ago I (Les) was conducting training seminars for elementary-school teachers. To help them better understand the world of a third grader, I gave them the assignment of walking through their classroom on their knees. “I always assumed students were viewing the classroom as I was,” said one teacher after completing the exercise. “It looks so different from their perspective.”
We make the same error in marriage when we assume our spouses know what we are experiencing. They don't. Everyone interprets life from a composite of unique insights and perceptions. Life looks different for our spouse than it does for us, yet we tend to assume that he or she sees life as we see it. Only after entering their world with both heart and head, however, can we accurately understand their perspective.
To look at life through the same lens means asking yourself two questions: (1) What does this situation, problem, or event look or feel like from my partner's perspective? and (2) How is his or her perception different from mine?
Empathy is perhaps the toughest work of building a strong marriage. Because most of us are wired to use either our head or heart, one more than the other, it takes a conscious effort to empathize. In Les's book Love's Unseen Enemy, he describes how loving with our heart alone is only sympathizing, while loving with our head alone is simply analyzing. Empathy, however, brings together both sympathetic and analytic abilities, both heart and head, to fully understand our partners. Empathy says, “If I were you, I would act as you do; I understand why you feel the way you feel.”
Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs.
EPHESIANS 4:29
Empathy always involves risk, so be forewarned. Accurately understanding your partner's hurts and hopes will change you—but the benefits of taking that risk far outweigh the disadvantages. Once you consciously feel his or her feelings and understand his or her perspective, you will see the world differently.
The bedrock of communication is secured in who you are as a person—in being warm, genuine, and empathetic. But while these three traits are critical for effective communication, by themselves they do not assure success. A few simple “rules” are still needed.
“Rules” for Successful Communication
All the important communication tools can be reduced to five basic skills. If you learn them and use them, you will be able to give more love to your spouse, and your marriage will become supercharged with positive energy.
They are:
1. Make “I” statements, not “you” statements.
2. Practice reflective listening.
3. Understand and accept the differences between men and women.
4. Apologize when necessary.
5. Communicate through touch.
Make “I” Statements, Not “You” Statements
When you are upset with your partner or you feel hurt by him or her, your natural tendency is to attack: “You drive me crazy! You never ask my opinion when you decide something important!”
A “you” statement like this guarantees a relational barrier. Your partner has virtually no alternative but to feel blamed, accused, and criticized. It is extremely unlikely that he or she will say, “Yes, you are right. I can be very insensitive.” Rather, his or her natural reaction will be defensive: “What do you mean? If you have an opinion, just say it. I can't read your mind.”
And then what typically follows is a returned “you” statement: “You are the one that's insensitive. Did you ever consider the pressure I'm under right now?”
Volleying “you” statements is a surefire way to spoil an evening. This scene would be completely different had “I” statements been used to report how you felt or how you experienced the situation: “I feel hurt and neglected when you don't ask my opinion.”
Do you sense the difference? “I” statements dispense information to be understood rather than accusations to be defended. “I” statements are much more likely to elicit concern and caring from your partner: “I'm sorry, honey. I had no idea you were feeling that way.” “I” statements do not cause defensiveness, because they say nothing about how bad your spouse is.
There is no benefit to your spouse's feeling attacked. Instead of saying, “You are so careless. How could you forget that we were going out tonight?” it would be better to say, “I feel hurt and a little scared when you forget things we plan together.” This allows you to express your feeling of being neglected, but you're saying it without accusing your partner of intentionally hurting you.
In place of “You try to make me feel stupid by always correcting what I say,” say something like, “I feel very put down when you correct little things I say.” Begin your sentences with “I” rather than “you,” and you will save your marriage much misery.
Communication is not what you say, but what your partner understands by what you say. When you make “you” statements, all your partner hears is blame and criticism. “I” statements are much more effective, because they allow your message to be correctly heard and understood.
Practice Reflective Listening
A sage once said that the Lord gave us two ears and one mouth, and that ratio ought to tell us something. Good point. We often think about learning “good communication skills” as learning to express ourselves more clearly, getting our message across. In fact, however, 98 percent of good communication is listening.
If you can hear, you can listen—right? Wrong. Hearing is passive. Listening is actively interacting with a message by reflecting it back to the sender. Effective listening is a simple habit to develop, but it can be difficult to learn, because in situations where it is most important, we are usually more focused on what we are going to say next than we are on listening to the message being sent.
Consider this typical husband/wife interaction:
Wife: (holding up a navy blue dress with a broad white collar) Look at this! I just got this dress cleaned, and there's a gray stain all over the collar! I can't believe it. What am I going to do now? I was going to wear this dress tonight!
Husband: Oh, honey, I don't think anyone would even notice it. Besides, you could wear your yellow dress. It looks great.
The husband in this scenario was trying to be helpful, but he didn't listen. He was more concerned with solving the problem than with understanding his wife's emotions. He could have made any number of remarks that would have made his wife feel heard and understood, such as “I'm so sorry, I'd be furious too” or “I can't imagine how disappointed you are.”
The point of reflective listening is to let your partner know that you have heard what they said and that you understand their message. By the way, reflective listening is a wonderful way to defuse a potential conflict. If your partner starts hurling “you” statements such as “You are always late,” don't say, “I am not.” Instead, genuinely express your understanding of his or her feelings by saying, “I know it upsets you when I'm late. It's got to be exasperating. I'll work on being on time in the future.” Listen for the message underlying the actual words. “You are always late” means “I'm upset.”
Many of the couples we teach reflective listening to complain that it feels awkward and sounds phony or even patronizing. That's why we lay a foundation with being warm, genuine, and empathetic. When reflective listening is grounded in these traits, it is never a robotic function; it comes from the heart.
Be quick to listen [and] slow to speak.
JAMES 1:19
If you are listening deeply, and if you truly care, then what you reflect back to your partner will not be mechanical. Like any new skill, listening may feel awkward at first, but when you begin to experience the difference it makes in your marriage, the awkward feeling will abate quickly.
Remember, however, that true empathy in listening involves change. Unfortunately, some people may learn to listen well, but they fail to heed what they hear. If your partner is asking for a change in your behavior, seriously consider the request and then, if it seems reasonable, act on it. Just as words without deeds are dead, so is listening without action.
One more thing on listening. If you are at a loss and can't seem to reflect your partner's message, do two things: (1) make sure you really want to accurately understand their message, and (2) say something like, “Tell me more about it” or “Help me understand what you mean.” This safety-net technique works wonders.
Renowned Swiss counselor Dr. Paul Tournier has said, “It is impossible to overemphasize the immense need we have to be really listened to, to be taken seriously, to be understood. . . . No one can develop freely in this world and find a full life without feeling understood by at least one person.”6 When you offer your spouse the gift of listening, you are embodying what marriage was meant to be.
Exercise 15: I Can Hear Clearly Now
Learning to reflect your partner’s emotional message is critical to good communication. The workbook exercise I Can Hear Clearly Now will help you and your partner genuinely convey your understanding of each other by reflecting what you hear.
Understand and Accept the Differences Between Men and Women
When Professor Henry Higgins cries out in My Fair Lady, “Why can't a woman be more like a man? ’ ’ we all know he's not talking about anatomy. He's in love with Eliza, but he can't really understand her. An expert in languages, he has taught Eliza how to speak English his upper-class way, but he can't really communicate with her.
Henry Higgins is not alone. Almost every man and every woman has at some point despaired of ever “getting through” to the opposite sex. Men and women are very different. While our roles can be changed, our psyches cannot. And even though the other sex's behavior is different from ours, it is not wrong. If we judge it as “bad,” we are simply being myopic and old-fashioned. We must accept our differences, quit railing against them, change our expectations, and accept each other. Accepting each other's differences is a vital key to effective communication.
Communication can either span or widen the gender gap. In conversation, men and women appear to be doing the same thing—they open their mouths and produce noise. However, they actually use conversation for quite different purposes. Women use conversation primarily to form and solidify connections with other people. Men, on the other hand, tend to use words to navigate their way within the hierarchy by communicating their knowledge and skill and imparting information.
Women excel at what linguistics expert Deborah Tannen calls “rapport-talk.” Men feel most comfortable with “report-talk.”7 Even though women may have more confidence in verbal ability (aptitude tests prove their superior skill), they are less likely to use that ability in a public context. Men feel comfortable giving reports to groups or interrupting a speaker with an objection —these are skills learned in the male hierarchy. Many women might perceive the same behavior as putting themselves on display. For example, at a party the men tell stories, share their expertise, and tell jokes, while the women usually converse in smaller groups about more personal subjects. They are busy connecting, while the men are positioning themselves.
How does this relate to communicating within your marriage? It comes down to this: Conversationally speaking, women share feelings, and men solve problems. If you do not comprehend this stylistic difference, your conversations can be terribly frustrating. For example:
Wife: You won't believe the amount of work my boss is giving me. Listen to this ...
Husband: Honey, I keep telling you to talk to him about that.
These kinds of interactions send too many couples to counselors because they don't understand that women share feelings and men solve problems. Once this distinction is made, a simple solution can be applied that works instantly and with very little practice: Simply label the type of conversation you want to have and ask your partner to join you. Just because men have a tendency to solve problems and women have a tendency to share feelings doesn't mean that each isn't capable of the other mode. Here's how the above conversation could have proceeded:
She: You won't believe the amount of work my boss is giving me. Listen to this . . .
He: Honey, I keep telling you to talk to him about that.
She: I know, but I'd like to have a feelings conversation right now, okay? I just need to get this out.
He: Okay, tell me about it.
At that point, she can relate the incident and he can actively listen to her feelings, reflecting them back to her from time to time. When you realize the two of you are in different modes, labeling a conversation “feeling-talk” or “problem-talk” works magic, honoring both styles in your marriage and validating your partner's communication gifts.
We'll have much more to say about gender differences in the next chapter.
Apologize When Necessary
A graceful apology is a curtsy to civility, a gesture that helps crowded citizens put up with each other, a modest bow to keep hassles within tolerable bounds. But within a marriage, an apology to your partner that is sincerely meant is much more than a civility—it can be a powerful tool for resolving issues and strengthening your relationship.
Sometimes apologizing is perfectly straightforward. When one partner blows it, and the offense is minor (maybe he forgot to put gas in the car), a graceful apology is all it takes for the incident to be dropped. At other times an apology can be surprisingly complicated.
Like lots of couples, one husband and wife we worked with would regularly short-circuit their arguments with hasty apologies. “I said I was sorry for what I did,” one of them would say. “Now why can't you forget about it and move on?”
This form of apology is really a tool of manipulation, a way of getting off the hook and avoiding the real issue. What's worse, a premature apology blocks real change. One husband snapped at his wife at a dinner party. Later he said, “I'm sorry, but look, you have to understand that I've been under a lot of stress lately.” The husband was avoiding responsibility for his insensitive behavior. What his wife needed to hear was “I'm sorry. It isn't right to lash out at you when I'm stressed.” This would have told the wife that her husband understood he had hurt her and would try not to do it again.
Words! Words! I'm so sick of words! I get words all day through.
Is that all you blighters can do? Don't talk of stars burning above. If you're in love, show me!
ELIZA IN MY FAIR LADY
True apologies in marriage can happen only when partners come to understand accountability. This is another way of saying that each of you must take responsibility for your own behavior, acknowledge your partner's point of view, and at times own up to things about yourself you don't like. Finally, it may mean making changes. “I had to swallow my pride and admit to something unlikable about myself,” one husband told us. “But once I did, I started changing.”
All couples need a healing mechanism, a way to turn a new page in marriage, and knowing how and when to say you're sorry can make a big difference. Ask yourself when and how you apologize. Does one of you apologize more than the other? Do you use apologies to short-circuit or whitewash issues?
An apology may not be a literal “I'm sorry”; it may be giving gifts, sharing an evening out, or simply taking a quiet walk together. The point is that a sincere apology, whatever its form, leaves the couple with a renewed closeness and a relieved feeling that all is well.
Communicate through Touch
In the last twenty years we have recognized how much infants need to be held and touched. We now know that they cannot grow—they literally fail to thrive—unless they experience physical and emotional closeness with another human being. What we often don't realize is that when we grow up, the need for physical connection does not go away, and when we meet this need for our spouses, we can increase the health of our marriages.
Physical contact is a powerful means of communicating and a gentle and supportive way to nourish the spirit and convey positive emotions. In her book Anatomy of Love, anthropologist Helen Fisher describes why touching is so powerful: “Human skin is like a field of grass, each blade a nerve ending so sensitive that the slightest graze can etch into the human brain a memory of the moment.”8
Technically speaking, human skin is dotted with millions of nerve endings, called “touch receptors,” and when you are touched, these receptors send messages to the brain. The brain, in turn, secretes chemicals appropriate to the situation.
