Family and Marriage 1/07/07R

Everything Matters, But Check Your Priorities

No man is an island. entire of itself; every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main; if a clod be washed away by the sea, Europe is the less, as well as if a promontory were, as well as if a manor of thy friend's or of thine own were;  any man's death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind, and therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee. – John Donne

We will be successful in our relationships to the extent that we recognize what is important and what isn’t. Most divorces occur, in fact most relationships are broken, because of disagreements over what really matters.

A couple of popular books have been out for several years now which discuss the significance of things – stuff - in our lives, stuff being basically what we have and what happens to us. One book is entitled “Don’t Sweat the Small Stuff – and it’s all small stuff,” by Richard Carlson, and the other book is “God is in the Small Stuff: and It All Matters,” by Bruce Bickel and Stan Jantz.

Those involved in the public workplace often face the challenge of determining which battles to fight and which to back away from. We may wind up winning the battle but losing the war. Marriage and family are no different. Differences will always exist between individuals; God has created us as unique. We must learn which differences to resolve and which to ignore.

In today’s society we are primarily defined by what we have and what we do. All this is wrapped up in our stuff. Hence stuff is important because we and others think it defines us. To a certain extent this is valid; value is ascribed to our lives by what we have achieved in accomplishment and material possession. Yet in the light of eternity this stuff means nothing. 

But we live in the here and now, you say. Hence the stuff is important, at least temporarily. Perhaps another way to look at it is to note that our perspective matters a great deal. We need to recognize and value the capabilities of others, demonstrated through their accomplishments and possessions. However, if our own possessions and accomplishments cause us to fail to value or even listen to others, then the stuff has become too important.

Consider the following illustration. Joe and Debby plan to go out to eat tonight. Both of them have their preferred eating places. Right away there’s a difference they must address. Do they go to a restaurant they both like, or does each insist on their own individual favorite? 

The first step is for Joe and Debby to demonstrate that they value one another enough to discuss the pros and cons in a civil manner. Then at least one of them is going to have to either agree to eat at a mutually acceptable place, or go where the other one prefers.

Is this a battle worth fighting? Probably not. Winning the battle of eating at our favorite restaurant is truly small stuff. In fact, we have the opportunity to demonstrate our love for the other person by agreeing to their preference. Which is not necessarily small stuff.

If we let our perspective take on a more eternal flavor, we realize that what really matters is the relationship.  If we let the stuff get in the way of the relationship, our priorities are out of order. On the other hand, if we utilize the stuff to build relationships, we are saving for eternity.

Perhaps one of the most important questions we can ask before any decision is whether or not it will enhance or detract from the relationship. To draw from the beginning quote, we cannot separate ourselves from each other; relationships matter most.
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