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Chapter Sixteen: Codependence
The World’s Definition
Codependence is not a disorder listed in the DSM IV, and the question of whether it should be regarded as a clinical disorder is a matter of controversy among psychologists. Clearly, however, it describes a problem that many people have. The following is a typical list of symptoms:

	My good feelings about who I am stem from being liked and accepted by you.

My own hobbies and interests are set aside and my time is spent sharing your hobbies and interests.
My fear of rejection determines what I say or do.
My fear of your anger determines what I say or do.
I use giving as a way of feeling safe in our relationship.
I put my values aside in order to connect with you.
I value your opinion and way of doing things more than my own.
Your clothing and personal appearance are dictated by my desires and I feel you are a reflection of me.
I’m not aware of how I feel; I’m aware of how you feel.
I’m not aware of what I want. I ask what you want.
My social circle diminishes as I involve myself with you.
My mental attention is focused on manipulating you to do things my way.
The dreams I have for my future are linked to you.
Your struggle affects my serenity. My mental attention is focused on solving your problems or relieving your pain.
My mental attention is focused on protecting you
My self-esteem is bolstered by solving your problems.
The quality of my life is in relation to the quality of yours.
God’s Definition
Once again, the world’s label “codependent” is unhelpful because it takes a wide variety of characteristics and lumps them all together under a single heading. The biblical terms for this list of characteristics fall into four categories: fear of man, thinking on earthly things, selfishness, and love.
Fear of man
Fear of man describes any situation in which a person cares so much about the opinions of people that the desire for their approval dominates his thinking or drive him to make ungodly choices. Items 1-7 in the list are symptoms of fear of man, and items 8-11 describe the obsessive thoughts that result from fear of man. . 
When you counsel people with these characteristics, point out to them that fear of man is the opposite of trust in God, and it is a trap:
Proverbs 29:25 Fear of man will prove to be a snare, but whoever trusts in the Lord is kept safe.
Ironically, those who fear man generally do so out of a strong desire to be kept safe. A woman, for example, may desperately try to ensure that her worst fear (being left alone) is not realized. She conforms all her beliefs and opinions to whatever makes the man she is with willing to stay with her. This is her way of keeping herself safe from the dreaded condition of being alone. Show her from God’s Word that rather than ensuring her safety, she is actually making herself vulnerable to a snare. 
It is a slap in the face of God when we are more concerned about human opinion than God’s assessment, and we have no right to do so.
Isaiah 51:12-13 “I, even I, am he who comforts you. Who are you that you fear mortal men, the sons of men, who are but grass, 13 that you forget the Lord your Maker, who stretched out the heavens?”
The more the heart moves from fear of man to fear of God, the more the thought life will move in that same direction and the obsessive thoughts will diminish. 
Resources for overcoming fear of man
Four-part sermon series: “Fear of Man” http://foodforyoursoul.net/ffys_v2/?page_id=37andseries=67
Book: When People are Big and God is Small by Edward T Welch
Book: Pleasing People: How not to be an "approval junkie" by Lou Priolo
Selfishness
Item 12 indicates another problem altogether—simple selfishness disguised as concern for another person. All efforts at manipulating others for one’s own benefit rises out of selfishness. 
The solution to selfishness is humility and selfless love. For help on teaching humility see “Correcting Wrong Attitudes” in chapter 6.
Love
The remaining items in the list (13-17) are not symptoms of a disease or mental disorder at all. In fact, they are marks of Christian love! If the counselee has these “problems” encourage him to be grateful to God for the good things God has placed in his heart. We all have personalities that make us more prone to certain sins, but those same personality characteristics make certain aspects of righteousness come more naturally to us. Urge the counselee to maintain and strengthen their love for others.