Imagine for a moment that you come home from a tough day, feeling tense, tired, and irritable—but then your partner wraps you in his or her arms and gives you a loving squeeze. That hug causes a rise in hemoglobin, a substance in the red blood cells that transports energizing oxygen throughout your body. Incredibly, that gentle hug or even a soft caress can cause a speeding heart to quiet, soaring blood pressure to drop, and severe pain to ease.
You are probably saying, “Touching is one skill we don't have to learn.” You are probably right. Communicating through touch isn't an issue with most couples who are about to wed. Typically, they hug and kiss and hold hands whenever they're together. Typically, too, they assume that's how it will always be. And, yes, in some marriages the two partners do remain huggers and handholders throughout their lives. But in many other marriages, that early touching wanes. Especially after kids come along and the pace of life quickens, touching is often reserved for sex. Purely affectionate touching, except for little pats and quick kisses, may get left behind.
To help sustain your high-touch relationship, talk about how touch was used in the homes you grew up in. Was your family “high contact” or “low contact”? All the research shows a direct relationship between how you experience touching as an adult and how often and in what ways you were touched as a child. You could discuss how to become more touch-oriented, even if you grew up in a family that shunned physical contact.
You might also explore each other's comfort zones. Both of you probably prefer different amounts and kinds of touching. For one of you a soft touch on the hand may mean as much as a lingering embrace to another. And studies show that some men, when they feel insecure, interpret touching as a type of put-down rather than as a source of comfort.
Given its potent impact on our lives, it's no wonder that touch is known as the “mother of the senses.” There is simply no better way to communicate the idea that “You are not alone,” “You're important,” “I'm sorry,” or “I love you.” So the next time you're at a loss for words, remember, touching may be the best way of speaking to your partner.
For Reflection
1. What are your personal strengths and challenges when it comes to effective communication?
2. Can you recall a conversation you had with your partner that led to confusion and pain? Looking back on it, what do you think went wrong? In other words, what will you do differently the next time a similar situation arises?
3. It is a common misconception to believe that a lack of talking is what leads to a breakdown in communication. Why isn't this so? What is the fundamental cause of dysfunctional communication?
4. Why is it important to focus first on who you are as a person before practicing communication techniques?
5. Empathy involves both thinking and feeling. What does this mean? How do you know you are empathizing with another person?
6. How does turning “you” statements into “I” statements make a difference in communication?
7. Reflecting your partner's messages lets him know you understand what he is saying. Before practicing this technique, what must a person be sure to do so that it is not simply a robotic function?
8. Studies say that men “report-talk” and women “rapport-talk.”
Do you find this to be true? What examples from your own experience can you think of?
9. Do you agree that physical touch plays an important part in effective communication with your partner? Why or why not?
Question Five
Have You Bridged the Gender Gap?
I am a man and you are a woman.
I can’t think of a better arrangement.
GROUCHO MARX
“You aren't really going to pack all those clothes, are you? This is a three-night trip, not three weeks. Besides, who cares how you look when you're camping?” I (Les) instantly regretted the words as they came out of my mouth. It was nearly midnight, and we were both a little testy. Early the next morning we were leaving for a weekend trip to a rustic camp near Santa Barbara.
“You take what you want, and I'll take what I want,” Leslie replied. “Just because you are content to wear the same pair of jeans for three days, don't expect me to do the same. Anyway, what about your laptop computer? Last time we flew back East we ended up lugging that thing all over the place, and you never even turned it on. So who is being frivolous about what he packs?”
“I like knowing my computer is there if I want to use it.”
“Well, I like having these clothes if I want to wear them,” Leslie replied.
“You're right, you're right,” I confessed. “What seems essential to me can be incidental to you and vice versa. At times we are just so different.”
Different indeed. In recent years researchers have discovered that women and men have different biological, psychological, and professional realities. Biologically, women have larger connections between the two hemispheres of their brains and a tendency toward superior verbal ability. Men's greater brain hemisphere separation may contribute a slight tendency toward abstract reasoning and a superior capacity to mentally rotate objects in space. Psychologically, women frequently find their sense of identity through relationships with others; men tend to find their sense of self through being separate. Professionally, men are often more focused on long-range goals; women are frequently more attentive to the process by which those goals are achieved.
The contrasts between women and men are sometimes so striking, one wonders how the attraction between them can be so strong. It's a puzzle humans have tried to solve for centuries. An ancient Greek myth tells of the earth being populated by beings who were half-man, half-woman. They were each complete in themselves and deemed themselves perfect. In their pride they rebelled against the gods, whereupon the irate Zeus split each of them in half, scattering the halves over the earth. Ever since, the myth has it, each half has been searching for its other half.
There are three or four things I cannot understand:
How eagles fly so high or snakes crawl on rocks, how ships sail the ocean or people fall in love.
PROVERBS 30:18-19 CEV
There must be some subtle fragment of truth in this mythical explanation. The story of creation underscores the fundamental fact of our need for each other because of our differences. Adam, living in the only Paradise that has ever existed on this earth, felt no pain and shed no tears. And yet, even in Paradise, loneliness flourished, so much so that God determined it was not “good” for man to be alone—something was missing. God responded by creating Eve—not another Adam.
There is an inherent completeness when a man and woman marry. Our partner makes up for what we lack. When we are discouraged, they are hopeful. When we are stingy, they are generous. When we are weak, they are strong. Because we are male and female joined together, there is wholeness. But our differences, if not understood and accepted, become a source of confusion rather than completeness.
Too often in marriage, the fundamental differences between women and men are overlooked when we mistakenly assume that our partners are just like us—“what is good for me is good for you.” We evaluate their behavior according to our feminine or masculine standards, never considering the vast differences between the sexes.
For many years, gender differences were not clearly defined. But we now recognize, more precisely than ever before, the gap between men and women. And to ignore this gap is to risk putting your marriage on the brink of disaster.
The purpose of this chapter is to help you recognize that your partner, by virtue of being the opposite sex, thinks, feels, and behaves differently than you do. Those differences, if heeded and accounted for, can become the source of greater intimacy in your marriage. We begin by underscoring the fact that men and women are different and by looking at exactly how men and women are different. Then we show you, as male and female, how to bridge the gender gap and live successfully with the opposite sex—living in “oneness” as woman and man.
Are We That Different?
The feminist revolution of the 1970s made talk of inborn differences in the behavior of men and women distinctly unfashionable, even taboo. Once sexism was abolished, so the argument ran, the world would become a perfectly equitable, androgynous place, aside from a few anatomical details. Male-female differences were not inborn, they argued, but simply learned, and thus could be unlearned.
But rather than disappear, the evidence for innate gender differences began to mount. Scientists, for example, uncovered neurological differences between the sexes both in the brain's structure and in its functioning, forcing every objective thinker to conclude that nature is at least as important as nurture after all. Even Betty Friedan, catalyst for much of the feminist movement, was recently compelled to chide her feminist sisters: “The time has come to acknowledge that women are different than men. There has to be equality that takes into account that women are the ones who have the babies.”1Vive la difference.
While science has shown that men and women are in fact wired differently—that gender differences have as much to do with the biology of the brain as with the way we were raised—we have difficulty accepting, let alone appreciating, our differences. And that's where a great deal of trouble in marriage begins.
Whenever we conduct a marriage retreat, we eventually divide the group in half for a brief exercise—wives in one circle, husbands in another. We then ask a question that always generates a lively discussion among the same-sex groups: What do men need to know about women, and what do women need to know about men? The responses are predictable:
Men say ...
• women are too emotional
• women don't feel as much pressure to provide the family's income
• women frequently deny their real power
• women talk too much
Women say ...
• men aren't sensitive enough
• men don't do their fair share of housework
• men are afraid to be vulnerable or out of control
• men don't listen
The point of our exercise is not to gripe about the opposite sex but to help couples see, first of all, that there are predictable differences
between the sexes, and second, to realize that the differences they thought were personal, strictly between them and their spouse, are often shared by most other couples. “I thought we were marriage mutants before this exercise,” one couple told us. “Just realizing how universal our differences are lets us know we are normal and can make it work.”
Making marriage work, however, does not depend solely on recognizing our differences. It's a matter of appreciating those differences too. We have seen some couples identify their differences and then try to eliminate them. Wayne, for example, decided Teri's more expressive emotion needed to be curbed. “There is no need to spend your energy on getting so emotional,” he would say. Wanting to be a team player, Teri tried desperately to stifle her natural expressions of emotion and be more like Wayne.
In our civilization men are afraid they will not be man enough, and women are afraid that they might be considered only women.
THEODORE REIK
Both were sincere in their efforts to bridge the gender gap, but they were doomed from the beginning.
Gender differences are not eased by creating symmetry—by having men and women thinking, feeling, and doing everything alike. The fact is that men and women are different. And couples who openly acknowledge their differences and appreciate them improve their chances of avoiding strife. Plus, they increase their level of intimacy by delighting in their differences. The key, of course, is knowing exactly what those differences are.
Exercise 16: Couple’s Inventory
As you bridge the gender gap, each of you will operate with differing assumptions. The workbook exercise Couple’s Inventory will help you and your partner look at how your gender-role assumptions influence decision making and intimacy in your relationship.
How Are We Different?
You'll always find exceptions to the rule, but research and experience consistently point to a fundamental and powerful distinction between the sexes: Men focus on achievement, women focus on relationships. It sounds overly simplistic, and it probably is.2 But remembering this general rule can save every couple wear and tear on their marriage and strengthen their bond.
Leslie and I, like other couples, learned this essential difference between the sexes soon after we married.
Leslie’s Perspective
During our fourth or fifth month of marriage, I remember wondering why Les wasn't as romantic as he used to be. Before we got married he planned exciting evenings, kissed me at red traffic lights, saved ticket stubs from our dates, bought me flowers, and even wrote tender love poems. But after we got married, his romantic side waned. It wasn't that he stopped his romantic ways altogether, but something was distinctly different. Why? I wondered to myself. Was I doing something wrong? Was he having doubts about our marriage? Not until I discovered the fundamental difference between men and women could I accurately answer these questions.
Les, like the majority of men, is pragmatic. He focuses upon a future goal and needs to believe in the practical value of that goal. He justifies a present activity by what it will accomplish in the future. He asks, “What good can this produce?” He likes words like progress and useful. He can be very patient doing romantic little things, so long as they ultimately prove productive.
I, on the other hand, am like the majority of women. I focus on feelings and activities of the present—for their own sake. I don't need a goal; it is enough to simply enjoy the moment. I ask, “What is going on and how can I know and feel it?” I don't need to be productive or see the utility of something. In fact, achievement seems deadly cold and distracting. I like words like connected and relational. I can be very patient doing romantic little things simply because the doing has its own value.
Of course, Les has a different perspective.
Les’s Perspective
Before our wedding, Leslie was happy-go-lucky and eager to please. She felt good about our relationship and optimistic about the future. But soon after we married, Leslie began to change, or so it seemed to me. She became overly concerned about our relationship and talked about ways to improve it. If I didn't join in, she'd feel hurt and rejected.
Your willingness to accept the differences between you will allow you to complement one another in ways that make life better for each of you.
C. W. NEAL
Why has she so suddenly become emotional? I remember thinking. Why does she cry so easily now? Before we got married she never seemed so impractical; now, at times, she seemed irrational to me. How could flowers be so important when we can hardly make ends meet? I'd wonder. Her desire to talk about our relationship made me feel I was a failure as a husband. Doesn't she appreciate all I do for her? I'd think.
I, like most men, didn't feel the need to have lengthy discussions about our relationship. I was content to know that Leslie loved me, I loved her, and that we were on our way to a happy life together. What's to discuss? Getting all worked up over this or that detail was a waste of energy, from my perspective.
The Bottom Line
Recognizing how fundamentally different men and women are allowed me (Leslie) to see that Les courted me to get married. It's that simple. Once we married, his purpose of courtship was accomplished, and he was ready to move on to other productive activities. It turned out that his “sweet nothings” were not “nothings” after all, but whisperings calculated to persuade me to the altar. It sounds deceptive, but it's not. In fact, Les presumed that I was just like him and that we would both continue romancing each other only so long as it had a practical consequence; after that he expected us both to move on to the real business of living.
