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INTRODUCTION


THIS BOOK IS FOR PASTORS and Christian counselors who work with couples. These couples come seeking a trusted ally, guide, encourager and helper. You are prepared with two essential tools. First, you have a developed perspective of what marriage is supposed to be. Through your study of Scripture and of human development, you understand the importance of marital strength to the family, church, community and society. You have some idea of what a good marriage looks like. Second, you come with the compassion of a servant. You see the pain on their faces, hear the disappointment or despair in their voices. This is part of your calling, to render care to those who are discouraged. You identify with the calling to bring good news to the afflicted and to bind up the brokenhearted as described in Isaiah 61.

Yet even with those essential components, you may find yourself underprepared to work with couples who are stuck in patterns of anger, hurt, discouragement and frustration. Compassion levels are high, but progress is slow. You likely have a vision for what marriage is to be for those who seek your assistance, but do not have the resources or training to help them get there, or get there quickly. And that lack of growth can put a damper on the enthusiasm you have for this important work. We have seen many people in the human caring professions avoid direct work with couples—the “let’s roll up our sleeves and get to it” work—because they lack knowledge of theory and tactics to help couples heal from relational wounds.

We approach this task with you as two psychologists who work with families and who seek to integrate our Christian faith with the practice of therapy. Our goal is to offer our knowledge of the therapeutic process, drawn from multiple family systems theories, including Contextual, Emotion Focused and Object Relations Family Therapy. Beyond knowledge, we aspire to help the reader to have success in working with couples who seek relational renewal and restoration. You, as a pastor and/or Christian counselor, are in a unique position to render care, facilitate healing and impart the grace of God to couples in pain. Marital restoration is complicated. Injuries are usually not superficial. Problems are usually not simple. Resolution is usually not instant. But we offer a glimpse of God’s vision for what marriages can be and a strategy for success.

This book will be presented in three parts. Part one will address the presteps to conflict resolution. We first consider the condition of marriage in twenty-first-century North America. Marriage has experienced significant challenges within the culture.

In chapter two we will explain the complexity of marital conflict. Seldom are marital conflicts simple to understand and easy to resolve. If that were the case, we would not be needed. In fact, there are usually three fights occurring simultaneously, which creates a “two steps forward, three steps back” experience that can exasperate the best counselors.

In chapter three we introduce the concept of Us. The foundation of successful marriage is the structure upon which a marriage is constructed. Counselors, we believe, move too quickly beyond instilling a vision for the idea of Us, and attend to the details of the fight. Without ensuring the couple has a “big vision” of marriage, the counselor is at risk of painting over rust—it works for a while, but the corrosion quickly returns.

Finally in chapter four we emphasize the importance of boundaries and professional limitations for pastors and counselors. While pastors and counselors may have a ministry mindset, the practice and conduct of counseling is best managed through a set of limitations that build objectivity and promote fairness.

Part two will focus on the cycles of conflict and restoration. Imagine two concentric circles—a small circle inside a larger circle. Most marital conflicts cycle through the internal circle that is driven by pain, defensiveness and injury. But couples can process their conflicts through the outer circle, consisting of grace, justice, empathy, trust and forgiveness. Chapters five, six, seven, eight and nine will explain the process that either perpetuates relational conflict or alters its direction away from dissension and toward reconciliation.

Finally, part three will examine the application of the conflict-restoration cycle. While every couple fights uniquely, there are patterns that emerge in similar circumstances. In these chapters we will consider the emergence of marital strain around sexuality (chapter ten), parenting and child rearing (chapter eleven), sexual infidelity (chapter twelve), divorce and blended families (chapter thirteen), and substance abuse (chapter fourteen). In each of these chapters we consider both the issues that emerge that are often commonly associated with each theme as well as the common factors associated with the relationship conflict-restoration cycles described in part two.

Throughout the book we want to convey the importance of your relationship as pastor/counselor to the couple. Effectively addressing marital conflict requires more than teaching reflective listening and paraphrasing skills. There is a powerful mentoring relationship formed between the couple and the counselor.










  


   Part One 


  THE PREFACE TO



    MARITAL COUNSELING
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    MARRIAGE AT A CRUCIAL STAGE OF EXISTENCE
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        The First Bond of Society is Marriage.


        CICERO



      


    


    

      TAESONG-DONG MIGHT BE THE VERY worst place to live on the face of the earth. It is the lone village in South Korea that nestles next to its North Korean “sister city” Kichong-dong. No one actually lives on the North Korean side, but in Taesong-dong about two hundred farmers go about their work tending fields as their ancestors have for centuries. They do so with more than one million armed soldiers surrounding them with explosive firepower to seriously affect the quality of the next crop! They stand between two warring powers, quietly going about their business, hoping that they are not destroyed because those around them cannot get along.


      We see you, as pastors, professional therapists and lay counselors, sitting in a similar spot, though slightly less lethal. You are placed between two parties who have declared war on each other. Tension is often thick when each side meets in the neutrality of your office. Everyone knows that a misunderstood gesture here, or a comment poorly chosen there, could ignite the standoff that has existed for years.


      Those who work with couples know from experience the “cold war” of marriage. Whether or not they are familiar with the data on marriage, pastors and counselors meet every week with couples whose marriages reflect the changes in our culture. It may feel like a siege. The definition and value of marriage has changed for many, pitting one side against the other. Marriage counselors sit in the middle of the fight. Couples come to pastoral counselors worn out by the standoff that has occurred within their home. They may be separated and considering whether reconciliation is ever possible. Other couples may sit down with a pastor and are essentially asking permission to pursue a divorce or have made up their minds that it is inevitable. Some are dealing with the common concerns of financial stress, communication problems or sexual difficulties that place a strain on the marriage. Still other couples may be dealing with the immediate concerns of perhaps sexual infidelity, pornography use or the ubiquitous press on couples for their time, as they balance overscheduled lives that keep them from enjoying the marriage the way they thought they would. Amid it all sits you—the pastor, marital therapist or lay counselor—armed with a white flag and the hope of the Christian message, being charged with the task of bringing peace to opposing forces.


      

        THE STATE OF THE UNION


        What is the state of our marital unions today? What are marriages today struggling with, exactly? How bad is it? Can counseling make a difference in families? If so, how? These are the kinds of questions that can really get a pastoral counselor thinking. It is important to get a sense for how things are, while recognizing that it is only one part of a larger story. So while we will look at the state of the (marital) union, we want to remember that there are many benefits to marriage that will also be important for the counselor to keep in mind.


        As we’ll demonstrate, there are two conflicting realities in regard to our culture’s attitude toward marriage. The first is that marriage is seen as a passé institution that restricts individual happiness. The second is that first-time married couples report the highest degree of personal happiness compared with single, cohabitating or divorced adults. We see data that offers discouraging evidence of the state of families in the twenty-first century, but we also see ample evidence in the research data that suggests the merit, worth and vitality of marriage and the benefits of marital intervention by pastors and professional and lay counselors. This evidence suggests that the craft you practice has a positive, immediate and lasting effect on marriages. Furthermore, the data suggests that rebuilding marriages has a positive effect on subsequent generations of marriage—far beyond the issues that husbands and wives must address, but literally on the second and third generations.


