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Fix Relationship First, Problem Second

I am at peace with God. My conflict is with Man. – Charlie Chaplin 

The greatest revolution of our generation is the discovery that human beings, by changing the inner attitudes of their minds, can change the outer aspects of their lives. – William James

We all have small habits that may irritate our spouses. One small issue is “leaving-cap-off-the-toothpaste tube” habit. When your husband leaves the cap off--again--how do you respond? Does your wife irritate you when she leaves wet nylons drying on the shower rod and towel racks? Do you react by attacking your spouse instead of just putting the cap back on the toothpaste or moving the nylons so you can use the towels? 

A marriage is made up of two people who are unique, with different ideas, different ways of behaving, different likes and dislikes. There will always be points of disagreement. Problems arise not because of the disagreements, but because we don’t know how to handle those disagreements and resolve the conflicts.

There is a wide variety of information about the top causes of marital problems: e.g. finances, sex, family backgrounds. However, many times our failure to resolve those sticky problems in our marriages is our attitudes.

Dr. Jay Adams, in his book “The Christian Counselor’s Manual,” points out the importance of resolving conflicts by directing our energy towards the problem, rather than the person. He emphasizes that there are usually at least two problems involved in any conflict between two individuals. There is 1) the issue over which the two differ, and there is 2) the relationship they have and their attitude towards each other.

Dr. Adams illustrates his point with the following example. A couple set up a counseling appointment to help resolve a problem. Others including their pastor and physician had attempted to counsel them with no success. In fact, the husband had persuaded the pastor to agree with him and the physician sided with the wife.

On their first counseling visit, they immediately began to cut each other down. The counselor quickly brought their arguing to a halt. He told them they were having problems because of the issue, but the issue itself wasn’t their major problem. He pointed out that their main problem was a need for a serious attitude adjustment.

The counselor told them that although the pastor and the physician may have offered solutions and taken sides, he would not. He would work with them to help them make the decision themselves. It would first of all require reconciliation between the two of them; then they would learn how to talk to one another about the issue in an acceptable manner.

The counselor instructed them that they must recognize and repent of their behavior towards each other. Since the couple had already separated and were not living together,  they must first get back together. He told them, “You can’t put two people together by keeping them apart.” 

They agreed and went to work. First they sought and received forgiveness from one another. They were willing to recognize that their attitudes towards each other could and should be better. The counselor provided relation techniques and they began to learn how to communicate with each other. 

When their relationship began to improve, the counselor turned them loose to work on the issue that needed resolution. Subsequently they announced to the counselor that they had solved their problem. When their underlying relationship changed, it was possible to resolve the issue.

As always, life is about relationship. Fix the relational problem, and all other problems become easier.
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