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Fights Can Lead to Peace in the Family

“He whose ear listens to the life-giving reproof will dwell among the wise.” – The Bible

“But the greatest menace to our civilization today is the conflict between giant organized systems of self-righteousness—each system only too delighted to find that the other is wicked—each only too glad that the sins give it the pretext for still deeper hatred and animosity.” – Herbert Butterfield

Ralph has had a busy and stressful day, and after the evening meal he sits down to read the newspaper. His wife Sally reminds him that the dishes need to be cleared off the table and washed and the children need to be prepared for bed, and his help would be appreciated. Ralph says he has a church meeting in 45 minutes and would like to relax a little. The argument begins. Neither Ralph nor Sally intend to be unkind, but the evening goes downhill from there.

Richard and Mary Strauss, in their book “When Two Walk Together," point out that conflict in marriage can be expected and yet two reasonably intelligent and mature adults can live together in peace. The best way to resolve conflict is to seek a solution that will satisfy the needs of both. The Strauss’s suggest we turn our conflict resolutions into love fights – exchanges that not only resolve the conflict, but actually increase our love for one another.

Following are six principles the Strauss’s offer to facilitate a love fight:

Adopt a learner’s posture. Admit that you don’t know it all. A couple was recently observed discussing a topic of disagreement. It was clear that neither was willing to learn anything about the other’s point of view. Many times it is not a matter of right and wrong; just differences. We can learn from our differences.

Listen with our hearts. Our normal response is to focus on getting our own needs met. When we listen with the idea that others have needs as well, it changes our perspective. As Stephen Covey of “Seven Habits” fame says, if we want to be understood we must seek to understand. This usually requires listening from the heart and not the head. People’s emotional needs may not make sense, but they are very real.

Keep our emotions under control. We all have our hot buttons; their activation is what usually starts the argument and heats up the conflict. Most of us get upset or angry when we think we are falsely accused or misjudged. If we can recognize our anger emotions and not bottle them up, but honestly tell our spouse or family member in a relatively calm and objective way how we feel, resolution is close by.

Think before we speak. As the saying goes, some of us put our mouth in motion before our brain is engaged. We’ve noted in the past the importance of waiting to speak when our hot button is pushed. Count to ten; turn around five times; do anything to get the brain in gear before the mouth opens.

Focus on our part of the blame. This is extremely important. With very few exceptions, there are always two sides to every story. There is my version and your version. Our tendency to blame others often comes from our own low self-image, our own insecurity. If our spouse feels hurt, unappreciated, rejected, angry, what have we done to contribute to those feelings? There probably is a reason for their behavior, and some of it may come from us. When we admit our faults and take our share of the blame, the other person is much more likely to do the same.

Keep short accounts. Learn to address conflicts quickly and hopefully to reach resolution very shortly thereafter. Suppose you parted in anger, and one of you was in an accident and died. Not a fun thing to have on your conscience.
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