
The Intimate Marriage

return to religion-online

The Intimate Marriage by Howard J. and Charlotte 
H. Clinebell

Howard J. Clinebell Jr. Is Professor of Pastoral Counseling (1965), School of Theology, Claremont, California. 
Charlotte Ellen, Ph.D., is a psychotherapist in private practice. She has lectured and been a frequent consultant 
and leader at Marriage and Family Conferences, Institutes, Woman’s Studies, and Human Liberation Programs. 
She also writes for use of her material by ministers and pastoral counselors. Book used by permission of the 
authors. It was prepared for Religion Online by Paul Mobley.

The role of intimacy in marriage. Includes practical steps for group discussion. 

How To Get The Most From This Book
Instructive material usually requires a plan of study and use. This section offers the suggestions 
that should help the reader gain the most from use of this book.

Chapter 1: Reaching For Greater Intimacy
The authors introduce the subject of intimacy in marriage, which is closely tied to the will to 
relate.

Chapter 2: The Many Facets Of Intimacy
Here are explored the faces, the facets of intimacy, alerting the reader that it is not a simple 
subject, nor is it one that cannot be understood. The exploration reveals critical criteria for study.

Chapter 3: Pain and Gain for Women and Men
As women continue to re-define themselves, both men and women find themselves involved in 
new problems and situations that need resolving. Thereby comes the pain for gain.

Chapter 4: The Growth Of Intimacy
Genuine intimacy with one person, usually the spouse, has proven satisfying to both persons. In a 
good marriage intimacy can often be grown while a bad marriage may need to learn true 
intimacy.

Chapter 5: Communication: Key To Creative Closeness
Closeness and intimacy, especially in marriage, is a must, and it begins with good 
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communications between the parties.

Chapter 6: Enriching the Seasons of Marriage
A deep relationship will have its ups and downs. The authors suggest eight stages of life, and how 
marriage relationship can grow, be enriched, when the overall goal is a better and better 
relationship.

Chapter 7: Increasing Sexual Intimacy
Successful sexual intimacy results from communications between the partners, and learning what 
is the most pleasant for each partner. Then increased sexual intimacy will result.

Chapter 8: Developing Parent-Child Intimacy
Parent-child intimacy begins when the infant is learning. This learning continues throughout the 
child’s life until at least it has left home to make a home of its own. Understanding the stages of a 
child’s life and how to cultivate intimacy from and with the child will help develop parent-child 
intimacy.

Chapter 9: The Spiritual Dimension of Marriage
A marriage is not complete when spiritual intimacy is absent.

A Final Word
The authors encourage each couple to grow and continue in growth allowing the efforts here to be 
a guide along the way, though not necessarily the last word for particular couples.

Viewed 777 times. 
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How To Get The Most From This Book 

Every marriage relationship has many untapped potentialities. This is as 
true of the relatively functional, successful marriage as of the 
malfunctioning, deeply pained relationship. Here is a book for those 
who wish to release the rich potentials of average or better-than-average 
marriages. It is a book on the prevention of serious marital problems by 
two means -- early recognition and correction of problems which could 
grow, and a continuing approach to strengthening, broadening, and 
deepening the total relationship. It can serve as a guide to periodic 
marital checkups. 

The book is intended to be a resource for use by the following: (a) An 
individual or couple who are interested in achieving on their own, more 
intimacy in marriage, (b) Individuals and couples in marriage 
counseling, (c) Those receiving premarital counseling or instruction, as 
couples or in groups, (d) Participants in courses on marriage and the 
family, (e) Participants in marital growth groups and marriage 
counseling groups. (f) Professional persons functioning in marriage 
counseling and family-life education. 

For couples who are relating well in some areas, but desire more of what 
Paul Tournier calls a "total marriage," this book may be a useful tool. Its 
goal is not to present a single, monolithic model of a "good marriage" or 
an "intimate marriage"; rather, it is to encourage each couple to work at 
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developing that style of relationship, with that degree of intimacy which 
meets the unique personality needs of themselves and their children. 

This is a book primarily for couples who desire to awaken or deepen 
their marriage relationships. As such, its main purpose is practical -- to 
serve as a resource for helping couples to learn skills of relating in 
depth. A secondary purpose of the book is to shed light on the nature of 
intimacy and the process by which it is enhanced. Many couples 
discover that an understanding of the inner nature of creative closeness 
and the processes by which couples can move toward it is one important 
step toward satisfying the universal hunger for such closeness. Other 
steps must follow -- action steps -- but understanding is like a light on 
the journey to greater intimacy. 

Here are some suggestions to help couples derive maximum benefit 
from the book: 

1. Read and discuss it as a couple. The meaning you discover in these 
pages will be increased by sharing your reactions, thoughts, and 
objections with your fiancee or spouse. Set aside some regular time 
alone together to discuss and reflect on ideas that speak to you. If you 
enjoy reading aloud to each other, perhaps you will want to use it in this 
way. If your spouse is not interested in the book, you may find it useful 
in strengthening your side of the marriage. 

2. Apply to your marriage the ideas that are relevant. This will begin to 
happen spontaneously, if you take step one. Applying what you read is 
what makes a book like this a marital growth- stimulator. Don't be 
surprised if the ideas do not seem to work at first. Intimacy in marriage 
(or anywhere else) takes some doing. Everything has its cost and the 
cost of a closer relationship, with better skills, is persistent effort. 

3. Keep trying the "Taking Action" sessions at the close of the various 
chapters. Learning occurs by doing. Skills of interpersonal relations are 
something like muscles -- they gain strength through use. Couples who 
used these "lab" sessions between meetings of marital growth groups 
reported that the main barrier was feelings of self-consciousness and 
embarrassment because of the artifice nature of the sessions. You may 
feel somewhat the same at first. But most couples who persisted until 
they go; into the swing of , communication sessions found that they 
were useful. Adapt the suggested procedures of a session to your own 
style of relating. Even if your first effort seems mechanical or worthless, 
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we would encourage you to try several additional sessions. It takes that 
long to discover what value they may have in reaching a more intimate 
relationship. A number of the exercises are much more effective in 
couples' groups than when used by couples alone. 

4. Join or start a marital growth group. Th ideas in the book will come 
alive more rapidly if you wrestle with them in a group of three to six 
couples, all striving for more depth in their marriages. One approach is 
to invite several couples to your home, telling them in advance what you 
have in mud (so they won't feel they came under false pretenses). 
Choose couples who have reasonably happy marriages. (A couple with a 
crippled or disintegrating marriage needs a marital therapy group with a 
trained leader, not a marital growth group; their presence in a leaderless 
group may hurt them and will curtail the group's usefulness to the other 
couples.) After the couples arrive, the two of you can present some of 
the ideas that make sense to you from Chapter 1. As others begin to 
discuss these, your group is off and running. At the close of the evening, 
ask them if they would like to continue, perhaps with everyone reading a 
chapter a week before the group meeting. Leadership of the discussion 
can rotate among the couples. If the group meetings are unproductive or 
disturbing, it is important to bring in a trained leader. 

If your minister or rabbi is trained in counseling and group dynamics, 
invite him to participate as a guide or resource person. Or, he may 
suggest someone trained in group marriage counseling. A skilled leader 
is a major asset to a group; he can draw out the group's potentialities and 
accelerate the communication processes. Perhaps there is a marital 
growth or enrichment group already meeting in your church or in a 
community agency. If not, discuss the matter with your pastor, priest or 
rabbi to see if he would be interested in initiating a church-sponsored 
group. 

5. Go deeper on your own. Some of the ideas in these pages may whet 
your appetite for deeper understanding. Recommended readings are 
included in a section at the end of the book. Reading will enhance your 
head-level understanding. To deepen your insight on the heart level, 
regular discussion between you may help; or you may decide to join a 
sensitivity training group, a professionally led growth group, or perhaps 
a marriage counseling or therapy group. 

6. Obtain professional help if you are unable to achieve what you want 
on your own. If your communication system has never been effective, or 
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if it has "gone to pot" through unconstructive conflict, you will need a 
trained third party to assist you in building or rebuilding. Through a 
series of sessions -- individually, as a couple, or in a small group of 
couples -- a skilled marriage counselor often can help couples work 
through their walls and learn to use hidden resources for mutual need-
satisfaction. To seek such help takes honesty and courage. It isn't easy 
for most of us to admit we need outside help. But by getting 
professional help, and sticking with it as long as it takes to be effective, 
a couple can open the door to a more satisfying marriage. In a sense, this 
is a do-it-yourself book. But a part of doing it oneself effectively is to 
use needed resources from outside the relationship. Unscrambling 
severely distorted communication in a marriage on your own is 
something like giving yourself a haircut -- possible in some cases, but 
exceedingly difficult. If a marriage is frozen, the skills of a competent 
marriage counselor are essential.(1) 

The first draft of this book was given a trial run in two groups. To 
illustrate ways of using this book, a brief description of the groups will 
be given. The first group was a short-term marital growth group 
composed of five couples in their thirties. They have functional 
marriages and had indicated an interest in developing more creative 
intimacy. The group met two hours a week for four weeks.(2) Couples 
read certain chapters in the book prior to each meeting; they participated 
as couples in the "Taking action" sessions between group meetings. 

Interaction within the group was vigorous: couples began to discuss 
their own patterns of relating early in the first session. Striking 
differences among the couples became apparent to the participants -- for 
example, in their ways of handling hostility. The sessions triggered 
increased 

marital-partner communication between meetings. After session one, 
two couples reported that they stayed up until 2:00 A.M. talking about 
their marriage. Another couple reported at the second session, "We 
appreciated each other more than usual this week after reading about 
barriers to intimacy." Group discussions of mutual need-satisfaction and 
communication produced 

constructive efforts at these areas. One of the wives commented that it 
was "exciting to hear how others relate" and to realize that they are 
different but successful. The group was pointed and candid in its 
suggestions for improving the book. 
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The second group was a church-sponsored class on "Deepening Your 
Marriage Relationship." Three 2-hour meetings were held within an 
eight-day period. Approximately thirty-five persons were enrolled. 
During the sessions, key ideas from the chapters of the manuscript were 
presented. "Practice session" assignments including the checklists of 
needs, etc., were given. Considerable time was spent during the group 
sessions on questions, discussion, and feedback from the "homework" 
the couples had done in their own lab sessions. 

In spite of the short-term nature of the class, it seemed to stimulate 
constructive communication among some of the couples. These 
comments are from the evaluation session at the end of the course: 

It opened a variety of areas of marriage where we can 
work constructively, realizing that a more need-satisfying 
marriage is possible. It is our present view that marital 
growth groups of at least eight sessions tend to be more 
productive. 

The course started us thinking again about the areas in 
which we want to grow and suggested techniques that can 
be used. 

Gave us some insight into our problems and made us 
realize that some problems that seemed only personal are 
really universal. 

The series helped to begin new discussions of us -- who 
we are and where we expect our relationship to go from 
here. Even though we didn't agree on some things, at least 
we are talking more. 

My husband and I, for the first time, have discussed many 
of these areas and hopefully will continue our discussion. 

The series confirmed the directions in which we are 
already moving; we gained courage to experiment more 
boldly in communication. . . . 

It has motivated us to try to develop more areas of 
intimacy, and to show the deep affection we feel. . . 
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. . . . made us conscious of our need to grow, to move 
from the more-or-less satisfying but static level . . . a 
helpful start to deeper levels of communication. 

There was general agreement that the series was too short; the value 
might have been increased if a part of each session had been spent in 
smaller interaction groups of not over ten people. 

These two groups are described as contrasting examples of two short-
term group uses of this volume. Both seemed to be helpful to the 
majority of couples who participated. Had the groups been set up to 
meet longer, they undoubtedly would have gone deeper and had a 
greater impact. 

 

NOTES:

1. One way to discover the names of qualified marriage counselors is to 
write the American Association of Marriage Counselors, 3620 Maple 
Avenue, Dallas, TX 75219.

2. It is our present view that marital growth groups of at least eight 
sessions tend to be more productive.

15
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Chapter 1: Reaching For Greater 
Intimacy 

Can you believe that you and I are a state of mind? 
Lois Wyse, Love Poems for the Very Married (1) 

Intimacy is a many-faceted diamond. There are as many satisfying ways 
of relating as there are constructive relationships. One couple may find 
satisfaction and intimacy in a comfortable, 

companionable marriage. Another couple may find it in a tumultuous 
balance between intense passion and vigorous battle. Most couples find 
themselves somewhere along the continuum between these two 
extremes. Intimacy is not so much a matter of what or how much is 
shared as it is the degree of mutual need-satisfaction within the 
relationship. When interaction is destructive, or the partners live 
parallel, "live-and-let-live" existences, or when either spouse feels the 
desire for something more in the relationship, a couple may seek 
change. 

A marriage counselor hears couples asking many questions. Some they 
ask in words; others they express with feelings too painful to trust to 
words; some they ask in the silent language of the ways they relate to 

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1706 (1 of 22) [2/4/03 7:11:54 PM]

http://www.religion-online.org/


The Intimate Marriage

each other. Their questions are filled with searching and hurting and 
longing; with anger and hoping and hunger. The questions are crucially 
important to them. Finding 

functional answers -- answers they can understand and use -- can make 
the difference between a stagnant and a satisfying marriage, between a 
withering and a growing relationship. In a deeply disturbed marriage, 
finding answers that work is often a life and life or death of the 
relationship. 

Couples in relatively stable but non-growing marriages often ask the 
same questions, with less desperateness but with the quiet urgency of 
unmet needs. 

If one listens carefully to young couples in the early years of marriage 
adjustment, some of the questions he hears recurring are these: 

How can we learn to get through to each other? We try to 
talk about our differences, but we end up mad. 

How do you get close to another person in more areas 
than just sex? Sometimes, even when we make love it 
feels as though we're in different worlds. 

How can we work out our differences in habits, and 
tastes, and values, when each person's way feels right to 
him? 

Why do we fight so much when we really love each 
other? And without settling anything? 

How can I understand her needs when she won't talk? Her 
feelings get hurt and she clams up. What am I supposed to 
be -- a mind-reader or something? 

Why won't he listen to me? Why aren't my feelings 
important to him? 

How do we get over being single? It's as though we are 
living alone together much of the time. 
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Is there something in marriage that goes beyond romance? 
Something more durable? How do we go about finding it? 

How can you keep a person wanting to come home? You 
sleep in the same bed, breathe the same air, and use the 
same toothpaste tube month after month. How do you 
keep a marriage from going stale? 

How do we learn to live with each other's differences? 
Now that we're married there seem to be so many things 
we don't like about each other. 

How can we learn to care more about what really matters 
to each other -- especially feelings? 

What makes a relationship work so that two people not 
only can get along but even look forward to a long time 
together? Frankly, if the next thirty years are going to be 
like the last two, I'd rather not. 

If a counselor listens to couples who have been married for fifteen to 
twenty years, he will hear some of the same questions, but also others: 

How do we get reconnected with each other now that the 
kids are gone? They were the cement that held us together 
or maybe kept us from seeing that we were far apart. 

We seem to dislike each other and to fight more since the 
children have grown up. 

It's not that we're terribly unhappy -- just fed up with 
nagging and hurting and not relating. 

How can we get something more in our relationship? 
Some depth? We go through the motions of marriage -- 
have for a long time -- in a kind of empty, shallow way. 
Sometimes I feel cheated because I know there's more to 
both of us than we ever give to the other. We're not 
willing to settle for what we haven't got, any more. 

It's when I feel cheated that I think about cheating -- and I 
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don't want to wreck what I've got, even though it lacks a 
lot. 

How do two human beings help each other face the future -
- aging and all that? We've both lost our parents in the last 
four years. It makes us realize that we haven't got forever 
to make a marriage. 

Something tells me the other woman isn't really the basic 
problem, although that part hurts like the devil. Somehow 
we've never stopped keeping each other at arm's length. 
We're kind of marital strangers. How can we get through 
our wall? 

Sex just isn't what it used to be in the early years of our 
marriage. We still call it "making love" and usually get 
around to it once a week or so, if one of us isn't too tired 
or too mad. When I think of the wild fun we used to have 
in bed, it makes me cry inside. Is there any way to get the 
fire back in our marriage? 

What's the trouble with our love life? We're not romantic 
adolescents any more, of course, but I wish we could still 
get that delicious feeling of almost merging, when we 
have intercourse. 

Sex never has been any fun for us. Is there some way to 
learn at this late date? 

He's got a lot of worries on his mind -- his job is a heavy 
burden at times. But why can't he talk to me about it and 
let me share some of the load? I try to reach him but it's 
no good. He says I wouldn't understand. How can I, if he 
won't talk or let me near him? 

Things have built up between us over the years -- hurts, 
resentments, dead dreams. Now we can hardly see over 
the barrier. Is there any way to get rid of this? To let the 
past be past? 

These are some of the important questions asked by couples who come 
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for marriage counseling. They have to do with the search for relatedness 
in marriage. At the beginning of a counseling experience, many couples 
are too hurt and angry to be able to ask questions which focus on their 
problems of relating. If counseling is successful, they eventually ask 
such questions. The ability to ask relationship questions is a sign of 
hope. Asking the right questions is an essential step toward finding 
workable answers. 

Many couples not in marriage counseling are asking the same searching 
questions about ways to deepen their relationships. Even those who 
have relatively effective marriages often are searching for increased 
richness and depth. Those who have achieved considerable intimacy at 
one stage of their lives together sometimes find that they must work at 
developing a new style of closeness as the next stage of marriage 
approaches. Many couples with relatively healthy marriages are working 
to make them more so -- more satisfying and fulfilling for themselves 
and their children. They are working as couples, often with the help of a 
trained marriage counselor who is equipped to be a "growth facilitator" 
in relationship. In some cases, they are in marital growth groups — 
composed of from four to six couples with a trained leader. How- ever 
they are going about it -- alone or with professional assistance, as a 
couple or in a group -- they are motivated by a desire to deepen their 
marriages. 

Here are three couples whose struggles to relate may help make the 
problems of the search for intimacy more vivid: 

Bill White and Amy Jones, ages twenty and nineteen respectively, are 
engaged. They expect to be married in about four months. Bill is a 
junior, Amy a sophomore at the state teachers' college. They have 
known each other for about a year and a half, and have dated regularly 
during the past year. Their engagement was announced at Christmas and 
the wedding is scheduled for June. They both expect to work during the 
summer and to continue college in the fall, with some financial help 
from his parents. 

Bill and Amy are very much in love. Physically they "turn each other 
on" and their dates include extended periods of physical intimacy, 
stopping just short of intercourse. Emotionally they often feel on the 
same wavelength. They find themselves resonating to the same music, 
movies, and people. They love to discuss social problems and their 
solutions. In short, they already have developed a number of areas of 
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relatedness which will be invaluable in their marriage. They are using 
the period of their courtship and engagement to lay the foundation for 
bridges of communication which can serve them throughout their lives 
together. 

But in spite of the progress they have made in establishing a 
relationship. Bill and Amy have encountered barriers to closeness. Bill 
is often late for dates and although Amy resents this, she is uneasy about 
telling him how annoyed it makes her. Instead, she smolders and 
withdraws in a way that Bill describes as "aloof." Sue tends to be pushy 
at times -- for example, making plans involving both of them without 
checking first to make sure Bill is in agreement. Bill is hypersensitive to 
aggressiveness in women, and reacts by being late or "forgetting" about 
the activity that she has planned unilaterally. His tardiness or memory 
gap triggers Amy's aloofness, which makes Bill feel rejected and angry. 
He expresses this by increased tardiness or forgetting. Both know when 
the tension between them is escalating and the distance increasing. 
Eventually the loneliness is too much for one of them and a shift toward 
reconciliation begins. They "make up," but with little understanding of 
what has actually been going on between them, or of the roots of this 
interpersonal drama. 

Bill and Amy have hang-ups in a number of areas in which they cannot 
communicate effectively. One concerns their feelings about being 
financially dependent on his parents. Bill consciously feels comfortable 
about this, but he responds defensively when Amy expresses her 
feelings about the importance of a husband supporting his family as 
soon as possible. It is as though his adequacy as a male is being attacked 
by her image of the husband's role; consequently he does not even hear 
the second part of her statement, the "as soon as possible." Another 
touchy area is religion. Amy comes from a conventionally religious 
family. For her, involvement in a church organization is a meaningful 
part of family life. Bill's background, in contrast, causes him to feel that 
the essence of religion is ethics and the intelligent person can do better 
without the institutional expressions of religion, with all their pettiness 
and irrelevancies. Efforts to "talk through" to some common ground of 
mutual understanding have ended in a collision with the roadblock of 
strong, partially buried feelings on both sides. 

Bill and Amy have much going for them so far as their prospects for 
building a strong, mutually fulfilling marriage are concerned. Even 
without help, they will probably have a better-than-average relationship. 
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But there are blocks in their communication pattern which could 

grow into walls through the years. Because of their basic desire for the 
best possible marriage relationship, and their partial awareness of the 
barriers to it, they decide to join a discovery group for engaged couples 
sponsored by the clinically trained college chaplain. Their ounce-of-
prevention philosophy could have taken them to a counselor for 
premarital relationship counseling. Either approach would be a good 
investment in their future happiness. 

Carl and Joan Green have been married for about three years. He is 
twenty-six; she is almost twenty-four. Both are employed -- Carl as an 
engineer, Joan as a medical secretary. Both handle their work with 
competence. They argue occasionally about how long they should wait 
to begin their family. Joan worked to help put her husband through his 
last year of a five-year engineering course. Now that he has been out for 
two years, she feels that it's time to have a baby. Carl wants another two 
years without the responsibilities of a child, to improve their financial 
situation. When they argue about this, Joan accuses him of being more 
concerned about money than about her happiness. He responds by 
accusing her of being "irresponsible" in her attitudes toward finances 
and unaware of how a man feels about such things. 

Carl and Joan have resentments, annoyances, and hurt feelings in other 
areas, too. He feels that she nags him unnecessarily about hanging up 
his clothes and taking out the trash. Joan sees him as "not holding up his 
end" of the chores around the apartment, particularly in the light of her 
full-time job. 

The Greens have problems in the area of sex. At times, when Carl 
makes advances, Joan turns over and says she is too tired. He feels 
rejected and needles her about her faults. Joan wishes that he would be 
more tender and interested in her when he hasn't got his mind on sex. He 
wishes that she would show more pleasure in the physical side of their 
marriage and take the initiative in sex play occasionally. 

In spite of their areas of conflict, the Greens' young marriage is 
satisfying many of their needs as persons. Yet, both Carl and Joan want 
a great deal more from their relationship than they are currently getting. 
Underneath their relatively successful coping with most of the new 
demands of married life, there is a longing for more closeness. As Joan 
puts it, "Our times of touching are so seldom and so fleeting." Of 
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course, they are very busy. But even when they have time to try to get 
inside each other's worlds, they seem to run into an invisible wall. The 
barrier is higher at some times than at others. On rare occasions, it is 
low enough to let them share in ways that satisfy their 

heart-hungers. But more often, when one reaches out to the other, he 
bruises his outstretched feelings against the wall. The response to this 
pain is a retreat into frustrated isolation, or an angry attack, either of 
which increases the sense of distance. 

The marriage of Joan and Carl is hurting but it is not on the rocks. They 
are suffering from problems of relating which are common among 
couples in the early years of marriage. Their desire for a deeper 
relationship is strong. If they make the grade to creative intimacy during 
the early, formative years of their marriage, they will have the basic 
pattern for a lifetime of growth and mutual satisfaction. 

Young adults in general are deeply involved in the quest for greater 
intimacy in their relationships. The quest is the life task of this stage of 
growth. Joan and Carl have two significant assets in their quest. They 
have a shared desire to develop a deeper relationship, and a willingness 
to work at realizing this desire. Furthermore, they have known moments 
of genuine connectedness, however brief; thus they have a clear 
understanding of their goal. If they can learn how to lower the "wall" 
which limits closeness and communication in their relationship, their 
marriage will deepen through the years. But if they do not learn how to 
lower the wall, it will gain height and impenetrability and increase the 
distance between them. Unless they can learn ways to multiply their 
experiences of successful communication, each failure will add another 
rock to the wall. 

Bart and Sarah Brown have just celebrated their twenty-second wedding 
anniversary. Both are forty-three. Two of their three children are now 
away from home. Their son is in the army in a distant state. One 
daughter is finishing her first year at a college one hundred miles from 
home, and a second daughter is a junior in high school. Already, Sarah 
and Bart are experiencing feelings of bereavement because of the near-
empty nest. They have invested much of their emotional energy for 
twenty-two years in their children. This has been particularly true for 
Sarah. Their child-centered marriage is losing its center. 

Bart and Sarah have been aware of growing distance in their 
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relationship. As Sarah put it in a couples' sharing group, "Before the 
children came, we had something going; but then we both got so 
wrapped up in other things we didn't work at our marriage, at least not 
very often." The "other things" to which she referred were Bart's 
preoccupation with building his law practice and her heavy investment 
of herself in the children. Periodically, through their late twenties and 
thirties, Sarah had expressed a desire for more time together and more 
communication about non-surface things. They discussed this and 
agreed it was a good idea, but little change resulted. Bart's satisfaction 
from his professional successes made him less sensitive to the growing 
distance between them. But he too has known that something vital has 
been missing and, in a vague sort of way, has wished that it weren't. 

The wall in the Browns' marriage has grown higher and deep 
communication has become more difficult through the years as they 
have neglected their relationship. Because their lines of communication 
are in bad repair, they lack the basic tool of conflict resolution. Thus, 
hurts and petty annoyances accumulate, and the pressure of unmet 
personality needs produces smoldering anger. After a while, the anger, 
and the painful loneliness and hunger which produced it, are 

transformed to apathy. Their sex life reflects this apathy. It consists of 
less and less frequent intercourse, with little passion and no romance. 
The deep loneliness in their marriage has been masked from their 
friends, and to some degree, from themselves, by their "successful" 
involvement in child-rearing, vocational, church, community, and social 
activities. The only obvious clue to the possible presence of a chasm 
between them is the emotional disturbance of their younger daughter 
who is currently failing in school, in spite of above-average intelligence. 
Otherwise, the Browns give the casual observer the picture of a 
"successful marriage." 

One Sunday, Bart and Sarah heard their minister describe marriages in 
which "two people are lonely together because they have not continued 
to work at their relationship." The minister declared, "It's more than 
simply doing things together, although that's important. It's being 
together both physically and emotionally, sharing in each other's worlds 
of feelings, hopes, anxieties, and dreams, that keeps in good repair the 
bridge that joins two persons. It's this that makes love grow and flower." 
Both Sarah and Bart felt inner twinges as they listened and met 
themselves in the minister's words. Later, over their after-dinner coffee, 
Sarah got the courage to describe her feelings during the sermon to Bart. 
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He was tempted to dodge behind a denial, but instead he decided to 
admit that he had had some of the same feelings and that he knew the 
shoe fitted their marriage. In this way, the door was opened to 
discussion of their mutual need for more of each other and what they 
might do to recapture and perhaps even increase the closeness of their 
early years together. 

The awareness of the need for marital enrichment and deepening can 
dawn on a couple at any age or stage of marriage. Experiences in 
marriage counseling and marital growth groups indicate that the struggle 
for increased relatedness may become intense at any time in a marriage. 
But there seem to be three periods when the search for intimacy is most 
likely to be active and urgent. The first occurs during the engagement 
period when the couple is getting acquainted on a deeper level and is 
experimenting with patterns of closeness and distance. The second is the 
period of major learning following the honeymoon and usually lasting 
for from two to five years. This is the time of the meshing of two 
divergent personalities and sets of needs which were brought to the 
marriage, and of acquiring the new roles of marital partners. 
Experimenting with patterns of closeness and distance continues, and, it 
is hoped, mutually satisfying patterns of relating are evolved through the 
give-and-take of living together. The third period often occurs during 
the middle years -- the forties and fifties --when the exodus of the 
children confronts the couple with their own relationship, in the context 
of their feelings about aging. 

These crucial periods could be described as the three crises of intimacy. 
Each of the couples -- Bill and Amy, Carl and Joan, Bart and Sarah -- 
represents one of these periods. The nature and intensity of each crisis is 
influenced by the way in which the earlier search for intimacy was 
handled. If the degree of meaningful closeness achieved during the 
engagement period was inadequate, from the standpoint of either 
partner's needs, the second crisis will be more painful and the necessity 
for growth more crucial. Similarly, if a couple achieves a relatively high 
degree of relatedness during the premarital period and early years of 
marriage, it is likely that they will 

continue to deepen their marriage through the years and will take the 
adjustment of the middle years as the opportunity to discover new facets 
of intimacy. For a relationship is never stagnant; a live relationship is a 
changing one. If a husband and wife are not growing together they 
probably are growing apart. New experiences of intimacy are a 
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continual challenge. Few couples, if any, ever grow beyond the need for 
alertness to the hazards of a neglected relationship, and awareness of the 
invitation to adventure in a thriving one. 

In Chinese, the word for "crisis" has two characters -- one meaning 
danger and the other opportunity. Crises of intimacy in marriage have 
both aspects, whenever they occur. The danger in the post-honeymoon 
period, for instance, is that failure to achieve an adequate degree of 
healthy intimacy may leave the couple unprepared for coping with the 
demands of parenting. As Erik Erikson observes, the achievement of 
intimacy in young adulthood provides essential equipment for handling 
the life task of the next period, generativity.(2) The opportunity of the 
young adult intimacy crisis, on the other hand, is that of laying a 
foundation of mutuality upon which a life of satisfying sharing can be 
built. 

The danger of the intimacy crisis of the middle years is that failure 
consigns the couple to facing the years of loss in a condition of creeping 
loneliness and alienation, and fear. The opportunity is that of another 
chance to develop a more meaningful marriage, another chance to 
achieve deeper trust -- trust in a marriage which will allow them to use 
their longevity creatively and cope constructively with the anxiety of 
aging and death. 

Couples like Bill and Amy, Carl and Joan, Bart and Sarah can achieve 
greater depth in their marriages providing: (a) both decide they want 
more depth in their marriage, (b) both are committed to working 
persistently toward that goal, and (c) both are willing to draw on 
whatever outside resources -- books, growth groups, counselors, etc. -- 
are needed to lower their walls. The vast majority of married couples 
can, on their own, achieve more satisfying relatedness, providing they 
are willing to pay the price of self-investment and mutual effort over an 
extended period. 

Couples who have achieved some degree of psychological intimacy can 
increase it by working at marriage in some of the ways described in this 
book. The growth-in-intimacy process can be accelerated by joining 
with a small group of like-minded couples under a leader trained in 
group marital enrichment, or by obtaining guidance from a trained 
minister or marriage counselor. Couples who have always had severe 
trouble getting through to each other or whose communication lines 
have been neglected for many years find it essential to obtain expert 
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assistance. They will still need to work persistently on their own, but 
self-help methods alone rarely suffice if the wall is high and thick. 

Though most couples have the capacity for a deeper relationship than 
they have yet achieved, the 

realization of this capacity is rarely easy. Quite the contrary is true. 
Time and courage are required and a willingness to express one's own 
feelings and to understand the other's. Such mutual openness demands 
of each partner a lowering of defenses, an honesty in recognizing his 
own responsibility for the relationship. There is a "latent marriage" 
hidden within each actual marriage relationship; but to bring the latent 
potentialities of the marriage into actuality takes sweat and struggle by 
the couple. 

THE WILL TO RELATE 

There is in the heart of every human being, a powerful longing for a 
meaningful relationship with at least one other person. For some, the 
longing is a conscious awareness; for others it remains unconscious, felt 
only as loneliness or an absence of meaning in life. This hunger is a part 
of being human with deep roots in man's long infancy and childhood. 
Personality is formed and deformed in relationships; a person needs 
others in order to be a person.(3) 

The inescapable need for relationships produces a striving in man which 
could be described as the will to relate. It is more fundamental than the 
striving which Sigmund Freud called the "will to pleasure," or that 
Alfred Adler described as the "will to power," or what Viktor Frankl 
terms the "will to meaning." These strivings or desires can be met only 
in relationships. Pleasure, power, and meaning come into full realization 
for human beings only in interpersonal relationships. The will to relate 
is man's most basic striving, upon the fulfillment of which other 
satisfactions depend. Psychiatrist Karl Menninger declares: "The 
establishment or re-establishment of relationship with fellow human 
beings is the basic architecture of normal life. . . . To live, we say, is to 
love, and vice versa."(4) 

In various forms and many degrees, relationship-hunger is all about us 
in our society, as well as within us. In its milder forms it produces 
loneliness and unhappiness; in more severe forms, it causes the 
personality distortions of emotional malnutrition; in extreme and 
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protracted forms, it produces relational-starvation and the eventual death 
of creativity and coping, as seen in mental illness. 

The dynamics or driving forces behind the will to relate seem to include 
both a push and a pull. The push is provided by the need to move away 
from anxiety and loneliness, the pull by the need to move toward 
sources of interpersonal satisfactions of personality needs. 

One thrust in the dynamics of the will to relate is the desire to satisfy 
such universal human hungers as the hunger for affection, recognition, 
caring, esteem, dependency, and sexual satisfaction.(5) The hungers of 
the heart can be satisfied only in relationships. As sociologist Otto 
Pollak has put the matter, "Humans are open systems which must 
exchange input and output with others in order to live."(6) Close 
relationships provide the opportunity for mutual feeding of the hungers 
of the heart. The husband, off alone on an afternoon's fishing expedition, 
thinks of 

how he will describe to his wife the huge fish that got away. Even the 
solitary dimension of the human psyche is essentially interpersonal. Joys 
and sorrows are incomplete until they are shared. 

Another expression of the will to relate is the striving inherent in every 
person to realize his potential. The drive toward self-actualization is 
deep within every living organism, including man. Because the 
realization of man's potentialities cannot occur apart from relationships, 
the inner drive toward self-fulfillment motivates a person to relate. The 
striving toward self-actualization is the chief ally of every teacher and 
learner, every counselor and counselee. It is the indispensable resource 
in any effort to improve a marriage relationship. The growth drive is 
present in every person, although in some it seems deeply buried. If it 
can be activated, it will help to provide the motive power for the process 
of learning new, more satisfying ways of relating. The inner drive 
toward self-fulfillment and growth is directly linked with the striving to 
find satisfactions for the basic hungers of the personality. Only as these 
hungers are met can growth occur. Self- actualization depends on 
satisfaction of one's basic interpersonal needs, and thus on the quality of 
one's relationships with significant others. 

Feelings of anxiety often stimulate the will to relate. In his studies of 
gregariousness, Stanley Schachter described to his subjects a frightening 
experiment and then asked them whether they would prefer to be 
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"together" with others during the experiment, "alone," or "don't care." 
Nearly two thirds of those with high anxiety chose to be with others, 
whereas two thirds of the low-anxiety group indicated that they did not 
care whether they were alone or together. Both groups, with a few 
exceptions, rejected the choice of being "alone." Significantly, his 
subjects generally said they preferred to be with others during a 
frightening experiment whether they were prohibited from talking, 
allowed to talk only about irrelevancies, or free to discuss whatever they 
chose. Apparently, the mere physical presence of others was seen as 
anxiety-reducing. Schachter concludes: "It is clear that affiliative desires 
increase with anxiety."(7) The drive behind the will to relate in all of us 
is partly the desire to reduce the pain of anxiety by being near to other 
human beings. 

The depth and intensity of the will to relate can be appreciated most 
fully by looking at the various dimensions of loneliness. We often think 
of loneliness as preventable or as the result of unfortunate circumstances 
which must be endured temporarily until supportive relationships can be 
re-established. Much loneliness is in these two categories. But there is a 
deeper dimension of loneliness which makes it a pervasive factor in the 
background, if not the foreground, of everyone's life. In his book The 
Hills Beyond, Thomas Wolfe declared: "The whole conviction of my 
life now rests upon the belief that loneliness, far from being a rare and 
curious phenomenon, peculiar to myself and to a few other solitary men, 
is the central and inevitable fact of human existence."(8) 

Reports of war prisoners, castaways, and hermits all point to the intense 
suffering of prolonged isolation from human contacts. Such isolation 
produces rising anxiety and often profound disturbances. The pain 
increases to a certain tilt point and then, in many cases, decreases 
sharply. But the pain is frequently replaced by apathy, withdrawal, and 
detachment, which in extreme cases resembles schizophrenia. Reports 
describe a tendency to think, dream, and occasionally even hallucinate 
about people!(9) Viktor Frankl's imaginary conversation with his wife, 
which helped to keep him going during his death-camp experience, is an 
example. 

The awful, aching loneliness of those in such extreme circumstances is 
cut from the same cloth as the garden-variety loneliness that all of us 
experience. Recall, for a moment, the ache and emptiness of some 
lonely period in your life. By recapturing the feelings of such an hour, 
the pain and fear of loneliness which help to motivate the drive to relate 
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become vivid. 

Quite apart from preventable and temporary loneliness, there is man's 
existential loneliness -- the loneliness that is inherent in the very nature 
of human existence. Understanding this is basic to understanding man's 
reaching out to his fellows and his attempts to form relationships. Man's 
dilemma is this: at the very moment he tries to escape from loneliness 
by relating, he is haunted by the dim awareness that he is essentially and 
inescapably alone. There is an important truth in John Donne's familiar 
"No man is an island" -- our lives are intertwined in a vast network of 
relationships. But it is also true that, in another sense, every man is an 
island. Every person is an island of consciousness. He must relate to 
other islands of consciousness. Yet, in the final analysis, he is utterly 
alone within his world. No one can ever really know how he sees the 

sunset, feels a toothache, enjoys or does not enjoy sex, loves or does not 
love his wife, how he experiences the color blue, or how he really feels 
about death. Even the most intimate and empathic friend or spouse can 
only surmise by inference from his own feelings, how the other really 
experiences life. In a moving book entitled Loneliness, Clark E. 
Moustakas states: 

The vastness of life itself produces the emotional climate 
of existential loneliness, the mystery of a new dawn, the 
endless stretches of sea and sky, the immense impact of 
air, and time and space, the un-fathomable workings of 
the universe. The constant, everlasting weather of man's 
life is not love but loneliness. Love is the rare and 
precious flower but loneliness pervades each new day and 
each new night.(10) 

Man's existential loneliness is a fact. But how an individual responds to 
it determines whether its impact will be destructive or creative. Frantic 
activism; endless superficial socializing; leech-like pseudo-mutuality 
(discussed in chapters 2 and 3); losing identity in group conformity;(11) 
use of drugs; compulsive work — all these are responses to existential 
loneliness. 

