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Foreword


Being part of a couple, in a committed relationship, is one of life’s greatest treasures. That is, if it’s a good one! All kidding aside, being a couple is a true gift. It provides the opportunity for love, companionship, friendship, family, and security. But, no matter how great your relationship may be, there is probably going to be at least some stress associated with it. The very fact that two people are together lends itself to some inherent issues—the need to compromise, forgive, accept differences, and sacrifice. Sometimes you disagree or have different wants, needs, and desires. You may have different goals and priorities, and must deal with each other’s issues and moods.


The editors of Don’t Sweat Press have done a beautiful job in creating a guide to overcome much of the stress usually associated with being a couple. The Don’t Sweat Guide for Couples is a simple, practical collection of strategies designed to give you and your partner tools to work together better, let go of things easier, and focus your attention on the love you have for each other. Often in our relationships, we use our minds in self-defeating or negative ways that encourage our love to drift away. Becoming aware of this tendency—and the power of our own thinking—is a magical tool for enhancing the love we have for our partners. It helps us eliminate any negative habits that may have crept into our relationships.


I encourage you to read this book alone, or side by side with your partner. Either way, I’m guessing you’re going to learn some very helpful tools.


My relationship with my wife, Kris, is such an important part of my life. The two of us are committed to doing all we can to enhance the quality of our own relationship. Many of the ideas in this book resonated in our hearts, as I hope they will in yours.


Thank you for being committed to the quality of your relationship. I hope this book is of tremendous service to you and to your partner.


Treasure the Gift of Love,


Richard Carlson


Pleasant Hill, CA, June 2001




1.


Remember the One That You Fell For


There is a period close to the beginning of most long-term relationships when we’re so swept up in the excitement of the chemistry of being in love that we don’t mind the things in our partners that will later become ingredients for stress. Most of us eventually get over this rosy view. But in the process of descending from the heights of infatuation, we can sometimes move too far in the opposite direction. We are no longer blinded by love, and have to grapple with the reality of another flesh-and-blood person. It’s a natural, necessary, and healthy part of love, but it feels like a loss, and it causes pain.


There’s no easy cure for the stresses of life as a couple. But your view of the person with whom you share those stresses can go a long way toward affecting how important you allow the stresses to become. When you remember the hows, whys, and wherefores of falling in love with your partner, you maintain a sympathetic, appreciative perspective of that person.


The process of remembering the one that you fell for starts within you. Think back to your first glimpse of your partner. Remember the details of your partner’s personality, appearance, preferences, and habits. Think about how those aspects affected you when they were all new to you, and remember what you found attractive.


Remembering the one that you fell for can also be a two-way street. Take walks with your partner down “Memory Lane.” In the early days of romance, you shared some powerful emotions and exciting times. Recalling them together can bring them back into focus and even spark new life in the here and now. Celebrate special occasions by returning to old haunts that have significance for you as a couple. Pull out old photographs, laugh about happy times, and plan activities that you used to enjoy doing together. Don’t seek to recreate the past, but let it feed a richer experience in the present.


In short, make your shared history a powerful tool for a happier, more satisfying life with your partner. In the process, you’ll free up room for a love that continues to grow and deepen.




2.


Read the Same Book


It takes time for people to grow apart. It is the culmination of hundreds of separate choices made without reference to the health of the relationship. The partners go their own ways in activities that are most engaging, and save the mundane things for togetherness. The relationship can become associated with boredom and tedium.


In the same way, it takes time for people to build a strong foundation of mutual growth and vitality. This is meaningful time that a couple chooses to spend together in pursuits that are stimulating and challenging. Growing together instead of apart requires that you share life’s learning curves with your partner, day after day, in a variety of ways.


Perhaps your partner plays golf, runs, skis, or boats. You may not have any background in these activities, but you can certainly learn. You may not have the physical ability or find that an activity doesn’t grow on you. But you can appreciate what it takes, and be an active supporter in a variety of ways. Your partner’s area of strength may be intellectual; it may be artistic; it may lie in home maintenance. Just participating alongside your partner gives you the opportunity to learn new skills and appreciate more about your loved one.


By the same token, share your own strengths. It may seem easier and more efficient to avoid the explanations and coaching time involved in sharing your strengths with your partner, but ease and efficiency don’t necessarily feed mutual growth.