Keep separate issues separate 
Don’t let the world dictate the categories of your thinking. When someone comes to you and says, “I have a problem with codependency” it is a mistake to assume all of the 17 symptoms listed above. The person may have a problem with obsessive thinking but not with manipulation or selfishness. He may have a fear of man rather than fear of God, but none of the other problems. Or he may simply have godly love but someone has told him it is codependency. As always, ask questions about what goes on in his mind, and discover where his thinking goes off track, if at all.



 


Chapter Seventeen: Marriage Most of the principles in this chapter also apply to anyone who is having problems with someone they live with, such as a roommate or family member.



Counseling a Couple 
In most cases the ideal is to counsel the couple together. One way to begin the first session is to ask both husband and wife to describe the ideal marriage. In some cases they may need help at this point, as those in very troubled marriages tend to have drastically lowered ideals for marriage. Their ideal may be little more than behaving in a polite, cordial way toward one another or a house with no yelling. If this happens, offer suggestions. “What about strong, passionate, soul-satisfying love?  Wouldn’t you also like that? How about intimacy or joy in Christ in one another?” Help them develop the highest, most appealing description of a marriage that they possibly can. 
Now turn to the husband and ask this question: “When you picture this ideal marriage, what changes you have to happen in you for that to happen?” Note: the question is not what changes must take place in his wife, or what changes must take place in their relationship, but specifically what changes in his character, behavior, affections, etc. would have to take place in order for him to reach the place of that ideal husband. Write down the things he says. Now ask the wife if there are any especially important things he missed. Write those down as well. Now speak to the couple about which one or two items on the list are the highest priority to be addressed (offering biblical guidance where necessary). 
Next, go through the same process with the wife, to find out what areas she feels she needs to change. The very process of making these lists is an important exercise for teaching the couple to begin shifting their thinking from the spouse’s faults to their own.  
From this point the counseling is mostly a matter of helping the husband reach his goals, and helping the wife reach hers (see chapters 4-6 and 12). 
Counseling an Individual 
The Root Problem: Selfishness 
Most marriage problems are easy to diagnose. The culprit is almost always selfishness. One or both partners become focused on how he or she is being treated; resentment, anger, and self-pity build, and the result is a host of relational problems, such as poor communication, arguing, and lack of affection. In chapter 8 (Depression) we found that self-pity causes the heart to put up blinders that block out all blessings and notice only hardships. In much the same way, selfishness in a relationship blinds the selfish person to all the good the other person is doing, and only failures to love are noticed. The selfish wife will be oblivious to fifty acts of consideration by her husband, but will notice the five times when he lacked consideration. The result is she feels he is always inconsiderate.  
Sadly, much that is written on Christian marriage only exacerbates this problem. Books that say, “Romance her, and she will give you what you want,” or, “Show him respect and he will give you the love you desire” only feed into the problem of selfishness. Giving good treatment to your spouse for the purpose of getting your spouse to treat you better is not love. It is manipulation. Teaching couples how to manipulate each other only feeds the root problem of selfishness. 
If the disease of selfishness is not addressed, no amount of addressing the symptoms will heal the marriage. For example, most books on marriage devote a significant section to how to improve communication. Most couples who have poor communication, however, do not need information on how to communicate more effectively. They are generally capable of clear communication already (if you, as a counselor, can understand what they say to you then you know they are capable of clear communication). The reason their communication with each other is poor is not due to lack of ability, but rather lack of willingness. When there is anger or resentment, the heart refuses to offer the courtesy of clear communication. The angry partner will say something in cryptic form, not caring whether he is being clear. In most cases, when that same person explains what he was saying to the counselor, not only can the counselor understand what he is saying, but his wife can as well. She may be shocked— “I didn’t know that’s what you meant!” Why could she not understand during their argument, but she is able to understand now in the counselor’s office? Because the husband is showing the counselor the courtesy of being clear in his communication. There are some couples who really do need instruction on how to communicate more clearly, but in most cases the problem is one of willingness, not ability. And the unwillingness is a symptom of selfishness. If a couple is fighting, the solution will not come from tips on communication clarification or annoyance avoidance. 