These unconstructive responses to existential loneliness result from 
feelings of panic. Originally these feelings were the product of lack of 
adequate experiences of emotional intimacy with loving, protective 
adults in early childhood. The responses derived from these early 

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1706 (15 of 22) [2/4/03 7:11:54 PM]



The Intimate Marriage

experiences of loneliness continue the pattern of lonely living in adult 
life by cutting the person off from depth relationships. Whether the 
lonely person responds by losing his identity in the anonymous herd, 
clinging frighteningly to others, or deadens the inner ache with drugs, 
overeating or compulsive work, the price he pays is the increasing 
loneliness of superficial relationships. The loneliness cycle tends to 
become self-perpetuating, separating the person more and more from the 
major resource for coping with existential loneliness -- a depth 
relationship with at least one other human being! 

In contrast, the person who has known enough genuine intimacy in his 
early, need-satisfying relationships to feel some "basic trust" in his 
relationships can recognize, confront, and accept the essential loneliness 
of human existence. When this occurs, existential loneliness provides a 
foundation for healthy intimacy, Moustakas calls this "exercising one's 
loneliness." He writes: 

Every lonely man experiences deep joy and gladness, 
rapture and awe in the presence of a human voice . . . the 
miracle of a silent eye, the quiet touch of a human hand, 
the ecstasy of standing face to face, of walking shoulder 
to shoulder with one's fellow man.(12) 

Awareness of aloneness makes more precious the moments of intimacy 
which with increasing frequency punctuate a growing relationship -- 
moments when one feels as though he does not see the other "through a 
glass darkly, but face to face." Moustakas puts it this way: 

Loneliness enables one to return to life with others with 
renewed hope and vitality, with a fuller dedication, with a 
deeper desire to come to a healthy resolution of problems 
and issues involving others, with possibility and hope for 
a rich, true life with others.(13) 

Awareness of one's ultimate aloneness stimulates the healthy desire for 
constructive bridge-building between personal islands of consciousness. 
A powerful thrust in the will to relate is the realization that the most 
effective way of confronting and using one's essential loneliness 
creatively is by relating to another human being in depth. 

MARRIAGE AND THE WILL TO RELATE 
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A good marriage offers the most favorable opportunities in our culture 
for fulfilling the will to relate. Gibson Winter declares, "Marriage is 
intended to be an intimate relationship. This is the one opportunity for 
sharing one's whole life with another person."(14) Because marriage is 
potentially the most totally intimate of human relationships, it is both 
the most difficult relationship, on the one hand, and the most rewarding, 
on the other. It is the place where most adults have the opportunity to 
lessen their loneliness, satisfy their heart-hungers, and participate in the 
wonderfully creative process of self-other fulfillment. 

The importance of achieving intimacy in marriage is enhanced by the 
scarcity of depth relationships outside the family. The slope of the 
psychosocial continent on which we live is away from close 
relationships; hence the gravitational pull is toward passing without 
really meeting -- like ships in the night. The minister who told his 
psychotherapist, "My life is characterized by a plethora of contacts and a 
poverty of relationships," was describing most of us. Many factors in 
our society militate against depth relationships -- the frenzied pace of 
our lives; the frantic pressures to get ahead which encourage using 
rather than relating to people; the constant mobility of many families 
which contributes to a rootlessness and noninvolvement in community 
life; the anonymity of megalopolis where people do not know the names 
of even those in adjoining apartments. Furthermore, a majority of males 
in industrialized societies is involved in some form of bureaucracy -- a 
corporation, a union, the government, the military, a church's political 
machinery, a large university, etc. and bureaucracies tend to be 
inherently depersonalizing, creating manipulative 1-It relationships.(15) 
Basically, it requires time and face-to-face, non-manipulative interaction 
for deepening relationships to grow. For most of us both of these are in 
short supply outside the family. From his long experience in working 
with emotionally disturbed children, Bruno Bettelheim declares, "The 
more we live in a mass society, the more important are intimate 
relationships."(16) 

The importance of achieving an intimate marriage is further increased 
by the power of the partner in monogamous relationships. Marital 
partners become the key resource persons for supplying the basic foods 
of the spirit. Each spouse has considerable power to nourish or to starve 
the other's personality. The covenant of marriage is a commitment to the 
mutual responsibility for fulfilling the deep personality needs of the 
other -- "to love and to cherish" by so doing. It is not that one is 
responsible for "making my mate happy." No one can make another 
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person happy. But when two people commit themselves to a kind of 
relationship which necessarily excludes many other sources of 
personality-feeding, they have an obligation to do all within their power 
to provide the interpersonal food the other needs. In taking our marriage 
vows, we agree to become key resource persons to each other. We can 
fulfill this mutual-nurturing function only by developing a relation- ship 
deep enough to provide channels for satisfying personality hungers. As 
Gibson Winter says, "Intimacy is the crucial need in marriage today. It 
is, consequently, the focus of marital difficulty."(17) 

The nurturing of one's partner is much more than an obligation derived 
from the marriage covenant. It is also an open door of opportunity to 
participate in the creative process by which the God-given potentialities 
of two human beings are progressively fulfilled; it is a way of satisfying 
one of the fundamental needs of every person -- the need to give as well 
as to receive love. 

Alone, a man marks time and becomes very set in his ways. In the 
demanding confrontation which marriage constitutes, he must ever go 
beyond himself, develop, grow into maturity. When marriage is reduced 
to mere symbiosis of two persons essentially hidden from one another, 
peaceful though such life may sometimes be, it has completely missed 
its goal. Then it is not solely the marriage which has failed but both 
husband and wife. They have failed in their calling as a man and a 
woman. To fail to understand one's spouse is to fail to understand 
oneself. It is also a failure to grow and to fulfill one's possibilities.(18)

Here one encounters the fundamental principle of reciprocity in 
relationships -- it is in the process of interaction, of giving and 
receiving, that one's basic needs are satisfied. 

Modern marriage, with its robust emphasis on companionship, 
communication, and equality, offers unprecedented possibilities for the 
growth of depth relationships. But the democratic model of marriage 
also offers more opportunities for conflict and progressive alienation. It 
puts more demands on the partners than did the older patriarchal model. 
Roles are changing rapidly and in ways that are threatening to husbands 
and to wives. The increased communication, mutual sharing, and 
openness which are at the heart of the new model mean that both 
partners are asked to give more of themselves to the relationship. There 
is little place to hide. Inadequacies 
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in our abilities to relate cannot be hidden in relationships which put a 
premium on transparency. Even the normal need for "distancing" at 
certain times may be misinterpreted by the spouse as rejection. Such are 
the dilemma and the challenge of modern marriage. The same factors -- 
openness, equality, communication, companionship -- which create new 
potentialities for conflict also present us with the opportunity to develop 
relationships of unprecedented depth and mutual fulfillment. Eric Berne 
describes what we regard as the goal of modern marriage: 

For certain fortunate people there is something which 
transcends all classifications of behavior, and that is 
awareness; something that rises above the programming 
of the past, and that is spontaneity; and something that is 
more rewarding than games, and that is intimacy. But all 
three of these may be frightening and even perilous to the 
un- prepared.(1)

TAKING ACTION 

Discuss with each other your reactions to the ideas in Chapter 1. Which 
ones appeal to you and which do you object to? Set aside thirty minutes 
to an hour for this, preferably at a time when your chances of not being 
interrupted are best. 

You may find it helpful to jot down the main questions and issues that 
each of you picked up from the first chapter, including points at which 
you disagree with the author or with each other. Concentrate on 
listening to each other and on making sure you understand what your 
mate is saying. If you are not certain, "check out" the meaning by 
saying, "Let's see if I am getting what you are saying. . . ." or "Do you 
see it this way . . . ?" 

Discuss the things each of you likes about your marriage as it is now. 
Then talk about the kind of relationship you want to have in a year, in 
five years, in ten years. It will help if you can begin to understand the 
goals each of you has in mind. Some understanding of what you want 
will help you move toward it. 

You may find it useful to discuss the problems in the relationships of the 
three couples described in this chapter, comparing them with your own 
and with other couples you know. 
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NOTES 

1. Wyse, Love Poems for the Very Married (Cleveland: World 
Publishing Co., 1967), p. 29. 

2. For a discussion of intimacy and generativity see Erik H. Erikson, 
Childhood and Society (New York: W. W. Norton, 1963), pp. 263- 268. 

3. In their illuminating study of "Pseudo-Mutuality in the Family 
Relations of Schizophrenics," Lyman C. Wynne, et al state: "Movement 
into relation with other human beings is a fundamental principle or 
'need’ of human existence. To relate this in psychoanalytic terminology, 
man is inherently object-related." In N. W. Bell and E. F. Vogel (eds.), 
A Modern Introduction to 

the Family (New York: The Free Press, 1960), p. 574. 

4. Menninger, Karl, The Vital Balance (New York: The Viking Press, 
1963), p. 295. E. Bentley states this same truth when he writes, "The 
essence of humanity is to be found in the quicksilver of relationships 
rather than in the dead weight of isolated being." Quoted by Helene 
Papanek in "Group Psychotherapy with Married Couples," Current 
Psychiatric Therapies, ed. Jules Masserman (New York: Grune and 
Stratton, 1965), p. 157. From the perspective of depth psychology, Erich 
Fromm stresses the same truth in pointing out that the need for love and 
relatedness are among man's fundamental needs. (The Sane Society 
[New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1955], p. 124.) A century ago, 
William R. Alger authored a volume containing 

penetrating insights concerning the universal human need for 
relationships. It was entitled The Genius of Solitude, with the subtitle. 
The Solitudes of Nature and Man or The Loneliness of Human Life. 
Alger observed: "Every man obscurely feels, though scarcely any man 
distinctly understands, the intimacy and vastness of his connections with 
his race. It is true that the real world of the soul is an invisible place, 
removed from the rush and chatter of crowds. . . . Yet the most 
influential element even of this secluded world and this hidden life, is 
the element which 
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Chapter 2: The Many Facets Of 
Intimacy 

Someone asked me 
To name the time 
Our friendship stopped 
And love began. 
Oh, my darling, 
That's the secret. 
Our friendship 
Never stopped. 

Lois Wyse, Love Poems for the Very Married (1) 

What is intimacy? Is it something a couple really wants? How do they 
know when they have achieved it? Is it possible for everyone? What are 
its varying forms and degrees? Does it stifle individuality or make 
people too dependent on each other? The dictionary and the thesaurus, 
in defining intimacy, list such widely divergent words and phrases as 
"friendship, closeness, communion, familiarity, pertaining to the inmost 
being, sexual relations, illicit sexual commerce, fornication." The word 
"intimacy," like "love," is a symbol that carries a freight of meanings as 
diverse as a peddler's wares. It is clear that some guiding image of 
intimacy is needed -- an emotionally alive picture (2) that will provide 
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guidelines for couples in their search. The picture presented here is 
tentative. It must be so 

since exploration of this important human experience is only beginning. 
One thing stands out .sharply: intimacy in marriage can be rich and 
diamond like in its many facets. Some of these facets are difficult to 
describe adequately with the frail vessels of meaning we call words. 
Certainly, in any depth encounter, there is a prominent element of 
mystery. Some of the mystery in the experience of intimacy has been 
put into words by Gibran in his essay "On Friendship": 

Your friend is your needs answered. 

He is your field which you sow with love and reap with 
thanksgiving. 

And he is your board and your fireside. 

For you come to him with your hunger, and you seek him 
for peace. 

When your friend speaks his mind you fear not the "nay" 
in your own mind, nor do you withhold the "ay." 

And when he is silent your heart ceases not to listen to his 
heart; 

For without words, in friendship, all thoughts, all desires, 
all expectations are born and shared, with joy that is 
unacclaimed. 

And let there be no purpose in friendship save the 
deepening of the spirit. 

For love that seeks aught but the disclosure of its own 
mystery is not love but a net cast forth: 

and only the unprofitable is caught. 

And let your best be for your friend. 
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If he must know the ebb of your tide, let him knew its 
flood also. 

For what is your friend that you should seek him with 
hours to kill? 

Seek him always with hours to live. 

For it is his to fill your need, but not your emptiness. 

And in the sweetness of friendship let there be laughter, 
and sharing of pleasures. 

For in the dew of little things the heart finds its morning 
and is refreshed.(3) 

In that most intimate of friendships called marriage, the opportunities 
and demands for a relationship of depth are pervasive. Intimacy is an art 
with as many expressions as there are artists to express it. It is often 
expressed in the sharing of thoughts and ideas and feelings. It is 
expressed in shared joys and sorrows, in respect for the deepest needs of 
the other person, and in the struggle to understand him. Intimacy does 
not suggest a saccharine sentimentalism; it can be expressed in 
constructive conflict which is the growing edge of a relationship. 
Intimacy is not a constant, but is expressed in varying degrees in the ebb 
and flow of day-in, day-out living. And intimacy is never a once-and-for-
all achievement but must be nurtured throughout marriage; with this 
care, it grows and changes with the stages and seasons of marriage. 

An intimate marital relationship requires certain qualities of the husband 
and wife as individuals as well as of the interaction between them. 

Intimacy grows as couples dare to risk greater openness. As each partner 
becomes more honest with himself and more aware of his own faults, 
and his own need to blame the other for their conflict, the wall between 
them begins to come down, block by block. Each of us feels the need to 
hide at times, behind a mask of self-sufficiency or self-justification, 
particularly when conflict threatens or self-esteem is weak. Only as each 
individual relaxes his mask and becomes more transparent (openness) 
can intimacy develop in the relationship. 
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Carl R. Rogers uses the term congruence to describe one aspect of 
openness.(4) Congruence means being a real person, not being phony or 
putting on an act. It means knowing and owning one's feelings; it means 
to "ring true" as a human being. There is a kind of inner honesty and 
consistency in a congruent person which makes it possible to know and 
to relate to him. 

In order to have peace, many couples put aside certain subjects -- those 
that are emotionally charged -- those that are important for their coming 
to a true mutual understanding. Thus bit by bit the transparent window 
which the relationship of man and wife should be, becomes blurred. 
They are starting to become strangers to one another.(5) 

Intimacy thus requires mutual openness and the willingness to risk 
genuine encounter or meeting in areas which are important to either 
partner. Intimacy grows as couples learn to be emotionally present to 
each other. The concept of presence is taken from the thinking of the 
existentialists in psychotherapy. 

The immediacy and unclothedness of our meeting can only be suggested 
by the word "presence." We are a presence for each other -- a personal 
presence available to the other. The feeling tone is one of utter lack of 
alienation and strangeness to each other -- of at-homeness.(6) 

Two people can live in the same house for decades without ever being 
present for each other, without ever experiencing a joining or linking of 
thoughts and feelings, longings and fears, dreams and delights. The wife 
who protested, "I feel like you're a thousand miles away" was speaking 
to her husband who was "absent" in the same room. This was an 
obvious experience of lack of presence at that moment in their 
relationship. Cultivation of the quality of presence is essential for the 
experience of intimacy. 

Intimacy grows as couples develop a high degree of caring for each 
other. Affectionate concern for the partner's safety, well-being, and 
growth as a person is an essential ingredient in an intimate relationship. 
It is this mutual caring which makes for responsiveness and 
complementarity (mutual need-satisfaction). The development of 
intimacy depends on one's caring enough to make a continuing self-
investment in the relationship and in meeting the needs of the other. But 
it is also true that caring develops as a result of the giving as well as the 
receiving in the relationship. Mutual giving or complementarity includes 

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1707 (4 of 18) [2/4/03 7:12:19 PM]



The Intimate Marriage

being a warm, responsive, earthy, and responsible human being to the 
other. 

Intimacy grows in a climate of trust based on commitment to fidelity 
and continuity. Couples who enter marriage with the assumption that 
they can easily dissolve the relationship have already jeopardized its 
success, at least as an intimate relationship. The commitment of each 
partner to the other and to the relationship over time, "for better or for 
worse," is essential to the development of intimacy. Marital partners 
who find it easier or less demanding of self-investment to meet their 
sexual or emotional needs outside the marriage will not achieve 
intimacy. It is the "we're in this thing together" attitude which allows a 
couple to use periods of crisis, conflict, or even estrangement, as 
challenges to work harder at deepening and expanding the relationship. 

INTIMACY AND AUTONOMY 

There is within each of us 
A private place 
For thinking private thoughts 
And dreaming private dreams. 
But in the shared experience of marriage, 
Some people cannot stand the private partner. 
How fortunate for me 
That you have let me grow, 
Think my private thoughts, 
Dream my private dreams. 
And bring a private me 
To the shared experience of marriage.(7) 

One of the marks of genuine intimacy is the respect for the need of each 
partner for periods of aloneness-- for the natural rhythm of intimacy and 
solitude in a relationship. It is a costly fallacy to assume, as some 
romantic illusions about marriage do, that an "intimate marriage" is one 
in which husbands and wives do everything together. Our conformist, 
group-minded "other-directed" culture, as David Riesmann makes clear, 
cultivates the idea that aloneness is somehow dangerous or a sign of 
maladjustment.(8) The popular version of "togetherness" is often a kind 
of pseudo-intimacy, an attempt to escape from loneliness by blending 
into the "lonely crowd." If marital partners are too dependent on each 
other for a sense of self-worth and even identity, there is a kind of 
compulsive togetherness which is not genuine intimacy. The values of 

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1707 (5 of 18) [2/4/03 7:12:19 PM]



The Intimate Marriage

savoring a book alone, for example, are lost. There is a kind of clinging 
quality which reveals the fear of desertion underlying the sticky quality 
of such a relationship. 

In his study of the "self-actualizing" person, Abraham Maslow found 
that some persons do not need relationships in the same way that many 
others do.(9) Because they have a firm sense of their own identity and a 
dependable feeling of worth within themselves, they are able to relish 
both intimacy and autonomy. There are two major sets of needs in all of 
us -- the needs for dependence, love, and nurturance, on the one hand, 
and the needs for autonomy, self-fulfillment, achievement, and 
independence, on the other.(10) The desired balance between these two 
sets of needs is different for each individual and for the same individual 
at different times in his life. These differences are reflected in the 
distance-closeness needs and, at times, in the conflicts of two marital 
partners. Those who in childhood were formed to sacrifice their 
autonomy in order to receive love carry a sense of conflict between 
dependence and independence into adult life. 

Creative or growth-producing intimacy depends on each person's sense 
of his own personhood. Having an identity of one's own is necessary 
before one can develop a shared identity with another. Having one's own 
center of meaning and existence -- being a person in one's own right -- 
makes intimate meeting and union with another possible. An intimate 
relation is an I-Thou relationship. For such a relationship to develop, 
there must be an I and a Thou. In Ross Snyder's words, "At the same 
time that we have a sense of immediacy of contact with his life, we 
recognize the otherness of the other person. Each of us is a center and is 
meant to be a center."(11) The union of intimacy is always only partial. 
With it goes a sense of communion -- which requires the presence of 
two individuals joined deeply, but still individuals. Creative intimacy 
has respect f<or needed privacy -- one's own and one's partner's -- as an 
indispensable ingredient. 

THE DIMENSIONS OF INTIMACY 

Many couples are surprised and stimulated by discovering that intimacy 
is like an instrument of many strings. There are more areas in which 
creative closeness can grow than most couples even suspect. The music 
which couples make together comes from playing on a variety of 
combinations of strings. Each couple should aim at discovering the 
particular harmony and melody of intimacy which they find most 
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satisfying. Their musical pattern will vary at different periods in their 
marriage. At various times, the music will be interrupted by silence or 
disharmony. 

Most couples who make a serious effort can achieve intimacy in several 
of the dimensions of their relationship. Here are some of the major 
opportunities for marital intimacy: Sexual intimacy is for many couples 
the axis around which other forms of intimacy cluster. The marital 
relationship provides the optimum setting in which to develop the blend 
of sensual-emotional satisfactions which is sex at its best. 

Sexual intimacy is more than the bringing together of sexual organs, 
more than the reciprocal sensual arousal of both partners, more even 
than mutual fulfillment in orgasm. It is the experience of sharing and 
self-abandon in the merging of two persons, expressed by the biblical 
phrase "to become one flesh." 

Emotional intimacy is the depth awareness and sharing of significant 
meanings and feelings -- the touching of the inmost selves of two human 
beings. Emotional intimacy is the foundation of all other forms of 
intimacy. Couples whose inner worlds of meaning overlap become 
tuned to each other's emotional wavelengths so that they can often sense 
what the other is feeling long before a word is uttered. Some couples 
even have dreams which seem to be connected. 

Intellectual intimacy is the closeness resulting from sharing the world of 
ideas. Oliver Wendell Holmes once stated: "A man's mind stretched by 
a new idea can never go back to its original dimensions." Sharing mind-
stretching experiences -- reading a great book, studying an issue of joint 
concern, discussing a stimulating lecture -- can bring a special quality of 
intimacy. There must be a genuine touching of minds based on mutual 
respect for each other's intellectual capacities. Couples who have a wide 
discrepancy in educational backgrounds sometimes find intellectual 
intimacy more difficult to achieve. 

Aesthetic intimacy is the depth sharing of experiences of beauty. One 
couple finds a special closeness in relaxing very near to each other as 
the stereo plays the soul-moving strains of a magnificent symphony. 
Another experiences together the raptures of natural beauty -- the sun 
sparkling on whitecaps; a grove of giant sequoia; the fury of a mountain 
storm; the tranquillity of a mountainside at sunset. Others find it in great 
art. Drinking from the common cup of beauty, wherever it is found, is 
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an experience of communion for many couples. 

Creative intimacy is the intimacy of shared creativity. Conceiving and 
parenting children is an act involving many forms of creativity -- 
biological, emotional, social, spiritual. The middle years, when 
"generativity" (Erikson(12)) is the central task of the ego, constitute a 
period of shared creativity in that the two are joining their skills and 
persons in generating new life between each other and in the family and 
community. Creative intimacy often is linked to aesthetic intimacy in 
that what is created together is something of beauty -- a garden, a house, 
a musical expression, a painting. Creative marital intimacy, at its heart, 
is the experience of helping each other grow -- to be co-creators (not 
reformers) of each other, engaged in the mutuality of feeding the heart 
hungers of each other so that each can realize his potentialities as a 
person. Ross Snyder declares: "A marriage is not just a personal 
relationship of affection between two people; it is a joint venture into a 
life of growth."(13) 

Recreational intimacy may be for newlyweds synonymous with sexual 
intimacy. Gradually, the pattern of play broadens to become more 
inclusive, and to involve other activities. Recreational intimacy is 
essential to the mental health of the partners, refilling the wells of 
energy and allowing one's "Child" side, in Eric Berne's (14) terms, to 
rejuvenate the personality through stress-relieving play. 

Work intimacy is the closeness which comes from sharing in a broad 
range of common tasks involved in maintaining a house, raising a 
family, earning a living, and participating in community projects. 
Married partners face many common problems in which they join their 
strengths and support each other in bearing responsibilities and loads. In 
work-oriented marriages, this form of intimacy is one of the major 
channels for developing closeness. Work intimacy needs to be balanced 
with other forms, particularly recreational intimacy. The shared 
satisfactions of achieving relatively minor objectives such as 
redecorating a recreation room and the long-term goals of seeing one's 
children launched in their marriages and vocations -- these are 
derivatives of working as a team. But the joining of hands in mutual 
tasks in itself can have a deepening effect on a marriage; the mutuality 
which stems from the feeling of a job well done is an added bonus of 
work intimacy. 

Crisis intimacy is the strength which stems from standing together 
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against the buffeting of fate; standing together in the major and minor 
tragedies which are persistent threads in the cloth from which family life 
is woven. Included are the times of internal testing, when a crisis occurs 
in the marriage itself as the shifting tides of circumstance and the 
pressures of aging throw the relationship off balance for a while. This 
particular form of crisis intimacy, derived from facing and struggling 
with differences, might be called "conflict intimacy." Coping 
successfully with the threats of internal and external crisis, through the 
years, helps to cement marriage ties. One couple said after the ordeal of 
his near-fatal auto accident and six-month hospitalization: "It was sheer 
hell while it was happening but it has given us a new love for life and 
each other." 

Commitment intimacy is the core feeling of ongoing mutuality which 
develops in a marriage in which there is shared dedication to some value 
or cause that is bigger than the family, something that both partners 
regard as worthy of self-investment. Being captured by a common cause 
that turns on enthusiasm and conviction provides a powerful bond in a 
marriage. 

Spiritual intimacy is the nearness that develops through sharing in the 
area of ultimate concerns, the meanings of life (to both partners), their 
relationship to the universe and to God. For many it is the sense of a 
transcendent relatedness which provides a firm foundation or supportive 
ground for transient human relatedness. Participation in the life of a 
church or synagogue, and in the century-spanning heritage of a couple's 
religious tradition, often stimulates and nurtures the development of 
spiritual intimacy. 

The common characteristic of these various expressions of intimacy is 
that each has the potentiality for drawing the marital partners together. 
Collectively, they allow opportunities for the lives of two human beings 
to touch significantly in an increasing number of areas. Many couples 
have achieved satisfying intimacy in at least a few areas. The 
opportunity which is before all couples is to increase the number of 
areas in which depth sharing occurs. This can happen as a result of 
planned and persistent effort, choosing the goals that attract both and 
planning strategy for moving toward them, remembering that there 
needs to be a balance among the various dimensions of intimacy in 
order to enrich the relationship and prevent any one facet of the 
relationship from being overloaded. 
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Of course, joint participation in any of these areas is no guarantee of 
intimacy. Some couples participate in one or more of these areas -- 
sexual, aesthetic, recreational, work, for example -- without the growth 
of any sense of organic one-ness. (They are something like nursery 
children at certain stages who play along-side others but not really 
"with" them.) In such parallel marriages, the pall of loneliness is not 
really dispelled. 

"Intimacy" refers to two different things in marriage: (a) a close moment 
or period of intense sharing; (b) an ongoing quality of the relationship 
which is present even in times of some distance and conflict. The latter 
is the undergirding "we-ness" of a good marriage. Increasing moments 
and periods of intense closeness help to establish the abiding sense of 
dependable oneness. It is important to understand how the quality of 
intimacy develops. 

Complementary interaction produces a gradual narrowing of the 
emotional distance until there is, in Eric Berne's terms, "a genuine 
interlocking of personalities,"(15) or intimacy. What develops is a kind 
of psychological union. In both Hebrew and Greek, the verb "to know" 
is the same word as to have sexual intercourse. Clearly, to really know 
one's marital partner requires a kind of union. Such a union is the heart 
of intimacy. In it, the aloneness of a man and a woman's existential 
condition are transcended and, to some degree, overcome. 

Erikson describes the union of personalities which is intimacy when he 
defines love as "The mutuality of mates and partners in a shared 
identity, for the mutual verification through an experience of finding 
oneself, as one loses oneself in another."(16) The key ideas here are 
"shared identity" and "finding oneself [through losing] oneself in 
another." 

The idea of shared identity opens the door to an understanding of the 
essence of the experience of marital intimacy. As two people continue to 
relate in the ways we have been describing, the breadth and depth of 
their relationship increase. Thus develops a new and unique 
psychological entity -- the marital relationship. Psychiatrist Nathan 
Ackerman calls this entity the "marital pair identity."(17) T. S. Eliot 
points to this reality of shared identity when he makes one of his 
characters exclaim to his partner, "The new person -- us!"(18) It is this 
"us" or "we" feeling that identifies the existence of a relationship of 
ongoing intimacy. Anne Philipe writes with sensitivity to this: "There 
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was this you and this I and this we, which was not exactly you plus me, 
and which was coming to birth and would surpass us and contain 
us."(19) In other words, the marital identity is more than the sum of 
what each partner brings to the relationship. It is the sum of these, plus 
what they become together in their interaction. In the language of 
Gestalt psychology, the marital identity develops when there is an 
overlapping and a partial merging of psychological fields or worlds of 
meanings, of the two partners. 

In some marriages the "we" feeling never develops. These are the still-
born relationships in which the participants continue to live alone 
together, as though they were still single psychologically. In those 
marriages in which the "we" feeling does emerge, it does so slowly, 
with struggle and with frequent retreats into psychological singleness. 
Anne Philipe recalls: 

 In the beginning we had only the tiniest part of a life 
together. . , We had our moments of elan and restraint. 
We each still kept to our reserves, watching each other. . . 
. "One" served as a transition from "I" to "us." We used it 
for a long time. And then one day the "we" appeared, said 
as though by accident and then thrown away; no doubt we 
were still unready. Later the "one" became the exception. 
We had started to construct our life, and the day this was 
admitted and recognized, we understood that we had been 
keeping back this desire for a long time. Then all of a 
sudden we were rich with a hundred moments and 
happenings we had lived through together, kept in our 
memories because they had united us. Sometimes the 
presence of a stranger made us bolder. I would talk about 
a walk in the rain, or you would say that a cloudy sky can 
be marvelous. . . . We were laying in our stores. It was a 
long job of work and it engaged our lives so completely 
that sometimes it frightened us. At those times we would 
suddenly turn away without uttering a word and stop 
seeing each other.(20) 

The development of some degree of shared identity occurs in any close 
relationship. Emerson's familiar statement, "I am a part of every man 
whose path has crossed mine," states a basic psychological truth -- viz., 
that our relationships become a part of us. The unique opportunity in a 
good marriage is that of developing a degree of shared identity through 
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a continuity and fidelity of relating seldom available in any other 
context. Two people who have lived together for forty years, having 
experienced the sun- light and shadow of married life and rearing a 
family, have shared many dimensions of their lives. If there has been 
what Ross Snyder calls "creative fidelity" -- "long term commitment to 
the growth of the other and to the 'both'" (21) -- such a marital pair 

has a pro- found and marvelous degree of closeness. The pity is that so 
many couples are unable to use their years of being together to deepen 
their relationship. 

DEGREES OF INTIMACY 

In their study of sexual and marital behavior among affluent couples 
married for ten years or more, Cuber and Harroff discovered five 
recurring configurations of male-female relationships in marriages.(22) 
The first was the conflict-habituated. These were couples for whom 
fighting seemed almost a way of life. Their dominant mode of relating 
was through the exchange of hostility. A kind of intimacy can develop 
in such a relationship. It may be, as some psychiatrists have suggested, 
that the need to do battle with one another is the cohesion that holds 
these couples together. 

The second pattern consisted of the devitalized. Often these couples 
reported being deeply in love in the early years of marriage -- including 
spending a great deal of time together and enjoying sex. Now these 
relationships have become voids. The zest is gone. Sex is much less 
satisfying qualitatively and quantitatively. Little time is spent together 
and there are few shared interests. Some seemed resigned to their 
apathetic, "habit-cage" existence. Others were less accepting; both 
assumed that "marriage is like this." In such relationships there is 
occasional sharing, if only of a memory. One man said, "Tomorrow we 
are celebrating the anniversary of our anniversary."(23) The intimacy in 
these marriages seems to be mainly an unburied corpse. They illustrate 
an important truth — that intimacy can never be taken for granted. It can 
be lost. 

The third pattern, the passive-congenial, is much like the devitalized, 
except that the passivity has been there from the beginning. There is 
little conflict. Things are polite, convenient, and conventional. There is 
some sharing of common interests. Sex is often regarded, by both 
partners, as of little importance. Unlike the devitalized, there is no sense 
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of "barren gullies in their lives left by the erosion of earlier 
satisfactions."(24) 

The fourth mode of marriage, the vital, stands in sharp contrast to the 
previous three types, although these couples say and do many of the 
same things. The difference is the presence in the vital marriages of a 
high degree of intimacy: But when the close, intimate, confidential, 
empathic look is taken, the essence of the vital relationship becomes 
clear: the mates are intensely bound together psychologically in 
important life matters. Their sharing and their togetherness is genuine. It 
provides the life essence for both man and woman.(25) 

One of the husbands of such a couple reported: "The things we do 
together aren't fun intrinsically -- the ecstasy comes from being together 
in the doing. Take her out of the picture and I wouldn't give a damn for 
the boat, the lake, or any of the fun that goes on there." People in this 
kind of vital relationship know that their style of life is not 
comprehensible to most of their associates. One such couple declared, 
"The big part of our lives is completely mutual. . . ." Their central 
satisfactions are found in "the life they live with and through each 
other." 

The total relationship, the fifth pattern, is like the vital, but there are 
many more points of vital meshing. In some cases there is vital sharing 
in all the important areas. One husband described his wife of thirty years 
as his "friend, mistress and partner."(26) This kind of multifaceted 
intimacy, as Cuber and Harroff indicate, is rare, in marriage or out, but 
it does exist. 

These five types of marital relationships do not necessarily represent 
degrees of marital stability. Most of those in all five categories said that 
they were reasonably content, if not happy. What they represent is five 
styles of relating and different degrees of intimacy. There are 
undoubtedly many other styles and degrees of intimacy. It should be 
noted that there are many factors in addition to intimacy and happiness 
which play a role in holding a marriage together.(27) 

What is the optimal degree of intimacy in a marriage? There is no 
arbitrary way of determining this. Rather, each couple must work out its 
own most-satisfying pattern of intimacy. Intimacy is different for 
different people. In all marriages there are cycles of moving toward and 
moving away from one's spouse. In some marriages contact can be 
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maintained for a brief time only. In others the tolerance for intimacy is 
so low that the partners seldom, if ever, really touch. Still others, like 
the vital and total relationships, can luxuriate in intimacy for longer 
periods of time. Most of us achieve depth relatedness only a small part 
of the time and in certain limited areas of our marriages. In spite of the 
designation "total" relationship in the study cited above, it is our 
experience that there are at one time or another walls in every marriage, 
sometimes high, sometimes low. Most of us long for more intimacy than 
we have found. We hunger for the walls to be lowered. The message of 
this book is that significant lowering of the walls usually is possible, if a 
couple is willing to work at developing the potential for joy, pleasure, 
and creativity in their marriage. 

TAKING ACTION 

Discuss your reactions to the ideas in Chapter 2. At what points are they 
relevant to your marriage? Make an inventory of the facets of your 
marriage in which you feel that you have achieved some degree of 
sharing and sense of closeness. You may find it helpful to use the 
"Marital Intimacy Checkup" to identify the areas in which each of you 
would like to improve your relationship. The form headed "Marital 
Intimacy Action Plan" may be useful in planning your approach to this 
improvement. Or you may prefer a less-structured approach to 
understanding and im- proving your relationship. Do it in your own 
way. The important thing is to begin discovering how to apply the ideas 
that make sense to you, in your relationship. 

MARITAL INTIMACY CHECKUP 

(Instructions: After discussing each area, check the blanks that apply to 
your relationship.) 

Both Wife Husband 

Desire Desires Desires

Improve- Improve- Improve- Both

Facets of Intimacy ment ment ment Satisfied

1. Sexual Intimacy 
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2. Emotional Intimacy 

(Being tuned to each other's wavelength) 

3. Intellectual Intimacy 

(Closeness in the world)

4. Aesthetic Intimacy 

(Sharing experiences of beauty) 

5. Creative Intimacy 

(Sharing in acts of creating together) 

6. Recreational Intimacy 

(Relating in experiences of fun and play) 

7. Work Intimacy 

(The closeness of sharing common tasks) 

8. Crisis Intimacy 

(Closeness in coping with problems and pain) 

9. Conflict Intimacy 

(Facing and struggling with differences) 

10. Commitment Intimacy 

(Mutuality derived from common self-investment) 

11. Spiritual Intimacy 

(The we-ness in sharing ultimate concerns) 
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12. Communication Intimacy 

(The source of all types of true intimacy) 

MARITAL INTIMACY ACTION PLAN 

(Instructions: In those areas in which both of you desire improvement, 
discuss specific next steps which you feel can be taken to increase the 
degree of mutuality and meaningful closeness in each area. If you agree 
on specific action in one or more areas, decide on how you will go about 
implementing your plan. If you agree on what you want to do in several 
areas, decide on which should have priority. Jot down the main ideas for 
action under the appropriate categories below. If you cannot agree on 
any concrete plan in any area in which you both desire change, you may 
need to consult a marriage counselor.) 

Sexual Intimacy: 

Emotional Intimacy: 

Intellectual Intimacy: 

Aesthetic Intimacy: 

Creative Intimacy: 

Recreational Intimacy: 

Work Intimacy: Crisis Intimacy: 

Conflict Intimacy: 

Commitment Intimacy: 

Spiritual Intimacy: 

Communication Intimacy: 
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Chapter 3: Pain and Gain for Women 
and Men 

As men and women have been defined over against one another, 
conditioned to separateness, they have had their full humanity truncated, 
they have had their potentiality for genuine human communication and 
mutuality gravely injured.(1) Violette Lindbeck 

A Rising Discontent 

Across the top of the title page of a section called "Today's Women" in a 
Southern California newspaper (1) there appeared the pictures of nine 
brides (no grooms; the newspaper refuses to print pictures of grooms). 
Each bride is labeled with her husband's name -- Mrs. John Jones, Mrs. 
Robert James, Mrs. Peter Smith. Below the nine brides' pictures are nine 
articles describing the beautiful weddings; several of them refer to the 
bride as "the former Miss . . " At the bottom of the page, underneath the 
bride pictures and stories, there appears another article headlined, 
"Runaway Wives: Their Number is Increasing." In this story the director 
of a large missing persons agency notes the statistics on runaway 
spouses: 

In the early 1960s . . . the number of husbands who ran away compared 
with the number of wives was about 300 to one. By the late 1960s, the 
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ratio had decreased to about 100 to one. In 1972 it was two to one. But 
in 1973 it was about even. (1) 

The two stories appearing on the same page made for a striking and 
suggestive contrast -- the beautiful brides and the runaway wives. 

There are many reasons for the discontent illustrated by these runaway 
wives, among them being the rising tide of expectations and aspirations. 
People, especially women, are becoming aware of new options. The 
director of the missing persons agency mentioned above described the 
typical run-away wife: 

She's thirty-four-and-one-half years, married at nineteen, first child 
within one year of marriage, second child a year and a half later. She's 
intelligent, caring, anxious to elevate herself above the stereotyped roles 
of cook, laundress, waitress, housemaid, chauffeur.(2) 

There was apparently a time when women in general were content with 
the housewife role. Some still are. But more and more women are 
choosing to marry late, or not at all, or to have children but not to marry, 
or not to have children at all. As women begin to define themselves as 
persons first and foremost, rather than as wives and mothers, men are 
also forced into new definitions of themselves. People who come to 
counselors these days are often struggling with these new definitions, 
and with the changes in lifestyles and relationships which they presage. 
New ways of becoming "whole" mean new kinds of problems. Ministers 
and pastoral counselors need to understand the old limitations and 
become open to the many options for being human, options to which the 
church in the past has been generally closed. 

