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- Married couples have the opportunity to heal the wounds of
* childhood with loving processes that can be learned and practiced.

i

Marriage as Remedy

By WILLIAM B. ROSS

‘ T HIS IS CRAZY! You're
always doing this to me! You
make me feel like a child!”

Harold spouted out these words with
temple veins bulging, on the edge of
uncontrolled rage. Carol, his wife, is
frightened, confused and at a loss to
understand precisely what has prompt-
ed such a fit. She was simply raising
questions about his wish to buy a used
truck for his not too successful one-man
home repair business—for which he
needed some special financing and
insurance. It is not the first time she has
triggered this kind of outburst, but she
does not know when to expect it. This
pattern of behavior prompted them to
seek counseling from me.

Carol is pushing some of Harold’s
buttons that surface emotional wounds
from his childhood. Her questions and
behavior arouse feelings associated
with painful memories that are long
repressed and perhaps completely forgotten. My counseling !
sessions with them have required some honest sharing and
careful listening. They reveal a complementary dynamic:
Carol has a problem with trust. When stressed, she needs |
lots of information and assurance before she can agree t a |
financial risk such as Harold is proposing. She secks the
information the same way Harold’s mother did in his youth.
Harold experiences these questions as intrusive and patron-
izing, For his part, Harold has a great need to be found com-
pletely trustworthy. When her questioning begins to reveal
that he indeed has not considered certain aspects of the truck
deal, he erupts into anger to avoid feelings of shame and |
inadequacy. I believe in time we will uncover that for Harold
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there is something terribly painful about having thinking
errors exposed.

These recurring incidents are extremely painful for both
of them. They lead them to question whether their marriage

| can survive. A marriage entered into with great hope of ful-

fillment. which then encounters serious conflicts, occasions
disappointment. Its members feel betrayed: “You could

" make me fulfilled and happy but you evidently choose not

to.”
Yet this situation also occasions something deeply theo-
logical and sacramental, something that has everything to do
with original sin and redemption in a very real, everyday
kind of way.

Original Sin.

For centuries, the church accepted the theory of original
sin taught by St. Augustine of Hippo. Attempting to explain
the universality of every person’s need for salvation in Jesus
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Christ. Augustine proposed that sexual intercourse is the
means by which the original sin of our first parents was
1smitted 10 every single human being down through time.

rar - . A -
ps. 51:3, “1 was borm guilty, a sinner from the moment of
conception,” provided a scriptural basis, while his personal

life supplied the clincher.

Aucustine’s version of original sin has contributed signif-
manﬂ; {0 a long history of negative thinking about sex with-
in the Jife and teaching of the church. even though the notion
is no longer held. Of course. St. Augustine did not have the
advantage we have from developmental psychology, psy-
che-social dynamics and general systems theory.

Today we know that physical sexual relations are only
one part of a more complex reality that is common to the
advent of each person into the world. Every child who sur-
yives is not simply the product of a sperm and an egg fortu-
itously joining. but also of an essendal. complex human sys-
tem that receive. and nurtures the child. Without such a
system the child would die.

Original sin, it is commonly said. comes about not only
as a result of conception but also as a result of the flaws and
errors in the nurturing system required for a child’s matura-
tion. In more primitive times the system was the clan or
wibe. Today it is the family or family surrogate. Families
nurture, but they can also screw us up. This does not mean
that families are bad or that parent figures are uncaring. In
working with families for 25 years, I have been amazed at
the gratitude a person can have for the most dysfunctional of
families—and the rage that another can have for the best of
farnilies.

We have just recently come to acknowledge the univer-
sality and power of the family system to wound us in ways
that induce us to sin throughout our lives. Only in the past
50 vears, roughly, have we recognized a child’s interior life
and how early childhood experiences wound us deeply and
call for healing.

