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To my wife and best friend, Erin,


thank you for always fighting for our marriage.


I love you with all my heart.


To Gary J. Oliver, thank you


for teaching me how conflict provides such amazing


opportunities for growth in a relationship.




One


The Power of Healthy Conflict
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Your marriage needs conflict.


And yet, sadly, people rarely believe this. It’s probably because conflict is a topic that makes many of us feel uncomfortable. It can bring fear to our hearts and remind us of past failures and acts of which we are ashamed. Our lives are pockmarked by battles and arguments with our loved ones, like the one I experienced while returning from a date night with my wife.


“You’re speeding,” Erin warned.


“I’m driving the speed limit,” I snapped. “Quit trying to control me.”


“I’m telling you that the speed limit is thirty-five,” Erin shot back, “and you’re doing forty-five. You’re going to get a ticket!”


“This is a brand-new road in the middle of nowhere,” I argued. “Why would they make it thirty-five? I’m positive that it’s forty-five. Besides, why would anyone care if I’m going a little fast on a deserted road?”


Apparently someone cared, as evidenced by the blue and red lights flashing behind me.
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Difficulties are meant to rouse, not discourage. The human spirit is to grow strong by conflict.


—WILLIAM ELLERY CHANNING
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And before I could give her that look that says, “Don’t you dare,” Erin gloated, “I warned you. But maybe you’ll learn to believe me after our insurance rates go up.”


This was one of those moments when I desperately wanted to run far away from my wife, but I figured that fleeing my vehicle might present a whole new set of problems for me.


As the officer approached my window, he asked the one question that I was hoping he wouldn’t: “Do you know how fast you were going?”


Haven’t you ever wanted to smart off by saying something like “No . . . it’s really difficult to see over the beer can,” or “I don’t, but I bet you do!” I’m so glad I only think these things and don’t say them out loud.


Well, before I could actually say “No, kind sir, I don’t know how fast I was going” in my politest voice, Erin snapped, “He knows. I told him he was speeding, but he chose not to listen.”


Ouch.


To make matters worse, the officer said, “So you don’t know how fast you were going. I guess that means I can write anything I want on the ticket, huh?”


Again . . . ouch! Who were these two, a comedy team?


I probably should have stopped there, but I thought that after the drubbing I’d received from my wife and the officer, he’d have compassion for me.


“Any way you’d let me off with a warning?” I begged. “The real punishment will be having to endure the ‘I told you so’ all the way home. A ticket would be over the top—like beating a dead horse.”


When will I learn that some people don’t find me funny?


“You want a warning?” the officer said graciously. “Okay, I’m warning you that if you go above the speed limit again, I’ll give you another ticket.”


With that, I was done. Unfortunately, Erin wasn’t finished. After she directed some additional choice words and phrases at me, we spent the rest of the drive home in silence.


You may be wondering, “How could an interaction like that be something my marriage needs?” Let me explain.


CONFLICT: BEAUTY OR THE BEAST?





What images come into your mind when you think about conflict? Perhaps you fought with your parents, kids in the neighborhood, school bullies, friends in junior high, or teachers. Maybe your marriage is riddled with conflict today, or perhaps you never fight. Whatever your past or current experiences, how do you perceive conflict? Are these images positive or negative? Conflict has the potential for beauty, but at the same time, there is also a “beast” lurking in it if we mishandle our conflicts.


In an unhealthy sense, if we avoid conflict, pretend it doesn’t exist, gossip to others about it, get angry, or intimidate others into doing what we want, the greater the problem will become, and the greater the relational damage will be. Couples who do not work out their differences and manage their conflict issues are at risk for divorce.


The apostle Paul recognized this when he wrote, “If you keep on biting and devouring each other, watch out or you will be destroyed by each other” (Galatians 5:15).