James 4:1,2 What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don’t they come from your desires that battle within you? 2 You want something but don’t get it.
If a wife is angry with or resentful toward her husband, that anger is not caused by his failures. It is not caused by his insensitivity, or forgetfulness, or cruelty. The cause of the anger is a desire in the wife that is being blocked by the husband. There is something she feels she must have in order to be happy, and the husband is either blocking it or failing to provide it. The solution is not for the husband to begin providing it. The husband should do all he can to bring her joy, but no matter how much he does for her, the problem of anger will not be solved as long as her focus remains selfish. Whenever a person’s focus is on how he or she is being loved, rather than on loving others, there will always be disappointment, resentment, frustration, anger, and unhappiness. When a person turns his attention toward how well he is being treated, he will inevitably become hyper-sensitive to unkindness and blind to kindness. (Think about it—how many people didn’t buy you flowers today? 6 billion! Even if there were a hundred wonderful acts of kindness shown to you today, the list of kind actions that were not shown to you today is infinite.)
Furthermore, joy does not come mainly from receiving love anyway. Joy comes from loving.  
Anger, then, comes from unfulfilled desires. The word translated “want” in verse 2 is a strong word. It is often translated “lust,” and it refers to any powerful desire (not just sexual desire). It may be a lust for respect, a lust for affection, a lust for kind words, a lust for consideration—any desire that is elevated to “must have” status. When a “must have” desire is unfulfilled, there will be anger.
James does not proceed to give tips on how to satisfy desires or lusts. Instead, he denounces the type of behavior that characterizes living for lusts. He calls it friendship with the world and spiritual adultery. The solution he gives is not manipulating people to meet our “needs” (lusts). The solution is humility.
James 4:4-6 Adulteresses! Don’t you know that friendship with the world is hostility toward God? So whoever wants to be the world’s friend becomes God’s enemy. …6 Therefore He says: God resists the proud, but gives grace to the humble. 
The solution is humility—selflessness—dying to self.
When a couple comes for counseling, the one who took the initiative to seek counseling has some objective in mind. The first step should be to discover what that objective is. Though a person may be reluctant to come right out and say it, the objective is very often this: “I’m seeking counseling because my spouse is making my life intolerable, and I want you to help me get my spouse to change.” If you, as a counselor, confirm that goal by collaborating to change the spouse, you will do more harm than good.
Should a Christian have the goal of changing his or her spouse? Yes! We should have the goal of changing everyone with whom we have influence. The command to encourage one another is a command to change discouraged people into encouraged people. The command to strengthen one another is a command to change weak people into stronger people. All of the influence we have with people should be used to bring that person along in the process of sanctification (being made more like Christ). And the more you love a person, the greater should be your desire for them to make spiritual progress. Anyone who is not striving to change his or her spouse into closer resemblance of the image of Christ is living in disobedience. 
Careful consideration must be given, however, to motives. Why are you trying to change your spouse? Is it because you love your spouse and you deeply desire their highest joy, and you know that joy is found in increased righteousness? Or is the motive selfish? You want to change your spouse so that your life will be more pleasant? 
Changing Yourself: Three Virtues
If a person’s motives for changing someone else is a desire for righteousness and joy then that person will be just as concerned about changing himself as he is about changing others. 
However making the shift from focusing on others’ sins to focusing on one’s one heart is very difficult. It is not uncommon for a counselor to explain this principle to a counselee and for them to nod and say, “Yes, yes, I know all that. I understand that. Absolutely, I agree. I understand.” But a few minutes later they return to talking about how poorly they are being treated. Each time the counselee reverts back to living for the goal of being treated better, interrupt and say, “That kind of thinking will cause you nothing but anger and misery.” Most people revert back to selfish thinking without even realizing it, so it must be pointed out to them each time. 
Some people will give up the goal of selfish manipulation of their spouse only if they are convinced that the counselor will pursue it for them (“I’ll stop nagging my husband if you’ll start”). As long as the heart believes its joy is dependent on the spouse changing, selfishness will prevail in the motives. Convincing the person that joy comes from nearness to God’s presence alone usually requires a great deal of repetition. 
