















Fantastic Families








 [image: image]





Our purpose at Howard Books is to:


• Increase faith in the hearts of growing Christians


• Inspire holiness in the lives of believers


• Instill hope in the hearts of struggling people everywhere


Because He’s coming again!




[image: image]


Published by Howard Books, a division of Simon & Schuster
1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020
www.howardpublishing.com





Fantastic Families © 1999 by Dr. Nick & Nancy Stinnett and Joe & Alice Beam





All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information, address Permission Department, Simon & Schuster, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020.
www.SimonandSchuster.com





Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Fantastic families : 6 proven steps to building a strong family / Nick Stinnett … [et al.].


p. cm.


Includes bibliographical references.


ISBN 1-58229-080-6
ISBN: 978-1-5822-9080-5
eISBN: 978-1-4391-2410-9


1. Family—United States. 2. Interpersonal relations—United States. 3. Communication—United States.  I. Stinnett, Nick.


HQ535.F355  1999


306.85′0973—dc21   99-39750


CIP


12  11  10  9  8  7  6  5  4


HOWARD is a registered trademark of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


Manufactured in the United States of America


For information regarding special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 1-800-456-6798 or business@simonandschuster.com.


Edited by Philis Boultinghouse


Interior design by Stephanie Denney


Cover design by LinDee Loveland


Publisher’s Note: Because everyone’s particular situation is unique, the ideas and suggestions contained in this book should not be considered a substitute for consultation with a psychiatrist or trained therapist.


Scripture quotations not otherwise marked are from the Holy Bible, New International Version. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan Bible Publishers. Other Scriptures are quoted from The Holy Bible, Authorized King James Version (KJV), © 1961 by The National Publishing Co.; the American Standard Edition of the Revised Version (ASV), © 1929 by International Council of Religious Education; The Holy Bible, New King James Version (NKJV), © 1982 by Thomas Nelson, Inc. All rights reserved.




Dedicated with love to our families and friends and with gratitude to the families of the Family-Strengths Research Project.








CONTENTS [image: image]



Preface
SOME THINGS YOU NEED TO KNOW


Introduction
WHAT MAKES A FAMILY STRONG, HEALTHY, AND HAPPY?


Chapter 1
STEP ONE [image: image]
COMMIT TO YOUR FAMILY


Chapter 2
STEP TWO [image: image]
EXPRESS APPRECIATION AND AFFECTION


Chapter 3
STEP THREE [image: image]
SHARE POSITIVE COMMUNICATION


Chapter 4
STEP FOUR [image: image]
SPEND TIME TOGETHER


Chapter 5
STEP FIVE [image: image]
NURTURE SPIRITUAL WELL-BEING


Chapter 6
STEP SIX [image: image]
LEARN TO COPE WITH STRESS AND CRISES


Chapter 7
BECOMING A FANTASTIC FAMILY


Appendix A
ASSESSING YOUR FAMILY’S STRENGTHS


Appendix B
RESOURCES TO HELP YOUR FAMILY BECOME FANTASTIC


Appendix C
WHAT YOU, YOUR CHURCH, YOUR BUSINESS, AND YOUR COMMUNITY CAN DO FOR FAMILIES


Appendix D
MORE ABOUT THE FAMILY-STRENGTHS RESEARCH


Notes


Bibliography







Editorial Note: You hold in your hands the result of a twenty-five-year research project that studied fourteen thousand families around the world. No other study has ever looked at this many strong families over this many years. With the information in this book, you can take the guesswork out of building a healthy family and focus your energy and efforts on what really works. It is the prayer of all who worked to bring you this valuable information that you and your family become all that you can be—a fantastic family!
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SOME THINGS YOU NEED TO KNOW



ABOUT THE RESEARCHERS AND AUTHORS


The research that forms the foundation of this book began twenty-five years ago on an automobile trip across the rolling hills of Oklahoma and the abundant prairies of western Texas. Nick and Nancy Stinnett were traveling from their home in Stillwater, Oklahoma, to Lubbock, Texas. The drive across western Oklahoma and the panhandle of Texas is long with small towns scattered miles apart. The interstate highway is flat, straight, and easy to drive, which allows for a lot of conversation. As Nick and Nancy conversed, their thoughts turned to some of the prevailing issues of the time: Divorce rates were soaring, more women were entering the work force, and family violence was increasing. They discussed the consensus held in many circles that the family was dead—or at least dying. But Nick and Nancy weren’t willing to accept this disturbing conclusion. They believed that there were many families who weren’t falling apart, who were actually doing quite well. Nick and Nancy wanted to know: What were these families like? What made them different?