Many couples hate to confront disagreements and hurts because they’re afraid of rocking the boat, so they choose to keep the peace at any price and sweep their issues under the rug. However, this strategy usually does not resolve the problem, because suppressed conflict is always buried alive, and it often festers until it becomes a much bigger problem. In the end, buried issues end up exploding like a massive volcano, leaving our spouse and family members in its wake of destruction. Dallin H. Oaks said, “Peace . . . is not just the absence of war. It’s the opposite of war.”1


In Matthew 5:23–24 we are encouraged to deal with relationship problems so that our hearts will be right when we worship the Lord. “Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer your gift.”


The difficulty with mishandled conflict is that it creates an unsafe environment. Spouses feel like they are walking on a thin layer of volcanic crust, while underneath rages a river of molten lava ready to consume those trapped nearby. And when people feel unsafe, their heart closes and they disconnect. This is why, when asked about divorce, Jesus said, “Moses permitted you to divorce your wives because your hearts were hard” (Matthew 19:8). A hard heart is the kiss of death to a marriage, and that is exactly what prolonged, unhealthy conflict creates: a hardened heart! King Solomon deeply understood the reality of a hard heart: “An offended friend is harder to win back than a fortified city. Arguments separate friends like a gate locked with bars” (Proverbs 18:19). Indeed, not confronting and managing conflict often causes long-term resentment, which eventually destroys feelings of love in a marriage. The bottom line is your marriage may not last if you do not work through issues. This is why two of the world’s top marriage experts, Scott Stanley and Howard Markman, claim that managing conflict is the key to staying in love and staying married. Their thirty years of research indicate that if couples learned to work out their conflicts, the overall divorce rate could be cut by over 50 percent.2
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No pressure, no diamonds.


—MARY CASE
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That’s amazing! Who knew that actually facing our differences and managing our conflict in a healthy way could produce such results? It’s true that conflict can be a beast, but there also exists a beauty. I love marital-art master Thomas Crum’s image of conflict:


One of the myths is the idea that conflict is negative. . . . Nature doesn’t see conflict as a negative. Nature uses conflict as a primary motivator for change. Imagine floating down the Colorado River through the Grand Canyon. Quiet water flowing into exhilarating rapids. Hidden canyons with shade trees and wildflowers. Clear springs of drinkable water. Solitude and silence that can be found in few places in today’s world. And those majestic cliffs looming above, with fantastic patterns in the rock and all the colors of the rainbow displayed. The Grand Canyon is truly one of the world’s greatest wonders and provides us with a profound sense of harmony and peace. Yet how was that amazing vista formed? Eons and eons of water flowing, continually wearing away the rock, carrying it to the sea. A conflict that continues to this day. Conflict isn’t negative, it just is.3


Let’s face it, unless you’re a black belt like Thomas Crum, few people are genuinely excited about conflict. And yet it’s essential that we recognize conflict for what it is: an unavoidable and potentially beneficial part of being in a relationship with another human being.


Let me explain these two truths about conflict. First, conflict is inevitable. Any person involved in a sustained relationship is bound to experience conflict with that other person eventually. It’s a part of getting to know and adjusting to a person, his or her habits, values, and ways of functioning. Two people will never have the same expectations, thoughts, opinions, or needs. In fact, marriage expert Dr. Larry Nadig believes that a relationship with no apparent conflict may be unhealthier than one with frequent conflict.4


Absence of conflict suggests the presence of deadened emotions or a hardened heart, or that one spouse is being suppressed or giving in to his or her mate. This might be acceptable over the short term, but over the long term, it’s very dangerous to the marriage. Anger is likely to build to the point where the conflict, when it surfaces, will be more intense than it needed to be. Second, although conflict is unavoidable, it can also bring amazing benefits to a relationship. Watch how this happens.


THE HIDDEN VALUE OF CONFLICT





Few people know that Murfreesboro, Arkansas, is home to Crater of Diamonds State Park, the only diamond-producing site in the world where the public can search for diamonds. For a small fee, visitors can dig for diamonds and keep whatever they find.