When the person is finally convinced, he or she will begin asking, “How can I experience His presence in that way?” For a detailed answer to that question, refer to the “Loving God with all Your Heart” sermon series. But for a starting point, explain to the counselee that all unrepentant sin blocks this kind of nearness to God. So the priority for the counselee must be to fight against his own sin, and to pursue righteousness. And the areas of righteousness that are most often missing in marriages are contentment, forgiveness, and love. The path to joy in marriage comes mainly from increasing in those three virtues.
Contentment
Explain to the counselee that whenever someone sins against us, two different parties are at work: that sinner and God. The sinner is doing evil and God is doing good. When he comes home late from work again without a phone call, or she goes on with endless nagging—those things are coming from God. And the good that God is doing is far greater and far more significant than the evil the sinner is doing. Teach the counselee to have five thoughts about the good God is doing for everyone one thought about the evil that sinner is doing. Focusing attention on the goodness and trustworthiness of God in all the suffering He sends is the first step to contentment. 
Secondly, point out the fact that enduring undeserved suffering in a Christ-like way is something God will reward (1 Pe.2:20). Some people can handle all kinds of suffering in other areas of life, but for some reason they think they are not supposed to have to suffer in their marriage. Help them understanding that marital suffering is suffering for Christ. If the person is refraining from divorce out of obedience to Christ, then the ongoing suffering is in the category of suffering for Christ—bearing on one’s body the marks of Christ. And when we suffer for Christ we are instructed to rejoice and be exceedingly glad because great is our reward in heaven (Mt.5:12)!
Remind the counselee that suffering is inevitable. In a fallen world there is no such thing as a love relationship that does not involve suffering. (Nor is there such a thing as suffering-free singleness.) It is fine to ask God for relief from the suffering He sends, however as long as the person feels that relief is the only way he can have joy, relief remains an idol in the heart. 
The first step in marriage counseling is bringing a person to the point of saying, “Lord, I do not want anything other than what You want for me.” This is difficult. When a woman comes to you, for example, and she is a wonderful wife and her husband is a terrible husband, your natural inclination is to focus your attention on her husband. But that will be counterproductive. If you commiserate with her, you push her in the opposite direction she needs to go. You encourage her to be less content rather than more content. It may seem unreasonable to address her spiritual problem of lack of contentment when she is trying hard to be a good wife and her husband is not trying at all. But this is the greatest gift you can give her. It is her only path to happiness. Teach her to pray, “Lord, You have given me the same thing You have given every other married woman—a man who hurts his wife. Obviously it is my request that he do so less and less, but I willingly accept Your will and Your timing.”
Forgiveness
Every unforgiven offense adds to resentment. Some people have a mountain of resentment that is comprised of hundreds of thousands of offenses over 20 or 30 years. And that resentment makes it impossible for the spouse to do anything that makes the person happy. Suppose a man works too much and his wife resents it. Finally she blows up at him, so he tries to change. He rearranges his work schedule in a way he thinks will make a big difference. Now he is coming home late twelve nights a month instead of twenty. From the wife’s point of view, nothing has changed, because resentment, like self-pity, causes a person to be blind to what is good, and to only see what is bad. She will see nothing but those twelve nights he is still late. Every night he is late, every minute he is late, she is building up more resentment and thinking, nothing ever changes.
Each offense, no matter how small, must be dealt with as it happens because otherwise there will be an accumulation of resentment that will eventually destroy love and make closeness both undesirable and seemingly impossible. 
Think about it. What can your spouse do about a pile of 500 past sins? He can apologize and repent of the last one that set you off, but you will not be satisfied with that, because nothing has been done about the other 499. He can talk with you and discover another 200 complaints, and try to do something about all those, but that still leaves 300. When you allow things to build up so that your heart hardens against your spouse, you are putting your spouse in a hole with no way out.