If we broaden our view of the instrumental cause of
original sin to include the whole social system, we have an
explanation that, I believe, better accounts for how sin is
transmitted. The dynamics of social systems give us a con-

eptual framework to explain how the sinfulness of
parental figures effects alienation and inclination to sin in
their progeny. Of course, these same parental figures pro-
vide love and nurturing. The children of such a system are
neither totally depraved nor totally free of the toxic effects
of sin. If we have a clearer picture of the hurting, we will
have a clearer picture of the healing. I will explore this
lddea and the way it affects a couple’s relationship in greater
etail.

The Power of Romantic Love.

In the past couple of hundred years, romantic love has
become the determining factor in spousal choice in the
Western world. That this kind of love can be blind is true;
that it may herald the working out of a higher wisdom has
ot been adequately recognized. With the advent of this
freedom—so compeatble with the message of the Gospels—
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new possibilities for what can happen in marriage have
opened up.

Ancient traditions going back to Plato and ancient
Judaism hold that only when man and woman are joined
together do they make a complete human being as we were
intended to be. In the old world of arranged marriages.
unconscious factors in the couple's life stimulating atraction
and motivaring choice would not be operative. With free
choice this yearning for wholeness has a greater opportunity
to discover a beloved who complements the self. Yet this
complementarity can also give rise to painful experiences.
The very qualities that once made the other so attractive can
be exwemely vexing over years of living together in the
daily closeness of married life.

In a book with the pop-psychology title Gerning the Love
You Wanr. Harville Hendrix has identified another dynamic
more relevant to the matters of original sin and redempton.
His description is in psychological terms, but I believe it
reveals a theological reality. He writes that when couples
have full freedom of choice, each searches out a partner who
fesembles_the parental figur i er childhood. On
“the conscious level, they choose partners who have the posi-
tive qualities of caretakers of their family of origin. On the
unconscious level, they choose partners who have the care-
takers’ negative qualities. ~

The power of romantic love that leads two people to
make a permanent commitment to each other comes about
because each believes he/she has-found the one destined to
be the fulfillment of all his/her dreams. Dr. Hendrix believes
that this results from a perceived match of the person of
choice with an image imprinted from childhood. The first
stage of marriage is thus a period of living with the imaged
other. After a period of time, sometimes very short, the real
other manifests itself in disturbing and painful ways. When
these negative dimensions of their relationship become
known. the wounds and unfinished business of childhood.

are brought into paintul focus. The new family system creat-

{ "ed by the couple replicates the family of origin in ways that

open the wounds long scabbed over. S PA") oy

Revisiting the Family of Origin.

Emotional confusion between past and present is to be
expected early in marriage. Separating out this confusion is
not easy work, but it is necessary for both the individual and
the couple. Identifying and working through what is past
brings healing and reconciliation to the individual. It allows
the couple to get on with their lives together without the
contaminating presence of ghosts from the past.

Revisiting the family of origin to acknowledge the
wounds in order to right the wrongs and to approach a reso-
lution is often not possible. The parental figures in the fami-
Iy of origin will have very different memories and interpre-
tations of these traumatic events, situations or patterns. And
whose version of the past is correct?

A variety of therapies have been used to surface and bring
some healing to the past wounds of childhood—wounds I
associate with original sin. These strategies have varying





[image: image3.png]degrees of success. Cla sical psychoanalysis invites trans-
ference and free association to surface buried and unre-
solved issues to get at resolution. Transactional analysis
faces such material with a wide range of techniques in order
10 bring the issues present for redecision. Various therapeu-
tic approaches use techniques to regress the patient s that
catharsis and resolution can be achieved. Family reconstruc-
tion and psvchodrama atismpt 1o recreate the family-system
dynamics to provide a means for reaching reconciliation
with the past. These are all usefu) and powerful therapeutic
interventions.

To be successful. however.
these therapies require profes-
sionals with much training and
skill. It is impossible to pro-
vide the population as a whole
with such help. The cost would
be prohibitive, even if people
were motivated to seek such
assistance. If the problem is
universal, though, it seems rea-
sonahle that a universal remedy
should be sought. I believe that
this universal remedy is avail-
able: Tt is found precisely in the
creation of the new family.