I (Les) eventually realized that neither of us really changed after marriage. But our circumstances did. The goal that made me especially romantic was met, and the romance for romance's sake that Leslie valued was no longer a shared priority in the relationship. Because my energies were shifting to more practical matters of building a stable home with a secure future, it was hard for me to realize that Leslie did not see it exactly like me. She wanted to court and kiss for kissing's sake. And once married, she expected the same style of romance to continue forever.
Our differences are not unique. They are universal: Men are motivated by achievement, women by relationships.3So when gender differences emerge in your marriage, don't judge your spouse as evil. He or she did not deceive you; it simply took marriage to reveal your differences.
The differences you bring together as woman and man are good and can be celebrated. As one body must have both a calculating head and a feeling heart, so one marriage is blessed with both gifts. We are fearfully and wonderfully made.
So how do you celebrate male-female differences? By meeting the unique needs that are part of your spouse's gender. Typically, men try to meet the needs that men value, and women try to meet the needs that women value. The trouble is, your husband's needs are not the same as your needs, and you cannot meet his needs by doing what you would do for another woman. In the same way, a wife's needs are different from her husband's, and he cannot meet her needs by doing what comes naturally to a man. In essence, both husbands and wives must “stretch” beyond themselves, taking into consideration what their spouses need, then providing it.
In the following two sections we pinpoint a few specific needs that you may not realize your partner has. By meeting these needs for your partner, you will bridge the gender gap in your marriage and reap countless rewards.
Exercise 17: Your Top Ten Needs
Men and women have different needs in marriage. Without knowing what your partner’s greatest needs are, you will fail miserably in trying to meet them. The workbook exercise Your Top Ten Needs will help you and your partner identify how your personal needs differ.
What Every Husband Should Know about His Wife
Sigmund Freud, the father of psychoanalysis, said, “Despite my thirty years of research into the feminine soul, I have not yet been able to answer the great question: What does a woman want?”
Well, Freud may not have been able to identify the deepest needs of women, but modern research has.4 A wife's most basic needs in marriage are: (1) to be cherished, (2) to be known, and (3) to be respected.
She Needs to Be Cherished
“I can't understand it, Doc.” Doug was talking before he even sat down in my counseling office. “Lisa has everything she could possibly need. She doesn't have to work, she buys lots of clothes, we live in a great place, we take wonderful vacations, I'm faithful—but she's miserable.” Doug shook his head and said, “I just don't get it.”
We talked a bit more about his seven-year marriage and how he tried to express his love for Lisa. “I'm not the talkative type, Doc,” he said. “I show my love by providing the very best I can for her.” This poor husband didn't realize that his love-starved wife would have traded all the clothes and vacations in the world for a little tenderness from him.
Without meaning to, a husband can completely miss one of his wife's most important needs: to be cherished. This need is too often overlooked by husbands because we don't feel the need for it as deeply as women do. But that doesn't discount its validity. Your wife needs to be cherished. She needs to know she is number one in your life. If it came down to an evening with your buddies or a night with your wife, she needs to know you would choose her—not because you have to, but because you want to.
I once asked my pastor, Tharon Daniels, how he cherished his wife, Barbara. “I made a decision some years ago to give up golf. It sounds silly,” he said, “but golf was eating up my entire day off. Golf was taking valuable time away from being with Barbara, and she's more important to me than golf.” He went on to tell me that his decision was not for everyone, but it was his attempt to cherish his wife. And it worked.
What can you do to cherish your wife? Consider how often you say, “I love you.” Some men don't feel the need to say it with words, but every wife has an insatiable need to hear it. Your wife also needs evidence that you are thinking about her during your day. A small gift or a quick phone call to say, “You are on my mind,” can mean the world to her.
I was recently reminded of how much it means to Leslie when I send her a card or note. Sitting down at her desk at work to use her phone, I noticed a handmade card on her bulletin board that I had given her—more than five years ago.
As a man, you probably have no idea of the effect you can have on your wife by being gentle and tender, making her feel cared for. Mike, however, learned the incredible results of meeting his wife's need to be cherished. He was running late for work when Brenda said she was going to have an extremely pressure-filled day. He was almost out the door when he remembered my talking at a recent conference about a wife's need to be cherished. Mike set down his briefcase and poured a cup of coffee for Brenda. “What are you doing?” Brenda asked. “You are going to be late for work.” The thought shot through his head, She's right! But Mike then said something that couldn't have done more to meet his wife's need to feel loved: “You are way more important than work.” As the two of them talked for a moment, Mike squeezed Brenda's hand and said, “I'll be thinking about you today.” Brenda was overwhelmed with love for her husband. And Mike was so amazed by her sincere gratitude that he called my office that morning to thank me.
Does cherishing your wife mean sacrificing golf games, success at work, or nights out with the boys? Believe it or not, the answer is no. When your wife is satisfied in knowing that she takes first place in your life, when she knows she is the most important thing in the world to you, she will encourage you to do the things you enjoy. It is part of the mystery of marriage: When a woman is truly, genuinely cherished, she feels free to encourage her husband's independence.
Before Doug learned to cherish Lisa, she would complain about his fishing trips. In fact, Lisa wanted a separation because “standing by a lake was more important to Doug than I was.” But once Doug genuinely made Lisa number one, once he began to express true tenderness, Lisa pleasantly shocked him: “I'll cover for you at the meeting next Thursday, so you can get an early start on your fishing trip if you want.” Lisa made this offer because she now felt secure in her position of importance.
“To love and to cherish” is more than a phrase from your wedding vows. It is one of the most important needs your wife will ever have. By meeting it, you are sure to build a partnership that brings you both pleasure.
She Needs to Be Known
“You're not listening to me!” Leslie's statement jolted me from a near nap as I was half-hearing her talk to me from the kitchen. She stuck her head around the corner to see me stretched out on a recliner. “I have been pouring my heart out to you for the last fifteen minutes, and all you have done is sit there and give me advice.”
Yes, I thought to myself. What's wrong with that?
“I don't need advice,” she continued. “I need to be understood!”
I did understand her. I heard every word about her tough day at work, and I even offered a few suggestions to help her make it better. But that's not what she needed. For a woman, being understood means having her feelings validated and accepted.
That's not as easy as it sounds. I'm a psychologist. I often spend my day doing just that with my clients. I know how to empathize with a person's pain, to feel his feelings and convey understanding. But when it comes to my marriage, something makes me want to solve Leslie's problems instead of understand them. She will tell me about something and I will passively listen until I have heard enough and then, as if to say I'm ready to move on to other things, I will offer advice. I'll lecture instead of listen. To this day, it often takes every ounce of self-control I can muster to bite my tongue and actively listen.
At least I'm not alone. Consider this fact: Men say three times as many words in public as they do in private, while women say three times as many words in private as they do in public.5 Women like to match experiences, to draw one another out, to volley in conversation. But when it comes to talking to their husbands, many women feel like the wife who told me, “Talking to my husband is like playing tennis with no one in the other court.”
To meet your wife’s important need to be known, you need to actively listen to her, reflecting back to her what she is saying and feeling, and genuinely wanting to understand her. This point cannot be overemphasized: Women need to have their feelings validated and accepted. They need to have you see and experience the world the way they do, instead of explaining to them why they shouldn't see it that way.
Men have a tough time realizing that offering a listening ear is all a woman needs at times — or a comforting hug, a loving statement like “You are hurting, aren't you?” or “You are under a lot of pressure, aren't you?” Listening to your wife talk without offering quick solutions is the only way to meet her need to be known.
She Needs to Be Respected
Men are usually quite unaware of how much women need to be respected. Why? Because when men are not respected they react very differently. A man who does not feel respected, for example, is apt to become self-righteous and indignant. He feels even more worthy of respect when others don't respect him. He may even give less until he gets what he feels he deserves. Women operate differently —when they are not respected they feel insecure and lose their sense of self. That is why it is so vital for you to take special care of your partner's need for respect.
There are a number of ways to show respect to your wife. To begin with, do not try to change or manipulate her, but rather, honor her needs, wishes, values, and rights.
What Women Want
To be loved, to be listened to, to be desired, to be respected, to be needed, to be trusted, and sometimes, just to be held.
What Men Want
Tickets for the World Series.
VE BARRY
I know a woman who, because of her upbringing, valued the tradition of having her door opened for her by her husband.
She knew the custom was kind of old-fashioned, but it meant a lot to her, and she asked her husband to do it.
Her husband never took her request seriously. “You're kidding, right?” he'd say. “Nobody does that anymore. That's why we've got power locks on the car.” By laughing off his wife's request, this husband weakened his opportunity to meet one of his wife's deepest needs—to be respected.
Respecting your wife also means including her in decisions. I am always amazed when I find a husband who wields all the power in a marriage and makes all the decisions, regardless of what his wife thinks. I have known men who will make decisions about relocating to a new job in another part of the country without even consulting their wives. I don't know of a quicker way to tear down a woman's sense of self and ruin the possibility of a happy marriage. Build your wife's self-esteem and sense of security by asking for her input whenever you can, even on the small things. When you make a decision that might affect her, say: “I'm thinking about ... What do you think of that?” or “I'm thinking we should . . . What would you like?”
Respecting your wife means supporting her in fulfilling her dreams and aspirations. I have a friend, Rich Jones, who is a businessman in Chicago. Some years ago his wife, Laura, set her sights on a career as a news reporter. After studying at Northwestern University, Laura landed her first reporting job at a small newspaper in the suburb where they lived. A couple of years later, Laura was offered an assignment as a television reporter in another state. At that point, Rich knew he was at a crossroads. He had promised to respect Laura's dream, but he never imagined it would mean moving! Well, Rich could have complained about Laura's aspirations. After all, he had a professional life too. But Rich stuck by his word and continued to respect his wife's dream, and she did the same for him. Today they are happily married back in Chicago, where Laura anchors for one of the networks.
Respect says, “I support you, you are valuable to me, and you don't have to be any different from who you are.” In return for this respect, a woman will be able to relax. She will not have a compulsive need to prove herself as an equal, but will automatically feel and be equal. What a wonderful way to live with a woman.
What Every Wife Should Know about Her Husband
No one plays as significant a role in meeting a man's unique needs as his wife. Researchers have identified his needs, but only his wife can truly satisfy them. Some of your husband's most basic needs in marriage are: (1) to be admired, (2) to have autonomy, and (3) to enjoy shared activity.
He Needs to Be Admired
“Oh, Scott, these look great. You did a wonderful job.” Kari's eyes lit up with excitement as she surveyed the planter boxes her husband had just made for their deck. “You really have talent.”
“I enjoyed making them,” Scott said, “but it's not that big a deal.”
“You underestimate yourself, honey. You're good.”
Scott didn't show it, but he was relishing his wife's praise. It felt great. No one could make him feel as admired and appreciated as Kari. And Kari knew it. She had tapped into this primarily male need and gladly filled it every opportunity she could. Kari's admiration was genuine, never insincere or overdone. She was Scott's biggest fan, and their marriage benefited in untold ways from her vocal admiration.
Being appreciated is a man's primary need. He measures his worth through his achievements, big and small, and needs them to be recognized. A woman's need for admiration and appreciation, while certainly important, is rarely as strong. When a woman seeks appreciation she is more accurately wanting to be understood, to be validated. You see, there is a significant difference between men and women when it comes to being admired. Men derive their worth more from what they do, while women derive their worth more from who they are.
Look at it this way. When women do not receive admiration from their spouse, they tend to be more motivated than ever to earn it. But when a man does not receive admiration from his spouse, he begins to lose motivation to try. Without a feeling of being admired, a man's energy is drained. He soon feels inadequate and incapable of giving support. Without being admired, men lose their will to give.
You have no idea how damaging a critical statement is to your man's personal power. He responds to not being admired the same way you do when he invalidates your feelings. It is demoralizing.
I counseled a woman who became confused when, after criticizing her husband, he did not try harder to earn appreciation from her. She mistakenly assumed that she could manipulate him to give more by withdrawing her appreciation. But that never works with a man. Admiration is the fuel a man needs to get going. It gives him power.
Now, before you begin heaping words of praise on your spouse, I need to give you a word of caution. Never fake your admiration. By simply saying flattering words to your husband, you can do more harm than good. To have any value, praise must genuinely reflect your feelings.6
He Needs to Have Autonomy
During our first year of marriage, I remember bursting into Les's study to let him know I was home. He was beginning a grueling doctoral program, and I had just begun a new job. “How are you doing?” I asked as I slipped behind his desk and wrapped my arms around his neck.
He sat almost motionless, taking notes on a yellow pad. So I tried again: “Did you have a good day?”