        The state of divorce. When we look at rates of divorce, we can say that young married couples in their first marriage have about a 40 percent divorce rate.1 The divorce rate rises for those who marry again. The divorce rate is also affected by level of education: those with a college education have about a 30 percent divorce rate compared to about a 60 percent divorce rate for those who do not complete high school.2 Other factors have been studied that are connected in some way to an increased likelihood of divorce, including living together before marriage, having religious differences, marrying at a younger age, and having seen one’s parents’ divorce.3


        Looking at divorce by itself doesn’t tell the whole story. Our culture is changing; the way that we see marriage and divorce has shifted. We can see differences in attitudes toward marriage, in whether it is valued as an important arrangement or whether it is something people feel much less passionate about. If people feel rather casual about relationship commitment, they might be less likely to value marriage as a place where such commitment is required. Also, if people focus more on what they believe is best for them, they may put more stock in self-interest over something like marriage with the creation of a new relationship, one that demands sacrifice through placing others before oneself.4


        Marital cynicism. As to marriage, cynicism abounds. The humor of Johnny Carson still reflects a pervading attitude of our day: “If variety is the spice of life, marriage is the big can of leftover Spam.” Our culture questions a lot of traditional structures and sources of knowledge. This is partly a product of our age—we live in a postmodern society that not only questions but openly challenges traditional views and norms. We are also at a place where we have seen the casualties of both poor marriages and broken marriages, and we may be witness to more people wondering whether “any couple can make marriage work as a life-long union.”5


        Some experts on marriage have pointed to the appeal of “serial monogamy,”6 or what we refer to as the “Seinfeld effect.” Do you remember the popular sitcom from the 1990s? The message was loud and clear that marriage was devastating to a person’s freedom, friendships, social life, sex life and so on. The cultural and social changes represented in a show that derides marriage impact our society by contributing to decreased expectations that people marry. The benefits of not getting married can frequently be romanticized.


        Perhaps related to this is the idea that people today possess greater wealth and can live independently. Individuals are able to make ends meet, and therefore do not value or need marriage the way they might have even thirty years ago. Some women and men may give serious consideration to divorce in life circumstances in which divorce would not really have been a viable consideration only a few short years ago.7


        That is a sobering view of marriage. We could focus our attention on rates of divorce and cultural messages that devalue marriage. We could join in with the cynics who question whether any marriage can last, let alone a sizable percentage of marriages. But we find it more helpful to reflect on how marriage has remained in many circles a desired social institution. Despite all of the threats to marriage, why has marriage remained an ideal that so many people ascribe to? Why do we celebrate when we come across announcements of thirty-and forty-and fifty-year anniversaries?


        Marriage as a desired social institution. Marriage remains one of the most stable and desired social institutions and the one place of interface between religious and secular entities, as most people who marry do so within a church environment.


        What is the appeal of marriage? Judith Wallerstein and Sandra Blakeslee have a helpful book titled The Good Marriage: How & Why Love Lasts. In it they discuss how people look for a love that lasts, and that this is true even in cases of longstanding marriages that unfortunately end in divorce—people continue to look for sustained relationships. Not only does marriage protect us from loneliness, but marriage and, by extension, family, provide a sense of meaning and continuity:


        

          A man and woman in a good, lasting marriage with children feel connected with the past and have an interest in the future. A family makes an important link in the chain of human history. By sharing responsibility for the next generation, parents can find purpose and a strengthened sense of identity.8


        


        Perhaps now more than any other time in human history, people are able to choose marriage or not, or they can choose marriage for a time and then decide whether to continue in it or to dissolve it.


        Wallerstein and Blakeslee point out the changes in support for marriage over time:


        

          Think of marriage as an institution acted upon by centripetal forces pulling inward and centrifugal forces pulling outward. In times past the centripetal forces—law, tradition, religion, parental influence—exceeded those that could pull a marriage apart, such as infidelity, abuse, financial disaster, failed expectations, or the lure of the frontier. Nowadays the balance has changed. The weakened centripetal forces no longer exceed those that tug marriages apart.9


        


        Despite these changes, marriages remain an attractive institution to those who are married and to those who are single. Why is it valued so? It may have to do with some of the benefits experienced in marriage. These benefits appear to come through changes people experience when they marry. Marriage seems to change people. It reorients people’s goals, and it can transform people’s experiences.10


        When it comes to goals, marriage helps people think about their future. It helps them make better choices about health-promoting activities, including diet/nutrition and financial decisions, such as saving for the future. Marriage gives people a better sense for the part they play in their own future.


        Marriage also affects one’s well-being. People who are married report greater life satisfaction. They are happier. They are less depressed and less anxious. They enjoy greater sexual fulfillment. They have decreased rates of mortality.


        The following benefits to healthy marriages were also recently summarized on the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services website:11


        

          	

            Women are more likely to have a better relationship with their kids, be emotionally and physically healthier, and be better off financially. They are less likely to get a sexually transmitted disease, be a victim of a violent crime, or to be in poverty.


          


          	

            Men live longer, are physically and emotionally healthier, are better off financially, have greater stability at work and greater income, have a more satisfying sexual relationship, and have better relationships with their kids. They are less likely to commit a violent crime, attempt suicide, contract an STD, or abuse drugs or alcohol.


          


          	

            Good marriages are also good for a community. Married couples tend to be better educated, more likely to own their home, and have higher property values. They also have lower rates of domestic violence, crime, teen pregnancy, and need for social services. They are good for communities.


          


        


      


      

      

        A GOOD MARRIAGE


        There is no one type of good or healthy marriage. They come in different shapes and sizes. In one report,12 however, healthy marriages held many things in common, including a commitment to children, satisfaction, communication, conflict resolution, faithfulness and emotional support.


        Types of good marriages. In their book The Good Marriage, Judith Wallerstein and Sandra Blakeslee identify four different types of good marriages: romantic, rescue, companionate and traditional.13


        The first type, romantic marriage, is characterized by enduring memories of excitement and romance. The second type they call the rescue marriage, in which spouses benefit from a kind of healing of prior emotional pain or loss from earlier in their lives. The third type, companionate marriage, is one in which couples are able to strike a balance between their commitments to their careers and to their marriage and children.


        The last broad type of good marriage identified by the researchers is referred to as the traditional marriage. This is one that maintains more of a traditional divide between public and private domains, with the man functioning as breadwinner in the public domain while the woman has more responsibilities in the private domains of the home and childbearing.


        Creating a good marriage. In their study, Wallerstein and Blakeslee identify nine tasks that they advise couples to take on to create a good marriage. Some of these overlap with what is referred to as the family life cycle. For example, the first two tasks are: separating from the family you grew up in, and forming a new family together. The third task is to become parents. As the authors put it, “Children brought special meaning to the lives of happily married couples.”14


        The fourth task is to cope with crises. Although crises take many different forms, ranging from unemployment to health concerns such as cancer, it is important to turn toward one another and toward a good social support network rather than away from one another or in pain in isolation from potentially supportive relationships.


        All meaningful relationships create opportunities for conflict. The fifth task of a good marriage is to be a place in which it is safe to have conflicts; a place in which the couple has built “a relationship that is safe for the expression of difference, conflict, and anger.”15 Early conflicts can establish key insights into the sources of different values and expectations, as well as the experience of safety and trust the couple has in one another.


        The sixth task identified by Wallerstein and Blakeslee is to create and protect a fulfilling sex life together. There is also a great deal of variability here; couples create their own sex life, and it becomes a place of transparency and vulnerability, but also an opportunity to express and experience trust and safety while drawing together in meaningful ways.


        The seventh task is sharing laughter and interests. Being able to laugh together is an important part of a good marriage, as is having a genuine interest in one another. Some interests are done by each spouse individually, while other interests are shared. Couples can enjoy both individual activities and shared activities; both kinds have the potential to make one another interesting.


        Providing one another emotional nurturance is the eighth task of good marriages. This involves offering and accepting “comfort and encouragement in a relationship that is safe for dependency, failure, disappointment, mourning, illness, and aging—in short, for being a vulnerable human being.”16


        The last task identified by Wallerstein and Blakeslee is preserving a double vision, by which the authors mean carrying “in one’s head a simultaneous vision of past images and present realities. It involves holding on to the early idealizations of being in love while realizing that one is growing older and grayer and cannot turn back the clock.17


        So there are good marriages out there, and there are marriages that are in trouble. How do good marriages end up in trouble? Well, for starters, not all marriages that are in trouble were at one time good. In other words, marriages start off in different places based on the people who form them, the circumstances in which they were formed and many other factors. Marriages can sometimes really struggle, and we have a good idea how they could do better if both partners are willing to address those concerns.


