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Foreword


The rain ripped across the soccer field in dervish frenzy. It was early June and our second week living in Seattle. I stood talking to a fellow parent about whether this was what we needed to expect all summer. He smiled. “You must be new to the area. No, this rain is quite uncommon, but can I offer you some sage advice we were given when we first moved here?” His demeanor was attentive and kind. Like any immigrant to a new land I was desperate for local knowledge, and I eagerly indicated I wanted his counsel.


He told me that his first year in Seattle had been miserable. They planned a cookout and it rained, and they canceled. They were going for a run, it rained and they stayed indoors. The weather began to ruin their lives. He suffered a bout of Seasonal Affective Disorder Syndrome and, after a dreary wet winter, wanted to move. And then a neighbor gave him a Norwegian proverb in a time of major despair. He was told, “There is no bad weather, only bad clothing.”


He waited for my response after offering this tidbit of wisdom. I wanted to laugh, cry, scream, but instead I said, “Well, that should make REI happy.” We passed from that conversation to the banalities of being soccer dads and I never saw him again after the game.


His words haunt me from over twelve years ago. They have proven prophetically true and are a profound gift. First, we all must take the weather seriously every day of our lives. Tragically we know how to read the weather but seldom read the larger context of how we are living our lives and the atmosphere in the room or in our relationships.


I am fascinated by weather. It has actually become a realm of study, intrigue and daily fascination. I don’t just check out the weather report, I click on the NASA website where I can see the weather patterns developing in the Pacific to see what I can expect over the next week. It is the play of prediction, planning and submission to mystery, and the full acknowledgment that as much as I know, there is more that I don’t know. I spend time thinking about the weather every day.


Yet I don’t spend nearly the same amount of time studying the atmosphere of my relationship with my wife. A word can turn our world to clammy and suffocating humidity. A sentence can turn a bright day into the shadows of a brewing thunderstorm. It is a metaphor; it is a reality. It is crucial to read the weather. This brilliant book will give you the language we use daily in one realm to use in a domain we seldom name or consider. You’ll find in a brief period of time you are seeing and experiencing things that make vastly more sense because you have language that tells the truth and gives you new capacity to make change.


The proverb I learned from my soccer acquaintance uses hyperbole—is there no bad weather? Of course, we know there is good and bad weather. Yet like any proverb it also tells the truth—when you have good clothing, foul weather is no longer a danger and perhaps at times even a pleasure. I have at times, since the purchase of “good clothing,” sat outdoors in the middle of a rainstorm for hours, allowing the cold, incessant sheets of rain to pour down on me and wash me of my thoughts and burdens. It has been healing to encounter extremity with the provision of good clothes.


Tim not only offers a useful language to name the seasons and movements of our marriages, he also gives us the blessing of new clothes. He dresses us for the searing heat, the cacophony of thunder and lightning, and the cold, hollow recesses of winter. He offers us the pleasure of knowing the weather and being prepared to enter not merely to survive but to thrive in the face of all that the world around us can do. I love this book. I know Tim and Noreen, and my respect for their love and passion for Jesus and each other and their children and ministries is vast. He is a man I’d listen to if he talked about Charlie Brown or the mysteries of ontology.


I suspect what you will find as you read this book is a profound relief and hope that someone has finally said what we all have felt in our marriages but for some reason didn’t say before. And far more, I know your heart will venture farther and more richly into realms of hope that you too can say there is no bad weather in my marriage, only the provision of God, his good clothing, to cover us from shame and fear. May the wind of God be at your back, the delight of God be as the warm glow of the sun, and may you read this glorious book with anticipation and joy.





Dan B. Allender, Ph.D.


Professor and Founding President,


Mars Hill Graduate School
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Introduction


You and your spouse sit down to have a talk. Both of you are dreading what may follow. It’s the finances again. Each of you has different ideas when it comes to saving and spending, and every time the credit card bill comes, attitudes start to sour. You warn yourself not to get defensive, but as soon as the conversation starts, you are angry. “This is my fault?” you blurt out. Voices rise, the temperature in the room chills, and a storm starts to roll in.


Consider another storm.


In the movie The Perfect Storm, George Clooney’s character, Billy, and his crew make the gutsy decision to sail through the North Atlantic to search for swordfish. They strike it rich. The belly of the Andrea Gail is filled to capacity. This catch alone will earn them more money than they made in the previous two seasons. Debts can be paid and families compensated for time spent away.