This time I heard a slight sound. “Mm-hmm,” he murmured.
“You wouldn't believe all the stuff that happened to me today—” I started to say.
Les interrupted, “Give me just a minute here, okay?”
I walked out of the room feeling terribly dejected. “Why doesn't he welcome my caring for him?” I thought. “I would stop anything I was doing if he greeted me that way.”
Only later in our marriage did I realize what was actually going on. Men and women cope differently with stress. According to John Gray, author of Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus, men, when faced with stress, “become increasingly focused and withdrawn while women become increasingly overwhelmed and emotionally involved. At these times a man's needs for feeling good are different from a woman's. He feels better by solving problems while she feels better by talking about problems.” 7
Once I understood this distinction, I was able to meet one of Les's primary needs—to be autonomous. It is a universal male need. Whenever a man is under stress (an important deadline is approaching, he is under pressure at work, etc.), he requires a little space. At such times he becomes absentminded, unresponsive, absorbed, and preoccupied. Unlike women, men typically don't want to talk about the situation, they don't want to be held or comforted—not until they have had time to themselves.
I have learned from experience that if I try too early to disengage Les from his problem, I get only a small part of his attention while he continues to mull over whatever is really on his mind. It is as if he is temporarily incapable of giving me the attention I want until he has a moment to adjust his agenda. I now know enough to say, “Is this a good time to interrupt?” and he can say, “I need another five minutes” or “I'd really like to unwind by watching the news first.”
You see, part of the need for autonomy is the man's need to have time to regroup. Some wives complain because their husbands don't immediately talk about their day when they come home from work. They first want to read the paper or water the lawn, anything to clear their mind before engaging in the relationship. It's a male thing. But giving your husband space when he needs it, whether you understand it or not, will gain you a happier husband.
This idea of giving my husband autonomy was a difficult lesson for me to learn. I instinctively wanted to support him in the way that I would want to be supported. If I were in his shoes, for example, I would want to be asked lots of questions about how I was feeling. I would want to be held and pampered. But that's a woman's way, not a man's.
He Needs Shared Activity
It was a crisp autumn day when Tom asked Kelly to a Kansas City Chiefs game. “That sounds great! What time?” Kelly said.
They made the date, and Tom smiled after he hung up. This was their third date in the last four weeks, and he was so pleased that she sounded eager to go to a football game.
Tom and Kelly had a great time at the game and took in several more games that same season. They also shopped for cars. Not because either of them needed one. Tom simply enjoyed studying the latest models, and Kelly seemed to enjoy it too. Their relationship was getting more serious, and Tom felt so fortunate to find a woman who enjoyed the same things he did.
By mid-winter, Tom was certain Kelly was the woman for him. They got married that spring and both were in bliss. But sometime during their first married year, Kelly's interest in football lessened. She and Tom would sometimes watch the Monday night games, but she never got too excited about attending one. And when Tom suggested they go to an upcoming automobile show, Kelly begged off.
“I thought you liked looking at cars,” Tom complained.
“Oh, honey, I do. I guess I just don't enjoy it as much as you do,” Kelly said.
That came as a surprise to Tom. Over the next year, Tom discovered that the things he liked to do and the things Kelly liked to do had little in common. Gradually they arrived at the point where they rarely did much together except go out to dinner once in a while.
Tom would have preferred to spend more “fun” time with Kelly, but she seemed quite content to let him do his own thing. Hurt and bewildered, Tom often wondered why his wife didn't want to be with him.
Unless you learn to play a duet in the same key, to the same rhythm, a slow process of disengagement will wedge you apart, first secretly, psychologically, and then openly and miserably.
WALTER WANGERIN JR.
One of the great gaps between husbands and wives is in their notions of emotional intimacy. For most women, intimacy means sharing secrets, talking things over, cuddling, and so on. But a man builds intimacy differently. He connects by doing things together (remember, men focus on achievement). Working in the garden or going to a movie with his wife gives him a feeling of closeness.
Husbands place surprising importance on having their wives as recreational companions. The commercial caricature of men out in the wilderness, cold beer in hand, saying, “It doesn't get any better than this,” is false. It can get a lot better than that when a wife joins her husband in a shared activity that he enjoys.
Les recently came home from a speaking engagement in Lake Tahoe. Before he left he was excited because he was going to fly in a day early and do some skiing on his own time. I was so happy for him. He loves to ski—fast—and when we go together I always feel like I am slowing him down. But when he came home from his trip I was shocked by his report: “Well, the powder was great and the weather was perfect, but it's just not the same as skiing with you.” Wow! All this time I thought I was a tag-along, and it turns out that he doesn't really enjoy it without me.
Now, I've counseled enough women to know that you might be saying, “What do you do if your activities have little in common?” The answer: Cultivate your spheres of interest. Don't allow you and your partner to drift apart because you can't find something enjoyable to do together. I have seen too many marriages fizzle because a wife didn't use her creative energies to build enjoyable moments of fun and relaxation with her husband. Make a careful list of recreational interests your husband enjoys. Here are a few to get you started: antique collecting, any and all sports, camping, canoeing, table games, puzzles, cooking, dancing, hiking, horseback riding, jogging, movie-going, ice-skating, sailing, listening to music, swimming, traveling, walking, woodworking, and so on. Your list should be as long as possible. Next, circle those activities that you might find somewhat pleasurable. You can probably find a good half-dozen activities that you can enjoy with your husband. Your next task is to schedule these activities into your recreational time together.
If you learn to meet your husband's need for recreational companionship, you will discover that you are not only husband and wife, but best friends too.
For Reflection
1. What gender differences can you identify off the top of your head?
2. When it comes to gender differences, most experts today say that the bottom line is not to eliminate them, but to celebrate them. Why?
3. Do you agree that, simplistically speaking, the fundamental difference between the sexes is that men are focused primarily on achievement and women on relationships? What examples can you think of to back up your opinion?
4. Husbands, by and large, don't understand how important emotional intimacy is to their wives. Husbands say, “I want to do things with her, and all she wants to do is talk.” Whose problem is this? The husband's, the wife's, or both? How is this misunderstanding related to gender differences?
Question Six
Do You Know How to Fight a Good Fight?
The course of true love never did run smooth.
SHAKESPEARE
“I have a brain, you know!” I yelled.
“I'm trying to help you, if you'd let me,” Les replied.
Our voices seemed to echo through the entire city of San Francisco, where we were on a weekend trip with our friends, Randy and Pam. We were trying to catch a streetcar when one of our most explosive conflicts erupted.
It was our third attempt to jump onto a crowded trolley as it reached the crest of a hill. Les, with me holding on to his arm, leaped first to secure a position, but I, for the third time now, pulled back at the last moment.
“This is crazy! ” I shouted.
“Just trust me, I know what I'm doing,” Les coaxed.
The tension was palpable. Randy and Pam, watching the argument from its inception, stood still. Eventually, in their embarrassment, they crossed the street to escape our hollering.
“Why won't you just trust me?” Les demanded.
As the entire group of moving trolley passengers craned their heads to watch this marital match, I offered a retort that has since become infamous in our household: “I trust God for my safety, but I can't trust you!”
We seem to have our biggest arguments in public. On another occasion we were late for a weekend marriage retreat—and we were the speakers. Leslie was still in her office pulling together some last-minute materials, and I was waiting impatiently in the car.
“Okay, Parrott, don't lose it,” I murmured to myself. “She will be out any minute now, just relax and don't get angry at her.” Five minutes turned into fifteen. “Here she comes now, just bite your tongue.”
It was raining lightly as Leslie climbed into the car. But as she reached to close the car door, her armful of notes and hundreds of handouts slipped away, some into a curbside puddle, most scattering across the wet street.
I couldn't contain myself. “That's it,” I said sternly. “I can't believe this! What are we going to do now? Couldn't you see that—”
“You’re the one that wanted to do this retreat,” Leslie interrupted.
Marriage is one long conversation, chequered by disputes.
ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON
“Oh, don't give me that. You—” My raised voice suddenly stopped as I tried to swallow my sentence. With the car door swung open wide and papers flying everywhere, I suddenly realized our derogatory remarks were being heard by several colleagues who were passing by. Keeping their eyes straight ahead, they pretended not to notice the “marriage experts” having their tiff, but there was no denying that the Parrotts were having a blowup. As we said, we have a knack for doing our “best” fighting in public.
Misunderstanding is a natural part of marriage. No matter how deeply a man and woman love each other, they will eventually have conflict. It is simply unrealistic to expect that both people will always want the same thing at the same time. Conflict in marriage is inevitable.
If you aren't married yet, this may not make a lot of sense. But it will. Thirty-seven percent of newlyweds admit to being more critical of their mates after being married. And 30 percent report an increase in arguments.1 Stressed-out, dual-career couples today have more to negotiate than ever, and the potential for conflict is at every turn.
But for couples who know how to work it out, conflict can actually lead to a deepening sense of intimacy. The trick is knowing how to argue.
Let's make this perfectly clear: Knowing how to fight fair is critical to your survival as a happy couple. Love itself is not enough to sustain a relationship in the jungle of modern life. Being in love is, in fact, a very poor indicator of which couples will stay married. Far more important to the survival of a marriage, research shows, is how well couples handle disagreements.2 Many couples don't know how to handle conflict. Some mistake calmness and quiet for marital harmony and go out of their way to smooth over differences without really resolving them. Others, having watched their parents explode at each other, learn the wrong ways of fighting, and their arguments quickly degenerate into insults and abuse.
In this chapter we will show you how to fight fair and reduce your toxic quarrel quotient. We will begin our “combat training” by exploring the common issues that trip up couples. Then we will highlight the four lethal conflict styles you should stay clear of. Next we will tell you why fighting can be good for your marriage, and finally, we will give you the “rules” for fighting a good fight.
Exercise 18: Identifying Your Hot Topics
Knowing what pushes your buttons can help you and your partner take special care when it comes to those issues. Many couples feel they are always walking in a minefield, never knowing exactly what sets off their mates. The workbook exercise Identifying Your Hot Topics will help you and your partner identify potential trouble spots so you can cope with arguments more effectively.
What Couples Fight About
So what are the thorny issues that cause couples to battle each other? Money? Sex? In-laws? Not always. It generally takes very little for the fur to fly in most marriages. It's the minor, almost embarrassing problems that tear at the fabric of a marriage.
Three days into their Florida vacation, Mike and Becky were ready to pack up and go home. Instead of unwinding and enjoying each other's company, they spent all their time fighting: He got sand all over the bottle of sunscreen; she wanted to sit on the beach, and he wanted to stay by the pool; she took too long getting ready to go out in the evening. When Mike and Becky arrived home a week later, both agreed that the vacation had been a complete disaster. Why? Because they argued about deep-felt issues? No. They simply bickered about things that didn't really matter.
The fact that most conflicts erupt over relatively minor issues, however, doesn't diminish the major ones. It seems there is a universal red alert that sounds in every marriage when certain topics are broached. Both happy and unhappy couples struggle with the same topics (although the struggles differ greatly in intensity and frequency).3
When it comes to the “big issue” list, research shows that money outranks all other topics as the number-one area of conflict among married couples.4 Couples are constantly faced with financial decisions that cause them to ask, “Whose money is it?” What's surprising to many couples is that money fights are not a function of how much money they have or don't have. Couples fight about money no matter what their income is. Some couples argue over whether to go to Barbados or Europe for their vacation; other couples fight over whether they can afford a vacation at all.
Higher incomes can reduce stress, but they don't stop the fighting. Most couples, regardless of income, have conflicting spending and saving styles. One will be the big spender, the other will be the penny-pincher. Talking openly about money matters is probably the most difficult problem you and your partner will resolve.5 In fact, a recent survey of more than one thousand married adults found that 32 percent of them said money was the most important issue for couples to discuss prior to getting married.6 That's why we have devoted a special exercise in the workbook to help you get very practical about setting up a budget, saving together, paying bills, exploring spending styles, and all those other financial matters.
Exercise 19: Money Talks and So Can We
“Money is the opposite of the weather,” someone said. “Nobody talks about it, but everybody does something about it.” This exercise will not only ensure that you talk about money together, but it will ensure that how you handle your money as a couple will be wise and profitable.
What Unhappy Couples Do Wrong
It's a Saturday morning in Seattle. Two newlyweds are finishing their Starbucks coffee while Bach's Brandenburg Concerto no. 4 plays on a state-of-the-art CD player. It is surprisingly sunny, and they find it hard to concentrate on reading the newspaper when they can watch pleasure boats glide by windows that overlook Lake Washington.