The Burden of Traditional Role Expectations 

Two friends of mine who were expecting a baby were talking recently 
about their aspirations for the child soon to be born. The prospective 
father told of his excitement at the thought of having a son who might 
become a "starting forward." The other day a note came announcing the 
birth: of course the baby turned out to be a girl. The mother, who had 
been as enthusiastic as the father about having a starting for- ward in the 
family, wrote the note: "Bob is disappointed that he didn't get his 
starting forward but he is thrilled with our little cheerleader." The role 
boxes and expectations are ready and waiting even before birth! 
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Little boys learn early that to "be a man" means "Don't cry," "Don't 
fail," "Be a success," "Earn as much money as you can." Little girls 
learn to be sweet, pretty, and not too smart, and never to beat a boy at 
anything. Limit yourself to cheering him along from the sidelines. In our 
culture we teach boys from the outset to develop an independent sense 
of self, and that is good. We teach girls to develop a capacity for 
intimate relationships, and that is also good. What we do not do, most of 
the time, is to teach boys and girls to become both independent and 
interdependent, that is, to find strength both in themselves and in their 
relationships. 

Adolescent girls are even now expected to curb further any signs of 
independence or assertiveness, to let boys take the initiative in activities 
and in dating, and to think of marriage and children as their most 
important goal. Increasingly young women are choosing education and 
career, but frequently only as something to do in case they don't get 
married. Boys are expected to choose a job or career and decide how 
they will earn money for the rest of their lives. They are expected to be 
the aggressor when it comes to relationships with girls. Girls thus learn 
to get what they want by subterfuge and manipulation. At this age, as at 
earlier ones, we do not encourage boys and girls to look at a variety of 
options with respect to both relationships and occupations. We hurry 
both sexes into marriage, parenting, and bread winning. 

It is still true that most men and women marry and become parents. 
Instead of expanding the personal horizons of both partners, marriage 
too often means limiting them. Women find themselves isolated and 
lonely, burdened with house and children. Men often find themselves 
trapped in jobs they don't enjoy, caught up in the achievement rat race, 
and burdened with the perpetual responsibility of supporting the family. 
Children get too much mother, not enough father. Husbands and wives 
grow distant; no wonder one or the other runs away. We emphasize too 
heavily the joys of motherhood without noting its frustrations. We do 
the opposite for men; we focus more on the burdens than on the 
satisfactions of fatherhood. 

Women who decide to pursue a job or career outside the home, whether 
by choice or by necessity, (more than one-third of the U.S. work force is 
composed of women) often feel guilty about neglecting their children; 
they also resent being overloaded with two jobs, one at home and one 
away. Some women who actually choose to be a homemaker now feel a 
new inner conflict; they think they hear the collective voice of the 
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women's movement saying that the role of housewife and mother is "not 
OK." Thus women may feel a double bind — traditional society telling 
them to stay home, the new consciousness telling them to get out. 

Married women approaching middle age often face a new set of 
problems. If they have accepted society's dictum and defined themselves 
almost exclusively around their roles as mothers and wives they may 
find it difficult to see what the future holds for them when their children 
leave home. In Doris Lessing's Summer Before the Dark Kate Brown 
anticipates the departure of her youngest child: "She felt like a long-
term prisoner who is going to have to face freedom in the morning."(3) 

Menopause is traumatic for many women. Besides the new and 
surprising physical symptoms and changes it brings, which vary greatly 
from woman to woman, women often fear also the loss of their "sex 
appeal" (as defined by the cultural stereotype). A woman has to deal not 
only with her own feelings about the change and the passage of time but 
also with the dehumanizing attitude of society toward the menopausal 
woman. (3) 

Middle-aged men face different problems. If they have achieved the 
goals they once set for themselves, or had set for them, they may be 
happy in their work but feel that they have grown apart from their wives 
and distant from their children. Or they may have struggled long and 
hard for a goal which continues to elude them and seems more distant 
than ever as middle age approaches. Both groups of men fall into the 
category of "high risk" for heart attacks. 

Old age hits women and men somewhat differently. Large numbers of 
women are widows, faced not only with aging but with aging alone and 
in isolation. Or they may be confronted with the demands of a retired 
husband who is suddenly at home all the time with nothing to do. 
Although old age in our society is generally viewed negatively for both 
sexes, the negative image of the older woman as the "little old lady" is 
far more common than any comparable image for the older man, who is 
often regarded as "distinguished" or "wise." Older men are more in 
demand than older women, partly because there are fewer of them. 
Nonetheless, men who have made it successfully through middle age 
may face at retirement the "cold wind from the future"(4) that women 
faced when their children grew up and left home. Because of our 
society's attitude toward non-productiveness, retirement may be a severe 
blow for a man. If his entire adult life has revolved around the "male 
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machine" mystique, if he has not developed warm and close 
relationships and absorbing interests outside the productive world of job 
or career, retirement may feel to him like the end. Some men do in fact 
just curl up and die. In this way, aging may be easier for women, who 
are more apt to have learned to find satisfaction in relationships. 

Single people are severely dehumanized by the cultural norm which 
defines people as successful only if they marry. Women feel the 
pressure to marry even more strongly than men; even those who have 
chosen singleness and feel happier than their married friends seem to be, 
or who have achievements to their credit equal to those of men, are 
generally considered to be "unfulfilled." Divorced women are often 
made to feel the added pressure of having "failed" at the most important 
job for a woman; they may have full responsibility for raising the 
children, and even be supporting the family, but they are still regarded 
as "a failure." 

Although the image of the single or divorced man is a much more 
desirable one, men too face the problems of singleness to some extent. 
Divorced men often have heavy financial bur- dens, and sometimes are 
cut off from their children by circumstances and customs which favor 
the mother in custody proceedings. 

Probably the heaviest burden for single people in a couple-oriented 
society is loneliness. Because we live in a culture in which things are 
supposed to come out even, the single person in a group of married 
people is uncomfortable and so are the couples who often feel they must 
find a "partner" for the single one. Churches are probably as guilty as 
any institution of slighting the single person both in attitudes and in 
activities. 

New Options 

One of the spin-offs of the rising consciousness of women — and 
therefore of men -- is that it is not only OK to be single but it can be a 
highly desirable and fulfilling lifestyle for many people. Marriage isn't 
the only place to get one's relationship needs met. Both the married and 
the single state have their advantages; again, the crucial issue is choice 
and the fullest opportunity for every individual to be and to become 
fully human. 

The rising divorce rate suggests the need for a kind of counseling that 
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can help a couple to separate creatively. Of course that means 
encouraging them to look at the factors which got them into the 
marriage and those which are forcing them out. It means helping them 
to deal with anger and hostility so that the children do not become 
pawns, to work out the legal problems amicably, and to do their grief 
work thoroughly. But the main focus of divorce counseling is to 
encourage both women and men to see themselves as whole people still, 
with the potential of a satisfying life ahead whether they marry again or 
not. 

Although it often follows, divorce counseling is not the same as 
marriage counseling. Divorce counseling is based on the assumption 
that it may be better for some couples to separate, rather than on the 
traditional attitude of the church that a marriage must be saved if 
possible and that divorce is always a tragedy. A divorce may be the 
most humanizing option if a particular couple got married for all the 
wrong reasons in the first place or if one or both persons would be better 
off single. Divorce counseling is a kind of counseling and consciousness 
raising that affirms singleness as an option for human wholeness. 

There are a number of issues connected directly or indirectly with 
sexuality around which both women and men are struggling today. 
Women are learning from new research and are discovering for 
themselves that they can accept and enjoy their long repressed sexuality. 
For many women that means dealing with guilt, because they have been 
brought up to believe that "nice girls don't" take the initiative, or even 
enjoy sex. Often it also means frustration. Long repressed sexuality is 
sometimes hard to call forth. Becoming "orgasmic," to say nothing of 
"multiply orgasmic" is not easy when one has been taught to accept, 
even to cultivate, "frigidity." For men, "the new woman" may at first 
appear sexually threatening when it develops that she sometimes likes to 
take the initiative and can actually have more orgasms than he can. 
Ultimately, however, as members of both sexes escape the sexual 
double standards, learn about their bodies and what they like, and come 
to enjoy being both receptive and aggressive, tender as well as tendered 
to, sex becomes more humanizing for both. 

As lifestyles broaden, more and more people are enjoying sex outside of 
marriage. Premarital sex has its values if it keeps people from getting 
married who otherwise would get married only for the sake of having 
sex. Also, as more and more people decide not to marry, sex for single 
people is an increasingly practiced, and accepted, phenomenon. As a 
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society we have no right to deny the joys of sex to people who do not 
marry, or who marry late by choice or by necessity, or who have lost a 
mate by death or divorce. 

Another increasingly viable lifestyle for many people as we broaden our 
perspective on what it means to be human, is that of homosexuality. A 
young woman said to me recently that she stays away from her church 
and her minister because she knows her lifestyle would be unacceptable -
- she would be told she was a sinner. Ministers and counselors could be 
influential in changing attitudes which make a person feel less than 
human simply because she or he behaves differently from the majority. 
(5) 

Humanizing or "liberating" sex is that which affirms the full personhood 
of both participants. Whether in marriage or out of it, whether between 
the sexes or within the sexes, it says that sex is good, and that our bodies 
are good, provided that neither participant treats the other as an object 
meant chiefly for gratification. 

Dehumanizing aspects of sex can be found within marriage as well as 
out of it. The crucial attitude for the minister is a nonjudgmental one 
which helps people look at the sexual aspects of their relationships in 
the same way they look at other aspects, that is, with a view to what is 
most humanizing for both parties. An awareness and appreciation of 
new attitudes toward sexual atisfaction, attitudes which are humanizing 
to both women and men, is important for ministers and counselors who 
want to work with people in this area, and who want to change the all-
too-common attitude that the church is "against" sex. At the same time 
ministers and the church can have a profound influence on the 
development in individuals and in society of attitudes toward sex which 
are in fact humanizing and not exploitative. 

There are three other related situations in which women are often asking 
for help these days -- pregnancy outside of marriage, abortion, and rape. 
Ministers and counselors can be helpful at such times only if they are 
truly open to the options women face in those circumstances, and truly 
willing to help counselees deal with their feelings and decide for 
themselves what is best for them. Women in any of those circumstances 
need to be encouraged to talk to other women who have had like 
experiences and/or are trained to help. Women's health centers and rape 
crisis centers are excellent agencies for referrals. Of course people are 
not likely to discuss their concerns in the area of sexuality with any 

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1708 (7 of 10) [2/4/03 7:12:35 PM]



The Intimate Marriage

minister or counselor whom they perceive to be judgmental about their 
thoughts and behavior.(6) 

Pains and Gains 

Many of us women, when we first begin to recognize the restrictions 
which define us in terms of physical attractiveness and our relationships 
to men, respond with intense anger; this initial response is frequently 
followed by serious steps to find new directions. Others of us react first 
of all with fear -- which may account for the remarkable phenomenon of 
"pussy cat" and "fascinating woman" programs that encourage women 
to be "feminine" with a vengeance, to subordinate themselves entirely to 
men, and get what they want through dishonest manipulation. Such an 
approach generally appeals to people who are more comfortable with 
authoritarian guidelines. On the whole, however, women are pushing for 
equality, for recognition, for a share in the power, for men to take more 
responsibility in matters of family life, child raising, and home 
maintenance. The pain women feel revolves around anger at their long 
and usually unconscious imprisonment and around the fear that they 
might now have to get out of the accustomed boxes. 

As men get past their angry resistance to the demands of women, and as 
they become aware of the pain caused by the traditional definition of 
"masculinity," they too begin to raise questions. The strong, superior 
and aggressive male image is a safe, rewarding, and powerful one. 
Many men find it difficult and threatening even to think of sharing the 
power which has so long been theirs in personal, social, economic, and 
political life. It is hard to believe that there may be gains to be had from 
such a change. Even when a man discovers that he likes the new and 
more vulnerable side of himself, he may find that others reject him. 

Nevertheless, many men are now discovering the gains which can result 
from the current changes in female-male identities. They are even 
articulating them in men's consciousness raising groups: 

I wanted to explore my feelings and compare my 
changing thinking about masculinity with what other men 
my age were thinking. 

Belonging to this group has been a most rewarding 
experience. I have found men to whom I can relate 
feelings that I have never revealed to anyone else. At 
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times I have become angry, but I have talked my anger 
out. Because of the group, I have had discussions with my 
wife instead of quarrels. 

This was my first experience of "rapping" with other men 
about intimate problems. . . . Learning that other men feel 
the same as I do helps me to clarify my own problems. 

I learned that I can be honest about my feelings. If I'm 
hurt, it's OK to cry. 

I now realize that I can react according to my feelings -- 1 
don't have to be the logical man all the time. 

In five years I'd like to be living on the land, working part-
time and able to take the time to reflect and to map my 
inner space. 

In five years I'd like to be leading a lifestyle similar to my 
present one, but I'd like to work less, vacation more, love 
and be loved.(7) 

The last two comments reflect a growing awareness among men that 
they want something more than simply financial or job success. That is 
surely a gain which can lead to a decrease in the heart attack rate now so 
high among middle-aged men, as well as to more humanizing 
relationships. 

As women and men get out of their boxes and begin to discover their 
full selves, as individuals with potential far beyond the traditional 
"feminine" and "masculine" stereotypes, the possibilities for personal 
growth will be far more varied and exciting. The potential for enriched 
human relationships between women and men will likewise increase. 
Counselors can do more than observe these changes in role stereotypes; 
they can encourage them and help people build on them. 

Notes:

1. Violette Lindbeck, "A Theological Analysis of Women's Move- 
ments," Reflection 69 journal of opinion at Yale Divinity School, New 
Haven, Conn.: 1972:8. 
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1. Progress Bulletin (Pomona, Calif.), 13 January 1974, p. Dl. 

1. Ibid. 

2. Ibid. Further statistics on runaway wives were published in 
Psychology Today, May, 1975, p. 42. They indicate that by 1974 there 
were 147 missing wives for the same number of missing husbands. 

3. Doris Lessing, The Summer Before the Dark (New York: Bantam 
Books, 1973), p. 15. 

3. Joan Solomon, "Menopause, a Rite of Passage," Ms. Magazine, 
December, 1972. 28. 

4. Lessing, p. 17. 

5. For a relatively liberated and humane treatment of this growing 
concern see Clinton R. Jones, Homosexuality and Counseling 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1974). 

6. For a good discussion of the nonjudgmental approach see H. 
Clinebell, Growth Counseling for Marriage Enrichment, p. 54. 

7. Sally Wendkos Olds, "Breaking Out of the Male Image," McCall's, 
September, 1974, p. 48. 
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Chapter 4: The Growth Of Intimacy 

How beautiful, how grand and liberating this experience is, when 
couples learn so to help each other. It is impossible to over-
emphasize the immense need men have to be really listened to, to 
be taken seriously, to be understood. . . . No one can develop 
freely in this world and find full life without feeling understood 
by at least one person. 
Paul Tournier, To Understand Each Other(1) 

Inherent in every problem is a possibility. The very barriers which seem 
at times insurmountable also provide the potential for the growing edge 
of intimacy. A relationship in which there is growing intimacy rarely 
just happens. Rather, it is the continuing achievement that results from 
the self-investment of two persons who are determined to work at 
deepening the relationship -- at turning the problems into possibilities. 
The art of intimacy, or relating in depth, like other artistic skills, must be 
cultivated through disciplined practice. Skill comes more easily for 
some than for others. Most of us have to work at intimacy throughout 
our marriages if it is to flower. Although the results of such efforts may 
be discouraging at times, these efforts are also the sources of new joy. 
The joint efforts necessary to deepen a marriage can be, in themselves, 
pleasurable forms of sharing. 

A couple should ask themselves periodically, "What are we creating 
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together in our marriage and family?" If they want marriage to give 
them more satisfactions, the place to start is for each to put more into 
the relationship. Two basic principles of mental health are involved 
here: (1) we reap what we sow, and (2) everything has its cost. These 
principles are abundantly true in marriage. Mutual investment pays rich 
dividends. Or, to use the other figure, sowing the seeds of intimacy by 
continuing to work toward greater mutual need-satisfaction gradually 
produces the harvest of a richer, more joyful relationship. Some of the 
sweetest satisfactions available to human beings come through this 
process. In working together for more intimacy, a couple is moving 
toward strengthening and lengthening the precious moments in their 
marriage. 

Intimacy grows as personality needs are met in a marriage. In healthy 
marriages, "positive complementarity"(2) is strongly evident. This term 
refers to the couple's mutual enhancement of identity through meeting 
each other's needs. It can be done only in a relationship of love. By love, 
we mean sensitivity and responsiveness to each other's needs and 
wants.(3) Nurturing each other by mutually satisfying heart-hungers is 
the essence of a loving and growing marriage. 

Intimacy is nurtured as a couple develops complementary ways of 
living. The central problem in achieving intimacy is described by Levy 
and Monroe in The Happy Family as "combining the distinct and often 
antagonistic needs of two individuals into a workable, satisfying 
union."(4) There are, of course, many successful patterns of meeting the 
needs of the other in marriage. The challenge that confronts each couple 
is to discover that unique pattern which produces maximum mutual 
satisfaction and minimum frustration for them. In a growing marriage 
there is substantial agreement (not entirely on a conscious level) on the 
main features of this pattern -- features which have been discovered 
through trial and error. 

Mutual nurturance starts with the exchange principle. Relationships 
obviously must be two-way exchanges. Erikson, in discussing the 
Golden Rule, suggests that the reciprocity of both prudence and 
sympathy should be replaced with the principle of mutuality which he 
defines as "a relationship in which partners depend on each other for the 
development of their respective strengths."(5) Ross Snyder calls this the 
ability to "evoke the other into fuller personhood."(6) Erikson states: 

Seen in the light of human development, this means that 
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the doer is activated in whatever strength is appropriate to 
his age, stage and condition, even as he activates in the 
other the strength appropriate to his age, stage and 
condition. Understood this way, the Rule should say that 
it is best to do to another what will strengthen you even as 
it will strengthen him -- that is, what will develop his best 
potential even as it develops your own.(7) 

Persons who approach their marriages in terms of "What can I get?" 
instead of "What can I give and receive?" end up getting little or nothing 
from the relationship. Moving beyond the exchange principle of the 
marketplace in a growing marriage is reflected in what Ross Snyder 
calls "creative fidelity." This could be described as the ability to 
maintain commitment to a marriage during those dry periods when one's 
needs are not being adequately met. Snyder puts it this way: "Creative 
fidelity means to bear with their plateaus, regressions, imperfectness in 
such a way that these are transformed into new possibilities. Creative 
fidelity is to be for and with them, come hell or high water."(8) 

Creative fidelity is vital in a marriage because it frees the partners from 
complete dependence on the adequacy of the giving quality of a 
particular period of relating. If a couple gets caught in a 

negative cycle, as all couples do occasionally, they will be able to 
interrupt it if one or both has sufficient feelings of self-worth to be able 
to give love and nurturance even though he is not receiving it at that 
moment. An inner sense of worth is derived from previous experiences 
of having been loved, fed, and esteemed.(Psychologist Abraham 
Maslow points out that persons who have this inner sense of worth are 
able to have "being love" for others (unselfish love of a person’s very 
being), as contrasted to "deficiency love" (self seeking love based on 
getting one’s deficiencies met). When both parties have limited inner 
resources of self-esteem to draw on in such crises, cycles of mutual 
retaliation often develop and whirl on with increasing momentum. 

Relatively healthy marriages have the capacity to interrupt the negative 
cycles of mutual need-deprivation before the walls become 
insurmountable. The cycles are interrupted when the couple begins 
small experiences of mutual-feeding. If the pattern of giving and 
receiving satisfaction is maintained, a self-reinforcing cycle of mutual 
satisfaction will replace the negative cycles. Learning how to interrupt 
negative cycles sooner is a vital skill for enhancing intimacy. 
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There are several ways in which the degree of mutual need-satisfaction 
in a marriage can be measured. First, the partner's feelings about the 
marriage provide a rough index of the extent of need-satisfaction. 
Warm, positive feelings -- happiness, acceptance, safety, joy, liking the 
other -- are indicators that the person's basic needs as he feels them are 
being adequately met. Second, what the relationship does to the persons' 
feelings about themselves is significant. Does the relationship leave 
them with feelings of increased strength and value, or of weakness and 
self-rejection? (All human relationships can be judged by this one 
criterion.) A third measuring device is the extent to which the marital 
partners turn in upon themselves (in day-dreaming, self-comforting 
through overeating, etc.) or look outside the marriage for the 
satisfactions they should get within it. Infidelity (emotional and/or 
sexual) is almost always a symptom of a severe hunger in the 
relationship. So is the common phenomenon of spouses finding much 
greater pleasure emotionally in the company of other persons of their 
gender, than in their relationship with their spouses. 

THE BASIC HEART-HUNGERS 

Since troubled marriages are essentially hungry marriages, and since the 
road to fulfillment and intimacy is mutual need-satisfaction, it is crucial 
for married people to learn about their basic needs. Research at the 
Marriage Council of Philadelphia shows that the problems about which 
clients complained (with the exception of stresses such as poverty or 
illness) fall "within the broad category of lack of consideration . . . for 
the other's feelings, needs, values or goals, or acts in disregard of 
them."(9) 

Dorothy W. Baruch describes the basic emotional foods that everyone 
needs and craves: 

We need love in good measure, and we need to give it. 
We need to feel that we are wanted and belong. We need 
to feel that we are capable of adequate achievement so 
that we can manage to meet life's demands. We need 
recognition for what we achieve. We need to know that 
the pleasure which our senses and our body can bring us 
is permissible and good and that our enjoyment does not 
make us "bad." We need to feel accepted and understood. 
And finally we need to feel worth while and essentially 
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worthy in being uniquely the self that we are.(10) 

These may be summarized as the need for security, the need to give or 
to be needed, the need for self-esteem, the need for pleasure, the need 
for limits, for freedom, and for faith. All of these are ingredients in the 
deepest need, the need for love. Marital partners can do much to provide 
for each other the food which will satisfy these hungers of the heart. 

Security is the inner feeling of stability and safety that comes to a 
person in a relationship in which he feels a sense of identity, acceptance, 
belonging, and being wanted. How can one help one's spouse to 
experience this kind of security? There are many facets to such an 
experience. To exercise "creative fidelity" by letting one's spouse know 
that one is in the marriage ‘for better or for worse" and to refuse, in 
moments of angry desperation, to succumb to the temptation to use 
threats of leaving or separation to manipulate the other -- these are ways 
of helping to satisfy this need. A stable marriage is the best answer 
available in our society to the hunger for continuity in the midst of the 
flux of relationships. 

Another way of enhancing one's partner's sense of security is to accept 
him with his weaknesses and imperfections. Gibson Winter writes: 
"Acceptance in marriage is the power to love someone and receive him 
in the very moment that we realize how far he falls short of our 
hopes."(11) Acceptance includes not treading on one's partner's areas of 
vulnerability. There are touchy spots in everyone's psyche. Living with a 
person in marriage allows one to discover what these are -- the points at 
which the partner is easily threatened and made anxious. This 
knowledge gives one a responsibility to respect these areas and to resist 
the temptation to "stick the needle in where it hurts most" in moments of 
anger. 

Accepting a mate's defenses and vulnerabilities is closely related to 
respecting his differences. Some persons need much greater distance 
from the other, in order to feel safe, than do their partners. Jean 
observed that her husband of ten years, Mark, "needs more time alone 
than I do. He's that way and his wanting to be alone isn't necessarily an 
attack on me, as I thought it was early in our marriage." Jean had come 
to recognize that Mark couldn't feel comfortable with as much intimacy 
as she could. Because she had learned to accept his need for distance, 
she no longer added blame -- of herself or him -- to the frustration of her 
need for greater closeness. 
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The need for security, then, can be satisfied by the mutual efforts of 
husband and wife to stand by each other in all circumstances, even times 
of conflict, of weaknesses, and of differences. 

In helping to satisfy the partner's need for security, husband and wife 
can both help to satisfy their own need to be needed, to have something 
to give in the relationship. Giving love to others is a fundamental human 
need. Marriage is an ideal place to satisfy this need to be needed and to 
invest one's life in others. It is a breakthrough moment in one's life when 
he discovers that giving spiritual food away does not lessen one's supply 
in a relationship of mutuality. Everyone has within him a deep inner 
hunger to make his life count with at least one other person. "If you pour 
yourself out for the hungry and satisfy the desire of the afflicted, then 
shall your light rise in the darkness, and your gloom be as noonday" 
(Isaiah 58:10). 

When one's mate is hungry for affection or afflicted by disappointment, 
grief, or pain, a wonderful opportunity to give oneself to another is at 
one's fingertips. In a good, growing marriage, the response is a 
spontaneous reaching out to the need. The opportunity for mutual 
dependency in marriage gives each partner the chance to be needed. The 
parenting role as described in Chapter 3, when used in a healthy, non-
manipulative way, is an example of this. The wife who can sympathize 
and soothe when her husband comes home from work shattered and 
angry, and the husband who can listen without being threatened or 
critical when his wife has had a bad day with the children, are satisfying 
their own need to be needed as well as the other's need to be temporarily 
dependent. 

The self-esteem of each partner can be enhanced by the other. The 
awareness that one is valued, recognized, and affirmed by others can be 
steadily strengthened by one's spouse. The following is good advice to 
married couples at every age and stage: Whatever else you neglect, don't 
neglect your mate's self-esteem. A robust sense of one's own worth is an 
essential part of a firm sense of identity; as such, it is a necessary 
foundation for depth relationships. It is very easy to give or receive an 
"ego bruise" in a marriage relationship by a rejecting word, lack of 
thoughtfulness (as in forgetting a birthday or an anniversary), or the 
attack of "putting the other down." The consequence of such a bruise is 
predictable -- retaliation, a striking at the esteem of the other. The 
negative cycles described earlier start in this way. Positive cycles of 
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mutual strengthening of each other's esteem contribute to the fun of 
being married. One husband described how his wife frequently starts a 
cycle of mutual caring and affirming: "Barbara makes me feel good 
about myself with a pat high on the ego." 

Walt brought a yellow rose, Patricia's favorite flower, and put it in a 
vase on her dresser where she would find it on her return from the 
grocery store. She responded in a loving way which affirmed him as a 
man and a lover. His gift message of affectionate affirmation, 
communicated through an act of thoughtfulness, triggered an ongoing 
cycle of mutual giving. As young couples "in love" know intuitively 
(but married couples often forget), appreciation is the language of love 
because it is the food for nurturing self-esteem. Being appreciated by 
one's mate helps one survive in a world that often eats away at feelings 
of significance and worth. It also helps us to be the kind of persons we 
would like to be. Complimenting one's wife on how shapely she's 
looking makes it at least slightly easier for her to resist that second hot 
fudge sundae. 

One form of self-esteem strengthening is particularly crucial in marriage 
-- affirming one's partner's sense of sexual attractiveness and strength in 
the case of a male, or sexual attractiveness and soft loveliness in the 
case of a female. No compliment is sweeter to the heart or cherished 
longer than one which appreciates the masculinity or femininity of one's 
partner. Conversely, no hurt is deeper, no attack remembered more 
painfully, than one directed at one's sexual adequacy. The art of giving 
silent compliments, as well as verbal ones, is a valuable marital art. An 
illustration of this is bringing one's wife a gift which says powerfully 
without words, "I'm glad you're a woman and I'm a man; I luxuriate in 
the fact that you're very much of a woman!" 

If one's need for being esteemed by others was well met in childhood, a 
person brings to marriage a solid inner-core feeling of self-worth. This 
is reaffirmed and supported against the buffeting of the world in a good 
marriage. Those who come to marriage with low self-esteem are easily 
hurt and rejected. Their sense of inner depletion makes it very difficult 
for them to give. They need particular support from their spouses in 
order to maintain that minimal sense of adequacy which every person 
must have to be happy and cope with life. In all marriages, what one 
does to strengthen his partner's self-esteem will increase his or her 
ability to give in the relationship. A cartoon showing a man consulting a 
psychiatrist had this caption: "Doctor, my wife has developed an 
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inferiority complex. I want to know how to keep her that way." If he 
could get what he asked for, he would not like it, since those with low 
self-esteem are difficult to live with. This is because the ability to 
esteem others depends on the ability to esteem oneself. 

 The basic need for individual freedom in marriage has been discussed 
in Chapter 2. Partners who can allow each other the inner freedom to 
grow toward the realization of God-given potential, who can allow each 
"to drink from his own individual cup"(12) do much to meet each other's 
need. In some marriages there is a conflict between the desires of the 
partners for dependence and protection, on the one hand, and for 
independence and freedom, on the other. Some acceptable balance 
between these two sets of needs is essential. To be able to lean at times 
but then to be free to launch out on one's own -- this is the alternating 
rhythm of a good marriage. A newly married couple in a church-
sponsored growth group agreed with the husband's description of their 
problem in this area: "We struggle with being ourselves but not our 
single selves. Both of us agree that the other should be able to do his 
own 'thing' and that our marriage will be better because of it. But we 
sometimes do our thing in ways that collide with the other person's 
thing. When we feel this happening, we try to stop, take a careful look at 
things, and decide what has to change." 

Every person has a need for the pleasures of the mind and the body; 
these include sexual, intellectual, aesthetic, interpersonal, and spiritual 
satisfactions, as well as adventure derived from new experiences. Sexual 
play and ecstasy can infuse the total relationship with "oomph" and lift. 
Marriage is the most dependable way of gaining ongoing sexual 
satisfaction in our culture. In addition to sex, a couple should find other 
forms of play which bring them both personal revitalization. Otto Pollak 
has pointed to the human need for regular times of regression in 
appropriate company and circumstances.(13) Encouraging such healthy 
regression (a vacation from the burden of adult responsibility) is a vital 
function of marriage. It occurs in the ecstatic pleasure of sex and in the 
relaxation of the inner "Parent" during periods of "letting down one's 
hair" in various forms of play. 

Each of us needs a sense of living within a dependable structure -- the 
laws of nature, the principles of the psychological and spiritual life, the 
requirements of responsive and responsible relationships. This need for 
limits is satisfied in a good marriage in several ways. These include the 
dependable rituals and routines which develop within such a 
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relationship, the essential process of adjusting one's needs to the needs 
of the other, and the way in which a marital partner can hold up reality 
to help the other face it and satisfy his needs within it. Particularly in a 
young marriage, one of the major helps each can give the other is to 
prevent inappropriate regression -- unconstructive excursions back to 
childish gratification. For example, in the relationship between Doug 
and Marilyn, when he had a sudden urge to buy a color TV which both 
knew they couldn't afford, Marilyn gently and without attacking his self-
esteem as a providing male, reminded him of the realities of their 
financial condition. Teenagers and young adults who marry are often 
still mastering the art of distinguishing appropriate and inappropriate 
gratification of their impulses. 

Marital partners can be of help to each other in this process. For a 
person who grew up in a rigid home and has internalized over- control 
of impulses, a spouse can help him loosen up and learn to enjoy letting 
his "Child" side play. 

The concept of relationship -- the "we" of marriage -- as it influences the 
awareness of a couple, has a limiting function that can be constructive. 
The individual no longer thinks of his needs in isolation; rather, it is 
"my needs in relationship to your needs. "The recognition dawns that 
love and limits are not necessarily contradictory elements in marriage. 
Instead, what David Roberts called "wise love,"(14) always includes 
dependable limits. In a good marriage, self-discipline is integral to 
growing love. Mutual responsibility -- each person holding up his end of 
the relationship -- is essential to the growth of intimacy. To live with a 
firm but not oppressive sense of responsibility provides a sense of self- 
mastery which enhances self-esteem. It also prevents the appropriate 
guilt feelings which accompany irresponsible relating. 

Every person has a fundamental need for a satisfying philosophy of life, 
a hierarchy of personal values, and a faith which gives meaning to life. 
One of the challenges and joys of a good marriage is the opportunity to 
work together at discovering the particular forms of belief and practice 
that will meet the spiritual needs of both partners and their children. The 
nature of these spiritual needs and ways of satisfying them in marriage 
will be explored in Chapter 9. 

Love is the experience of knowing that another person cares -- deeply, 
warmly, acceptingly and dependably; this is the most indispensable need 
of any human being to which all the other heart-hungers are tributaries. 
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To have a steady source of warmth and affection helps to offset the chill 
of depersonalizing experiences in the outside world. Such love -- given 
and received in a marriage -- feeds self-esteem. A husband said, 
"Knowing that she loves me through all our ups and downs makes me 
feel ten feet tall." Love helps one define his identity more sharply as he 
experiences himself vividly in both passionate and quiet caring. It 
reinforces feelings of inner security by making the marriage a harbor 
where one is safe from many of the storms and threats of everyday life. 
Love is the force which welds a relationship at its points of meeting. 
The ancient insight of St. Paul has been confirmed and reconfirmed in 
the social sciences, counseling relationships, and successful marriages -- 
"the greatest of these is love" (I Corinthians 13:13). 

The kind of love which is the glory and wonder of a marriage -- growing 
love -- represents an integration of all the facets of intimacy which the 
couple has cultivated in their relationship. The integration of sexual, 
emotional, and spiritual intimacy, for example, makes each of these 
facets of intimacy richer and more soul-satisfying. Tenderness and 
passion, comfort and confrontation, dependence and autonomy -- all are 
woven into the multicolored fabric of the emerging "we-ness" of 
marriage. 

The maturation of a love relationship takes time -- something that many 
couples find in short supply. Will and Jenny handle the usual middle-
class dilemma of over-scheduling by planning so that they have time 
alone together, however brief, nearly every day. This is not easy, but it 
pays dividends. An occasional weekend at a cabin in the mountains, 
away from the children, 

also helps to keep their love fresh and growing. A frequent "night on the 
town" -- a night when each dresses up for the other and they enjoy a 
"date" -- helps to keep romance alive in their marriage. The dailyness of 
married life often eats away at romance. Couples like Will and Jenny, 
who are willing to continue their courtship of each other, discover the 
amazing secret (amazing to youth, at least) -- that there is "a romance 
for the maturing which has a depth and breadth not possible for 
youth."(15) By continuing to invest themselves in the creativity of 
building a life and a family together, they keep their marriage from 
becoming a "tired friendship." 

These, then, are the vitamins, minerals, and essential food elements of 
human personality. They are the needs of both husband and wife. 
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Learning how to say Yes to one's partner's needs is the essence of the art 
of being intimately married. Each person has a unique blend of these 
needs -- with certain needs that are more insistent and others that are 
less pressing. A part of the journey toward maturity which is a growing 
marriage is the mutual discovery of each partner's individual pattern of 
needs, and how best to meet each other's special hungers. 

HEALTHY VS. NEUROTIC NEEDS 

If the need-satisfaction path to greater intimacy is to be a useful one to a 
couple, it is important for them to recognize that some needs cannot and 
should not be satisfied, even in the best marriage. Relationships which 
thrive do so because the two parties have learned to find the middle 
ground between what each wants from the relationship. The ability of 
each to sacrifice a part of his cherished fantasies and to bear the 
frustration of this sacrifice in the interests of the larger good -- the 
marriage -- is essential to marital happiness. 

It is also important to realize that there are some neurotic elements in 
the desires of everyone and that these desires often cannot be met in any 
relationship. There are two reasons for this. First, neurotic "needs" or 
desires are exaggerations of normal desires, often to such an extent that 
no human being could possibly meet them. They register with the 
partner as unfair demands, which they are. There is a kind of craving, 
demanding quality to such desires -- akin to the insatiability of 
addictions. Usually the craving is for constant approval, reassurance, 
and appreciation. Frequently, such demandingness produces a vicious 
cycle. 

Jane has a deep chronic sense of inadequacy which causes her to 
demand excessive protection and approval from Bob, her husband. His 
resentment of her demands causes him to become withholding of 
emotional support, which intensifies her frantic grasping for approval. 
The more she grasps and demands, the more he withdraws, producing a 
spiral of increasing mutual starvation. 

Persons like Jane and Bob often make little headway toward intimacy 
without professional marriage counseling or personal psychotherapy. In 
less extreme situations, a couple may face together the points at which 
their requests of each other are excessive and unrealistic. Some couples 
can learn to face the need to let go of excessive demands -- demands 
which deprive them of the normal give-and-take in their marriage. They 
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can come to accept the truth that in adult life it is unrealistic to expect 
any relationship to be all-giving and all-nurturing. We have to settle for 
less. By surrendering excessive demands we become free to enjoy the 
genuine satisfactions which are present in the marriage. To illustrate, a 
person who relinquishes his insistence that his marriage supply far more 
intimacy than is possible in that relationship, can then enjoy and value 
the closeness that is actually there. 

The other reason that the neurotic element in our desires cannot be met 
in marriage is that there is inevitably a conflict within the person 
between contradictory desires. For example, a wife often wants a 
masculine, dominant man upon whom she can lean, but who will not 
interfere with her own domineering behavior. As one wife in her 
twenties, who had learned to recognize her ambivalent feelings, said, "I 
want Mac to be strong so I can lean on him while I dominate him." The 
husbandly counterpart is the man who wants to maintain his self-image 
of masculine independence and strength, while at the same time 
receiving total mothering from his wife. The essence of neurotic needs 
is wanting to eat one's cake and have it too. But the realities of 
relationships are such as to make this impossible. A good illustration of 
a conflicted or neurotic need is the powerful fear of intimacy in a person 
whose painful loneliness makes him crave closeness intensely. 
Consequently, his behavior is a baffling pattern of reaching out toward 
others in a way that invariably pushes them away. As psychiatrist 
Lawrence Kubie says, "A major source of unhappiness between husband 
and wife is to be found in the discrepancies between their conscious and 
unconscious demands on each other and on the marriage, as these are 
expressed first in the choosing of a mate and then in the subsequent 
evolution of their relationship."(16) The "Parent-Child" games described 
by Berne (Chapter 3 ), usually involve such conflicted needs in both 
parties. 

To some extent, there are tensions and conflicts between the various 
needs in everyone. (This is called "normal ambivalence" by counselors.) 
Every husband has some need to be nurtured or mothered by his wife, 
but he also has a contrary need to feel strong, independent, and 
masculine. When this kind of conflict is severe, it disrupts relationships. 
The danger in all conflicted needs is that ordinarily the individual is 
aware .of only one half of his needs; the other half is unconscious. A 
husband who has an intense need to feel self-sufficient (and whose need 
for dependence and nurturance is hidden from himself) may pull away 
from his wife and then blame her for not being attentive enough. In 
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other words, he has avoided seeing the contradiction within his own 
desires by projecting the conflict on his wife. In most such cases, the 
wife has a parallel conflict which matches and reinforces his. Marital 
partners who can become aware of their ambivalence -- the ways in 
which they are both projecting their inner conflicts on the screen of the 
marriage and trying to manipulate each other -- can begin to take steps 
toward mutual need-satisfaction. 

