Family and Marriage Column 4.20.08R

How Can We Learn to Trust One Another?

“She would refuse love safe with wealth and honor!

The lovely shall be choosers, shall they?

Then let them choose!” – Robert Frost, U.S. poet

“It’s important to remember that children who are facing a frightening situation have three fundamental concerns: Am I safe? Are you, the people who care for me, safe? How will this affect my daily life?” – Lawrence Kutne, U.S. child psychologist

Last week we learned that Greg enjoyed telling humorous stories with his wife Joan as the main subject. He couldn’t understand why Joan didn’t seem to appreciate this, and also he was beginning to notice some strains in their relationship.

Greg didn’t seem to realize that Joan was hurt by his “humorous” stories and she did not feel safe with him, particularly when others were around. So she was building a barrier – a wall – to protect herself; she was losing her trust in him.

Joan’s wall needed to be removed, but not by brute force. Such actions would only make the wall stronger, and further erode their relationship. Greg needed to step back and recognize the wall was being built for Joan’s protection – she no longer felt safe with him. He had to reestablish the trust and hence the safety of their relationship.

In Dr. Gary Smalley’s book, “The DNA of Relationships," we are given some keys to creating a safe environment with our spouse. As we noted last week, the first key is to respect the wall. It is there for protection, and unless the other person feels safe around us, that wall will remain.

When the fire alarm goes off in our house, we would be foolish to smash the alarm because the noise annoys us. We would look for the cause of the alarm and act accordingly. When the “fire” alarm goes off in our spouse, we need to (1) be attentive enough to hear it, and (2) not smash the alarm because it annoys us, but rather find out why it’s alarming.

We have frequently emphasized Smalley's second key which is: honor the other person. Our spouse must know that we value them. We care about them and do not want them to be threatened by anyone, including us. We must encourage them. Choose to build up rather than tear down.

The third key to building a safe relationship is the all-important unconditional love. We must suspend judgment. Our spouse must know that we love them for who they are and not if and when we agree, or if they comply with our wishes. Although our opinions may differ, those opinions and the people expressing them are valuable. Refer to key number two: honor your spouse.

The fourth key follows right along.  Not only must we recognize good qualities in our spouse; we must also value their differences. Don’t make the differences the focal point of the conflict. We will have differences because we are all different. Surprise! God has made us unique. Our differences are very seldom a matter of right or wrong. They usually boil down to which end of the tooth paste tube you squeeze. Either rejoice in the differences and move on, or find out why they exist and learn from them.

The fifth and final key brings us right back to the beginning. We must be trustworthy. Walls constructed for protection don’t usually come down over night. It is one of those truisms of life that trust can be destroyed in a moment, but takes time to build – or restore.

We must learn to treat others as valuable and also as vulnerable. We love our spouse unconditionally because of their value as God’s creation. We also recognize their vulnerability because they want to trust us and hence violation of that trust is extremely damaging – and unsafe.

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