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Gethsemane Moments:
When a Marriage is Under Fire

et’s pull the curtain back

for a minute and go to the

beginning of the story.

Genesis opens with a palette
of unlimited splendor, a breathtaking
expression of the Creator and His
nature. Much like an artist, God takes
perspective—His passion and glory
emerging on a canvas that was once
empty and void. There are words
of light and life spoken before the
darkness. The design is good. The
joy is definitive. This is followed by a
crowning achievement... God’s image
bearer formed out of the very dust of
the earth and, behold, it is very good.
He “breathed into his nostrils the
breath of life; and man became a living
being” (Genesis 2:7).

Then a determination is made that
something is 7ot good—man is alone
and has no expression for the beauty
and intimacy found in the Trinity.
The truth is that we were designed in

such a manner that we also require
human relationship along with the
divine. God was not done yet. Woman
was fashioned out of Adam, “... male
and female He created them” (Genesis
1:27). Marriage is acknowledged as
part of the heavenly blueprint, “For
this reason a man shall leave his father
and his mother, and be joined to his
wife; and they shall become one flesh”
(2:24). The stain of sin has yet to mar
the finished work, “And the man and
his wife were both naked and were not
ashamed” (2:25).

One flesh—the physical union
between a man and a woman—is
symbolic of our capacity for the
koinonia demonstrated between God
the Father, God the Son, and God
the Holy Spirit. It is a sacred intimacy
at every level—full of unabashed
pleasure and joyful celebration,
total commitment, mutual sacrifice,
and devoid of all guilt, shame,

self-centeredness, malice, jealousy,
and unrighteousness. Here, within
the sanctity of marriage, we can now
see the image bearers expressing the
covenantal agape that originates in
and through the Image Giver. The
relationship is to be held in honor and
the marriage bed undefiled (Hebrews
13:4).

The intimacy of marital relationships
is profound... and holy from a
Christian context. It can be viewed
as the bringing together of all the
attributes of God once again, and into
a place of perfect unity and love. No
wonder Satan hates this imagery and
will do anything he can to destroy
the beauty of God’s design. We live in
a fallen and broken world and there
are many crises—human, natural,
biological, economical, spiritual—that
can test the strength and sanctity of
any marital union. Every marriage,
especially those that honor the Lord—
as well as every union between a
believer and the Savior—are visible
reminders that God is One.

An oft quoted verse of Scripture
related to marriage is, “The two
shall become one” (Ephesians 5:31).
Unfortunately for too many couples,
once the marriage ceremony is over,
the adventure begins when a husband
and wife start debating “which one?”
Outside of an individual’s decision to
follow Christ, marriage is one of the
most significant relational investments
anyone will ever make. With a divorce
rate that has sadly increased nearly
every decade in this country since
1890, the commitment to a balanced,
healthy, and lifelong covenant between
two people is confronted by numerous
challenges that can sometimes plumb
the very depths of a person’s character
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and resolve. Marriages may be blessed
in heaven, but they are forged in
day-to-day living here on this side of
eternity.

In this issue of CCT, we are
addressing how couples navigate
various crises they may face, many of
which become “Gethsemane” moments
in their marital lives. One way to
describe these experiences is when a
person (or couple), much like Jesus
did, is feeling utterly alone in his or
her distress, desperately seeking God
for answers, says, “O Lord, not this! Is
there any other way? Is there any other
plan? Please remove this from me!”

In taking a wide perspective on the
topic, Dan Seaborn explores how to
restore a loveless marriage, while John
Trent and Deborah Gorton examine
the nature of having a spiritually
unequally yoked relationship. Leslie
Vernick addresses high conflict couples

T %»,)

where abuse and violence can be
present, and Dave Carder looks at the
ultimate betrayal of infidelity and how
to best chart a path toward restoration.
Psychologist and AACC Vice President,
Jared Pingleton, provides an excellent
overview on the general field of
marriage therapy, including innovative
trends, best practices, and clinical
challenges. On the parenting front,
Jay and Tammy Daughtry discuss how
parents can help their children navigate
the emotional trauma and effects of a
divorce, while apologetic expert, Alex
McFarland, tackles wayward and lost
children in an increasingly anti-faith
culture. Finally, Gregory Jantz helps us
understand the impact of mental illness
in a marriage, and Eric Scalise speaks
to the various grief and loss issues that
touch many couples.

