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Hard Love or Soft Love

Almost without exception, our weaknesses are a reflection of our strengths being pushed to an extreme. – Gary Smalley and John Trent

This is my rule of married life: it's better to be happy than to be right. – Anonymous 

Is it possible to be too harsh with family and friends? We all can think of people who leave us with the feeling that we are inadequate, that we have failed, perhaps even that we have been abused. Is it possible to be too kind and friendly to others? Those people are much more pleasant to be around, but we may feel something is missing.

Joe loves his wife and children. His idea of expressing that love is by expecting perfection from them, because he thinks that’s best for them. Rather than congratulating them when they do well, he chastises them because they didn’t do even better. Joe’s wife sees the impact of those expectations on their children and tends to be overly lenient with them.

In a simple sense, we can break love up into two dimensions: soft and hard. Gary Smalley and John Trent call these the two sides of love in their book of the same name. One of our biggest challenges is demonstrating love for others in a manner that builds up rather than tears down.  We want what is best for others, but others (and certainly we ourselves) have a difficult time achieving “best.”

Hard love wants the best for another person regardless of the cost. Properly balanced, it is consistent in challenging, disciplining, protecting, correcting. Out of balance, it becomes judgmental and demanding. 

Soft love is more easily identified with unconditional love, and includes compassion, sensitivity, and understanding. Taken to the extreme, however, it can become a very “sloppy” love, which conveys the idea that anything goes, because there are no conditions on the love.

Most of us tend to be more inclined toward one or the other dimension of love; achieving the proper balance between hard and soft love is not easy. How do we know which way our imbalance falls? In relating to others, do we tend to one or the other extreme?

Smalley and Trent offer some simple tests to give an indication of which side of love we favor. In addition many of us have probably taken personality tests which give us an indication of how we relate to others.

We suggest here a simple way of evaluating our hard and soft sides of love. Ask yourself the question: “Am I more interested in a task or in the people working on the task?” If my goal is to help my wife do her best, do I let that override giving her a sense of value and worth?

All of us have probably experienced working for or with someone who wants to get the job done, no matter what it costs in people. To them, the end justifies the means.  Even when we are rewarded for doing well, we feel like we are being manipulated and set up for the next task which will be even more difficult.

At the other extreme we have the parent who is so concerned about the feelings of their child that they exercise no control over the child’s behavior. The task of raising the child to be a responsible citizen becomes secondary to emotional attachment to the child.

Hard love may give us the ability to be a critical thinker, capable of disassembling a problem to find the solution. We must be careful not to take apart the person as well as the problem. Soft love may enable us to listen with care and concern to the problems of others, but prevent us from asking the hard questions and being truthful.

Our challenge in building and maintaining relationships in our marriages is establishing the proper balance between building the relationship and the relationship itself.
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