But something's different about this idyllic scene. Beneath the couple's casual clothes there are monitors taped to their skin, recording their heart rates. A different gadget measures their perspiration. Their every movement, facial expression, and conversation is being videotaped by three wall-mounted cameras and watched by observers hidden behind one-way glass. Tomorrow they'll have to give blood samples for additional analysis.
This is not a pleasant waterside apartment but a psychology lab at the University of Washington, and these newlyweds are subjects in a study conducted by Dr. John Gottman. Using high-tech equipment, Dr. Gottman and his team of researchers have been studying marriages for more than twenty years, identifying which ones will improve and which ones will deteriorate. They are now able to predict their results with an astounding 95 percent accuracy rate.
Dr. Gottman can spot and track a couple's marital breakdown by observing how they handle conflict. When four bad omens appear in their conflict —what he calls “The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse” — danger is imminent, for as each horseman arrives, he paves the way for the next. These four disastrous ways of interacting will sabotage your attempts to resolve conflict constructively. In order of least to most dangerous, they are: (1) criticism, (2) contempt, (3) defensiveness, and (4) stonewalling.7
Criticism
“I bought a VCR for about two hundred dollars at a warehouse sale. Molly took one look at it and blew up.” Steve was telling us about a recent squabble, and Molly, his wife, was saying how she found herself complaining again and again about Steve's spending habits. Both of them agreed to be thrifty, but they had differing notions of what frugality meant. Steve didn't always turn off the lights when he left a room, for example, while Molly spent hours clipping coupons for their next trip to the grocery store. When Steve didn't measure up to her standards, Molly complained.
Were Molly's complaints justified? We think so. Not because she is right, but because she has the right to complain. Complaining is a healthy marital activity. Airing a complaint, though rarely pleasant, makes the marriage stronger in the long run than suppressing the complaint.
But Molly, without realizing it, had crossed a dangerous line. As time passed, she found that her comments did not lead Steve to change his spending habits. That's when something potentially damaging to their marriage occurred: rather than complaining about his actions, she began to criticize him. “You never carry your weight. You do what you want when you want. It's like living with a grown-up child.” There may not seem to be much difference between complaining and criticizing, but there is. Criticism involves attacking someone's personality rather than his behavior. As a general rule, criticism entails blaming, making a personal attack or an accusation, while a complaint is a negative comment about something you wish were otherwise. Complaints usually begin with the word I, and criticisms with the word you. For example, “I wish we went out more than we do” is a complaint. “You never take me anywhere” is a criticism. Criticism is just a short hop beyond complaining, and it may seem like splitting hairs, but receiving criticism really does feel far worse than receiving a complaint.
Conflict creates the fire of affects and emotions; and like every fire it has two aspects: that of burning and that of giving light.
CARL JUNG
Contempt
By their first anniversary, Steve and Molly still hadn't resolved their financial differences. In the heat of one particularly nasty argument, Molly found herself shrieking: “Why are you always so irresponsible? You are so selfish!”
Fed up, Steve retorted: “Give me a break. You are so tight you squeak when you walk. I don't know how I ended up with you anyway.” The second bad omen, contempt, had entered the scene.
Contempt will poison a relationship whether a couple has been together four months or forty years. What separates contempt from criticism, according to Gottman, “is the intention to insult and psychologically abuse your partner.” There ought to be a law against contempt, because it is aimed right into the heart of a person and ends up destabilizing the relationship and causing pain. When contempt appears, it overwhelms the marriage and blots out every positive feeling partners have for each other. Some of the most common expressions of contempt are name-calling, hostile humor, and mockery. And once they have entered a home, the marriage goes from bad to worse.
Defensiveness
Once Steve and Molly acted contemptuously, defensiveness entered the picture and made matters worse. They both felt victimized by the other, and neither was willing to take responsibility for setting things right. Who can blame them? If you are being bombarded with insults, the natural inclination is to defend yourself: “It's not my fault. You were supposed to pay that bill, not me.” One of the reasons defensiveness is so destructive is that it becomes a reflex. The “victim”—reacting instinctively—doesn't see anything wrong with being defensive, but defensiveness tends to escalate a conflict rather than resolve it. Every time either Steve or Molly felt completely righteous in their stance, every time they made excuses and denied responsibility, they added to their marital misery.
Stonewalling
Steve and Molly were nearing rock bottom. Exhausted and overwhelmed by Molly's attacks, Steve eventually stopped responding, even defensively, to her accusations. “You never say anything,” Molly would scream. “You just sit there. It's like talking to a brick wall.” Steve usually didn't react at all. On some occasions he would shrug his shoulders, as if to say, “I can't get anywhere with you, so why try? ” Most stonewallers (about 85 percent of them) are men. Feeling overwhelmed by emotions, they start withdrawing by presenting a “stone wall” response. They try to keep their faces immobile, avoid eye contact, hold their necks rigid, and avoid nodding their heads or making the small sounds that would indicate they are listening. Stonewallers often claim they are trying not to make things worse, but they do not seem to realize that stonewalling itself is a very powerful act. It conveys disapproval, icy distance, and smugness.
All intimacies are based on differences.
HENRY JAMES
Stonewalling need not mark the end of a marriage, but once routine interactions have deteriorated to this extent, the marriage will be very fragile and will require a good deal of hard work to save.
Keep in mind that anyone may stonewall or become defensive, contemptuous, or critical. Even with very happy couples, these behaviors happen occasionally during an intense marital conflict. The real danger here is letting these ways of interacting become a habit.
Exercise 20: Mind Reading
Sometimes conflicting couples find common ground only to discover they are standing on quicksand as a result of making incorrect assumptions. The workbook exercise Mind Reading will help you and your partner bring your assumptions out into the open.
Why a Good Fight Ain't So Bad
Conflict is a social taboo, considered morally wrong by some. The assumption that conflict doesn't belong in healthy relationships is based partly on the idea that love is the polar opposite of hate. But emotional intimacy involves feelings of both love and hate; of wanting to be close and needing to be separate; of agreeing and disagreeing.
The absence of fights does not augur well for most marriages. Partners who refuse to accept conflict as a part of marriage miss opportunities to creatively challenge and be challenged by each other. They also risk more negative consequences. Unresolved, unhandled conflict acts as a cancer that erodes the passion, intimacy, and commitment of marriage. Couples who do not “make an issue of things” often resort to “anger substitutes” rather than dealing directly with their emotions. They will overeat, get depressed, gossip, or suffer physical illness. While these substitutes may be more socially acceptable than the direct expression of anger, they can result in what experts call a “devitalized marriage,” where false intimacy is the most couples can hope for.8A typical evening in the home of a nonfighting couple who has been suppressing anger for years might look like this:
He: (yawning) How was your day, dear?
She: (pleasantly) Okay, how was yours?
He: Oh, you know, the usual ...
She: Anything special you want to do later?
He: Oh, I don't know . . .
Nothing more meaningful is exchanged for the rest of the evening because the energy these two use to repress their anger drains their relationship of vitality. They evade conflict altogether by “gunnysack-ing,” keeping their grievances secret while tossing them into an imaginary gunnysack that grows heavier and heavier over time. And when marital complaints are toted and nursed along quietly in a gunnysack for any length of time, they make a dreadful mess when they burst.
The point is that marital conflict is a necessary challenge to be met rather than avoided. We'll say it again: Conflict is natural in intimate relationships. Once this is understood, conflict no longer represents a crisis but an opportunity for growth.
David and Vera Mace, prominent marriage counselors, observed that on the day of marriage, people have three kinds of raw material to work with. First there are the things you have in common, the things you both like. Second are the things in which you are different, but the differences are complementary. And third, there are the differences which are not at all complementary and cause most of your conflict. Every married couple has differences that are not complementary—lots of them. As you and your partner move closer together, those differences become more prominent. You see, conflict can be the result of growing closer together. As we have said to many couples in counseling: Conflict is the price you pay for deepening intimacy. But when you learn to fight fair, your marriage can flourish.
Fighting the Good Fight
Suppose there were a formula for a happy marriage—would you follow it? Of course, who wouldn't? Especially if the formula were backed up by hard evidence that proved its success.
Well, the astonishing news is that such a formula now exists, thanks to pioneering research done with thousands of couples around the country. Psychologists Howard Markman and Scott Stanley at the University of Denver have predicted, with 80 percent accuracy, who will be divorced six or seven years after marrying. And what they look for is not whether a couple argues, but how the couple argues.9
We now know not only what unhappy couples are doing wrong when they argue but what happy couples are doing right. Successful couples resolve conflict without leaving scars, because they have learned to fight a good fight by sticking closely to the following rules.
Don’t Run from Strife
We need to consider the story of the genie in the bottle who, during his first thousand years of incarceration, thinks, “Whoever lets me out will get three wishes,” and who, during his second thousand years of incarceration, thinks, “Whoever lets me out I'm gonna kill.” Many of us, like that genie, seem to get meaner and more dangerous the longer our grievances are bottled up. Don't allow yourself to bury something that irritates you. Repressed irritations have a high rate of resurrection.
Love can be angry ... with a kind of anger in which there is no gall, like the dove's and not the raven's.
AUGUSTINE
Happy couples may disagree vehemently, but they don't shut their partners out. When one spouse brings up an issue, the other listens attentively.
From time to time, the listener will paraphrase what the other says (“You're worried about our overspending?”) to make sure the message is understood. They are also comfortable taking a brief time-out to gain some objectivity and perspective in the heat of battle —as long as they agree on a time to come back and talk it through.
Choose Your Battles Carefully
Love may be blind, but for many partners marriage is a magnifying glass. Couples who are virtually certain to break up can't seem to find a relaxed, reasonably efficient way of figuring out how to settle differences as small as which movie to see or whose friends to visit. Eventually, their inability to negotiate does them in, no matter how much in love they are. So take the expert’s advice and choose your battles carefully.
You've probably seen the “grant me the wisdom to accept the things I cannot change” prayer on plaques and posters. It's overfamiliar, but it's true: One of the major tasks of marriage is learning what can and should be changed (habits of nagging, for example) and what should be overlooked (the way a spouse squeezes the toothpaste tube).
We often tell couples that about 90 percent of the issues they bicker about can probably be overlooked. We know how easy it is to criticize one's mate. We ourselves have done our fair share of yapping about minor infractions, but we've also learned not to sweat the small stuff. This simple advice can keep you from ruining a Friday evening or even an entire vacation. So before you gripe about the way your partner made the bed or cleared the table, ask yourself if it's worth it.
Also, as you are “choosing your battles,” it's always helpful to consider whether the issue you are about to gripe over is related to a gender difference or one of your unspoken rules or unconscious role expectations that we explored in the first chapter. Sometimes just recognizing this is enough to help you relax and not make it a big deal.
Define the Issue Clearly
Shari and Ron seemed addicted to friction. Their most recent blowup occurred while entertaining a group of friends in their home. Everyone was having a good time, enjoying the conversation and the food. As Shari started to serve the dessert, Ron offered to pour the coffee. Shari appreciated his offer and went into the kitchen to get a few more plates. When she returned to the dining room, Ron was still talking and hadn't started serving the coffee. Disgusted, Shari made a derogatory comment, and the two of them began arguing.
“There they go again,” said one of the guests.
Embarrassed, Shari and Ron suddenly stopped fighting. After the guests were gone, Shari asked Ron, “Do we fight that frequently?” Ron nodded soberly. Both he and Shari knew they fought too much, but they didn't know why.
Many couples find themselves bickering on a regular basis over just about anything—no issue is too small, or too big, to spar over. When Shari and Ron came to see us, we gave them a simple assignment that reduced the frequency of their arguing almost immediately. It was this: When you feel the tension rising, ask each other to define clearly what the fight is about until both of you understand the issue. Marital battles become habitual if the source of the conflict is not identified, but once couples define the issue, they can be more up front about what is really bugging them. And once the conflict is clearly defined, it often takes care of itself.
At Ron and Shari's dinner fiasco, for example, Shari was not really arguing about having to do all the work herself. She felt angry at Ron for playing basketball earlier in the day when he promised to be home with her, and arguing in front of their friends was a way of getting back at him. Once Ron understood the real issue, he could empathize with Shari's frustration and was better able to repair it.
To identify the real source of a conflict, you must address the questions “What are we really quarreling about?” and “What is the real source of our disagreement?” When couples do not address or cannot answer these questions, the quarrel is often displaced to another topic (“And another thing: Why do you always . . . ?”). So before you fight, be sure you know what you are fighting about.
