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Can Marriages Survive and Thrive As We Grow Older?

“If one advances confidently in the direction of his dreams, and endeavors to live the life which he has imagined, he will meet with a success unexpected in common hours. He will pass an invisible boundary; new, universal, and more liberal laws will begin to establish themselves around and within him; and he will live with the license of a higher order of beings.” – Henry David Thoreau

“The 20th century is the first in which substantial and rapidly growing numbers of people have real choices about how they will invest their time and talent…Most people are totally unprepared for it.” – Peter Drucker

I recently received the following suggested topic for this column. Write about “married couples of many years who have gotten off-track from exhibiting love and respect in their relationships plus a type of indifference. How do we get back on track? It's really easy to do, as older couples, after the children leave home, may go in different directions, pursue different things, and end up drifting along, showing less love and respect for each other.”

If you can’t relate to this now, you will eventually. One of the main causes for deteriorating relationships in couples over the years is a failure to put the relationship between the husband and wife at the top of the priority list.

When you travel on an airplane, you get a safety message before you take off. The flight attendant tells you that in the event of an emergency, you should put on your oxygen mask first, and then help your young children put on their masks. There is a very sound reason for this: if you die for lack of oxygen, you won’t be of much use to your children.

In the same sense, a husband and wife must put the welfare of each other before their children. As we have discussed in the past, if the husband loves his wife and the wife respects her husband, the children will be in the best possible position for their successful upbringing, and they will have an excellent family model to emulate.

Is it easy to put our own relationship before our children? Of course not. When they are young they require a great deal of time and energy, as well as money. It takes a real effort to maintain a healthy relationship between husband and wife.

In addition, it is very tempting to put your job before your spouse, with the deceptive notion that you are pouring yourself into your work for the ultimate good of your spouse, and family. WRONG!

Nevertheless, here we are, drifting apart after having put our children, work, and/or other things before our spouse. What do we do?

Bob Buford, in his book “Half Time,” suggests that the second half of our marital life (as well as our individual lives) would benefit significantly from the creation of a short mission statement. Businesses have mission statements. Why shouldn’t we as families and individuals?
I prepared a written mission statement for myself many years ago, so I can attest to its benefits. Buford suggests in particular that a mission statement for the second half should be organized more around commitments than goals. For example, if I make a commitment to build a better relationship with my spouse, and to maintain good relationships with my children, that will drive my decisions and facilitate the establishment of a variety of goals that support my commitment.

Buford suggests the following considerations as we develop a second half mission statement: 1) delegate – at work, play, and home (we can’t do everything); 2) do what you do best, drop the rest; 3) know when to say no; 4) set limits and timetables; 5) protect your personal time by putting it on the calendar; 6) downsize; 7) plan to have fun.

Now that you have freed up time and resources, sit down with your spouse and allocate them to mutually satisfactory plans and activities. Work on that relationship; it’s worth it.
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