Conflict and Resolution Workshop

May 3, 2008

Conneaut, OH

Fred & Julie Schamber
I.  Introduction: 

Fred: Our topic for today is conflict and resolution.  Now conflict is one of those things that seems to afflict every marriage.  It’s probably unavoidable.  It sure is for us in any case.  Actually, if the truth be known, Julie and I actually find ourselves arguing quite a lot.

Julie:  Yes, conflict is a fact of most marriages, and ours is no exception.  I don’t know that I would say we argue a lot, however, and most of our arguments are actually kind of minor.

Fred:  Minor?  What about that spat we had on the way over here when we couldn’t agree about the turn we had to take?

Julie:  Ya, you turned left when we should have turned right.

Fred: No, I wanted to turn right, but you were pointing left – so as usual, I followed orders.

Julie:  I wasn’t pointing anywhere!  I have no idea what you think you saw.  Anyway, how would you know about pointing if you were watching the road?

Fred:  OK.  It was all my fault.  Julie never makes a mistake folks.  So let’s get back on topic.
Julie:  Yeah, I think we do need to get back on topic.  And anyway half the people here already know that you couldn’t navigate your way out of our driveway without a GPS.

Fred:   Riiiiight!  So as I was saying folks, Julie and I hardly ever experience conflict in our marriage!    But on those exceedingly rare occasions, it can be a doozy!

Julie: That wasn’t even conflict.  Just a little disagreement.

Fred: A little disagreement!?  You just got done insulting me in front of all these people, and you think that’s a little disagreement?

Julie: I insulted you?  You started it with those snippy comments.
Fred: Hey, I agreed with you, didn’t I?  What am I supposed to do when you disagree with every single thing I’m trying to say.

Julie: OK, so let’s just forget it, ok.
Fred:  (sourly) Humph!  (back to back silence)
Julie:  (sweetly) Now where were we before we got off on this track?
We hope it was obvious that this was a little act we put together to set the scene for this talk about conflict.  The truth is, we really don’t argue all that much anymore—maybe after 45 years of marriage, we’ve just about run out of things to disagree about.  If you’re like us, often the arguments we do have are about something really stupid (like how much we do or don’t argue), and we do have more disagreements than we wish we did, and occasionally they can get heated.  So when Sue asked us to do one of these KYRAP workshops and asked what topic we would like to do, we thought about it a little and when we suggested “Conflict and Resolution” it was more because we thought this was something WE wanted to learn to do better, rather than because we figured we had it mastered.  Actually, the more we got into this topic, the more inadequate we felt to give it.  It’s a big topic – and potentially one of the most explosive parts of a marriage.  But we have done some research – Julie especially has done considerable reading  – and we think we’ve learned some things that are worth sharing.

So what we’re going to be doing today is to share with you some of that stuff we’ve learned.   We’ve added to this some of our own experience, and though we certainly don’t consider this a topic we’ve mastered, we hope that you, like us, will find some helpful concepts and insights that you can apply to your own marriage.  We’ve been told to get you out of here by 3:00, so we’ll be allowing some time for what we’ll call “lab” where you will be working as a couple and if time runs short, perhaps you will want to continue some of this as homework.  

The sources we used as you can see on your handout are: 

        Fighting for Your Marriage by Markman, Stanley, and Blumberg

        We Can Work it Out by Notarius & Markman    (Has anyone read either of these books?)

          We also got a lot of useful material and insight from a satellite-broadcast “Couples” conference we recently attended at a nearby church, that featured:


Gary Smalley, Erwin & Kim McManus, Les Parrott, & Henry Cloud.

  So, as you can see on your handout under Roman numeral I, the topics we plan to cover are: 

Why handling conflict is important   


Most common conflict issues


Problematic styles of conflict 

 
Avoiding Conflict 


The Speaker-Listener Style of Conflict Resolution


Problem Solving


Forgiveness

II.   Why is it important to learn to handle conflict successfully?

So, first of all, why is it important to learn to handle conflict successfully?  Everybody wants a great marriage.  And that’s actually a very sensible thing to aspire to, wellness-wise.

Researchers have demonstrated that when people are living in a good relationship, the partners are happier, healthier both physically and mentally, and there is more energy for life.   In fact, it seems that in every measure of the “good life” that researchers can measure, happily married people score higher than everyone else.  Unfortunately, though, for about 1 in every 2 marriages, these benefits are never realized.   Why not?   Because conflict creates stress that negates the benefits of a healthy relationship.

Nobody wants a dysfunctional marriage, of course.  So when conflicts start to arise in a marriage, how do we react?   A very common reaction is to try to change our spouse to be more like us.  We’ve all tried that at some point, right?  Did it work?  No?   Didn’t work for me either.  Maybe we went about it wrong?  Maybe you’re hoping that we’re going to give out some good pointers today so that you can go about it right.  Nope!  Our sources tell us that this approach never works.   Laminate this for your wallet:  trying to change your partner never works.  All it does is create more stress and MORE conflict.  Trying to change your partner will NOT reduce conflict.  Period.

Well, if you can’t change your partner, the alternative seems pretty obvious – the person you married is just wrong for you.  Right? Time to return the merchandise for something more suitable!   Well, that approach doesn’t work either.  Not only is it contrary to what we believe God intended, but as a practical solution, it isn’t a very good one.  Statistics show that the rate of divorce for 2nd marriages is even higher than for first marriages  -- about 10% higher in fact.   Say you were sick and your doctor prescribed a medicine for you that had a 60% probability of making you even more sick.  Would you think that was a good prescription?  Solving your conflict problem by divorcing your spouse for someone else isn’t likely to be a good solution either.  Actually, experts tell us that marital happiness has little to do with who you marry and everything to do with how you handle conflict.  In other words, compatible personalities aren’t the big deal we usually think they are.  It is not how similar or different you are, but how you handle those differences.  So the bad news is that you can’t deal with an aggravating spouse the way you deal with an unsatisfactory product you purchased.  You can’t fix ‘em and you can’t exchange ‘em for a better model.   The good news is that you can forge a satisfying relationship with nearly anybody if you both work at it.  

