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 LESSON 10: 


HOW TO DEVELOP A STABLE AND LOVING RELATIONSHIP

(See last page for correct answers)
I - INTRODUCTION
One of the most intriguing aspects that I have observed in a couple’s life is the fluctuation their relationship experiences.  The whole dynamic of the relationship can switch within a few moments.  From good mood into a bad mood, from saying “I love you” into thinking “I should get divorced,” or, from promising to be committed into an attitude of “I don’t really care much about you.”

A good relationship is the one which fulfills both spouses and in which both spouses  make all efforts possible to nurture one another.  But this nurturing process can take place only in moments when the relationship is (1)_____________ and is (2)_____________.  It can happen only when it is a loving relationship.  It is virtually impossible to experience any growth in moments of tension, disagreement, or when any kind of violence is taking place between the couple.

In order to develop a stable and loving relationship, one of the first things to consider concerns to establishing priorities.  Success in life may depend on whether or not you set priorities for yourself and for your relationship.  Some people clearly know what their priorities are, others don't.  Even having set  priorities, it is sometimes  hard to follow them in a disciplined way respecting the order of importance previously established. However, you can be more successful if you define your priorities and follow them consistently, because then your productivity will increase, you will have more time to enjoy life, and the quality of your relationship will certainly improve. 

When trying to establish an order of priorities, there are several items to be considered, like: work, recreation, family, God, church, yourself, your spouse, children, friends, properties, relatives, dog, cats, backyards, and many more.  All of them have to be included in our regular activities, however, many times people have serious problems just because they don't know how to (3)__________________ their activities.  With no priorities set, their lives become always more and more confused, disorganized, and they end up losing control of themselves.

You have to face it right now: what are the priorities in your life?  Based on my professional experience dealing with people for many years, and being myself a married man - for over twenty four years and to the same woman - I can tell you very confidently that if you want to be happy, and want to avoid disgrace, loneliness, and frustration then you must put your relationship on the top of your list of priorities.  I know that work, recreation, children, recreation, friends, cars, garages, lawns, beer, boats, games, and other things might be very important to you.  But if any one of them is on the top of your list, above your relationship, then you should be prepared to fail in your relationship and will most probably face personal (4)__________________ and disaster as a spouse and parent. 

It is very important to understand how the concept of investment works in a relationship.  For example, if you are a truly responsible person you will certainly make some provisions for your retirement.  You will save same money every moth, besides paying your mortgage so that when you retire you will not only have your savings but you will also be debt-free.  This is the idea of investment.  Well, considering a marital relationship, if you expect to receive some future benefits from it, you must make the right investments every day making the relationship stronger and more solid.

Now, fact is that people en general are not fully aware about this need of being permanently investing in their relationship.  The lack of wisdom and interest is already apparent before couples marry, which can be illustrated by the fact that they invest almost nothing preparing themselves for the new to-be-started relationship.  If you are married, can you remember how much time you dedicated, before you married, to (5)_____________ how marriage works? If you have children, did you get any specific education on raising children before they were born?  You probably studied and prepared yourself professionally, but what about doing the same in order to make your relationship work right?

According to Gary Smaley, a very successful therapist and best seller, across our country the average couple spends more than two hundred hours getting ready for the wedding service, and less than three hours in any type of premarital counseling.  (Love is a Choice, p. 17).

Jumping into marriage without any specific preparation is to set the relationship to (6)__________________.  There are several fundamental laws of human relationships that have to be known and observed, otherwise the relationship will be flooded with frustration, sorrow, anger, anguish, and other emotional states that are very detrimental to both spouses.

Considering what it takes to have a successful marriage, I can say that this relationship is a science.  Others have considered it an art.  One of the richest men of his time, J.  Paul Getty owned an estate that exceeded four billion dollars in net worth.  However, as quoted in the Los Angeles Times (January 9, 1981), he wrote in his autobiography: “I have never been given to envy... save for the envy I feel toward those people who have the ability to make a marriage work and endure happily. It's an art I have never been able to master. My record: five marriages, five divorces. In short, five failures.”
Science or art, there is one thing you must keep in mind: you are the one who determines if your relationship will or will not be successful.  The choices you make are more important than you realize, and you have much more power to make right (7)__________________ and give direction to your relationship than you suspect.  Our decisions and choices shape our future.