BECOMING MORE NEED-SATISFYING 

The process of assisting a couple in marriage counseling often follows 
these steps: The first is to help them discover how the needs and desires 
of each are being denied and deprived by their present patterns of 
relating. Second is to assist them to find and experiment with alternative 
patterns of relating which will produce a higher degree of mutual need-
satisfaction. Third is helping them to improve their communication 
skills, which allows them to feed each other more fully, resolve conflict 
constructively, and discover compromise solutions to the problem of 
divergent or conflicted needs. These steps can be used in self-help 
efforts by relatively healthy couples. 

The place to begin is diagnosis: What are the feelings of each partner 
regarding the extent to which his heart-hungers for the "foods of the 
spirit" listed above are being satisfied in the marriage? Is each person 
aware of how the other feels about the points at which he feels 

satisfied and the points at which he feels deprived? Once these are out in 
the open, the partners may be able to begin experimenting with changes 
in their way of relating that will result in a more balanced diet for both. 
Whatever empathic understanding develops through this process is 
relationship-enhancing in itself. Putting oneself in the other's skin, even 
to a limited extent, obviously increases the intimacy in the relationship. 
It is remarkable how many couples have never asked themselves: "I 
wonder how my spouse really feels about this behavior on my part?" For 
a wife to begin to empathize with the pressures and insecurities of a 
man's world with its fear of failure, its pressure to deny dependency and 
to maintain a godlike image of autonomy, and the threat of changing sex 
roles, can be a growth experience for her and her husband. The same 
applies to the husband's awareness of the unique self-esteem problems 
of women faced with changing sex roles, the continuing dual-standard 
in many areas, the increasing period of life after the children are raised 
and the problem of finding significance therein, and the preparation for 
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creative widowhood which faces the vast majority of women in our 
culture. Whatever understanding of each other's "worlds" a couple can 
achieve will put them on the road to greater intimacy. 

The second step is to begin to experiment with alternative patterns of 
relating which may prove to be more mutually satisfying. Mat and 
Laura, married seventeen years and in the middle of rearing a family of 
four children, confessed to each other that each was dissatisfied with the 
direction their relationship was taking. They agreed that they were 
overinvested in the children and underinvested in their marriage. Mat 
asked half rhetorically, "How much time have we spent alone with each 
other during the past month, except when we were asleep?" Both knew 
the answer and both sensed that here was a part of their problem. Some 
restructuring of their schedules made a place for regular face-to-face 
time together. During their discussion, Laura told Mat that she 
sometimes wondered if he still had some of the feelings about her as a 
female -- feelings that went far beyond interest in sex, per se. Mat 
recognized that she was feeling a lack of affectionate appreciation and 
that he had probably been careless about expressing tender feelings that 
mean so much to a spouse. At this point he was able to talk about his 
feeling that Laura seldom demonstrated her interest in him sexually by 
initiating sex play. In this process, they were talking with some 
openness about their unmet hungers and needs, and providing each other 
with fresh opportunities for saying Yes to these needs. It is clear that an 
important channel of need-satisfaction is better communication (the 
focus of the next chapter). 

Some couples discover that, if they try, they can increase the points at 
which they have connections with each other, thus broadening the range 
of their intimacy experiences. For example, couples who have little or 
no relationship in the area of creative or artistic sharing may discover a 
new point of touching when they take a course in painting or creative 
writing or music appreciation together. There is some poetry and music 
in nearly everyone's soul; marital partners can help bring it out of each 
other through mutual encouragement and sharing. Shared 
experimentation in the areas of intellectual interests, recreational 
pursuits, and spiritual searching may result in the adding of another 
facet of intimacy to a couple's relationship. 

GROWTH IN INTIMACY 

The process of growth in intimacy is understood well enough so that 
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several key points can be emphasized. For one thing, acceptance of the 
valuable aspects of the present relationship gives a necessary launching 
pad for growth in the future. John Levy and Ruth Monroe state: "The 
first step toward a happier marriage, however achieved, is freedom to 
value the relationship as it is."(17) Again, a marriage in which there is 
even a minor degree of intimacy can provide some nurturance and 
openness by which greater intimacy can grow over the years. In this 
sense, a good marriage is a therapeutic relationship. It can be an 
experience of being close to another person with safety; as each partner 
learns to risk being more caring and more honest in sharing his feelings 
with the other, healing of the wounds of the spirit takes place. Another 
point worth emphasizing about growing intimacy is that no degree of 
intimacy can erase the sense of mystery in the relationship. This is the 
answer to the worry that too much intimacy destroys the mystery that is 
essential to love. Anne Philipe in No Longer Than a Sigh describes her 
feelings about her husband: 

I look at you asleep, and the world you are in, the little 
smile in the corner of your lips, the flicker of your 
eyelids, your naked relaxed body, all these are mysteries. 
I swim at your side in warm transparent water, or I wait 
for you to appear in the frame of the door under the 
wisteria. You say good morning and I know what you 
have dreamed and your first thought at the edge of sleep -- 
and yet you are a mystery. We talk: your voice, your 
thought, the words you use, are the most familiar in the 
world. We can even finish the sentences begun by the 
other. And yet you are, and we are, a mystery.(18) 

Like a scientist's experience in probing the intricacies of nature, each 
discovery in the intimacy of marriage opens up a dozen new dimensions 
of mystery. 

Another key point about growing intimacy is that intimacy is a road and 
not a goal. The achievement of intimacy is always only partial -- the 
closeness and mutuality only fragmentary. One couple said: "Our 
marriage is not perfect; we often make each other miserable. 
Nevertheless we like living together. This life together, difficult as we 
find it, is still more satisfying than any other."(19) 

In this chapter we have been focusing on some down-to-earth issues: (1) 
How can a couple overcome the walls in their marriage, replacing them 
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with bridges? (2) How can they stimulate the growth of creative 
closeness? (3) How can they increase their skills in intimate relating?  

Our approach to these issues has been to emphasize the crucial 
significance of mutual need-satisfactions. We have begun to de- scribe 
what might be called, "The Care and Feeding of a Growing Marriage." 
The key to this whole process is skill in sharing meanings -- i.e., skill in 
communication. This idea was implicit in the words of Tournier with 
which we began this chapter. Heart- hungers are satisfied as two people 
communicate effectively and in depth. How this ability can be increased 
will be our concern in the next chapter. 

TAKING ACTION 

Spend some time talking about the strengths of your marriage. Tell each 
other what you 

like and admire about the other. What are the things you value about 
your relationship? How can you make the most of these strengths and 
values in increasing the intimacy between you? 

Discuss your relationship. Talk about the ways in which each of you 
does or does not receive satisfaction of the various needs described in 
this chapter. In other words, do an inventory of your marriage as a need-
satisfying relationship. Differences and similarities should be discussed 
so that each can understand how the other sees his own and the other's 
needs. The "Self-Other Fulfillment Checklist" may be useful in taking 
your inventory. In those areas in which you agree that improvement is 
needed, plan strategy for experimenting with new ways of relating 
which may be more need-satisfying. 

Remember that unhappiness and conflict occur in a relationship because 
of a lack of mutual "want" satisfaction. Some needs and wants of marital 
partners are mutually exclusive; others are not. During conflict periods, 
each person withholds satisfactions from the other because he himself is 
feeling so unsatisfied and therefore angry. This produces a cycle of 
mutual emotional starvation. The less each gives, the less he receives 
from the other. 

When you experience conflict in your marriage, try these steps as a way 
of interrupting the negative cycle: (a) Clarify, in your own minds and 
with each other, what you aren't getting from the marriage (e.g. 
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affirmation, affection, sexual satisfaction), (b) Concentrate, not on the 
areas in which your needs are mutually exclusive or contradictive, but 
on the "areas of overlap"(20) of your two need systems. Focus on those 
needs which represent positive things you both want in your marriage, 
(c) Pick a realistic goal which you both will find enjoyable and fulfilling 
if you achieve it. (d) Decide what you must do to achieve this goal and 
begin this action. Don't worry now about the areas in which your wants 
are in conflict. By working together in 

the area of overlap that area will tend to grow. By doing something 
positive to move toward a mutually-chosen goal, you'll begin to feel 
better and this will make it possible for each of you to meet the needs of 
the other more fully. A satisfaction-cycle may well replace the vicious 
cycle that operates during conflict. 

If you are using the book in a marital growth group, it may be helpful to 
role-play a situation in which barriers to intimacy are present. 
Experiment with new ways of handling such situations, which may 
result in more mutual need-satisfaction. For example, experiment in role-
playing with various ways in which a couple might handle a breakdown 
of communication on a subject such as disciplining children. Reversing 
husband-wife roles is a useful method for seeing each other's 
perspective. On some issue on which there is disagreement, the husband 
plays the wife's role as he understands her viewpoint, and vice versa. 
Five- to fifteen-minute sessions of role-playing are usually long enough 
to provide the group with grist for the mill of productive discussion. 
This technique should be used only in a group with a trained leader. 

SELF-OTHER FULFILLMENT CHECKLIST 

(Instructions: This instrument is designed to stimulate discussion of 
mutual need-satisfaction within your marriage. After discussing each 
need, check the blanks which apply. Then plan specific steps by which 
at least one need of each party can be met more fully.) 

Plan of Action

Basic Heart Hungers:

Security (from feeling acceptance and belongingness) 
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Service (giving love to others, investing one's life, meeting others' 
needs) 

Esteem (feeling valued, recognized, affirmed by the other) 

Enjoyment (sexual, intellectual, recreational, aesthetic, spiritual) 

Love (knowing the other cares --deeply, warmly, and dependably) 

Limits (the need for responsibility, dependable routines, respect for 
reality and the rights of others) 

Freedom (the need for autonomy, distance, respect for differences) 

Faith (the need for a philosophy of life, values, and trust in God) 
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Chapter 5: Communication: Key To 
Creative Closeness 

If there is any one indispensable insight with which a 
young married couple should begin their life together, it 
is that they should try to keep open, at all cost, the lines of 
communication between them. 
Reuel L. Howe, Herein Is Love (1) 

Communication is the means by which relating takes place. Its quality 
determines how a relationship is established and whether it is continued 
or terminated. Good communication is the ability to transmit and receive 
meanings; it is the instrument for achieving that mutual 

understanding which is at the heart of marital intimacy. Words are not 
the only communicators. The wife who responds to her husband's end-of-
the-day greeting with cold silence conveys a powerful message, as 
surely as though she had used an angry verbal outburst. Communication 
in any close relationship occurs on literally dozens of levels 
simultaneously. One way to measure the depth of a relationship is by the 
number of levels on which communication can take place. The message 
pathways between and among people have been likened to telephone 
lines with intertwined wires of various colors. Some carry ideas, some 
carry feelings, some carry the behind-the-scenes involvements which 
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have brought the relationship to its present status and which color any 
subsequent communicational interchange. 

Suppose the same wife greets her returning husband with the words, "I 
thought you'd never come home." Her husband hears her words, but also 
receives simultaneously several other messages. There is the tone of her 
voice and its inflection: is it a whine or a caress? Her facial expression 
and the movement of her body tell him something: is she smiling or 
frowning? Does she turn her back or reach out to him? Whatever the 
husband believes to have been the meaning of similar remarks in the 
past also colors the quality of the message. This is the pattern and 
relationship context. The fact that this is a marriage relationship also 
influences his interpretation of the message -- the same statement from 
his employer would have a different meaning. There is also the implied 
expectation in his wife's remark, sometimes called the "demand quality" 
of communication. 

What response is she expecting from him? An apology for being late? A 
return caress such as, "I missed you, too"? An attack: "Can't you let me 
live my own life?" Or is she asking for a lingering embrace. At the same 
time, the husband's own experiences since he left his wife that morning 
help to determine how he will receive his wife's greeting. Thus, it 
becomes obvious that even the simplest communication is a complicated 
exchange. The husband's ability to understand his wife's greeting 
depends on his ability at that moment to sort out and weigh the 
multilevel messages he receives. 

Meantime the wife is also required to translate the many cues she is 
getting from her husband. 

Communication is always a two-way street. Both husband and wife are 
simultaneously sending and receiving messages. Her statement can 
probably be understood only in the context of what happened between 
them before he went to work that day. The husband also sends several 
nonverbal messages as he enters the front door. The time he gets home, 
the way he walks, the droop or set of his shoulders, his greeting both 
verbal and nonverbal -- all must be interpreted by the wife even as he is 
interpreting her messages. The meaning of a remark in a continuing 
relationship cannot be separated from the net-work of communication in 
the total relationship as it extends over time. Communication has a 
circular character with each person behaving and responding in part 
according to what each has become through interacting with the other 
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over a period of time. A particular interchange, positive or negative, is 
the product of complicated relating, which in an ongoing relationship 
follows a predictable pattern. 

The ability to communicate in mutually affirming ways is the 
fundamental skill which is essential to the growth of marital intimacy. 
Marriage provides an opportunity for multilevel exchanges of meaning. 
It provides the opportunity for communicating at increasingly deep 
levels about the things that matter most to husband and wife. 

STRENGTHENING COMMUNICATION 

In order to strengthen communication in a marriage, a couple needs to 
learn to use the varied lines through which the messages and meanings 
are transmitted. There are many ways to say, "I love you!" A fond 
glance, a tender or playful touch in an appropriate spot, a thoughtful gift, 
choosing to sit close in a crowded room, listening with genuine interest, 
a kiss on the back of the neck, a note, perhaps with a private joke, left 
where it will be found, a word of sympathy or support, a sly wink, 
preparing a favorite dish, a bowl of flowers carefully arranged, a phone 
call in the middle of the day, and even, perhaps, remembering to take 
out the trash are but a few. A part of the joy of marriage is this 
opportunity to develop an almost endless variety of transmission lines 
for the meanings that are important to each partner. 

Another step in improving communication in marriage is for both 
partners to learn to listen more fully. A complaint that is frequently 
heard in marriage counseling is: "My husband (wife) doesn't listen to 
me," or "What I say goes in one ear and out the other." The meaning of 
"not listening" varies, depending on the couple. It may be a passive-
aggressive husband (or wife) who "turns off his hearing aid," to block 
the manipulating, demanding behavior of his spouse which he is afraid 
to resist openly. Or it may be that husband and wife are so busy with 
concern each for his own unmet needs that neither can hear the other's 
pain. The husband may be worried about his job because of the events 
of the day. The wife is feeling lonely and frustrated because she has 
been cooped up with the children all day and needs some warmth and 
love from an intimate adult. She interprets her husband's worry and 
preoccupation as a rejection of herself, while at the same time he 
interprets her reaching out to him as another demand which he cannot 
meet. Each is immediately lost in protecting him-self from the further 
hurt which is expected, and cannot stop to wonder what the other is 
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really feeling. Such distortions in receiving messages produce a 
maelstrom of misunderstanding. The husband has sent a message: he is 
worried about his job. 

The wife mis-perceives its meaning: she feels rejected. She responds 
with a message based on the mis-perception: an angry accusation. Now 
he feels rejected and misunderstood. If neither is able to take the 
initiative in interrupting the cycle by saying, "What's really going on 
here?" or by communicating warmth and caring, the chain of distortions 
may be compounded until all hope of understanding has evaporated. 

What is needed here is deep listening. Such listening is seeing the world 
through another person's eyes. It is "walking awhile in the other fellow's 
moccasins." It is being led on an unfamiliar pathway while someone is 
pointing out the significant features of the landscape. It is watching a 
flower-bud blossom slowly through time-lapse photography. It is the 
confidence that what is now only partly heard and understood will 
eventually be more fully known.(2) 

Gabriel Marcel has said that there is "a way of listening which is a way 
of refusing -- of refusing oneself -- and there is a way of listening which 
is a way of giving -- of self giving."(3) To really listen to another means 
both giving oneself and being willing to receive the other within oneself. 

Such listening in depth is essential for both partners if there is to be 
depth sharing in a marriage. Paul Toumier writes: 

Deep sharing is overwhelming, and very rare. A thousand 
fears keep us in check. First of all there is the fear of 
breaking down, of crying. There is especially the fear that 
the other will not sense the tremendous importance with 
which this memory or feeling is charged. How painful it is 
when such a difficult sharing falls flat, upon ears either 
preoccupied or mocking, ears in any case that do not 
sense the significance of what we're saying. It may 
happen between man and wife. The partner who has thus 
spoken in a very personal way without being understood 
falls back into a terrible emotional solitude.(4) 

When self-esteem is low and needs are high, true listening may be 
experienced as a frightening invasion of one's inner world. If one listens 
one may hear criticism of oneself. Or he may hear a demand that he 
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cannot meet, or be required to change a preconceived notion or opinion. 
Fears of the closeness we all want but resist may get in the way of 
listening. "If I really listen to him, then he may really listen to me, and 
then I will be known as I really am." It is difficult to listen if one is 
afraid of becoming aware of his own feelings which threaten his self-
image, or if he fears blame or advice from the other. 

If a couple is not severely crippled in its communication skills, the 
ability of each to listen can improve with both partners working at it 
together. Central in this process is what is known as "checking out 
meanings." The point at which communication frequently breaks down 
is not in the speaking or the listening, per se, but in failing to check 
frequently to see if one really hears and understands what the other 
means, feels, and intends. Many messages in marriages, as well as 
elsewhere, are ambiguous. The simple process of checking out meanings 
by asking questions such as, "Do I hear you correctly?" or "Is this what 
you are saying?" can break up some of the log-jams in communication 
that grow rapidly otherwise. When a person talks, is silent, listens 
superficially, doesn't listen at all, or listens in depth, he is 
communicating something. The best way for each person to keep in 
touch with what the other is feeling is to check out meanings regularly. 

There is something more basic in marital communication than simply 
saying and hearing words accurately. Communication is more than a 
problem in mechanics. What is fundamental is the willingness to 
consider each other's point of view; this willingness is rooted in a degree 
of mutual respect. Two people can say and even understand an endless 
flow of words back and forth between them. But unless each cares 
enough about what the other is saying, and about what his own words 
mean to the other, communication will not occur, except perhaps on a 
surface level. Caring about what another person says and thinks and 
feels is, of course, the same as caring about that person as a person. 

Once a couple has set about learning really to listen, there are a number 
of road signs for which they can watch that point the way to satisfying 
communication. One of these has been touched on above. It is the 
importance of checking out meanings. Virginia Satir says that "a person 
who communicates in a functional way can: a. firmly state his case, b. 
yet at the same time clarify and qualify what he says, c. as well as ask 
for feedback, d. and be receptive to feedback when he gets it."(5) 
Couples frequently have difficulty when they assume that the other 
knows or should know 

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1710 (5 of 15) [2/4/03 7:13:11 PM]



The Intimate Marriage

what is wanted. "If my husband really cared, he'd know what I need." 
This wife expects her husband to be a mind-reader. The magical 
expectation is that somehow he will know what she de- sires. Her anger 
when her needs are not met is in response to her unrealistic expectation. 
Checking out meanings is especially important when one or the other 
does not respond verbally to a message sent. It is impossible not to 
communicate something, if one is in a relationship and still breathing. 
Complete silence, for example, is often a way of communicating anger 
or of saying, "My needs are not being met!" or "I'm keeping my distance 
from you!" The trouble with silent communication is that it tends to be 
ambiguous, like a Rorschach inkblot. People project their own inner 
feelings and attitudes onto the silent person and respond in terms of 
these. What is projected may have little resemblance to the person's 
actual feelings. 

The process of checking out meaning can help both partners to improve 
the ways in which they send messages and their skill in listening. The 
effort to find out what the other really means and feels, affirms him and 
says in a nonverbal way, "You are important to me." 

Another road to productive communication is for both husband and wife 
to learn the skill of saying it straight. Each person can help the other to 
understand by asking himself, "Am I saying what I really mean?" This 
involves learning to be aware of what one is actually feeling and 
developing the ability to put the feeling clearly into words. Direct rather 
than devious, specific rather than generalized statements are required. A 
wife criticizes her husband as he sits at the breakfast table hidden behind 
his newspaper, "I wish you wouldn't always slurp your coffee." 

What she really means is, "I feel hurt when you hide in the newspaper 
instead of talking to me." Saying it straight involves being honest about 
negative as well as positive feelings, and being able to state them in a 
non- attacking way: "I feel . . .", rather than "You are. . . ." Some risk is 
required in the beginning of this kind of communication, until both 
husband and wife can trust the relationship enough to be able to say 
what they really mean. 

James Farmer tells a story about a woman who acquired wealth and 
decided to have a book written about her genealogy. The well-known 
author she engaged for the assignment discovered that one of her 
grandfathers had been electrocuted in Sing Sing. When he said it would 
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have to be included in the book, she pleaded for a way of saying it that 
would hide the truth. When the book appeared, it read as follows: "One 
of her grandfathers occupied the chair of applied electricity in one of 
America's best known institutions. He was very much attached to his 
position and literally died in the harness."(6) The meaning in some 
attempts to communicate between marriage partners is almost as hidden 
and confusing. It is usually better to "say it like it is," gently if 
necessary, but clearly. (We are not suggesting that all secrets be 
confessed. The help of a well-trained counselor may be needed to help 
one decide if and when secrets which might damage the relationship, 
should be confessed. ) 

Becoming aware of one's own, and learning to translate the other's 
coded and conflicted messages are steps along the path to good 
communication. Feelings and thoughts of which an individual is 
unaware or incompletely aware are often communicated in non-verbal 
ways. Such messages are often hard to decode because they are derived 
from underlying conflicting feelings in the communicators. Conflicted 
messages get conflicted or confusing responses, or no response at all. 
On a verbal level, a wife says loving things and in various ways 
indicates that she is feeling amorous; but on a behavior level she sends 
another and contradictory message by being careless about personal 
cleanliness in a way that drives her husband away. All of us send such 
contradictory messages occasionally simply because we all have 
conflicted feelings. It helps to resolve this block if couples can help each 
other to bring such conflicts out into the open and discuss them. In this 
case, the wife discovered through marriage counseling that her inner 
conflicts about herself as a woman with sexual needs and feelings were 
expressing themselves nonverbally.  

Decoding messages (verbal and nonverbal) is a useful skill in marriage. 
The hidden or implicit messages which destroy rather than cultivate 
relationship are usually critical, attacking, or condescending. A couple 
which says, "We just can't communicate!" usually is sending a barrage 
of messages that attack each other's self-esteem. The attack may occur 
in the words said or in the disguised message behind the words. "She 
won't communicate" may mean, "She won't say what I want her to say." 
Nagging may be a way of saying, "You're not giving me what I want in 
this relationship." The wife who interrupts constantly may actually be 
saying, "Pay more attention to me." The couple that can become aware 
of the meaning of their nonverbal and coded messages can often prevent 
a serious cycle of mutual attack and need-deprivation from beginning. 
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Karen had been involved a considerable part of the day in a perplexing 
decision involving her parents. As she worried and wondered about it, 
she thought how good it would be to talk the whole matter over with her 
husband when he returned that evening. But when he got home from 
work, his self-esteem was a bit frazzled from the day; consequently, 
when Karen opened the subject, Jack immediately stated curtly, "Why 
don't you stop worrying about that and just do the obvious thing? It's 
silly to knock yourself out about it!" The message, between as well as 
on the lines, which Jack transmitted to his wife was critical and 
condescending. It lacked awareness of what she was feeling. 
Consequently, this response terminated conversation abruptly. 

Later, when Karen and Jack were able to talk more dispassionately, she 
was able to tell him that the feelings that she picked up in his words 
were these: "The solution is obvious and why are you so stupid you can't 
see that it is? Stop dragging me into your squabbles with your neurotic 
family!" As they talked. Jack explained that he was feeling "beat" as a 
result of a trying day at the office and that her timing -- confronting him 
with her problem the minute he stepped through the door -- elicited a 
response from him which did not really represent his major feelings 
about the problem of her parents. 

Relatively healthy couples like Karen and Jack can usually learn to 
decipher and unscramble their hidden and conflicted messages; through 
practice they can learn to send clear, unambiguous messages which 
contribute to mutual empathy. 

Of course, not all coded messages are negative. The husband who brings 
his wife a bottle of perfume "for no reason at all" probably is saying, "I 
love you! You're an attractive woman! I like being married to you!" As 
someone has said, when a man brings his wife a present for no reason, 
there is a reason! Couples whose nonverbal communication is on a 
positive level most of the time are continually saying to each other, "I 
care." 

COMMUNICATION AND CONFLICT 

"A relationship which spells closeness also spells conflict".(7) Some 
conflict, unhappiness, frustration, and anger are inherent and 
inescapable in every marriage relationship simply because they are in 
the fabric of all human relationships. Marriage is like other human 
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relationships, only more so. That is, marriage is the most difficult and 
the most demanding, but also the most potentially rewarding of all 
human relationships, because it is potentially the most intimate. Because 
it is the most intimate, it also holds the greatest potential for conflict. 

Conflict in itself is not a block to intimacy. People who feel strongly 
about each other are bound to fight occasionally. A man who described 
himself as a "teacher of human relations" was being interviewed on a 
radio program. The major selling point for his course was, "My wife and 
I have been married for forty years and we have never had a fight." The 
interviewer's remark was, "Isn't it sort of dull?" The interviewer knew 
more about human relations than did the teacher of human relations. 
Either the marriage has died of indifference and is no more than two 
people in possession of a marriage license, or all strong feelings have 
gone underground because of the fear of anger. Couples who can learn 
to value their conflicts can use them to improve the communication 
skills which make possible the growth of intimacy. Anything alive 
experiences struggle and conflict. A couple can learn to learn from their 
fights; they can learn how to keep them from becoming physically or 
emotionally destructive, how to interrupt them sooner and how to grow 
closer because of them. Intimacy grows when conflicts are faced and 
worked through in the painful but fulfilling process of gradual 
understanding and compromise of differences. 

Democratic marriages in which the couple strives to develop a basic 
spirit of mutual respect and equality tend to bring conflict to the surface 
and out into the open where it can be wrestled with. Temporary 
estrangement during periods of need-deprivation resulting from 
unresolved conflict is par for the course in even the most effective 
marriages. The experience of many couples confirms a statement by 
Terentius, a playwright of ancient Rome: "Great love was never lost by 
small quarrels. Love after the quarrel was greater than before."(8) 

Conflict often produces a distancing cycle in a marriage. The need-
deprivation causes anger and attack, which results in counter-attack and 
the increase of interpersonal distance, which in turn produces greater 
need-deprivation and greater anger. Relatively healthy couples usually 
interrupt this cycle after the mutual attack has given them an opportunity 
to drain off some of their pent-up hostility, and has produced guilt, the -
fear of abandonment, and the desire for the re-establishment of 
closeness. The partner with the stronger self-esteem at the moment, or in 
whom the processes just described operate more strongly, usually 
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initiates a peace offer or makes a reconciliation gesture. If the other still 
needs to attack, for whatever reason, the offer or gesture may be thrown 
back into the partner's face, and the conflict will continue with renewed 
vigor, fed by the new hurt. If not, intimacy will be re-established. In a 
less healthy marriage, the forces driving the mutual attack are so strong 
that the cycle gains momentum rapidly until it is like a large stone 
rolling down a steep hill. Couples whose need for ventilating negative 
feelings and gaining elbow room in the marriage is relatively mild tend 
to have short fights. Those whose needs in this direction are strong often 
have hot or cold wars lasting for days, months, or even years. 

When couples have tried unsuccessfully to communicate, over a long 
period of time, they often begin to use words mainly to con-fuse and 
attack, rather than to attempt to transmit meanings. One husband began 
to use large words, only semi-appropriately, when-ever he felt rejected 
or otherwise threatened by his wife. His words were an attempt both to 
hide his real feelings and to express his hostility toward her by making 
her feel "snowed" by verbiage. His use of a string of such words was a 
way of saying, "I can't reach you; I'm giving up." Such unsuccessful 
communication often causes couples to store up dynamite by denying 
and repressing hurt and angry feelings. An escape valve such as beating 
up the pillow while making the bed, or "knocking the guts" out of the 
punching bag hanging in the garage can often help to drain off violent, 
angry feelings while the issue is being resolved. Healthy assertiveness 
sometimes helps to reduce unproductive conflict. Many people who are 
depressed or hostile most of the time are simply struggling to hold down 
their natural aggressiveness and to avoid becoming aware of negative 
feelings. The use of words with vehemence, even anger, can be an 
alternative to physical violence. 

Such words are often a way of letting off pressure in the inevitable 
frustrations of any close relationship. Occasional outbursts may make it 
possible for the marriage partners to be more caring and compassionate 
at other times. A relationship strong enough to take such outbursts in its 
stride is a healthy one. Providing a place where one can safely drain off 
hostility that has accumulated in the outside world is one of the 
important mental health functions of a good marriage. There is validity 
in the jest that, "If it weren't for marriage, husbands and wives would 
have to fight with strangers." (Chronic verbal attacking is not a means of 
maintaining a healthy marriage. ) 

Effective conflict-resolution communication focuses on issues rather 
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than attacking personalities. This is the chief characteristic of 
productive, as distinguished from futile, arguments. Further- more, 
conflict resolution deals with specific issues on which decisions and 
compromise action can be worked out. It stays away from global 
accusations and from tackling the whole problem all at once (a sure way 
to fail). The "issue" in unproductive arguments is often only an excuse 
for attack upon the other partner. The hidden purpose is to increase one's 
own sense of power by "putting the other down." 

Effective conflict resolution in marriage, then, results from several steps 
in the communication process. Both partners must first be willing to 
hear each other's complaints and to accept feelings, however vehement, 
about them. The couple must then make efforts to narrow down the 
generalized accusations to the particular issues or differences about 
which something can be done. They must learn to focus on one issue at 
a time. Each must state how he himself sees the problem and how he 
thinks the other sees the problem. When this "checking out" has helped 
to resolve the negative feelings, the couple can begin to make 
concessions, compromises, and plans for dealing with their differences. 
A relatively healthy couple in which both partners have a strong sense 
of 

identity can really use their conflicts for growth by following these 
steps. If the conflict is too severe or if the couple is unable to 
communicate constructively, they need to seek the guidance of a 
marriage counselor or to join a marital growth group. 

A couple may find it helpful to ask themselves questions such as these: 
Is this really an issue worth fighting over or is my self-esteem 
threatened by something my spouse has said or done? In relation to this 
issue or problem area, what do I want and what does my partner want 
that we are not getting? What middle-ground, or compromise, solution 
might be worked out in this area to help increase the degree of mutual 
need-satisfaction? What must I give in the relationship in order to satisfy 
the needs of my partner and myself in this area? What small next step 
can we take right now toward implementing this decision, made jointly 
through the give-and-take of discussion? 

When the issue is apparently insoluble in spite of sincere effort on both 
sides, it is sometimes well to agree to abandon it for awhile and to focus 
on other areas where mutual need satisfaction is possible. Sometimes the 
conflict evaporates, in which case it was probably merely an excuse for 

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1710 (11 of 15) [2/4/03 7:13:11 PM]



The Intimate Marriage

releasing pent-up hostilities. It is more likely, however, that the 
unresolved conflict can be approached again from another angle when 
the partners have reconnected their communication lines in other areas. 

RHYTHMS IN COMMUNICATION 

It is unrealistic to expect that any couple can (or should) communicate 
in significant depth continually through the hours and days of their 
relationship. Anne Philipe gives a vivid picture of the normal 
fluctuations in the depth and intensity of intimacy, and of the periodic 
renewal of significant communication which revivifies a good marriage: 

The inhuman city rhythm would sometimes separate us for several days. 
. . . In, out, telephones, sleep. For a while the communication would be 
broken, the light between us dimmed, but we knew that the next Sunday 
would see us reunited and we would tell each other then all that the 
interminable week had brought to us both: thoughts about ourselves, 
things we had heard, things we had observed each in the other without 
seeming to, as we had seemed absorbed. I liked it when you noticed my 
new sweater after you hadn't said a word about it the morning I put it on 
for the first time.(9) 

A communication rhythm which helps husband and wife to affirm each 
other's self-esteem will increase the depth of intimacy in a marriage. 
Learning to communicate verbally and nonverbally their warm, loving 
"I care" messages can have the same effect. Effective use of the sense of 
touch -- a hand on the arm or forehead or buttocks -- is often worth a 
thousand words. No spouse should ever assume that "he (she) knows I 
love him (her)." A growing sense of intimacy should not require minute-
to-minute reinforcement; but even the healthiest husbands and wives 
have enough doubts about themselves as persons worth loving to need 
regular affirmation from each other. 

A recent magazine cartoon showed a husband and wife leaving the 
office of the marriage counselor. The husband was saying to the wife, 
"Now that we've learned to communicate, shut up!" It is obvious that 
learning to be aware of, and to communicate, real feelings in words is 
not the whole answer to the problems of communication. Need-
satisfying communication becomes interpersonal communion as richer, 
more multi-leveled interaction becomes a channel for caring. Couples 
who have been intimately married for a long time often communicate on 
deep, subconscious levels. Such communion is something far beyond 
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the mere sending and receiving of messages, as important as these are. It 
is the result of depth intimacy, the strong marital identity which is the 
strand of gold thread in a marriage covenant. 

TAKING ACTION 

Take a look together at your ways of getting through to each other. 
Discuss the things that block efforts to communicate, particularly during 
conflict. Think of ways for increasing the opportunities for 
communication -- more face-to-face time together, for example. Do 
something to increase the number of areas in which you can talk the 
same language. Perhaps learning something about an interest of your 
spouse or reading a book that both of you are interested in might help. 

Here are some additional communication exercises which many couples 
find useful in sharpening their skills in transmitting meanings: (a) Look 
in each other's eyes for at least a full minute and, without words, try to 
read what the other is feeling. The eyes are a direct pathway to the inner 
being of a person; their messages therefore are revealing, (b) Let one 
person say the other's name repeatedly, changing the tone and intensity, 
until that person senses that it "feels good" or affirms him. Then reverse 
the exercise and let the receiver become the sender. This exercise can 
help you to become more aware of the nuances of intimate 
communication. (c) Practice listening and understanding. Let one person 
share something about which he has strong feelings in the here and now. 
The other limits his responses to one thing -- saying to the first person 
what he perceives him as feeling. The responder may begin with a 
phrase such as "Let's see if I understand how it looks to you . . ." and 
then he paraphrases what he thinks the other is expressing, (d) Switch 
roles and try to state each other's position and feelings on one issue on 
which you have obvious differences of viewpoint, (e) Practice nonverbal 
communication by attempting to get messages through to each other 
with the use of touch, facial expressions, body movements, gestures, eye 
communication. (f) Try arguing at a distance with your backs to each 
other; then turn around and continue as you are face-to-face, holding 
hands and looking into each other's eyes. Be aware of the changes in 
your feelings in the two positions. It may surprise you how much 
difference physical and eye contact makes. (For a discussion of some of 
these and other similar communication exercises see William C. Schutz, 
Joy, Expanding Human Awareness [New York: Grove Press, 1967].) 

These techniques are especially helpful when used in marital growth 
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groups with a trained leader. 

If you simply can't communicate on any but a superficial level ("Pass 
the butter," "Looks like rain") in spite of determined efforts on your 
own, or if your are unable to achieve the kind of communication which 
satisfies your needs as a couple, it is essential to seek professional help 
with your communication blocks. 
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Chapter 6: Enriching the Seasons of 
Marriage 

To everything there is a season, and a time to every 
purpose under the heaven. 
Ecclesiastes 3:1, AV 

It takes guts to stay married. . . . There will be many 
crises between the wedding day and the golden 
anniversary, and the people who make it are heroes.
Howard Whitman (1) 

A depth relationship is a living process, with its ups and downs, its ebb 
and flow, its continuing succession of change. Each stage in the marital 
cycle has its unique demands, frustrations, worries, joys, and 
satisfactions. At every stage, the demands on each partner are different. 
The pattern of needs changes from stage to stage, altering the nature and 
intensity of the will to relate. 

Thus the style of intimacy changes through the years. Sociologist Otto 
Pollak declares: "There is no peace in human relationships; no marriage 
is ever settled"(2) Marriage need never be dull. Just when a couple has 
mastered the skills of one stage (or given up, or become bored), a new 
and unprecedented stage arrives requiring the acquisition of new skills. 
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The periods of transition from one stage to another can be occasions of 
pressure and crisis as the couple struggles to let go of the familiar, 
comfortable past and master the demands of a new stage. Old methods 
of gaining need-satisfaction, and of relating, no longer work as they 
have in the past. Such periods of transition can be opportunities for 
discovering new ways of relating, new joys and satisfaction which can 
give new depth and height to intimacy. 

The central truth is that the tide of happiness in any marriage ebbs and 
flows. The marriage is ecstatically happy at times, excruciatingly painful 
at others, a mixture of good and bad in between. . . . Even the best 
marriage has its periods of desperation.(3) 

A marriage is built from the everyday-ness of living together -- from 
what seem like the trivial as well as the obviously significant 
experiences, encounters, sufferings, and satisfactions. Movement on the 
marital journey is not always ahead. There are times in most marriages 
when couples regress, or take a detour or a side road that turns out to be 
a dead end. A growing relationship, however, has an over-all movement 
toward greater depth which results from shared experiences of many 
kinds. There are changes in the intimacy pattern in the various stages of 
the marriage, but there is also a tendency for the couple to maintain a 
general continuity of relationship style over the years. This style can be 
one of gradual deepening, of stagnation, or of continuing retreat from 
intimacy. A strong marriage relationship is constructed by two people 
who are willing to work at it, year-in and year-out, "for better, for 
worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to 
cherish, till death us do part." 

For couples in the early stages of marriage, it is reassuring to know that 
a marriage, like Rome, isn't built in a day. A perceptive young wife 
commented, after a marital growth group session, "I was helped by 
discovering that no one begins with a perfect relationship. I see now that 
I blamed us both for not having a full marriage experience. . . . I had 
been unhappy with the time it took to mature our relationship -- felt 
guilty that ours appeared to me not as deep as those of my acquaintances 
who have been married twice as long. . . . I think I'll be able to enjoy 
what we have and be more sensitive to us, instead of comparing us with 
them." 