Of course the ultimate flight plan for arriving at our destination of a great marital relationship is given to us by Christ 1st Corinthians 13 where he says:  Love is patient and kind: it is not jealous or conceited or proud; love is not ill-mannered or selfish or irritable, love does not keep a record of wrongs, love is not happy with evil, but happy with the truth.  Love never gives up and its faith, hope and patience never fail.”

III.  Sources of Conflict 

So looking at Roman numeral III, what are the sources of conflict in a marriage?  Here’s a partial list we gleaned from our sources:

A. Money 

B. Communication 

C. Sexual, sensual part of relationship 

D. Raising children or decision to have children  

E. In-laws 

F. Time together 

G. Religion

H. Careers & work

I. Household chores

J. Recreation -- Vacations

K. Jealousy

L. Alcohol & drugs 

M. Sleep habits

N. Illness

O. Life priorities

P. Clutter – piles of stuff

In most studies money comes out as the number one cause of conflict.  One of our authors said that they thought this would be true just of couples struggling to make ends meet, but in doing their research, they found that to not be the case.  Regardless of income, this was the number one problem.  Why might this be?  Because we are constantly dealing with financial decisions.  Should we spend $50 a ticket to see “The Sound of Music” or should we instead go see the Steelers beat up the Browns???   Should we splurge and have a nice steak or is it Mickey Dees night?  Should we take a trip around the world or just go to Africa?  Whatever the level of income, there are always different thoughts and opinions, and this is further complicated by the many different ways income is received in the family.  Often there are issues of power, control, status, or influence.  And sometimes the person in control of finances may make the other spouse feel controlled.

Why are communication & sexual/sensual aspects commonly listed as 2/3 or 3/2 on such lists?  Well, physical and verbal intimacy are such joyous parts of the earliest stages of a relationship – these were areas we looked forward to before we got married -- so when failure is sensed in those areas, disappointment and blaming set in.  “He never wants to talk.”  “She never wants to have sex.”  

Now, of course this is only the tip of the iceberg of items that might cause conflict in a relationship.  For example some of you might include “Driving” as one of your hot spots.  (You know, men would rather floss a crocodile than ask for directions!)

Ya, and in a lot of marriages, the wife does all the driving.  The man is just allowed to hold the steering wheel now and then. 

So the list of conflict areas in a marriage is essentially unlimited.  So we’d like to take a couple minutes now with your spouse to consider:  In which of these areas do you experience conflict?  What topics might you add that are conflict issues for you as a couple?   

(time for exercise)
Now thinking about the issues you have identified, are these items the cause of your conflicts?    We’ll argue that that’s not the case.  These items are areas where you hold different opinions or have different values.   They represent differences between you.  These are the sparks, if you like, that can ignite an argument, but by themselves they don’t really provide the fuel to make it a red-hot bonfire.   These represent real differences between you, and it is unlikely that you are EVER going to be able to agree completely on these things – the differences may be too fundamental to your personality styles and values.  In fact, you might not even be YOU if you didn’t have your own unique position on these issues, and your spouse wouldn’t be who they are either.  We’re not going to change that.   So the disconcerting news is that these points of friction are likely to be with you for the duration of your marriage.   But the good news is that though these are the sparks that can generate a certain amount of heat, by themselves they are not the fuel that is needed to produce a real blaze.  

How many of you have a fireplace at home?  Do you remember the first time you tried to light a fire in it?  I sure do!  We had moved into a duplex that had a fireplace and promptly purchased a load of firewood.  The night it was delivered, I set about trying to light a nice fire.  Julie and I were looking forward to a nice romantic evening sipping hot chocolate and looking lovingly into each other’s eyes in the light of the flickering flames.  Well, what actually happened was that two hours later I was still trying to get that darned fire to be lit and stay lit!   First of all, the load of wood that we had delivered was still pretty green and I didn’t have a supply of dry tinder – I was trying to make do with newspapers, but that didn’t do the trick.  Finally I went downstairs and got my propane torch.  But even that didn’t do the trick – I could generate smoke and char the wood, but when I removed the torch, the flame promptly died.  I could hear that darned fireplace laughing at me, and the only thing that was burning was my rage.  Never did get a fire burning that night! 

Well, the lesson Fred learned that night is one that applies equally to conflicts – you can’t get a really good fight going unless it’s got some nice dry fuel to sustain it.  Sure, disagreements can generate a lot of heat and smoke, but they don’t get really nasty unless there’s some good emotional fuel to keep them going.  Disagreements between marriage partners are not only normal, but healthy.  The trick is to deprive these differences of the dry fuel that can turn the spark into a blaze that burns the house down.

In relationships, the prime fuel that turns simple differences and disagreements into real conflicts is the perception of danger.

We heard a moving story recently told by a counselor who was working with a couple who had endless conflicts about money.  The husband had made some bad financial decisions and the wife was all over his case.  But though the concerns were legitimate, her emotional reaction seemed to be all out of proportion.  Finally the counselor asked her, “What are you feeling?”  She said “I’m angry!”  “No, I’ve seen angry, and I think you’re feeling something else.”  That brought her up short, then she started trembling and her face twisted in pain.  Her husband was staring at her in amazement – he had never seen this.  Finally she got the words out “I – am – so –scared.”  “What are you afraid of?”  “I’m scared it will be like that all over again!”   The husband immediately knew that “that” referred to the financial conflicts in her parent’s relationship that had made her childhood a living hell.  Immediately, his demeanor changed and he moved to comfort her.  He now saw the danger that was at the root of her anger.

IV.  Problematic Styles of Conflict
       His strategy:         Her strategy:          Result:

  A.  Fight            +       fight          =        escalation 
 

B. Flee              +       flee           =        withdrawal

C. Fight            +         flee          =        pursuit –withdrawal

D. Flee             +        fight         =        withdrawal -- pursuit

If you look at Roman numeral IV you see that there are 4 basic styles of problematic conflict.  To understand the dynamics here, we turn to a very fundamental fact of nature -- all living creatures respond in one of two ways when they perceive danger:  (a) they fight; or (b) they flee.  People are no different from other animals in this respect, except that the threats that we respond to are often those of emotional rather than physical danger.    One of the most potent kinds of danger is a threat to our self-image.  A disagreement is likely to blaze up into a conflict when our worth or value as a person is questioned.
There’s a name for this kind of psychological threat – it’s called invalidation.  Invalidation is expressed by all kinds of names in our culture:  being put down, disrespected, shamed, embarrassed, belittled, humiliated, dishonored, marginalized, and ignored are some of the words we use.  Anything that diminishes us is a form of invalidation, and represents a threat to our own self perception.  For example, what moved our big fake argument from a disagreement about what we should be saying into a full-blown conflict was the emotional agenda that it tapped into.  Julie felt demeaned by Fred’s insistence at characterizing our marriage as having a lot of discord.  Fred felt disrespected by Julie’s undermining of his statements.   