      


      

      

        WHEN COUPLES COME FOR HELP


        Many couples seek out pastoral care or counseling precisely because they experience conflict in their marriage. Indeed, in terms of mental health referrals, marital conflicts have been reported to account for 40 percent of all counseling referrals.18 Couples seek out pastoral care and counseling precisely because they want relief from relational conflicts.19 They are often looking for someone who can step in and settle a dispute—ideally by agreeing with the one partner over the other. Perhaps they are thinking, If I can just get our pastor to convince my husband of how right I am about our finances, he’ll finally come around! or, If my counselor hears my side, she’ll agree with me that my wife is being selfish on this one. The position that caregivers are placed in is often felt to be precarious.


        Predictors of success. Yet, as pastors and counselors consider the challenge of addressing marital conflict, we want to offer encouragement: there are important predictors of success in marriage counseling. For example, Carroll and Doherty conducted a meta-analytic study comparing couples who participated in premarital counseling preparation compared to those who did not. (A meta-analysis is an advanced statistical procedure in which all of the results of all of the studies on a given topic are combined.) They found that premarital counseling—the work that pastors, marriage therapists and lay counselors do with couples in preparation for marriage—increases the chances of a successful out-come by about 30 percent.


        Similarly, Shadish, Ragsdale, Glaser and Montgomery conducted the same type of research on the effectiveness of marital counseling. They found that the positive effects were moderately strong and that no one treatment approach proved to be more effective than others. In other words, we know what you do can make a difference in the lives of couples.


        We also know that there are factors or characteristics couples possess that make it more likely that they will succeed in turning their marriage around. Five major factors have been identified:20 couple commitment, age, emotional engagement, marital traditionality, and convergent goals. We can talk specifically about ways to tap into these factors in the course of pastoral care or counseling, but for now it is enough to point out that couples who are committed to staying in the marriage tend to improve more than those who are really there to decide whether or not to divorce.


        Younger couples tend to have better outcomes in marriage counselling than older couples, which probably reflects that the problems are being addressed earlier in the life of the marriage, before having a chance to really take root.


        Couples who have strong positive emotional connections tend to do better in marriage counseling. They are emotionally engaged with one another and have positive emotional responses to one another. Typically these connections are based on shared interests and activities.


        Those who tend to be more egalitarian in their marriages tend to benefit as a result of marriage counseling. This may be the result of having more flexibility around roles and responsibilities, how house-hold or family duties are negotiated and divvied up, and so on.


        The last factor is convergent goals, or the idea that a couple has similar values and aims in life. When couples share similar values or life purposes, they tend to benefit more from marriage counseling. Practically speaking, it may be to the benefit of the pastor or counselor to help the couple identify common values and goals that both can get behind.


        We believe that another factor has an important outcome effect on marriage—the attitude and outlook of the counselor. Not all marriage counselors are equal. We draw a parallel to an athletic event, like a soccer or basketball game. Athletes can be overwhelmed with the speed of the game. The ball is moving so quickly that by the time an athlete reacts, he or she is playing behind. Couples counseling is much like that. With two emotionally charged spouses who have inside knowledge into how they play the game, counselors can easily feel overmatched. So, essential to the process of offering effective care is the ability to take control of the game. To some, that mistakenly means to dominate, control, direct and coerce. That is far from what we mean by control. We believe that control comes through important attitudes and abilities—beyond the obvious requirements of clinical training and spiritual maturity—that are essential in maximizing your effectiveness in helping couples. We will list four important marital counseling skills, which we will revisit throughout the book.


        Marital counseling skill 1: Accepting what individuals choose to do with their lives. If you could reduce family counseling to one essential message to represent the whole of mature marriage and family functioning, it likely would be the ability to manage boundaries. Yet one of the most difficult challenges for counselors and the most frequent error is the mismanagement of the boundary between your vision for their marriage, and the individuals’ decision to act in what they perceive to be their best interest. It is not that pastoral, professional or lay counsellors frequently make the obvious errors and form unethical or immoral relationships with clients; we are speaking of more subtle boundary violations that are driven by our common commitment to assist couples in being successful in their marriages. The line between counseling and ministry becomes blurred, and in the process we lose our objectivity and judgment. An example of this boundary issue might be the pastoral counselor who is awakened in the early morning hours with the thought of a couple on the schedule for that day. Or when a counselor is inclined to ruminate over a session with a family that has occurred the day before. Like the parent who is worried for the well-being of his or her children, we might be drawn to pray, think or analyze, and may be grateful to God for drawing clients who have become dear ones to our attention. Seldom in these moments are we alarmed that our thoughts, which interrupt other activities, might be a signal that we have occupied a parentified role in our work as their counselor. “Working overtime” outside of the session is often a key indicator that the separation between the counselor and the family has become too tight. The passion for successful therapy can easily shift from their success as a couple or a family to our success as a counselor. We might feel the need for their marriage to turn around, and that becomes the driving force and even the obsessive expectation.


        In truth, counselors are and should be passionate about marriage and ardently strive for its maturation. But we must do so for their benefit, not as a reflection of our need to succeed. And when clients choose to divorce, separate, see a different counselor, or passively deny suggestions and assignments made in therapy, we must be careful to reasonably asses our involvement in their decision, but to leave it as their decision, which we must acknowledge, respect and release from our control.


        Marital counseling skill 2: Being comfortable in the front lines of marital conflict. Our colleague Dr. Don Pruessler works with adolescents. He is known to say, “I love working with kids; the angrier they are, the more I like working with them.” This attitude needs to be ours to be successful marital counselors. The pain expressed between intimate partners often provokes the counselor to shut it down prematurely. An error that we can easily make as counselors is to misread anger and make it the problem, rather than to see anger as the declaration that a problem exists. Consider anger like a flare gun. It can ignite the sky, and all who see it know immediately that a crisis exists on the sailing ship from which it was fired. When rescuers come alongside the ship, they do not say, “Don’t you dare fire those flares!” Rather, they immediately recognize that a state of emergency exists and respond immediately by learning the nature of the crisis.


        For a counselor, anger serves as the indicator of crisis. It is possible that anger can be used manipulatively for one person to get their way. But this is only successful when we are intolerant of anger, not when counselors permit it to be expressed so as to explore its causes. The more immediate problem is when counselors shut down the expression of emotion that makes them feel uncomfortable, forcing the spouse to resort to less obvious, but more destructive ways to declare perceptions of unfairness or injustice.


        Marital counseling skill 3: “Having no dog in the fight,” or don’t get trapped by taking sides. It is very easy to be drawn into the conflict by siding with the spouse for whom we have the strongest affinity, or who draws from us the most empathy. Counselors need to be careful to build relationships with both spouses with equal proximity and distance, encouragement and confrontation, affiliation and separation. This becomes a magnified challenge when there is an obvious “bad spouse” such as the one caught in infidelity, addiction or substance abuse. While it may be true that the problems of one individual may have a more substantial effect on the marriage than the other, it is also true that both play some role in the conflict. Truly innocent parties we have yet to see.


        Counselors can often identify the subtle ways that couples will seek to enlist support and alliance. We might quietly root for the underdog or be intimidated by the power of the “big dog.” Both become severe errors to carefully avoid. Later we will underscore the importance of “multi-directed partiality,” the key construct in Contextual Family Therapy that emphasizes the vital importance of holding relationship with both partners in balance. This is not to suggest that counselors consider all marital sins and shortcomings as equal. No one believes infidelity to be morally equivalent to tardiness in paying the bills. However, the emphasis in marital counseling is that all have sinned; that is, both have contributed to the marital condition and each must focus on the assumption of that to which he or she is responsible.