As soon as they returned to Stillwater, Nick began a search for families that were doing well. Rather than taking the approach, “Let’s find out what’s wrong with families,” Nick decided to pursue the characteristics of successful families. What is it that families are doing right that makes them strong and happy and keeps them functioning correctly?


Nick quickly realized that a variety of terms could be used when describing families that are living and working well: successful, balanced, healthy, functional, good, strong. He decided to primarily use the word strong in describing these families because the term is clear, straightforward, and positive.


Nick began the study in 1974 with a group of graduate students, and Dr. John DeFrain joined the research in 1977. This quest began over twenty-five years ago, and at this writing, approximately fourteen thousand families have formally contributed to this research through interviews, observations, and by filling out questionnaires. These families represent all fifty states and twenty-four countries around the world. At last count, about forty master’s theses and doctoral dissertations have been written on family strengths by members of this team of colleagues. In all, about fifty researchers have been involved in the studies over the years. (If you wish to know more about how the research was conducted, see Appendix D.)


Nick Stinnett and John DeFrain have discussed the familystrengths principles in numerous professional journals, popular magazine articles, newspapers, and books; on radio and television programs; and in seminars and workshops throughout the nation. When it came time for them to publish their discoveries in book form, Nick asked his friend Joe Beam to contribute his insight into what Scripture says about the principles they’d discovered and to share applicable stories from the thousands of marriages he works with through Family Dynamics Institute.


The researchers (primarily Stinnett and DeFrain) and the authors of this book bring a variety of perspectives and experience to the table and are thus able to approach the question of how to develop strong families from several directions. Nick and Nancy Stinnett (University of Alabama, Tuscaloosa) and John and Nikki DeFrain (University of Nebraska, Lincoln) are teachers, internationally recognized researchers, family counselors and educators, and family members. Joe and Alice Beam are the founders of Family Dynamics Institute, a nonprofit corporation that leads thousands of couples through interactive marriage seminars or parenting seminars each year.


As researchers with a painful knowledge of the sad statistics on family problems, they have to agree that many families are in trouble today. Their own studies of divorce, violence, and death in families show the tremendous need for help that literally millions of families have. And through counseling people in trouble on a regular basis, they are profoundly aware of how family troubles can be the root of despair, madness, and even death.


Added together, they have many years of formal and informal experience in counseling. And although none of them counsels on a full-time basis (because of research and teaching responsibilities), they have heard just about everything. As professionals, they have been in the middle of most every kind of family woe imaginable: child and spouse abuse, incest, child custody battles, suicide, alcohol and drug abuse, and infidelity.


But the thousands of strong families in this research have shown that families can also bring out the best in humans. They teach us about the joy, pride, satisfaction, and pleasure that families can bring. They convince us that there are millions of good families across our nation and around the world.


ABOUT THE “FAMILY QUOTES” AND STORIES


All of the stories in this book are based on real people and real events, but unless a person’s first and last names are used, the people, places, and events may have been disguised to protect privacy. In some instances two or more stories have been combined into one composite. In all cases, however, the many quotes from strong families represent accurately what they said and what they’ve learned about family life.


Since the research by Drs. Stinnett and DeFrain involved more than the Christian community (people of all kinds of religious beliefs and heritages were studied), it’s possible that some of the views expressed by the families may differ from your own. Please don’t let the view of any single family distract you from the value of this information. After all, most of the world’s major religions cherish the family unit and hold to very similar beliefs about its sanctity and survival.


The fact that people from such a wide variety of backgrounds were included means that the findings of this research are universal. It means that any family on planet Earth can be strong if they apply these six characteristics to their family life.


READING THIS BOOK TOGETHER AS A FAMILY


This book has been designed so that you and your children may read it together, if you wish. While the material is written in an easy-to-read style, the concepts and information are up-to-date and in line with the highly recognized research of Stinnett and DeFrain.


Joe Beam’s Family Dynamics Institute has designed a special interactive course for families based on this book and an accompanying study guide. The course helps families make the six secrets of successful families gleaned from Stinnett and DeFrain’s research a vital and vibrant part of their own families.1


One last word about this book and children. Some of the stories—especially about husbands and wives—may be a little too intense for children. If you read this book to your children or with your children, please preview each chapter and decide what information, if any, you may wish to “edit” for your children’s sake. Your whole family will benefit from this study, but you, the parent, must decide how to share each of the concepts with your children as you work to make your family all that it can be.


