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Marriage versus the In-Laws

Behind every successful man there is a proud wife and surprised mother-in-law. – Anonymous

Some people are your relatives but others are your ancestors, and you choose the ones you want to have as ancestors. You create yourself out of those values. - Ralph Ellison

A group of young couples was given a free association test in which the word “mother-in-law” was unexpectedly inserted. The responses were revealing and included such words as “terrible,” “bother,” “fight,” and “ugh.” In the book I Take Thee, authors Gordon and Dorothea Jaeck point out that of all the problems faced in marriage, studies uniformly show that with both newly-married couples and those who have been married for long periods of time, in-law problems are high on the list.

Many couples, however, are happily surprised to discover that relationships with each other’s families can be one of the most meaningful and enriching experiences they may have. What do you suppose there is about the in-law relationship that is so volatile, and has such potential for being wonderful, --- or horrible?

Perhaps the Bible provides some insight into this issue when it says a man is to leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife. By the way, most experts believe this applies in both directions, i.e., the woman must also leave her mother and father and be joined to her husband.

I believe we can derive two very important points here:

· A man and a woman must leave their parents. Does this mean that there can no longer be any connection with the parents? No, but it does mean that the relationship that is now most important is between husband and wife, and not the parents. The husband and wife can no longer run to their parents for help; they must learn to work out their conflicts themselves. Which leads to the second point.

· A man and woman in a marital relationship must truly be joined together, not just physically, but in every other way. Does this mean they lose their individuality? No. In fact, their individual contributions to the marital relationship make it much more rich and exciting. It does mean, however, that the relationship is not 50/50 but is rather 100/100. Both must put their all into making it work. Here comes that unconditional love again.

Even though the two have now left their parents and joined together, it is still necessary to take into account the “baggage” that they bring from their families of origin. Dennis and Barbara Rainey, in their book Building Your Mate’s Self-Esteem, identify some warning signals from the mate’s home life. These signals should be addressed before the marriage begins, if possible, but must be recognized and dealt with eventually in order to have a healthy marriage.

They include a home where mistakes were not tolerated, versus where forgiveness was freely given; a home where differences of opinion resulted in verbal or physical abuse, versus  where conflicts were discussed openly and resolved peacefully; a home where the parents set the demands and expected them to be met (including careers for their children), versus where the feelings and abilities of all were recognized and nurtured.

Consider the following in developing and maintaining good relationships with your relatives:

· Appreciate your parents and in-laws for who they are, and expect the same from them.

· Establish boundaries. Both husband and wife must work together to develop and maintain boundaries with others, in order to protect their own relationship.

· Recognize differences of opinion exist and mutually agree not to go there.

· Protect and preserve the privacy of your marriage.

· Never forget, the most important relationship is between a husband and wife. Children come second. In-laws and others come next.
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