        Marital counseling skill 4: Seeing both the forest and the trees. All counseling is complicated. Marital counseling is complicated multiplied by two. Events are occurring simultaneously, pushing and pulling the dialogue in conflicting directions. It can feel like one is fighting a forest fire—one minute counseling while the couple cooperates in resolving an issue, then with a sudden change in wind or humidity, the fire is out of control. We shall discuss in the next chapter the details of why this occurs. But suffice it to say for this brief summary that counsellors must be cognizant of events occurring at different levels. The big picture—the forest—must always be held in view. The big picture might be the broad and general goals the couple seeks to master. While maintaining perspective on the horizon, the counselor must also be able to focus on individual trees, specific violations and injuries that have taken root in the foreground. These important events eventually grow into a component of the forest; therefore proper management of these small saplings helps determine the makeup of the forest.


        In the chapters that follow, we will tie some of these suggestions in with how we understand the multiple layers of marital conflict, ways to foster a biblical perspective on intimacy in marriage, and the overarching approach we recommend for navigating and resolving marital conflicts.
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    THREE FIGHTS IN ONE
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        Just when I thought I had the couple’s fighting under control…
he said… then she said… then bedlam!


        COUNSEL OR IN SUPERVISION



      


    


    

      MOST PEOPLE HAVE EXPERIENCED the frustration of blowing out birthday candles—not the annoyance that comes from needing to produce more wind to extinguish the annual increase in firepower, but rather the aggravation that occurs when we discover that we are trying to blow out those trick candles, the ones that reignite. It was funny the first time. But by middle age, it’s just exasperating. We blow and blow and blow. The candles give us the impression of victory, then poof, the wicks burst again into flame.


      Marriage counselors and pastors often feel a similar exasperation. When sitting with an angry couple, there may appear to be progress made toward building understanding, respect and regard for each other. Then poof, an inadvertent word, a look, maybe even a sigh or smirk provokes the couple to relationally combust. This repeated occurrence produces in counselors confusion, self-doubt and a frequent preference to avoid working with couples altogether. We often hear comments from pastors and counselors such as, “It seems as if we take two steps forward, then three steps back…. Why is this so hard?… How did I get stuck in the middle of this mess?… They didn’t teach me this in graduate school or seminary!… How can I get out of this without them doing violence to each other, to me or my office furniture?” A pastor once commented about marital counseling, “Working with conflicted couples is where angels fear to tread.”


      We cannot say if indeed angels feel trepidation when placed between conflicted spouses. However, we can say, as Everett Worthington did, that “most counselors dread dealing with troubled marriages even though troubled marriages often form the majority of their caseload.”1


      To explain a primary reason why working with conflicted couples can be so discouraging, let’s go back to the birthday candles, in which a second source of heat reignites the wick after it is blown out. Imbedded in the fibers are fine strands of metal made of magnesium. Those metal fibers stay hot for a few seconds after the flame is blown out. They reheat the wick to its combustion point, and surprise!, the candle reignites. It is similar with relational conflict. There are additional sources of heat that have an unexpected effect on the relationship—while one issue may be contained, other factors continue to apply heat to the relationship. When a counselor attends to just one dimension of marital “heat,” the result is an appearance of progress that is interrupted by another conflagration. Frustration, discouragement and hopelessness are the frequent products.


      

        THREE “HEAT SOURCES” TO ADDRESS


        There are three factors, or three sources of heat, that ignite the “conflict candle.” Counselors must attend to all three at the same time when working with couples. The first is the current conflict theme. The second is the couple’s history with the conflict theme. Finally, each spouse has a family tradition that they carry into the marriage from their respective family of origin. These three components must be understood, communicated and managed by the counselor in order for the couple to avoid being yanked back into conflict while in therapy.


        The conflict theme. The conflict theme is usually easy to identify. If you are to ask either partner, “Hey, what’s the problem?” it is what you would get as a response. Commonly the conflict theme has two versions—his side of the story and her side of the story. But it is still the same story. The conflict, then, is what they are yelling about right now. It is the fight about the bounced check, childcare, dirty laundry and why they are not stopping to ask directions. These themes can be about little aggravations; they also can involve large and significant differences or violations. The conflict theme usually rests between people—counselors must integrate “his problem” with “her problem” to form “their problem.”
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        Mike and Janice are fighting about family scheduling. Janice’s perspective is that Mike is unreliable and even inconsiderate of her by his failure to be at home when he says he will. Mike frequently fails at being home at the designated time for dinner or to transport one of their children to a lesson, practice or event—requiring Janice to cover for Mike’s broken promise. His frequent tardiness sets into motion a number of events that are often embarrassing or upsetting to her.


        From Mike’s perspective he is caught between multiple demands that he can’t control. He is a plant manager for a tuna packaging company. He is frequently called upon to solve problems. These unexpected problems occur when the day shift is ending at the plant and the next shift is coming to work. This is also precisely the time that Mike is trying to leave work and meet the family for dinner, or to transport a child to the event of the day. He sees Janice as failing to understand his responsibilities at work as he tries to balance them with his commitments and responsibilities as a father and husband.


        The issues of schedules and timeliness are relatively small, benign topics when they are not in the heat of the conflict; Mike and Janice both acknowledge that the problem is not a big deal. They are not fighting over infidelity, abandonment or violence. Rather, their frustrations remain on the nuisance and annoyance level. These problems do not drive couples to divorce court, but they do rob couples of daily satisfaction and are the hairline cracks in the relationship that can open to gapping fissures.


        These conflicts are intensely felt and usually successfully addressed by marital partners demonstrating the fundamental relational skills of listening, reflecting, understanding, planning and implementing. Most couples are able to resolve these differences by not entangling themselves with other factors. Pastors and counselors usually feel very successful in working with couples on this level because the cognitive-behavioral communication models of counseling are very effective. Couples are usually open and responsive to the direct admonition from Scripture regarding how they are to change their actions or attitudes in order to create a more successful family.


        When a couple does not manage a “normal life problem” by successful resolution with their own resources, a counselor is wise to consider the possibility that there is another source of heat not being accounted for in their discussion. Or if the emotional reaction to the topic is disproportionately intense—such as the slamming of doors or the toaster across the kitchen—one would have to assume that there is more here than just a mere annoyance from a delayed schedule.


        History with the conflict theme. Pain has a memory. Usually there is more to a couple’s conflict than the actual argument topic such as schedules and arriving home on time. Spouses have a history of causing injury to one another. That repetition builds expectations and a response pattern within each partner.


        In athletics, the term muscle memory refers to a set of movements that are learned then practiced over and over, like shooting a free throw in basketball. The brain habituates the body to the movements that have been rehearsed. So a basketball player can line up at the free throw line and shoot a basket with his or her eyes closed. Since the movements are memorized, one doesn’t even have to look. Conflicts in marriage are similar. Once they have been repeated multiple times, our brains learn to recognize the cues previously experienced and react to the other person out of anticipation. In these situations, it’s like couples can “fight with their eyes closed.” They each have been there before. It is possible for a couple to become quickly embroiled in a fight without much build-up, expectation or intent, as if they were sent there at the blink of an eye. This may be why James, the brother of Jesus, encourages us to be slow to speak and slow to anger. He was referring to the natural tendency to react to conflict because of pre-existing circumstances. Christian counselors see this phenomenon playing out in their offices. In a flash the conversation turns from pleasantries to hostilities. The counselor who hasn’t had opportunity to experience the history of conflict in the relationship is the one caught most off guard.


        To make sense of the influence of the historical conflict on the relationship, let’s return to the story of Mike and Janice. Mike has regularly placed his work and personal interests above the family interest, and Janice is suspicious when circumstances emerge that cause Mike to be absent at family events. It doesn’t take much to place Mike and Janice into conflict because any single small event has a “muscle memory”—that is, it is attached to other events that have a lingering effect on the relationship. Their brains do not need to build new paths to understand an event. Those paths are already cut—and they lead right to the memory of pain and disappointment. So Mike and Janice are able to skip a number of mental steps and go right to a defensive, self-protective perspective. It’s as if a part of their brains are saying, “Don’t wait for all the facts to come in; you must act now to guard yourself from hurt.”


