Family and Marriage 8/5/07R
Unconditional Love and Unconditional Respect

“Nevertheless let each individual among you also love his own wife even as himself; and let the wife see to it that she respect her husband.” – Bible

“Men are not very good at loving, but they are experts at admiring and respecting; the woman who goes after their admiration and respect will often come out better than she who goes out after their love.” – Florence King

Joe and Jane are soon to celebrate their tenth wedding anniversary. Jane wonders if Joe will remember. He hasn’t always in the past. Joe, however, is in the store looking at all the greeting cards and trying to pick out just the right one. Finally one catches his eye. The words are perfect. She’ll love it! Success!!

He takes it home and gives it to her. She opens it with a big smile on her face. But the smile soon turns to a frown and then a scowl. “What’s wrong?” he says. “It’s a birthday card! You don’t love me!” she says. “It’s an honest mistake---I bought you a card!” he says.

Dr. John Gottman, professor of psychology at the University of Washington, presents the results of an acoustic startle study (a blank pistol was shot behind someone's head when they least expected it). Men had faster heart rate reactivity and took longer to recover than women, and in addition, when asked what they were feeling, women were scared and men were angry.

Last week we introduced the fact that men most need respect and women most need love in order to have healthy and long-lasting relationships. The above examples reinforce this basic and primary difference between men and women. As a general rule, men are designed to conquer and women are designed to cooperate. Men are designed to reach the goal; women are designed to enjoy the journey.

How does this bit of information affect our marriage and family relationships? Dr. Gottman has received international attention because of his ability to predict with 94 percent accuracy who will stay married and who will divorce. In his book “Why Marriages Succeed or Fail” he writes, "... most couples I've worked with over the years, really wanted just two things from their marriage - love and respect."

Now this isn’t really a startling new finding, since it’s been God’s design all along, but the current high rate of marital problems and divorces indicates many of us haven’t received the message, or at least applied it very well.

Dr. Emerson Eggerichs gives us some help in the application of this principle in his book “Love and Respect.” First of all he encourages us to remember that not only must love for our spouse be unconditional, but respect also must be unconditional. We’ve discussed unconditional love in the past. We men must love our wives no matter what. We may have to address difficult issues during our marital life, but concern for her welfare and honoring her must always be there.

Unconditional respect, on the other hand, almost seems an oxymoron. Doesn’t the husband have to earn respect? No more than the wife has to earn love. Just for clarification, we all need both love and respect, but we’re talking primary drivers.

To put it simply, a wife is to display a respectful facial expression and tone when her husband fails to be the man she wants. She can give her husband unconditional respect in tone and expression while confronting his unloving behavior and without endorsing his unloving reactions. He may deserve contempt, but that doesn’t win him any more than harshness and anger wins the heart of a woman.

Let me make it clear here that unconditional respect and love do not mean accepting abusive behavior. There are appropriate actions to take, as we have discussed before. Relationships are seldom restored, however, if neither party is willing to take the first step in the right direction.
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