So the threat of emotional pain is often what triggers the flight or flee response.   What happens next depends upon the dynamics of the couple’s relationship.

Escalation occurs when spouses both adopt a “fight” stance and respond back and forth negatively to each other.  Escalation moves the disagreement from simple anger to hurtful comments.  You saw that pattern in our earlier example.   There’s an initially aggravating comment or action, followed by a couple of “zingers,” that carried the implicit message of “back off, you’re starting to irritate me.”  But when the other doesn’t back off, but comes back with their own zingers, things can escalate quickly into deliberately hurtful words and actions.   If unrestrained, things can even escalate into the tragedy of physical or emotional abuse.  All of us who have been on marriage encounter weekends are familiar with the concept that feelings are neither right nor wrong.  The angry feelings that surface in the first phases of a conflict are simply that – involuntary emotions.  But escalation involves negative behaviors that inflict hurt.   If escalation is your pattern your goal is to recognize it and short circuit it.  

In the flee/flee or withdrawal style of conflict couples gloss over differences in order to avoid confrontation.  We recently had a couple tell us they have been married 12 years and never have had a disagreement over anything.  This frankly worried us because it suggests to us that they are so avoiding conflict that they are not expressing their own wishes and desires.  Couples that handle their conflicts by the mutual-withdrawal mechanism are characterized by smoldering resentments and building pressure, but that building pressure can’t be contained indefinitely.   One of our experts even goes so far as to say that these are the couples that all of a sudden you will see listed in the divorce column of your newspaper and everyone is so surprised.   If your pattern is that of mutual withdrawal, your challenge is to learn to fight – fairly of course -- to relieve the building pressures.  You need to get your resentments on the table so they can be dealt with.

In the pursuit/ withdrawal conflict style, one partner shows an unwillingness to get into the discussion.  It may manifest itself as just getting quiet, leaving the room or changing the subject. The female pursuit – male withdrawal conflict style is generally more common than the male pursuit – female withdrawal conflict style because men in general are more likely than women to keep feelings bottled up or to not even know how to express their feelings or because the male tends to want to avoid confrontation at all costs.  Women often complain that men don’t listen, won’t open up.  Men complain that women nag and attack.    Most commonly, women seek peace by pursuing talk while men seek peace by trying to contain conflict.    

Most couples don’t use just one of these conflict styles, but often combine them.  For example, conflicts often begin with both spouses on the attack until some point where one moves to the role of the withdrawer (or both).  If this is a continuous pattern, the withdrawer may at some point truly give up and ask for a divorce.  We were surprised to learn that the number of divorces filed for but never completed is 25% suggesting that for many, a crisis like this may be the wake-up call needed to begin the transformation of their marriage.

We need to be clear about a couple of things concerning this fight/flee dynamic.  One thing we have to be clear about is that the one who pursues isn’t necessarily the troublemaker, and the one who flees isn’t necessarily a peacemaker.   Pursuing doesn’t have to be done in a hurtful manner – in the best case, the pursuer is simply insistent on achieving some resolution of the dispute.   Conversely, the withdrawer may be practicing the kind of passive aggressive behavior whose goal is to seek to inflict maximum hurt while making a strategic retreat.  Withdrawing is often a very hostile action – tuning the other out.  Like the little kid – “I’m not listening to you!”  This makes me think of Muhammad Ali’s classic “ropadope” strategy where he dropped his gloves and taunted his opponent to hit him – letting his opponent punch himself out so that Ali could later take him out with a knockout punch.  On those occasions when Julie changes the subject in the middle of a dispute or nonchalantly walks out of the room, I’m left huffing and puffing all by myself, and feel thoroughly invalidated.

In order to correct this, we need to learn to redirect our fight/flight tendencies so that we can function as a team – not pursuing each other, but pursuing a common problem.  A pursuer needs to learn how to present his/her position without going on the attack.  Meanwhile, a withdrawer need s to stay engaged in the dialogue, to stay tuned in and willing to express his/her own position.   Both need to learn how to express their feelings in constructive ways and to develop better listening skills.  They need to learn to keep the lines of communication open in a way that defuses any sense of danger.   In a little bit we’re going to practice a communication technique which you may find helpful in this regard.

V.  Avoiding Conflict / Creating a safe place
If we want to avoid debilitating conflict in our marriage, the number one thing we need to do is to make our relationship a safe place for both partners which brings us to Roman Numeral III:  Avoiding Conflict/Creating a safe place.   How do we do this?  Well we think there are two pieces to that.

One piece of making your marriage a safe place for your spouse is actively and continually reassuring your partner of your loving intentions.  You do this by keeping a positive balance in your marital bank account.   When you have been routinely making deposits via little acts of kindness and attentiveness, the occasional overdraft isn’t likely to be regarded as a really big deal – you’ll probably just get a polite call reminding you of your error.  However, when you’re badly overdrawn already, any minor slipup will trigger some nasty communications and possibly even a foreclosure event!

Conversely, a way to make lots of small withdrawals that will quickly drain your account is by the practice of “zingers.”  Zingers are those “smart” comments that are designed to fly under the radar of genuine insults, but still carry a sting.  Zingers don’t seem to be a big deal (“hey, can’t you take a little joke?), but experts tell us that 1 zinger can erase 7 acts of kindness.  A technique they recommend is the stop-action technique.  So when you feel the impulse to sling a hostile barb, your inner voice must say to you “Stop—and think:  Will this make my spouse feel safer?  If the answer is unsafe, then have the sense to not say it!  The practice of, simple politeness is one of the best ways to make your marriage a safe place. 