        For the counselor, if a couple’s circumstances evoke intense emotion, then it can be surmised that something about the event is threatening their Us. They perceive danger, anger, pain and insult. The self-protective “fight or flight” responses have been signaled. One or both become hyper vigilant, extra sensitive, aware and guarded.


        In this case, Mike has frequently placed his interests above those of Janice. His actions on any one occasion were never so flagrant to justify an intense reaction, but to Janice their accumulative effect creates a severe imbalance in her thinking about relational fairness. “Mike’s needs trump Janice’s needs… Mike is first… Janice comes later… What is important to Janice is not as important to Mike.” These residual thoughts prove to be an accelerant to the normal disagreements that occur within their relationship. The result of this established pattern is that Janice will react to new occurrences of the same old injury with an exponential intensity. She is not just fighting one event of unfairness, but an accumulation of events. Likewise, Mike will become hyperreactive as well when arguments over “a little thing,” like coming home slightly behind schedule, occur with regularity. Neither Mike nor Janice is necessarily operating with an awareness of the accumulated effects of these quarrels. But they both find it disturbing when they become embroiled in fights with lightning speed.


        Family-of-origin conflict tradition. A third and very significant source in Mike’s fighting pattern has nothing to do with Janice, and likewise, much that Janice was fighting had nothing to do with Mike. Individually, both become propelled from forces exerted from their families.


        From their respective families each learned a pattern of acting, reacting and interacting with events, circumstances and people. Early in life we all learn a set of rules about how to respond to situations. Included in those instructions are implied ideas about how others are to act and how we can all best get along together. Neither Mike nor Janice was present at each other’s “school.” So neither was privy to how their partner was instructed, mentored and graded by their respective teachers. And their curriculums were different, often drastically. We can observe the lessons learned by the way they responded to their pain and the pain of their partner.


        When Mike encounters pain, he pursues a course of independence and self-sufficiency. This came as little surprise after listening to Mike talk about his childhood experience. “When you ask about my needs, I have to admit that I almost have no idea what to say. I don’t mean to make myself sound ‘needless and perfect.’ I know that I carry worries and feel anger and resentment—but beyond that I don’t really know what I need. I think that I was encouraged not to have any needs by my parents—you know, be available to help others but never ask for help for yourself. That’s sort of the way I grew up.”


        Likewise, Janice interprets the circumstances and events within her marriage by following a set of cue cards first recorded in childhood. Her parents were legally divorced when she was an adolescent; emotionally, they were divorced long before that. “I never remember my parents hugging each other… you know, real hugs. I remember them expressing the perfunctory kiss once in a while. But I never saw them be happy with each other. I remember trying to make it happen. As a little girl I once had my mom on my right and my dad on my left, and I took their hands and joined them together. I was the matchmaker. I wanted them to be in love, but was afraid that they weren’t, and I was the good girl hoping that I could please both of them.” Janice went on to say that they were pleased, generally, but that she always had a longing for something more, a quality of love and acceptance from them that never seemed to make it over to her side of the fence. She spoke of a prevailing sense of being alone and having no one there to comfort her.


        Mike and Janice operate through a “social genetic code” that influences their behavior. That is, they each carry a predisposition to certain behaviors in certain situations, through an experiential grid formed through their experiences with family. It guides the way they interpret others’ behaviors and select their own. However, we do not want to imply or suggest that the cause of our marital conflict rests with our parents. That is both simplistic and errant.


        We often think of language as a metaphor to explain both the positive and negative influence of families. I grew up in an English-speaking home. English was imprinted on my brain in early childhood. I used English as my operating system to understand all of life’s problems. English was a very useful tool and it has served me well, except when I have traveled to non-English-speaking countries. Using English as the tool to understand events, engage in relationships and guide behavior was not as useful there.


        In the same way, parents give us a set of tools designed to manage pain. And they teach us what to do when others with whom we live experience and react to their pain. Mike and Janice learned to speak a relational language. When they married, they began a “multicultural” experience. They formed a hybrid culture consisting of both the old and the new. This culture was a fusion of each family’s traditions and rules. The relational language that was learned as a child was a helpful starting place for their marriage—but it was not enough because each was in a new “country,” developing new patterns for life. Relationally speaking, they became multilingual. But the old language, the old culture and the old relational rules can never be erased. If Mike and Janice learn a dozen new languages, their first language will remain English. Likewise, the patterns learned in childhood are never forgotten. They are the “first language.”


        An odd reality is that when anyone is in conflict, when there is an emotional exchange and when there is a need for self-defense, the person will speak in the relational language of childhood. A person who speaks two languages will normally revert to their mother tongue in an emotionally charged situation. And so, whenever we are on the defensive, we “speak” in our primary relational language.


      


      

      

        COUNSELORS AND THERAPEUTIC FRUSTRATION


        Imagine that Mike and Janice are in your office. You are ending a great session. The couple appears to be making progress in communicating their perspectives about the fight they had yesterday over Mike’s failure to make it home on time. (Notice that the word fight is singular, because everyone is focusing on solving the presenting problem as if it were a discrete event.) You are employing interventions appropriate to the problem presented. The couple is listening to one another, reflecting, acknowledging and so on. You employ a short-term, solution-focused or cognitive-behavioral approach. Together they identify times when they managed their relationship appropriately. You work with them to establish commitments regarding how each might avoid creating the circumstances that have occurred in the past, and the session ends successfully with a plan for them to follow. As you wrap up the session, Mike says, “Can you believe this big fight comes out of such a small issue?” Unintentionally, the candle which had been successfully extinguished just burst back into flame! Janice says, “Maybe it’s small to you, but to me, it’s pretty important. It’s about whether I can trust you to keep your word. It’s about whether you will put your wife’s and kids’ interests in front of your own. No, Mike, if you think this is a small issue, then you just don’t get it.”


        The shock wave from this relational explosion leaves you flat. What was looking to be a successful ending has just been decimated. And you’re not quite sure what just happened or what to do next.


        First, let’s go back and rethink what happened. Mike and Janice were showing signs of success in attending to the conflict theme. They listened to each other and respected the legitimate issues that both raised regarding their scheduling conflict. But there was another dimension to the injury that was not addressed—that of the history of injury occurring in the relationship. Janice’s response might have seemed to you and me a bit over the top. That is because we are thinking her reaction was just about the argument over the latest scheduling snafu. But it wasn’t. She was reacting to the dozens of accumulated cold dinners, disappointed children and last-minute alterations in the evening plans. Janice was tracking the conversation on a different path than you were as the counselor. She was drawing from a history that made the current conversation only a distant hope. Her experience said, “Watch out; be skeptical.”


        A common response is to transfer your feelings back to the couple by labeling them as “bad,” “uncooperative” or “not really serious about making progress.” Another is to become discouraged with the process of couple therapy all together.


        A different path is to understand these frustrating experiences by thinking through the three levels of conversation that just occurred and to integrate these levels as part of the couple’s learning process. Mike made a statement that he probably thought to be an innocent commentary on what was happening to them. He was operating on the conflict theme level—he was focusing on the immediate issue of the argument that stemmed from their latest spat. Janice, on the other hand, did not receive his comment as limited to the present tense. She reacted intensely because she has years of experience with feeling neglected by Mike’s “little mistakes.”


        Furthermore, Mike comes from a family in which he was appointed as the “conflict minimizer.” So for him to gain closure to the conversation, his job is to make the problem smaller and more manageable before you end the session. Janice is experiencing this conversation differently. Something triggered her. She was calmed and encouraged by the counseling session, but when Mike made his comment, her emotions just popped. Janice had heard Mike promise that he would be home on time on hundreds of mornings. His repetitive failure to keep those little promises has made her highly doubtful that he will change.