State Your Feelings Directly
Sonia, married just over a year, was continually fighting with her husband about his hectic travel schedule. “I don't understand why your job takes priority over our relationship,” she told him over the phone one evening. As he began to explain the pressure of an impending deadline and why he was having to travel so much, it suddenly struck Sonia that she did not really resent him for being gone and working so hard; all she really wanted was for him to say, “I miss you. I feel terrible about not being home. And you're such a fabulous person for being able to handle everything while I'm away.” Once she stated her feelings directly, she got what she wanted.
We often teach couples the “X, Y, Z” formula to help them state their feelings. Think of this approach as a kind of game in which you fill in the blanks with your particular gripe in mind: “In situation X, when you do Y, I feel Z.” For example, “When you are on the road (X), and you don't tell me that you miss me (Y), I feel unloved and lonely (Z).” Or, “Last Thursday night (X) when you called your mom long distance and talked for a half hour (Y), I felt upset because we can't afford those long calls (Z).” Using this formula will help you avoid insults and character assassination, allowing you instead to simply state how your partner's behavior affects your feelings.
Another example would be, “When we are riding in the car (X) and you change the radio station without asking me first (Y), I feel hurt that my desires are not considered (Z).” That is far more constructive to your partner than saying “You never consider my feelings when it comes to music.” Although the latter may be what first comes to your mind, it's likely to draw a defensive response that gets you nowhere.
Exercise 21: Sharing Withholds
For most of our marriage we have practiced an exercise called “withholds.” It is a great way of clearing the deck with your partner on a regular basis so that little conflictual issues don’t pile up. The workbook exercise Sharing Withholds will help you and your partner stay current with each other on both the negative and positive issues in your relationship. We’ve taught this to literally tens of thousands of couples who find it to be one of the most useful tools they have in fighting a good fight.
Rate the Intensity of Your Feelings
We have observed that one partner in the couples we counsel is often more expressive than the other. In other words, one person articulates his or her feelings more quickly and more intensely than the other. And we have seen this imbalance cause problems time and again because what is very important to one person may appear not to be very important at all to the other.
When James and Karen were setting up their first apartment, Karen wanted to paint the kitchen walls a light blue. She brought home paint samples to show her new husband, but he didn't share her excitement:
“I found the perfect color,” Karen said enthusiastically, holding paint chips up to the wall.
“I'm not really crazy about it,” Jim said.
“Oh, you'll like it once you see it on the wall. It'll be great.”
“I don't know.”
The phone rang in the middle of their discussion, and that was the last they talked about it. Three days later, James couldn't believe his eyes when he came home to a light blue kitchen. “What's this?” he exclaimed. “I thought we agreed not to paint it this color! ”
“You said you didn't care, so I went ahead.”
“I never said that!”
For the rest of the evening, James and Karen argued over feeling betrayed and unappreciated. But the whole scuffle could have been prevented if they knew just how important (or unimportant) the issue of painting the kitchen was to each of them. As it turned out, James didn't express it well, but he felt very strongly about not painting the kitchen light blue. Karen, on the other hand, was excited and eager to set up house. She could have very easily been talked into another color. Their feelings and how they expressed them were almost polar opposites.
There is a simple technique that could have prevented much of James and Karen's grief. For several years now, we have been handing out hundreds of what we call “Conflict Cards.” Using this small plastic card, no bigger than a credit card, helps put couples on even ground when it comes to expressing the intensity of their feelings. We are not sure where the idea for this card came from, but it has helped us resolve plenty of conflicts in our own marriage, and we have seen it work for hundreds of others.
What's on the card? It's simple really. On the card is a scale from one to ten ranking the intensity of a person's feelings:
1. I'm not enthusiastic, but it's no big deal to me.
2. I don't see it the way you do, but I may be wrong.
3. I don't agree, but I can live with it.
4. I don't agree, but I'll let you have your way.
5. I don't agree and cannot remain silent on this.
6. I do not approve, and I need more time.
7. I strongly disapprove and cannot go along with it.
8. I will be so seriously upset I can't predict my reaction.
9. No possible way! If you do, I quit!
10. Over my dead body!
Anytime a heated exchange occurs, a couple can simply pull this list out and rank the depth of their disagreement. (“This is a three for me.” “It's a five for me.”) By rating their conflict, they can play on a level field even when one person is more expressive than the other.
Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry.
EPHESIANS 4:26
If you would like a Conflict Card, you can download it for free at our website: www.RealRelationships.com.
By the way, we tell couples who use the Conflict Card that if both partners rank an issue at seven or higher, they should seek help from an objective outsider like a minister or a marriage therapist.
Give Up Put-Downs
Remember the childhood saying: “Sticks and stones can break my bones, but names will never hurt me”? That's a lie—names do hurt, as many unhappy couples can testify. Unfortunately, couples are generally experts at character assassination (“You don't want a better job because you're lazy”).
Put-downs are especially lethal when they attack an Achilles heel. If your spouse has confessed to you that his cruel high school classmates nicknamed him “egghead,” and if, in adulthood, he still has fears about being socially clumsy, that name is off limits. Two Achilles heels that are mentioned so often that they must be universal are sexual performance and parents. It is tricky enough, in life's mellowest moments, to discuss sexual dissatisfaction with a mate; but to use it in an argument is a rotten idea. And even though we are allowed to criticize our own parents, it's dirty pool for a spouse to be doing it.
One of the sad facts of close relationships is that we treat the ones we love worse than we treat just about anyone else. We are more likely to hurl insults at our marriage partner than any other person in our life. We are even more polite to acquaintances than we are to our mates. Here are a few tips for cultivating politeness in your marriage:
• Greet each other with an acknowledgment and warm hello, and mark leaving with a tender good-bye.
• When your partner has done a chore, always show appreciation for the job even if the way it was done doesn't meet with your approval (say “Thanks for washing the car” rather than “You missed a spot”).
• Surround mealtimes with pleasant conversations. Shut off the TV and pay attention to your mate instead.
Research has shown that it takes only one put-down to undo hours of kindness that you give to your partner. So the most gracious offering of politeness you can give your partner is to avoid put-downs altogether.
Don’t Dwell on Downers
If you are having a fight about how much time your partner is spending at work, we promise you that it will not advance your argument if you also note that he or she is overdrawn at the bank and always leaves you the car with no gas in the tank. Stick closely to the relevant issues — and try to end the fight. Refocus the exchange when it gets off course (“Look, let's just decide who's dropping this off at the dry cleaners. Later we can talk about how the laundry gets done at home”). Try to calm your partner down (“Let's take a break. We're both too upset to discuss this reasonably right now”). Unhappy couples turn every spat into a slippery slope of one unkind word that leads to another:
He: I guess my mistake was looking forward to a nice dinner.
She: If you came home on time, you might have gotten one. You care more about your job than me.
He: Somebody's gotta make a living.
She: It wouldn't be you if I didn't work like a dog to put you through school!
This kind of runaway spleen venting is one of the strongest predictors of divorce. These couples veer off into heated, unproductive fighting over tangential or old, unresolved issues. They resolve nothing and negative feelings rage.
In stable marriages, the other partner won't always retaliate when unfairly provoked. Instead, they find ways to defuse tension:
He: I was really looking forward to a decent meal!
She: Your hours are so unpredictable, I can't plan one.
He: There's no choice. I'm under a lot of pressure at work.
She: Well, for tonight should we just order pizza?
It's not how you get into arguments, but how you exit them. If you dwell on downers you will eventually sink.
Let's face it: All is not fair in love and war. Clean and constructive fighting is better than down and dirty fighting, that's for sure. Though of course we are bound to slip, trying to follow the above “rules” will help you fight a good fight.
For Reflection
1. What do you typically do when faced with an interpersonal conflict? What works and what doesn't work for you?
2. Have you ever noticed any particular “signs” that can alert you to mounting tension before it erupts? For example, does your heart race, do you get sweaty palms, do you avoid eye contact? What might tip you off to the fact that you are about to get upset?
3. Consider the things you and your partner sometimes argue about. What patterns can you detect? Do you see any themes? Do the same issues return again and again?
4. On a continuum with “denial of conflict” on one end and “confrontational” on the other, where would you place yourself? Where would you place your partner? How might your differences affect your arguments?
5. What can you do to avoid the common mistake of turning your complaining into criticism? Why is it important to avoid this pitfall?
6. What do you think about the statement: “Conflict is the price we pay for deepening intimacy”? How would you explain this concept to another person?
7. What did you learn from your parents about handling conflict? Consider behaviors like yelling, blaming, pouting, sarcasm, avoidance, crying, and threatening.
8. One of the reasons money is at the top of the list of things most often argued about is that couples are faced with financial decisions daily. What are some other reasons, in your opinion, that money is so problematic in marriage?
9. When it comes to put-downs, are you clear what is off limits when arguing with your mate? Does he or she know what is off limits for you?
10. What is your greatest strength and your greatest challenge, personally, when it comes to fighting a good fight?
11. Every problem you and your mate resolve is part of the confirmation that your marriage will be strong. Take a moment to think of conflicts you have constructively worked through together. What do they tell you about your ability to handle difficult issues as a team?
Question Seven
Are You and Your Partner Soul Mates?
And the two will become one flesh.
EPHESIANS 5:31
“We are exactly alike,” John blurted out. He and Nancy were one of a dozen newly married couples we were teaching. I (Leslie) had just asked each of them to talk about their differences when John made his proud exclamation. The other couples looked dismayed.
Les, as any psychologist would do, said, “Tell us about that, John.”
Nancy nodded as her new husband replied: “We just don't have any big differences, that's all. We like all the same things and never disagree.”
“Wow,” Les said with a tinge of sarcasm in his voice. I felt myself starting to cringe, knowing what Les was thinking and hoping he wouldn't say it. But he did: “You are the first couple I have ever met that is exactly the same.”
The class giggled, and John rolled his eyes. “Well, we are not exactly the same,” he admitted.
Some couples strain to duplicate each other in order to cover up their differences. Newlyweds, for example, often force an unrealistic similarity upon their tastes, opinions, priorities, and habits. They do so with the best of intentions, but their sameness is no more real than Adam and Eve's when they covered their differences with fig leaves.
God created each person to be different, and to deny that uniqueness leads only to pretense, not partnership.
Another member of the same small group said, “Sharon and I have a fifty-fifty marriage, half and half.” Other couples agreed. Sharing the load, even-steven, is a much better way to create oneness. “Yeah,” said Sharon, “but sometimes our halves don't always fit together.”
She's right. A “fifty-fifty marriage” only works if each partner is a fraction. But we aren't. Each of us is a whole person. We don't subtract something from ourselves when we get married. We remain whole and want to be loved as a whole, not cut to fit together.
We have seen couples try to build a marriage on the fifty-fifty principle, taking turns deciding this and that, splitting resources, weighing portions, counting privileges. But we have yet to find a fifty-fifty couple who doesn't feel that taking turns is cheating them out of their presumed rights. Often the more strong-willed partner, consciously or unconsciously, wields the knife that divides the “halves,” and one half becomes “more equal” than the other.
So how then do a man and a woman become one in marriage? To put it another way: How do a man and a woman become soul mates? The answer is found exactly where you might suspect—deep in the soul. Recently, scientific research has backed up what common sense has been telling us for years; mainly, that tending to the spiritual dimension of marriage is what unites couples in unbreakable bonds.1 Marriage thrives when its soul is nourished.
In this chapter we explore the most important and least talked about aspect of a healthy marriage—the spiritual dimension. We begin by exploring the need for spiritual intimacy and its deep meaning to your marriage. Next we show how God is revealed in your partnership and how marriage is closer to the nature of God than any other aspect of life. Then we outline some specific and practical tools for tending to the soul of your marriage. We conclude this chapter with a final remembrance.
We are each of us angels with only one wing. And we can only fly embracing each other.
LUCIANO DE CRESCENZO
Spiritual Intimacy: The Ultimate Meaning of Marriage
On February 12, 1944, thirteen-year-old Anne Frank wrote the following words in her now-famous diary:
Today the sun is shining, the sky is a deep blue, there is a lovely breeze and I am longing—so longing for everything. To talk, for freedom, for friends, to be alone.
And I do so long . . . to cry! I feel as if I am going to burst, and I know that it would get better with crying, but I can't, I'm restless,
I go from room to room, breathe through the crack of a closed window, feel my heart beating, as if it is saying, can't you satisfy my longing at last?