There’s only one problem—the weather. The crew receives reports from shore that three massive storms, including a hurricane, are coming together to form a one-of-a-kind nor’easter. Wanting to cash in on their one-of-a-kind catch, Billy dis­regards the reports and pushes through the storm. They encounter the perfect storm: waves ten stories high and winds exceeding 120 miles per hour.


What do finances and Atlantic storms have to do with each other? The Andrea Gail faced a climate filled with driving rain, hurricane winds and ten-story waves. That’s what you and your spouse face too. Attempts to discuss money put you and your spouse in the middle of a turbulent climate. You faced a communication climate filled with anger, discouragement and waves of defensiveness pounding in on the health of your marriage. And, like the owner of the Andrea Gail, you decided not to wait it out. Desiring to resolve your conflict, you tried to push through the anger and defensiveness. It didn’t work.


My wife, Noreen, and I repeat the same mistakes. When faced with an issue that must be resolved—finances, conflicting schedules, differing priorities—we grit our teeth and force ourselves to discuss it again. Like the crew of the Andrea Gail, we batten down the hatches, stow the sails and try to push through the storm. We mistakenly think that what’s needed is more communication. “Solving marital problems can be like freeing oneself from quicksand,” writes one author. “The harder you try to make things better, the less things change.”[1] Ironically, what may be needed is not more communication but an assessment of the environment in which communication happens.


Marriage Forecasting is based on the simple idea that marriages are a lot like the weather. Some marriages have a stable climate, while others have an unpredictable one. For some of you, the climate of your marriage is like that in Southern California—bright sunshine and wonderful predictability. For others, marriage is a lot like living in the Midwest, where they say, “If you don’t like the weather, wait a five minutes and it’ll change.” More than likely, you are somewhere in between: seasons of turbulence, seasons of calm.


Ignoring the climate of our marriage carries severe consequences. It greatly reduces the effectiveness of our communication with each other. Couples ought to place a “Weather Permitting” sign over every conversation before it begins. Just as a runner checks the heat index and plans his or her run accordingly, marriage partners should attempt to discuss potentially volatile issues only when the climate in the marriage is conducive to positive communication. Sometimes the wisest thing a couple can do in a marriage is postpone talking about key issues and instead work on improving the general climate within the marriage.


Marriage Forecasting equips you to make a climate reading of your marriage and to develop communication strategies to improve it. The good news: communication climates are not exactly like the weather. While the weather outside is out of our control, the communication climate within our home is largely our responsibility.


If your current marital climate is cold and lacks intimacy, it can be improved by using some simple communication strategies. Marriage Forecasting applies research in the area of marital communication, listening skills, empathy and conflict resolution. While teaching on marriage for over twenty years and navigating the storms of my own marriage, I’ve collected some valuable strategies on adjusting the climate of a marriage.


The communication principles in this book are rooted in the wisdom of the Scriptures. You may be surprised how much the Bible has to say about conflict, forgiveness, empathy, marriage, sexual intimacy, balancing schedules, priorities and the power of words. While they do not refer to communication climates directly, the Scriptures describe the enormous influence timing and setting play in our communication. The book of Proverbs states that a word spoken in the right circumstances at the right time is “like apples of gold in settings of silver” (25:11). The conditions in which you choose to speak, suggest these wise conversationalists, are just as important as what you say.


How This Book Is Organized


“Don’t knock the weather; nine-tenths of the people couldn’t start a conversation if it didn’t change once in a while,” quips humorist Ken Hubbard. In this book we won’t just talk about marital climates. We’ll focus on how to change the climate of your marriage by considering three vital skills. First, we’ll look at the four key components that make up every communication climate: acknowledgment, expectations, commitment and trust. Second, you’ll learn how to take an accurate climate reading of your marriage. (Is the atmosphere of my marriage supportive or defensive? Do I feel valued? When we discuss sensitive issues, what do I expect to happen—debate or dialogue?) Third, you’ll come to understand how to steadily improve the relational climate of your marriage. Chapter four introduces you to the key idea of relational investments that can over time strengthen a couple’s sense of commitment.


Specifically, this book will help you do the following:




	Recognize how the cultural climate surrounding you influences your marital climate.