May the knowledge and wisdom shared in this book bless your life and your family and help you build a fantastic family!
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WHAT MAKES A FAMILY STRONG, HEALTHY, AND HAPPY?



When something like that happens to you, you’re never the same.” Ed began his story calmly, but you could see in his eyes that he relived some of its terror as he remembered the night his life changed. “Amazing, isn’t it? Just like that, the things that used to be important no longer are, and what took second place in your life just hours before suddenly becomes the only reason you want to live.


“We must have been thirty thousand feet or higher on our flight to Chicago, but even being that high above my problems didn’t help. I was in trouble—serious trouble—and I was going to have to face it all when I landed in Chicago. The president of our company had summoned me, and I could imagine what that meeting was going to be like. Things had not been going well in the business—particularly in my region of the nation. Most of the problems were related to the economy—which meant they were beyond my control—but I was the boss in my region, and that made me the one accountable. While I believed most of our difficulties were temporary, I wasn’t sure I could convince the president.”


He shifted uncomfortably, worried that he wasn’t being understood. “You see, while riding on that plane, all I could think about was that I might be fired the next day—out of work in middle age. Work had been so important to me for so many years that I had sacrificed many things to get ahead and succeed in business. I’m ashamed to say it, but I’d neglected my wife and children in order to climb the corporate ladder. And there I was, flying to a meeting in which the ladder I’d given my life to climb might be pulled right out from under me. That fear was the whole focus of my life at that moment.


“A moment later, everything changed.


“Suddenly the plane began to rock and bump, and then, without warning, it just fell. That’s right; it just dropped like a rock. A flight attendant hurrying past me actually left the floor, throwing her hands above her head to keep from hitting her head on the ceiling. It must have been only a second or two, but it seemed like an eternity before the plane jarred as if it had hit a concrete wall and then, mercifully, resumed flying, continuing to bump and sway erratically.


“It was almost like some Twilight Zone episode. Just five minutes ago, we had been flying in moonlight and stars, and now we were engulfed in extremely rough weather. Lightning flashed around us, and thunder crashed deafeningly through the plane as flight attendants scurried down each aisle to see if anyone was hurt. They didn’t get far before a passenger screamed that one of the engines was on fire!


“I’ve never been so scared. Panicked thoughts rushed unchecked through my terrified brain—things like, ‘We’re going to crash! I’m going to die tonight! Who will take care of my wife and daughters?’ I clutched my seat and prayed with a fervor I’ve never felt before that I might live to see my girls grow up and to give my family the love and help they need.”


With that, Ed paused for a second to gulp air and then slowly exhale to calm himself again. After a few seconds he continued, “Well, obviously we made it. We made an emergency landing in Indianapolis, and they got us all off the plane without anyone being injured. Fifty paces or so from the plane, I fell on my knees and profusely thanked God in heaven for delivering us.


“They herded us into a special room in the Indianapolis airport, and the first thing I did was find a phone and call my wife. I told her what had happened and reassured her again and again that I was safe. We cried together on the phone. I knew that other people in the room could see and hear me, but I didn’t care. Though I hadn’t been acting like it, I love my wife and children very much, and coming so close to leaving them alone touched me as few other things in my life.


“You know what hit me later that night as I tried to sleep?” Ed asked. “I realized that when it looked as if we would crash and die, I didn’t give a single thought to the president of my company or my region’s poor showing or whether I’d be unemployed the next day. Not one of those things mattered. I’m a businessman—been one for over twenty years—so let me say this in a businessman’s language. In a crippled plane somewhere over Indiana, I learned what the bottom line in life is: It’s the people I love and who love me—my family.”


If you had been in that airplane, do you think you would have come to the same conclusion as Ed?


Think about it just for a moment. If you faced a situation—a disease, a pending crash, a house ablaze—that created within you the fear that you were about to die, what would your last thoughts be about? Your job? Your bank account? Your prestige, fame, or notoriety?


Or your family?


