Family and Marriage Column 2.3.08R

Is Your Marriage in Trouble?

“A relationship, I think, is like a shark, you know? It has to constantly move forward or it dies. And I think what we got on our hands is a dead shark.” – Woody Allen

“You don’t laugh with me; / I don’t laugh with you. / All the wit comes pouring out of the tube. / And we laugh at it together. / The more we avoid talking / the more passive the relationship becomes. / Television permits us to walk through life / with minor speaking parts. / And the more we fail to speak, / the more difficult speaking becomes.” – Lois Wyse

Dennis and Linda had been married for ten years and all their friends admired their relationship. Their marriage seemed so successful. Dennis and Linda would also tell you they had a happy marriage if you asked them. Lately, however, they both began to notice something was missing. Maybe it started disappearing when the baby was born, or maybe when they became so active in church, or maybe when Dennis got that promotion at work….

How do we know when our marriage is heading in the wrong direction? Edwin and Sally Kiester published an article in Reader’s Digest highlighting some of the most common warning signs that can alert us to take stock of our marriage.

Separate Date Books. Is your schedule so full that you and your spouse have three date books: hers, his, both? And the “both” is almost empty because the other two are almost full? A major accomplishment of a good and happy marriage is achieving a mutually acceptable balance between individuality and unity. Take time together regularly to schedule dates for dinner out, day trips, and “sacred” times together. Develop and cultivate mutual friendships and activities.

Thinking the Worst. We start off marriage believing only the best about our spouse. If the other one is late, we assume traffic was bad and greet their final arrival with joy. Later in marriage, however, if one is late, the other jumps all over them for being inconsiderate. We must continue to give each other the benefit of the doubt; no harm was intended, things just happen. And we also must continue to maintain the consistency and trust that earns the benefit.

No More Pinches. Do you still hold your husband’s hand? Do you still hold the door open for your wife? Or is the honeymoon over? It doesn’t have to be, you know. Those loving and gentle touches can continue to work wonders, and they definitely help keep the home fires burning.

Growing Out of Touch. Ever play the game at a Valentine’s Day party where you are supposed to list your spouse’s favorite food, color, movie, way to spend an evening, work activity? If we no longer know our spouse’s likes and dislikes, and don’t recognize the issues that make them anxious, we have lost touch, and the flame may be growing dim.

Gritted Teeth. If our spouse does something that irritates us, but we have never addressed or resolved the issue, and we have learned to bare it silently, it will continue to fester, kind of like a dripping faucet. Peace at any price --- isn’t worth it. In the midst of our differences marriage is worth fighting for; conflict and resolution need to work hand in hand.

History Turns Sardonic. At first, the memories of past events can bring laughter and affection, like when we first met our spouse. Then as time passes, our selfish natures can become defensive, e.g. “my spouse trapped me into marriage.”

See some warning signs? Try the following. Speak softly. Don’t challenge your spouse; honor them. Don’t wait. Address the problem now, before it grows. Eliminate blame. Assume the best; find out what’s bothering and what can be done about it. Be flexible. Give a little and gain a lot.

Maintain and nurture the relationship. It’s worth it.
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