I believe that it is spring within me, I feel that spring is awakening, I feel it in my whole body and soul. It is an effort to behave normally. I feel utterly confused. I don't know what to read, what to write, what to do, I only know that I am longing.2
There is in all of us, at the very center of our lives, a tension, an aching, a burning in the heart that is deep and insatiable. Most often it is a longing without a clear name or focus, an aching that cannot be clearly pinpointed or described. Like Anne Frank, we only know that we are restless, aching deep within our soul.
Most people expect marriage to quench their soulful longing, and it often does for a time. But for many, the deep, restless aching echoes again. It certainly did for Roy and Pauline. They did everything they could to stack the odds for a strong marriage in their favor. They went through premarital counseling, adjusted faulty expectations, learned how to communicate effectively, practiced conflict resolution, and so on. They read books about marriage, attended seminars, listened to tapes, and even had an older couple who agreed to mentor them during their first married year. Roy and Pauline took marriage seriously and their efforts were paying off—at least for the time being. They were now in their tenth year of marriage and, from all appearances, doing well. But in spite of all their effort, something was missing.
“We are very much in love,” Pauline told us, “but sometimes it feels like we are just going through the motions.”
“Yeah,” said Roy. “We are definitely in love, but sometimes the relationship feels—I don't know—empty, I guess. Like there should be a deeper connection.”
Roy and Pauline, in many respects, were a model couple. They did all the things healthy couples do. They were psychologically astute, emotionally balanced, and kept their relationship in working order. But their hearts continued to be restless, longing for something more, something deeper. Roy and Pauline, knowingly or not, were yearning to be soul mates.
What Roy and Pauline still needed to learn was that there is more to a thriving marriage than good communication, conflict resolution, and positive attitudes. While each of these tools is critically important for a lasting and meaningful relationship, they are not sufficient. Marriage is not a machine that needs routine maintenance to keep it functioning, but a supernatural event founded upon a mutual exchange of holy pledges. Above all, marriage is a deep, mysterious, and unfathomable endeavor.
We can now recognize that the fate of the soul is the fate of the social order; that if the spirit within us withers, so too will all the world we build about us.
THEODORE ROSZAK
Even happily married couples like Roy and Pauline eventually discover an innate longing to bond with their lover, not just for comfort, not just for passion—but also for meaning. Our lives go on day after day. They may be successful or unsuccessful, full of pleasure or full of worry. But do they mean anything? Only our soul can answer.
For married couples, spiritual meaning should be a shared pursuit.3While every individual must come to an understanding of life's meaning alone, couples must also discover the meaning of their marriage together. You are not just husband and wife. You have given birth to a marriage that is very much like a living being, born from you both. And the soul of your new marriage needs nourishment.
Sharing life's ultimate meaning with another person is the spiritual call of soul mates, and every couple must answer that call or risk a stunted, underdeveloped marriage. Like yeast in a loaf of bread, spirituality will ultimately determine whether your marriage rises successfully or falls disappointingly flat.
The spiritual dimension of marriage is a practical source of food for marital growth and health. No single factor does more to cultivate oneness and a meaningful sense of purpose in marriage than a shared commitment to spiritual discovery. It is the ultimate hunger of our souls.
Exercise 22: Your Spiritual Journey
Each person brings to a marriage his or her own spiritual quest. The workbook exercise Your Spiritual Journey will help you and your partner share your spiritual walks as well as learn the specific ways that each of you relates to God.
Finding God in Your Marriage
One of the most compelling love stories in our time involves a couple who, in the beginning, lived an ocean apart. He was a scruffy old Oxford bachelor, a Christian apologist and an author of bestselling books for children. She, an American, was much younger and divorced with two sons.
Thou hast made us for Thyself, and our hearts are restless till they rest in Thee.
AUGUSTINE
After first meeting during her visit to England in 1952, C. S. Lewis and Joy Davidson fed their relationship by mail. Intellectual sparks from the minds of each ignited their appreciation and respect for each other. When Joy moved to England with her boys, the relationship enjoyed the benefits of proximity. And when her departure from England seemed imminent because of a lack of funds and an expiring visitor's visa, C. S. Lewis made a decision: If Joy would agree, they would be married.
Early in the marriage, Joy's body revealed a secret it had kept hidden. She had cancer—and it was irreversible. The well-ordered life of C. S. Lewis suffered a meltdown. But in the process, the English man of letters realized how deep his love for Joy really was.
Moving on with their lives, the Lewises sought and received the added blessing of the church on their marriage, which had originally been formalized in a register's office. They gave Joy the best treatment available. Then he brought her home, committed to her care. It is not surprising that Joy's body responded. However, her remission was short-lived.
Near death, Joy told him, “You have made me happy.” Then, a little while after, “I am at peace with God.” Joy died at 10:15 that evening in 1960. “She smiled,” Lewis later recalled, “but not at me.”
If there is a lesson to be gained from this amazing love story, it must be that partners without a spiritual depth of oneness can never compete with the fullness of love that soul mates enjoy.
We feasted on love; every mode of it, solemn and merry, romantic and realistic, sometimes as dramatic as a thunderstorm, sometimes comfortable and unemphatic as putting on your soft slippers. She was my pupil and my teacher, my subject and my sovereign, my trusty comrade, friend, shipmate, fellow-soldier. My mistress, but at the same time all that any man friend has ever been to me.
C. S. LEWIS
Marriage, when it is healthy, has a mystical way of revealing God; a way of bringing a smiling peace to our restless hearts.
When researchers examined the characteristics of happy couples who had been married for more than two decades, one of the most important qualities they found was “faith in God and spiritual commitment.”4 Religion, it has been proved, provides couples with a shared sense of values, ideology, and purpose that bolsters their partnership.
Marriage is closer to the nature of God than any other human experience. God uses the metaphor of marriage to describe relating to humanity: “As a bridegroom rejoices over his bride, so will your God rejoice over you.”5 God loves the church, “the bride,” says Paul, not as a group of people external to himself with whom he has entered into an agreement, but as his own body.6 And similarly, when a husband loves his wife and a wife her husband, as extensions of themselves, they live as “one flesh”—as soul mates.
Finally, through marriage, God also shows himself in two important ways: first, by revealing his faithfulness, and second, by revealing his forgiveness.
Marriage Reveals God’s Faithfulness
What would marriage be like without faithfulness? What if the best we could ever get from our partner was “I'll try to be true, but don't count on it.” Of course, marriage would never survive. We would go insane with uncertainty if we could not count on our mate's faithfulness. The livelihood of our relationship depends on the strength of faithfulness—theirs, ours, and ultimately God's.
Yes, God's faithfulness is essential to the survival of our marriages. Think about it. How can we, weak and limited persons that we are, look all the uncertainty of life full in the face and say, “I will make one thing certain: my faithfulness to my partner”? We can't, at least not on our own.
Robertson McQuilkin is a husband who is known for relying on God's faithfulness. He was president of a Christian college, and his wife, Muriel, was the host of a successful radio program when Muriel began to experience memory failure. The medical diagnosis turned their forty-two-year marriage inside out: Muriel had Alzheimer's.
“It did not seem painful to her,” said Robertson, “but it was a slow dying for me to watch the creative, articulate person I knew and loved gradually dimming out.” Robertson approached his college board of trustees and asked them to begin the search for his successor, telling them that when the day came that Muriel needed him full-time, she would have him.
Because Robertson still had eight years to go before retirement, his friends urged him to arrange for the institutionalization of Muriel. She will become accustomed to her new environment quickly, they said. But would she? Robertson asked himself. Would anyone love her at all, let alone love her as I do? Muriel could not speak in sentences, only words, and often words that made little sense. But she could say one sentence, and she said it often: “I love you.”
The college board arranged for a companion to stay with Muriel so Dr. McQuilkin could go daily to his office. During that time it became increasingly difficult to keep Muriel home. When Robertson left, she would set out after him. The walk to the college was a mile round-trip from their house, and Muriel would make the trip as many as ten times a day. “Sometimes at night,” said Robertson, “when I helped her undress, I found bloody feet. When I told our family doctor, he choked up and simply said, ‘Such love.' ”
In 1990, believing that being faithful to Muriel “in sickness and in health” was a matter of integrity, Robertson McQuilkin resigned his presidency to care for his wife full-time. “Daily, I discern new manifestations of the kind of person she is,” he said. “I also see fresh manifestations of God's love—the God I long to love more fully.” Several years have passed since Robertson's resignation, and Muriel has steadily declined so that now she rarely speaks. She sits most of the time while he writes, yet she is contented and often bubbles with laughter. “She seems still to have affection for me,” says Robertson. “What more could I ask? I have a home full of love and laughter; many couples with their wits about them don't have that! Muriel is very lovable—more dear to me now than ever. When she reaches out to me in the night hours or smiles contentedly and lovingly as she awakes, I thank the Lord for his grace to us and ask him to let me keep her.” Faithfulness is like a multifaceted jewel, exhibiting a complex combination of interrelated dimensions—trust, commitment, truth, loyalty, value, care. But our faithfulness to each other can only be sustained by God's model of faithfulness to us. When a man and woman covenant with one another, God promises faithfulness to them. And that helps couples keep the faith.
There is no way to overemphasize the centrality of faithfulness in God's character. It is woven into every part of the Bible—from Genesis, where God initiates his promise of faithfulness, through Revelation, where John's vision depicts “a white horse whose rider is called Faithful and True.” Great is God's faithfulness. Even when we are faithless, God will remain faithful, “for he cannot disown himself.”7
God's covenantal faithfulness, embodied in our partner, makes a home for our restless hearts. It accepts our whole soul by saying, “I believe in you and commit myself to you through thick and thin.” Without faithfulness and the trust it engenders, marriage would have no hope of enduring. For no couple can achieve deep confidence in the fidelity of themselves and each other until they first recognize God's faithfulness to them.
Marriage Reveals God’s Forgiveness
While we were living in Los Angeles, a friend invited us to tour the Hollywood film studio where she worked. We rode across the lot on a handy golf cart and quietly ducked into sound stages to catch behind-the-scenes glimpses of familiar faces. One of the highlights was watching the filming of an episode of the hit TV show thirtysome-thing. Our friend, observing our interest in this particular show, later sent us an autographed script. It featured Nancy and Elliot, a struggling married couple, in a brutal counseling session. Finally Elliot says,
“I don't know if I love Nancy any more… And no matter what she does, I can't seem to forgive her for that.”
Forgiveness lies at the heart of marriage. Two people living together, day after day, stumbling over each other's beings, are bound to cause pain, sometimes innocently, sometimes not. And if forgiveness is not given to cleanse the marriage soul, condemnation hovers over the relationship. Resentment piles on top of resentment until we blame our partners not just for their wrongdoing, but also for our failure to forgive them.
This is a red-light danger zone. Human forgiveness was never designed to be given on a grand scale. Forgiveness in marriage can only heal when the focus is on what our spouses do, not on who they are. Partners forgive best for specific acts. Trying to forgive carte blanche is silly. Nobody can do it but God.
We overload the circuits of forgiveness when we try to forgive our partner for not being the sort of partner we want him or her to be. There are other means for coping with this: courage, empathy, patience, hope. But for mere human beings, forgiveness in the grand manner must be left to God. For it is God's forgiveness that empowers our ability to forgive the relatively small things —no minor miracle in itself.
Every couple needs to forgive. I (Leslie) had a hard time accepting that. Why would I ever need to forgive Les, the man who had pledged his love to me unto death? Somehow I thought that if forgiveness was necessary, our relationship was failing. I was too proud to admit that Les could hurt me. But at times he did. And of course, I hurt him. In fact, I have learned that most of the time, forgiveness in marriage is usually not about an innocent lamb and a bad wolf. Most of the time I have to do my forgiving while being forgiven—by God, if not by my husband.
When we forgive a partner, we are revealing God's love to him or her, free from condemnation. Human forgiveness enlightens divine forgiveness.
Loving your partner as yourself is probably the single most wholehearted step you will ever take to fulfill the love of God. Such a step, of course, could never even be contemplated without the enabling grace of God. While many marriages are undertaken, and even manage to last, without a conscious reliance on God's help, there are no meaningful partnerships without the continuing secret touch of God's grace on the soul of their marriage.
Tending the Soul of Your Marriage
Superficiality is the curse of a restless marriage. The desperate need of most marriages is not for more excitement, more glitz, more activity. The soul of your marriage yearns for depth.
At least three classic disciplines of the spiritual life call soul mates to move beyond surface living and into the depths: worship, service, and prayer. In the midst of our normal daily activities, these disciplines have a transforming power to quiet the spirit and nurture a marriage.8 By the way, these disciplines are not for spiritual giants, nor are they some dull drudgery designed to extinguish all the fun in your life. The only requirement to practice these disciplines is a longing for God to fill your marriage.