When a cardiologist told Joe Beam several years ago that it appeared he was in the middle of a heart attack, Joe suddenly found himself strapped to a gurney being wheeled to an operating room for an immediate heart catheterization. As his wife, Alice, walked beside him holding his hand, Joe could think of only two things: First, his thoughts went to his children, and he prayed that God would let him live to help Alice raise them. Then, he thought of his wife, and he pulled Alice near and softly said, “I’m so sorry for all the things I’ve done to hurt you. Please forgive me for all the pain I’ve caused you. And believe me when I tell you that I love you with all my heart.”


Joe discovered the same thing Ed discovered. Next to his relationship with God, the “bottom line” of life is family.


Hopefully, you won’t have to go through a harrowing, life-thre atening situation like Ed and Joe experienced, but you can come to the same realization about your family that they finally reached about theirs: Your family is your most important responsibility, your most important achievement, and the most important legacy you’ll leave when finally you depart this world. Your family is more important than your job, your income, your standard of living, or your ambitions.


God said this about a person and his or her family: “If anyone does not provide for his relatives, and especially for his immediate family, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever.”1


While it is true that the immediate context of this verse is the material needs of one’s family, it certainly isn’t a stretch of the passage to infer that any of the needs of the family fall within its parameters—spiritual and emotional needs as well as physical needs. And this verse isn’t only about caring for the family as a whole, but surely includes caring for the individuals who make up that family.


WHAT’S SO IMPORTANT ABOUT FAMILY?


That question can be answered with a biblical illustration. You may recall the Old Testament story of Esther, whom God positioned as queen so that she could save the people of Israel from utter and complete destruction. Esther’s husband, King Xerxes, had been manipulated by the evil Haman to sign a decree that would effectively end the messianic line and prevent Jesus’ coming centuries later. Whether or not Xerxes or Haman understood the consequences of annihilating the Jews, the Jewish people surely did. They knew that the Messiah had not yet come and that if their nation were destroyed, God’s plan for sending a savior would be thwarted.


Of course, God was in control and would not allow that catastrophe; that’s why he placed Queen Esther, a Jewess, in the king’s palace. To make sure she understood her responsibility, he told her through her cousin Mordecai, “If you remain silent at this time, relief and deliverance for the Jews will arise from another place, but you and your father’s family will perish. And who knows but that you have come to royal position for such a time as this?”2


At first glance, this story may seem irrelevant to the importance of caring for one’s family. But with reflection it’s easy to see that this story has a moral that applies to today’s fathers and mothers just as much as it applied to Esther so many centuries ago. Many forces are at work today, tearing families apart, destroying the basic unit of all civilization.


We must not let this happen. God calls upon us, like he called upon Esther, to take action to protect and nurture our families.


Throughout history, the state of the family has determined the state of individuals and nations. If you think that a grandiose statement, consider the pattern seen in the rise and fall of such great societies as ancient Egypt, Greece, and Rome. When those nations were at the peak of their power, glory, and prosperity, the family was highly valued and strong. But history makes it clear that when the quality of family life deteriorated, the strength of the nation deteriorated simultaneously.


The same holds true today. We are confronted daily with evidence that the quality of family life is crucial to our happiness, emotional well-being, and mental health. There isn’t even a question about it any more: We know that poor relationships within the family are related to many of the problems in society.


A few years ago, in Little Rock, Arkansas, a social worker brought together the leaders of two gangs that had spread there from Los Angeles. You may have heard of them—the Crips and the Bloods. As these two angry young men sat on either side of a stage facing an audience of social workers, crime-victim advocates, and educators, they were peppered with questions about how their gangs operated and why they did what they did. Finally, in exasperation, someone in the audience sang out, “What would it take to put an end to you? To make your gangs go away … cease to exist?”


As a hush fell over the room, one of the gang members leaned into a microphone and uttered these startling words: “Hey, you get us a better fam’ly, and we won’t need no gangs. My boys are all the fam’ly I got.”


If what he said was true, then someone had seriously let this young man—and his compatriots—down. His mother? His father? Maybe even his brothers and sisters? We might even include his grandparents or uncles and aunts. Somewhere, somehow, those who should have been a family to this young man and all the other young, angry men in his gang had failed to be so.


And our nation is slowly decaying for it.


No, gangs are not our only problem—though their numbers are rising. Also feeding the decay is the fact that many today lack any kind of emotional connection with others. They have no emotional support from their current family, no ties to their past, and no tools for building a future. Young folks are starting families without ever having learned what a family should be. And to their new families they bring a host of emotional, spiritual, and material problems—all springing from the same root: the lack of strong families.


