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Danger! Marital Drift Ahead

My wife says I never listen to her.  At least I think that's what she said. – Unknown

Truly healthy relationships always take commitment, intent, and work – nothing ‘just’ happens – Don Harvey

We’ve all heard the story about the frog in a pan of water. The frog could easily jump out of the water, but it’s comfortable there. Someone puts the pan over a fire and the water slowly begins to heat up. The frog doesn’t notice the gradual change in the temperature of the water, and before long the frog is dead, failing to react to the slowly changing more hostile environment.

This little story illustrates one of the most serious causes to a broken marriage. Let’s call it “marital drift.” Don Harvey, Christian counselor and author, defines marital drift as a gradual, subtle, often unintentional, severing of emotional ties in a marriage. A drifting relationship is often difficult to detect because it looks so good; hence the real danger in drifting is that it happens without noticing over time.

Dennis Rainey, in his book “Lonely Husbands, Lonely Wives,” lists the following signs of a drifting relationship:
·       A feeling that your spouse isn’t hearing you and doesn’t want to understand.
·       An attitude of, “Who cares?” “Why try?” “Tomorrow we’ll talk about it – let’s just get some sleep.”
·       A feeling of being unable to please or meet the expectations of your spouse.
·       A sense that he’s detached from you.
·       A feeling that she’s going her own way.
·       A refusal to cope with what’s really wrong: “That’s your problem, not mine.”
·       A feeling that keeping the peace by avoiding the conflict is better than the pain of dealing with reality.

The drifting process usually begins when we get caught up in the demands of life. Many of those demands are OK by themselves. We want to be good employees (or employers) and we devote considerable time to our work. We also like the income this devotion yields and all the things that income can buy. After all, these things are essential to a happy life, and particularly for the enjoyment of our spouse and children, right? So we put in our 50-70 hour workweeks thinking it’s for the best.

Speaking of children, they definitely take time, effort, and lots of energy. School functions, soccer games, cheer leading practice; the list goes on and on. One parent goes one way (if they are not at work) and the other goes somewhere else.

Of course many of us get involved in activities for the benefit of others. We may spend most evenings and weekends at church or church-related functions. And then there are all the other charitable and civic organizations that certainly deserve our time and energy. Can there be too much of a good thing?

Consider the following story (true, but source shall remain anonymous): My husband works a night shift, while I work days. Thus our cars always pass going in opposite directions on a street just a few miles from our house. When we pass, we both yell, “I love you!” One day, after our rush-hour rendezvous, a man who had obviously witnessed this scene several times pulled up beside me at a stoplight. “Hey, lady,” he said, “you two seem to like the looks of each other pretty well. Why don’t you stop and introduce yourselves sometime?”

Our marriages will naturally drift apart unless we put energy into nurturing and maintaining healthy and growing relationships. Dr. Willard Harley, in his book “His Needs, Her Needs,” contends that meeting each other’s needs is the key to making your marriage happy, affair-proof, and drift resistant. Next time we will talk more about how to detect and overcome a drifting marriage.
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