King Solomon once said, “Two are
better than one because they have a

SOUTHAVEN, MISSISSIPPI

good return for their labor. For if either
of them falls, the one will lift up his
companion. But woe to the one who
falls when there is not another to lift
him up. And if one can overpower
him who is alone, two can resist him.
A cord of three strands is not quickly
torn apart” (Ecclesiastes 4:9-10, 12).
To mountain climbers, this image is
particularly meaningful. In some ways,
whenever we envision a man and a
woman “tying the knot,” or “roping
up” as it’s referred to, they can then
take on the mountain together with the
Lord as that third strand. Standing at
the top, especially when overcoming
major obstacles, gives every couple

the opportunity to acknowledge their
marriage as a trophy of His grace. As
counselors and caregivers, we have the
privilege and honor of being with them
on their journeys.

KE, VIRGINI
OCTOBER 6-7, 2017
BERGLUND CENTER

OCTOBER 13-4, 2017
LANDERS CENTER

register online WWW.EWOMEN.NET er call 800.526.8673
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A LOVELESS MARR

WHEN THE

FIRE BURNS OUT

For people who enjoy camping, sitting around a fire at night is the ultimate way to
close out the day. Building a campfire that will last requires a good foundation of
kindling and firewood. At a safe distance, a fire can be mesmerizing, as well as
warm and toasty on a cool evening. When it is time to call it a night, campers will
extinguish the fire. As soon as the flames start to die, an immediate chill fills the air.

The same is true for married couples. When
they first meet and are attracted to each
other, a fire is ignited. If the fire is built on
a good foundation of affirmation, affection,
listening, and other gestures of love, the flames
will continue to burn. However, if the fuel
is removed, the flames start to die and an
immediate chill fills the relationship.

Unlike a campfire, most marriages do not
burn out overnight if the fire is being fed.
The cause of a burnout is usually a series of
decisions, actions, or lack of actions that occur
over a long period of time until the foundation
begins to crumble and can no longer support

the fire.

Rebuilding the Foundation

The best way to start rebuilding is to go back
to the basics. I have pastored many wedding
ceremonies where Christian couples get married
in the church and vow that a cord of three
strands is not easily broken. I believe, on that
day, these couples have every intention of
incorporating God into their marriages, but
then they start down life’s path together and
leave God at the altar. They visit Him when
they attend church, but they are not living
by God’s instructions for marriage. Written

DAN SEABORN
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instructions from the manufacturer are critical when someone purchases
a product, and it is no different for husbands and wives. We need to go
to the Creator and read His Word to understand how it is supposed to
work.

The best place to begin is Ephesians 5:21-33, because these are
God’s instructions for marriage. The word submission often gets people
all riled up. For some reason, in Christian circles, we tend to focus only
on wives submitting to their husbands, but the very first verse of God’s
instructions, verse 21, says, “Submit to one another out of reverence for
Christ.” Submit, by definition, means to accept or yield to a superior
force or the authority or will of another person. In marriage, we are to
accept or yield to each other, first and foremost, out of respect for the
Lord.

In verses 22-23, Paul says, “Wives, submit yourselves to your own
husbands as you do to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife
as Christ is the head of the church....” Of course, that does not mean
women are to lie down and let their husbands walk all over them. God
intended for husbands to be spiritual leaders in their families, just as
Christ is the spiritual leader over the Church. The problem is, many
men are not adhering to that command, so wives are being forced to
step into that leadership role, but God did not intend for wives to serve
first; He called the man to that role. When we do not function in the
roles God intended for us, His will cannot be done. Just like that product
will not work when we don’t follow the instructions given to us by the
manufacturer, a marriage will not work either if couples ignore the
instructions and do it their own way.

God’s Word instructs husbands in verse 25, “... love your wives, just
as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her....” Christ loved

"



us so much that He died for us. What woman would not
want to be loved like that? A man is to cherish and adore his
wife and give himself up for her. That means to think of her
first in all that he does... to bless her with Scripture and not
stain or blemish her. That is how he is to submit to her.

