                             What’s the point of marriage?
No, really, this is a serious question. Steve Miner, MS, MFT-LPC, a marriage and family therapist with Willow Sage Services Behavioral Health Clinic states; ‘what’s the point?’ If you don’t have a goal, objective, or specific outcome in mind, or if you don’t know what you and your partner’s needs are and how best to fulfill them, how can you know whether or not you’re being successful in your partnership? Having the wrong goals or “point” to your marriage can leave you feeling frustrated, alone, or even reeling in confusion or anger. I saw a quote on social media the other day that got me really upset: “You deserve to be with somebody who makes you happy. Somebody who doesn’t complicate your life. Somebody who won’t hurt you.” This quote irritated me because this is the kind of nonsense cooked up by a social media manager in desperate need of some validating “likes.” It can destroy relationships because it is offering an ineffective cliché that people will take as serious advice.
The point of marriage is not happiness; the point of marriage is growth

Don’t get me wrong, I think happiness is great. It’s necessary in all aspects of life, and especially in a relationship. But it’s also a fluid emotion that comes and goes based on how your stomach reacts to what you ate for lunch today, your coworker’s irritable habits, what’s happening in the White House this week, etc. Happiness is not a strong, stable foundation upon which to build lasting, committed love. It is simply too unstable, fleeting, and constantly in flux, and the ways in which we achieve happiness changes as we change over time.

How to keep your marriage strong for the long run

Honestly, marriage is a challenge. And it’s a good one because marriage reveals your limitations and exposes your weaknesses, flaws, and vulnerabilities. Marriage makes you painfully aware of how impatient you might be, of your struggles to say “no” to things that aren’t important and “yes” to things that are, and of how challenging it is to navigate your differences when you’re feeling overwhelmed or stressed. Marriage challenges you to deal with sickness, tragedy, financial stresses, changes in faith or beliefs, job loss, weight gain, raising kids, losing parents and other family members, and you have to do it all while supporting and satisfying another emotional human being! You can’t tackle this stuff and come out on the other side still in love with each other by remaining the exact same people you were when you started. You can’t go through all of that together while remaining in continuous bliss. You have to constantly grow and evolve into the version of you that’s capable of facing and overcoming the unique challenges that life throws at you at any given moment.

That dynamic won’t feel like perfection, but that’s actually what you want. In fact, Dr. John Gottman argues strongly in favor of a good enough marriage when he states that today, couples “expect to be treated with kindness, love, affection, and respect. They do not tolerate emotional or physical abuse. They expect their partner to be loyal. This does not mean they expect their relationship to be free of conflict. Even happily married couples argue. Conflict is healthy because it leads to greater understanding.” You will be confronted with uncomfortable truths throughout your marriage. It might be about sex, or money, or time spent together, or parenting, or all of that. Things won’t always work out how you plan them, and plans may need to change if you’re going to have the relationship you want.

Having someone challenge you to expand and grow can make things feel worse before they get better. It may even put the relationship on the line if you or your partner refuse to confront your own flaws, or if you won’t take responsibility when things go wrong. If the Four Horsemen; Defensiveness, Contempt, Criticism and Stonewalling come charging into the relationship, then you might be doomed if you don’t find ways to fight them off.
Embrace the uncomfortable experience of growth
Supporting your partner means you have their best interests at heart and you intentionally act to uphold and achieve those interests. It means you stand by their side, you help them, you have their back, and sometimes it means you engage in conflict about difficult truths and regrettable incidents. True partners dedicate themselves to the person they love and to the bond they share, even when those acts of dedication might be temporarily painful due to the positive growth it causes. Dedication to that positive growth forces you to identify and open up about your weaknesses, insecurities, and fears is exactly what leads to the periods of happiness, trust, connection, passion, and commitment. Is that the kind of love you want? Or are you willing to settle for less?

Steve Miner, MS-MFT, LPC, is a marriage and family therapist (MFT), treating a range of relationship issues including: couples and marital problems, family problems, depression, anxiety, grief, individual psychological problems, and child-parent problems. He practices therapy with brief, solution-focused goals. If your family is experiencing the kinds of problems described here, schedule an appointment with Steve by calling (208) 233-1276. He will be happy to help you figure out a plan.
