MAKING HEALTHY FAMILIES

The Healing Potential of Marriage

by Gayle Peterson, Ph.D. MSSW

My elderly friend lost her mother by the age of two. She and her older sister spent 8 months in an orphanage until her father could find another wife to raise his children. The early wound of maternal loss left her sensitive to abandonment and rejection. By early adulthood she was ripe for what Judith Wallerstein defines as the "Rescue Marriage" (in her book, "The Good Marriage"). The man she married was the youngest of 8 children in a family raised by his mother when his father abandoned the family for another woman. The fit was a good one. She needed a man who would not leave her and he needed to be the committed family man his father never was. The healing that evolved for both was deep and lasting. And their mutual affection outweighed the inevitable disappointments in one another. 

To some extent we all marry for reasons of rescue. Hope and desire to heal old wounds is hidden in our hearts, if not our minds. Sometimes the agenda of the heart is realized in a relationship. Other times it is not and history repeats itself causing old wounds to fester and re-open. Particularly in stepfamilies, where previous divorce creates an aftermath of loss and disappointment, stepmothers and stepfathers are catapulted into the role of "rescuer" whether they like it or not. Minimally, the mother or father hopes for a more satisfying relationship with the second marriage partner in ways that the former marriage failed. In more extreme cases, abandonment by a biological parent sets the scene for a child's testing the relationship with the stepparent in extreme and sometimes puzzling ways. Sudden outbursts by a child can be of surprising intensity when charged with pain from the relationship with the biological but absent parent. 

Working through issues of trust and security is difficult when previous pain flags the new relationships. However, when partners are able to develop trust and be there in ways that were not experienced in the past, relationships are fortified in gratitude and appreciation which is rewarding to all. As my friend, now in her late 70's, after over 50 years of marriage put it, "He loved me, and I needed that!" 

The success of the "rescue" is founded to some extent in the conscious awareness of vulnerability. It is only with this awareness that we can separate our feelings of past pain from the present when it does get stirred up. And we can appreciate our partners when they are able to come through for us. Because we know our needs and accept them, we can recognize when our yearnings have been fulfilled. The nature of such healing when it occurs creates powerful and lasting bonds. And in some ways all marriages are based on each partner's ability to recognize and meet needs of vulnerability in the other. If we can identify with our partner's fears, hopes and doubts it is easier to empathize and offer realistic support and comfort. But to be able to give support to our spouse we must also be able to accept our own 

vulnerabilities with compassion. Discussing the questions below can be a start towards developing or recognizing potential in your marriage for this kind of healing. If abandonment pain is identified in either you or your spouse's past history, the resolution of this wound will play a part in determining the success of your marital relationship. Explore the element of rescue present in your marriage. The potential for realistically meeting security needs in the relationship will be critical to cementing your bond with one another. Or potentially breaking a relationship, if abandonment patterns repeat. Suggestion Take time to sit down with your partner and ask the following questions of one another: 


Is there a history of parental abandonment in your childhood, or spousal 
abandonment in a previous relationship? If so, how do you see these past wounds 
affecting you in your current relationship with me? When you feel this past 
pain is triggered in our marriage, how do you want me to respond? In your 
experience, what is the greatest strength I bring to our marriage? the greatest 
weakness? How do you need me? How do you think I need you? What are your 
greatest dreams and aspirations? for the relationship? the family? yourself? 
your greatest fears for our marriage? Do you feel the two of us are a good 
match? how so? and how not? What do you need from me for it to feel like a 
better match? 

Generally, if the needs your partner has are in line with the kind of person you want to be, it can be a good match. If not, can you see yourself changing to meet 

your spouse's needs? Will such change benefit you in your development? Clarifying deep and primary needs in the relationship can help build a marriage with potential for powerful and profound healing for both of you. 
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