In Francis and Lisa Chan’s book, You and Me Forever:
Marriage in Light of Eternity, they write about the concept
that marriage should reflect the Gospel of Jesus Christ.
When people look at the marriage of a Christian couple,
it should draw them to God. Our marriage relationship
should be a mirror of our relationship to Christ. Couples
need to get that right first or nothing else they do will make
a difference long-term. When they understand marriage is
meant for something bigger than their individual needs,
then they can begin to work on the mechanics of the
relationship. The goal should not be working on fixing
a marriage in order to be happy again, but working on a
marriage so that it reflects the identity of Churist.

Preventative Strategies to Maintain a

Good Foundation

Once a couple understands their marital foundation

must be rooted in Christ, it does not necessarily mean

the relationship is going to magically be great again. As
humans, we are limited by our fleshly desires. I am talking
about those desires that cause our feelings to get hurt,
initiate arguments, and make us feel jealous and experience
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discontent. We will never be able to completely eliminate
struggles in our marriages, but we can minimize and
manage them to our benefit.

The most important preventative strategy I recommend
is for couples to pray for, and with, each other every day.
What does that look like? It means committing to a time
of day where a couple comes together and prays for each
other’s needs. That’s it. The prayer can be short or long,.
Maybe one spouse needs wisdom for an upcoming meeting
or the other needs prayer to stop comparing him or herself
to another person. It can be a time to pray for Jesus to be a
part of the marriage. Why is praying together a good idea?
Extending grace to one’s spouse is much easier if you have
just prayed for him or her. It is a way to remind a couple
that God is part of their union. Although it is impossible for
a spouse to meet all of our needs, God can. Couples need
to come together regularly and ask Him for help. Having
couples pray for each other will change their relationships in
a way that nothing else can. The intimacy created will be far
greater than any physical intimacy.

Spouses should also regularly create opportunities to
build trust with each other... always telling the truth without
holding back important details, doing what they told their
spouses they would do, and showing up when expected. By
building trust in the small things on a daily basis, spouses
can establish patterns of trustworthiness in their marriages.

Another preventative strategy is to make sure couples

christian counseling today voL.22 NO.2



have minimal exposure to people and situations that would
tempt them to stray. Couples need to learn how to create
healthy boundaries in their relationships with members

of the opposite sex. They need boundaries to help keep
them from crossing inappropriate lines in their everyday
conversations and interactions. Also, impress upon couples
the importance of being encouragers to one another, taking
a few moments every day to notice something spectacular
and offering a genuine compliment.

Being honest in the little things is also an important
preventative strategy. Pretending does not help anyone.
Often, when couples are facing tough times in their
relationships, they gloss over the real issues instead of facing
reality. They will argue about money when trust is the real
problem. They will focus on schedules when selfishness is
truly the issue. They will yell about parenting even though
they should be figuring out their priorities. Honesty is
always the best policy.

The last strategy is for couples to stop comparing their
marriages and spouses to others. God created us all as
unique individuals, so our marriages will also be unique. No
two marriages are alike, yet we have a tendency to believe
the “grass is greener” on the other side of the fence.

Reignited

In marriage, it can be easy for couples to get stuck in the
negatives, only paying attention to the flaws and failures in
their own backyard. They can nitpick and criticize all day
long and, in time, will begin to wonder if they would be
better off on their neighbor’s property.

The most important task for couples rebuilding their
foundation is to avoid fanning the flames of arguments that
have been extinguished and, instead, fan the flames of love
and respect. In order to accomplish this, couples must learn
to lay down their pride and stand up for their marriages. It
means not always having to be right. It requires holding on
to forgiveness instead of grudges. It is about moving forward
and reigniting the fire that was there at one time... and
believing it can be there again. %«