It’s not just in the slums of Little Rock, Los Angeles, or Chicago that we see these problems. They’re also in the posh suburbs of Atlanta, Omaha, and Palm Beach. They’re in the smaller towns too—like Littleton, Colorado, and Paducah, Kentucky. And there are countless teens about to leave for college—who haven’t joined gangs or shot anyone—who are empty and starved for the love of their families.


We have to stop this. And the only place to stop it is in our own families. That’s where the battle must begin.


Esther expressed to her husband the same sentiment we should feel: “How can I bear to see disaster fall on my people? How can I bear to see the destruction of my family?”3


GOOD NEWS!


Don’t despair. This isn’t yet another book about how bad things are: This is a book of good news about how to make your family everything you want it to be! If you are as motivated as Esther to prevent your family’s destruction and to prevent disaster from falling on our nation, this book can help.


How?


By showing you what it takes to make your family strong and healthy. You see, this book is based on more than twenty-five years of worldwide research. And this research has conclusively identified six characteristics that strong families have in common and has demonstrated the power of these “secrets” to give a family strength, happiness, and fulfillment. Think about it: Six secrets to family success exist and are being successfully used by families across this great planet. But these secrets are “open secrets” that anyone can know and use. These six characteristics are shared with you in this book so that you can embed them into your family!


A wonderfully diverse group of families contributed to the findings of this research: two-parent families, extended families, single-parent families, stepfamilies; families from all educational levels and from all economic levels; young families, middle-aged families, and older families; African-American, Asian-American, Native-American, Hispanic-American, and European-American families; families in North, Central, and South America; families in Western and Eastern Europe; families in South Africa and the South Pacific; families in the Middle East, East Asia, and Southeast Asia. They come from all walks of life, all faiths, all races—some rich and some poor. They come from every state in the nation and many countries around the world.


One of the fascinating aspects of this research is that it points to the possibility that the basic foundational qualities of emotionally healthy families—those underlying dynamics that contribute to family satisfaction and resilience—are remarkably similar from family to family and from culture to culture. Though it is undeniable that each family and each culture in the world is unique, mounting evidence leads to the proposition that healthy families around the world may be, in essence, more similar than different.


And through this book you have the unique opportunity to learn from strong families around the world as they share their secrets of success. They will teach us, not how families fail, but how families succeed.


This book, then, is a celebration of strong families and a sharing of the knowledge it takes to make your family strong. It is not based on opinion: It is based on twenty-five years of research with enough families from enough countries and backgrounds so that you can know what makes strong families. And as you would have thought, each of these six characteristics is right in the Bible.


And this is what we share with you.


WHAT IS A STRONG FAMILY?


Being a healthy family is more than being without problems; strong families have lots of problems—just like everyone else.


Before John DeFrain’s grandmother, Effie DeFrain, died at age eighty-six, she lay in bed blind from cataracts, both legs amputated at the hip from complications of diabetes. Her middle-aged son, Orville, was noting the difficulties he was confronting in life at the time. She listened patiently. “Life,” she responded without malice, “is troubles.”


Strong families know about trouble. We could tell you about the Nebraska rancher and his family who have been forced to sell everything and start over because of financial losses. Or there’s the Oklahoma family whose father is chronically ill. Or the young couple in Missouri who lost everything in a flood except each other and the cat.


To be a strong family is not to be without challenges. It is much, much more; it is the presence of guidelines for living and the ability to surmount life’s inevitable challenges when they arise.


Strong families are pleasant, positive places to live because members have learned some beneficial ways of treating each other. Family members can count on each other for support, love, and loyalty. They can talk to each other; they enjoy each other.


Members of strong families feel good about themselves as a family unit or team; they have a sense of belonging with each other—a sense of we. At the same time, no individual gets lost or smothered; each family member is encouraged to develop his or her potential.


Strong families are able to survive the crises that come their way. They unite to meet challenges; they are effective problem solvers. They pull together to pull through. Perhaps good families can best be defined as places where we enter for comfort, development, and regeneration and places from which we go forth renewed and charged with power for positive living.


And what, by the way, is a family? Family, of course, includes parents and children, spouses, aunts, cousins, friends, and all those other folks we acquire by birth and by living. Any definition of family, then, needs to be broad and designed to be inclusive rather than exclusive. One definition we like is: A family is two or more people who are committed to each other and who share intimacy, resources, decisions, and values.