There are many factors related to the development of a stable and loving relationship, as we will examine now:

I - COMMITMENT TO A LIFETIME MARRIAGE
The level of your commitment to your relationship is a very important factor  which determines in great part what is going to happen in the future.  Some people are highly committed to their relationship and can stand very difficult times together.  Others will withdraw at the first sign of trouble or disagreement.

The type of commitment is very important.  Why is it that there are so many couples just living together without being married?  Some sociological studies have shown that people who live together before tying the knot are more vulnerable to fail in marriage than couples who move in after exchanging vows.  In the 1960s the concept of just living together became very popular, based on the idea that the experience would better prepare people for marriage and thus reduce divorce.  However, the facts researchers have found contradict that concept.  It has been discovered that couples who live together are (8)_____________ committed to their relationships and cohabiting experiences significantly increase the possibility of divorce.

Professors William G.  Axin (University of Chicago) and Arland Thornton (University of Michigan) researched this issue and their study showed that the link between living together and divorce runs both ways: increased divorce rates cause more young people to choose non‑marital relationships, while cohabitation "may have a feedback effect" of increasing the acceptance and likelihood of divorce. Other studies have found that couples who live together before marriage have divorce rates 50 to 100 percent higher than those who do not.

Sociologists have said that living together may reinforce the idea that intimate relationships are fragile and temporary, which might reduce the expectation that marriage is a lifetime relationship.  Studies have shown that young people who are committed to marriage, and who would be disappointed if they did not marry, are more likely to marry without living together first.  Cohabitation probably attracts people who are, on average, more accepting of the (9)__________________________ of intimate relationships.  It has also been found that children of parents who are less positive about the joys of matrimony are more likely to move in before getting married.

Census Bureau figures showed that in 1990 there were 2.9 million unmarried couples living together, up to 80 percent from 1980.  Also in 1990, there were 142 divorced adults for every 1,000 married adults, three times the ratio in 1970.  (The Press Enterprise, September 3, 1992).

Therefore, you can already see the importance of a serious commitment to a lifetime relationship.  Why do people get together and become a couple?  One of the main reasons is because they want  to be happy and have a (10)__________________________ companionship.  Well, nobody can be happy if their mates do not express a serious relational commitment or if they do not show that the relationship is important to them.  Hope it is not the case, but imagine how you would feel if you knew that your spouse has made only a “light commitment” to you, and that he or she will leave you as soon as a major problem arises between the two of you? 

The Romans built hundreds of bridges in Europe during the first and second centuries.  Many of those bridges still exist, but they are used only for foot traffic, because they would not resist any modern traffic of heavy vehicles.  Those bridges are fragile because they were build only with bricks and mortar and were not designed for heavy equipment.  Often times marriages are like those fragile Roman bridges.  They appear to be secure, strong, solid, long lasting, ...until they are put on test under the heavy pressure of a relational crisis. It can be said that every marriage is at the risk of being assaulted by "Hugos" and "Andrews" ‑ tempestuous, devastating emotional storms (hurricanes) that sometimes are responsible for many unexpected troubles as they threaten to wreck the relationship.  The relationship may very easily sink during those times.

What should you do when difficult times hit your relationship? How to react to unexpected troubles and disagreements you might experience once in a while?  Should you just pack it in and go back to Mama?  What about the commitment that is supposed to hold couples steady? To leave the relationship is apparently the easiest and fastest way of solving the problem; however, it is neither the wisest nor the best decision. When someone just abandons the marriage it usually shows irresponsibility, immaturity, and inability to resolve their existential difficulties and problems. There are, of course, some extreme cases when the relationship cannot be continued due to abuses or continued infidelity, but most marital difficulties can certainly be avoided or resolved if the couple is strongly committed to one another.

The commitment to stay together requires a responsible (11)__________________ and strength to (12)__________________________ the (13)_____________ times that will certainly hit every marriage.  For many people it is not easy to be "committed to commitment" because, unfortunately, our "modern" society has consistently kept opened the "back door" through which married people can walk out of their marriages.  Because separation has become so popular and common, people became desensitized and lost the perception of the importance of staying together to work out their relationship.

II - LEARNING AND KNOWING BETTER
Is marriage just a lottery, as many people say, only because some facts of life cannot be seen beforehand?  Is it a too risky an experience?  Is it really true that the odds are not too favorable?  Why is it that people fail so often in their relationships?