The park is located above the eroded surface of an ancient volcanic pipe. This “crater” is actually a thirty-seven-acre open field that is plowed from time to time to bring diamonds and other gem-stones to the surface. I will never forget my first impression of this place. It wasn’t pretty. What they don’t tell you in their lovely brochure is that the volcanic field (don’t forget the eroded part) is a treeless wasteland of dirt and rocks and, apparently, diamonds. At first glance, it seems impossible that there could be anything valuable hidden beneath the ancient volcanic dirt. This is actually a perfect picture of the hidden value of conflict. On the surface, conflict is not pretty. For some, it feels rocky and treacherous—full of tension and anger. Other couples experience conflict more as a distant wasteland—filled with avoidance and withdrawal. Either way, most couples experience conflict as frustrating and painful, something they should definitely avoid. However, as the person who found a 40.23-carat diamond at the state park discovered, conflict is loaded with potential treasures as well.
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Conflict is inevitable, but combat is optional.


—MAX LUCADO
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I know it may be hard to believe, but there really is something amazing about conflict. Yet most people, for good reason, view conflict in a negative light. They believe that the arguments and angry interactions between a husband and wife are not just stressful but unhealthy. In the end, many couples see conflict as a sign that their relationship is in trouble. This belief is understandable yet unfortunate. Conflict is not negative; instead, it’s an inevitable part of marriage that will be managed in either a healthy or an unhealthy way. I prefer the word “managing” over “resolving” conflicts. Rather than making it our goal to resolve arguments, we must learn how to manage conflict. Research suggests that 31 percent of couples’ major continuing disagreements are about resolvable issues. However, 69 percent are about unresolvable perpetual problems that never get resolved but must be managed.5


The good news is that if we manage conflict in a healthy way, like Crater of Diamonds State Park, it is loaded with treasures to be unearthed. Marriage expert John Gottman agrees:


If there is one lesson I have learned from my years of research it is that a lasting marriage results from a couple’s ability to resolve the conflicts that are inevitable in any relationship. Many couples tend to equate a low level of conflict with happiness and believe the claim “we never fight” is a sign of marital health. But I believe we grow in our relationships by reconciling our differences. That’s how we become more loving people and truly experience the fruits of marriage.6


Satisfied couples are more likely to discuss issues of disagreement, whereas dissatisfied couples are more likely to minimize or avoid conflict.


This is exactly what Jesus was talking about when he said, “If your brother sins against you, go and show him his fault, just between the two of you. If he listens to you, you have won your brother over” (Matthew 18:15).


In the same way that the Grand Canyon expands as the Colorado River fights its way through, healthy conflict helps a marriage to grow and evolve. If handled right, arguments have the potential to create greater understanding, trust, and connection. You can literally “win your spouse over.” Many people fail to see the true value of disagreement because it’s housed in something unpleasant and unglamorous—like that wasteland of ancient volcanic dirt. Most couples fail to notice the diamonds lying just under the surface, waiting to be discovered. Here are a few of the diamonds buried within healthy conflict:


• Brings problems into the light and helps couples face their issues instead of denying or avoiding them


    • Helps you to better appreciate the differences between you and your spouse


    • Gives you a chance to care for and empathize with your spouse


    • Provides an opportunity to break old, ineffective patterns


    • Can restore unity and oneness


    • Humbles us and God gives his grace to the humble (James 4:6)


    • Gives you great insight into your own personal issues


    • Helps you learn how to anticipate and resolve future conflicts


    • Brings you closer together as you listen, understand, and validate each other


    • Provides a great source of information. For example, conflict can reveal the need to spend more time together


    • Can raise you to higher levels of marital satisfaction every time you manage the conflict well


    • Is the sole reason we have the amazing experience of makeup sex


Isn’t this a great list of what conflict can do if we learn to walk through it in a healthy way? As the prophet Isaiah put it, “to bestow on them a crow of beauty instead of ashes” (Isaiah 61:3).


So what is the real value of conflict? If we compared each potential conflict benefit on that previous list to a 2-carat diamond, the most valuable aspect of relational disagreements would be like the 40-carat diamond discovered at the Crater of Diamonds State Park. Here is the real value of conflict.
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Fear not those who argue but those who dodge.