But this definition does not quite identify the quality that makes relationships in a family different from those in other areas of life—at work, for example. Some have suggested that it is unconditional love and knowing that family can be depended upon (commitment) that make a family different. Here’s a simple way to express that distinguishing quality: A good family is made up of people who love and care for each other always and regardless.


Our research proves that families like these have six common characteristics. What are they? What are these six secrets of healthy, happy families? It’s time to answer that question.


THE SIX QUALITIES OF STRONG FAMILIES


Six major qualities of strong families were uncovered in Nick Stinnett’s original research in Oklahoma, and those same characteristics continued to emerge as the study expanded. In spite of cultural, political, and language differences, the strong families investigated around the world are very similar. Not only does this research consistently show these six characteristics; the findings are also validated by others who research families.4


Good families share six major qualities:


1. Commitment. Members of strong families are dedicated to promoting each other’s welfare and happiness. They value the unity of the family.


2. Appreciation and Affection. Members of strong families show appreciation for each other a great deal. They can feel how good a family is.


3. Positive Communication. Members of good families have good communication skills and spend large amounts of time talking with each other.


4. Time Together. Strong families spend time—quality time in generous quantities—with each other.


5. Spiritual Well-being. Whether they go to formal religious services or not, strong families have a sense of a greater good or power in life. That belief gives them strength and purpose.


6. The Ability to Cope with Stress and Crises. Members of strong families are able to view stress or crises as opportunities to grow.


There they are. Six qualities that strong families have in common. It is all pretty simple, isn’t it? Doesn’t sound difficult at all, does it? And that’s one of the difficulties we’ve discovered. The six steps to building strong families are so profoundly simple that they can be misleading! Why? Because simply understanding what we need to do to make our families work happily together is not enough. The principles of this book must be lived out in your family.


Strong families are made—step by step. People in strong families have to work at it, to nurture it. Constantly.


A POSSIBILITY AND AN INVITATION


Wouldn’t it be nice if you could wave a magic wand and instantly create a good family environment? It would be very nice. But that’s not how it works. Happy, strong families can, however, be built with time and effort.


“Impossible!” someone may protest. “My family has too many problems.” If you think that, please change your thought process immediately. Experience has shown that if your family has problems—even major problems—the situation can be remedied and you can have a fantastic family life. You can do it by applying in your family the six steps found in this book.


Someone else may say, “I already have a good family life.” Fantastic! But even for you we have a message, “It can be better and stronger!” If you lack in even one of the six areas—or if you can be stronger in any of the six areas—you can make your family even stronger and happier by using these six steps.


Even if you’re only contemplating marriage, you can begin to ensure that your family will be strong and that your marriage will thrive to your golden wedding anniversary and beyond. These six steps are the key.


Each step has been repeatedly confirmed by the real experts—fourteen thousand strong families—and each is validated in the Book of books. If other families can do it, you can do it. No matter what your family is like right now.


This book is a guide to help you reach the happiness and strength you want in your family and in other interpersonal relationships. The strong families researched for this book are a beacon to light your way.
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STEP ONE
COMMIT TO YOUR FAMILY


What can I do to make it right? How can we ever function as a family again? I’ve tried everything I know to do. I take Cindy out on a date at least once a week. We don’t miss a counseling session with our therapist. I’m at every game the boys play and spend nearly every Saturday afternoon throwing the ball around the backyard with them. But it still doesn’t seem right. It’s like they can’t forgive me completely. Like they’re holding back somehow.


“Do I have to wait years for them to trust me again, or is there some magic wand you can wave to help me now?”


Joe Beam sat listening to Jeffrey, waiting patiently for a chance to respond to his continuing lamentation. Jeffrey was a wanderer returned to his family. Nearly nine months earlier, Jeffrey had left Cindy, his wife of twelve years, to move in with a woman he’d met in a chat room on the Internet. The romance started as a mindless flirtation but escalated in whirlwind fashion until it held so much power over Jeffrey that he was willing to sacrifice everything he held holy;—including his family—to be immersed in the intoxication of his new love. The day he left his family, his two sons;—ages six and nine;—had shamelessly begged him not to go, not caring that the neighbors saw them crying and shouting at their father as they followed him to his Blazer while he hauled yet another armload of clothes from his house. Jeffrey was so infatuated with his lover that he’d convinced himself that the boys would be better off without him. After all, he reasoned, children do better in a happy home than a troubled one.