The book of James has something to tell us about the destructive power of words.  From James 3:5.  “So it is with the tongue:  small as it is it can boast about great things.  Just think how large a forest can be set on fire by a tiny flame!  And the tongue is like a fire.  It is a world of wrong, occupying its place in our bodies and spreading evil through our whole being.  It sets on fire the entire course of our existence with the fire that comes from hell itself.”  Wow!

But I want to note that Zingers aren’t only about words – body language and inflection often carry the real barb.  For example, there was a period where I got into the habit of flinging this zinger – when I felt like Julie was being bossy I’d say with exaggerated politeness – “I’ve got an idea!  We’ll do it your way!”  It was a great zinger, and every time I used it, it bankrupted my account!  And body language?  Well, all I’ll say is that Julie can launch a whole volley of zingers just by rolling her eyes!

When you recognize that you have been guilty of excessive withdrawals from your relationship account, one good way of helping to restore a healthy balance is the sincere apology.  And when you have done something thoughtless, you need to not just apologize but acknowledge to the other that you understand why they are upset.  So if you forgot to meet your wife for lunch, you don’t just say, “It was a terrible day and it slipped my mind.” But you need to acknowledge her feelings by saying, “I realize we had an agreement and I broke it and it cost you.  I will make every effort to live up to the agreement in the future.”  Things like that restore trust and this helps to make your relationship a safe place that’s relatively fireproof.

Sometimes we make accidental withdrawals when we’re intending quite the opposite.  This is because our action is being filtered through our spouse’s personal present or past history.  So when a husband comes home and says cheerfully “What’s for dinner?” the wife who has had one of those rough days with 3 small kids having major fights, the toilet overflowing and the dryer breaking down, might well hear this as, “How come dinner isn’t ready yet?” and respond in anger.   We all have filters through which we process what is happening.  One way to deal with this is to get in the habit of announcing our filters.  So if say the husband comes home very angry with his boss, he might share what happened with his partner and say, “So if I seem short or distant, it’s not you, I’m still torn up by what happened at work.”

We said that one piece of making your marriage a safe place is to make sure you make lots more deposits than withdrawals in your relationship account.  The other piece relates to our own attitude.  We said earlier that the two fundamental reactions to a threat are to fight or to flee.  Those are indeed our impulses, but we don’t have to obey them.  Rather, we can employ our brains to recognize that what might first appear to be a threat isn’t really one.   We do that all the time with physical threats.  Say you were walking through the rough on a golf course with a golf club in your hand and a large snake suddenly rears up right in front of you hissing loudly.  Most of us would be inclined to either turn and run (flee) or perhaps take a swing at the snake (fight).   That would be our impulse because we know that some snakes are poisonous and we feel threatened.  But let’s say that we were actually an expert on snakes, like one of those wildlife guys on TV, and we recognized this as a harmless species whose hissing is only its way of expressing its fear of us.  Now our reaction would be very different like the late, great Australian naturalist Steve Irwin – “Oh look at this little fellow here – isn’t he lovely!”  Our brain in this case has been trained to recognize that what looks like a threat isn’t really one, so our behavior is modified.  The same can be true of some of the threat triggers that cause us to escalate or withdraw from conflicts. 

Let’s take this “hypothetical” situation.  Let’s say Julie and I are working on a talk together and we are getting really close to the Saturday where we are scheduled to give that talk to about 20 couples, and I haven’t yet completed my part of the writing.  I’m not too worried about that, because I always do my best work in the pressure of the last moment.  Along about Tuesday evening I come home from work, eat dinner, and sit down to read the newspaper.  Soon I’m aware of a cold glare, and I hear Julie saying from across the room: “What ARE you DOING?”  Now my natural response to this is to feel put down like a five year old being told “you’ve got to do your homework before you can watch TV”   – and then I might lash back like I’ve been attacked by a snake: “What!  Can’t I sit down and read the paper, for crying out loud?”  and this could quickly escalate into an ugly conflict.  Or maybe I should flee by taking my paper into the bathroom where I can read it in peace?  But because I’ve been studying this lovely little snake for a long time now – almost 45 years – my brain tells me that neither of those is the appropriate reaction.  Julie hates last minute stuff and doesn’t recognize the “creative opportunity” of this situation the way I do – this “hissing” tells me that she is just getting really anxious about our finishing this project, and how embarrassing that would be --  not belittling me.  So because I don’t want to inflict the pain of worry on her, I lay the newspaper down, give her a kiss and get to work on my writing.  I’ve made our relationship a safer place for us both by using my knowledge of Julie and her behaviors to modify my fight/flee response.   Of course, even better, in order to make our marriage a safer place, I probably wouldn’t have let this project run so late in the first place.

Another pitfall to avoid which causes a lot of relationship distress is what one of our sources calls: “the joys of memory matching.”  How often have you wished that you had a tape recording of a previous conversation?  Often major conflicts are born out of a disagreement regarding who said what.  It’s very hard to get into a heated argument about whose memory is more defective and then end up sharing moments of romantic bliss.  THIS TRAIN DOES NOT GO TO THAT STATION.  Two helps for avoiding that are:  First of all, don’t assume that your memory is perfect.  Have the humility to accept that it isn’t.  Accept that you both have filters and that there is plenty of room for you to say or hear things differently than what was actually said or intended.  Second, don’t persist in arguments about what was actually said in the past.  Shift the topic to what you each think and feel in the present.  Listen carefully, as your partner says, “I’m not sure what I said exactly, but I want to tell you what I meant to say, OK?’  Life’s way too short (AND SO IS YOUR MEMORY) to waste this time and jeopardize close connection in that way.  Gentleness and humility are important characteristics for making deposits into your marital bank account!