 One of the essential functions of a good marriage is for the partners to 
provide encouragement and support to each other as they go through 
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anxiety-producing periods of crisis -- pregnancy, illness, children 
growing up and leaving home, deaths of parents, husband's retirement. 
Couples who are able to support each other and to learn new ways of 
coping during such periods of stress achieve increased depth as a result 
of weathering the storms together. The bond which unites a couple that 
has had a mutually giving relationship for twenty, thirty, forty or more 
years, has something of the same power and intensity as that which 
unites soldiers who have come through battlefield experiences together. 
Other couples, who are unable to support each other and whose 
communication systems crumble under pressure are pulled further apart 
by each new crisis. 

STAGES OF THE MARRIAGE CYCLE 

An overview of the marital journey provides the perspective a couple 
needs if they are to work at deepening the marriage relationship. The 
following pages will help to identify the various stages in the marriage 
cycle and will suggest some guidelines for growth and creativity within 
each. There are various ways of defining the stages of the life cycle of a 
marriage. Here is one: (4)

Stage 1: Courtship and engagement 

Stage 2: Wedding to beginning of first pregnancy 

Stage 3: Parents of preschool children 

Stage 4: Parents of school children (ages 6 to 13) 

Stage 5: Parents of adolescents (ages 13 to 19) 

Stage 6: Parents of children leaving home 

Stage 7: Empty nest to retirement 

Stage 8: Retirement to death of one spouse 

It is obvious that stages 3 through 6 overlap if there is more than one 
child. Each stage of marriage and family life has its "develop- mental 
task" -- certain goals which need to be achieved if the couple is to cope 
with that stage, continue to grow in intimacy, and prepare for later 
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stages (5) 

Stage 1: Courtship and Engagement. The process called court-ship and 
engagement is the first stage in the establishment of a relationship of 
growing oneness. Dating is a process by which young people develop 
more fully whatever skills they learned as children in relating to persons 
of the opposite sex. Those who marry with little satisfying practice in 
relationships with persons of the other sex usually have difficult 
problems during the first few years. What occurs before marriage -- in 
dating, courtship, and engagement -- is immensely important as 
preparation for growing intimacy. 

Dating serves a particularly important preparatory function with 
reference to the modern mode of companionship marriages. Dating 
patterns of adolescents should provide them with a varied experience of 
companionship and communication with persons of the opposite sex. 
Spending a major part of one's leisure time in dating, as many teenagers 
do, helps them to acquire the habits of relating and enjoying each other's 
company, which are essential in a companionship marriage. 

Serious dating serves the function of "shopping," of sizing up the 
potential candidates for marriage in terms of an essential criterion: "To 
what extent can I expect this person to satisfy my basic personality and 
sexual hungers?" Although the question is seldom consciously asked, it 
is the guiding consideration which makes some persons more and some 
less attractive as potential marital partners. When two persons have 
reason to feel that their needs, both healthy and neurotic, will be met to 
a substantial degree by the other, their mutual attraction will be intense. 
The concept of the search for a relationship which will produce mutual 
need-satisfaction is related to Eric Berne's view that selecting a mate is a 
process of discovering someone who will play the same marital 
games.(6) 

There are a number of factors which militate against the full use of the 
dating years to acquire relationship skills and as a time for making a 
wise choice of a marital partner with whom one can develop growing 
intimacy. Most dating takes place in leisure time when there is little 
opportunity for discovering how the person relates in the kinds of non-
leisure activities which compose at least 90 percent of married life. 
Furthermore, there is a good deal of hiding, of putting one's best foot 
forward, and of playing defensive games which mask real feelings and 
attitudes. Aaron L. Rutledge states: 
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Early in development children are taught by example, if 
not by word of mouth, to conceal their real feelings about 
many things. All too often this is taken over to the dating 
stage by youth, basing their experience upon the "line" of 
a deceptive front .. .. . . . Without specific and deliberate 
intent to do otherwise, courtship and engagement may 
serve only as a continuation of subterfuge and camouflage 
of the basic personalities under a smoke screen of 
passionate love, and as an opportunity for more intense 
and exclusive rights to individual satisfaction.(7) 

The pressure exerted by powerful feelings and drives sometimes pushes 
people into un-fulfilling relationships. Sex drives are intense during the 
late teens; the pain of loneliness is also a compelling force, as is the fear 
of being passed by in the mate-selection years. The latter fear is 
prominent in many girls. Family pressures may make it nearly 
impossible to terminate an engagement, even though the couple senses a 
basic inadequacy in their relationship. 

Premarital pregnancies increase the problems of making a wise decision 
while at the same time making such a decision all the more crucial. The 
only rational procedure, consistent with the welfare of both the couple 
and their unborn child, is for the couple to resist any pressures to rush 
into marriage. Instead, they should evaluate carefully whether they have 
a reasonable possibility of building a sound marriage. This means facing 
honestly such issues as their emotional maturity, capacity to bear the 
responsibilities of child-rearing, and their deep feelings about each 
other. A trained counselor can give invaluable help in this complex 
decision by the couple. If their relationship has little or no potential for a 
viable future, it is much better for everyone concerned for them not to 
marry, and to give serious consideration to what will be the best course 
to follow for the child. 

Premarital sex, whether or not a pregnancy is involved, can be a 
problem for couples in later stages of their life together. Couples who 
have engaged in premarital intercourse, sometimes find guilt feelings 
plaguing them in marriage. If this is the case, they may need to seek 
counseling to resolve the feelings which cause difficulty or distancing in 
the marriage. 

The engagement period, in the words of a song from The King and I, 
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should be a time of "getting to know you, getting to know all about 
you." It should also be a time of getting better acquainted with oneself. 
Problems in marriages usually result from emotional blind spots in the 
partners. The operation of unconscious and conflicting needs sometimes 
makes mate selection a hit-or-miss matter. Bill White, whom we met in 
Chapter I, illustrates the way in which conflicting needs create problems 
within a relationship. On the one hand, he reacts negatively to 
aggressiveness in women, suggesting that he needs to feel in control of 
such relationships. Yet his hidden dependency-needs cause him to be 
attracted to Amy Jones, who tends to take charge of situations. In other 
words, his unresolved conflicts about his own aggressiveness and de- 
pendency cause him to "need" two qualities in a woman which are 
actually contradictory -- compliance and a managing quality. 

Honesty and openness with each other are, of course, indispensable. 
Those who live a lie consciously or unconsciously during their 
engagement usually pay a high price in their marriages. Engagement 
provides an invaluable opportunity for a couple to work at strengthening 
communication skills by practicing communication on dozens of diverse 
topics, particularly those which are hard to talk about. Areas of conflict, 
disagreement, and easily hurt feelings are crucially important; learning 
techniques of resolving conflict and compromising differences is 
essential to marital happiness. Avoiding or submerging conflict is 
"chickening out" of the developmental task of the engagement (or any 
other) period. It hurts to face it, but the price of "peace at any price" is 
too high. It is healthy for engaged couples to broaden their relationship 
by exploring many dimensions of sharing -- intellectual, aesthetic, 
creative, work, commitment, and spiritual intimacy can be added, in 
addition to the usual pattern of emotional, recreational and romantic 
relating. 

Many engaged couples profit from joint participation in a pre-marital 
growth group or sensitivity training experience. Bill and Amy found that 
their group experience, extending over some eight months, helped them 
to lower the barriers in their relationship, before they were married. Bill 
came to see his lateness as a passive-dependent way of manipulating 
others and Amy discovered some of the roots of her aloofness and 
problems in communication. Getting these and other matters out into the 
open and discussing them freely, both in the group and by themselves 
between sessions, helped Amy and Bill to interrupt some of their 
relationship-blocking patterns. 
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Premarital counseling, on an individual, couple, or group basis, is 
crucially important if one or both parties evidence a high degree of 
emotional immaturity. Such counseling should be started as long as 
possible before the wedding and should continue for whatever period is 
needed to stimulate the maturing process. Counseling of this variety is 
very different from what is often meant by "pre-marital counseling" -- 
i.e., one to three instructional interviews preceding the wedding by a 
few days or weeks. Longer-term pre-marital counseling and growth 
group experiences can prove to be excellent investments in a couple's 
future happiness and marital creativity. 

The engagement period can be an invaluable opportunity for beginning: 

1. The total process of learning to understand and relate to each other in 
all circumstances. "I" and "you" become "we." 

2. Undoing unwholesome attitudes developed through earlier 
conditioning and dating experiences, and exploring the male-female 
likeness and differences in general and as applicable to each couple. 

3. Understanding and evaluating each of the parents, the parents' 
relationship to each other, the relationship of each to his parents, and the 
future relationship of the new family to the old family. 4. Determining 
the kind of marriage and family life desired by the couple, and the 
beginning of thinking, feeling, and reacting in this context. 

5. The continuation of individual growth and acceptance of 
responsibility, in an atmosphere of love and appreciation, with the 
"push" of sexuality as one of the driving forces. 

6. Working out attitudes and plans for work and family financing. 

7. Exploring attitudes toward children, and coming to a beginning plan 
of how they should be reared. 

8. The exploration of personal development and of family life in the 
larger context of social and spiritual reality. 

9. Solution of problems in the feeling and expression of affection, 
including specific preparation for sex life. 
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10. Planning the general and specific details of the wedding. 

11. The development of long-range family goals, life purposes and 
values.(8) 

Marriage is an intricate system of roles, needs, relationships, 
responsibilities, and satisfactions. A couple's motivation to work at the 
developmental tasks and goals of the engagement period is an indication 
of the vitality of their growth potential. 

Stage 2: Wedding to First Pregnancy. During the early years of 
marriage, with or without children, a couple faces its most difficult 
developmental task. The major effort is "to form 

the basis of a new family system distinct from their background 
families."(9) Each partner needs to provide a new anchor for the 
otherùan anchor of intimate association to replace the parental anchor. If 
the partners can do this, they become the primary resource persons for 
satisfying each other's personality hungers. Only as a person has an 
anchor of gradually increasing intimacy and trust in the new relationship 
can he relinquish his dependency on old parental relationships and 
reduce his dependency on "the boys" or "the girls." Unfortunately, 
because of the superficiality of many pre-marital relationships, the 
major interpersonal reorientation required by marriage must begin with 
a person who is essentially a stranger. In most cases, it takes some time 
to give up the defensive games of courtship and engagement, and to 
move toward intimacy- enhancing openness. 

Based on her experiences in counseling with young married couples, 
Miriam Jolesch summarizes the developmental tasks of early marriage: 

During the early years of marriage, a young couple is 
likely to be exposed to a number of sources of potential 
conflict. Each partner must effect emotional separation 
from his own family; each must learn to accept the role of 
husband or wife. Together the partners must gain a sense 
of identity as a family unity, over and above their identity 
as separate individuals. Accomplishing these 
developmental tasks may be so difficult for one or both of 
the partners that the marriage becomes threatened.(10)

Becoming a need-satisfying and adequate husband or wife -- what 
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Jolesch calls learning appropriate spouse roles -- is the developmental 
task of the first years of marriage. Mates can support each other in the 
struggle with understanding and acceptance of the feelings of 
inadequacy and inevitable anger which accompany it. Acquiring spouse 
roles is even more complicated if the couple simultaneously must 
acquire new and demanding roles as parents. No matter how adequate a 
couple's engagement experiences were, there are many problems to be 
met in the early post-wedding years. Most of the problems of marriage 
aren't really problems until after marriage actually begins. They have 
little reality for the couple until an existential collision with the 
'problems occurs in the actual business of living together. 

One of the necessary but painful transitions is from the euphoria of the 
honeymoon and first months of marriage to the more down- to-earth 
matters of compromising the many differences which each brought to 
the relationship, and working out reasonably need-satisfying ways of 
communicating and relating. 

The shock of discovering that one's new bride or bridegroom has faults 
and deficiencies, perhaps serious ones, sometimes leads to efforts at 
reform. While there will be some changes in both husband and wife as 
each strives to meet each other's needs, both partners must learn to 
accept (though not necessarily like) each other's imperfections. Marriage 
has been described as the relationship of "two reasonable human beings 
who have agreed to abide by each other's intolerabilities." Havemann 
writes: 

The romantic aura attached to marriage in our society lifts 
us out of ourselves for awhile. We feel bigger and better 
than life. Then, as the intoxication wears off, we are 
saddened and hurt to find that we really have not changed 
at all. We are still merely human, and so is the husband or 
bride we have just acquired.(11) 

A part of the disenchantment is the discovery that by getting married 
one has given up a significant amount of personal freedom and that to 
develop a sense of "we," each must give up thinking mainly in terms of 
"1." Those who do not face the fact or are not willing to make the 
investment, do not "build a marriage" though they may continue to live 
alone together. 

Some couples erroneously believe that their love has died when they 
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experience the disenchantment and the grinding of the inter-personal 
gears which are required to enable them to grow together. The fact is, 
however, that giving up unrealistic expectations frees the couple to 
enjoy their relationship more. 

A common illusory expectation is that one's partner will be a gratifying 
parent figure who will both continue the satisfactions one enjoyed in 
one's childhood family and also make up for what one felt one missed in 
that family. Since this expectation is usually unconscious, it persists 
long after the realities of the marriage make its unrealism obvious to a 
relatively objective observer such as a marriage counselor. 

The early years of marriage were described in Chapter I as "the second 
crisis of intimacy." Each partner brings to the marriage different patterns 
of need for closeness and distance. The grinding of the gears between 
them in this area is their attempt to evolve a workable compromise 
between the differences in these two patterns. Miriam Jolesch reports 
that, among the young couples counseled by her, the chief complaint 
voiced by the wives "had to do with [her] feeling that [her] husband 
wanted to maintain his separateness from [her] and [her] distress at the 
emotional distance between them."(12) Typically, the husbands were 
threatened by the wives' desire for closeness. 

According to Erik Erikson, young adulthood is the time when the major 
life (developmental) task of every individual is to develop his capacity 
for rich emotional and sexual intimacy. The time usually coincides with 
the early years of marriage. As pointed out in Chapter 3, a key factor in 
the successful resolution of the intimacy crisis is the possession of a 
firm sense of personal identity as a foundation for intimate relationships. 
Young couples who have not completed the central task of adolescence -- 
achieving a sense of identity -- have a difficult time. They both desire 
and fear intimacy. It is difficult for them to let go of their dependency on 
parents and the wider peer group. They fear change and therefore hold 
on to old sources of satisfaction rather than taking the risk of 
discovering whether marriage can become their chief resource. Because 
of this, in-law problems often are acute. Since parents naturally have 
mixed feelings about losing their offspring's dependency, they may 
foster this unwittingly, not recognizing that it is hurting the marriage. 

Whether or not a wife shall work outside the home is often an issue 
which causes conflict. Some discussion of it should have taken place 
during the engagement period. The actual business of living with 
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whatever has been decided may raise the question again. How each 
partner feels about the wife's working is the crucial issue. If a wife 
doesn't want to work but needs to for financial reasons, if she wants to 
work but her husband feels that woman's place is in the home, or vice 
versa, serious problems which need to be openly dealt with may occur. 
As working wives become more and more common, the problem may 
arise at any stage of the marriage cycle. 

Healthy couples can use the crisis of early marriage as an opportunity 
for growth. They make the discovery that the most meaningful married 
love could not be experienced during the engagement except in a 
rudimentary way. Married love is "love with its eyes open." It includes 
more of the mundane, but it can also be deeper and richer in many ways 
than the intense, romanticized love of courtship. This dawning 
experience can make the second stage of intimacy wonderful and lively 
in spite of the inevitable stress. 

There are a number of ways to maximize the growth of a marriage 
during these first critical months or years: 

1. Recognize and discuss the fact that it is a time of stress for both. 
Frank facing of the fact that it is a period of major reorientation helps in 
coping constructively with the demands. 

2. Accept the necessity of giving up some of the freedom and 
individualized decision-making of 

singleness, in the interests of achieving a relationship and the benefits of 
marriedness. 

3. Do everything possible to support each other emotionally in learning 
the new wife-ing and husband-ing roles and skills. Warm emotional 
support of each other will help to offset the frustrations which result 
from lack of competence in these roles and skills. Appreciation is the 
language of love. Use it generously. Say "Yes" to each other whenever 
possible. 

4. Work at the nurturance of the various facets of intimacy. Discuss 
mutual needs and what 

each finds satisfying; learn to enjoy the art of feeding each other's heart 
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hungers.

5. Attempt to separate ghost-feelings left over from earlier relationships, 
from feelings and reactions appropriate to marriage. Do everything 
possible to avoid using regressive defenses to deal with the normal 
anxiety of the identity crisis; "Going home to mother" (physically or 
psychologically) is an illustration of trying to escape the uncertainties of 
a new relationship by seeking to return to the comfort of an old one. In 
the long run, regressive solutions aren't real solutions. They only 
increase the difficulties of the marital adjustment. It is better to stay and 
fight it through to a compromise solution in which each gives up some 
of his cherished wishes but each also gains some satisfactions. 

6. Work together in consciously shaping the unique image of the kind of 
marriage you want, with its own identity, basically different in some 
ways from the marriages of either set of parents. Keeping the goal in 
mind will alert both husband and wife when they are moving toward it 
and away from it. 

7. Keep building bridges as a couple with other couples of various ages. 
Those who are compatible can become part of the extended family; they 
can influence the shaping of a unique marital image. 

8. Balance time alone together as a couple with time shared with others. 

9. If you have serious or escalating conflicts, obtain professional 
counseling help, rather than turning to relatives and friends for advice. 
Broken hearts often require more professional skill than broken arms. 

10. Resist efforts to reform each other. Concentrate on mutual need-
satisfaction. 

Throughout the early months and years of marriage, it is important for 
couples to exercise the virtue of patience with each other, recognizing 
that growth takes time and struggle and living together. For both, it is a 
difficult period of unlearning old patterns and learning new ones. The 

young adult intimacy crisis is the crucial period. Building on whatever 
beginnings were made before marriage, newlyweds are working to 
finish the foundation upon which a lifetime of growing intimacy can be 
built. 
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Stage 3: Parents of Preschool Children. For the average couple the pre-
children stage of marriage lasts just over two years. Thus, Stage 3 also 
usually begins during the young adult intimacy crisis. Major adjustment 
to parent roles must be made while the couple is still working on 
husband and wife roles. As in the previous stage, the husband and wife 
need to support each other as they struggle to learn fathering and 
mothering skills and roles and, simultaneously, seek to integrate these 
roles with the newly learned or partially learned spouse roles. Permitting 
each other to find "additional anchors of intimate association in 
children"(13) is essential and inevitably changes the nature of the 
intimacy-distance pattern in the marriage. In some marriages, a crisis is 
produced by the impact of the needs of a child for an intimate 
relationship with the parents. At each of the child's growth stages, the 
demands on parents change; with these changes come new opportunities 
for and strains on marital intimacy. 

Out of the many occasions for sharing in the early stages of intimacy 
there gradually develops a community of experience which sets that 
marriage apart from the rest of the world and produces the "we-ness" of 
the marriage identity. The birth of the first child broadens the 
community of 

experience. A deepening sense of oneness flowing from the joint act of 
creativity and the mutual fulfillment of producing children together is 
now possible. 

In all cases, pregnancy confronts couples with the need to change and 
grow. In some husbands, the pregnancy of their wives stirs up ghost 
feelings of fear from their early lives -- fear that their wives will die in 
childbirth, for example. To the extent that oedipal feelings still remain 
unresolved in either or both partners, these may be activated by 
pregnancy. Conflicted feelings from this source may make the wife 
ambivalent about her new status as mother. The awareness that he is 
now "married to a mother" may cause the husband to respond in 
nonrational ways which prevent him from being warm and supportive 
during a time when his wife needs his support very much. Many 
couples, of course, are drawn closer by being able to share the 
experiences of pregnancy and of preparing themselves psychologically 
and otherwise for the arrival of their child. 

Having a baby in the family imposes many strains on husband-wife 
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intimacy. Physical fatigue resulting from the demands of caring for a 
completely dependent little creature sharply reduces the emotional 
energy which the wife has for investment in the marriage. The time 
which mothering and fathering takes depletes the time available for 
them to be alone together. 

Conflicts between the wife's pictures of what constitutes the appropriate 
roles of a mother and a father and the husband's pictures of these roles, 
call for reconciliation of differences. New responsibilities and pressures 
(financial and emotional) are on the husband, at the very point where he 
feels some sense of deprivation of satisfactions from his wife. Jealousy, 
often hidden from the person himself as well as from others, is 
frequently present in the husband's feelings toward the baby. If he has 
"parentified" his wife or if he was an only child, and had no experience 
in sharing his parents' love with siblings, competitiveness with the baby 
may be strong. 

There are several ways to help make Stage 3 an intimacy-enhancing 
rather than an intimacy-depleting experience. Before, they had become 
"one flesh" symbolically in the emotional-physical- spiritual merging of 
loving intercourse. Now they have become "one flesh" literally, in the 
blending of their biological heritages in a child. Unless a couple is 
emotionally blocked, they will develop new depth in their relationship, 
and in themselves individually, by sharing the heartaches, fears, 
rewards, frustrations, and joys of parenting. It is during this stage and 
the subsequent three stages, that the primary developmental task (for 
adults), (what Erik Erikson calls "generativity") is to generate new life 
and to pour one's energies into the stream of history by investing in the 
new generation. This is a demanding, frightening, and exciting task 
involving the transmission of both the culture's heritage and the family's 
own unique heritage. The capacity to participate in this creativity and 
self-giving depends on the couple's success in achieving a sense of 
marital identity and mutually satisfying intimacy. As personal identity is 
the foundation of marital intimacy, marital identity and intimacy are the 
bases for generativity. 

The periods of pregnancy involve a variety of coping crises for a couple. 
New expenses occur, often at the very time when income will be cut 
drastically by the wife's having to quit her outside employment. Sexual 
relations, housing arrangements, and division-of- labor balances, all 
demand adjustments and offer new opportunities for conflict. In many 
ways, their relationship is tested. If it has been founded mainly on 
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physical attractiveness and sex, and is deficient in companionship and 
communication, pregnancy will threaten the marriage. Useful guidelines 
for Stage 3 include: 

1. Share the responsibilities and satisfactions of parenting. Being an 
involved father is definitely "in"! Helping to care for the baby and 
young child is good for both father and the child. In spite of a father's 
interest and involvement, the main load of childcare will usually be 
carried by the mother simply because most husbands are at work forty 
hours or more a week. The trapped-mother-of-young-children syndrome 
is a danger which can be lessened, if the husband fulfills his highly 
important role of supporting his wife emotionally during this period. 
This involves expressing his love and respect for her, creating 
opportunities for continued sharing on as many levels as feasible in light 
of the new demands of parenthood, encouraging her to maintain at least 
one satisfying interest outside the home and the marriage, and taking 
over the parenting role regularly to give his wife a "chance to come up 
for air," as one young mother put it. If the husband is to be able to do 
this consistently, he will need periods of special attention and support 
from his wife. 

2. Continue to work at developing mutually gratifying patterns of 
husband-wife companionship. The words "Things went well until the 
children came along" are heard so frequently by marriage counselors as 
to be almost a refrain. The point at which many marriages jump the 
track is in overinvesting in children and under-investing in the marriage. 
In the long run, an overinvestment in children proves to be a poor 
investment even from the standpoint of their welfare. The very intensity 
of the experience of childbirth and its sequelae tend to pull attention 
away from the companion-ship-intimacy activities of the couple. Active 
redevelopment of these activities, after the child is born, is often 
necessary. This includes re-courtship. Spouses can resist the centripetal 
pressure of children on their relationship by planning definite times 
alone together, without the children. These should be daily, however 
brief. Regular nights out "on the town," with other couples, can do 
wonders to keep the relationship batteries recharged. This requires 
having a baby-sitter in whom one has confidence, or perhaps making 
arrangements with another young couple to take turns sitting for each 
other. It may be expensive but it's an essential investment in the future 
of the entire family. 

3. Keep the lines of communication open by continuing to discuss how 

 

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1711 (15 of 29) [2/4/03 7:13:39 PM]



The Intimate Marriage

each of you feels about all aspects of your relationship, yourself in your 
new roles, and your mutual interests outside the home and family. It is 
usually hidden feelings of guilt, hostility, and resentment that sabotage a 
marriage. Of course, irrational feelings in the open can do the same 
thing. If feelings such as these don't grow weaker when discussed 
openly, and continue to create problems in the relationship, the help of a 
professional psychotherapist (psychiatrist, psychologist, or specialist in 
pastoral counseling) or marriage counselor should be obtained without 
delay. 

4. Acquaint yourself with the characteristics of normal child 
development to allow you to keep otherwise perplexing aspects of child-
raising from interfering with your marriage. One husband reported being 
disturbed by his four-year-old son's obvious preference for his mother. It 
was 

reassuring to him for the counselor to point out that it is normal for a 
child to have strong sensual and exclusivistic feelings about the parent 
of the other sex during the three-to the five-and-one-half year period. 
Actually, this "oedipal period" helps prepare a child for eventual 
marriage, by giving him a basic experience of relating to a person of the 
other sex. 

Stage 4: Parents of School Children (age six to thirteen). Starting to 
school is a vital step in the process which will culminate in the children 
of a couple leaving home and establishing new families. The school-age 
child gradually widens his world of significant relationships with both 
peers and adults. The process makes him gradually less dependent on 
his parents, which means that the parents must depend less on the 
satisfactions derived from the child's dependency on them. In order to 
let him grow, they must progressively release him. Evelyn Duvall 
observes: "Fathers and mothers who continue their growth as persons 
beyond their roles as parents do better in letting their children go."(14) 
Couples who "live for their children" have trouble encouraging their 
healthy, increasing autonomy. 

The couple successful in accomplishing this developmental task is 
usually one who keep their love for each other central in their family 
life. Children are loved, of course, but the husband-wife relationship 
remains paramount. Such a couple finds many a chance to slip away, for 
a Saturday afternoon or a weekend together, for a little holiday, with 
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perhaps the wife going along on a business trip and making it a "second 
honeymoon." They maintain the kind of companionship as a couple in 
which they can get through to each other fully -- enriching, renewing, 
recreating, and creating together within the fullness of marriage.(15) 

Life in a family with one or more school-age children teems with 
activities. Pressures on both parents are often heavy. The community 
makes demands on them too, and the husband's job responsibilities are 
pressing because he is striving to get established or "get ahead" in his 
occupation. The pressures are different from those of the preschool child 
years, but no less intense. Marriage partners are tempted to become so 
absorbed in the flurry of their multiple responsibilities that their own 
relationship is more and more neglected. 

During the school years, the identity of the family as a unit reaches its 
strongest form. Although children are beginning to pull away, they are 
still deeply involved in their families, and enjoy sharing in all manner of 
joint activities -- family camping trips, holiday celebrations, church 
activities, family projects and problems. Experiences of family 
cohesiveness and sharing can be satisfying for everyone concerned. 
They can add a richness to the intimacy of the marriage relationship, 
surrounding it with a supportive context of family intimacy. Close 
relationships between school-age children and parents of the same sex 
are particularly important for the formation of the children's sense of 
sexual identity and roles. These relationships can be satisfying to 
parents, too; as such, they can enhance family life generally and the 
marital bond in particular. 

Guidelines for working to enhance Stage 4 are essentially the same as 
those in Stage 3, with the following additions: 

1. Plan both family experiences such as outings, trips, vacations, and 
father-children, mother-children experiences. See that boys participate 
in male activities with their fathers and girls in female ones with their 
mothers. Father-daughter and mother-son experiences are also 
important. 

2. Work at gradually releasing the children into their own orbits by 
continuing to strengthen intimacy through a variety of experiences as 
man and wife as well as mother and father. 
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Stage 5: Parents of Adolescents (age thirteen to nineteen). The years 
when a couple's offspring are adolescents are, like the preteen stage, 
busy, hectic, and demanding on parents. Many pressures make it 
difficult for a couple to maintain an intimate marriage. For example, 
conflict between adolescents and parents easily raises barriers between 
parents. Parent-teen conflict frequently focuses on issues of how much 
freedom, responsibility, and discipline are appropriate -- issues on which 
parents usually have strong feelings and sometimes a lack of agreement. 
Thus, latent conflict between spouses is stirred up by the necessity of 
deciding on what limits should be set and how to enforce them. 
Teenagers have become adept at exploiting disagreements between their 
parents, turning them to their own advantage, and increasing interparent 
conflict. They often become skillful at picking an area for rebelling in 
which the parents are least able to maintain a common position. They 
know "where parents tie their goat and how to get him."(16) 

At each growth stage of children, parents tend to relive the comparable 
stage in their own earlier development. This unconscious reliving is 
particularly active when children are in their teens. Their sexual 
maturing and dating activities stir up old, unresolved conflicts and guilt 
feelings within the parents, which are projected onto the marriage 
relationship. Parents' control over their children is increasingly 
challenged as the young people become more independent, rely 
increasingly on their peers, and often rebel openly. Threats to the 
parents' sense of adequacy and worth can be severe when the maturing 
children reject their values, stimulating conflict in the marriage as well 
as with the youth. 

Couples in the parents-of-teens category begin to feel the psychological 
impact of aging and the crisis of the middle years. In contrast to the 
vibrant youth and sexual attractiveness of blossoming adolescent 
children, they may feel like "has beens." Jealousy of their maturing 
children is often present, though usually unconscious. 

If the marriage has been neglected in favor of the children during the 
previous fifteen or more years, it is faltering by this time and in no 
condition to provide the couple with resources for facing the empty nest 
years. Even relatively strong marriages may find the fifth stage rough 
going at times. Weak or malfunctioning marriages often experience 
further fragmentation and perhaps termination, partly as a result of the 
crises precipitated by the "adolescing" of the children. 
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Here are some of the tendencies of couples during these years, which 
contribute to nonrelating: The husband may get lost in his work and the 
wife in her children and outside activities. The frantic pace leaves little 
time for relating. Husband and wife tend to take each other and their 
marriage for granted. They are used to it, and no longer think in terms of 
the continuing need to invest themselves in deepening it. Both partners 
may become careless in personal grooming; this may reflect a depletion 
of self-esteem but it serves to further deplete feelings of self-worth, in a 
kind of vicious cycle. Loss of control of children may increase 
tendencies to try to control the spouse, with resentment resulting. 
Sources of mutual satisfaction, sexual and otherwise, tend to become 
constricted. Nagging and accusing increase, as appreciation decreases. 
Boredom and the feeling that life is passing them by may result in 
extramarital affairs. Infidelities on the part of basic inadequacies in the 
relationship. 

These are inevitably years of stress, but they need not be grim. They can 
be fulfilling for a couple, providing they have worked at their 
relationship through the years and continue to do so. It is even not too 
late to begin. Consistent investment in a marriage pays off during these 
years in deepening intimacy; consistent neglect pays off in widening 
separation. To meet the needs of their adolescent children, parents need 
solidarity and connectedness in their relating. The adolescent needs 
support and a sense of acceptance, often when he least deserves it. 
When he is glum, uncommunicative, and rebellious, because of his own 
anxieties and identity struggles, he needs to know that he can count on 
the love and trust of his parents. In his struggles toward adulthood, he 
needs a firm foundation under his feet -- the foundation of a solid 
relationship between his parents which gives him the courage and the 
incentive to seek a comparable relationship with a girl of his own age 
group. 

There are a number of things that can be done to strengthen marriage 
and guard against the hazards of these years: 

1. Support each other's self-esteem at every opportunity. Make sure that 
you aren't neglecting to give such important gifts as appreciation, 
respect, concern, and courtesy. 

2. Be aware of the particular pressures -- external and internal -- under 
which each partner is functioning. For the husband it may be worry 
about the responsibilities of his job, together with the feeling that 
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younger men are passing him by. For the wife, the pressures may be 
anticipatory anxiety about what will happen to her life when the children 
are gone. Support through mutual understanding. As one wife put it, "To 
know that my husband cares about my fears helps take the edge off 
them." 

3. Keep the lines of communication open by having definite times alone 
to talk. A regular Sunday afternoon walk in the park or a leisurely meal 
together at a local restaurant can give a couple a time to clear the 
channels, talk through problems or hurts before they accumulate and 
grow, and generally get reconnected. 

4. Make every effort to keep conflicts with teenagers from infecting 
marriage intimacy. Remember, couples either hang together or they will 
hang separately on the problems of providing loving limits for an 
adolescent. When differences arise, a strategy conference may be 
helpful. 

5. Plan a gradually increasing number of satisfying activities without the 
children. As they move more and more in their own peer circles, parents 
need to offset lost satisfaction by developing their own activities, alone 
and with other couples. 

6. Attention to personal appearance is important. The tendency of 
middle-aged figures to develop their growing edges on the wrong side, 
to "go to pot," usually lowers morale and feelings of sexual adequacy as 
well as affects health adversely. Sports or exercise in which both 
participate can be rewarding and can keep muscles in good tone and 
figures from sagging. 

7. Develop new hobbies, interests, and skills; keep growing as a person. 
This is important for both partners, but particularly so for the wife; the 
forthcoming exodus of the children will leave a larger void in her world 
of satisfactions than will be true of her husband, whose job demands and 
satisfactions will probably be at their peak during the child-leaving 
years. It may be that the wife should begin considering how she wishes 
to use the extra time she will have available after the children leave. 
Retooling for a second career may need to begin now. If the wife goes 
back to school or to work, this will put strains on her and on her 
husband, which must be faced and worked through. (We can say this 
with conviction and feeling!) 
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Feelings about aging will be dealt with in the discussion about the 
seventh stage, the stage during which these feelings usually become 
acute. Here it can be said, however, that the key to successful aging 
begins now, in working to deepen the marriage and to find inner values 
for coping creatively with the years of maturity. 

Stage 6: Parents of Children Leaving Home. The child-leaving phase is 
a crucial one for the future quality of the marriage. At each of the child-
rearing stages, the couple had to adapt to changing demands on them 
from the children and from each other. An even more dramatic shift 
occurs when the children begin to leave the nest. Further profound 
adjustments in parental and spouse roles must be made; for most it is a 
time of stress and testing. There are crises related to the distance-
closeness adjustments of every stage, but the magnitude of the intimacy 
crisis of the emptying-nest stage is exceeded, if at all, only by that of the 
early years of marriage during young adulthood. 

To understand the problems of this stage, it must be seen as the crisis of 
the middle years. Child-leaving itself often triggers the onset of the 
crisis and contributes to its severity. This is especially true in marriages 
in which the spouses have used the children as a primary way of relating 
or as a means of avoiding intimacy (by always having the children 
between them as a buffer). Excessive child-centeredness is often a 
symptom of an impoverished husband-wife relationship. In any case, 
excessive child-centeredness contributes to impoverishment of the 
marriage. The underlying marital weakness usually does not become 
apparent until the center is taken away (as the children leave) and the 
couple must relate to each other in a "psychologically naked" way, as 
one such couple expressed it. Some marriages survive at least formally, 
in spite of a vacuum at their centers, by both parties quickly becoming 
over-involved in such things as their jobs, community service, and 
church activities, and eventually with grandchildren. All these can be 
escapes from facing the emptiness of the marriage. 

In the early forties for most people problems of aging become 
unavoidably obvious. Repeated experiences of loss -- hair, teeth, 
vitality, youthful appearance, rapid recuperative powers, etc.-- bring 
mourning and the reminder of even larger losses in the future. Aging 
parents may put a strain on the emotional if not the financial resources 
of the family. Loss of parents usually takes place during this stage. The 
death of parents stirs up deep feelings from childhood including 
unresolved guilt toward them; it also reminds the couple that they are 
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one step closer to death themselves. "Now, I am next in line," is the way 
one woman put it. Fear of death, like other fears, may be transformed 
into anger and expressed in the marriage. 

Decline in physical attractiveness and sex drive may reveal the poverty 
of the marriage in other areas. If sex has been the main cement that held 
the couple together, the diminishing intensity of this drive and the 
accumulation of hostility derived from the general emptiness of the 
marriage will contribute to fragmentation. If body narcissism (being 
enamored with one's physical attractiveness) is prominent, aging of 
oneself and one's partner will be profoundly threatening. The signs of 
aging in the partner will be hated because they are reminders of one's 
own aging. Attraction to younger persons, in such cases, is an attempt to 
find the fountain of youth for oneself. 

Disappointments and losses become more difficult to reverse as the 
years pass. The unfulfilled dreams of youth become the disillusionment 
of the pre-retirement period. The husband's self- esteem is damaged by 
having to face the unhappy fact that he is not going to become president 
of the company. Anything that hurts self-esteem troubles a marriage. 
Each party tends to blame the other for things that are the result of 
circumstances beyond the control of both, including aging. For women, 
the leaving of children often represents a loss of the central source of 
meaning, satisfactions, and sense of worth in their lives. Furthermore, 
children-leaving often comes within the same period as menopause. For 
many women, this represents not only a loss of reproductive powers but 
of feelings of worthwhileness and sexual attractiveness. Menopausal 
distress may reduce the wife's frustration tolerance sharply, making her 
irritable, nervous, and perhaps suspicious. Many women, of course, take 
menopause in their stride with little or no emotional upheaval, and a 
considerable sense of relief that they no longer have to worry about 
unwanted pregnancies. 

Couples in middle age are often confronted with their feelings of 
boredom and of being "fed up" with the frustrating aspects of the 
marriage. If there has been little caring and sharing for years, except in 
relation to the children, couples may have no desire to spend the rest of 
their lives together. In some cases, one partner wants to go on, but the 
other does not. After twenty-five years of "Parent-Child" games, one or 
both parties may say, "To hell with it!" One husband, after thirty years 
of submissiveness to his wife's controlling and nagging, rebelled and 
had an affair with his secretary. This was his first major act of self-
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assertion in all those years. It ruptured the marriage. 

The intensity of the middle-age intimacy crisis depends on the need-
satisfyingness of the relationship and particularly on the success 
achieved in the previous stages of intimacy. If the basic art of loving 
mutuality was learned during the young adult years, most couples take 
the middle-years crisis in their stride. There is some re-examination of 
their relationship and some shift in their patterns of connecting. But 
since they possess the basic skills required in relating, they know how to 
go about changing and deepening their marriage to meet the needs of the 
second half of life. 

In an insightful paper on "The Middle Years of Marriage," Theodor 
Bovet declares: 

If it is true that marriage makes of husbands and wives a 
new being, the married person, these middle years bring 
out its full maturity, the prime of life when the personality 
of the couple grows stronger and deeper. Otherwise these 
years are the visible tokens of old age and decrepitude. 
Marriage is subject to the same law as all living being: 
those who are unable to ripen grow old.(17) 

Underneath all the problems of the middle years is the anxiety related to 
aging -- the anxiety of nonbeing, of dying and death. Physical decline 
gradually shatters the illusion of perpetual youth and faces one with the 
ultimate fact that all of us are mortal. To cope constructively with the 
existential anxiety aroused by the increasing proximity of "the end of 
the line," a viable philosophy of life, relationships of trust, and a 
religious life that has reality are essential. 