It wasn’t easy for Jeffrey to believe that lie as he tried to shut his sons’ plaintive pleading from his consciousness.


But he did.


He left them standing there. As he slammed the car door and started his engine, he watched Cindy come from the house to wrap her arms around her sons and pull their faces to hers as she attempted to console them. Jeffrey didn’t watch long. He couldn’t. He gritted his teeth, shook the sight from his eyes, and rammed his car into reverse. Clearing his driveway, he turned the wheel hard, dropped the gearshift into drive, and floored the gas, screeching his tires as he fled his failure. He refused to look back at his wife or children as he drove out of their lives.


And into his dream.


It took only a few months to realize that his dream was actually a nightmare. The intoxication fizzled in the light of reality, and he found that his new love wasn’t the woman he’d fantasized during their on-line romance.


Finally, in penitence and shame, he’d come to his senses and begged Cindy to take him back. She agreed, after much prayer and godly counsel, but insisted that as a condition of Jeffrey’s return, they immediately enter intensive marriage therapy. Almost overnight, Jeffrey became a model husband and father. It was sixty days into his reunion with his family that he sat at the restaurant with Joe.


“So tell me, please. You’re in the marriage and family business. Will my wife and children ever let me be as close to them as I once was? Are they gonna punish me the rest of my life?”


Joe leveled his gaze at Jeffrey and calmly replied, “They aren’t punishing you. They’re afraid of you.”


“Afraid! Are you nuts? They’ve never had anything to fear from me. Even when I was totally crazy in sin, I never did anything that would harm Cindy or the boys or anybody else. Man, what’re you talkin’ about? They’re not afraid of me!”


“Oh, yes they are.” Joe continued. “But their fear isn’t that you’re going to hurt them physically. They’re afraid that you’re going to hurt them emotionally. You left once. What’s keeping you from leaving again? That’s what’s happening under the surface for them. They’re slightly withdrawn from you as a protection for themselves;—just in case you leave them again.”


Jeffrey sat in stunned silence for a few moments, turning the possibility over in his mind, and finally muttered, “But I thought they understood that by coming back I was proving that I’ll never leave again. I figured that was just understood.


“I mean, it should be, shouldn’t it?”


“Look, Jeffrey, whether it should or shouldn’t be isn’t the issue here. The issue is that your family will be unable to feel fully committed in their relationship with you until they are completely convinced of your total commitment to them. I have no doubt they want to be close and loving with you;—just as you do;—but you need to realize that any person, even your own child, finds it difficult to give unadulterated affection when he or she fears it won’t be reciprocal. You came back, but you need to do more than just come back. You need to convince your wife and sons that from this day on you are committed to them until the day you die.


“You can’t tell them too many times that you’re committed. You can’t do too much to prove it to them. As many times as it takes, you need to say to Cindy, to each boy, and sometimes to all three of them together, Tm here for good. Every day when I walk out that door, you can know that I’m coming back through it. I’m coming back when things are good. I’m coming back when things are bad. On happy days, sad days, frustrated days, or mad days. The only thing that can ever keep me from coming back through that door every day is for me to be dead. As long as I live, I’m committed to each one of you. No one and no thing will ever come between us again. This is the truth and always will be the truth from this moment on.’”


Jeffrey’s eyes widened slightly as the awareness hit him. Cindy and his sons couldn’t have the relationship with him that he and they wanted as long as they had to protect themselves in fear that he might leave again. He realized that the flaw wasn’t in them and that he shouldn’t feel anger or resentment toward them for being afraid; he’d created this scenario, and only he could fix it.


The good news is that he did fix it. It took awhile, but armed with awareness and determination, he rebuilt his family’s happiness by starting at the right place. He rebuilt it by laying well and true the foundation of commitment.


THE FOUNDATION FIRM



In a 1994 meeting with Nick Stinnett, Joe pressed, “C’mon, Nick. I know you say that all six characteristics are important for family strength, but I’m a trainer by trade, and trainers always want to know where to start. If I could only help a couple learn to do one thing, which of the six would it be? What’s the most important secret for having a strong family?”


Nick smiled in reply, “Joe, you know how reluctant I am to pinpoint just one characteristic, because all six are of such vital importance. But since you keep asking, I will tell you. There is one that we consider to be the foundation on which the other five are built.


“It’s commitment.”