Of course, danger in a relationship isn’t only about external threats – only about snakes that pop up in our path.  Dangers can also originate from within.  Think about it this way.  People are threatened not only by the real dangers that come into their lives, but also by lacking something that they think they need to be happy.  In other words, you can be afraid of dying from a snake bite (an external threat) or you can be afraid of starving to death (an unfulfilled need).   Now each of us does look to our partner to meet our needs for intimacy, acceptance, and love.  Those are legitimate things we expect in our relationship, and when they are lacking, the “wood” of our marriage gets dry and flammable.  However, that’s different from looking to your partner for self-validation.  If you’ve attended a Marriage Encounter weekend in the past ten years, perhaps you remember the story about the Prince and the Rose.  We won’t go through the whole story, except for the punchline.  “The secret of the rose is that in order to truly love another, one must first believe in the beauty and goodness in oneself.”  That’s worth repeating:  “in order to truly love another, one must first believe in the beauty and goodness in oneself.”  

In a talk we recently heard by Dr. Les Parrott at a video-cast Couples seminar we attended, a recurring theme was:  “If you try to build intimacy with another before you have done the hard work of being whole yourself, all your relationships will be an attempt to complete yourself.”  No person can complete another – only God has that power.  Dr Parrott refers to this as the “Jerry McGuire syndrome” as he sites the famous line of Tom Cruise as he gazes passionately across the room at Renee Zellwegger and pronounces:  “You complete me.”  Well that sounds really romantic, but it’s total Hollywood poppycock (right up there with “Love means never having to say I’m sorry.”)  Let’s look at this premise mathematically.  When we have a banner making night in our circle, one of my favorites to make is 1 + 1 = ONE which I intend to make the point that God wants the two of us to be as one (and it’s also a really simple banner to make).  But, let’s face it, that equation is math challenged!  1+1=2.  It’s ½ + ½ that equals one.  But Dr. Parrot points out that the Bible says be fruitful and multiply.  So the equation really should be 1 times 1 equals 1.  That’s much better math, but think of the implications if one or both of us is incomplete.  Say that one of us is only ½ complete, so unless you married a two (if there is such a thing – and what would a 2 want hanging around with a 1/2 anyway) we don’t end up with a complete relationship.  Or worse, say we’re both 1/2s.  If we have ½ X ½  what do we get??    Math majors?   ¼ - that sounds like a real problem to me.   If we are looking to each other to cure the deficiencies we see in ourselves, we’re just asking for disappointment and unhappiness in our relationship.

Experts tell us that the big mistake that many people make is to enter marriage with the naïve hope that their mate will slay all their own personal dragons and make them magically happy  -- but that only happens in fairy tales.  We all have an empty place, and if we expect someone or something else to fill it, we are doomed to disappointment.  No one and no thing can give us what we ourselves lack.   A marriage based on the hope that my spouse can fix me can never be a safe place.  A marriage based on the expectation that I can fix my spouse can never be a safe place either.  I am responsible for my own wholeness, and I cannot be the one that makes my spouse whole, no matter how much I might want to.  A marriage can only be as healthy as the least healthy person in it.   Now this does not mean that we can only have a great marriage if we are both perfectly complete and happy in ourselves – wouldn’t be any good marriages in that case!  We only mean that we need to be realistic that we each need to be responsible for our own baggage that we bring into the relationship – our partner can’t do it for us.  And we also don’t mean that you can’t help your spouse in their quest for personal wholeness – but in the final game plan, they are one who has to decide they want to go to bat for themselves – we can only cheer them on.  The good news is that we as Christians know where the real source of wholeness resides.   When Jesus talked to the Samaritan woman at the well, a gal who obviously had a lot of relationship problems and was thirsting for something that wasn’t in her life, Jesus offered her “living water” so that she would never be thirsty again.  When we are parched and thirsty in the desert of our own inadequacies, we can and must turn to Jesus for “the water that will become in [you] a spring of water gushing up to eternal life.” (John 4:14)  When our spouse is wandering in that dessert, we can also point them to that same life-giving refreshment.    It is when we accept and trust in that living water, and let it nourish our lives that we become the complete people that God intended.  So we do the best we can as imperfect human beings to nourish ourselves and our spouse, and then we simply apply the frog principle: F-R-O-G –Fully Rely on God, and we keep this little friend around to remind us. 

The most important thing that we can do to keep our marriage a safe place is, of course, to fill it with loving intimacy.  Those of us who have been on a Marriage Encounter weekend know about the techniques we practice to foster intimate communication, and this is a great way to “keep the wood green” so that conflicts are harder to ignite.  The joy of shared experiences also build intimacy, and that’s why sex and laughter are such great conflict diffusers.  (What’s really great is laughing while we’re having sex!  Or maybe not?)  Anyway, an important way to ward off conflict is to keep sensuality and sexuality alive in our marriages.  We’re not just talking about making love but about all those sensual and romantic things—a walk on the beach, a massage, hugging, romantic talking, etc.  -- anything that reflects your feelings about being in love and attracted to your partner.  With the passage of years, most couples take less and less time for this very important kind of bonding.  They tend to bypass the shared sensual pleasures and move more exclusively to just sex.  Less time and energy is spent on the playful, intimate, sensual contacts that were once so delightful.  However it is this sensual connection that keeps partners from feeling as though they are growing apart.  Once sensuality drops out of the equation, couples have no way of intimately connecting unless they have sex, and that then puts a lot of pressure on the sexual relationship.   And if problems develop in this area, they stop connecting on an intimate level, the wood gets dry, and sparks more easily start a blaze of conflict.

And just as a reminder, men, sensual and emotional experiences set the stage for better sexual experiences.  Gary Smalley likes to say that when it comes to sex, women are the crockpots and men are the microwaves.  He says you need to turn the crockpots on in the morning.  That means a lot of NST’s—non-sexual touches or connections throughout the day.  Give her a hug in the morning.  Call, email, or text message her during the day just to say, “How are you doing?”  Now you’ve dialed the crockpot up to medium.  This type of deposit into your marital bank account is important for your spouse.  In general, women fear being disconnected.  He says (in general again), men don’t need this kind of attention as much.  He says men have a tiny little box in the corner of their brain that is empty and they like to spend a lot of their time in that little box.  So if your husband is driving down the road and you say to him, “What are you thinking about?”  He’ll probably say, “Hmm…I see the sticker says we need an oil change in 2,000 miles” because that’s the only thing he can think of when suddenly challenged.  He’s actually been in that tiny, little box—just happily being disconnected.  Most women do want to be connected at all times.  So back to being connected with your wife, when you come home and play with the kids, help with the dishes, take out the trash – these are also big deposits into your bank account.  Smalley says, “Don’t even try to understand it, men, we don’t get it, but you’ve now turned the crockpot up to high!