—DALE CARNEGIE
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THE DOORWAY TO INTIMACY





Conflict and arguments have the ability to strengthen or deteriorate a marriage relationship. On one hand, healthy conflict can facilitate deeper understanding, trust, connection and respect—true intimacy. On the other hand, arguments can be unhealthy, causing frustration, hurt, disconnection, and hardened hearts. As Larry Nadig puts it, “How the conflicts are managed, not how many occur, is the critical factor in determining whether your relationship will be healthy or unhealthy, mutually satisfying or unsatisfying, friendly or unfriendly, deep or shallow, intimate or cold.”7


The reality is that a conflict like the one I had with my wife when I was speeding doesn’t guarantee intimacy; it only provides a foundation where deep connection can occur. That doesn’t mean we keep fighting just so we can enjoy the deeper intimacy of making up. But when a conflict does occur, it can bring an amazing benefit (like a 40-carat diamond) if we use it in the right way. I know this is hard to believe, but it’s true: Conflict provides the opportunity to deepen your understanding of your spouse. This is the real treasure. Notice I said the opportunity for intimacy. Marriage expert John Gottman expresses this same sentiment:


The idea that conflict is healthy may sound like a cruel joke if you’re feeling overwhelmed by the negativity in your relationship. But in a sense, a relationship lives and dies by what you might loosely call its arguments, by how well disagreements and grievances are aired. The key is how you argue—whether your style escalates tension or leads to a feeling of resolution.8


You and your spouse are different in some amazing ways, which is one of the many reasons your marriage is so valuable. However, people often associate their differences as the cause of their marriage problems. And yet this isn’t true. The evil one wants you to view your differences as the problem. But the truth is that your differences aren’t the problem; it’s how you manage your differences. The conflict around your differences is the real culprit for frustration and heartache in your marriage. Most of us ultimately view conflict as something to avoid rather than something that can be used to help us better understand each other. As noted marriage expert Gary J. Oliver explains, “The real problem isn’t that we are different or that we disagree and experience conflict. The real problem is that most of us automatically view conflict as negative rather than as a tool that God can use to help us better understand ourselves and each other.”9
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The most important thing for a good marriage is to learn how to argue peaceably.


—ANITA EKBERG
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Healthy conflict is the entryway to better understanding our spouse. The moment we get into an argument, there is that open door to discover our spouse’s most important feelings and needs. Instead of reverting to old patterns of reaction when our buttons get pushed, our mind-set should be “I’m thankful for this disagreement because it gives us an opportunity to deepen our understanding and intimacy.” Doesn’t this sound like 1 Thessalonians 5:18, “Give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus?” This is how we strengthen our relationship through conflict.


Let me illustrate how this doorway of intimacy works. After Erin and I returned home from our date where I got the ticket for speeding, I felt like the old Bobby Fuller Four song “I Fought the Law and the Law Won.” As we walked into our house, we weren’t speaking to each other and were disconnected, to say the least. I must admit it didn’t seem like much of a doorway; it felt more like a stone wall.


Later that night, I approached Erin in our bedroom.


“I know I acted like an idiot tonight,” I said softly. “Would you forgive me?”


“Absolutely,” she responded. “But why did you get so defensive? I want to know what was really going on.” She is so wise. I completely understand why King Solomon wrote, “A man’s greatest treasure is his wife. She is a gift from the Lord” (Proverbs 18:22).


As we talked openly about the driving incident, I was able to better understand that Erin felt invalidated when I wasn’t open to her concern about speeding: “I knew that the speed limit was thirty-five, but I felt extremely marginalized.” She helped me understand that when I dismiss her opinions, she feels devalued and disconnected. I was able to help Erin understand that when she criticizes my driving, I feel controlled and disrespected. To make matters worse, once I got pulled over by the police, I felt as if I had failed. “Feeling like a failure is a huge issue for me,” I explained. “I quickly shut down when I feel like I failed.” Deeply listening to, understanding, and validating each other’s feelings is an enormous treasure for our marriage.