Married couples, then, have
the opportunity. the means and
the capacity to heal the wounds
of childhood with loving pro-
cesses that can be learned and practiced. These processes are
unfortunately not widely understood, nor are the skills to
exercise this knowledge often present. Some of these inter-
related Egggs/s@ﬁﬁndﬁkﬂls_are\id@ﬁﬁed with such names as
conflict management, a:

|

importantly, empathetic dia logue. All of These requite 1har” |

the couple be deeply committed to the relationship. The
degree of intimacy the married couples allow will determine
the degree to which this will happen. An appreciation of the
covenant dimension of marriage provides just such a foun-
dation of commitment.

Crisis as a Moment of Grace.

Marriage in its evolving stages gives rise to the need and
use of such processes. After the honeymoon period, the
stage of illusion, the reality of who the newly married really
are as persons comes into focus with the stresses of every-
day life. This is a period of disillusionment. It is at this stage
of marriage that the wounds of childhood will be bared and
re-experienced. Tt is a time of crisis with danger and oppor-
Tunity.

Several responses 10 this crisis are presently available.
Many couples divorce right
the promise of bliss and fulfillment causes intense pain and
pToToimd disappoinmment, Can one be expected to live with
someone W uses such miseny? If one concludes that this
T the permanent condition of things, it is understandable
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away. The partner belie@/tg,bgw
" justice to the depth of the
| redemptive.process for.
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We have
only recently come to
acknowledge the universality
and power of the family
system to wound us
in ways that induce us

to sin.

| time of

ion sKi ﬁammﬁm cross and follow me.” It is a painful via dolorosa that goes

that such couples choose divorce. Their reaction demon-

strates the necessity of hope and commitment. These per-
sons do not discover what they were meant to Jearn or how
they were called to grow in this relationship. Such peopie
often marry again. only to repeat the same proces This is
also true for couples who are Tiving together outside of mar:
riage. When the relationship becomes painful they split.
They may think they have experienced marriage. but they
have not.

Other married couples are unwilling or unable (o seek a
divorce. Yet they do not know
how to work through these
painful areas of seemingly
unresolvable conflict. To shield -
themselves they erect walls
around these sensitive areas oI
Jife. They do so by avoiding
the intimacy that gives rise ©
such painful interactions.
They flee to activities that offer
escape—work. Sports, church,
club, pets, television, hobbies
and so on. Sometimes the !
activity of escape is child rear-
ing itself. When the last child
Jeaves the nest, these couples
must face long denied realities. 4
Sadly, this describes a great !
number of so-called commit-
ted marriages.

A third choice is possible. Couples can be led to see that
the crisis times are painful but not a sign that_the marriage
was a mistake or that they are doing something wrong. l{is 2 .

grace (o hear the challenge of Jesus, “Take up your

through suffering and crucifixion o resurrection. 5

The processes of sensitive dialogue essential for this
healing and reconciling work in marriage are difficult to
Jearn and harder to practice. However. they give birth to
gn_intimacy and love that can be discovered by na other
‘means. The couples become the agents of redemption and
healing for one another. The family of origin wounded; the
family of grace redeems. The power of sin is thus lessened.
The destructive effects of §in that would have pas sed on 0
the next generation cannot be totally done away with but
they can be reduced, and this is reason for hope. This
redeeming work creates a progressively deepening. loving.
fulfilling relationship and builds the Kingdom.

This is the deeper meaning of what we intend when we
say that the couples are the ministers of the sacrament of
matrimony. This is not merely a reality for the day of the
wedding. Nor do admonitions that they are Lo be help-
mates to each other on the pilgrim journey to heaven do
mystery. Marriage is the ccpp’a‘:

m Martace credies the need
for healing and reconciliation—and provides the means 1©
achieve it. B
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