Another thing that is important in avoiding conflict is to keep the fun in our lives. Some experts say the amount of fun partners had together is a key factor in predicting overall marital happiness.  We should make the time for fun activities even though it is very hard for some of us to switch gears into the fun mode. When we have blocked out time for fun, we should delay any conflictual isses to another time.  Brainstorm about activities you can do together—bake cookies, climb a mountain, collect seashells, go swimming, have a soda with 2 straws, prepare a meal together, feed it to each other, how about doing it in the nude??  Make a deck of cards of things you’d find fun.  Let your partner choose one and make it happen. 

So in summary, as you see on Roman numeral 5:  to avoid destructive conflict, and in order to try to make our relationships all they can be, we want to: 

1.    Do positive things for your spouse.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

2. Decide to let negative or annoying comments bounce off you.  

3. Take responsibility for your own issues, personal growth, awareness and mental and physical health. 

4. Stay connected.

5. Keep the relationship fun.

VI.  The Speaker-Listener Technique

Now we are going to move into a specific technique for working through constructive conflict.  It is called the “Speaker Listener Technique” and it’s outlined under Roman numeral 6.   The first step of this is to get our feelings out without getting into the problem solving yet.  Many of you will recognize the Speaker-Listener Technique as another version of the major communication technique used in Marriage Encounter Weekends (Mention love letters & dialogue if all are encountered)  Every couple needs a safe way to talk about everyday disagreements and the deeper, more sensitive issues.    The structure of the Speaker-Listener technique provides this safe structure.  Think of this model as the scaffolding—the means to get to the end.  We’re going to give you the rules for this technique, do a sample, and then have you each do one privately with your spouse. 

So the rules are the following:  

Rules

1. Speaker has the floor. (Speaker is the first one to hold the floor.  If you don’t have the floor, you are the listener.)  [When starting this technique it is helpful to actually have a floor to hand to each other.  Thus you see the ceramic floor pieces we will hand back & forth.]

2. Share the floor.  (Don’t hog it.  Your spouse needs to trust that they will have the floor when needed.  Keep your sharing short.)

3. No problem solving.  (The focus is on having good discussion and hearing the other person’s feelings—not yet on solving the problem.)

Rules for speaker:

1. Speak for yourself.  (Don’t mind-read.  Use “I statements” such as I felt X when Y.)

2. Don’t go on and on.  (Keep what you say in manageable pieces.  Don’t deliver a monologue.)

3. Stop and let the listener paraphrase.  (If their paraphrase is not accurate, you should politely and gently re-state what you meant to say in a way that makes your partner understand.)

Rules for the listener:

1. Paraphrase what you hear. (While you are the listener, the only talking you can do is to paraphrase what you hear your partner saying or ask for an explanation.  Be sincere in your effort to show you are listening carefully and respectfully.)

2. Don’t rebut.  Focus on the speaker’s message.  (Wait til you get the floor to make your response.  No words or gestures--including making faces-- are allowed to show your opinion of what you’re hearing.)

Let’s watch Francis and Ben as they demonstrate this technique discussing a topic many of us may have faced—saving for retirement.  Francis has the floor.    Hand Julie the floor.
Francis :  We really need to try to do something different in our saving for retirement, Ben  We just don’t seem to be getting anywhere on building up that amount. 

Ben:  You can see we aren’t getting anywhere, Francis, and you are also concerned. [Remember when I don’t have the floor, I can only paraphrase what my spouse says.]
Francis:  Yes.  (Letting Ben know she had heard him)  We need to come up with some plan for saving more and for doing something about the credit cards.

Ben:  You agree we need to save more, and can see that how we spend on the credit cards may be part of the problem.

Francis:  I can also see why you are concerned about my volunteer work, Ben —when I could be spending some of that time bringing in some income.  But my volunteer work is really important to me.  I feel like I’m doing something good in the world.

Ben:  Sounds like you can appreciate my concern, but you also want me to hear that your volunteer work is really important to you and adds a lot of meaning to your life  [Note that I am validating her by listening carefully]

Francis:  Yeah. That’s exactly what I’m feeling.  Here you take the floor; I want to know what you’re thinking.  (Hand over floor.) 

Ben:  I have been anxious about this for a long time.  If we don’t save more, we are not going to be able to maintain our lifestyle in retirement.  It’s not all that far away.

Francis:  You’re really worried, aren’t you?
Ben:  Yes, Francis, I am.  You know how things were for Mom and Dad.  I don’t want to end up living in a two-room apartment. 

Francis:  You’re worried we could end up living that way too. 

Ben:  I’d feel a lot better if we had about 3 times as much saved. 

Francis:  Too late now  (Oops, I just interjected my own feeling.)  I should paraphrase:  You wish we were much further along in our savings than we are.  

Ben:  I sure do.  I feel a lot of pressure about it.  I really want to work together so we can both be comfortable. [Note that he lets her know he wants them to work as a team.]

Francis:  You want us to work together and reduce the pressure and plan for the future.
Ben:  Yes. We’d need to spend less to save more.  We’d need to use the credit cards more wisely.  I think it would make the biggest difference if you could bring in some income. 

Francis:  You feel that to save more we’d need to spend less with the credit cards.  More important, you think it’s pretty important for me to bring in some money. 

Ben:  Yes, I think the income is a bigger problem than the outgo.
Francis:  Even though we could spend less you think we may need more income if we want to live at the same level in retirement.  Can I have the floor?

Ben:  Exactly!  Here’s the floor.

Francis:  Sometimes I feel upset that you think I’m the only one who overspends.

Ben:  You think that I think you’re mostly at fault for spending too much.  Can I have the floor again?  (Hand the floor.) Actually I don’t think that, but I can see how I could come across that way (validating Fran’s experience)  I think I overspend just as much as you do.  I just do it in bigger chunks. 

Francis: Nice to hear that.  You can see that we both spend too much, just differently.  You buy a few big things we may not need, and I buy numerous smaller things.  

Ben:  Exactly.  We’re both to blame, and we both can do better.  

