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Why is That Barrier There?

“Good fences make good neighbors.” – Robert Frost

“Before I built a wall I’d ask to know

What I was walling in or walling out,

And to whom I was like to give offense.

Something there is that doesn’t love a wall,

That wants it down.” – Robert Frost

Greg enjoyed parties and had a habit of making his wife Joan the subject of some of the humorous stories he loved to tell. Joan usually wasn’t pleased with this questionable limelight. Greg couldn’t understand why his wife was reluctant to go to parties with him.

Greg’s solution to Joan’s resistance was to overcome it through force of argument. He made no serious attempt to understand why she didn’t enjoy going to parties; he thought she was just an old sourpuss. Greg also couldn’t understand why there seemed to be a barrier in their communication in general; he almost felt like Joan didn’t trust him.

We’ve discussed the importance of boundaries in the past. They are often beneficial in clearly defining expectations and establishing individual identity. Sometimes boundaries can become barriers.

G. K Chesterton, in the early 1900’s, wrote with eloquence in the defense of marriage as an institution. He said, “There exists…a fence or gate erected across a road. The more modern type of reformer goes gaily up to it and says, ‘I don’t see the use of this; let us clear it away.’ To which the more intelligent type of reformer will do well to answer: ‘If you don’t see the use of it, I certainly won’t let you clear it away. Go away and think. Then, when you can come back and tell me that you do see the use of it, I may allow you to destroy it.’”

Mr. Chesterton’s statement deserves a lot of thought, but I would like to narrow its application down to our current discussion about barriers, which I define as undesirable boundaries.
In the case of Greg and Joan above, Greg forced her to comply with his wishes to go to the party without attempting to understand her reluctance. He was trying to remove a barrier, or at least overcome it, without determining the reason for its existence.

In our relationships with others we often encounter these barriers, and this is particularly true with our spouses. Why is it so common in marriage? Marriage is designed to be a very intimate relationship. In order for the marriage to function effectively, both the husband and wife must feel safe in that relationship. If one or both feel threatened in any way, it is natural for them to attempt to protect themselves.

Dr. Gary Smalley, in his new book entitled “The DNA of Relationships”, believes a key to improving our relationship with our spouse is to learn the steps to providing safety. And the first step to safety is to “respect the wall.”

When I see a wall separating me from my spouse or another loved one, it’s natural for me to want to remove that wall. But as soon as I take out the jackhammer or the bulldozer, I confirm that I am indeed a threat. I forget the barrier went up in the first place because the other person didn’t feel safe with me.

Dr. Smalley suggests the following actions: First, the other person needs to know you understand that the wall is there for a reason and you accept its presence. You care about the other person and you will let the wall remain as long as it is needed.

Second, you are not going to break down or overcome the wall until the other person feels safe. Your job is to give every reason you can for them to feel safe. You can even protect the wall, and the person, until safety is established.

Barriers only come down when relationships are safe, and relationship is what it’s all about.
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