DAN SEABORN, M.A., is the founder of Winning
At Home, Inc., an organization that produces media
resources and hosts special events to develop marriages
and families. He is a featured speaker at various

churches and large-scale events, such as Promise

Keepers weekends, American Association of Christian
Counselors (AACC) conferences, and university assemblies. Dan has
authored 12 books and established himself as a media personality on West
Michigan television and national radio. He and his wife, Jane, have four
children and live in West Michigan.
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HPSO offers up to $1 million each claim (up to $5 million annual
aggregate) of medical malpractice insurance, plus it pays your

legal expenses. 800.982.9491
www.hpso.com/CT2015

For rates and coverage details

» 66.7% of malpractice claims involve face-to-face counseling
with the client
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» 39.7% of allegations are due to ‘inappropriate relationship’ GHPSO
with the client

» 6.6% of licensing board complaints result in loss of license Eniioesud b

» $11 million paid for counselors’ malpractice claims
over 10 years

When you add up all the numbers, HPSO equals peace of mind.

*Understanding Counselor Liability Risk, NSO and CNA, March 2014.

Healthcare Providers Service Organization is a registered trade name of Affinity Insurance Services, Inc.; (TX 13695); (AR 100106022); in CA, MN, AIS Affinity Insurance
Agency, Inc. (CA 0795465); in OK, AIS Affinity Insurance Services, Inc.; in CA, Aon Affinity Insurance Services, Inc.,(CA 0G94493), Aon Direct Insurance Administrators and
Eerkely Insurance Agency and in NY, AlS Affinity Insurance Agency. E-11308-0515 AACC
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WORKING WITH HIGH
CONFLICT COUPLES

\Working with high conflict couples presents
unigue challenges that frustrate and confuse
even experienced counselors. We can work
for months, even years, without seeing
improvement. And, we can miss some crucial
diagnostic components if we are not mindful of
what to look for.
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High conflict couples experience frequent fighting that may threaten their
connection and happiness. In a destructive/abusive marriage, fighting
threatens the sanity and safety of the people within the marriage.

Our diagnosis shapes our treatment plan. For example, when working with
a high conflict couple, if we diagnose the primary problem as an attachment
issue, then that’s where treatment will begin. Attachment issues may be

part of a couple’s overall diagnostic picture, just as a person having a heart
attack may also have a sprained ankle or arthritis. However, when working
with a high conflict couple, safety always comes first. We must assess for
the possibility of domestic abuse and subsequent safety concerns because, if
present, marital counseling is contraindicated.

For obvious reasons, fear of one’s partner and/or abusive behavior is rarely
voluntarily disclosed during a joint session. Therefore, early in the assessment
stage, let the couple know that for at least one session you would like to
see each person individually. In this individual session, you want to get an
overall picture of a person’s relationship history, personal strengths, coping
strategies, and family of origin issues. To assess for safety concerns, ask these
closed questions.

Have you ever been threatened or physically hurt in this relationship?

Have you ever been an unwilling participant in a sexual act?

Do you ever feel fearful around your partner?

Are there times you don’t trust your partner?

Do you have the freedom to make decisions, give your input, and say

no to things?

Can you respectfully challenge and confront the attitudes, decisions,

and behaviors of your partner? If not, what happens when you try?

If the answer is yes to any of the first four questions or no to the last two
questions, you need to dig deeper. The first four questions give you insight
into physical or emotional abuse, as well as problems with deceit. Questions
three, five, and six reveal coercive control in the marriage. An imbalance of
power and control is one of the primary diagnostic indicators for an abusive
relationship.

A healthy marriage is one where both people in the relationship give and
receive. There is a safe and open exchange of ideas, feelings, and thoughts,
and all perspectives are considered and valued. There is also the freedom to
respectfully disagree, challenge, confront, and strengthen one another.

LESLIE VERNICK
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Lenore Walker, the author of Survivor Therapy, suggests four additional

queries to examine during the individual assessment session that will

help you determine if abusive patterns are present in the marriage.
Describe the first time this happened (or you felt this way).
Describe the last time this happened (or you felt this way).
Describe the worst time this happened (or you felt this way).
Describe what a typical time is like.

For example, a much clearer marital picture emerges when a woman
who has been married for 20 years tells you the first time she felt scared
was on her honeymoon. Her husband screamed at her because she felt
shy and told her something was wrong with her because she was frigid.
The last time she felt scared was last week when, during an argument,
he threw a can of beer at her in front of the children and it hit her in
the chest. The worst time was when she was pregnant with their first
child and he slapped her and threw her against a wall... and a typical
time is on weekends when he drinks too much and becomes verbally
demeaning and cruel.