Francis:  We both need to work together  (Ben gives Francis the floor.)   I agree that we need to deal with our retirement savings more radically.  My biggest fear is losing the volunteer work I love so much.  It’s been the most meaningful thing I’ve done since the kids got older. 

Ben:  You are doing something so useful.  I can hear how it would be so hard for you to give it up. 

Francis:  Exactly.  Maybe there’s some way to deal with this so that I wouldn’t lose all of what I’m doing but could help us save what we need for retirement at the same time.

Ben:  You are wondering if there is a solution that would meet your needs and our needs at the same time.
Francis:  Yes. I’m willing to think about solutions with you.
So, this is the Speaker-Listener part of this discussion.  We’ll pick up Ben and Francis at this point later when we discuss actual problem solving.  Experts tell us that many issues are resolved by just doing this type of discussion, being sure that you understand and feel understood.  They say 70% of issues couples face do not need to be solved—just aired out. Couples just need to know where their spouse is coming from.  

So now we want you to do is to think of some area of minor conflict.  Don’t try to start on the major biggies, maybe even something non-relational.    If there is something on the list that is a minor issue for you, you might use that, or you might use something even less conflictual like:  What is my dream vacation, what is an event I’d like to attend, an item I’d like to purchase, etc.  The point is to practice this speaker-listener technique, and that’s a lot easier to do if there isn’t any big emotional issue involved.  So pick a topic, see that the speaker has the floor in his hand and begin.  Remember when the speaker has the floor, the listener only paraphrases to validate what the speaker has said or asks questions, no comments til they hand over the floor.   

( time for practice)

Some advantages of using this type of technique are that it is harder to get into escalation if you follow rules and work at showing respect for each other’s feelings.  Paraphrasing limits the possibility of invalidation.  Filters are recognized as soon as they come up because the paraphrase will not be correct.  For the withdrawer:  the structure makes it safer to remain in the conversation.  For the pursuer: the structure ensures that he/she will be heard and that issues are indeed going to be addressed.    Hopefully, the structure can result in a win-win situation as both sides are heard and respected.  Now, obviously our example dialogues are the ideal; however, if a conversation should start going down a wrong path, you’re encouraged to say, “Let’s hit the re-wind button and try that again.”  

One good-news piece of information about conflict is that when conflict is dealt with in a healthy way, it can lead to intimacy.  Remember that conflicts tend to happen when people are feeling insecure, unsafe, or feeling like they are drifting apart or their needs are not being met.  When conflict is handled correctly, it will lead to a surfacing of those needs and feelings.  If a couple uses “I messages” and lets the other know how they feel about issues, and each is empathetic with the other, this can create a great intimacy.  

VII.  Problem Solving
Now, as we said, the experts say that 70% of conflicts can be resolved by just having a good constructive discussion.  However, in some cases, there is still a problem you need to resolve.  Hopefully, a good  speaker-listener session has laid the foundation for a caring problem-solution session.  Usually when a good discussion precedes problem solving, the problem solving can go much more smoothly and quickly.  The steps for problem solving then should that still be needed are listed under Roman numeral 7:  Agenda setting, Brainstorming, Agreement and compromise, and Follow-up.  

1. First, agenda setting:  The first step is to agree to focus on one manageable part of the problem.  Don’t try to take on the entire subject of how we’re going to raise our kids.  Maybe, start with: should we send our child to pre-school or not and where?   If that’s still too big, maybe you go with, how much TV will we let Timmy watch?  Pick a manageable chunk that you have reason to think you can resolve.  When you do, you can take on another chunk, and your confidence and skill at problem solving is growing.

2. Brainstorming is the next step.   I think you are all familiar with this concept. Toss in any solution that comes to mind. One of you writes them down.  Don’t analyze or expound on them.  Just list them.  Be creative.  Have fun with it.  You don’t have to restrict yourself to practical solutions.

3. The next step is: Agreement and compromise:  The goal is to come up with a specific solution or combination that you both agree to try.  Marriage is about teamwork.  You’re not going to have a great marriage if you insist on getting your way all the time.  

4. And finally, follow-up.  Sometimes you will agree to try a particular solution to a problem, and it is necessary to follow up to see how it is working out.  Often you will need to tweak solutions a bit for them to work in the long term.  

Now lets pick up Francis and Ben again as they have completed their speaker-listener discussion on their concerns about their retirement fund and are ready to move into problem solving:

Francis:  So we are both feeling understood enough to move on to Problem-Solution, right Ben?

Ben:  I am, Francis.  How about you?

Francis:  (Nods her head, yes.)  We should agree on the agenda.  We could talk about how to get more into the retirement accounts, but that may not be the place to start.  I also think we need a discussion to deal with the issue of the credit cards and how we spend money.  

Ben:  We’re going to need several different stabs at this entire issue.  It seems we could break it all down into the need to bring in more and the need to spend less.  I don’t want to push, but I’d like to focus o the “bring in more” part first. [Note that here they are getting the problem down to a manageable size.]

Francis:  I can handle that.  Let’s problem solve on that first, then we can talk later this week about the spending side. 

Ben:  So we’re going to brainstorm about how to boost the income
Francis.  Why don’t you write the ideas down—you have a pen handy. [So now they go into just saying anything that comes to mind]

Ben:  OK.  So you could get a part-time job.
Francis:  I could ask the board of directors about making some of my work into a paid position.  I’m practically a full-time staff member anyway. 

Ben:  We could meet with a financial planner so we have a better idea of what we really need to bring in.  I could also get a second job.

Francis:  I could look into part-time jobs that are similar to what I’m already doing.

Ben:  You know, Jack and Marla are doing something like that.  We could talk to them about what it’s about. 

Francis: We could buy a bunch of lottery tickets.
Ben: (laughing) And we could also look for the pot of gold next time we see a rainbow!
Francis:  OK, I  think this is pretty good list. Lets talk about what we’ll try doing. [Note that now they now are moving into the agreement compromise stage]

Ben: Can we agree right away that the lottery tickets and pot of gold aren’t really feasible?
Francis: (Laughing)  Aw shucks.  I was looking forward to chasing that rainbow!