	Identify words and actions that foster a positive communication climate.


	Invest thirty seconds a day to keep a positive climate strong.


	Understand what causes a poor communication climate to develop.


	Stop negative communication from spiraling out of control.


	Effectively assess conflict.


	Understand the role gender plays in creating positive or negative climates.


	Rebuild trust in your relationship if trust has been severed.


	Call a truce in your marriage.


	Understand how your relationship with God deeply influences your marriage.





Mountain climbers have a saying: “You can’t schedule a summit. You can only hope for one.” The climate surrounding a mountain will dictate what you can or can’t do on any given day. In the history of Mt. Everest, more than 120 climbers have died trying to climb it. Many of these experienced climbers perished because they, like the crew of the Andrea Gail, worked against the climate, not with it. Success was within the grasp of each of these climbers. All they needed to do was be patient and wait for bad weather to break. The good news about communication climates is that we don’t have to helplessly wait for them to improve. We can make the change happen.
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What Are communication Climates?


While at a dinner party, we sat with some friends who are ardent campers. They told story after story of pitching tents next to streams, going to sleep in thermal underwear and waking at sunrise to catch breakfast. Noreen and I chuckled as we listened. Shifting the conversation to us, they asked if we liked to camp. Noreen laughed and said, “No. Tim’s not that hardy.”


I also laughed, but became increasingly silent and defensive. I could feel a strong chill blow through our climate. I interpreted the word hardy to be a dig at my masculinity. For the rest of the dinner party, I was cool and distant toward Noreen.


During the ride home, Noreen could feel the shift in our climate and asked what was wrong. After I repeated her comment, she was immediately apologetic and explained that she simply meant I am not the outdoorsy type. She’s right. Growing up, my two older brothers and I were so involved in sports that there was no time to go camping. As a result, my idea of roughing it is to stay at a hotel that doesn’t have ESPN in HD.


Have there been times your spouse has said something that hurt you or made you angry, and it shut down communication? Once the communication climate between you and your spouse is disrupted, it’s difficult and even unwise to ignore. And ignoring a communication climate is as futile as ignoring the climate outside your door.


I know, I’ve tried. My friend and I—both tennis junkies—once got a case of cabin fever in the middle of January in Michigan. On the first sunny day, with the temperature just above freezing, we grabbed our rackets and snow shovels, and headed off to some outdoor courts. Except for looking extremely odd, our plan seemed to work—for a while. During one rally, a partially frozen ball slammed through the frigid strings of my racket. Game over.


That day we learned a painful lesson: Mother Nature will not be ignored. The climate outside your door determines when and what activities you can do, from tennis to picnics to a trip to the beach. The same is true of the communication climate that surrounds our marriages. It’s possible to ignore a wintery marital climate for a while, but it will eventually compromise your ability to communicate with each other. A key step to improving communication with your spouse is to understand the overall climate of the relationship in which the communication takes place.


What Is a Communication Climate?


A communication climate is the overarching sense of value and satisfaction individuals feel as they interact with each other and go about daily activities. While all marriages engage in roughly the same activities—dividing up household responsibilities, making ends meet, instructing and disciplining children, helping with endless homework, balancing work and home schedules, preparing for holidays, interacting with in-laws—the communication climate for each particular couple can greatly vary.


Some couples live in a perpetually chilly climate. They don’t argue with each other, yet there is no warmth or intimacy between them. They go about their daily routines and never really connect. Other couples exist in a climate that is stormy and filled with arguments. These couples can’t seem to agree on anything, and talking about issues only seems to make matters worse. Others live in a climate that is partly cloudy; communication is fine as long as certain topics—finances, sex, schedules—are avoided. Like rain clouds, these topics hang over a marriage and threaten to disrupt intimacy if they are discussed. And some couples seem to live in a state of never-ending sunshine. They seem to always be happy and affirming of one another, and they never utter a harsh word toward each other. The key for each of these couples is to understand how their climate formed and what it takes to maintain or alter it.


How you regularly interact with your spouse is the single greatest factor in establishing the communication climate that surrounds your marriage. It isn’t “what we communicate about that shapes a relational climate, as much as how we speak and act toward one another,” note the authors of Interplay: The Process of Interpersonal Communication.[1] The book of Proverbs forcefully states that both life and death reside in the tongue (see 18:21). Just as our speech can impart life and death, it also establishes the type of marital climate we experience every day.