Going even deeper through the doorway, conflict can take us past simply talking about our feelings (which is good) all the way to discussing the core of what we really want and need from each other (which is great). Erin wants me to be open to accepting her influence when she shares a concern, instead of outright dismissing her or marginalizing her feedback. It helps her feel loved when I listen and communicate to her that I’m taking her concerns seriously and considering them. As a matter of fact, since that time, I’ve learned to say in all seriousness, “I’ll pray about what you just shared and then get back to you.”


John Gottman says that marriage succeeds to the extent that the husband accepts influence from his wife: “A husband’s ability to be influenced by his wife (rather than vice versa) is crucial because research shows women are already well practiced at accepting influence from men, and a true partnership occurs only when a husband can do so as well.”10


These researchers are killing my ego!
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Conflict isn’t good or bad, right or wrong . . . conflict simply is. It is how we choose to respond to conflict that produces the growth or creates the real problem.


—GARY J. OLIVER
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That night I was able to help Erin understand that it would help if, before correcting my driving, she would consider whether she was being critical or sharing a concern. Sometimes her words, tone, and facial expressions communicate criticism. I also shared that I feel like she rubs it in my face when I make a mistake or when she is right (which is often). I disconnect or log off pretty fast when I feel piled on by her.


Certainly we didn’t handle the beginning of the argument in the car very well. Some might even suggest that it was rather unhealthy. And yet what matters most is not how you begin but how you end. Ultimately, we walked through that doorway and discovered several relational diamonds. This is something that I’ve learned over and over in my marriage: When conflict is managed in a healthy way, people feel safe to open their heart and reveal who they really are. They feel open to display their uniqueness and opinions and to share their concerns, hurts, fears, and frustrations. This is why conflict is a doorway to intimacy and why your marriage needs conflict. This is exactly what my dad, Gary Smalley, explained as well:


Conflict is inevitable in relationships. It rears its head in even the healthiest, most deeply intimate of marriages. It is how you handle conflict that will determine how it affects your relationship, for better or for worse. Again, the most important aspect is not how much you love each other or how committed you are to your relationship or the strength of your faith; optimum relationships depend on how adeptly you handle conflict. Every instance of conflict represents two divergent paths: you can use it to either grow together or grow apart. Open the door. Walk through—and you learn more about the delights of marriage than you ever dreamed possible.11


I love that thought: We can use conflict to grow either closer together or further apart. I hope you see that tapping in to the power of healthy conflict is a matter of opening the door, not closing it. Sometimes I want to slam the conflict door shut and lock it when I know Erin has an issue with me. But look at the growth opportunities I’d be missing out on. You have the same choice. You can either return to old patterns of dealing with conflict or walk through the doorway of healthy conflict and into the deepest levels of intimacy and connection, to the place Peter envisioned for our relationships: “Love each other deeply from the heart” (1 Peter 1:22). The choice is yours!


Before I continue, I want to be perfectly clear about the intended audience for this book. Fight Your Way to a Better Marriage is for those who struggle with common conflict issues that prevent them from reaching the deepest levels of intimacy and connection. It is not intended for anyone in an abusive marriage. When I talk about “unhealthy” conflict, I am not referring to abuse (intense or extreme degrading language, intimidation, shoving, slapping, hitting, threats of violence, raging, forced sex, etc.). If these types of destructive behaviors are present within your marriage, I would never recommend putting yourself or other family members in danger by remaining in an abusive environment. Instead, safety is your primary concern, and I would recommend that you get help immediately from the police, a professionally trained counselor, or the National Domestic Violence Hotline (800-799-7233).


Within the pages of this book, I will teach you how to turn your everyday conflicts into healthy conflict so your marriage can reap the amazing benefits. We will begin by looking into what is at the heart of every conflict—in other words, what drives every single experience when you get hurt by or frustrated at your spouse. It has everything to do with the fact that people push your buttons and then you react. This creates a nasty relationship cycle that closes your heart and keeps you stuck in a pattern of unhealthy conflict. You will discover how your buttons are really lies that have been written on your heart. Then I’ll show you how to heal your heart through God’s truth. Finally, you will learn the power of working together to find solutions as teammates—decisions that both people feel great about.