        What occurred, in classic systems thinking, was that the three levels of this conversation were not being equally respected and addressed. While on the surface it appeared that there was agreement, in reality, they were talking about the same thing but on different dimensions. The counselor and the couple allowed their thinking to become linear and one-dimensional. It is common to apply a one-dimensional solution to a three-dimensional problem, and then become stalemated. At times, this failure is a result of ignorance—we just didn’t understand all of the factors that contributed to our pain. At other times couples can use the three dimensions to strategically bend the conflict toward someone’s favor. Spouses can escalate any simple conflict by using aspects of the three levels of conflict.


        Here is how it can happen. A basic military strategy in battle is to know the enemy in terms of position, numbers and weaponry. Then resources can be effectively deployed to counter the enemy’s strengths and capitalize on its weaknesses. This is how battles are won—both military and relational. Conflicts usually begin with an accidental encounter; they are seldom planned. Couples don’t anticipate having a fight next Tuesday at 7 p.m. Rather, they stumble into conflict while on “routine patrol.” Conflicts usually are initiated by differences in will or opinion. Soon after engagement in direct fire with the enemy, both sides employ strategies to protect themselves. As the battle continues, it becomes more complicated. Both sides have time to call reinforcements and to direct their resources toward protecting their respective flanks and gaining the upper hand in this skirmish. Each person calls upon more and more resources to sustain the effort and overrun the enemy. Fighting influenced by their respective families of origin and by their history serves to complicate their present conflicts. They function like diversions that require a distribution of resources that might weaken the defenses on either side. Soon, they can’t decide what the fight is actually about or where it is occurring. They have lost sight of the original issue and are engaged in an offensive and defensive struggle on multiple fronts.


      


      

      

        RESOLVING THE MULTIDIMENSIONAL FIGHT


        When working with parents of adolescents, we often find ourselves encouraging parents to “be smarter than your kids.” By that we do not mean to imply that parents have less intelligence, but rather that parents can easily misunderstand the complications of family conflict and become pulled into arguments because they don’t fully understand the factors that are creating the situation. In the same way, counselors must be smarter than their clients, not that they are to be more intelligent. Rather, it means to stay above the fray, to not be pulled into the emotional components of the arguments, so that you can listen and watch for the emergence of these three sources of relational strain and attend to each as you hold the other two at bay. This means that when the fabric of a relationship begins to unravel as you sit with a couple, you are able to stop the destructive process and help them constructively bring restoration to the marriage. The counselor can take an active role in preventing further injury and in altering the destructive patterns the couple exhibits. The counselor is to be diligent in anticipating chances for either the husband or the wife to redirect the conflict into another dimension. The counselor’s ability to recognize and catch the shift will prevent the couple from exacerbating and deflecting their progress. Now that you know the goal, let’s examine the process.


        Therapeutic authority: Establishing control of words and actions. A few years ago, a Christian counselor sought consultation with Jim regarding a challenging couple. She said that a consistent pattern for the couple with whom she worked was to turn to rage when the conversation in therapy began to touch on the historical injuries. “We just can’t get to talking about the things that brought them into therapy because one of them will become so mad that somebody will walk out.”


        The counselor was asked the rhetorical question, “Whose office is it?”


        “Well, it’s my office,” came the obvious answer.


        “If it is your office, then you set the rules, and you enforce the rules. Are their behaviors—verbal or physical—outside your bounds for acceptable behavior in your office? Would the couple act this way in church? What about in the waiting room of a doctor’s office or in a restaurant? If the couple is becoming angry, provoking one or the other to pull the power plug on the session, then they are in control of the hour.”


        The first task to any conflict intervention is to be in charge of the room. By that you are committing to protecting both individuals from harm when they take the risk of repairing the relationship. The counselor’s primary ethical obligation of “do no harm” is best fulfilled when you can ensure the protection of both the powerful and the under-powered from incidents of injury. From the beginning it is imperative that your first duty be to establish your authority as the marital counselor. Jim uses the following statement in the first session:


        

          You have come to me, a marital counselor, with the intent to improve the quality of intimacy that exists between you. Evidently there has been a pattern of injury demonstrated by both of you that brings you to this point. I work for both of you to accomplish that task, which means that at times I will try to block behaviors and words that I fear will have a detrimental effect on your goal of marital restoration. You can trust me to not sit passively and watch you destroy your marriage when you have enlisted my service to help you heal it. If there comes a point when your goal has changed, and you no longer want to restore and enhance this relationship, please let me know, for that will change the way that I act in providing marital counseling for you.


        


        This step of establishing boundaries by the authority of the counsellor is crucial to the therapeutic process. More often than not, counsellors are skilled in being empathic and understanding, but they are not skilled in exercising their role of guardian and protector. Marriages thrive in environments of love and trust. Counselors must replicate both love and trust within the office. Love is experienced through empathy and understanding. Trust emerges with safety and authority. Teddy Roosevelt’s principle “speak softly and carry a big stick” has application in settings beyond international diplomacy; it is important in marital diplomacy as well.


        Multidirected partiality. Immediately tied to establishing the therapeutic role of authority is to establish the therapeutic role of counselor. Marital counseling involves a professional closeness that is difficult to define. We choose the word mentor to maintain the professional separation that exists between counselor and client, but we believe that marriage counseling involves a quality of professional intimacy that is not contained in the less personal terms of patient or client. The therapeutic relationship that a marital counselor develops with a couple exists in that sacred space between two lovers. It often includes the most personal and intimate of details, which include their spiritual, emotional, sexual and relational existence. Clergy functioning in the role of counselors will likely prefer the term pastor to describe their work—we identify closely with this role as Christian counselors but recognize the existence of a thicker boundary between the counselor and the couple. The boundary is defined by the counseling profession’s code of ethics. The relationship is, at its core, an economic/service provider relationship rather than a ministerial relationship. This distinction has an effect on the manner in which Christian counselors can “pastor” couples with whom they work.


        This pastoring role is articulated in Contextual Family Theory as “multi-directed partiality.” It means to show “understanding and crediting all relational parties for the different concerns, efforts and impacts for what people have done in relationships and what has been done to them.”2 In other words, counselors are to take sides, to mentor, to stand with and to identify. However, the idea of multi-directed partiality is that the counselor shows partiality or preference to one spouse, and then focuses empathically toward the other. Both spouses are to experience the support and solidarity of the counselor even while they stand in opposition against each other.


        There is a powerful message implied in the demonstration of multi-directed partiality. Often there is a less-than-subtle message from both conflicting spouses that their intent is to recruit the counselor to join forces and “defeat the common enemy.” In that effort both will present evidence to shore up their argument that it is the other person that is unreasonable, inconsiderate, disrespectful and/or downright mean. However, by demonstrating partiality—first to one, then to the other—the counselor is making a bold declaration: “I know of the faults, inadequacies, violations and mistakes that both of you are guilty of committing, but I stand with you in your effort to mature, grow and change as a person, spouse and parent.” A second message is, “If I can like you, and like your spouse simultaneously, then you can too.”


        Multidirected partiality implies an important subtext. Caregivers must be careful of the trap of overempathizing with the injured spouse. As we will see in chapter eleven, this is particularly challenging when there is an identified wrongdoer—such as in marital infidelity. A crucial goal is to assist the couple in establishing mature boundaries that balance the power between the two. By overidentification with one partner, the counselor can accidentally reinforce power imbalances.