Ben:  But do I like your idea about talking to the board.  What could it hurt?
Francis:  I like that too.  I also think your idea of seeing a financial planner is good.  Otherwise, if I’m going to try to bring in some extra, how do we really know what the target is?  But I don’t think it’s realistic for you to work more. 

Ben:  Yeah, I think you’re right.  What about talking to Marla and Jack about what they’re into?
Francis:  I’d like to hold off on that.  That could lead them to try to get me involved, and I’m not sure I’m interested. 

Ben:  Ok.  What about exploring if there are any kinds of part-time jobs where you could be doing something that has meaning for you and make some bucks too?

Francis:  I’d like to think about that.  It’d be a good way to go if they don’t have room in the budget where I am now.  I sure wouldn’t want to do more than half-time though.  I would hate to give up all I am doing now.

Ben:  And I wouldn’t want you to.  If you could make a part-time income, I’ll bet we could cut back enough to make it all work. 

Francis:  So how about I talk to the board, you ask Frank about that financial planner they use, and I’ll also start looking around at what kinds of part-tome jobs there might be.

Ben:  Great.  Let’s schedule some time next week to talk about how we are doing in moving along towards the solution we need.

Francis: Agreed.

And they then follow this up with further discussion the next week.  

Now, it is not always that easy.  If, when practicing this technique, you get bogged down, you may want to cycle back through the speaker-listener phase.  It may require several sessions -- for instance something like trying to decide whether to move to a different location can hardly be settled in one session.  And, sometimes there simply is no solution.  Advice here is that you try not to let the rest of a good marriage be damaged by some disagreements.  In some situations you may need to agree to disagree.  We can’t always have our spouse be just the way we want them to be, but we can work as a team to deal with the differences.  Don’t let a great life together be totally disrupted by a few issues.  Always keep in mind that the 2 of you are a working as a team together against the problem. 

So now we’d like each couple, just between the 2 of you, to give the whole process a try.  Choose an area of potential conflict where a decision will eventually need to be made.  When first practicing this model it is usually best to choose an area of fairly minor conflict—what should our next purchase be, our next home improvement project, our next vacation, or go ahead and choose one of the areas you identified under Roman numeral 3 as an area of conflict.  Then begin with the speaker-listener technique—refer to Roman numeral 6 if you need to be reminded of the rules.  Remember, one of you starts by holding the (ceramic) floor and the other listens.   Be sure you are making “I statements” that express your feelings while the listener paraphrases what you have just said. Keep exchanging the floor until you have both had an opportunity to thoroughly express your feelings, then move on to the problem-solving.  Refer to Roman numeral 7 if you need to be reminded of those steps.  Be sure you limit the scope of the problem to be solved, then brainstorm and then attempt to come up with an agreement, slash compromise.   Ok, we’ll give you some time to do this.

( time for practice)
If time permits:  Would anyone be willing to share (completely voluntary of course) about what conflict they discussed, any new insights you got through your speaker-listener technique, and if the problem solving technique helped you at least arrive at a solution to try. 

We encourage you to take home this piece of floor as a reminder of this technique for abstracting and relating to your spouse’s feelings, and perhaps even pull it out and use it when you feel the need. 

VIII.  Forgiveness

The final piece of the puzzle then, is Roman numeral 8 on your hand-out:  Forgiveness.  We’re not perfect people – neither of us is, and mistakes will be made, and hurt will be caused.  Sometimes with conflict, there will be a need for forgiveness.  So first of all, what is forgiveness?  Forgiveness can be defined as a decision to give up your perceived or actual right to get even with or hold in debt someone who has wronged you.  Note that to forgive is a verb:  it’s active; it’s something you must decide to do.    Unwillingness to forgive is the ultimate in scorekeeping, the message being:  “You are way behind on my scorecard, and I don’t know if you can catch up.”  Scorekeeping fosters resentment and anger.  People often walk away from debts that they see no hope of paying off, so it is a relationship killer.  

Now we should mention what forgiveness is not.  We’ve all heard the old phrase “forgive and forget” but they have nothing to do with one another.  You probably can remember a very painful wrong someone has caused in your life for which you feel you have forgiven that person, but just because you have forgiven and given up a desire to harm the other in return doesn’t mean you have forgotten the event as if it never happened.  Some people seem to feel that if they still feel pain about what happened, they have not truly forgiven.  To distinguish this feeling, some experts refer to this as “pain grief.”  This is the pain you may still feel about the situation even though you have made the conscious decision to forgive.  To forgive also does not absolve the person who did the wrong.  The one who committed the infraction is responsible for his or her behavior, period. When that person takes responsibility for hurting his/her spouse, the spouse will have an easier time forgiving and moving forward.  Although it may not be required for forgiveness, a great way for the offender to show their desire to take responsibility is to apologize and mean it and to make amends for hurting your mate.  

The next question then becomes, “How do we regain trust?”  First of all, trust builds slowly over time.  The best thing to happen is to have a considerable amount of time go by without a serious breach of trust.  A great way to help your spouse to trust you more is to do all you can to show your dedication to him or her.  Trust has the greatest chance to be rebuilt when each spouse takes appropriate responsibility.  In seeing the effort of the wrong doer, the wronged spouse gains confidence that things can get better. 

If you need to work though a tough situation towards forgiveness, one method that you can see listed under Roman numeral 8 is:  

1. Schedule a couple meeting for discussing the issue

2. Both agree that you are ready to discuss this

3. Fully explore the pain and concerns related to this issue

4. The offender asks for forgiveness – possibly even if you don’t think you have done wrong

5. The offended agrees to forgive – commit the event to the past

6. If applicable, the offender makes a positive commitment to change recurrent patterns or attitudes that give offense – do unexpected positive acts 

7. Expect to take time – You may each be working on your side of the equation for some time.

As you practice new patterns and ways of thinking, reinforce each other:  praise your partner for listening well, for being committed, and so forth.  Don’t take each other for granted.  Don’t dwell on the past, but show your appreciation for positive changes that are occurring now.  Looking for how to reward the positive can have dramatic effects on our relationships.  

And if you need further encouragement to forgive, listen to Christ’s command in Colossians 3:12 & 13:  Therefore as God’s chosen people holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience.  Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another.  Forgive as the Lord forgave you.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         
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