Next, we will examine what to do, in a practical manner, when your buttons get pushed. Then we will focus on how to create the right environment for you to have a productive discussion with your spouse. I’ll also show you the greatest communication method that I know, called L.U.V.E. talk, to help you and your spouse reach the deepest levels of intimacy and connection after any argument.


More than anything, I want to show you a process of working through every problem that you will face. My goal is not to solve specific problems; instead, I want to offer you a step-by-step system of managing conflict in a healthy way. Ultimately, I want to help you understand your spouse’s deepest needs. One of the best opportunities is through conflict. The essence of this book is learning to make conflict work for you rather than against you. I want to help you “fight” your way to a better marriage.




Two


The Reactive Cycle
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Do you ever experience moments when something happens that pushes your buttons, as the saying goes? You know, when something happens that leaves you feeling annoyed, frustrated, hurt, upset, or even angry? Maybe it’s one of these situations:


• The drive-through line is too long at your favorite coffee place or fast-food restaurant.


    • You wake up to dirty dishes in the sink.


    • Your favorite TV show or game didn’t record.


    • There’s a long wait at the doctor’s office.


    • Someone cuts in line.


    • Your child tracks mud or spills something on your clean floor.


    • A driver tailgates.


I don’t know about you, but I’m feeling riled up just reading through this list!


Of course, the list is nothing compared to the fury that arguments with our spouses can arouse in us. Why is it that we so often say something or behave in ways that we end up regretting—that seem out of character? It’s like we start acting out of the same script time after time, as if we’re spinning around in the same ridiculous cycle, ending up frustrated, hurt, angry, or emotionally hijacked. Why do we do this? The answer is actually quite simple. Every frustration, every hurt feeling, every heated argument, every negative approach to conflict is triggered by one thing: the Reactive Cycle. Watch how this works.


“I told you the hotel warned us!” Erin stated firmly as she handed me the “Warning/Danger” memo.


I didn’t even know people still used the word “memo.” But before I could look at the document, Erin grabbed it again and started reading in that “I told you” voice. You know the one I’m talking about, right? It’s the one where the confident and clearly wounded spouse emphasizes every incriminating word to further prove your guilt. That voice.


Erin scanned the memo until she apparently found the most damaging evidence. “Here it is,” she reprimanded, “ ‘a storm surge is water pushed toward the shore by the force of the winds swirling around the storm. This advancing surge combines with the normal tides to create a hurricane’ ”—she paused at the word “hurricane”—“‘storm tide, which can increase the water level fifteen feet or more. This rise in water level can cause severe flooding in coastal areas, particularly when the storm tide coincides with the normal high tides.’ ”


I was speechless.


“This is why I told you not to take our babies”—our children were fourteen, eleven, and seven at the time—“to the beach, and why I specifically asked you not to let them swim in the hurricane waves during high tide.”


How did she know it was high tide?


“Don’t you think the word ‘hurricane’ is a little melodramatic?” I countered. When will I ever learn?


“Forget the fact that you almost killed our children,” Erin yelled as she slammed the bathroom door closed, “you completely dishonored me in front of your family.” And then she was gone.


Since I never got to properly defend myself to Erin, let me tell you what happened.


You see, we were visiting my brother and his family in Houston. As part of the reunion, we stayed a couple of nights in Corpus Christi at a beach resort. Upon arriving in this postcard perfect beachfront hotel, we were shocked to discover that a tropical storm (notice I said tropical storm and not “hurricane”) was approaching. Apparently, the hotel sent out a memo warning the guests about the dangers of swimming during the storm—who knew?