Carl Jung described the developmental task of the second half of life as 
the need to develop neglected inner resources and enrich the inner life. 
The first half is often given to the outer world -- making one's place in it 
getting established in one's job, raising a family, being involved in the 
community. This outer focus may result in the impoverishment of the 
inner life -- the world of feelings, values, and inner creativity. To meet 
the challenge of aging and eventual death, the inner springs must flow. 
So, each partner needs to work at rediscovering an appreciation for 
truth, beauty, and other time-transcending values. Growth in 
relationships and growth in the vertical or spiritual dimension are vital 
parts of this awakening of inner resources for the road ahead. Together a 
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couple may embark on a joint search for those experiences of the spirit 
which will be most meaningful to them. 

One couple joined a Great Books discussion group to find stimulation in 
the realm of big ideas. Another took up painting together -- a hobby 
which they had always said they would like to try "when we have time." 
Another couple found help in a "spiritual search group" in their church -- 
a group of persons who share an interest in deepening their devotional 
life. Still another couple found inner enrichment in rediscovering the 
world of great music. The point of all this is that what two partners have 
to give to each other and what internal resources they possess for coping 
with life's second half depend on the development of their inner 
potentialities. 

At the same time, ongoing interest in the community and the world 
helps a couple to continue the satisfactions of generativity after the 
children have left home. 

Husbands and wives can help each other through the child-leaving stage 
by recognizing, supporting, and sharing each other's need to mourn. The 
emptying nest brings genuine grief with its constellation of many 
feelings -- sadness, resentment, guilt, emptiness, and depression. Each 
partner must do his "grief work" -- the work of his personality in letting 
go of the children emotionally, accepting the reality of their leaving and 
dealing with the varied feelings these events bring. 

Coping with the crisis of the middle years can be done in several ways. 

1. Emphasize growth of the "marriage personality," the relationship. 
This means cooperating to revitalize and deepen the marriage. 
Increasing, or perhaps rediscovering, mutuality, sharing, 

and closeness is an urgent necessity during this period. Husbands and 
wives can support each other's egos in many of the same ways they 
always have -- appreciation, gifts, wanting to spend time together. 

2. Continue to deepen relationships with other couples of various ages. 
The goal is to develop a network of mutually sup- porting and nurturing 
relationships, which can help to replace those lost with the children's 
leaving. 
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3. Become involved in some activities which will help to develop the 
spiritual potentialities of the marriage. 

Stage 7: Empty Nest to Retirement. The patterns of relating established 
in earlier stages tend to continue in the empty-nest years. If a couple has 
learned to communicate in some depth, the passing years usually 
increase the intimacy of the relationship. If, on the other hand, their 
relationship has been essentially barren, the childless years tend to make 
the marriage more and more empty -- an emotional wasteland. Some 
such couples develop parallel lives, touching at fewer and fewer points. 
In some cases, this is symbolized by the two living in separate sections 
of the house. They stay married because it is too much trouble or too 
expensive to separate, or because they gain some neurotic satisfactions 
from the cold war between them. Like the city of Berlin, what should be 
one is split by a wall which permits relatively little interchange. 

In contrast, the couple which has stayed connected through the previous 
stages or achieved re-connection during the child-leaving stage, finds 
that the empty nest offers them all sorts of new opportunities for 
enjoying their marriage. One husband exclaimed, "Empty nest? Once 
we got used to the idea, we discovered it has a lot of advantages. We're 
doing the things as a couple we've always said we wanted to do but 
thought we didn't have time to because of the kids." The years between 
the leaving of the last child and retirement are valuable years from many 
standpoints. They should be highly productive and creative years, in 
which each partner finds new stimulation in developing interests and 
activities. Some of the energy that was formerly invested in children 
usually goes into grandparenting; but this is relatively minor, in most 
cases. Most of the energy is available for reinvestment in a second 
career for the wife, new hobbies for the husband, and joint projects in 
which the couple finds new meanings by giving themselves to meet 
some need in society. Social action groups are excellent for couples in 
this stage, keeping them involved with problems and perspectives 
beyond themselves, while using their aggressive energy to help reduce a 
social evil and make it a better world. Most important, self-investment -- 
in social action and service-to- others -- extends the period of 
"generativity" for the couple, helping them avoid ingrownness and the 
stagnation of increasing self-absorption. By continuing to invest their 
lives in the stream of things, they stay in touch with the world of growth 
and challenge. 
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The suggestions for coping with the two previous stages continue to be 
relevant in this one.Stage 8: Retirement to Death of One Spouse. The 
husband's retirement often produces a marital crisis -- more or less 
severe. To the extent that he has derived his vital satisfactions from his 
work, retirement may be experienced as a deprivation and an attack on 
his self-esteem. Feeling "finished," so far as a useful life is concerned, 
makes him difficult to live with. Mourning the lost job satisfactions is 
frequently present. The wife, too, often finds that the balance of the 
marriage is disturbed by the husband's retirement. She may have derived 
satisfactions from his work. Both are dependent, in many cases, on his 
schedule of going to work and coming home. The wife needs to give 
him support in this crucial adjustment, but often she is in need of 
support and perspective herself. 

The couple facing retirement does well to attempt to work through their 
feelings about it before it occurs, and to make plans for how they can 
use the new time they will have available. Instead of emptiness, the 
future can be seen in terms of opportunities to do the things they have 
wanted to do but could not because of work obligations -- travel, 
reading, hobbies, involvement in community and church projects. If 
they have a sound relationship, this can be a season of richness and 
fulfillment -- "the last of life for which the first was made." 

Some couples become more and more possessive as they face aging and 
death. It is as if they are clutching the relationship too tightly as they 
anticipate its loss. The post-retirement years should be years of 
beginning to prepare for constructive living without the other. Facing 
widowhood is not easy, but it is essential. It means enjoying the 
relationship for all it is worth, working through old problems and being 
close, yet encouraging each to lean on his own resources and to develop 
relationships which can help when one partner dies. As William R. 
Alger observed in 1867: "There is a deep loneliness too in all the 
preparatory steps and approaches to death. Who can fitly describe the 
solitude of extreme age?"(18) This is the problem with which partners 
can help each other. 

Couples in the post-retirement years can make them more constructive 
by continuing the steps of Stage 7. In addition, it is important for them 
to work toward these goals:

1. Make the most of every day, week, and month you have together. By 
now you know how precious they are. 
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2. Support each other in the adjustments to retirement. 

3. Enjoy the new leisure retirement brings -- use it constructively. 

4. Help prepare each other to live as widow or widower by 
strengthening inner resources and outer relationships. Reflect on the 
passing years and the experiences of transcendence you have shared. 

For many couples who have achieved a degree of contentment and 
intimacy, and for others who are still willing to cultivate intimacy, these 
years can be the most fulfilling of the entire marriage. 

External pressures have diminished so that both partners have more 
emotional energy for each other. Assuming that health and finances are 
satisfactory, opportunities for sharing together in many interests are 
greater than ever. A couple in their late sixties likened their current stage 
to their courtship days, but with the added joys of having learned to 
know each other fully through forty years of shared experiences. Their 
communication is so vital at so many levels that they frequently do not 
need words to communicate their deepest thoughts. Such a marital 
identity is the goal toward which all the former stages strive. 

We have reviewed the stages of marriage and intimacy -- each with its 
own problems and possibilities. The words of Robert MacIver are 
appropriate: 

Time is the greatest of all human mysteries. . . . The way 
we respond to the challenge of time is a test of what we 
are, of what we are becoming. We grow older day by day. 
. . . Does that fact disturb us greatly, little, sometimes, 
often? How else are we growing in the same time? . . . For 
life is -- or has -- this unique energy possessed of 
sensitivity and perceptiveness that makes for itself a web 
of relationships, thus binding its past to its future.(19) 

TAKING ACTION 

Consider the guidelines at the conclusion of the stage of marriage which 
applies to your current relationship. Decide which of the suggestions 
seem helpful to you and make plans for using them to develop more joy 
and closeness. 
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Chapter 7: Increasing Sexual Intimacy 

I defined love, not as an emotion so much as freely expressed behavior, 
undertaken with the aim of fostering happiness and growth in the person 
loved. But there is something grim and joy-less and even a sense of hard 
work implicit in that conception of love. I would like . . . to spice this 

conception with some laughter, some wholesome, lusty, fully expressed, 
mischievous, lecherous, saucy sex. Not sex as mere coupling, but sex as 
an expression of joie-de-vivre, of a sharing of the good things in life. 
Sex that is something deeply enjoyed, freely given and taken, with 
good, deep, soul-shaking climaxes, the kind that make a well-married 
couple look at each other from time to time, and either wink, or grin, or 
become humble at the remembrance of joys past and expectant of those 
yet to be enjoyed. Sidney M. Jourard, The Transparent Self (1) 

Discussions of love often emphasize the hard work involved and miss 
the spice and joy. The same is true of intimacy, which if it is genuine is 
positive and pleasurable in its impact on a marriage. Even sexual 
intimacy, in some marriage manuals, is made so antiseptic and 
complicated that the essence of sexual enjoyment -- spontaneity, 
playfulness, lusty experimentation -- evaporates. 

The feeling tone which is sometimes communicated is like the mood of 
a cartoon showing a tired, bedraggled couple on a vacation. The 
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husband is saying, "How many more happy carefree days do we have to 
go?" Intimacy does take effort but if it is a burden, then it isn't the real 
thing. Sex is the dimension of intimacy which is most fun-filled. When 
sex is good in a marriage, the pleasure 

side of all other dimensions is enriched and fed. "Sexual intimacy" is 
more than the mere physical familiarity of intercourse. Prostitutes have 
for centuries engaged in an impersonal profession. 

"Sexual intimacy" is meant here to encompass the total experience of 
man and woman loving each other. 

THE CENTRAL PLACE OF SEX 

Sex is a powerful, pervasive drive in human beings. It is a dynamic 
force in the will to relate. It colors everything else -- a dull gray if it is 
poor, a passionate pink if it is rich. Some people seem to wish that sex 
were not such a prominent motivator in human relationships. Such 
people are something like the woman who greeted the news of Darwin's 
discoveries with, "Let's hope that it isn't true and if it is, that it won't 
become generally known." In any marriage, sexual feelings are 
intertwined with every aspect of the relationship. In a healthy marriage, 
sex is affirmed and enjoyed so that it gives the total relationship 
warmth, joy, and resiliency. 

It helps the person who is uneasy about the prominence of sex in his 
thinking to know that nearly everyone is as interested in sex as he is, 
and many even more so.(2) In other words, it is utterly normal for both 
men and women to have a keen interest in sex and in sexual pleasure. 
Someone has remarked that there are two kinds of people, those who are 
interested in sex, and liars. Sex is here to stay -- a fact for which we can 
all be immensely glad -- and it must be integrated into the totality of the 
good life if that life is to be truly good. 

In contrast to the left-over Victorian attitudes and feelings about sex still 
to be noted among some individuals and communities (attitudes toward 
sex education, for example), are the increasingly mechanized and 
exploitative and depersonalizing attitudes toward sex which are 
prevalent in our society. Television and magazine advertising, some 
film making, the Playboy philosophy and the 

overemphasis on techniques are good examples. It is easy for the 
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wonder and mystery of the "man-woman thing" to get lost. In the midst 
of what sometimes seems to be a national obsession with sex, it is often 
difficult for a couple to discover and cultivate the power of sexual 
intimacy which is so vital a part of marriage. Nonetheless, as Rollo May 
writes: 

However much sex may be banalized in our society, it remains the 
power of procreation, the drive that perpetuates the race, the source at 
once of man's most intense pleasure and his most pervasive anxiety. It 
can, in its daimonic form, hurl the individual into sloughs of despond, 
and, when allied with eros, it can lift him into orbits of ecstasy.(3) 

The raw power of sex is inherent in the fabric of creation -- its power is 
God-given. Regular enjoyment of this powerful source of unity and 
pleasure is one of the best things about a good marriage. In fact, 
marriage offers the ideal relationship in which sex can be enjoyed with 
depth, intensity, and continuity over the years. Marriage is by far the 
most dependable and fulfilling way of satisfying this basic physical and 
emotional need. 

Sex fulfills four positive purposes in a healthy marriage. The first is 
reproduction or parenting -- the need to complete oneself in one's 
children. As Paul Tillich once observed, the biblical idea that mates 
become "one flesh"(Therefore a man leaves his father and mother and 
cleaves to his wife and they become one flesh, Genesis 2:24) goes 
beyond intercourse in its full expression. Two persons literally become 
one flesh in the joining of genes in their children. Sexual intercourse, of 
course, only begins the reproductive process. It plays a crucial but 
minor role. Seen against the background of the life-long process of 
parenting (one is always a parent after the process is begun), intercourse 
plays a tiny role. Only 1/1000 or less of sexual relationships in marriage 
have to do with reproduction. Obviously sex needs to be understood in 
terms of its broader functions. 

Second, there is the unifying junction of sex. Max Lemer has described 
love as "whatever breaks and bridges the terrible pathos of separateness 
of human beings from each other."(4) Satisfying sex is one of those 
good bridging experiences! Not only is it a deliciously beautiful way of 
expressing emotional connectedness, it is a powerful means of 
strengthening a relationship. Sex feeds love and is fed by love. 
Everyone at times belongs to the "walled-off people," to use 
Dostoevski's phrase. The physical-emotional-spiritual joining of sex in 
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marriage is a remarkable means of over-coming the walls and of 
merging two inner worlds. The joining of bodies and spirits is powerful 
therapy for our loneliness and inner isolation. 

I know that love is worth the time it takes to find. Think of that when all 
the world seems made of walk up rooms and hands in empty pockets.(5) 

As these lines of Rod McKuen affirm, the knowledge that love exists 
and is precious, brings light to dark days of aloneness. The power of the 
desire for sexual union stems from a basic truth about the world of 
living things: 

The power of sex is due to the sexual division of virtually all of 
creation. Male and female were not created to exist separately. Woman 
was made to complete man; and man, woman -- anatomically, 
biologically, emotionally, mentally and spiritually. The power of the sex 
drive springs from the longings of the incomplete being for completion. 
A divided creation consequently suffers, longing for union and 
fulfillment. . . . The union sought, however, is more than sexual. It is a 
longing for a personal union of which the sexual is but a part and not the 
whole.(6) 

The third function of sex in marriage is to enhance the enjoyment of life 
together. A satisfying sex life releases tension, renews tired spirits, and 
offsets the heartaches and failures of human existence. As suggested 
earlier, sex is a favorite way to drop the load of adult responsibilities 
and parenting duties and to let one's inner Child play regularly. In the 
midst of the worries and pressures of daily life, satisfying sex gives 
wings to the hearts of the mates. Together they celebrate the pleasures 
of life expressed in sex. 

As the sayings of many languages put it, love & sex make one look at 
the world with "new" eyes. A sexual experience resembles a short 
vacation trip. A lover comes back to everyday conditions as a traveler 
returns home. Like the returning traveler he reacts more vividly and 
sharply to the accustomed environment.(7) 

It is not surprising that the writer of Proverbs included the last clause in 
this list of wonders: 

"There are three things which are too wonderful for me, yea four which 
I know not: the way of an eagle in the air; the way of a serpent upon a 
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rock; the way of a ship in the midst of the sea; the way of a man with a 
maid" (30:18). The sense of mystery and glad wonder is familiar to 
couples who have learned to enjoy rich, full-bodied sexual intimacy. 

There is a fourth function of sex in marriage -- to strengthen and 
complete one's identity. When a person asks the big identity questions -- 
Who am I? What am I worth? -- he cannot answer them apart from 
another question: Who am I and how effective am I as a man (or a 
woman)? Personal identity always includes sexual identity at its center. 
The firm sense of personal identity which is a prerequisite for intimacy 
in marriage and sexual relationships, is also strengthened and affirmed 
by experiences of interacting constructively with a person of the 
complementary sex. The sharpness of definition of one's own sexual 
identity is increased by joining worlds with a person of the other gender. 
The femaleness in a wife brings out the maleness in a husband, and vice 
versa. It is this mutual heightening of femininity and masculinity that 
brings zest to a marriage! 

Couples in search of greater closeness need to go far beyond merely 
satisfying each other's physical desires. Of course, it is a mistake to 
withhold sex because the relationship is conflicted, or to use sex to 
manipulate the other. But beyond satisfying each other's physical needs, 
there is the context of those needs, the sexuality of each person; the 
maleness and femaleness which colors one's whole being. But the goal 
is never completely achieved; each of us brings a degree of unfinished 
identity to marriage, each of us needs to have our sexuality affirmed and 
rejoiced in by our mates. We have everything to gain and nothing to 
lose by nurturing each other in this basic way. A well-fed mate (fed in 
terms of his hunger for feelings of sexual power and worth) is the 

only kind who can share in a sexual celebration in which one's own 
needs will also be satisfied. 

Conflicts often occur among the various functions of sex in marriage 
and the roles which are related to them. As most couples who have 
children can document from their experiences, the demands of 
parenting, companionship, and sex sometimes run into head-on 
collisions. It is inevitable. Close, complicated relationships and conflict 
go together. But in healthy marriages the conflict accruing from these 
roles is more than balanced by the ways in which they are mutually 
reinforcing. The fact that two people like (as well as love) each other 
and therefore enjoy being together and communicating makes the sexual 
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part of their relationship deeply gratifying. Sex without companionship 
in marriage is better than no sex at all; but its pleasure falls far short of 
sex within a relationship of loving and trusting. Furthermore, parents 
who enjoy their children, feel the fulfillment of participating in their 
growth, and share in the "one-flesh" unity of this ongoing experience 
have much going for the sexual and companionship sides of their 
marriage. The goal is to relate in such a way as to allow the power of 
sex to bring a glow to the totality of the relationship. As one mother of 
three teenagers put it, "The pain and the happiness of these years of 
raising kids together has given us hundreds of experiences of sharing; 
we feel joined in so many areas that sex is often like a feast." 

DEEPENING SEXUAL INTIMACY 

Sexual relationships are essentially human relationships. That sexual 
skills are interpersonal skills is a point often ignored, to the detriment of 
sexual fulfillment in marriage. What is the relationship between 
interpersonal needs, satisfactions, and conflicts, on the one hand, and 
sexual needs, satisfactions, and conflicts, on the other? This is a crucial 
question. There is powerful interaction 

between these two sides of a marriage. Thus, one guideline to increasing 
sexual intimacy and pleasure is to improve the quality of the marriage 
as a whole. In practical terms, this means increasing communication 
skills and the ability to satisfy each other's heart-hungers, while at the 
same time practicing new techniques and tenderness in sexual 
intercourse. 

At Ohio University a marriage survey of several hundred couples was 
made. The majority reported that they had intercourse twice a week, on 
the average. This was true both of the couples who described their 
marriages as "satisfactory" and those who saw them as "unsatisfactory." 
The husbands of unhappy couples tended to say that twice a week was 
more than their wives wanted but was satisfactory to them; their wives 
tended to report that it was just right for them, but less than their 
husbands wanted. In contrast, the husbands and wives in happy 
marriages generally said that twice a week was satisfying to their 
spouses and themselves. The problem was not in the actual frequency of 
intercourse (as the unhappy couples might have described it to a 
marriage counselor) but in their inability to communicate.(8) 

In another study, people were asked to describe their own and their 
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partner's feelings regarding a variety of forms of foreplay (from kissing 
and caressing to oral-genital play). Successful couples reported identical 
feelings and/or described their partner's feelings accurately 
approximately twelve times as often as did seriously conflicted 
couples.(9) 

In an insightful passage on satisfying sex, William Lederer and Donald 
Jackson state: 

What is special about sexual intercourse, a highly-satisfying male-
female symbiosis, is that it requires a higher degree of collaborative 
communication than any other kind of behavior exchanged between 
spouses. Sex is consequently precious, but also perilous. It is the only 
relationship act which must have mutual spontaneity for mutual 
satisfaction. It can only be a conjoint union, and it represents a com- 
mon goal which is clear and understood by both.(10) 

Sexual intimacy is rooted in a biological drive pushing toward the 
discharge of sexual tension. This is the physiological basis of sexual 
attraction in all animals. But in man there develops a unique blend of 
the physiological and the psychological. The physical need for release 
of sexual tension is intertwined with a variety of psychological needs: 
for the security and warmth of body-closeness and stroking; for feeling 
loved, nurtured, cared about; for affirmation of one's masculinity or 
femininity. Both the joys and the problems of sex center almost entirely 
in 

the psychological-emotional area of relationships. It is in this unique 
human dimension that increased sexual intimacy is found. Sex without 
relationship is shallow sex, lacking in depth pleasure. As Clark Elizey 
says, "If sex is sought on the animal level, nothing but animal returns 
can be expected."(11) Deep soul-and body-satisfying sex is never 
simply physical. 

To deepen sexual intimacy, a couple needs to enjoy sex in ways that 
will cause it to feed their love. A marriage is vital to the extent that 
there is a uniting of these two forms of intimacy -- physical and 
psychological. Satisfaction of the personality hungers of one's mate, 
particularly his sexual ego needs, is extremely important. Each partner 
should test his behavior in the marriage in terms of how well he uses 
opportunities to make his mate feel more adequate, attractive, and 
lovable as a male or a female. To say by words and behavior, "You're 
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terrific in bed," or "We 

make sweet music together," or "You made last night heavenly!" causes 
one to prize his or her sexuality, which makes it easier to be loving, 
passionate, and giving the next time. "Good sex interaction not only 
expresses one's own feelings, but . . . the partner needs to feel valued 
and felt as a person of worth, as a real live human being."(12) The 
wedding ceremony contains an implicit 

truth about relationships in the phrase, "love, honor and cherish." A man 
and woman cannot really love deeply unless they also honor (esteem, 
appreciate, respect) and cherish (nurture, prize, hold dear) each other. 
The total quality and value of the relationship affects the meaning and 
satisfaction derived from sexual intercourse.(13) There is a fundamental 
difference between alienated and intimate sex -- the difference is love. 

Cultivating the art of love-making is another way to increase sexual 
intimacy. Most couples, if they try, can enhance their repertory of 
sexual enjoyment; they can help make sex play better for themselves 
and each other. It takes time to improve sexual artistry, and that is often 
a problem in our frantic society. Setting aside time for regular "let's-
enjoy-each-other" nights or days is a practice that pays big dividends. 
One couple near the termination of marriage counseling reported: "Up 
until we started having 'our nights,' sharing, including sex, got the tag 
ends of our time. We allowed other less important things to squeeze 
love-making into late, hurried moments which made it terribly 
mechanical. In the last months we've rediscovered what we've been 
missing. Wow!" A frustrated wife confronted her husband with her 
disappointment at the shallow, mechanical rut into which their sex life 
had slipped: "I get the 'now it's Friday night again' feeling about our 
love life. The long, lingering Sunday afternoon in the bedroom -- what 
happened 

to that? Let's do something to get the life back into things." 

Working hard to get the spontaneity back is something like relaxing as 
hard as possible. It's self-defeating. Setting aside regular times and 
protecting them from encroachment is a good place to begin. During 
that time, sharing is the key -- talking, listening to the rain, or reading a 
sexy novel together, taking a walk along a stream, eating by candlelight -
- whatever both mates find relaxing, satisfying, and at least a little 
romantic. Each couple should discover what encourages spontaneity and 
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playfulness. Having a number of paths to relaxed sharing is an 
advantage. Wives often find eating out particularly satisfying and 
romantic. "It gives us time to really talk and, what's more, I don't have 
to fix the meal! Being away from the kids lets me turn my parent side 
off for a while, which feels good." These words of a young wife could 
be duplicated by many other wives. Couples who love music may find 
their depth sharing in "listening together to the murmur of hidden 
meaning within music . . . until the harmonies of what it means to-be-
human pulse also in you."(14) 

Getting into the mood is much more than a prelude to intercourse. It is a 
delicious part of the 

process, of which intercourse is the climax. The same applies to so-
called "foreplay" -- a mis- leading label which suggests merely a warm 
up before the game starts. How unfortunate! Such a misunderstanding 
leads to feelings on the part of some husbands that "I'll have to work 
hard to get her ready." The sense of burden and duty takes the edge off 
what can be a mutually delightful experience of pleasure and shared 
tenderness. 

Cultivating the art of love-making doesn't necessarily mean that a 
couple will increase the frequency of intercourse, although that may 
result from its becoming more enjoyable to both. On some occasions, 
sharing may be fulfilling and even delightful, without including 
intercourse. Those whose sex life is satisfying and beautiful may have 
intercourse with less frequency than unhappy couples who are 
frantically proving their sexuality or searching for a solution to their 
emotional pain. 

There are times in a sex-enjoying marriage when the enjoyment is in 
quiet closeness. At other times, stormy, carefree passion meets the 
needs of both. Couples should be free to follow their own impulses 
sexually, to play and experiment with new positions, new settings, and 
new approaches to foreplay. Open communication about what gives 
each maximum pleasure is tremendously helpful in developing their 
unique style. Whatever gives both pleasure -- this is the one criterion for 
deciding whether or not to engage in various forms of sex play. If a wife 
enjoys 

being kissed all over her body, she should say so. Overcoming 
embarrassment derived from left-over childhood feelings about sex 
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helps free a couple to talk about and explore their mutual pleasure. Sex 
itself is a form of communication. Learning to read the nonverbal 
language is a part of the enjoyment of married sex -- for example, 
recognizing the signals of heightened desire in one's mate or, during 
intercourse, when the other is ready for consummating that experience 
of loving passion. However, checking out ambiguous nonverbal 
messages by asking the other, helps sex to be mutually satisfying. 

Freedom to enjoy their own style of sex is sometimes inhibited by the 
need to succeed according to some alleged standard of what success is. 
The need to succeed is one reason for failure because it imposes 
pressures on the sex act which take the fun out and put the demand 
quality in. The pressure to succeed was illustrated by one couple who 
devised a ten-point scale on which they each attempted to rate the 
intensity of their orgasms. Those approaching marriage may be captives 
of the illusion that they must measure up -- "perform like everyone 
else." They may ask worried questions such as: 

How often should we have sex? What is the best position? . . . Should 
we scratch and bite each other? What time of day should it be done? 
The questions sound like inquiries about the type of gymnastic 
procedures to be followed for attaining muscles like Mr. America's or a 
rear end or bust like Miss America's. Perhaps even worse off are the 
myriads of couples who don't dare ask questions and just assume they 
must be abnormal because their own practice differs from some so-
called standard.(15)

To decide where sex fits into their particular marriage, a couple must 
look inward at the marriage, not outward at the deceptive advice and 
make believe standards set by others.(16) There are as many different 
and satisfying sexual relationships as there are couples who enjoy sex. 
Criteria like simultaneous orgasm, multiple orgasm, frequency of 
intercourse, should never be used as mechanical standards which 
suggest sexual failure if they are not met. To the question, "What is the 
ideal sexual relationship?" the only valid answer is, "There is no such 
thing!" Each couple should aim at the unique pattern which gives them 
both the greatest fulfillment, recognizing as well that their own pattern 
is changeable from one day and one year to the next, and that the degree 
of tenderness and passion waxes and wanes continually in their 
relationship. 
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At the same tune, the art of love-making for most couples can be 
continually developed. Skills do improve with practice and patience, 
and as skills improve and a feeling of greater unity develops, sex can 
become increasingly satisfying. Understanding the differences as well 
as the likenesses in the sexual responses of men and women, and in the 
particular man or woman one is married to, stimulates the growth of 
intimacy. Many of the old generalizations about male-female 
differences no longer apply. It is probably true that the arousal of 
passion is more closely linked with emotional factors in many women 
than in many men. If this is true in a particular marriage, it is 

important for the husband to understand that his wife literally can't 
respond as she and he would like, when her feelings are hurt, the 
bedroom is cluttered, or the children are stirring in the next room. It is 
well worth the effort to create the needed atmosphere to allow her 
romantic side to flower. Many women experience sexual arousal more 
slowly than their husbands and respond to 

considerable tenderness, caressing, fondling, and reassurances of love in 
the full enjoyment of intercourse. What many men discover is that the 
total sexual experience is much more satisfying and pleasurable to them 
if they allow themselves to enjoy longer periods of play. The too-rapid 
sex act often leaves the wife tense, angry, and unsatisfied; it also short-
changes the man, 

frequently without his knowing it. 

Most women want lusty physical sex as intensely as men. Contrary to 
previous cultural myths, women can be aroused to a high, sustained 
level of sexual excitement. They may arouse more gradually but they 
can enjoy the full range of sex play including intercourse and orgasm, as 

fully as men. (One of the liberating findings, as long as it does not 
become standard setting, of the Masters and Johnson research is that 
many women are capable of multiple orgasms -- a series of climaxes 
during the same experience of intercourse.) It is important for the 
husband and wife to cooperate, if necessary, in helping her achieve a 
climax. It helps for the husband to discover the areas of her body which 
are particularly pleasurable to her. On the basis of their research, 
Masters and Johnson recommend: 
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Rather than following any preconceived plan for stimulating his sexual 
partner, the male will be infinitely more effective if he encourages 
vocalization on her part. The individual woman knows best the areas of 
her strongest sensual focus and the rapidity and intensity of 
manipulative technique that provides her with the greatest degree of 
sexual stimulation.(17) 

 

Manual manipulation of the clitoris up to and including orgasm may be 
a part of love-making which allows her to enjoy the full delights of the 
experience. The clitoris is the major center of sexual response in the 
woman's pelvic area and is the key to orgasm in many women.(18) The 
idea that a clitoral orgasm is somehow inferior to a vaginal orgasm has 
been exploded by the Masters and Johnson evidence that the distinction 
between these two types is a fiction. An orgasm, however induced, is 
experienced throughout the pelvic area (and the entire body, to some 
degree).(19) 

The rejection of the Victorian idea that sex is man's privilege and 
woman's duty has freed woman to enjoy sex fully. It has also freed her 
to respond and relate to her husband in ways that make sex more 
fulfilling to him. The active, passionate wife is much more fun in bed 
than the passive, 

dutiful "object of a man's desire." Many men need and enjoy the 
affirmation of a wife who is seductive and enticing, who is able to show 
her interest in sex and, on occasion, to initiate sexual relations. This 
communicates a masculinity-enhancing message: "As your female, I 
find you attractive and desirable as a male." The mutuality of present-
day marriage in which the sexual 

relationship can be one of joy both in satisfying the other and in 
receiving satisfaction from the other, can strengthen the maleness and 
femaleness of the partners, thereby strengthening the marriage. In 
"Lines to an Unhandy Man," Lois 

Wyse writes: 

You never made 
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A lamp base out of a Cracker Jack box, 

An extra room out of an unused closet, 

Or a garden out of a pile of clay. 

All you ever made was A woman out of me.(20) 

One can be sure that in the interaction which made a woman out of her, 
her husband became more of a man. 

In some marriages, sexual intimacy carries too much of the over-all 
human need for intimacy. It may even be the only form of sharing and 
closeness. This overloading of sex and lack of 

companionship tends to keep sex from finding its full flowering. It is 
well to remember that intimacy can exist in a relationship -- for 
example, a friendship -- without physical contact of any kind. When sex 
becomes a part of a relationship, as in marriage, a whole new set of 
possibilities and potential problems is introduced. Yet, the fundamental 
basis of interpersonal intimacy is 

the same, with or without the sexual factor. Marital intimacy is much 
broader than sex, though all facets are colored by the sexuality of the 
partners. Two astute observers of contemporary marriage conclude: "It 
can be a good marriage even if the partners don't find heaven in bed." 
(21) Most couples achieve something less than heaven in bed and yet 
value and cherish the pleasure they do enjoy together. The ability to 
relax and enjoy what they have often enables them to 

find more. 

SEXUAL INTIMACY THROUGH THE YEARS 

The challenge and opportunity of the sexual facet of intimacy is that it 
can stay robust and grow more satisfying through the years. Many 
people think of romance as the Hollywood-style, ecstatic 

rapture of adolescent love; they assume that romance must fade 
sometime after the honeymoon, or at least in the first years of marriage. 
Understood in those terms, it does. What this limited conception of the 
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romantic aspect of male-female relationships misses is that there is a 
form of romance appropriate to and available in each age and stage of 
the marital cycle. (See Elizey's book in the Bibliography.) Such 
romance and the sexual intimacy that is its driving force are changing, 
growing realities in good marriages. Romance continues in its varied 
expressions in a 

marriage where two people are maturing in their love for each other. 
Such love will grow only if it is nourished day-in and day-out as a 
couple makes an art of keeping their romance alive and healthy. They 
develop what has been called a "high monogamy" -- "an intensified 
monogamy dedicated to honesty, loyalty and old-fashioned man and 
woman love."(22) 

In the weeks and months after the wedding ceremony, the pink-cloud 
phase of romance may remain strong, but sexual adjustment problems 
are frequent. The "myth of sexual compatibility" with which young 
people grow up misleads many young couples into believing that 
because 

they are "in love," they can go to bed on the night of the wedding and 
have a glorious experience. Oscar Wilde once commented that Niagara 
Falls is the second greatest disappointment of an American bride's 
honeymoon. Contrary to the myth, learning the art of love-making takes 
time and practice within a secure relationship (which most premarital 
relationships are not). Therefore, 

sexual-adjustment difficulties are more the rule than the exception 
during the early years.(23) Guilt and embarrassment need to be worked 
through. It is important for the young couple to be released from the 
fear that if sex doesn't go well or isn't strikingly satisfying, it never will 
be. Getting off to a slow or frustrating start does not consign a couple to 
a lifetime of sexual 

incompatibility. By investing themselves in enhancing the general 
quality of their relationship and improving their communication skills, 
they will probably do more to increase intimacy than by pouring their 
worried attention onto their "sex problem." If sex relations have not 
become more mutually satisfying after a year or so, it is wise to seek the 
help of a marriage counselor. But time, patience, and practice usually 
suffice. 
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The period after the first child is born is filled with adjusting to the new 
'parental roles. Housework increases substantially and fatigue plus the 
new responsibilities may cause problems in the husband-wife 
relationship. The wife's overinvestment in the baby may interfere, as 
may the husband's jealousy. When couples say, "The romance has 
evaporated," they usually mean that the 

courtship-honeymoon days are gone or at least diminished. A new, 
deeper romance is available, however, cemented by the bond of child- 
bearing and rearing. There is a lift and a thrill (as well as a lot of hard 
work) in building a loving home. The assumption that the romance of 
marriage naturally declines after advent of children is true only in those 
instances when a couple neglect 

themselves and their relationship, and fail to engage in continuing 
courtship. It is true, in Gibson Winter's words, that "marital intimacy 
has to find a deeper foundation if it is to continue at the heart of 
marriage."(24) 

Sexual intimacy can be a reality in the middle and older years. If a 
relationship has achieved appreciable intimacy in the young-adult years, 
and deepened during the child-leaving years, it is likely that it will enjoy 
a continuing sense of sexual intimacy. In the years of uncertainty 
around the menopause, wives often need reassurance and reaffirmation 
of their sexual desirability and 

attractiveness. Husbands may be worried about slowing down in the 
sexual area and need the same kind of affirmation from their mates. It is 
significant that, in spite of the youth-orientation of our culture and the 
inherent problems of aging therein, Kinsey found an increasing 
percentage of marital coitus leading to orgasm for both parties, decade 
by decade. Certainly, if couples revitalize 

their relationship during the middle years, there is no reason for sexual 
intimacy to decline. In fact, it can become deeper and richer because it 
includes the joys and heartaches, the accomplishments and 
disappointments, the storms and the peace of years of sharing each 
other's worlds. 

A man who had been married for thirty years said: "‘I still like to hold 
my wife's hand.' He did 
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not get the same electric spark he received when he first held her hand, 
but holding it gave him a sense of security and strength. At times it gave 
promise of a more complete physical union. More often the touch of her 
hand said, I need you. I'm glad we have each other. I love you now as 
always.' This reaction he claimed was more thrilling, more satisfying 
than the exciting experiences of courtship."(25) 

Two recent volumes. Sex after Forty(26) and Sexual Life after Sixty(27) 
make it clear that the spark can stay alive long, long after the early years 
of marriage. When sexual intimacy is lost it is usually because of 
unresolved emotional conflicts within and between the marital partners. 
Masters' and Johnson's study of the human sexual response showed that 
"Many a woman develops renewed interest in her husband and in the 
physical maintenance of her own person, and has described a 'second 
honeymoon' during the early fifties." In their study of geriatric sexual 

responses and the problems of living within "our new found longevity," 
they reported: "There is no time limit drawn by the advancing years to 
female sexuality." Of husbands they said, "If elevated levels of sexual 
activity are maintained from earlier years and if neither acute nor 
chronic physical incapacity intervenes, aging males usually are able to 
continue some form of active sexual expression into the 70-and even 80-
year age groups."(28) The general pattern of sexual intimacy established 
in the earlier years tend to be maintained in the advancing years. 

A specialist on marriage, in speaking to a group of ministers about the 
crisis of middle age, referred to the shock of discovering one day that 
one is "married to a grandmother." A vigorous man, obviously in that 
age category, interrupted with the exclamation -- "But man, what 

a grandmother!" It was apparent from the lift in his voice and the light 
in his eyes that they had discovered the deepening romance of the 
passing years. 

COPING WITH SEXUAL PROBLEMS 

It should be clear that, from the perspective of this book, sex is not a 
problem but a positive resource for relating. However, knowing how to 
deal with some of the problems that are associated with sex helps to 
keep it functioning as a positive resource. 

Dorothy W. Baruch highlights the dual possibilities for pleasure and 
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pain in sex: 

Sex is man and woman, and all each contains, brought to the other. But 
sex can also be man and woman, each struggling alone and apart to get 
from the other what each feels has been missed. 

Sex can be the highest and smoothest place of going, the utmost of 
being together, the least of loneliness any human can find. But sex can 
also be agony and wanting. Hurting and being hurt. And the endless 
waiting for what never is reached. 

Sex can be warm and generous. But, in contrast, it can be drab and ugly, 
stingy little offering, faintly stretched forth, weakly proffered, fearingly 
begrudged. 

Sex can be togetherness in love -- or of hate that holds people 
attached.(29) 

There are times, in most marriages, when sex does not go well. It has its 
ups and downs. Knowing what to do to improve this important aspect of 
marriage helps a couple to shorten these periods of sexual conflict or 
distancing. 