The real issue is not how godly your spouse is. It is how patient and forgiving you are. When you love someone, you tend to cut him slack and you do not see his faults. When you resent someone, you tend to notice every failure and are blind to anything good he does.
For our purposes here I will define patience and forgiveness as follows:

Patience: Keeping a soft heart toward a sinner, showing kindness and refusing to become angry or vengeful. 

Forgiveness: Putting the matter in the past once and for all, and offering a completely reconciled relationship to the sinner. 

By these definitions, it is not possible to forgive someone who has not repented. However it is always possible to be patient.

When patience or forgiveness are difficult, it is because we have lost sight of how patient God has been with us, and how much we have been forgiven (Mt.18:21-35). For a detailed study of forgiveness see the six-part sermon series titled “Forgiveness” at http://foodforyoursoul.net/ffys_v2/?page_id=37&series=74 
Love
Very often a wife complains about her husband coming home late, or failing to listen to her, or not being romantic enough, or not spending enough time with her; but then when the husband does more of those things she is not satisfied. This is because what the wife really wants is not more time or more romance or more listening; what she wants is love. And if the husband disciplines himself to crank out more of the activities of love without actually loving her (without desiring her and delighting in her), it will not be satisfying to her heart. In the same way, if a wife speaks respectfully to her husband, serves him, shows kindness to him, etc., but does not desire him or delight in him, it will not be satisfying to him.
This is a difficult point in counseling, because most people believe that they love their spouse, and all that is needed is to learn to express that love a little better. If the problem is lack of actual love, however, then the problem will never be solved through attempts at improving in expressions of love. 
Desire and delight for others is increased when desire and delight for God is increased. Urge the counselee to go through the Loving God sermon series. http://foodforyoursoul.net/ffys_v2/?page_id=37&series=1
Changing Your Spouse
As noted above, the goal of changing one’s spouse, if the motive is to increase the spouse’s joy in Christ, is an excellent goal. But motives must be carefully examined because where motives are selfish, results are poor. 
Selfish motives sabotage progress 
Practically every woman in marriage counseling says the same thing: “He keeps saying he will do this or that, but nothing ever changes.” In many cases, it is her selfish motives that are actually slowing his spiritual progress. If she truly desires his highest joy, and makes that clear to him, he will tend to be responsive to her efforts to bring it about. But if her main objective is to satisfy her selfish desires, he will tend to go into a posture of guarding himself (“If she isn’t going to watch out for my interests, I need to”). He will then tend to resist her efforts, because he sees them as a threat to his joy. 
Selfish motives make progress unsatisfying
Spiritual progress is slow. Even after a wonderful day of sanctification, we remain almost as sinful as we were the day before. That is going to be true every day for the rest of your life, and it is true for your spouse as well. Looking for overnight transformation in your spouse is like the teenager who lifts weights for one day and then stands in front of the mirror looking for his new muscles. When motives are selfish, the rate of change is always too slow to satisfy. 
Furthermore, whenever we look to any earthly thing, including a spouse, in a covetous way (an attitude that says, “I must have this in order to be happy”), we doom ourselves to dissatisfaction, because no earthly thing can satisfy the thirst of the soul. When we think of an earthly thing or circumstance as a joy source, that is idolatry because God is the only joy source. God is the only spring of water that can satisfy the thirst of the soul, and when we look to anything else to satisfy that thirst, we not only commit idolatry (putting an earthly thing in the place of God) but we find that earthly thing to be a cistern that cannot hold water (Jer..2:11-13). So the person who looks to his or her spouse for joy will always be disappointed. 
Husbands
The biblical model for men to help their wives in the process of sanctification is found in the example of the Lord Jesus Christ.
Ephesians 5:25-26 Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her 26 to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word.