If you’re both readers, read the same book, either separately or aloud to one another. Talk about your reactions to it. The content of the book becomes a shared experience that draws you together. Take up a new activity that neither of you has tried or mastered already. Sign up for dancing lessons or join a bicycling group. If you enjoy travel and have the means, plan trips to places neither of you have visited. If you’re social types, make new friends in common.


With each choice to learn and grow together, you build a history of mutual support and an inventory of engaging activities that bond you and make you interesting to one another. By comparison, the things that lead to stress and friction will be boring. You won’t want to expend any energy on them.




3.


Be a Friend


Life partners do not necessarily treat one another as the friends they could or should be. There can be many reasons for this, but the net result is that these people have better friendships outside of their relationship than they do with their loved one.


It need not be this way. You can change an unsatisfying status quo. To begin, be the kind of friend to your partner that you would like to have. Stand close in support when times are tough, lend a shoulder to cry on in circumstances of sorrow, and offer a sympathetic ear when life is confusing. Congratulate your partner on success, and extend the benefit of a doubt when you don’t understand what’s going on. Maintain and express your confidence in your partner. In the act of being a friend, you will earn the right to have a friend in your partner.


You must also teach your partner how to be your friend in romance. Find a non-accusatory a way of communicating. Rather than expressing yourself in terms of “You never…” or “I wish you would…” focus on “It would mean a lot to me if…” or “One of the needs I have is…” In this way, you acknowledge that the needs are yours, and you allow your partner to make a gift of friendship to you.


When you extend friendship to your partner and you are rebuffed, you may want to take another look at your act of friendship. Are you focusing on what is important to your partner, or are you stubbornly offering only what you feel like offering? Are you treating your partner the way that you treat other close friends? Finally, have you taken into consideration any anger or pain that may be getting in the way? Sometimes the forward motion of a friendship is stalled because some necessary apologies were never made.


There’s little in life that adds as much joy as a solid, supportive friendship with the person you’ve chosen as a partner. If you express what friendship means to you and pursue it explicitly in the context of friendship, you can move past the petty reactions that have grown out of wishing for it. Concentrate on attacking the problem at the source of the trouble, and the symptoms will take care of themselves.




4.


Sing in the Shower


Among the people you know are those who have had to face a seemingly disproportionate number of woes in their lives, but who continue to have an upbeat, optimistic attitude. Then there are others who seem to have a special radar for the negative, who have problems even on the sunniest days, and who will readily pinpoint who or what is to blame for what ails them.


The difference between these people has to do with their attitude and perspective; what you might think of as the “climate within.” Optimistic, upbeat people develop a way of viewing life, with all its potential problems, that inclines them to accept the unchangeable and seek positive solutions.


And that is the point. Regardless of what it may take to move in the direction of deeper joy and optimism, it begins with a conscious desire to feel and be happy. It does not depend on what life throws in your path, and it does not depend on your partner. It is yours alone, and it can be brought to bear upon whatever you encounter. It can be as simple as singing in the shower, or as complicated as sorting out the pains and sorrows you’ve held onto for a lifetime.


Any number of options are open to you in pursuit of a positive attitude. Consider, for example, the amount and quality of time you devote to the life of your spirit. Reflection, prayer, service to others, and worship are ways to help you find a joy-filled place to stand in times of stress.


Your emotional well-being is also tied to your physical wellbeing. Many people have found that a good mood is one of the side effects of regular exercise. When they pay attention to a balanced way of eating and drinking, they have more energy and enthusiasm.


Also consider how you treat your mind. What kind of “food” do you feed it? A steady diet of violent or negative entertainment does little to sustain an attitude of hope. Likewise, any quantity of time spent in the company of chronic complainers, gossips, or doom-and-gloom mongers will have its influence on your inner climate. Choose your mental food carefully. Sprinkle a liberal dose of uplifting experiences into your life through what you listen to, read, watch, and participate in. And balance the time you spend with negative people with those who follow a more positive path.




5.


Turn Ruts into Rituals


A rut is a path so well-worn that it makes change very difficult. When you travel that path, you go in the same direction, in the same manner as the last time. You may glimpse another way to travel the path or change your destination, but the rut makes change just problematic enough so that you’re tempted not to make the effort. The result is a sense of let-down, of opportunity missed. Out of that grow regret and self-recrimination. Even worse, you may be so used to your rut that you cease to see alternatives.