I certainly agree that the marital experience is one of the most (14)__________________________ relationships people can get into.  But it is also important to be aware that, although it requires learning and practice, people usually do not acquire enough knowledge and information about it and this is certainly a reason why so many are not able to keep their relationship and fail.  Our behavior and acts are directly influenced by our (15)__________________ and by information we acquire.  A solid marriage has many pillars sustaining it, one of them being proper knowledge.  How can we expect people to have successful relationships if they don’t know what it is all about?

In years past people did not have all the resources now available in the bookstores. It is amazing how many books on relationships have been produced in the past four decades.  If our grandparents and parents did a good job raising their children we should be doing it still better, because we have now plenty of scientific information and more expert literature available then ever. 

There are three questions that are fundamental to the relationship=s health and survival, which are:

1.  Who am I?
It is a generalized tendency to look at our spouse’s skills and character but, have you ever asked yourself, “what am I contributing with to my relationship?”  In other words, are you properly prepared to offer something and to give (16)__________________ expecting to receive?  Many people do not have an accurate perception of themselves and may not be aware of some traits of personality and character that might be detrimental to their relationship.  The self-image you carry in your mind may be way different from what people see from the outside.  What others see in us transcends what we see.  This is what happens when someone thinks that he or she is a very nice person, but the messages they get from others do not confirm such an assumption.

Another aspect related to this issue is that we change as we grow older and mature, and some changes are actually drastic.  They might be positive changes, but sometimes they are negative and very detrimental to the relationship.  As an example, let’s pretend that a man starts drinking or smoking after he marries.  Can this change affect his relationship in a negative way?  Of course it can!  And it does!  Just think about it, putting yourself in this situation.  Pretend that your spouse (your wife or your husband) suddenly starts to come home drunk every evening.  How would you like this situation?

The example above is a negative change, of course.  But there are many positive changes that can occur, and we should look for those.  Learning from others and from our own past experience enriches our life as we (17)__________________ our personal skills.  New elements are added to our identity every day as we continue the non-stop journey of discovering who we are.

Therefore, it is very important to learn more about ourselves, so that we can grow as human beings and become better equipped to offer more to our relationship.

2.  Who is my Spouse?
Some time ago I had a client who was complaining because his girlfriend was wearing mini-skirt.  He was very upset about it.  When I asked him whether he had noticed her personal preferences before they moved in together, he told me that they didn’t have time for these details because “everything happened in just twenty 24 hours.”  Then he explained that they first met one day and within 24 hours they “had a great time together, including sex and moving in.”  All that in only 24 hours?  What was he then complaining about?

In order to understand each other it is necessary to know each other first.  Many marriages collapse because people don’t give themselves enough time to know, discover each other before the wedding or before moving in.  Chances are that the most successful marriages will be found among those who gave themselves a longer time before marrying or moving in.  A short period of engagement can (18)__________________ the future of the relationship, lowering the chances of success.

3.  What is a healthy marital relationship after all?
It is very important that you never stop seeking for an answer to the question above. Many people say that the answer is too obvious, however, when we ask them for more details about the issue it becomes evident that they consider it easy just because they don’t have any accurate information about it.  The less they know the more they think they know.  Your chances of having a successful relationship will increase according to the improvement of your knowledge of the basics of human relationships.

Human behavior is a very complicated mechanism that has not been understood for centuries.  Thanks to more recent researches conducted during the past hundred years, new data has been obtained and became a helpful tool to couples who really want to understand their relationship better.  The marriage’s chemistry has many equations activated simultaneously, and it is imperative that we learn how they work, so that we can understand each developmental stage of our relationship.

A healthy marriage is the one that is always (19)__________________________ and becoming (20)__________________.  It is the one in which people grow as individuals and have their needs fulfilled.  It is an experience in which the spouses feel always closer to each other as their intimacy increases every day.  However, in order to make this all happen we need to learn how the whole mechanism works, which requires great effort learning more every day.

III - UNSELFISHNESS
Stable and loving relationships are marked by unselfishness.  Because it is one of the most anti-natural behavior for humans, developing unselfishness requires great commitment and effort.  Isn’t it true that most of what we do in our daily activities is designed to benefit ourselves and not others?  This is because humans are naturally selfish beings.

Unselfishness has a very important role in a marital relationship and is one of its most important components.  It is also a very challenging component, difficult to acquire and develop.  People know how to speak or preach about unselfishness, but to truly practice is another story.  Unselfishness means  “to be (21)__________________ of yourself, focusing on others’ well-being,” which makes it a great opponent of our natural human ego.  People struggle with this concept, because it is difficult for them to practice it, although it is a fundamental pillar in marriage.  A couple can be happy only when they (22)__________________ themselves to each other’s fulfillment in the first place.