In a different case, you find the first time there was physical abuse
was last week when he pushed her during an argument. His behavior
scared them both and that’s why they made an appointment for
counseling. In taking a careful history of the marriage, you are looking
for patterns of healthy behaviors, as well as patterns of controlling and
abusive behavior often escalating in frequency, intensity, duration, and
variability.

Don’t minimize the second example because the client admitted the
abuse. In both cases, safety should be our primary treatment goal... if
clients do not have safety, they cannot do effective therapy. One person
cannot speak honestly about what is going on at home if disclosing in a
couple’s setting is not safe.

Once you have completed the individual interview and find there is
a pattern of abuse that is present and escalating, your next steps are
to determine the risk for harm and help develop a safety plan. The
Domestic Violence Hotline (1-800-SAFE) can give some guidance, as
well as resources provided at the end of this article.

If there is no history of physical abuse, but you observe patterns
of emotional and verbal abuse, or mild coercive control, the first
therapeutic goal is to create greater safety so you can assess whether
marital work can be accomplished.

These safety goals help high conflict couples learn to:

Honor timeouts

Respect stated boundaries

Identify personal triggers

Give their partners the freedom to say no without retaliation
Tolerate personal negative emotions or those of a spouse
without resorting to abusive or controlling behavior

If either the husband or wife is unwilling or unsuccessful
at implementing these goals at home, marital counseling is
contraindicated. Instead, suggest individual therapy so clients can be
safe before executing joint work.
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A common mistake counselors and
church leaders make in working with high
conflict couples is seeing both individuals
as mutually abusive. The Apostle Paul
addresses this pattern when he writes, “If
you bite and devour each other, watch out
or you will be destroyed by each other”
(Galatians 5:15). These kinds of couples
consistently attack one another instead of
mutually attacking their problem(s).

However, there is a subtle difference
we must watch for called reactive abuse.
Reactive abuse can be seen when one person
in the marriage resists his or her partner’s
coercive control. For example, Bill believes
that as the head of his home he is entitled to
make the rules for his wife, Teresa, to live by.
Bill told Teresa that she was not allowed to
talk on her cell phone when he is home. He
reasoned that she has plenty of time to talk
during the day. When he is home, he desires
it to be their time.

Initially, trying to be a godly, submissive,
Christian wife, Teresa acquiesced to Bill’s
encroaching rules. Nevertheless, his control
over her life escalated. Bill wanted to decide
how much time she should spend visiting
her family, what friends she should have,
what groceries she could buy, and what
books she was allowed read. Teresa felt like
a child instead of an adult woman. Talking
to Bill about her feelings did not help, and
Teresa began reacting negatively to Bill’s
control. She would not always tell him
where she went or would openly defy him
in disrespectful tones. One time, when he
firmly grabbed her arm to keep her from
leaving the house, she slapped him.

To the untrained eye, Teresa would get
labeled as the abusive one. Bill may even tell
you during your individual assessment that
he is “scared” of her. However, if we look at
Teresa’s behavior as abusive without seeing
how Bill’s conduct is fueling her resistance,
we have failed to address Bill’s coercive
control that is present in the relationship.
Teresa’s behavior is sinful and she needs help
to set better boundaries and learn how to be
assertive, but if Bill does not see the abusive
nature of his control, their marriage will not
get better.
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It’s time to
stop letting
your past and
other people

control you.

know what you're struggling with. In their new

book 7ake Your Life Back, the acclaimed psychology STEPHEN ARTERBURN
team from New Life Ministries Radlio and the million-

selling Life Recovery” series have created a resource

that will help you respond to life instead of reacting,

understand why you're failing at change, and give

you the tools and resources to take new, positive

steps that will heal the hurts, setbacks and broken

relationships that affect you every day.
DR.DAVID STOOP
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MOMENTUM

“THIS MESSAGE CAN HELP MILLIONS.” —DR. HENRY CLOUD



