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Can men and women really relate to one another?

“To love is not to wish good for another person, it is to bear another’s burden; that is, to bear what is painful to you and which you do not bear willingly.” – Martin Luther

“Our sexuality penetrates to the deepest metaphysical ground of our personality. As a result, the physical differences between the man and the woman are a parable of the psychical and spiritual differences of a more ultimate nature.” – Emil Brunner

Judy reports a recent conversation with her husband, “We were on our way home from a party when I asked if he thought Sharon was doing well. ‘Sharon? Was she there?’ he said. “I was having such an intense conversation with Bill (her husband) about how they built their well that I never thought to look.’”

We can all identify with the above conversation. We’ve probably been involved in similar situations ourselves. Our sympathies with Judy and her husband may vary, however. Are you a man or a woman?

Kay Cook and Lance Lee, in their book “Man and Woman: Alone and Together,” observe that men tend to focus on the practical aspects of a question while women in the same situation focus on the relational aspects.

It is clear that men and women are not identical. However, we may often spend too much time dwelling on differences. Our culture tends to stereotypically trap men and women into roles that are artificial. We tend to look for these differences in the areas of competence and compassion. Not only are these stereotypes wrong, but they often keep us from recognizing the truth about our differences.

We all were created for relationship and accomplishment; it is through those two activities that we achieve our highest sense of fulfillment and our greatest degree of joy. It is in the way that we perceive those two activities that men and women are different.

Carol Gilligan, in her book “In a Different Voice,” and Larry Crabb, in “Men and Women: Enjoying the Difference,” report on many studies that suggest men tend to value independence and mastery as the route to feeling both complete and able to move confidently through life. Women seem more concerned with developing close relationships that are held together by an interdependent bonding. Men need to feel strong within themselves. Women need to develop and enjoy warm attachments.

To put it another way, men focus on working their way through the world, and completion of tasks. Women are more interested in involvement with other people. Can both men and women accomplish tasks and relate to people? Of course. But there is a difference.

The difference is not a matter of competence or caring. It’s more a matter of how we view each opportunity in life. If we can learn to understand one another’s perspectives, we will be able to appreciate their viewpoint and their behavior. And we will be able to learn and be open to change.

The two words which are key to understanding the difference mentioned above are “love” and “respect.”

In a national study, four hundred men were given a choice between two different negative experiences. If they were forced to choose one of the following, which would they prefer to endure?

1. To be left alone and unloved in the world.
2. To feel inadequate and disrespected by everyone.

Seventy-four percent of the men said they preferred being alone and unloved over inadequate and disrespected.

Women have a different perspective. In a questionnaire sent out to five thousand women regarding sources of depression in their lives, ranking right near the top was “absence of romantic love in my life.”

Next week we will look more at the key differences of “love” and “respect” and how we can apply this understanding to our relationships.
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