June 14 & 15, 2008

Matthew 6:33

“Desperate Households Series: The Control Dilemma”

     Is your spouse too controlling? Are you too passive? Or, are the roles reversed? Either way, if decisions in your marriage are normally a “tug-of-war” struggle and the same partner either almost always wins or almost always gives in, then your marriage is being impacted by control issues. Control issues refer to who’s in control, who’s in charge, or who’s getting their way. What’s at stake is the power in the relationship and how differences are resolved. Let me be perfectly clear at the outset, it is impossible to completely avoid all control issues in a relationship. Whether you have serious control problems in your marriage will depend on the frequency and intensity of the control issues that arise. But significant control issues are harmful to a relationship. And, if you think you have it bad, after this next illustration you might need to redefine what is a very bad control situation. 

     This country, as you know, is filled with crazy and even deranged people. But most all of them take a backseat to Travis Frey. Travis Frey is a 33-year-old Iowa man who is facing charges that he tried to kidnap his own wife. Frey, prosecutors contend, apparently is a rather demanding guy. In fact, he actually drew up a bizarre four-page marriage document--a "Contract of Wifely Expectations"--that sought to establish guidelines for his spouse in terms of hygiene, clothing, and sexual activities. In return for fulfilling certain requirements, Frey offered "Good Behavior Days," or GBDs. Each GBD, Frey wrote, could be redeemed by his wife to "get out of doing the things" he requested daily. 

Here are a few of the “tamer” examples of Travis Frey’s ideas of “Wifely duties.”

“Since there will be no trading, negotiations or conciliations of any kind, you are given chances to earn Good Behavior Days (GBD’s). To receive GBD’s you are to be totally compliant with everything requested or expected of you and perform everything with complete enthusiasm.” (oops…wait a minute that’s Gayle’s list)  Just kidding. Those were  Frey’s words.

     Here’s another, “You are to do everything that is requested or expected of you, if you do not, you are considered non-compliant. You are also non-compliant when you start something and cannot or will not finish, even if you state that you are in pain or something hurts.” See how this works for you, “I will select your sleepwear for you and you will find it under your pillow. If there is none then you are to be…well you can guess. You are to have your sleepwear on within 20 minutes after the kids are in bed.” I have it on good authority that his future cell mate at the Iowa State Penitentiary has a list entitled, “Contract of Cell Mate Expectations.” Won’t Travis be surprised. That is an extreme case of control issues. But control issues abound in marriage. Consider all the areas of life where there are sure to be some conflicts between even the most ‘compatible’ partners: neatness vs. messiness, caution and thrift vs. expansiveness and risk-taking, promptness vs. tardiness, more vs. less sociability, different career demands, to name just a few (without even getting into the big disagreement areas like--sex, in-laws, kids, who has ultimate authority over the remote). It isn’t very surprising that conflict and control can be one of the most puzzling and difficult aspects of relationship facing many couples. 

    Each of the following questions could are common signs and could signal  underlying conflict and control issues. All can be managed -- IF you understand them. They won't go away on their own. Left unattended, they can endanger otherwise strong relationships over time. 

       Do you get frustrated because your partner avoids talking with you about things that you care about? 
       Or do you sometimes feel overloaded by your partner? 
       Do you get frustrated because you frequently disagree, even over seemingly small (or not so small) things? 
       Or does one of you tend to take charge, while the other is more prone to acquiesce? 
       Do you have too much difficulty getting your way about the things that are important to you? 
       Do you know couples who have drifted apart, so that they don’t have much in common anymore?

If you want to minimize the risk of problems that can lead to marriage separation, you need to understand why you might have control issues. 

     First, fear underlies many control issues. Most people feel more secure when others around them mirror their opinions, beliefs, and choices. Your safety needs and fears contribute to your wanting others to be just like you. The old adage, "There is safety in numbers," refers to this primitive fear of standing alone. Also, many people feel more in control when they can predict the behavior of others and when others meet their expectations. Then they don't have to experience the discomfort of growing, changing, or stretching themselves. Instead, they can pretend that their world is logical, orderly, predictable, and safe.

     Secondly, thinking your spouse should be just like you harms your marriage. Your control issues can also triggered by viewing your spouse as an extension of yourself. This perception can result in trying to dictate which clothes your spouse wears, how he/she wears his/her hair, who their friends are, what political views they hold, and what he/she can or cannot do. While your spouse may initially make some changes trying to keep the peace, you are creating a parent-child dynamic in your relationship that will eventually foster rebellion and resentment.