While communication scholars agree that communication climates are vital to healthy relationships, not all scholars agree on the specific elements that make up a climate. While surveying journal articles, wading through current research, conducting my own research and speaking at marriage conferences for more than thirteen years, I’ve identified four key elements of a communication climate: acknowledgment, trust, expectations and commitment.[2] Each one of these elements warrants our attention.


Acknowledgment


Acknowledging another person is perhaps the most confirming form of communication and the most rare. We acknowledge another person when we take time to seek out and attend to his or her perspective. Acknowledgment is often expressed by eye contact, touching, asking questions and allowing the person to speak uninterrupted. Philosopher William James once said that the worst punishment he could think of was to exist in a community yet be unnoticed by others.


Acknowledging another person’s perspective does not mean that we necessarily condone or agree with it. Rather, we simply recognize the validity and uniqueness of that perspective. To notice and engage another person as unique and irreplaceable is a deeply encouraging form of interaction.


The Jewish philosopher Martin Buber identified three broad ways we recognize and interact with others.[3] In an I-It relationship we do not even acknowledge or recognize the humanity of a person. When individuals walk out of a coffee shop and ignore the pleas of a homeless person asking for spare change, an I-It relationship is established. I-You relationships are formed when we acknowledge the humanity of people, but engage them only according to their social role, or what they can do for us. The people who serve us lunch at the cafeteria, garbage collectors, casual work associates, mail carriers and bus drivers can easily be placed into this category. To foster an I-Thou relationship with a person is to view him as unique and irreplaceable. These are rare relationships in which we acknowledge and focus on that person’s qualities that no one else possesses.


When you first started dating your spouse, most likely this is what you felt when you were with him or her. You felt special and that you had your spouse’s undivided attention. Early in the marriage your positive qualities were consistently acknowledged by your spouse, resulting in a positive communication climate. However, over the years, you may have slowly slipped into an I-You relationship, coming to see your partner only in his or her role as a husband or wife.


In the movie Revolutionary Road, Kate Winslet plays a woman who falls in love and marries a man (Leonardo DiCaprio) she describes as the “most interesting person she’s ever met.” She acknowledges his unique traits and is swept away by them. Yet, over time, her estimation of him fades as she gradually comes to view him merely as a husband, salesman and provider. Every day he gets up, showers, dresses in a charcoal suit and leaves for a ten-hour workday. He dispassionately serves his role as husband and father, as she serves her role as dutiful wife and mother. If we are not careful, we can do the same. When we take our spouse for granted, not only do we stop acknowledging him or her, but we also see that person as someone serving a predictable, useful role.


To counteract this slip into I-You relationships, we need to remember that each person with whom we come in contact—from those who deliver our mail to our spouse—carries the imago Dei—the image of God. Of all the creatures God created, we carry a unique likeness of God and represent him as image bearers. In light of this theological truth, we should seek to uncover and acknowledge how each person, especially our spouse, uniquely reflects God’s image. As theologian and popular author Eugene Peterson states, “There are no dittos among souls.”[4]


Trust


With regularity, media report on politicians, clergy, sports figures and presidents being caught in lies. Young athletes have grown up in the steroids era and now look at sports heroes with a suspecting eye. The cumulative result of this chronic lack of trust is that we are encouraged “to interpret daily communication actions from a vantage point of mistrust and doubt.” If the communication climate between two people is marked by mistrust, a person “begins to question what is stated and looks for an unstated real answer, which begins a cycle of distrust and suspicion.”[5]


This cycle of distrust was evident in a couple I once met at a marriage conference. During a break, the husband approached me and said that, early in the marriage, he had repeatedly lied to his wife about his addiction to pornography, and now his wife no longer trusted him and wanted out of the marriage. As we were talking, the wife walked up. She confirmed both his story and her desire to call it quits. She explained that, even though he’d broken free of pornography, she doubted whether she could trust him again. “To be honest,” she concluded, “I’ve become suspicious of everything he tells me.”


In marriage, we trust our spouse to follow through on promises, to keep his or her word and to protect our welfare. Trust is slowly built over time and, once ruptured, takes time and concerted effort to rebuild. Until that trust is built back up, the communication climate suffers.