To make unselfishness become real in our life some other personal traits have to be developed as, for instance, maturity, humbleness, patience, commitment, true love, responsibility, and awareness.  It means that it is necessary to change some of our own natural tendencies and desires, so that we can relate to our spouse with an attitude of acceptance and true devotion.  Our greatest efforts are best rewarded when we understand that (23)__________________________ is a basic factor in our relationship.

Honoring  your spouse is another concept related to this issue, which can help your relationship to be healthy.  When you make a genuine effort to honor your spouse, problems are resolved and what is already good becomes still better.  Honoring is the recognition of the other person’s values as being important to us.  It means true and complete acceptance of that person as part of ourselves.  Nothing is more important than being accepted and recognized.  It is actually an old biblical principle, as we read in the Holy Book,  “devoted to one another in brotherly love.  Honor one another above yourselves.”  (Romans 12:10, NIV).  The Living Bible reads,  “delight in honoring each other.”  What a challenge!

IV - COMMUNICATION
Communication is a fundamental element for a (24)__________________________ marriage. Couples often face serious troubles because they don't master the skill of communicating well, and many relationships are destroyed after a period of deficient and detrimental communication.  I always compare marriage to a plant.  Think of a plant that you have at home, in a vase, and all the care it needs, like watering and getting the proper food and nutrients.  If you stop taking care of it the result will be drying and dying.  The same happens with your relationship if you stop nurturing it.  One of the most important aspects of nurturing the relationship is improving your communication skills. 

When couples get together in the first place it seems to them that communication is a natural and easy process.  They are so distracted with the enchantments of the new relationship that they do not realize how important it is to improve their (25)__________________ in this area.  For most couples it takes years until they realize how poor their communication skills are. Often times they become aware of their deficiency only when they experience a crisis in their relationship, sometimes too late to mend it.  (To learn more about communication please report to our lesson number two, How to Communicate More Efficiently and Without Violence).

There are several factors that may be signals showing that there is a communication problem between the couple.  Some of the most common are:

1.  Loss of (26)__________ ________________.

2.  Frequent arguments, discussions, and fights.

3.  Lack of quality time together (as a (27)_____________, without the children).

4.  Decrease of (28)__________________.

5.  Negative non-verbal signs (facial expressions, quietness, emotional distance).

If you want to build a stable and loving relationship you must work hard on the communication process, too.  Do ‘t take your relationship for granted.  Make sure that you are always improving your personal communication skills and that your spouse is also aware of the importance of doing the same.

V - RELIGION AND SPIRITUALITY
There is no way to avoid these theme, because religion is an innate element in human beings.  Although many deny having a spiritual need, it seems consistent to say that religion is important to people’s lives. Because modern life has become so complicated and almost everyone is living in  a fast pace, it has been difficult for many to include religion as part of their activities and interests. 

There is presently an increasing consensus among marriage and family therapists and counseling experts regarding to the importance of (29)__________________ as being a fundamental element for a successful relationship.  There is an amazing volume of literature being circulated teaching how a solid spiritual life may be decisive to the marriage’s survival.  Thousands of couples have been helped as they learned how to make religion an important element in their families, and many discovered that they can even avoid the tragedy of failure and divorce when they recommit themselves to spiritual values.

Studies have shown that families who make serious spiritual commitments are (30)__________________ and will resist better to the impact of those destructive forces that may assault their relationship.  There is enough evidence showing that marital and family relationships can be improved by spiritual beliefs and religious practice.

VI - THE MEDICINE OF LOVE
Love has a prophylactic and ameliorative role concerning to the destructive disturbances which very often attack people’s relationships.  This has been one of the greatest twentieth century’s discoveries of Psychology.  Couples suffer and may separate when they fail to use love as a guide to (31)__________________ their behavior.  Those who do not learn how to give and receive love freely may become easy prey to the dread emotions of fear and resentment, of anxiety and guilt, of frustration and depression, of discouragement and  despair.

It is only love that can provide the strength, encouragement, and protection needed  for a full growth of a stable and loving relationship.  Couples have to make an important (32)__________________ almost every day, choosing between love and hate, and the ultimate success or failure will depend on the final choice they make and the relational pattern they establish for their relationship.  Love heals and strengthens the stream of our life together.  Hate, even in the form of little and sporadic episodes, may kill our relationship.

