How Can Something So Right Go So Wrong!

Most adults enter into a long-term romantic relationship with the expectations that their desires are going to be fulfilled. When making such a commitment most are thinking “till death due us part.” No one enters marriage or a partnership expecting lots of conflict. If there are a lot of problems in the acquaintance stage of the relationship, the relationship often does not progress to a long-term commitment. So why do things that seem so right start going so wrong, sometimes almost from the very beginning? Conflicts escalate, problems became numerous. I do not think we are an ignorant people. Most of us realize when we move into a 24-hour/7 day relationship that it will be challenging. But, few of us believe matters will escalate to where we will question whether we want to be in a committed relationship with this person as time “drags on.”  Don’t be quick to give up though. The divorce rate of second marriages suggests the grass is not necessarily greener in another marriage.  

Sometimes an attitude adjustment can make all the difference in the world. I believe many of us enter a committed relationship, and certainly this is true for many who grow apart, without one essential attitude: an understanding and sometimes willingness to differentiate between desires and expectations. One who begins a relationship knowing that he/she does not have a right to expect everything he/she desires sets him/herself up for success. With this attitude, even long-term relationships that have found some bumps in the road can turn the relationship around for the good. This one main attitude adjustment can revolutionize the relationship. Your partner may not recognize you!

Simply stated, all of our desires must not become expectations or demands. Then, they are no longer just personal desires. One begins to say to themselves “my partner must understand and support my working long hours to obtain certain financial goals; my partner needs to want to visit my parents regularly and soak in their wisdom about our children’s defects.” It is normal and should not be denied that we all enter a relationship with certain desires, whether to own a home, obtain certain financial goals, visit the family on a regular basis, have 2.3 children, attend a place of worship or go to the lake house on Sunday, etc. When we enter the relationship those desires that were there before the relationship and are still present. The solution when our desires are not getting met in the relationship is not necessarily to deny that we have such desires, but rather to honestly evaluate whether we have a reasonable right to allow our desires to be expectations. 

One example of a reasonable expectation is that one’s partner will be faithful. While most enter into a relationship with the desire to have a faithful partner, he/she also has a right to expect this desired faithfulness. With other significant moral issues like drug use or abuse, one has a similar right to expect what he/she also desires. Briefly regarding possible reconciliation, sincere repentance from one’s partner is necessary when a moral offense has been committed. There are no good excuses for immoral behavior, not a bad childhood or lack of desired intimacy in the present relationship. To heal from past moral failures in a relationship, outside help may be required and the offender must give and the offended must receive genuine, consistent, loving actions in the present. Often though, relationship problems are not due to moral problems, but rather to “amoral” expectations. These expectations, like how to spend money or how often to be intimate, can be complicated to work through, but they are much more easily dealt with when the desirous party recognizes that his/her desire is not necessarily a fair expectation. Desires, when becoming expectations, end up being communicated as “demands.” 

The most common problem in committed relationships is an unwillingness to accept the inevitable incompatibilities. One can take a major leap forward in resolving the frustrations of incompatibility by distinguishing between the things he/she desire and the things he/she has a right to expect. I will discuss next month how to grow together and not apart despite differences, learning to be happily incompatible.
