Family and Marriage Column 11.25.07R
You Can Choose to Change for the Better

“Change is not made without inconvenience, even from worse to better.” – Richard Hooker

“Excuses change nothing, but make everyone feel better.” – Mason Cooley

Benjamin Franklin is given credit for the familiar definition of insanity: doing the same thing over and over and expecting different results. Perhaps by that definition most of us act insane on a fairly frequent basis.

Last week we talked about the difficulty of change, whether it’s to a new pair of shoes or to a new life style. However, choosing to change ourselves will move us from being a victim to an overcomer.

Dr. Gary Smalley in “Making Love Last Forever” tells us about Richard, the workaholic who wanted to become a better husband and father. Continuing on from last week….

Richard decided he was willing to start the process of adjusting his own life before he worried about changing his oh-so-irritating wife. So Dr. Smalley suggested he start with his children. Dr. Smalley observed that wives love it when they see their husbands rebuilding relationships with their children. It offers hope the husband is serious about change. When Richard told his wife his plans, she was doubtful but encouraged.

The first call went to their 27-year-old son, Robert, a graduate student. Robert agreed to meet with his father and Dr. Smalley, who went along to act as a moderator. At the meeting there was some small talk and then Dr. Smalley said, “Robert, your dad has asked me to help both of you restart your friendship. Could I ask you to begin by rating where your relationship with your dad is today? Rate it from zero to ten – zero meaning ‘rotten relationship’ and ten meaning ‘great relationship.’ Your father really wants to know how you see your relationship with him.”

Robert stammered uncomfortably and finally said, “Well, about a two or three.” As low as that number was, his Dad and Dr. Smalley knew a totally honest rating would probably have been lower.

Richard responded, “Son, I’m not surprised with that at all. I know I never spent the time I needed to spend with you, and I really feel bad about that.” And then his dad said, “Son, I’ve come to tell you sincerely that I want to be your friend. I’ve missed a lot of years, and I feel terrible about that. I’ve never known how to be a good father and friend. As you know, with my dad, I just never learned how. But I want you to understand that I’m here today because I want to find out from you what it will take to be your good friend.”

Then Dr. Smalley says, “Big tears welled up in Robert’s eyes, and an awkward silence instantly filled the room. No one wanted to talk. We all just sat there hoping someone would break the ice. Then, without coaching, Richard stood up and walked over to his son. Robert also stood. As they faced each other, Richard said softly, ‘Son, for years I’ve wanted to say that I love you, but every time I tried, something always seemed to block me. But today, in front of a friend, I want to say to you…I love you with all my heart. I’ve always been proud of you, and I hate myself for not saying it. Why have I been so mute? I do want to be your good friend, and I just hope it isn’t too late.’”

Robert threw his arms around his dad and they both wept. Then Robert said, “All my life I’ve longed for you to say what you’ve said today, but, to be honest, I never thought it would happen. And here you are, sitting in this room, saying the things I’ve wished for. Dad, thanks for coming.”

And the rest of the reconciliation is history. Change is tough, especially in how we relate to others, but it’s worth it.
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