If a lack of trust exists between individuals, any attempt to communicate effectively or to resolve differences will be compromised. For this reason the apostle Paul writes to the believers at Ephesus that they should “put off falsehood and speak truthfully” to others (Ephesians 4:25). He reminds the church at Colosse that, since they have taken off the old self, they should “not lie to each other” (Colossians 3:9).


The book of Proverbs presents the value of truthfulness, contrasting honesty with lying. In a nod to the Persian custom of trusted friends greeting each other with a kiss, one proverb states that an “honest answer is like a kiss on the lips” (24:26). Lying should be avoided not only because through it trust is destroyed, but also because a lying tongue both hurts and hates the recipient of the lie (see 26:28). Researchers continually identify trust as a foundational characteristic of healthy communication climates and relationships.[6]


Expectations


On the day you said “I do,” you married not only a person but also all his or her expectations of what marriage would be like. Words and phrases like husband, wife, breadwinner, nurturer, spiritual leader, handyman, housekeeper, provider and cook are all highly personalized concepts. Where did your ideas and definitions of these words come from?


The earliest and most lasting definitions you received came from your parents. In my wife’s family, to be a husband meant that you were good with finances, fixed anything that broke around the house and had a knack for sales. In contrast, my father spent his entire life working on the assembly line at General Motors. When he came home, he was tired and wanted to relax. He was not interested in home becoming a second job. Consequently, when things broke around the house, they stayed broken.


See the problem? What happens when two married people have drastically different definitions of what it means to be “the man of the house”? I’ll never forget the first time my wife called and said our van wouldn’t start. I responded, “Bummer.” I was a communication major in college; we didn’t take courses on automotive care. What was I supposed to do?


A friend of mine who writes on marriage tells couples that in the midst of a disagreement, they need to ask, “Who’s in the room with you?” He doesn’t mean just your spouse. He means those who have influenced your view of marriage, roles, responsibilities and expectations. In short, who’s whispering in your ear as you disagree over whose responsibility it is to fix the van?


This idea of who’s in the room with you during an argument is vividly portrayed in the movie The Story of Us. In one scene, the couple is lying in bed, having an argument. Creatively, the director places each set of parents on opposite sides of the bed. During the argument, the mother whispers something into her daughter’s ear. You can imagine what she’s saying: “If he were a real man like your father he would provide for you better.” The opposing father quickly counters and whispers to his son, “She needs to start appreciating all you do for her and the kids.”


Your parents unknowingly helped to create the constitutive rules of communication that greatly influence how you interact. Constitutive rules are created by couples to express what counts as respect, love, support, disrespect, connection and commitment in the relationship. These rules, while deeply influenced by family members and culture, are highly individualistic to each couple. For Noreen, a key constitutive rule is that support is expressed by initiating help around the house. For her, to have to ask me to help empty the dishwasher or help the kids with homework is interpreted as me taking her for granted (also a constitutive rule).


My constitutive rule for support is Noreen’s willingness to read rough drafts of articles or to take an interest in my creative projects. Taking time to learn what counts as attentiveness (such as not interrupting), respect (such as not disagreeing with each other in public), responsibility (such as paying bills on time), spirituality (such as praying regularly as a couple), intimacy (such as holding hands in public), romance (such as going to dinner) and so on, will greatly add to the health of your communication climate.


Be warned: learning the constitutive rules of your spouse is only half the battle. To learn what my wife counts as romance (planning a date and arranging for a sitter) but never following through on it will also cause a chill in our climate.


Commitment


In a culture described as “the divorce culture,” the health of a couple’s communication climate hinges on commitment and mutual investment. “The hallmark of commitment,” notes relationship expert Julia Wood, is “the assumption of a future.”[7] Psychologists have long noted how commitment between individuals fosters feelings of empowerment and positive self-


image. In one study, individuals who felt a secure bond to their spouses were given a list of adjectives to describe themselves. The more connected an individual felt to his or her spouse, the more positive the trait he or she picked out. These same individuals readily admitted that they didn’t live up to all their ideals but still felt good about themselves based on the overall security of their relationship.[8]


Security and oneness are at the heart of the Genesis account of God’s intention for marriage: “Therefore a man leaves his father and his mother and cleaves to his wife, and they become one flesh” (Genesis 2:24 rsv).