     Third, using insults and name calling are attempts to regain control. While nothing sinister is involved in many control issues in relationships, pathological behavior can be triggered in some instances. For example, a partner who is angry that the spouse did not follow his dictates could become physically and emotionally abusive. The partner may think he has the right to "punish" the other person. Name calling and derogatory put-downs, such as "What a stupid thing to do," are often used to re-establish control over the other person. 

It's easy to point a finger at your spouse and to state that he or she needs to change. It's hard to face your own unresolved issues head-on and take responsibility for how you need to change. But avoiding change instead of nurturing your relationship can be a sure path to divorce. As you become more aware of control issues in your marriage, the starting place for change is always with yourself and your response to what is happening.

     Statistics tell us that all couples--even those who have been happily married for years--have five to seven areas of un-resolvable differences and how couples handle deciding whose approach will prevail is critical to marriage success. Managing control issues is one of the principal challenges of married life (and other committed relationships). Partners who enter marriage with a need to have their own way on most decisions and, especially those who need to have their partner’s (at least apparent) agreement on most things, eventually always end up in trouble. Partners who manage conflict by always avoiding or giving-in are also putting their relationship at risk. When control is a problem, it’s usually because one or both partners have difficulty finding the middle ground: relinquishing some control or asserting their own needs. Compliant partners need to learn to stand up for their needs in a relationship. Most often this means learning to tolerate their own feelings about their partner’s reactions. A certain amount of self-support and self-validation is required. Control-oriented partner(s) need to accept more influence from their partner. Marriage research finds that accepting influence from your partner is highly correlated with marriage success for men. For women, marriage success is often found in moderating the ways that you seek to influence your partner (making them to be more positive).
     Here are several reasons why every couple should be concerned if you have unresolved control problems in your marriage:

1. Control issues set up a parent-child relationship or dictatorship in the marriage. This shows a lack of trust and respect for the partner’s feelings, preferences, and judgment.

2. Relationships based on “one-up-man-ship” are constructed on the “winner-loser” model. This isn’t what you want to have in a healthy relationship. You want to create a “win-win” model.
3. The “winner” of the control struggle is viewed as “strong,” while the “loser” is viewed as “weak.” This dynamic isn’t helpful to your relationship. It tears down your feeling of closeness and intimacy instead of building it up.
4. By stifling individuality and freedom, you run the risk of smothering and stifling the very things that you value most—your spouse and your marriage. When one person makes the majority of the decisions, new ideas and honest feelings and reactions are suppressed.
5. Thinking your mate should be just like you harms your relationship, as does viewing your mate as an extension of yourself. This squelches individuality and freedom and keeps your mate from living up to his or her potential.
6. Passive partners often become passive-aggressive when they are in a relationship with a more controlling partner. This gets in the way of honest, direct communication. They “forget” to keep a promise to the spouse or conveniently sabotage the spouse’s efforts in some way.
7. An overly-controlling spouse sets up dynamics in the relationship that encourages the more passive partner to sneak around and hide things rather than risk confrontation. For example, a passive spouse may secretly phone a friend who she (or he) knows the partner doesn’t want her to have any contact with.
8. Control conflict in a marriage encourages the game of “catch me if you can.” In this game, the passive partner tries to defy or get around the controller’s rules. This can become a game of sorts within the relationship.
9. Unexpressed anger and resentment accumulate, and eventually the passive mate may rebel and decide there’s nothing to lose by becoming defiant or ending the marriage. This brings out the controlling tendency of the spouse even more, and his (or her) efforts to control the “rebellion” make things worse. Any vestige of being on the same “team” is now gone, and the partners can feel like adversaries.
Trying to control your mate—actions, thoughts, feelings—will always boomerang eventually and will have a harmful effect on your relationship. With all this information about control issues and the dangers of control issues, what is the solution. Remember what I said earlier, all couples--even those who have been happily married for years--have five to seven areas of un-resolvable difference. But the key to finding a path through the desperate issues of control is perhaps best dealt with by changing our individual expectations and changing what it is we seek as people of God. Our scripture passage, yeah, we’ve been a while getting there but there is perhaps very little that could embellish what God has to say in his word. Matthew 6:33 reads, “Seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.” What are “these things.” “These things” are many, but in the context of this series included in those many things is peace in our homes, harmony in our relationships, lack of fear for our families and less desperate households. The scripture clearly states that if we seek God’s kingdom and God’s righteousness (simply, right living) we will surely have these things. Right living in our relationships is about shared authority, a desire to please and satisfy one another and living in relationship where our thoughts, needs and desires are valued by our significant others. Right living or righteousness is not spelled c-o-n-t-r-o-l. It is spelled                      c-o-o-p-e-r-a-t-e. For less desperate households, I recommend that you do. 
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