Ruts don’t happen to us. We choose to fall into those patterns and perpetuate them without questioning their value to our lives. It is not creating and maintaining patterns, per se, that allows ruts to wreak their havoc. Instead, it’s failing to consider why we’re traveling the same path in the same way and neglecting to decide whether another way would serve better.


A rut may be a train of thought, a habit of response, or a pattern of behavior. If you go without examining it for too long, you risk shortchanging the well-being of your closest relationship. A rut loses some of its power when you realize that you’re in it. With that recognition comes the opportunity to rethink your chosen pattern, change it, or transform its effect on you.


Take, for example, the daily habit of reading the newspaper at the breakfast table. Many partners resent having to stare across a coffee cup at a page of newsprint. From that irritation sprouts any number of others, simply because the day begins with a shared behavior—shared by one reading silently, and the other not addressing it constructively—that is ultimately damaging.


Reading the newspaper at the breakfast table can enhance a couple’s time together if they consciously make that choice. Discussing what they’ve read and making frequent eye contact can transform an off-putting habit into food for mutual enjoyment and growth. A routine of watching a certain television show or video together can become a cherished ritual.


What turns ruts into rituals is a conscious shared decision. What keeps rituals from devolving into ruts is the willingness to stay conscious and keep choosing.




6.


Wait for the End of the Sentence


Few skills are more important to the quality of a relationship than the skill of being a good listener. The first step in good listening is making a conscious effort to pay attention. Human beings can think far more quickly than they can talk. When your partner is speaking, you take in what is said with time to spare. This can allow your mind to wander, and you may be distracted to the point where you stop listening. Furthermore, because you are thinking faster than the other person can speak, you may anticipate where a subject is headed. You may finish the next thought for your partner—either literally or mentally. You fail to absorb the actual message, and a lack of communication results.


Good listening also depends on your physical behavior. Watch what your partner is saying with gestures, facial expressions, and posture. Make eye contact. At the same time, communicate with your own gestures, expressions, and posture that you are “with” your partner. Nod attentively, and avoid crossing your arms or shaking your head. The same physical gestures that make you look like you’re listening can actually help you to listen more effectively.


Never assume that you know what’s coming next, or that you know all that there is to know. Like all people, your partner is constantly developing in ways that can only be discovered by paying close attention in moments of conversation. If you don’t wait to hear the end of a sentence, you may miss the changes occurring. You miss the opportunity to know more about the one that you love.


Listen without passing judgment. The quickest way to shut someone down is to criticize and correct instead of hearing her out. Make a point of clarifying what you’re hearing. Be thoughtful before you turn the conversation to concerns of your own. Sometimes in the interest of showing empathy, we answer revelations from our partners with those of our own. This can create mutual understanding, but if it happens too often or too quickly, it can communicate a relative disinterest in the other person. Focusing entirely on what your partner is saying and giving your partner time to finish speaking show that you are listening carefully.




7.


Learn Sign Language


It’s a fact of intimate life that we know our partner’s preferences, frustrations, and foibles. Some of these private idiosyncrasies have public ramifications, and we sometimes need to communicate something about them in front of others. Perhaps one of you tends to talk too loudly. Maybe one of you wants to leave a gathering, or one of you needs rescuing from a bore. Whatever the issue, communicating so that others notice can be awkward and embarrassing.


One effective way of offsetting this is to invent a collection of signals that allow you to communicate privately as a couple. For example, suppose your partner sometimes dips a sleeve in the food on the dinner table. Agree as a pair that if your partner needs a cleanup reminder, you will say, “Did you happen to bring a handkerchief?” Someone else might tug at an earlobe while making eye contact to indicate that the teeth need cleaning. The particulars of the signals are far less important than the fact of them. The ability to communicate without speaking allows you and your partner to be allies in ways that are yours alone, while honoring your privacy in public venues.


Such a solution requires sensitivity and communication. When you first become aware of a situation, it may help to think before you speak. In public, if you’re up against something that you’ve never handled before, it might be a good idea to stay silent and discuss it later. Admit that you didn’t know what to say, but for the future, you’d like to know what your partner would prefer. After the issue actually comes up and you put your plans into action, double-check that you both are happy with the results.


Attention to intimate communication when you and your partner are among others can forestall hurt feelings, humiliation, and subsequent blowups. You’re dealing with the source of stress instead of the symptoms, and in the process, forging a stronger bond.
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