Anyone without a soul friend is like a body without a head.
CELTIC SAYING
Worship
We have a Norman Rockwell print that depicts a family on Sunday morning. The husband, unshaven, messy-haired, and ensconced in pajamas and bathrobe, is slumped in a chair with portions of the Sunday paper strewn about. Behind him is his wife, dressed in a tailored suit and on her way to church. The picture is a playful reminder to us of how important shared worship is to the soul of our marriage.
Both of us grew up going to church. It was a part of our heritage. As surely as the sun came up in the east, our families would be in church on Sunday morning. Going to church wasn't questioned. It was just something you did. Case closed.
But when we got married and moved far from home, worship was suddenly an option. In a new city, we were faced with the opportunity of establishing our own routines, our own weekly patterns. For the first time, going to church was something we were not compelled to do. Nobody was going to call and ask where we were. Nobody was checking up on us. We could now stay home on Sundays, take a hike, sit in the sun, read a book. Or we could go to church. We did.
From the beginning of our marriage, shared worship has been a systematic time of rest and renewal for our relationship. Dedicating a day of the week to worship stabilizes our marriage and liberates us from the tyranny of productivity that fills our other days.
As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants for you, my God. My soul thirsts for God.
PSALM 42:1 2
The church where we worship is a place of social support and spiritual refueling. Singing hymns, learning from Scripture, worshiping God, and meeting with friends who share our spiritual quest is comforting and inspiring. Worshiping together buoys our relationship and makes the week ahead more meaningful.
And once again, research supports our decision to worship together as a means of nurturing the soul of our marriage. A recent study showed that couples who attend church together even as little as once a month increase their chances of staying married for life. Studies have also shown that churchgoers feel better about their marriages than those who don't worship together.9
Worship has a way of transforming relationships. To stand before the Holy One of eternity is to grow and change. In worship, God's transforming power steals its way into the sanctuary of our hearts and enlarges our capacity to love.
Service
“I never knew how selfish I was until I got married,” said Gary. After six months of marriage, he was telling us how Paula, his wife, was volunteering at a retirement center one night a week. “At first I resented her being away from me. But a couple of months ago she needed a lift, so I went with her.” He came back with Paula again and again, until he discovered that helping the older people at the center had become the highlight of his week. “It feels good to help others, and it brings Paula and me closer together; it's like we are a team that is making a difference,” he told us.
We have heard dozens of similar reports from couples. There is something good about reaching out as a team. Almost mystically it becomes bonding. Reaching out to others promotes humility, sharing, compassion, and intimacy in a marriage. Doing good for others helps couples transcend themselves and become part of something
larger.10
There are literally hundreds of ways to incorporate shared service into your marriage. The key is to find something that fits your personal style. For example, we have two couples in our neighborhood who both actively practice reaching out, but in different ways. Steve and Thanne Moore live in the house across the street from us and have been married fifteen years. They sponsor a needy child, Robert Jacques, who lives in Haiti. Every month they send him cards and letters as well as money to provide education, clothes, and food. On special occasions, Steve and Thanne will have their three children draw pictures to send to Robert. Twice, Steve and Thanne have even traveled to Haiti to be with Robert at his orphanage. Someday, they hope to see him in college.
Love does not consist in gazing at each other but in looking together in the same direction.
ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPERY
Two blocks down the street in our neighborhood live Dennis and Lucy Guernsey. They have been married twenty-five years, and from the beginning they made a joint decision: to have an open home and be generous with others. Everyone who knows Dennis and Lucy knows of their hospitality. They have made their home a hub of celebration and delicious dinners. Sometimes it's casual and spontaneous, sometimes planned and elegant, but always, it is special. They throw graduation parties, birthday parties, welcome-to-the-neighborhood parties. They have showers and receptions. And on Mother's Day they invite single moms for Sunday brunch.
If you ask either Dennis and Lucy or Steve and Thanne why they reach out the way they do, they will tell you how fulfilling it is to make others happy. But they will also tell you about the deep bond their shared service brings to their own marriage.
We know lots of couples who can testify to how meaningful reaching out to others is to their marriage. Whether it be sponsoring a needy child, opening your home to guests, giving blankets to the homeless, or baking cookies for prisoners, doing good for others is good for marriage. For soul mates, true service is not self-righteous, it's not done for rewards, it's not a “big deal.” It comes from whispered promptings, divine urgings deep within the soul of your marriage.
One more thing about serving together. If all of your service is before others, it will remain shallow. Service is sometimes done in secret, concealed from everyone but the two of you. We find that the soul of our marriage is satisfied most when we do something, even small things, anonymously. To secretly observe the results of our service brings deeper devotion and intimacy.
Exercise 23: Improving Your Serve
Reaching out to others can do more to strengthen a marriage bond than you might ever imagine. The workbook exercise Improving Your Serve will help you and your partner explore how you might incorporate service into your partnership.
Prayer
Sociologist Andrew Greeley surveyed married people and found that the happiest couples were those who pray together. Couples who frequently pray together are twice as likely as those who pray less often to describe their marriages as being highly romantic. They also report considerably higher sexual satisfaction and more sexual ecstasy!
There is an old story about a young couple who decided to start their honeymoon by kneeling beside their bed to pray. The bride giggled when she heard her new husband's prayer: “For what we are about to receive may the Lord make us truly thankful.”
As strange as it may sound, there is a strong link in marriage between prayer and sex. For one thing, frequency of prayer is a more powerful predictor of marital satisfaction than frequency of sexual intimacy. But get this: Married couples who pray together are 90 percent more likely to report higher satisfaction with their sex life than couples who do not pray together. Also, women who pray with their partner tend to be more orgasmic. That doesn't sound right, does it? After all, married churchgoers are painted by the media as prudes who think sex is dirty. Well, let the media say what they want, but prayerful couples know better.
Few couples have come into our office more devout than Tom and Kathleen. They attended church regularly. Kathleen sang in the choir; Tom taught junior high Sunday school. Kathleen was in a women's Bible study; Tom was in a men's accountability group. Everyone in their church looked to Tom and Kathleen as dedicated and vibrant spiritual leaders. But when the two of them came to see us, their five-year-old marriage was falling apart at the seams. They told us their story, one we had heard many times. They were overinvolved with everything but their marriage and as a result had “fallen out of love.” In spite of all their spiritual fervor, Tom and Kathleen had allowed the soul of their marriage to wither.
“When was the last time the two of you prayed together?” one of us asked. Tom and Kathleen looked at each other, and the answer was obvious: It had been a long, long time.
We talked with Tom and Kathleen a bit longer and gave them a simple assignment, an experiment really. For the next week they were to pray briefly together just before going to bed.
Five days later we received a call, “This is Kathleen. I know this sounds crazy, but our relationship has done an about-face.” She told us how spending a moment together in prayer was rejuvenating their spirits and their marriage.
No amount of being “religious” can make up for the time couples spend in shared prayer. But if prayer is so good for a marriage, you may be asking, why don't more couples do it? Because it's not easy. Praying makes us vulnerable, and anytime we let our guard down, even with our spouse, it can be threatening (this is especially true for men). After all, our partner knows, firsthand, what we are really like. He or she sees us when nobody else is watching. So how can I be completely candid before God with my partner listening in? How can I express my true hopes and fears, my pain, the sins that grip me? No wonder many couples opt out of prayer. The price of its vulnerability seems too high.
Praying together as a couple, we must confess, has not always been natural or easy for Leslie and me. We have at times both fallen into the trap of preaching through our prayers and subtly jabbing each other with our “good” intentions. But through the years we have picked up some principles that have helped us pray more effectively. First, we pray a prayer of thanksgiving. That's all. Rather than trying to pray about our needs or difficulties, we simply give thanks to God. Occasionally we say the Lord's Prayer together (Matthew 6:9 -13). And sometimes one of us will simply initiate a time of silent prayer together or a time of listening to God or maybe a time of brief sentence prayers. The point is to pray. There is no right or wrong way to do it. Every attempt we make to commune with God in shared prayer nurtures the soul of our marriage.
Exercise 24: Study Your Spouse
While praying with each other is important in a marriage, praying for each other is also crucial. The workbook exercise Study Your Spouse will help you pray more meaningfully for your spouse.
Tending the soul of your marriage requires constant attention. For if you neglect the soul of your marriage there will be only superficial bonding, which rides the waves of emotion and infatuation until the marriage is beached. But if in your sojourn together you tend the soul—through worship, service, and prayer—you will make it through the storms of marriage unscathed.
So Remember This
Like most couples deeply in love, we longed to be soul mates even before we were married. Part of the impetus for our vision came from reading A Severe Mercy, the real-life love story about Sheldon and Davy Vanauken, two lovers who not only dreamed about building a soulful union but devised a concrete strategy for doing so, called their Shining Barrier. Its goal: to make their love invulnerable. Its plan: to share everything. Everything! If one of them liked something, they decided, there must be something to like in it —and the other must find it. Whether it be poetry, strawberries, or an interest in ships, Sheldon and Davy committed to share every single thing either of them liked. That way they would create a thousand strands, great and small, that would link them together. They reasoned that by sharing everything, they would become so close that it would be impossible, unthinkable, for either of them to suppose that they could ever recreate such closeness with anyone else. Total sharing, they felt, was the ultimate secret of a love that would last forever.
To be the watch upon the walls of the Shining Barrier, Sheldon and Davy established what they called the Navigators' Council. It was an inquiry into the state of their union. Were they fully sharing? Was there any sign of growing apart? More than once a month they would intentionally talk about their relationship and evaluate their activities by asking: Is this best for our love?
Something about this Shining Barrier—a shield to protect one's love and build a fortified bond—appealed to Leslie and me. We wanted to guard against losing the glory of love. We did not fear divorce as much as we feared a more subtle enemy —gradual separateness. Looking about us, we saw marriages perishing because the couples took love for granted. Ceasing to do things together, finding separate interests, couples we knew were turning “we” into “I” as their marriages aged. We observed a subtle separateness creeping into their marriages with barely any notice—each of them going off to their separate jobs in separate worlds, while their apartness was quietly tearing at their union. Why let this happen to us? Why not raise the Shining Barrier as Sheldon and Davy did?
We were inspired.
Late in the spring, just days before our wedding, we sat on a bench talking about our love and impending commitment and concluded that there was something cold about making a contractual agreement, a binding commitment, to stay together. We didn't want to perform marital “duties” because we had to, because we were locked into it externally. We were looking for a deeper bond that transcended even the idealized vestiges of the Shining Barrier. That's when the real lesson of Sheldon and Davy's story hit us: that becoming soul mates ultimately requires more than an appeal to love, more than a commitment to extravagant sharing. It requires an appeal to God.
The aching, burning urge you and your partner have to be connected — soul to soul—can only be quenched when your spirits are joined by a greater Spirit, Jesus Christ—the ultimate Shining Barrier. So remember this: The sacred secret to becoming soul mates is pursuing a mutual communion with God.
For Reflection
1. Some couples confuse being “exactly” alike or having a “fifty-fifty” marriage with being soul mates. Why is this not really accurate?
2. There is an aching in our souls that longs for deeper meaning and connection with our partner and with God. In what ways do you see people trying to quench this thirst of their spirit? What are the positive and negative ways people try to meet this need?
3. In what ways have you seen God revealed in your relationship?
4. Praying together can be difficult for couples. Sometimes one partner feels more comfortable with it or more eager to do it than the other, and this imbalance can make the other partner “prayer shy.” How do you see this spiritual discipline being a part of your marriage?
5. How can couples tend the soul of their marriage through shared service? Do you know of couples who practice this discipline? In what ways could you incorporate service into your marriage?
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Praise from readers of
Saving Your Marriage Before It Starts:
Saving Your Marriage Before It Starts is an honest, straight forward, and personal journey to a healthy marriage. It's an excellent relationship book, and I give it an A+.
This is the best marriage preparation book by far! It hits the nail on the head, and I urge you to read it.
One of the most admirable qualities of this work is that it is very helpful regardless of your marital status . . . single . . . engaged . . . newlywed . . . or married. I strongly recommend this book to anyone. The DVD program is a great bonus. This book is definitely one to own!
Before anyone considers marrying, they should read this book. It contains the most practical advice available. I also highly recommend the workbooks!
Super helpful! This is by far the best marriage preparation book I have read. I urge every engaged couple to read it and do the workbooks together. You'll have amazing conversations!
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