Psychiatrist Martin Goldberg has suggested that there are six areas in 
which sexual problems occur:(30) 

1. Problems related to ignorance and naivete: Lack of knowledge of 
sexual anatomy and techniques of intercourse can contribute to 
lessening the mutual enjoyment of sex. Where this is a problem, reading 
a well-written sex manual such as John E. Eichenlaub, The Marriage 

Art(31) is the place to begin. Discussing unanswered questions with a 
physician, clergyman, or marriage counselor is the other logical solution 
to this problem. Lack of information may be a symptom of emotional 
problems in the area of sex which prevents one from learning from 
readily available sources. 

2. Problems derived from sexual inhibitions and guilts: Left over 
attitudes and feelings from childhood are more frequent sex-spoilers 
than lack of information. Guilt and fear can cause lack of sexual 
warmth, enjoyment, and interest in both males and females. Ghosts 
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from the past including parentifying one's spouse (Chapter 3) are 
sources of pleasure-blocking anxieties and guilt-feelings. A 
psychotherapist described a woman who could not accept sexuality: 
"Her body said 'no' to almost everything."(32) Where guilts and 
inhibitions are not so severe, they may gradually be diminished by the 
corrective emotional experience of a marriage with an understanding 
mate who 

is more able to enjoy sex, and help his (or her) spouse to do so. In more 
severe cases, counseling or psychotherapy may be essential to help the 
person unlearn his archaic responses and learn how to say Yes to sexual 
enjoyment. If sexual prohibitions have been clothed in religious guises, 
a counseling clergyman who sees sex as God-given may be the one who 
can help release the person to affirm his sexuality. 

3. Problems resulting from specific fears: Couples facing marriage may 
be afraid that their sexual organs, penis and vagina, respectively, are not 
large enough to enjoy sex fully. The findings of the Masters and 
Johnson research show that such fears are ungrounded. Almost any 
vagina can stretch to accommodate any penis and the size of the penis 
or clitoris has no correlation with degree of sexual pleasure attained. 
Sound counseling by a physician can allay many such fears; the fear of 
unwanted pregnancies can be reduced by using the most reliable 
contraceptives. The enlightened physician is best equipped to assist a 
couple in separating realistic from unrealistic fears. 

The fear of failure to maintain an erection or have an orgasm is a 
specific cause of some 

sexual failure. One of the encouraging discoveries of the Masters and 
Johnson therapy is that many men who suffer from impotence or 
premature ejaculation, and many women who are sexually 
unresponsive, can be helped decisively by relatively short-term 
measures. This suggests that some such problems are not the result of 
deep personality problems requiring long-term therapy, as previously 
thought, but, rather, stem from faulty learning experiences. A husband 
attempts to have intercourse when he is very tired. He fails and he feels 
deeply chagrined, perhaps even unmanly. His fears of failing again 
increase the possibility that he will, in fact, have trouble the next time. 
Thus, a self-reinforcing cycle may be established. It is reassuring to 
know that an occasional inability to maintain an erection, particularly 
when one is fatigued, preoccupied, or has 
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had too much to drink, is not a sign of abnormality. Reducing the 
"demand quality" of sex, as indicated earlier, can help in this area. The 
more a couple can accept the fact that their sex life will have its 
variations, and the less they have to prove their masculinity or 
femininity by performing successfully, the more they will be able to 
relax and enjoy love-making. The understanding of 

each partner for the other at such times is crucial. The wife who feels 
her femininity severely threatened or feels herself a failure because of 
her husband's temporary impotence, thus increases the tension and 
aggravates what might otherwise be a quickly passing phenomenon. 

4. Problems related to external factors: A husband or wife who is 
working long hours or under heavy stress will usually have diminished 
sexual interest. Lack of privacy because of a too-small house or too-thin 
walls may interfere with a couple's ability to let go with glad abandon in 
their sexual play. An overworked mother of a covey of children under 
six may have little time or energy to take care of herself or get in the 
mood for love. The logical approach to such problems is to do 
something to change the external factors -- cut down on one's work 
schedule (is it really 

necessary to work fourteen hours a day?) or get some help with the 
housework, perhaps from relatives or friends if money for hired help 
isn't available. Ingenuity can usually find some ways of freeing more 
time and energy for relating, if the relationship is seen as important by 
the mates. Overwork and over-scheduling are often symptoms of a fear 
of intimacy (sexual and emotional); 

in such cases, the fear should be dealt with in counseling. 

5. Problems resulting from interpersonal difficulties; As has been 
implied previously, it is 

erroneous to assume that sexual problems are the fundamental cause of 
marital conflict. Kinsey's studies showed that sexual problems were 
involved in three out of four divorces. It does not follow from this 
statistic that sexual problems caused all these divorces. In most cases, 
such problems begin and remain the effects of general unhappiness in 
the marriage relationship. True, the sexual frustrations contribute to the 
vicious cycle of the disintegration of the marriage, but they usually 
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begin as symptoms, not as causes. 

Sex as a form of communication conveys many messages in addition to 
love, tenderness, and self-giving. In fact, the language of sex can be 
used to express any feeling and any facet of the relationship, including 
anger, the need to dominate, coerce, and hurt, or the need to suffer and 
be rejected. If a couple suspects that some negative, disguised feeling is 
expressing itself in and to the detriment of their sex life, it behooves 
them to obtain skilled counseling. This can help them to translate the 
message from the language of being acted out in hurting ways in their 
sexual behavior, to being expressed and worked through in verbal 
forms. 

Unexpressed hostility is one contributor to poor sex. If this can be 
recognized and resolved (through expression on an inanimate object 
such as pounding a pillow, or talked out in counseling), it will no longer 
be a barrier to mutual sexual fulfillment. A husband, when asked 

by reporters on his fiftieth wedding anniversary if he had ever 
considered divorce, replied: "Never divorce. Murder many times, but 
never divorce." Many couples would not need to divorce, or to live in a 
de facto divorce of a dead relationship, if they could face and resolve 
their angers rather than let them accumulate. 

Changes in the male/female roles may cause interpersonal conflict 
leading to sexual problems.(33) The emancipation of women in terms of 
outside employment, and the decline in the dual standard in the sexual 
area, threatens men whose self-esteem depended on perceiving women 
as submissive or second-class human beings. However, these changes 
and the peer-companionship model of 

marriage of which they are a part, also releases women to be both more 
satisfied and more satisfying to their sex partners. In discussing the way 
in which women have joined men on the last frontier -- sex -- David 
Riesman comments: 

The very ability of women to respond in a way that only courtesans 
were supposed to in an earlier age means, moreover, that qualitative 
differences of sex experience -- the impenetrable mystery --can be 
sought for night after night, and not only in periodic visits to a mistress 
or brothel.(34) 

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1712 (20 of 26) [2/4/03 7:13:59 PM]



The Intimate Marriage

In other words, the same forces which create relationship-sexual 
problems in contemporary marriage also create exciting new 
possibilities. 

6. Problems caused by intra-psychic difficulties: Some sexual problems 
are derived from deep, unconscious conflicts, the only effective 
treatment of which is intensive psychotherapy. It is a mistake to assume 
that this is the case without exhausting the possibilities that such 
problems fall into one or more of the previous categories. Often the 
guidance of a counselor or psychotherapist is needed in order to help an 
individual or a couple decide how deep the difficulty probably is and, 
therefore, what constitutes the appropriate therapy. 

The problem of infidelity may or may not be the result of pronounced 
intra-psychic difficulties. The Don Juan or femme fatale who has 
repeated affairs is acting out deep problems such as anxiety about 
sexual adequacy or identity, hatred toward the opposite sex, or the 
unconscious search for the missing parent of the opposite sex. In 
contrast, the single episode may be a passing infatuation resulting from 
marital problems. Infidelity is always a sign that something has been 
missing from the marriage. When interpersonal intimacy is missing or 
in short supply, the partners are highly vulnerable to extra-marital 
affairs. 

The best way to prevent infidelity is to achieve creative closeness in the 
marriage. Fidelity is essential to a growing relationship, to the 
realization of full sexual satisfaction, and to the security of children. 
Choosing the path of infidelity means choosing to miss these values in 
marriage. Approaching fidelity, not as a burdensome life sentence, but 
as a pathway -- the only pathway -- to a highly desirable set of goals, 
makes it a positive style of relating. Erik Erikson describes these goals 
in discussing "genitality" -- the capacity to function sexually in a full, 
adult fashion: 

In order to be of lasting social significance, the Utopia of genitality 
should include: 1. mutuality of orgasm 2. with a loved partner, 3. of the 
opposite sex, 4. with whom one is able and willing to share a mutual 
trust, 5. and with whom one is able and willing to regulate the cycles of, 
a. work, b. procreation, c. recreation, 6. so as to secure to the offspring, 
too, a satisfactory development.(35) 

To the degree that a couple achieves this integration of the sexual and 

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1712 (21 of 26) [2/4/03 7:13:59 PM]



The Intimate Marriage

the interpersonal, fidelity will be fulfilling. This is not to say that all 
temptation to stray will be eliminated; but, rather, that the positive 
values of fidelity will become so rich and obvious in the marriage that 
the partners will choose it as the more desirable way of life. 

These suggested ways of approaching the various sexual difficulties 
may make it sound easy to overcome them. It is clear that even near-the-
surface problems often take serious and determined struggle to find a 
solution that is effective. But the thrust of what we have been saying is 
that some sexual difficulties are not as deep as they may seem, and there 
is realistic hope for the vast majority of couples who approach their 
problems with the will to grow together and to get professional help in 
the process if that proves to be necessary. 

The emphasis of this chapter has been that sexual intimacy can be both 
the spice which keeps the marriage joyful and the cement which can 
hold together the other facets of intimacy. As satisfying sex enhances 
other aspects of the relationship it is itself enhanced. Sex in marriage is 
not a matter of achievement or performance, but an expression of and a 
foundation for intimacy in marriage. 

When we cut through all the rigmarole about roles and performance, the 
.sheer fact of intimacy remains amazingly important in making a sexual 
encounter memorable -- the meeting, the growing closeness, the 
excitement of not knowing where it will lead, the assertion of self, and 
the giving of self. Is it not this intimacy that makes us return to the 
event in memory again and again when we need to be warmed by 
whatever hearths life makes available?(36) 

These words of Rollo May describe the element of mystery and wonder 
in sexual intimacy which in a good marriage pervades all facets of the 
relationship. By joining parts of their bodies, a husband and wife 
continue their family heritage, affirm their own individual and marital 
identity, and perpetuate the stream of life. In this deep sharing, they may 
experience a kind of intimacy which is closer than sex -- a touching of 
souls. 

TAKING ACTION 

Discuss the things that each of you enjoys most when you make love, 
and the things that would make it better for each of you. What things are 
difficult to talk about? Share thoughts about these. Try changing the 
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pattern of your sex life -- vary the setting, the hour, the position. Try to 
find a place where you can make love outdoors. Take a weekend in a 
motel, in a cottage at the beach, or in a secluded spot. Make an effort to 
do and say the things that you know affirm your partner's sexuality, but 
which you each tend to neglect. 

Obtain a copy of Sense Relaxation by Bernard Gunter (New York: 
Collier Books, 1968), and try some of the "intimate games" of touching 
and tapping, and feeling. Let go and have fun being more alive. 

If either of you lacks knowledge of your own or your spouse's sexual 
potential, read a book like The Marriage Art by John H. Eichenlaub 
(New York: Dell Publishing Co., 1961) to increase your understanding 
and therefore your enjoyment of sexuality. 
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Chapter 8: Developing Parent-Child 
Intimacy 

Each of us is the product of what has happened in 
countless generations of families before us; each of us in 
turn will inevitably affect the lives of our children, 
grandchildren and great-grand- children for as long as 
mankind exists. 
Clifford Kirkpatrick, The Family (1) 

...............marriage begins in infancy. 
Levy and Monroe in The Happy Family (2)

The capacity for intimacy is catching. In the early days and weeks and 
months of a child's life, long before he is aware of himself as a separate 
person, he is absorbing fundamental patterns, ways of relating and 
feelings about relating, which will influence him throughout his life. 
Long before he can interpret the sights he sees or the sounds he hears, 
they are becoming part of his own way of being. Every child comes into 
the world with a unique heritage of humanness. The manner in which 
his parents and older siblings respond to his individuality helps to 
determine whether he will be a person who relates to others intimately 
or distantly. The family which provides an environment of healthy 
intimacy, an intimacy that includes respect for autonomy and distance, 
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provides the child with a climate in which he can develop the strong 
sense of identity so basic to his own capacity for intimacy. The vital 
responsibility of the parents, then, is to create through their own 
relationship of intimacy an atmosphere which both envelops the child in 
its warmth, and progressively releases him to his own relationships of 
intimacy. Such intimacy is as rewarding to parents as it is to children, 
for it allows parents to share in the rich inner world of the children who 
by their very existence give parents the gift of immortality. Such sharing 
can help to reopen parents to their own inner worlds, past and present, 
thereby deepening marital intimacy. 

Intimacy between parents and children is psychologically different from 
that between husband and wife. The latter is a peer relationship based on 
mutual dependence and mutual need-satisfaction. The full intimacy of 
the marriage relationship is one which grows deeper and richer as the 
years go by. It is a relationship possible only between equals. Parent-
child intimacy, on the other hand, is based on the initial physical and 
emotional dependence of the child. The parents' need is satisfied by the 
child's response to their giving. Parent-child intimacy gradually 
diminishes as the child develops his own autonomy over the years. 
Parents can enjoy and treasure many moments of personal intimacy with 
their children, but they cannot count on the increasingly intimate 
relationship which they expect from each other. Parent-child intimacy 
prepares the child for future relationships with peers. Husband-wife 
intimacy strengthens their own ongoing relationship. 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF PARENT-CHILD INTIMACY 

The foundation of parent-child intimacy is laid even before the birth of 
the baby in the relationship of the parents. A husband and wife who 
have a mutually satisfying and growing relationship are more able to 
make the baby a part of their relationship in- stead of a divisive factor, 
than are couples who are distant or severely conflicted. Usually it is true, 
as well, that the more the husband is able to participate in the pregnancy 
and in the child-birth itself, the stronger will be his sense of mutuality 
with his wife in their new creation. 

Never before have you had fully a chance to co-create a new world with 
another person -- or to bring forth children who will take their place in 
the long, long pilgrimage of man down this earth valley.(3) 

It is important to the coming father-child relationship for him to be able 
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to take as much part in this co-creation as is possible. Many doctors and 
hospitals now allow and even encourage prospective fathers to be 
present during labor and delivery. If such an experience climaxes nine 
months of mutual awareness and involvement in the prenatal 
development of the baby, the husband is already included in the 
intimacy so often assumed to be only the mother's privilege and 
prerogative. Once the baby is born and laid in his mother's arms (ideally 
in a rooming-in hospital where the father can also participate), the 
development of what Erik Erikson calls basic trust(4) already is in 
progress. The ways in which the baby is held and fed, bathed and 
dressed, convey the feelings in the family about his presence. Does the 
father also bathe and hold and feed him, so that he feels the strong, 
rough hands as well as the smooth, soft ones? What is the response to 
his crying, to his grasping for breast or bottle, to the mess in his diapers, 
to his first smile? 

Thus the child's active grasping for mutuality will not do, if the reaching 
out is not met by a parallel enjoyment in the mother at being clung to; if 
the result is not a process of mutual interaction.(5) 

All of this is not to say that the baby must experience only joy and 
peace. He is part of a real world, of its pain and anger as well as of its 
satisfactions. Plenty of that pain comes from his own body. If he gets, 
most of the time, loving response to his needs, he can take also the 
impatience at his dependence that comes when the mother is tired, the 
angry words between his parents when their own needs are not being 
met, the conflict that is inevitable in any family. 

It is at this early time in the beginning of parent-child intimacy that the 
first danger may become apparent. Even in the strongest marriage 
relationships, the strength of the mother-baby bond is sometimes felt as 
a threat by the father. In severely conflicted marriages, this is often the 
point at which the destruction of the husband-wife intimacy begins and 
the unhealthy intimacy of the mother and child begins. The wife may 
begin to use the baby for the satisfaction of emotional needs which the 
marriage is not providing. The husband's jealousy may drive him further 
away. Even in healthy marriages, there is always some of this threat. It 
helps to be aware of it, so that the advent of children will contribute 
more to the uniting of parents than to the dividing of them. "No matter 
how going a concern a marriage may be, the advent of children causes 
severe strain between parents. Newborn babies cannot be taken in their 
stride."(6) 
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Awareness of the problem is often all that is needed to cope with it. 
Certainly, for the father to participate as much as possible in the care of 
the baby, and the parents' constant affirmation of each other as parents 
and as husband and wife are important. The father who will gaze with 
pride and joy and a sense of involvement, as well as with a twinge of 
jealousy, upon his wife as she nurses their child can feel the child as a 
bond which connects them. Some of the suggestions in Chapter 6 
encouraging the new parents to make special efforts to be alone together 
regularly are important. For subsequent babies, as well as for the first, 
all that we have been saying here holds true. 

Parent-child intimacy begins then, with the parents' response to the 
baby's almost complete dependence. Feelings are more important than 
techniques at this stage (or at any other). The baby whose needs are met 
most of the time, whose body is handled most of the time with 
tenderness and pleasure, who has frequent experiences of closeness and 
warmth from both parents, will respond to them in ways that satisfy 
their needs as successful, life-giving parents. On the other hand, parents 
who because of their own unmet needs can respond only with 
impatience to their child's crying and with disgust to the requirements of 
his body, will be unable to encourage the sense of basic trust so 
necessary if the growing child is to relate warmly to his parents or to 
anyone else. In the early weeks and months of the child's life, parent-
child intimacy means for the child the satisfaction of his needs for 
comfort, warmth, closeness, and peace. For the parent it means the joy 
of having met these needs and the warm response of a baby who is for 
the most part content. But even in the midst of this warm closeness, the 
ebb and flow of intimacy which are part of any relationship prevail. 
Even for a baby, life is hard and needs cannot always be met, no matter 
how perceptive the parents. Thus even as life begins, the seeds of 
autonomy are sown. Growth is struggle. 

The intimate closeness of mother and child, however healthy, cannot 
continue. The necessity for weaning becomes a fact of life for the baby. 
As he grows older he must grow more distant from the mother. He 
cannot always have the breast or bottle, or the arms of his mother and 
father. Before long the word "no" enters his life. He learns that the 
world has limits and that he is a person separate from his parents and 
sometimes in conflict with them. Presently even the products of his 
body are no longer his. He must accept toilet-training in one form or 
another as one of his first concessions to the expectations of society and 
the family. All of these confrontations with the reality of life mean that 
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the small child is increasingly required to give up the complete 
dependence which he enjoyed in babyhood and to begin to establish 
himself as a responsible human being. Thus the quality of parent-child 
intimacy is also required to change. With the making of demands and 
the setting of limits, the parents become different kinds of need-
satisfiers. If the basic trust is strong in the child, and if the parents are 
secure in their own relationship and not too threatened by the child's 
budding autonomy which at times makes him resist the demands of the 
parents, a new dimension of parent-child intimacy can develop. 

In the learning to walk and talk, to use the bathroom and to accept 
limits, parent-child intimacy revolves around the setting of these limits 
and the acceptance of feelings about them. Can the parents say "No" 
when the child runs into the street, and prevent him from doing it, while 
at the same time accepting his feeling of anger and frustration at being 
thus limited. Can they prevent his impulse to drop a wooden block on 
his new baby brother's head, while at the same time letting him know 
that his feeling of jealousy and rage is not bad in itself and that he is not 
a bad person for having it? Can they encourage him to use the potty to 
defecate without punishing him for his failures or making him feel that 
his body and its products are bad? 

In short, parent-child intimacy at the toddler and young-child stage is 
closely related to the child's growing autonomy and sense of himself as 
a separate person. It is a difficult period, for the child's love-hate 
ambivalence is very strong. He both fears and wants to grow up. He 
both needs his parents desperately, and needs desperately to establish 
himself as an important person in his own right. His parents must allow 
him the distance he needs to become himself, with a growing sense that 
he is worthwhile and has some control over his own destiny. At the 
same time they need to derive satisfaction from being with him in 
feeling, and taking pride in his achievements. Continued unequivocal 
love within the necessary setting of limits is important. 

Parents who are too threatened by their child's angry, "I hate you!" when 
he is frustrated are unable to accept his feeling. Usually such parents 
have not been able to admit to or accept strong negative feelings in 
themselves, and thus project onto the child their own feelings of 
badness. 

The child may then accept his parents' label, "I'm bad" and either 
withhold his deepest feelings in the future, or lash out more violently at 
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his surroundings, thus becoming a "behavior problem." Either way, 
parent-child intimacy is blocked. The mother and father who are open to 
and accepting of their own negative feelings are far more able to tolerate 
their child when behavior is difficult and angry feelings run high. The 
child's emotional demands at this stage are excessive. "For this reason, 
parents need a strong love for each other if the trinity of father-mother-
child, is to grow on a positive emotional basis."(7) 

An intimate marital relationship which rejoices in the wide range of 
human feeling, which includes anger in its definition of love, can 
include the child in the "freedom to feel." 

Four-year-old Billy was brought to a child guidance clinic at the 
suggestion of his nursery school teacher. She felt that he was angry most 
of the time, for he lashed out physically at the other children and 
regularly destroyed the toys and equipment of the school. His parents 
described him as unmanageable at home, always trying to hurt his little 
sister, smashing his toys and refusing to obey. 

During many weeks of play therapy sessions Billy seemed chiefly to 
want to play in the water. He floated the boats and then sank them. He 
caused tidal waves which washed the cars and trucks into the water and 
drowned the people. He threw the cowboys and Indians into the water 
and drowned them. All the while he talked quietly to himself about what 
he was doing, but loud enough so that the therapist could hear him. The 
therapist consistently repeated back to him what he said he was doing, 
with acceptance but no approval or disapproval in her voice. 

One day Billy said to her, "I wonder why I come here. Maybe it's 
because I'm unhappy." With a quizzical look at the therapist he picked 
up the baby doll which he had never before touched, put it in the water 
and held it under for a long, silent moment. Then with an audible sigh of 
relief he took the doll out, dried it off, and dressed it. He never played 
with the water again, nor with the doll. In subsequent sessions he played 
in a variety of ways and with a good deal of relaxed spontaneity. 
Meantime his behavior at home and at school had modified. His parents 
had been getting help, too, and were more aware of their own feelings 
and of Billy's. They had begun to accept his anger at the little sister 
verbally, while at the same time letting him know he couldn't hurt her. 
They had got him a pounding bench and encouraged him to use it when 
he was angry. 
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It seemed as though Billy had at last been able to express the feelings he 
had stored up from the time of his sister's birth. His parents previously 
had not allowed him to express any negative feelings about her. When 
he and they could feel and accept the ambivalence that characterizes all 
close relationships, Billy was gradually able to channel his anger more 
appropriately. This experience was the beginning of both parent-child 
and marital intimacy for Billy and his family. 

During the period from about three to six years, children normally 
establish an especially warm, close relationship with the parent of the 
other sex. Through this bond, a child is awakened to the basic goodness 
of male-female relationships. This closeness is one of the crucial roots 
of all future intimacy across sex lines. It is one foundation stone for 
adult heterosexual relationships. 

For the growth of the preschooler to be complete, the child needs a 
loving, caring relationship with his same-sexed parent, too. Normally, 
the child feels jealousy toward this parent; he also needs to have feelings 
of love and acceptance from the parent. These feelings give balance to 
his attachment to the parent of the other sex, and help him move beyond 
this attachment in the next period of his growth. It is particularly 
important that the husband-wife rapport be steady and strong during the 
child's preschool development. This often is difficult because the 
husband is preoccupied with getting established in his work. If this is the 
case, his daughter will have difficulty finding the warm closeness she 
needs with him. When a strong father-daughter bond is established, the 
wife may be threatened because of her unmet hungers in the marriage. 
Where marital intimacy is robust, on the other hand, the balance of good 
relationships with both parents during these years in a child's life will 
usually be present automatically. 

If, during the toddler and young-child stage, parents are sensitive and 
accepting enough to help the child to understand how he feels, and to 
put their understanding into words and actions, they and the child are 
well prepared for the next stage of parent-child intimacy. When the child 
goes to school he is taking another big step along his road to autonomy 
and identity. In the physical sense, he needs his parents less and less. 
But he is still very much dependent on them for emotional support in 
coping with the many new involvements which he experiences outside 
the home. Now that he is more able to put his feelings into words, is he 
free, from his parents' point of view, to share with them the hurts and 
joys and frustrations which he is bound to experience in the outside 
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world? Correcting behavior without condemning feeling, listening to 
and accepting fears and worries without taking charge in an 
overprotective way, allowing free rein to the developing need for 
freedom while at the same time holding fast to the limits appropriate to 
his age -- these are the continuing bases of parent-child intimacy. As in 
earlier years, acceptance and reflection of feeling, so that the child feels 
that there is no feeling he cannot express, however bad, however 
frightening, is the essence of intimacy. When children are free to share 
their fear and rage with their parents, they are eager to share their joys 
and loves. 

The early school years are foundational for a child's growth in the ability 
to relate trustfully with his own sex. A strong identification with his 
same-sexed parent is normal and necessary. Through a close relationship 
with his dad (or a father substitute), a boy learns to belong to the male 
world -- to think, feel, and act like a male in his culture. He moves from 
this to close relations with boys his own age. A parallel process occurs 
in the normal growth of a girl. 

During the years of childhood with its increasing autonomy, the 
closeness-distance cycle between parents and children is in constant 
motion. There are times when the child seems free and happy and little 
in need of mothering and fathering. If his parents can accept his freedom 
without being 

threatened by not being needed, the child will return for the sustenance 
he needs when things go wrong and he needs temporarily to regress. 
Letting the child set the pace of intimacy -- being there when they are 
needed and not pushing when they are not needed -- this is the parents' 
job. Parents need each other in a steadier relationship of intimacy and a 
sharing which allows them together to move with the ebb and flow of 
their children's closeness and distance. The changing needs of the child 
require ever new and different patterns of response and need-satisfaction 
from the parents. 

As adolescence approaches, the child is more and more finding his 
intimate satisfactions away from his parents. In pre-adolescence and 
early adolescence the intimate relationships are with persons of the same 
sex. As adolescence advances, the transfer is made to persons of the 
other sex as the inner preparation for a life of intimacy with a marriage 
partner continues. Parent-child intimacy during adolescence often seems 
to parents to be a one-way street. The adolescent is intimate when he 
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wants something and far away emotionally at all other times! But this is 
only a part of the story. The adolescent still needs from his parents the 
same feeling of affirmation that he has always needed, but in different 
ways. At this stage as in the previous one, the parent who is open and 
ready when the young person needs him is often able to share in his 
almost-adult children's struggle for identity. This can be among the most 
rewarding experiences of parenthood. Like the moments of intimacy at 
other times in the child's life, the rare moments of sharing with 
adolescent children can also help the parent to reopen and relive some of 
his own youth by sharing in his children's growth. 

Here are the words of Jeeney Ray,(8) a spastic girl who is an orphan and 
who has had few experiences of intimacy in her life time. Then along 
comes an adult who cares: 

I study him well and receive the kindred of one to another. 
. . . I reach as far into his eyes as I can to understand the 
fullness of what he says and the way he looks me over; 
puzzled back in thinking is how he is, and grinning and 
frowning, then going way down to pierce darkness. . . . It 
is when thinking is coming from the other person into 
yourself and touching the same thinking as the other 
person; it is quiet then, and words come from their hiding 
hearts. 

Such moments of parent-child intimacy in adolescence are rare, but they 
are possible. It is also true that the withdrawal of the child during 
adolescence can provide the parents with new opportunities for self-
understanding and for renewal of the intimacy between them. Karen's 
parents had been in a therapy group of couples who were also parents of 
disturbed adolescents. The experience had opened for them a whole new 
world of understanding between themselves and within the family. Here 
are the words which Karen's mother wrote at one point in their struggle: 

Our daughter the Rebel -- 
is the nicest thing that's happened to us -- 
She has made us see her for the first time 
She has made us feel her feelings and 
understand her troubled 
feelings and ours. 
She has made us aware, aware of so many 
new feelings and sights 
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Our daughter the Rebel, so sensitive but so 
full of courage has filled our hearts with a new love. 
We thank God for our honest daughter, the Rebel. 

After an adolescent has successfully separated himself from his parents 
and found both his own identity and a place for himself in intimate 
relationships with young-adult peers, he may be able to establish a new 
kind of mature closeness with his parents. This adult-to-adult intimacy is 
possible only if the parents can let go of their need to treat their 
offspring as a dependent child. The intimacy between adult child and 
parents, when it develops, can have a special quality of closeness not 
present in other adult relationships. 

WHAT PARENT-CHILD INTIMACY IS NOT 

There are several kinds of parent-child relationships which are often 
mistaken for parent-child intimacy. Parent-child intimacy does not 
include making the child a substitute spouse. For this reason a 
reasonably need-satisfying marital (or other adult-to- adult) relationship 
is a prerequisite for healthy parent-child intimacy. The mother who is 
having all her emotional needs met through her relationships with her 
children is unable to grant them the autonomy they need in order to 
grow up. Her own need to be needed causes her to be overprotective and 
forces the children to become too dependent on her. This is not 
intimacy; it is smothering. The children are never free to grow up and 
establish peer relationships of intimacy on their own. The importance of 
cultivating a good marital relationship, utilizing professional help if 
necessary, cannot be overemphasized. In one study(9) of disturbed 
children, it was discovered that when parents became more invested in 
each other than either was in the child, the child improved regardless of 
what either parent did. When either parent became more emotionally 
invested in the child than in the marital partner, the child immediately 
regressed. Nothing is more devastating to a child than to find that he can 
come between his parents. When a parent is too dependent on the child 
for his own need-satisfaction, the child is heavily burdened and unable 
to separate from the parent. Parents must lean on each other, not on their 
children. 

Parent-child intimacy also is not a matter of the parents living out their 
unfulfilled lives through their children. The father who, upon the birth of 
his first son, buys a room full of balls and bats and weights and 
punching bags had better examine his own sense of identity. The mother 
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who pushes her daughter into early dating and an extensive social life 
may need to do the same. Otto Pollak says that throughout the child-
rearing stage of marriage, spouses should each protect the children from 
the other spouse's unfinished identity.(10) For all of us as parents the 
temptation is to put our unfinished identity on our children. Such 
relating is not intimacy because it is stifling, not growth-stimulating. It 
burdens the child with responsibility for his parents' fulfillment as well 
as his own. Parents can help each other with unfinished identity. But 
children cannot be expected to do the same for their parents. Sometimes 
the simple awareness that such a tendency exists is enough to keep 
parents alert to the dangers. 

"How can a child be himself and at the same time be what his parents 
want him to be? For the parents, how can they have a child whom they 
love while helping him to be an individual different from them?" 
Psychiatrist Frederick Allen's questions are crucial ones for families. 
Again, a large part of the answer lies in the strength of the marital 
relationship which makes the child's self-fulfillment in his own unique 
way the fulfillment of the parents' needs too. 

Parent-child intimacy is not meant to be "sacrifice." Some mothers, 
especially, pride themselves on the feeling that they will give up 
anything for the sake of their children. A certain amount of self-sacrifice 
is a requisite to any relationship of mutuality. But sacrifice is not sound 
if it means neglect of the satisfactions of adult needs. The wife who 
cannot ever go out with her husband because she cannot leave her 
children is hurting them as well as the marriage relationship. The 
children will be required to pay for their mother's sacrifice with guilt 
and success. Similarly, the father who spends all his time working 
sacrificially so that his children will have things better than he did as a 
boy is sacrificing for them from his point of view. But he is also 
sacrificing both the parent-child and the marital relationship. What a 
father gives of himself to his children is more important than what he 
provides for them financially. (Adequate economic support is a form of 
self-giving, of course.) 

Another misinterpretation of parent-child intimacy is that such intimacy 
is a relationship of equality. Some parents mistake peership for 
intimacy. At any stage of the child's growth, from babyhood to 
adulthood, the generation gap is a necessary and vital phenomenon. 
Children and adolescents need parents to be parents. They need the 
freedom to express negative feelings from time to time and to rebel 
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occasionally, but they need the parents to be in charge in the long run. 
Thomas J. Cottle has remarked: 

When a small child orders his parent out of his bedroom 
he necessarily fears the enormity of the act. In a tearful 
rage, he can only pray that the parent will go no farther 
than the living room. There is, then, a primitive core, 
developing first in interactions with parents, that pleads 
for the overthrow of authority, yet simultaneously for the 
inability to do it by nature of the superordinate's strength 
in resisting. Parents simply cannot break down or retreat. 
They must prevail, and no one wants this more than the 
child. . . . Relationships with them preclude both equality 
and peership.(12) 

Parents are often most strongly tempted to close the generation gap 
when their children are in adolescence. This is particularly true when the 
parents themselves feel their own adolescence un- finished, as all of us 
do to some degree. But again, parent-child intimacy in adolescence is 
dependent on the separation of the generations. "For some young 
people, a quiet inner strength vanishes when their parents trespass on the 
property of time and destroy the very same asymmetry that they 
themselves once wished to destroy."(13) The opposite of a peer 
relationship between parents and children is the authoritarian 
relationship which demands that the children become not only 
unquestioningly obedient, but that they never express any negative 
feelings toward or about their parents. Such a relationship makes parent-
child intimacy impossible. It precludes the 

gradual development of autonomy which is basic to relationships of 
intimacy at any level. Intimacy is a two-way street. Authoritarianism is a 
one-way street. 

IS IT EVER TOO LATE? 

As with marital intimacy, the development of parent-child intimacy can 
be cultivated at any stage of family life, if there is a reasonably good 
family identity. Within certain basic limits, parents can make many 
mistakes without damaging their children or stunting the capacity for 
intimacy. Erik Erikson writes: 

Now, while it is quite clear what must happen to keep a 
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baby alive (the minimum supply necessary) and what 
must not happen, lest he be physically damaged or 
chronically upset (the maximum early frustration 
tolerable), there is a certain leeway in regard to what may 
happen; and different cultures make extensive use of their 
prerogatives to decide what they consider workable and 
insist upon calling necessary.(14) 

The basic requirements of food and shelter and clothing are among the 
musts. Emotional satisfactions are also among the musts. The studies 
reported in Infants in Institutions' make it clear that simply providing 
good physical care without opportunities for strong emotional 
attachments to meaningful adults permanently cripples the child in his 
ability to establish relationships of intimacy and trust. Physical and 
emotional abuse and brutality are among the must nots. Some of these 
have been described in the foregoing section. But it is comforting to 
realize that the techniques of child-raising once thought to be crucial -- 
breast or bottle feeding, time of weaning or toilet training, spanking or 
not spanking -- are insufficient criteria for explaining behavioral and 
emotional reactions of children. Someone has said that it is not so much 
how you raise your children as how you feel about them. Ben is a child 
of the London blitz in a novel called London Pride. His mother "was 
often irritable and sometimes violent, but it didn't mean anything to Ben 
because of her more constant kindness. In a tough and dangerous world, 
his mother's kindness was the one thing Ben had learned to believe 
in."(16) For most of us it is not so much that we have failed in our 
parent-child relationships, as that we have not developed them to the 
limits of their potentialities. Just as it is possible, given a certain basic 
strength in a marriage to deepen and broaden its intimacy, so in the 
parent-child relationship the potential is always present. 

We have been saying that parent-child intimacy develops in the process 
of teaching the child to prize his own body and bodily experiences, his 
own senses and sensations, his own feelings, both good and bad. We 
have mentioned some of the misuses of the parent-child relationship 
which can cause the child to fear closeness because of the painful 
experiences which made closeness too threatening. Helping the child to 
discover his capacity for intimacy, for closeness with autonomy has 
been the focus of this chapter. 

As a husband and wife in their own struggle for intimacy become open 
to their own feelings, and their relationship deepens, the children will 
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automatically be affected by it. A good relation- ship in marriage 
automatically produces good relationships beyond itself.(17) But there 
are some conscious steps that parents can take to stimulate the 
development of intimacy with children. 

A first step would be to become consciously aware of the ways in which 
their children express their feelings, and to let them know verbally that 
these feelings are accepted. When a nine-year- old boy comes storming 
in from school, throws his things around in defiance of all the rules of 
the household and makes a defiant remark to his mother besides, she can 
say, "Jerry, I see that you're angry and unhappy. Do you want to tell me 
about it?" Maybe he does and maybe he doesn't, but at least he knows 
that she under- stands and accepts his feeling. Maybe when he is ready 
he can talk about it. The important part is that somebody understands. 
This does not suggest that parents accept any action the child chooses 
for expression of his feelings. Jerry's mother may need to require him to 
pick up his things. Destructive and hurting behavior has always to be 
prevented or stopped. But usually it stops of its own accord when 
feelings are honestly accepted. The learning-to-listen discussed in 
Chapter 5 becomes important in parent- child intimacy. Ben's mother, 
when he needed her, ". . . emptied [her] mind to listen so that whatever 
you said had room to be at home in it."(18) 

A second step that parents can take is to let their children in on their 
own feelings, both positive and negative. Some parents protect their 
children from parental emotions in the belief that these will somehow be 
damaging to the child. Feelings imagined can be much more damaging 
than those freely expressed. The child who sees his father pat his mother 
on the "fanny" as he goes by her standing at the kitchen sink is picking 
up some good feelings about sexual intimacy. Children who see a 
certain amount of honest argument between their parents, followed by 
friendly relations within a short time, are learning that anger is not 
necessarily destructive to a relationship but can be a positive force. 
Tears of pain and joy openly and unashamedly accepted from time to 
time, in parents as well as in children, teach a child the value of deep 
feeling in experiencing life to its fullest. All this does not say that the 
display of feelings by parents cannot be overdone. Certainly, destructive 
anger between parents will hurt the children. The parent who makes a 
confidant of the child because there is not a good spouse relationship in 
which feelings can be expressed is hurting the child. Excessive and 
chronic display of grief and sadness by the parent can be damaging to 
children as well. But a freedom and openness about the existence of 
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feelings in parents helps children to be able to own their own feelings 
and increases parent-child intimacy. 