ôNick went on to explain that the dictionary might describe commitment as a pledge or obligation. In his research he’d discovered that strong families understand commitment to mean that the family comes first. He’s heard strong families say this in many ways:


My wife and kids are the most important part of my life.


I’m convincing my husband that we should take the children and fly back East to visit his father for Thanksgiving. I know it’s expensive and this is a busy work time for us, but Pop is eighty-three years old, and I want the children to know their grandfather. That’s what family is all about.


I look forward to growing old with my wife. Sometimes I can visualize us sitting on the front porch together in our retirement, holding hands, rocking in unison, and benignly gossiping about our neighbors as we wave to them on the sidewalk.


The research conducted by Drs. Stinnett and DeFrain shows that commitment is the bedrock on which every family must be built. When each family member knows that the others are there and always will be there and that the family is above everything else;—work, recreation, other people, crises, or whatever;—that family has the ability to develop the other five characteristics that make them strong and happy. No one in a committed family lives in fear that he or she might be booted out or that some other family member will abandon them. In the atmosphere of trust and security that mutual commitment creates, every family member can survive any bad time or personal failure. They aren’t afraid to expose their emotions and vulnerabilities. Neither are they afraid to love and forgive the idiosyncrasies or failures of each other.


SIX CHARACTERISTICS OF COMMITMENT



Commitment creates the warm, loving, accepting environment in which families grow. It offers a harbor that shelters family members from the destructive forces of fear, anxiety, rejection, and loneliness.


It’s no wonder that commitment serves as the basis for everything else. When family members are committed to the family unit and to each of the individuals in the family, the other key characteristics can be built on that foundation.


What, then, does it mean to be committed? Six characteristics of commitment exist in strong marriages.


CHARACTERISTIC #1;—COMMITMENT TO MARRIAGE


At the heart of commitment to the family unit is dedication to the marriage relationship. When both husband and wife fulfill their commitment to each other, they set the stage for all other commitments a family should have.


Kathy Simon highlighted this fact when she conducted a study focusing on “great fathers” in their middle years;—experienced dads who felt they were doing a fine job rearing their kids.1 Nearly four hundred fathers from across the United States participated in Kathy’s research, and in her study she made a number of remarkable findings. One of her discoveries underscores our discussion here.


Kathy came to John DeFrain as she was finishing her research and asked, “Do you know what the greatest gift a father can give his children is?” With thousands of cumulative years of experience to back them up, the fathers she studied had shared all kinds of good advice, but one gift was mentioned more frequently than any other.


“What is it, John? What did these fathers repeatedly say was the greatest gift?” Kathy asked with a mischievous twinkle in her eye.


In spite of her obviously pending ambush, John took the bait. “I am a trained professional,” he thought to himself. “I can figure this out!”


As the imaginary contest clock ticked off the seconds, he mentally ran through the possibilities and finally blurted out with confidence, “The greatest gift fathers give their children is their time, their love, and their energy so that the children develop optimal self-esteem!”


“Buzzzzzzzz! Wrong!” Kathy laughed. “The greatest gift a father can give his children is a happy marriage.”


Many of the men in Kathy’s study had experienced a divorce and had seen the pain that marital discord and dissolution caused their children. But whether or not they had been through divorce, the fathers recognized that their children’s well-being was intimately related to the strength of their parents’ marriage. If the marriage was going poorly, to a great degree, so went the lives of the children.


If you’re a single parent, please don’t be dismayed or discouraged at these words. Countless single parents are doing a great job and are to be applauded for their extraordinary efforts to nurture their kids. When families are torn by anger, violence, sexual abuse, alcohol, drug-related difficulties, and many other sin-induced problems, divorce sometimes happens. For some, divorce is a safety valve, a last-ditch effort to end the physical and emotional abuse for everyone, including the children. If that describes you, don’t despair. This book is about how to have a happy and strong family no matter what your family unit is like right now.


With that said, let us return again to our point: Families founded upon a strong marriage can be truly wonderful places in which to live, as the fathers in Kathy’s study pointed out.


Some parents focus so much on rearing the children, paying the bills, and keeping the car running that they forget the importance of their marriage. As a result, the marriage degenerates and can even fail. This is a grave mistake. Children do best in homes with happy parents who love each other and demonstrate that love in everyday commitment.


Kids who see their parents loving each other feel secure in the longevity of the family. There is a sense in which their parents’ commitment to each other also shows the parents’ commitment to the children and to the family as a whole.
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