        Separating the factors of conflict. Frequently in supervision, marital counselors say, “There was so many issues, so many fights, so many acts of disregard, it’s hard to know where to start. And as soon as we start on one, we get yanked into talking about another.” It is essential that the counselor separate the different factors in every conflict by distinguishing their presence in the relationship, and attend to each of them, one at a time. The counselor must be disciplined to maintain focus on the problem, respecting the fact that there will be a natural pull from both spouses to divert from the single purpose toward paying attention to multiple issues.


        When the couple gains a “buy in” to the distinct presence of the present, historical and family-of-origin conflicts, it becomes easier to maintain focus with them. Part of the confidence that a couple develops in their counselor is found in the counselor’s ability to recognize the diverting tactics that both will employ, and gently yet firmly block them, keeping the couple attentive to one detail at a time that they have prioritized. Table 2.1 is used to identify and organize the characteristics of the three issues.


        

        

          

            Table 2.1


          


          

            

              

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	Present Conflict


                  	Relational History Conflict


                  	Family of Origin Conflict


                


                

                  	“What is this fight about?”


                  	“have you been hurt before from this same issue?”


                  	“As a child, what role did you play in your family that is like the current situation?”


                


                

                  	His perspective:


                


                

                  	Her perspective:


                


              

            


          


        


      


      

      

        MEMBERS OF ONE BODY


        Just about every child who watches cartoons knows something about the feud between the Hatfields and the McCoys. It’s a story that is carved into the hills of Kentucky and West Virginia. In American folklore, no family conflict is as well known as theirs. It emerged after the Civil War and continued for fifty years. In the Warner Brothers rendition of the story, the fighting between the families continued for so long that the members forgot what they were fighting about. They just fought because “that’s what the Hatfields do” and “that’s what the Mc-Coys do.”


        We find that marital conflicts are similar—the fighting continues because “that’s what we do.” When negative emotions are triggered—anxieties, discouragements and fears—husbands and wives respond to control, prevent and maintain. It is usually a thoughtless argument; that is, we engage in these arguments without much thinking. But it doesn’t have to be that way. Couples come to us as counselors and pastors because they hope to learn a different way of doing life together. They seek to replace the automated responses of pain reaction, defensiveness and “do unto you before you do unto me” with an intimate, compassionate understanding.


        In Colossians 3, Paul writes to couples, counselors and pastors about how we can heal from the wounds of our relational pain. His instruction is quite clear that we are to rid ourselves of anger, rage, malice, slander and filthy language. We are to be characterized by truthfulness as we become renewed and reformed into the image of our Creator. The vision of who we are to be as men and women in relationship is clear, and so is the outline for how we are to form this into reality. Paul writes in Colossians 3:15: “Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one body you were called to peace” (NIV). In conflict resolution the important phrase is “as members of one body.” To amplify Paul’s meaning, the peace of Christ is nurtured and fostered through the proximity of intimate relationships—that is, through our “oneness.” In marriage it is our Us, which will be the focus of the next chapter. The Us is the therapeutic tool that a marital counselor will use to bring healing to the injured souls. The science of therapy has demonstrated that “it’s the relationship that heals, the relationship that heals, the relationship that heals—my professional rosary.”3 But the nature of the relationship, bordered by the security of grace, justice, trust and forgiveness, provides a potential quality that only exists in Christ. It is toward that end that you as the pastor or Christian counselor can guide couples as they understand their conflicts.
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    MARRIAGE IS AN US
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        A good coach will make players see
what they can be rather than what they are.


        ARA PARASHEGHIAN



      


    


    

      MARRIED FOR TWENTY-SEVEN YEARS and in their mid-fifties, Bruce and Gloria played tennis as their empty-nester pastime. Nathan and Joanna were their Sunday afternoon mixed doubles competition. They were in their late twenties and engaged to be married in six months. They were at the top of their game—tan, trim and in love. In warm-ups, their coordinated Fred Perry—designed tennis apparel, their smooth strokes and their comfortable movement on the court was a declaration of competitive domination. In contrast, Bruce and Gloria were okay. Slightly weighted with middle-aged tummies and too practical to sport the latest in gear and fashion, their play had to be slow but smart. In the end it was the young athletic couple that got schooled—in both tennis and in marriage.


      How could age defeat virility on the tennis court? Bruce and Gloria knew how to play doubles tennis. Nathan and Joanna were stronger and more gifted as individual players, but they did not know how to play as a team. Bruce and Gloria played as an Us—adjusting to each other’s position on the court. They identified open space and anticipated where their opponent was going to hit the ball. Alteration, compliment, coordination, adjustment and accommodation were how they played the game. Conversely, Nathan and Joanna played with power and aggression. They both could hit the ball very hard, but they did not work as a team, coordinating their strategy. Their objective was to hit the ball and hit it hard. They paid insufficient attention to position and court coverage. Deferring to the other was an afterthought. The result was that they overlapped their skills, leaving open spaces for Bruce and Gloria to loft their soft and spongy returns. By the middle of the first set, Nathan and Joanna were frustrated with one another. After they lost the second set, they were outright angry and embarrassed. Their emotion became directed at their teammate. Terse words followed failures or mistakes. Forced compliments followed successes and winning shots. There was no solace in their occasional winning points. They were defeated. The “intelligent Us” won over the “athletic Me.”


      

        UNDERSTANDING THE GAME


        Nathan and Joanna epitomize a common problem among couples—they don’t understand the game they are playing. If the tennis court is a platform for couples to exhibit their “real in life” strengths and weaknesses, Nathan and Joanna showed how intimate partners become intimate opponents. Competition is formed between the spouses rather than an alliance to stand together against external opponents. Marriage, like mixed doubles tennis, is a team sport. It requires the two individuals to think and act as a team. Marriage demands from couples the mentality of an Us in an environment that pulls them every day to think and act as a Me.


        It is on this “court” that pastors and counselors do their most important work. Couples come to you as their marital coach with protective defenses raised high and offensive triggers held tensely at the ready. They are angry that they are not winning, and they think that it’s because the other person has a kink in their skills. They don’t arrive as an Us; they arrive as a “him against her.” Their initial request in therapy is frequently the wrong, or at least shortsighted, request. They arrive wanting “the problem” to be fixed. The problem is usually defined as the fight, the source of frustration or even the affair—it is that thing that is infuriating, frustrating or fatiguing, that event or pattern that has caused such pain. Couples come to counseling wanting the pain to stop, and they usually visualize the pain as embodied in their spouse. It is true that unless those presenting problems, the “hot spots,” are extinguished, the couple’s capacity to build a stable and intimate marriage is seriously reduced. However, removing the current source of fuel and heat provides success for this fire season, but does not insure against the threat of future fires. Therefore a primary task for you as their coach is to break down their game to the essential components and help them rebuild it. This means that counselors must not only help them develop effective couple skills, but they must also help them develop couple understanding. Before couples can function effectively as a team, they need to value the game in which they are competing. They must comprehend their Us.


        In this chapter we have two purposes: first, to convey the importance for pastors and counselors to serve as advocates for marital integrity; and second, once you have become an advocate for the marital Us, to prepare you to instruct, model and counsel couples in being successful in this endeavor. We consider these challenges as more difficult than they may initially sound. Regarding the first purpose, we find pastors and counselors who are active in Christian ministry or professional therapy to have underdeveloped understanding of the purpose and potential of marital intimacy. Most commonly this is manifested by the argument of what constitutes a “biblical marriage,” and it consistently falls into either-or categories of complementarian or egalitarian role definitions. (In fact, many pastors and counselors will peruse this book to determine whether our view of marriage is consistent or inconsistent with theirs, and set our ideas aside if indeed we do not match up with views of marriage already established.)


        To be clear regarding our agenda, we hold a conservative theology of marriage that includes a respect and support for traditional marital roles. Yet we also hold to a sociology that recognizes that the abuse of power by authority within the church and the home has led to a severe limitation of the utilization of gifts given by God to both men and women. Ultimately, we seek to bring the argument of what constitutes a biblical marriage beyond its definition of “who does what” to the qualities of Christian maturity and integrity.