A man leaves his father and his mother. In some African tribes, the entire village dances along with a newly married couple as they leave the village, according to Tim Stafford in A Love Story. “There is no license, no piece of paper. The village is present to show its support and reinforce responsibility to the partner, to any potential children, and to society.”[9] When I married Noreen, I transitioned from primarily being the son of John and Nancy Muehlhoff to primarily being the husband of Noreen Muehlhoff. She became my chief concern.


And cleaves to his wife. What does it mean to cleave? Stafford explains that to cleave means a husband and wife stick to one another like two pieces of paper glued together. The individual sheets cannot be separated without significant tearing and damage. Cleaving is the decision to share everything: time, money, emotions, thoughts, fears, failures and triumphs.


And “become one flesh.” For all our clamoring for independence and freedom, most of us want to be stuck with someone. The result of uniting our soul to another is that we become one with that person—spiritually, intellectually, emotionally and physically.


The relationship described in Genesis should stop us in our tracks when we read it. It is asking us to make the decision to leave the security of our family and to commit entirely to one person to face a lifetime of unforeseen challenges. A friend of mine, paralyzed by the thought of getting engaged, asked a popular speaker on relationships what one question he should ask himself when considering marriage. The speaker surprised him with this simple question: “Do you want to eat breakfast with this person for the rest of your life?” In other words, was he willing to be with this person at the start and end of every day for the next sixty years?


This assumption of a future together is what helps a couple get past what communication scholars call “the inevitability of conflict.” Studies focusing on conflict have centered on relationships between college students, family members, coworkers, friends, dating partners and spouses, to name a few. Their general conclusion is that conflict is common and inevitable to all relationships. What surprises many Christian couples is that simply being followers of Christ does not exempt them from conflict.


Even though Paul exhorts the Philippians to “make my joy complete by being like-minded” and be “one in spirit and purpose” (Philippians 2:2), he still has to intervene in a disagreement between Euodia and Syntyche and ask them to “agree with each other in the Lord” (4:2). Paul tells believers at Corinth that they have been called to be holy “together with all those everywhere who call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Corinthians 1:2). Yet, nine verses later, he writes that he has learned there are “quarrels among you” (v. 11). Paul himself experienced conflict with Peter over Peter’s decision to separate from Gentile Christians and eat only with Jewish Christians (see Galatians 2:11-14).


Just as Christian communities struggle with the inevitability of conflict, so do Christian marriages. However, what helps believers get through marital conflict is knowing that you and your spouse are in it for the long haul. Once, during a heated argument, Noreen said to me, “We need to figure this out now, or the next fifty years are going to be exhausting.” The subtext was clear: “I’m not going anywhere, so let’s get to work.” Similarly, I have a friend who tells his wife, “If you leave me, I’ll follow you.”


Contrast those attitudes with that of a former professor of mine who taught on relationships. He regularly told us that the only way a couple can survive the stress and pressure of marriage is to have a back door to the marriage. Knowing that you can exit the marriage if it gets too demanding or difficult, according to his view, takes the pressure off and gives you courage to face difficulties in the here and now. Such an attitude stands in stark contrast to the one-flesh approach to marriage poetically described in the Scriptures.


For your communication climate to become positive and nurturing, there cannot be a preplanned exit strategy. Your marital climate will always suffer if you carry a nagging doubt that if the relationship gets too messy or difficult, your partner will leave. In contrast, the mere fact that you know that your spouse, though not perfect, is committed to you, will create an atmosphere for a healthy climate.


Think It Over


1. What can you do regularly to foster an I-Thou relationship with your spouse and communicate that he is special and unique? How do couples slowly take each other for granted and slip into an I-You relationship?


2. If a lack of trust exists between individuals, any attempt to effectively resolve differences will be compromised. Do you feel your spouse is a person of her word? When engaged in a disagreement with your spouse, do you trust him not to use your words against you?


3. Which two or three individuals have most influenced your view of marriage, marital roles, responsibilities and expectations? In other words, when discussing marriage with your spouse, who’s in the room with you, whispering in your ear?


4. Psychologists have long noted how commitment between individuals fosters a positive self-image. How has being married to your spouse influenced how you see yourself and formed your general sense of who you are today?
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