Anger and hatred have been present in couple’s lives too often, destroying their relationships and making too many victims of their children.  Anger, envy, jealousy, infidelity, and other negative elements are constantly opposing love, and many are defeated by those negative forces.  It is crucial to our happiness to be aware that love is the main goal of our personal growth and when we learn how to grow in love we will love to grow more.  When love controls our behavior it produces (33)__________________________ in our lives and helps us to develop a mature, stable, and loving relationship.  True, genuine love affects our (34)__________________ being.

WHAT IS LOVE?

It is very difficult to define love.  One of the best approaches to this matter is to say that love is a commitment, a contract, an agreement, a promise.  A commitment to what? Let’s try a list (you certainly can add many other words to it):

Time


Trust


Loyalty

Respect

Recognition

Acceptance

Appreciation

Caring

Sharing

Procreation

Communication
Tolerance

Support

Patience

Sex


Children

Devotion

Admiration

Esteem

Regard

Kindness

____________
____________
____________


____________
____________
____________
____________

____________
____________
____________
____________

When was the last time (if ever!)  you asked your spouse which of the above (of his/her) needs have not been fulfilled yet?

EasyQuiz: EVALUATION OF INDIVIDUAL STUDY

 LESSON: HOW TO DEVELOP A STABLE AND LOVING RELATIONSHIP
Please, read the lesson completely before you start this EasyQuiz. After studying the whole lesson, try to answer the following questions the best you can without consulting the lesson.  After finishing you can check the lesson and complete whatever question was not answered.  Corrections are OK.  Then please compare your answers with those on the answer-key provided.

Part I - Complete the blanks

1.  A good relationship is the one which __________________ both spouses.

2.  Setting ______________ is part of having a stable and loving relationship.

3.  When the relationship is not the top priority it will most probably _________.

4.  A strong and solid relationship requires daily _________________.

5.  Your personal ______________ determine whether your relationship will be successful or not.

6.  The level of _____________________ is very important in determining the future of your relationship.

7.  It has been found that couples who just live together (not married) are less _________________ and may separate easily then those who are married.

8.  According to some studies, couples who live together before marrying have much ____________ divorce rates than those who do not.

9.  To be _____________ and have a ______________ relationship are main reasons why people marry.

10.  There are some cases when a relationship cannot continue, especially when there is _______________.

11.  Most marital difficulties can certainly be ______________ or _____________ if the couple is strongly __________________ to each other.

12.  Because separation has become so popular and common in our society, people became __________________.

13.  Our behavior is directly influenced by our _________________ and by the ___________________ we acquire.

14.  People should consider what they have to _____________ to their relationship before considering what to expect from it.

15.  Learning from others and from our own past experiences ______________ our life as we ________________ our personal ______________.

16.  A couple can be happy only when they dedicate themselves to each other’s ___________________ in the first place.

17.  One of the most important aspects of nurturing your relationship is improving your __________________ skills.

18. ____________ and _____________ can destroy a relationship.

Part II - True or False

T
F
1.  Setting life priorities is important to your relationship.

T
F
2.  People in general do not get much education about relationships.

T
F
3.  Our personal choices have a very limited impact on our relationship.

T
F
4.  Specific knowledge of relational aspects is one of the pillars of a stable and growing marriage.

T
F
5.  Commitment very well describe what love is.

CONGRATULATIONS!  You just finished another Test.  What you learned is very important and can CHANGE your life. Thank you for your interest and effort studying this lesson.  Completed on ______/_______/ 19____ 
Answer-key:
Part I - 1: fulfills.  2: priorities.  3: fail.  4: investments.  5: choices.  6: commitment.  7: committed.  8: higher.  9: happy; meaningful.  10: abuse.  11: avoided; resolved; committed.  12: desensitized.  13: beliefs; information. 14: offer.  15: enriches; improve; skills.  16: fulfillment.  17: communications.  18: destroy. 

Part II - 1-T.  2-T.  3-F.  4-T.  5-T.
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1. stable

2. growing

3. prioritize

4. defeat

5. learn

6. failure

7. decisions

8. less

9. termination

10. meaningful

11. attitude

12. overcome

13. hard

14. complicated

15. beliefs

16. before

17. improve
18. endanger

19. improving

20. better

21. empty

22. dedicate

23. unselfishness

24. successful

25. skills

26. eye contact

27. couple

28. intimacy

29. religion

30. stronger

31. control

32. decision

33. happiness

34. entire
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