      


      

      


        BECOMING US IN A CULTURE OF ME



        There is no topic that carries more confusion in the twenty-first century than that of marriage, and more challenge for the pastoral counsellor or Christian professional counselor. It should be of no surprise that couples are frequently in conflict, for indeed our culture at large is in a severe conflict over defining, expressing and functioning in marriage. Cohabitation, civil unions, same-sex marriage and single parent-hood have increased in frequency and acceptance within the culture as alternative relational structures that individuals select to meet their sexual and intimacy needs. The issues regarding how to be effective in a relationship can become lost by both counselor and couple because of this cultural ambiguity about what a relationship is. Confusion exists as to whether marriage is worth it in light of other options available to men and women in our culture.


        In our consideration of marriage, we find that prevailing cultural attitude undermines the ability of couples to succeed in it. But to you as a pastor or marital counselor, this is not new information. The challenge for you is to be an effective change agent in encouraging a culture of marriage. We suggest that the place to start is to engage couples in conversation about the depth, width and breadth of their marriage. It is important to examine with them the assumptions and ground rules that they employ—often without forethought—in their day-to-day existence of marriage. David Blankenhorn suggests that this examination begins with consideration as to the significance of their marital vows. He notes that the meaning of marriage hinges on the couple’s capacity to understand the vow. He argues that most couples in the United States see themselves as a couple prior to the vow. Marriage is not an external institution by which they are united; rather, they see themselves as “already together” as evidenced by their emotional bonds, shared domestic tasks, common interests and goals, current living arrangements, and sexual involvement. Marriage for most couples is based on the attachments formed by feelings and experiences. The vow of marriage is a public confirmation of that love affection and future intention of commitment. Whether stated or implied, these marriages are defined by the emotion of love and are held together “as long as our love shall last.”1


        An alternative is for couples to consider themselves an Us, beginning at the point of their vow. That is, when they take the oath of marriage, they move from the vantage point of Me to the perspective of Us. Clearly, couples exist through their emotional attachments and relational bonds prior to the wedding ceremony. Because of the preexisting relationship, it is easy to assume that a vow changes nothing. But for couples who understand the significance of the institution of marriage and the value of Us, the vow is what creates the couple and gives it membership in an institution, a tradition, a system and an entirely different way of being. Blankenhorn writes, “In a sense, the vow helps to create the couple. On their wedding day, couples become accountable to an ideal of marriage that is outside of them and bigger than they are.”2


      


      

      

        THE IDENTITY OF US


        Constitutions define nations. They put forth a set of guiding principles and ideals that grant freedoms by defining restrictions. A law is some restriction on our behavior in order to protect those who do not have the power to protect themselves. In the same way, every couple operates with a “constitution.” That is to say, there is a set of rules that define their Us. This identity is rarely discussed, and it is even more unusual for a couple to ever attempt to write it out. Though the Us identity is seldom articulated, however, it is always in operation.


        The Bible informs us about the importance of Us. Adam and Eve were described as being “one flesh” in Genesis 2:24. Then both Jesus and Paul used the same phrase to describe marriage (Mk 10:8; 1 Cor 6:16; Eph 5:31). In the Adam and Eve story, one flesh was a literal phenomenon. But in the New Testament, and in our marriages, the concept of one flesh is a spiritual, psychological, emotional and relational truth. In healthy marriages the couple is knit together emotionally, psychologically, materially and spiritually. They are an Us. Relational researchers have identified this occurrence in couples. Social scientists call it “cognitive interdependence.” Dutch scientists Johan Karremans and Paul Van Lange state that “previous research has shown that couples who perceive a relatively strong overlap between the self and the other are happier partners than those who perceive themselves as two separate persons. Moreover, there is research to show that the sense of ‘we-ness’ may promote various forms of pro-social behavior toward an interaction partner.”3 In fact, they found that couples who described themselves more frequently with the pronouns us and we would more likely be able to forgive and to experience relational closeness compared to couples who commonly used the pronouns I, me or you when talking about their relationship. Understanding the Us and building a mentality of one flesh is crucial in assisting couples in the management of their conflicts.


        In the simplest way, we can think of an Us like the “apart” necklaces that lovers often wear as tokens of affection. A medallion representing the whole of the relationship is broken in two parts. With a jagged edge that corresponds only to the other, the two pieces are worn by lovers as a symbol of their Us—together in spite of the distance. A truer picture of real relationship is that both spouses enter marriage broken, and the breaks do not correspond to one another. Yet a couple matures by learning the nuances of each other’s cracks and crevices. Throughout this book the Us will be visualized as a circle, consisting of two halves that correspond. In reality, the correspondence is not the perfect fit. But it is one that can be worn into fitting as time permits opportunity for growth and accommodation.


        

          [image: Figure 3.1. The Us: Two broken pieces forming a whole]
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        ADDRESSING THE INTERNAL VALUES


        Pastor Kevin understands the importance of Us, so he asks Mike and Nancy a peculiar set of questions. First, he asks, “Is your bucket big enough?” Then, “Does it leak?” Finally, he asks, “Are you sloppy?” They respond with a bewildered stare. He smiles and tells a story.


        “Imagine the two of you are backpacking. Your campsite is on a hill. You must share the task of hauling water from a mountain creek up the path to your campsite. You have a five-gallon bucket that weighs about forty pounds when it’s full. It is a difficult walk. There are a few places where the path is steep and that require extra care. You have learned that the most efficient way to get water up the hill is to carry the bucket together. As you are carrying the water, you notice that there is a slight crack in the bottom and the water is leaking. So you walk faster, spilling more of the water. When you reach the top of the hill, you discover that half of the water was lost. You both realize that you will need to work harder to get the water to the camp more quickly. But every time you use the bucket, the tear gets a little bit worse. And when you try to run up the hill, you are prone to slip and spill more of the water. Exhausted, frustrated and without good remedies, you both become critical of one another, prone now to arguing, bickering and blaming. This only compounds your anger. Isn’t camping fun?”


        Pastor Kevin continues, “Consider the bucket as the tool that holds the values, principles and priorities that define you two as a couple and as a family. The first was, How big is your bucket? The second question was, Does it leak? And the third was, Are you sloppy? I am talking in riddle and metaphor, so I need to be clear about what I mean. If you think of the bucket as the thing that contains the values, principles and priorities that guide your lives as persons and as a couple, you can ask, Is it big enough? Or, are you clear about your values and priorities, and have you made commitments as a couple that will carry you through the challenges you face in your circumstances?


        “Second, if we have a bucket that is big enough but it leaks, it does us little good. So, if you have identified a set of rules but don’t follow them, then your principles do you little good. It will be important to assess how you are doing at pursuing the essential principles that you hold as a couple.


        “Finally, in carrying your bucket, each of you have slipped or stumbled. This means that you, by accident or by intention, have acted in ways that have caused you to spill some of the water needed for survival. So, it’s important to consider how you are carrying the bucket as a team. Are you working together, or yanking on the handle trying to go in different directions, maybe even acting in ways that cause you to drop the precious, life-giving water?


        “All three of these conditions—having a bucket that is too small, having a bucket that leaks, and being sloppy or careless—will leave you thirsty. Before we go forward, we all need to be clear about how you are able to work together in carrying your bucket up the hill.”


        Using this metaphor, Pastor Kevin teaches Mike and Nancy about how to identify the characteristics of marriage, their Us. Later it will be essential to unwrap the specific events that have caused each of them pain, all of the frustrations, conflicts and tensions that brought them in to see Pastor Kevin in the first place. Effective marital counseling needs to address the external problems and the internal values simultaneously. Our biblical text gives us a clear mandate as to how couples can best experience life: they are to become an “Us.” The social science literature has uncovered how this Us—or, using their terminology, this cognitive interdependence—is nurtured and fostered in couples.
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