That afternoon I took the kids down to the beach so we could build sand castles. (By the way, I now completely understand the parable of the man who built his house upon the sand!) Try erecting a sand castle during a surging tropical storm with gale-force winds. It really brings Matthew 7:26–27 to life: “But everyone who hears these words of mine and does not put them into practice is like a foolish man who built his house on sand. The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell with a great crash.”


Once I realized that building a sand castle in the midst of a windblown storm surge probably wasn’t the best idea, I switched to a more reasonable plan. I challenged my kids to see who could body-surf the biggest wave! I know what you’re thinking: “Why am I taking any advice from this guy?” Fair enough. But I never said this was a book about parenting.


After watching my children (certainly not babies) being slammed onto the sand by some enormous waves, I thought we should probably move our contest to the swimming pool. I reasoned there was less chance that they would break something. See? I can be responsible.


Ironically, Erin arrived at the pool about the same time we cannonballed into the Jacuzzi. By that time I was extremely tired and hungry from battling the surging water, the giant waves, and the blowing sand, so I asked my family if they wanted to eat. Basically, everyone ignored me. Knowing that our children were in safe hands with my nearly fourteen-year-old nephew, I left them playing in the water while I searched for some food. I also knew that Erin was nearby.


After raiding the snack bar, I joined my brother and his family to eat lunch. My brother and I quickly found ourselves engrossed in deep conversation about . . . well, I don’t remember exactly what we were talking about, but I’m sure it had something to do with our immense love for our wives or some pressing spiritual concern. Okay, it might have been about sports. The point was that I was enjoying the conversation. It was at this exact moment that Erin walked up and said, “The kids are all playing in the pool with your young nephew, which doesn’t make me feel very safe. Will you go watch them?”
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Marriage is nature’s way of keeping people from fighting with strangers.


—AUTHOR UNKNOWN
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I wanted to say, “If that doesn’t make you feel safe, you should have watched us building sand castles and bodysurfing the massive waves!” Thankfully, I only thought it.


Here is where Erin and I perceive things differently. I understood her to have asked me a question: “Will you go watch them?” Notice the word “will” and the question mark at the end. When someone asks you a question, “no” is supposed to be a perfectly acceptable option; otherwise, it’s not a question but a demand.


Erin doesn’t remember our exchange quite the same way.


Nonetheless, I was deep in conversation with my brother, so I answered, “Not really.”


This was one of those times between a husband and a wife when words aren’t necessary. The look I received made the old cliché about a picture being worth a thousand words seem like a massive understatement.


I took offense at her heart-piercing look, so I may have uttered one or two sarcastic comments in return. I don’t think I did, but it is possible—at least that’s what she claims.


Needless to say, Erin and I engaged in a quick round of allegations, accusations, defensiveness, sarcasm, and I may have made some reference about her mother, but I’m not sure. However, it’s never a good sign when someone’s mother gets brought into the conversation.


The impressive part of our entire exchange was that it was done in whisper mode. You know whisper mode, don’t you? It’s when you and your spouse don’t want other people to hear what you’re arguing about. So you engage in a heated argument, but you try to keep your voices down. Unfortunately, you end up looking like two rabid mimes trying to silently kill each other. Welcome to the Reactive Cycle!
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Life is a cycle, always in motion; if good times have moved on, so will times of trouble!


—INDIAN PROVERB


[image: Images]


THE REACTIVE CYCLE





What happened to Erin and me in Corpus Christi? How did we go from enjoying a pleasant afternoon at the beach to all-out war by the pool? If I were one of those ESPN play-by-play sports analysts, I’d explain our conflict to the TV audience by drawing the following diagram:
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Let me break this illustration down. When your spouse does or says something that hits you wrong, hurts your feelings, frustrates you, or makes you mad, it pushes one of your buttons. As a result, you negatively react in order to deal with the unwanted feelings that go along with having your trigger tripped. You might defend yourself, withdraw, criticize, shut down, get angry, or give the silent treatment, for example. Usually, your reaction pushes your spouse’s buttons. Since your spouse doesn’t like how it feels, either, she negatively reacts, hoping her reaction will change you or make her feel better. Listen to how author Robert Burney explains the cycle:


In most relationships where the people have been together for a few years they have already established entrenched battle lines around painful emotional scars where they push each other’s buttons. All one person has to do is use a certain tone of voice or have a certain look on [his or her] face and the other person pulls out and loads the big guns. One person is readying their answer in their head to what they “know” the other is going to say before the other even has a chance to say it. The battle begins and neither one of them actually listens to what the other is saying. They start pulling out their lists of past hurts to prove their point of how each other is “doing” horrible things to them. The battle is on to see who is right and who is wrong.1


This is the Reactive Cycle. It’s exactly what Erin and I did at the poolside, and I know that you and your spouse do it as well (although your cycle may look different from ours). We all get our buttons pushed multiple times throughout the day, and then we react. It’s universal. Unfortunately, the cycle never gets you what you really want—connection, intimacy, understanding, validation, feeling loved, success, and so on. Instead, you and your spouse spin around until the discussion escalates into an angry mess, someone shuts down, or you both withdraw, frustrated and disconnected. Marriage expert John Gottman developed a list that can help you determine whether you’re in the throes of the Reactive Cycle:


    • The conflict makes you feel rejected by your spouse.


    • You keep talking about it but make no headway.


    • You become entrenched in your positions and are unwilling to budge.


    • When you discuss the subject, you end up feeling more frustrated and hurt.


    • Your conversations about the problem are devoid of humor, amusement, or affection.


    • You become even more unbudgeable over time, which leads you to vilify each other during these conversations.


    • This vilification makes you all the more rooted in your position and polarized, more extreme in your view, and all the less willing to compromise.


    • Eventually, you disengage from each other emotionally.2


If any of these situations sound painfully familiar, the good news is that there is a way out of this relational gridlock, no matter how stuck you feel. The first step is to explore what gets the cycle spinning: your buttons getting pushed.


EMOTIONAL BUTTONS





I recently read a funny story about a wife’s buttons getting pushed in the most embarrassing way. The wife invited several couples over for dinner. It wasn’t that her husband didn’t like the couples, but he was tired from working late and didn’t feel very social that evening. Truth be told, the last thing the husband wanted was to talk to a bunch of people he hardly knew. I can relate!


Once everyone was seated around the table, the wife turned to their six-year-old daughter and asked, “Would you like to say the blessing?”


“I wouldn’t know what to say,” the young girl replied.


“Just say what you hear Daddy say,” the wife encouraged.


Everyone looked at the husband and then smiled at the girl as they waited for her prayer. The young daughter bowed her head and said: “Dear Lord, why on earth did we invite all these people to dinner?”


[image: Images]


Quarrels would not last so long if the fault lay only on one side.


—FRANÇOIS DE LA ROCHEFOUCAULD


[image: Images]


Needless to say, several buttons were instantly triggered around the table. I’m sure the young girl felt embarrassed when the dinner guests gasped in the middle of her prayer. The wife probably felt a surge of humiliation at her daughter’s candid revelation. The husband may have felt betrayed by his daughter and certainly felt instant pain jolt up his leg from his wife kicking his shin under the table. I’m quite sure the guests felt a myriad of emotions as they pondered the husband’s feelings toward them.


When I think about our buttons, I picture one of those “Easy Button” gadgets from Staples that says “That was easy” when you press it. It’s like we all have several easy buttons attached to our bodies. J. H. Larson described it this way:


Everyone has “buttons.” They’re your tender spots, the places where you’re most sensitive, the points where you get irritated, or hurt, or angry, and have to react. Buttons are triggered by specific events or circumstances and typically take over and direct your behavior. They also carry a strong emotional charge when they’re activated, so that behavior is going to be emotional and extreme. There’s nothing rational or considered about a response that comes from a button. It’s pure emotion. You’ll know you were acting under the influence of a button when you regret what you did or said the moment you cool off. The words just popped out, you turned away and slammed the door behind you. You didn’t think about it until afterwards. At the time, it was simply what you had to do. That was a button.3
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