Dorothy Walter Baruch writing about One Little Boy, says: 

I wondered when we would know better how to help 
children more widely in schools and homes to understand 
their feelings, and when we would be able to help parents 
understand theirs, so that the boys and girls now growing 
up might know not only about tanks and bullets but about 
the most powerful of all weapons for both good and evil -- 
the human feelings that propel us, if we do not understand 
them, into hating in place of loving, into killing instead of 
creation.(19) 

If parents treat their children in such a way that a conflict develops 
between the wish to be loved and cared for, and the wish to assert 
themselves, they will carry the conflict into their own marriages. The 
capacity for intimacy grows in a child as he experiences a sense of being 
wanted and approved, of belonging, of emotional warmth, of 
acceptance, of nearness and relatedness to security- giving adults, 
without feeling deprived of his need for autonomy, self-direction and 
self-fulfillment. Healthy parent-child intimacy at any stage of the family 
cycle frees the child for autonomy even as it pulls the parents closer 
together. When this happens the child learns that although things outside 
ourselves change, "if we learn to utilize our inner resources, we carry 
our security around with us."(20) Parents and children together can 
develop the quality of intimacy required for such a covenant.

TAKING ACTION 

1. Read Chapter 15 in New Ways of Discipline by Baruch (New York: 
McGraw-Hill Book Co., 1949). Practice listening to your children and 
encouraging them to pour Developing Parent-Child Intimacy ( 177 out 
their feelings. Your way of handling this will depend on their ages. 

2. Practice repeating back to your children what you think their feelings 
are in a given situation. Ask them to correct you if you misinterpret 
them. Again, their ages will determine to what extent they can respond 
to this sort of game. 

3. Look over the suggestions in Chapter 6 which fit the ages of your 
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children and continue to cultivate the intimacy developing between you 
and your spouse. 

4. Talk over with your spouse the ways you feel about each of your 
children and the ways you think they feel about you. Help each other to 
see how you are using your children to meet your own unmet needs. 

5. Read Between Parent and Child or Between Parent and Teenager by 
Haim Ginot (New York: The Macmillan Co., 1965 and 1969) for 
concrete help in learning how to relate intimately with your children. 
Read some of the books cited in notes 2, 4, 7, 8, 16, 19, and 20, below. 
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Chapter 9: The Spiritual Dimension of 
Marriage 

Trust, trust in the world, because this human being exists. 
. . . Because this human being exists, meaninglessness, 
however hard pressed you are by it, cannot be the real 
truth. Because this human being exists, in the darkness the 
light lies hidden, in fear salvation, and in the callousness 
of one's fellow-men, the great Love. 

Martin Buber, Between Man and Man (1) 

Intimacy is the interlocking of two individual persons joined by a bond 
which partially overcomes their separateness. In the fullest expression of 
intimacy there is a vertical dimension, a sense of relatedness to the 
universe which both strengthens the marital relationship and is 
strengthened by it. Quite apart from any churchy or churchly 
considerations, the spiritual dimension of marriage is a practical source 
of food for marital growth and health. No single factor does more to 
give a marriage joy or to keep it both a venture and an adventure in 
mutual fulfillment than shared commitment to spiritual discovery. The 
life of the spirit is deeply personal, so that moments of sharing on the 
spiritual level are tender, precious moments in a relationship. 
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SPIRITUAL INTIMACY STRENGTHENS A MARRIAGE 

By spiritual intimacy is meant the sense of a vital relationship with that 
which transcends our brief, fragile existence -- a relationship with the 
realm of values and meanings, with the flow of history and life about us, 
and with that "ultimate concern" (Tillich) which we call God. The need 
for a sense of spiritual intimacy includes the need for a sense of "at-
homeness" in the universe, and a deeply experienced feeling of what 
Erik Erikson calls "basic trust." The need for this kind of intimacy is a 
fundamental one, both for the individual and for his marriage. St. 
Augustine's well-known words, "Thou hast made us for Thyself and our 
hearts are restless till they rest in Thee,"(2) emphasize the fact that the 
will to relate to the Spirit of life is an inescapable part of man's hunger 
for depth relationships. 

Intimacy on the horizontal, person-to-person plane and intimacy on the 
vertical or spiritual plane complement and reinforce each other. A 
person who feels himself to be an emotional isolate in his human 
relationships usually also feels himself to be a spiritual orphan in the 
universe, whatever his head-level religious beliefs may be. Conversely, 
one who feels a strong bond with all other human beings usually has a 
sense of connection with nature and with all of life, whether or not it is 
expressed in conventional religious forms. The ability to establish, 
nurture, and sustain an intimate human relationship, and the ability to 
commune vitally with nature, the universe, and God, are closely 
connected. Further- more, each of these kinds of relatedness profoundly 
influences the other. He who loves his spouse, whom he has seen, is 
better able to love God, whom he has not seen, and vice versa. 

The interconnectedness of interpersonal and spiritual intimacy is seen 
clearly in the area of trustfulness. The capacity to form a human 
relationship of mutual trust -- a relationship in which one feels accepted, 
able to relinquish his struggle to prove his worth, and safe to be himself -
- springs from the same well as the capacity to trust Life. "To let go of 
the image which, in the eyes of this world, bears your name, the image 
in your consciousness of social ambition and sheer force of will. To let 
go and fall, fall -- in trust and blind devotion. Toward another, another . 
. . ."(3) These words of Dag Hammarskjold describe the experience of 
trust which removes the heavy burden of always being on trial. It is the 
fresh air of grace flowing into the stifling atmosphere of legalism. The 
person who knows this reality in his marriage is better equipped to 
experience it in life generally. Conversely, having a source of regular 
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trust renewal in one's spiritual life provides a steady foundation for 
trustful human relationships. Vertical trust is particularly helpful in 
periods of marital stress when horizontal trust is weakened; the same is 
true in other crises when fragile human trust is not enough to sustain 
hope and courage. Having a sense that one can depend on life reduces 
the vulnerability that results from attempting to satisfy all one's trust 
needs in marriage. A couple which shares a robust spiritual vitality feels 
undergirded by life; this stabilizes their relationship when it is buffeted 
by fate and tragedy. There is usable wisdom in the words from The 
Prophet: "Give your hearts, but not into each other's keeping. For only 
the hand of Life can contain your hearts."(4) No human being can alone 
satisfy the spiritual hungers of his companion's heart. 

Thus growth-producing intimacy is difficult if not impossible without a 
spiritual center and source. Intimacy reaches full flower for a couple 
only when they have found in, through, and beyond their marriage, a 
rich measure of those gifts which the great religions of the world have 
made available to men. There are at least three aspects to the 
fundamental religious needs of persons: 

(1) The need for an experience of the numinous and the 
transcendent. Ruth Benedict has referred in her 
anthropological writings to the belief in "wonderful 
power" which was ubiquitous among the cultures she 
studied. This need to feel that there is something 
wonderful, transcending the mundaneness of life, is what 
is meant by the "vertical dimension." (2) The need for a 
sense of meaning, purpose and values in one's existence. . 
. . (3) The need for a feeling of deep trust and relatedness 
to life. Maslow uses the phrase "oceanic feeling," in his 
discussion of the self-actualized person, to describe the 
experience of being a part of the whole universe.(5) 

In discussing the mature personality, Gordon Allport emphasizes the 
need for an adequate philosophy of life: "Maturity requires . . . a clear 
comprehension of life's purpose in terms of an intelligible theory. Or, in 
brief, some form of unifying philosophy of life."(6) 

To be able to cultivate an intimate, long-term relationship, one needs 
sturdy self-esteem. He needs to feel and stand tall psychologically. 
Religion in the Hebrew-Christian tradition aims at helping persons to 
stand tall, with their heads spiritually erect as children of God, created in 
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his image. Self-esteem is found and maintained only in relationships, 
horizontal and vertical. Pride or narcissism is the attempt, always 
foredoomed, to maintain a sense of worth apart from or even at the 
expense of others. To know that one is related to and accepted by the 
Spirit of the universe is a continued source of feelings of worth. 

Psychiatrist Earl A. Loomis, Jr., has observed that "Man's image of God 
and his image of himself are somehow always linked together."(7) In a 
similar way, a man's style of emotionally significant relationships is 
always linked to his way of relating with the trans-human. Man creates 
his philosophy of life from the resources of his basic relationships; these 
relationships, in turn, are remolded by the influence of his faith, his 
values, his dedications, and his beliefs about life. 

Shared meanings feed intimacy in a relationship; major differences in 
philosophies of life tend to lessen closeness. Couples with contradictory 
visions of life must cope with this conflict as well as learn how to 
compensate for the lack of sharing in the philosophical-religious area. 
All marriages are "mixed marriages" (in that all couples come from 
differing family backgrounds and world-views); but when there are deep 
disagreements about the core meanings of existence, a couple must work 
doubly hard to establish creative closeness. Religion is the celebration of 
life, and fortunate is the couple who can celebrate together. Those who 
cannot do so, because of religious conflicts, need to find alternative 
patterns of shared celebration of life's mystery and wonder. 

Some couples from sharply mixed backgrounds avoid overt conflict by a 
tacit understanding that religious issues are off limits for discussion. 
This may be necessary to gain reduction of uncon- structive conflict, but 
the price of peace is high. It is much better if they can learn to 
communicate on religious, philosophical, and value issues. 
Communication is the instrument by which they can compromise and 
resolve differences on such matters as in which tradition the children 
shall be raised. Cultivating the capacity to respect each other's religious 
convictions and abandoning the futile attempt to force the other to agree 
helps to keep differing religious backgrounds from blocking intimacy. 

A considerable degree of emotional maturity is required to maintain a 
close relationship in spite of deep differences. (The ability to respect and 
not be threatened by differences is one of the hallmarks of maturity.) 
Couples with a high degree of self-esteem and maturity often discover 
positive resources in their differences. It can make marriage more 
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interesting to have a variety of religious ideas, traditions, and customs 
from which to draw in creating the family's own style of belief and 
practice. (The same is true of cross-cultural marriages.) 

A couple from mixed religious backgrounds is confronted by a 
challenge which can lead to spiritual growth for them and their children. 
This is the need to search for and find a core of shared meanings which 
transcend their differences and give them a basis for spiritual closeness. 
This challenge is present in every marriage, but acutely so in a mixed 
marriage. If a couple finds a common spiritual ground on which they 
can stand, it is their ground. In some cases, the discovery of this core of 
shared meanings is facilitated by searching out and participating in a 
lively church fellowship where the search for life-meanings is a central 
activity. This may be a church in the tradition of one or the other 
partner; more often, it is one which is somewhere between their 
childhood traditions. The willingness to compromise, that is, for each to 
give up something which he finds desirable for the greater good of the 
relationship is an essential factor in the growth of spiritual creativity in 
mixed marriages. 

A couple which is deprived of the cohesion of shared religion in their 
early marriage should not give up. Working through to a new level of 
shared meanings is usually a tough struggle, but the enrichment which 
results makes it more than worth the effort. It is important to remember 
that non-relating or conflict in the spiritual area frequently occurs even 
between spouses from the same religious tradition, but who have 
basically different value systems and world-views derived from their 
respective families-of-origin. 

Religious differences may be simply the battleground for psychological 
problems. One submissive wife finally rebelled after ten years of 
marriage by joining a sectarian group which believes that other 
denominations are not legitimate forms of Christianity. Her passionate 
participation in this group was an act of self-assertion against her 
husband's domination. But instead of producing 

healthy self-affirmation and constructive autonomy, her behavior had an 
angry, rebellious quality which resulted in chronic conflict and 
deterioration of the marriage. The husband, still a member of a middle-
of-the-road Protestant group, felt the constant sting of her new affiliation 
and beliefs. In this case, what looked on the surface like a "religious 
problem" was actually a long-standing, hidden dominance-submission 
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struggle in the marriage. In such cases, it is essential to deal with the 
destructive "game" the couple is playing, using religion as the playing 
board. Help from a skilled pastoral counselor may be necessary to 
distinguish genuinely religious problems from such pseudo-religious 
difficulties. 

Religious one-up-man-ship is frequent in both of these kinds of marital 
conflict. It is based on the element of exclusivism in the religious 
traditions of the partners. Exclusivism is the belief that one's own 
position is the only right (true, Christian, road to salvation, etc.) 
approach or the "obviously superior" approach. Such attitudes create 
conflict by putting the other's tradition "one-down." Overcoming the 
elements of exclusivism in one's attitudes and feelings toward one's 
tradition contributes to spiritual intimacy. 

That shared religion can be a strengthening factor in marriage is 
suggested by numerous studies which reveal a correlation between 
church attendance and greater marital stability.(8) There is no doubt that 
many families find positive resources in participating in a vital church or 
temple program. Worship is a nurturing, trust-restoring experience for 
many people, particularly when it takes place in a supportive network of 
meaningful relationships.(9) The lift of sharing in an experience of 
inspiring music and security-giving words can help a couple to mobilize 
inner resources for coping with the heavy demands of their day-to-day 
existence. The undergirding relationships of like-minded friends in a 
church fellowship are of major value to a family, particularly if they are 
separated by the generation gap and/or geography from their clan. 
Horizontal person-to-person relationships are supported by a shared 
view of reality, within the religious community of a church. 

MARRIAGE AS A PATH TO SPIRITUAL REALITY 

A shared spiritual life strengthens a marriage; conversely, a good 
marriage strengthens the spiritual life of the couple. Spiritual growth 
takes place best in a relationship in which religious values are 
experienced. A growing marriage provides just such a relationship. 

Franz Rosenzweig once stated, "When pressed to its limits every 
psychological question becomes a theological one and every theological 
question a psychological one."(10) The truth of the assertion is 
illustrated throughout our discussion in this book, which deals with the 
issues and relationships that also are central in religion. George Albert 
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Coe described religion as "the discovery of persons." Another way of 
putting it is that religion is the discovery of persons in relationships. A 
good marriage offers an ideal opportunity to discover each other in 
depth; in this en- counter, many couples experience the central realities 
of religion. Their marriages become pathways to those spiritual 
experiences which transcend the marriage relationship. In biblical terms, 
they discover in marriage that "God is love, and he who abides in love 
abides in God and God abides in him" (I John 4:16b). 

The "good news" is that love is supreme and is available in 
relationships, including our relationship with God. Our discussion of 
intimacy in marriage is an effort to explore the ways in which the good 
news can come alive in a vital human relationship -- marriage. Its 
purpose is to illumine the ways in which the channels of the relationship 
can be deepened and broadened so that the love which is available in 
persons and in the universe can flow more fully. Movement toward a 
more joyful marriage illuminates the process by which the wholeness of 
persons is increased. Alienation and reconciliation are repeated realities 
in the periodic estrangement/reconciliation experiences of marriage. 
Fortunate is the couple in whose relationship there is something which 
allows them both to experience grace -- the accepting love which one 
does not need to earn because it is present as a spontaneous expression 
of the relationship. 

Dostoevski once declared, "I ponder, 'What is hell?' I maintain it is the 
suffering of being unable to love."(11) The times when couples yearn 
for love but are unable to relate in loving ways are times when they 
experience the agonies of a hell-on-earth. Conversely, moments of 
loving connectedness which approach a communion of souls are 
moments which make the concept of heaven very much alive in the here 
and now. 

In the wonder and ultimate mystery of love, spiritual truths come alive; 
they take on flesh-and-blood reality by being incarnated in persons. 
Encountering the being of one's partner -- really seeing and experiencing 
that unique person -- is a deeply moving spiritual meeting, spirit with 
spirit. 

When couples achieve mutual understanding that goes beyond 
understanding about the person, to understanding the person in his 
being, they do so through what is essentially a spiritual experience. Paul 
Tournier catches this truth: 
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To find the key to understanding, the secret of living -- this is an inner 
experience, a discovery, a conversion, and not simply an acquisition of 
new knowledge. It may happen at the very time when a person feels 
most disheartened; it generally takes place in a way which he could not 
have imagined. He may have read many books, heard many sermons, 
accumulated much knowledge. And yet suddenly, it is a rather 
insignificant happening that strikes him, a word, an encounter, a death, a 
recovery, a look, or a natural event. God uses such to reach a man.(12) 

Someone has described a wedding ring as "a small gold band that cuts 
off your circulation." For those in an unsatisfying relationship, marriage 
seems like a life sentence to the prison of boredom. Fidelity, if it exists 
at all, has the feel of a heavy weight. In contrast, fidelity in a healthy 
marriage, though perhaps strained at times, includes a feeling of 
opportunity for experimenting with more exciting forms of relating. 
Such fidelity is motivated by more than just the decision to be faithful in 
the formal sense, i.e., by not "cheating" on one's mate. It goes beyond 
this to the moving force of what in religious terms is called a 
"covenant." A covenant is more than a pledge of reciprocal faithfulness; 
it is such a pledge, but within the context of a wider framework of 
meaning for the couple, some wider context that includes but transcends 
the one- to-one relationship. This wider context usually includes some 
supportive community -- a community of shared values such as a church 
or temple fellowship. The wider context includes the couple's awareness 
of their relatedness to the "ground of being." Faithfulness to this wider 
context of meaning is the foundation of their fidelity. Horizontal fidelity 
is incomplete and fragile with-out the vertical context of meaning. One 
wife put it this way: "There's something beyond us that we experience in 
our marriage -- a kind of awareness of our place in the bigger picture. 
It's more than that, though. At times we feel a warm uniting presence 
which is in our being together. We usually don't call this God, but if we 
had to label it, I believe that would come closest to conveying the 
meaning it has for us." 

In reflecting on the goals of his life, Bertrand Russell declared: "I have 
sought love first because it brings ecstasy -- ecstasy so great that I would 
often have sacrificed all the rest of my life for a few hours of this joy. I 
have sought it, next, because it relieves loneliness -- that terrible 
loneliness in which one shivering consciousness looks over the rim of 
the world into the cold unfathomable lifeless abyss. I have sought it, 
finally, because in the union of love, I have seen, in a the prefiguring 
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vision of the heaven that saints and poets have imagined."(13) 

The experience of loving intimacy is a pathway to those spiritual 
realities which give ultimate significance to our relationships and to our 
existence. No formal philosophy or theology of intimacy has been 
articulated in these pages, but all the issues which we have been 
discussing are ultimately matters of the spirit; they are potential paths to 
the Spirit of the universe. 

SPIRITUAL NEEDS AND EXISTENTIAL ANXIETY 

One of the roots of the need for spiritual relatedness is the experience of 
man as the animal who knows he will die. How can one cope 
constructively with the dizzy flight of the years, with the knowledge that 
every tick of the clock brings death closer? How can one confront the 
brevity of one's membership in the human family? How can one deal 
constructively with the ultimate threat of nonexistence? The fact that a 
man knows he will die colors all of his life. As noted in Chapter I, 
behind the will to relate is man's existential loneliness and anxiety -- the 
normal, non-pathological anxiety which is a part of what Paul Tillich 
once called man's "heritage of finitude." Erikson calls this form of 
anxiety the "ego chill." It slips up on a self-aware human being 
whenever he becomes conscious of his fragile position in the face of 
sickness, nature, fate and, ultimately, death. 

There are echoes of such anxiety in any depth study of life or time. 
Consider this line from R. M. MacIver's The Challenge of the Passing 
Years, My Encounter with Time: "The deeds of men sink into the 
melting pot of time, with countless ripples that quickly disappear."(14) 
The impact of existential anxiety has had many effects in the life of 
mankind, including his long pilgrimage in every known culture toward 
understanding the nature of existence. This pilgrimage is man's religion. 
Existential anxiety drives man to seek a relationship beyond the 
limitations of human ties. 

Unlike neurotic anxiety, there is no psychotherapeutic answer to 
existential anxiety. It is existential in that it is an inescapable part of 
existence -- a normal response to man's awareness of his own mortality. 
But, the way a man handles his existential anxiety makes it either a 
stimulus to creativity or a paralyzing force which dulls his vitality and 
self-awareness. As Tillich made clear, it becomes a stimulus to 
creativity only if a man confronts it and incorporates it within his self-
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image. The courage to do this can come only from facing existential 
anxiety within a relationship of trust and a philosophy of life which 
gives meaning to existence. 

Awareness of the need for a sense of connectedness with something that 
transcends human intimacy grows stronger as the years fly by. It is 
strong in all those periods when existential anxiety is the most activated 
and pressing -- e.g., late adolescence, the crisis of the middle years, the 
retirement years, and in periods of sickness and bereavement. In these 
times, human and trans-human relationships of trust are needed as 
sources of that courage within which ultimate anxiety can be confronted 
and integrated into one's philosophy of life. The reciprocity of horizontal 
and vertical intimacy is seen in the fact that a person who comes into 
these periods possessing a sense of spiritual intimacy finds that his 
human relations are strengthened thereby, and vice versa. 

As indicated earlier, a vacuous marriage becomes more and more 
painful as the couple approaches the middle years. If intimacy has not 
been achieved, a spirit of quiet desperation descends on the marriage in 
the mid-forties. The effects of the empty nest, the menopause, the death 
of parents, and the unavoidable evidence of one's own aging combine to 
produce the crisis of the middle years. The marriage problems of middle-
aged couples cannot be understood fully unless one remembers the 
spiritual problem which is the context within which they occur. 

Some couples try to deny their fear of aging by going to absurd 
extremes to stay young looking. The title of a recent paperback suggests 
the intensity of the pressure to escape from the reality of aging; it was. 
How to be Thirty for Forty Years. Sound ways of coping with aging 
focus on finding inner richness, making peace with existence and 
working to deepen one's relationships -- with oneself, other people, and 
God. Such approaches do not eliminate existential anxiety, but they do 
make it possible to live with it, without panic or paralysis. The person 
who jokingly says, "I'm approaching forty -- I won't say from which 
direction" probably is expressing both his continuing anxiety and his 
transcendence of it so that it does not interfere with his need-satisfying 
relationships. 

The need for a trustful relationship with life, the universe, with God -- is 
insistent in the so-called "golden years" (which actually are more like 
lead than gold for some people). What Erikson calls "ego integrity" is 
the way of coping constructively with existential anxiety in this period. 
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Ego integrity is the product of having accomplished the tasks of the ego 
in the previous stages of the life journey; it is the positive acceptance of 
the one and only life on earth one has been given. It allows an aging 
person to face his dying without panic and with determination to "die 
living rather than to live dying."(15)

Through relationships of trust -- both with persons and with a Higher 
Power -- existential anxiety becomes, in Kierkegaard's words, a 
"school." The trustful relationships allow one to face the anxiety rather 
than run from it, and to use it to enrich rather than diminish life.(16) An 
awareness of belonging to the human race and to life, makes it easier to 
maintain a sense of belonging in one's intimate relationships. In his 
prologue to The Family of Man, Carl Sandburg wrote: "The first cry of a 
newborn baby in Chicago or Zamboango, in Amsterdam or Rangoon, 
has the same 

pitch and key, each saying, 1 am! I have come through! I belong! I am a 
member of the Family."(17) The awareness that one does belong and is 
related in a deep mysterious way to life, humanity, and God makes it 
easier to resist the centrifugal forces which threaten to pull us away 
from the human family, especially from those who mean the most to us. 

Coping with the fact of the transitoriness of existence releases a couple 
to mourn real losses and then to return to live fully the years and days 
which are their gifts from Life.(18) A functional re- ligious faith and 
their awareness of the power of love free them to cope with losses and 
the anxiety they produce, and to continue to rejoice in the goodness of 
their life together. 

Set me as a seal upon your heart . . . for love is strong as 
death. . . . Many waters cannot quench love, neither can 
floods drown it. 
Song of Solomon 8:6-7 

The trust and responsiveness that make intimacy flower often make life 
exciting. "The aware person is alive because he knows how he feels, 
where he is and when it is. He knows that after he dies the trees will still 
be there, but he will not be there to look at them again, so he wants to 
see them now with as much poignancy as possible."(19) Vital religion 
helps people to find this quality of aliveness in their interpersonal 
relationships, their interaction with nature, and their communion with 
God. Erich Fromm and his colleagues declare: 

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1714 (11 of 23) [2/4/03 7:14:52 PM]



The Intimate Marriage

The aim of life is to be fully born, though its tragedy is 
that most of us die before we are thus born. . . . The 
answer is . . . to develop one's awareness, one's reason, 
one's capacity to love, to such a point that one transcends 
one's own egocentric involvement and arises at a new 
harmony and new wonder with the World.(20) 

Healthy religion has this pro-life thrust and goal. Many centuries ago a 
young carpenter reminded his hearers of the necessity of spiritual 
rebirth; he stated "I have come that men may have life in all its fullness" 
(John 10:10). Sound religion can help a marriage to become a place 
where persons find this fullness in their lives together. 

INCREASING SPIRITUAL INTIMACY 

How can a couple strengthen the spiritual side of their marriage? Here 
are some approaches which are helpful in increasing vertical intimacy. 

Central in this process is discovering ways of "communion with the 
timeless."(21) Each couple needs to find ways of connecting with time-
transcending experiences in which they can find spiritual meanings 
together. Marital partners are blessed if they have discovered how to 
share in a wide variety of such experiences. For each couple, the things 
that are so experienced are different. One couple told of standing 
together high on a hill in November listening in silence to the far-away 
honking of wild geese as they made a jagged V lumbering across the 
sky. Another couple found time-transcendence in hearing unexpectedly 
a half-forgotten melody filled for them with memories of sadness and 
quiet joy. For many couples it is a full, throbbing consummation of 
sexual union, when time stands still and two lives are fused in shared 
ecstasy. 

We live our life when we exchange it for worthwhile experience, for 
experience that absorbs and satisfies. . . . There are high moments . . . 
when the life spirit takes full possession of us. It is as though all 
unknowingly we had reached a mountain top and see below us the 
wonder of the earth, as it never appears to our ordinary sight. And when 
we have descended, we say in effect: It was good for us to have been 
there. And memory bequeaths something to many quiet hours, 
conveying the sense that our time is no longer being lived through but 
being lived. (22) 
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Each couple must find its own style of intimacy with the unchangable in 
the midst of time -- a style which satisfies their spiritual hungers. For 
some it involves connecting with values or causes which will live after 
them, and which are "bigger than my little world." Sharing in such 
experiences of meaning and dedication adds a dimension of height and 
breadth to the intimacy of marriage. The outreach dimension of intimacy 
will be explored more fully in the next chapter. 

Time-transcending experiences are available all around us in nature and 
in science. In his beautiful account of his own interaction with nature, 
Loren Eiseley declares: "I can at best report only from my own 
wilderness. The important thing is that each man possess such a 
wilderness and that he consider what marvels are to be observed 
there."(23) Possessing one's own wilderness allows one "to understand 
and enjoy the miracles of this world,"(24) -- for example, to see in an 
orb-weaving spider on a street lamp post, "a great black and yellow 
embodiment of the life force."(25) The pity is that so few persons have 
eyes which see such omni-present miracles. The more one knows about 
the world of nature, the more likely that one's eyes will be opened to 
these wonders. Mankind is a part of an "immense journey." He was 
there three hundred million years ago when a fish emerged from the 
water and hobbled along on fins, gasping for oxygen with primitive 
lungs. He was there, for that was the beginning of a long line that led 
eventually to man. 

The wider perspective which comes from possessing one's wilderness 
provides time-transcending experiences that help to reduce the 
grandiose need to play God. Oliver Wendell Holmes once observed: 
"The first step toward a truer faith is the recognition that I, at any rate, 
am not God."(26) When one considers the immensities of the universe 
and of geological time, it is difficult to keep "I-ism" intact. Surrendering 
this defensive pride opens an individual to real communion with other 
people and with the Power of the universe. 

A couple can enhance the vertical dimension of their marriage by 
working together toward spiritual growth goals. This includes 
developing religious concepts and values which are meaningful to them 
at their present stage in adulthood. As they move along the marriage 
journey, it may be necessary periodically to revise their understanding 
of religion, to keep it in touch with their changing experiences, views of 
life, and spiritual needs. 
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Many couples find spiritual intimacy in sharing experiences which are 
mediated through religious images. Unfortunately, some adults are 
restricted by childhood ideas and feelings about religion -- beliefs they 
can no longer accept as adults. They are ashamed to admit that they do 
not believe, even to each other, although neither of them still holds to 
the old beliefs. They are stuck with 

their minds full of dead symbols. Some still have mental images of God 
as a "resident policeman" or "parental hangover." In J. B. Phillips' 
phrase, their God is "too small."(27) Such persons need to realize that all 
our religious ideas and symbols are "at best only echoes of meanings we 
cannot reach."(28) Couples who realize this may break through to new 
freedom which allows them to talk together about the meaning of life 
and death; they may experience the satisfactions of discussing their own 
inner quest for purpose and their lonely longing for the most real. 

Spiritual intimacy requires spiritual growth. A couple has the 
opportunity to develop together a style of religious belief and practice 
which satisfies their needs and the needs of their children. 

Chuck, a father in his twenties, reported: 

It opened up a whole new way of understanding the ideas 
of my childhood religious training when I saw that I could 
reinterpret them, evaluate them, accept or reject them in 
the light of my adult experience. Salvation by grace never 
made any sense to me until one time in a child-study 
group, when grace was presented as the unearned love 
that's present in every good home. 

Some couples are released to grow spiritually when they stop confusing 
moralism (the "thou shalt nots") with religion. Healthy religion has a 
great deal to do with core values such as justice, brotherhood, mercy, 
integrity; it has nothing to do with what young people call "Mickey 
Mouse morals" -- ethical trivia which unfortunately have occupied a 
prominent place in some expressions of Protestantism. H. L. Mencken 
once humorously defined a puritan as a person who lives in mortal fear 
that somewhere, sometime, someone is enjoying himself. The 
perspective which rejects enjoyment of life is not the viewpoint which 
leads to zest, joy, or fulfilling intimacy in marriage. 
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At the same time, as Erikson makes clear, sound values are essential 
ingredients in personality health and strength.?(29) Shared values can 
increase the spiritual intimacy of a marriage. Human beings live in their 
values. What a person considers important -- important enough to give 
his precious hours and days to -- these values will have a deep influence 
on his marriage. Conflict concerning values occurs in all marriages to 
some degree, simply because any two persons have some differences in 
their philosophy of life and value hierarchy. But understanding of each 
other's values, and basic rapport in this area in spite of inevitable 
differences, are valuable ingredients in intimacy. 

A couple can test the adequacy of the values by which they are currently 
living by this simple exercise: Imagine that you are near the end of the 
road of your life and are looking back down the path along which you 
have come together. From that point of view, how do you feel about the 
way you are living now? Are the things that are consuming your time 
and energy the most important things? What changes in your present 
pattern of relating are indicated by your perspective?(30) 

What counts most in human relations and life generally is the question 
of one's destiny. It is a question with which it behooves each couple to 
wrestle until they find an answer that satisfies them. The answers will 
change as the years pass. One of the deep satisfactions of some 
marriages is that the couples change together in their philosophies of life 
and values. One couple in their forties agreed: "We've changed radically 
in our theological ideas, since the early days of our marriage. We're 
thankful that we've changed in the same general direction and that we've 
changed in a way that makes us feel freer and more open to life." In 
order for growth to occur in the spiritual area of a relationship, a couple 
must be able to discuss their deep concerns, their doubts, and their 
convictions with each other. This is difficult but rewarding. 

It behooves married couples who no longer find their childhood 
tradition satisfying to search until they find a church or temple which 
does satisfy their spiritual needs and those of their children. A young 
couple in a marital growth group paid this tribute to their church: 
"Having an opportunity to participate together in various groups in our 
church has done a great deal for our marriage. Just sitting together for an 
hour each week, sharing in the worship service, and having our thinking 
stimulated about important issues gives us a weekly re-fueling." There 
are all kinds of churches. Some are narrow and constricted in their 
approach to religion. Others are open to personal searching and 
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dedicated to social change. A church or temple in which the whole 
family feels at home and is spiritually fed, provides invaluable resources 
for their growth. 

Spiritual maturing occurs when a couple lives their religion; that is, 
when they relate so that realities like faith, hope, and love come alive in 
their relationship. William Genne defines love as "the overwhelming 
desire and persistent effort of two persons to create for each other the 
conditions under which each can become the person God meant him to 
be."(31) Couples who even approximate this quality of loving discover 
the truths of religion in the fabric of their relationships. 

The meaning which is discoverable in the everydayness of marriage and 
family life should be sought by a couple throughout their experience. As 
Erikson declares: "Any span of the cycle lived without vigorous 
meaning, at the beginning, in the middle, or at the end, endangers the 
sense of life and the meaning of death in all whose life stages are 
intertwined."(32) Starting with the rich meanings in the human dramas 
of courting, marriage, having children, living through the vicissitudes of 
the years together, a couple can build on these and glimpse those 
meanings which are greater even than those within their family -- the 
meanings which are in the experiences of the family of man. 

Marriage partners live their religion when they are sensitive and 
responsive to each other's pains and hopes, fears and longings. To sense 
that the other is struggling with hidden feelings of self-doubt, that he is 
wrestling with inner conflicts and tough problems, that he is watching 
for a gesture of affirmation from another -- this is communion that 
brings spiritual aliveness within a marriage. One who is aware knows 
experiences such as this: 

The person sitting next to you is a thin darting line of awareness, 
playing peekaboo with the world, and run-sheep-run with eternal sleep -- 
and ultimately losing. And knowing that he will lose. So all the time he 
is quivering sensitivity.(33) 

When one knows and cares, this caring becomes the channel for the 
healing power of the universe to move through the relationship. "Deep 
within us is love -- the throbbing life of the ages, . . ."(34) and this love 
means that fear and frustration and crushing failure are not the last word. 
In a growing marriage the experience of spiritual renewal occurs 
repeatedly. "As you relate to each other, each of you will again and 
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again be reborn into present spirit."(35) 

This is the day when theological truths, to be meaningful to most 
people, must be experienced in relationships. Marriage is the place 
where this can occur most frequently and powerfully. Here in the 
relationship where most people live and move and have their being, year 
after year, the good news must come alive or it will remain a dead 
abstraction for them. 

Spiritual growth in marriage occurs as the couple become co-creators of 
newness -- in themselves, their children, and in broader areas and 
relationships. Participation in constructing and creating is at the same 
time a spontaneous expression of man's inherent creativity and a 
positive way of coping with existential anxiety. Making something that 
will live after him is one of man's responses to the knowledge of his 
mortality. In his insightful discussion of married love, Reuel Howe 
states: 

By the discipline of creativity, I mean the discipline of 
learning and perfecting some skill in art or music or 
handicraft or sport in which there is opportunity to co-
ordinate motor and mental power and to gain therefrom 
some sense of achievement. A creative approach to life, of 
course, is a part of a life of devotion. Creative activity is 
indispensable to the health of the human soul. . . .(36) 

This approach to life and to marriage opens wide possibilities for shared 
creativity. Rearing children is a profound opportunity for participating 
in continuing creation. What could be more creative or more full of 
wonder than bringing a new person into being and helping to shape the 
direction of his development? Those who experience raising children as 
sharing in creation discover that it brings a new depth to a marital 
relationship. 

The possibilities for marital creativity are almost limitless: sharing in 
helping to create a much-needed community service, a new approach to 
civil rights, a more humane approach to divorce laws, a new park, a 
group for intellectual enjoyment and serious study, a better mousetrap, a 
plan for increasing person-to-person relating across ethnic, racial and 
national boundaries, a program for helping eligible young adults to meet 
potential marriage partners; a new way of approaching disciplining one's 
children, celebrating holidays, taking trips, getting the household chores 

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1714 (17 of 23) [2/4/03 7:14:52 PM]



The Intimate Marriage

done efficiently, enjoying sex, participating in church, creating 
opportunities for fun in the family, and so on ad infinitum. "And without 
creation, love is an abstraction -- a mere puff of wind . . . a gust of 
emotion."(37) 

Teilhard de Chardin, the French paleontologist-theologian, has opened 
up for many people new understanding of the creative order of man. By 
his correlating of science and theology, he has disclosed fresh 
possibilities of man's participating in the new creation. The thrust that 
Teilhard represents is the awareness that the next great phase in man's 
evolution will be growth in the 

ethical, spiritual, and interpersonal realm and that man must participate 
actively in this process. This can provide a vigorous stimulus to 
thoughtful couples searching for a more creative style of married living. 
In "creating their own culture" (Snyder), as in all acts of deep sharing, a 
couple can experience a sense of communion. 

MacIver, at the close of his book, poses the question of the ages -- a 
question which every married couple should raise together: 

What makes life worthwhile? The answers offered have 
been themselves various and conflicting. But whatever 
they are, whether they find salvation through a way of 
believing, a way of doing or a way of feeling, they have 
all had at their base a common element. The way they 
prescribe must enlist the personality in wholehearted 
unison with some reality that absorbs and fulfills the 
being. The fulfillment of personality is thus a form of 
communion, whether it be with the God a man worships; 
or with nature under some aspect; or through intimate 
communication with ideal things, the inexhaustible 
quality of beauty or truth that pervades the universe; or 
with some cause that calls into action all one's powers; or 
even with things of lesser significance so long as they 
satisfy the human craving for union.(38) 

One of the mysteries and marvels of intimacy in marriage is that it offers 
so many opportunities to find those shared transcendent meanings that 
ultimately make life worthwhile. 

TAKING ACTION 
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Find a quiet time and place and try to tell each other how you feel about 
several of the following: 

1. What you believe to be worth living for. 

2. What experiences give you a sense of time-transcendence. 

3. What ideas seem to make the most sense to you, so far as the meaning 
of life is concerned. 

4. How you feel and how you believe with respect to "religion." 

5. How your feelings and beliefs have changed since you were married. 

6. What you would like to see changed in your marriage and family, in 
the area of values, 

spiritual realities, religious practices. 

7. How you will feel about the present way of investing your minutes, 
hours, and days, when you stand near the end of life looking back at 
your marriage and family. 

Communication in this area is difficult for many husbands and wives; it 
is also rewarding. Understanding and acceptance are the bridges which 
join differing world-views, philosophies of life and values between 
spouses. They make spiritual intimacy possible -- an intimacy that is at a 
deeper level than beliefs, even very personal beliefs. 
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A Final Word 

Thus concludes the account of one couple's thoughts and experiences 
with the many-faceted diamond of intimacy -- an account unfinished as 
our journey to intimacy is unfinished. Wherever you are as a couple on 
the marital journey -- at the beginning, along the way, or near the end; 
on the main road, at a dead-end, or on a detour -- we hope we have 
tempted you to new efforts in the struggle and discovery, the pain and 
joy which together create a marriage. From our own struggles, we 
counsel courage and patience when floundering against the barriers 
which are never fully eliminated. We wish you the joy of ever more 
frequent moments when soul touches soul. Reaching toward each other, 
reaching up and reaching out together -- always reaching, often 
touching, sometimes joining as "the new person -- us," this is the 
intimacy of marriage. 
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