Whatever spiritual struggles the wife has—whether it be lack of respect, moodiness, selfishness, anger, laziness, an enslaving sin, or any other spiritual problem; the solution is to apply the Word of God to her heart. This can be done by counseling her directly, helping her find good preachers to listen to or authors to read, helping her make connections with another godly woman who can disciple her, pray with her, etc.
Wives
When there is an unbelieving spouse, most often it is the husband. This is such a prevalent problem that a significant section of the Bible is devoted to addressing it—1 Peter 3:16. Though the passage speaks of winning an unbelieving husband, it stands to reason that the principles would also apply to winning a believing husband who is acting like an unbeliever in some area. 
1 Peter 3:12 Wives, in the same way be submissive to your husbands so that, if any of them do not believe the word, they may be won over without words by the behavior of their wives, when they see the purity and reverence of your lives.
If the man is open to listen and is receptive to words, she should use words and tell him the glorious truths of the gospel. But when he becomes unreceptive to her words (which is very common) she must endeavor to win him without words. She must devote herself to a pure, reverent lifestyle, and be submissive and respectful. She must strive to attract him into the kingdom of God with her inner beauty.
1 Peter 3:36 Your beauty should not come from outward adornment, such as braided hair and the wearing of gold jewelry and fine clothes. Instead, it should be that of your inner self, the unfading beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is of great worth in God’s sight. For this is the way the holy women of the past who put their hope in God used to make themselves beautiful. They were submissive to their own husbands, like Sarah, who obeyed Abraham and called him her master. You are her daughters if you do what is right and do not give way to fear.
What about a husband who claims to be a believer but acts like an unbeliever? You cannot know for sure what is in a person’s heart. Only God can perfectly judge whether someone is saved. So to the degree that he acts like an unbeliever, this principle applies—the wife should try to win him over without words by the purity of her life.
Abuse
Every married person is an abuse victim. Anyone who lives in the same house with a sinner is an abuse victim (some more than others, of course).
How should you counsel a victim of abuse? All of the principles previously covered about suffering still apply. In the case where a woman or the children are in danger of death or serious injury, I think it is appropriate for her to leave. That is a personal opinion, not based on any particular Bible passage, but it is consistent with biblical principles.
In the Old Testament God called His people to submit to the king. Yet when Saul was trying to kill David, it was appropriate for David not only to flee but also to deceive Saul and the high priest so he could escape, and even to eat the sacred Bread of the Presence. In Matthew 12 Jesus seemed to sanction what David did. So when life and limb are at significant risk, it is appropriate to flee. It is not appropriate to take revenge or to show disrespect, but it is appropriate to flee.
The Bible never sanctions separation without divorce, so to “leave” means to divorce.3
Problem Solving
Many marriages never improve—not because the couple doesn’t know what is wrong, and not because they do not know what they are supposed to be doing—but because they never take the time to be intentional about making changes.
The book of Proverbs teaches us general principles of success in life, with the implication that it is wise to make plans.
Proverbs 20:18 Make plans by seeking advice.
Proverbs 15:22 Plans fail for lack of counsel, but with many advisers they succeed.
Proverbs 21:5 The plans of the diligent lead to profit as surely as haste leads to poverty.
God requires us to be good stewards of our lives and to live wisely. Wise people make plans. It is not wise to fly through life by the seat of your pants making all your decisions as you go. God has given you a life to live. This is a gift of immeasurable value. Your life is in your control, but only as a steward. It does not really belong to you, but it has been entrusted to your care. Your duty as a Christian is to live in the most excellent way possible. Just as you should brush your hair and not be a slob so as to glorify God in your appearance, in the same way your life should not be disheveled. This is also true of your marriage.
Instructions for a planning retreat
Meal 1
Start by asking each other, “How could I improve?” Write down your major concerns, then pick the top five or so and rank them in order of importance to address. Some issues can wait six months until the next planning retreat. Others must be handled right away.
Once there is a consensus on the top five, write those on a new piece of paper. Now put that paper away, and just enjoy each other and do something fun together until the next meal.
Meal 2
The goal now is to take an organized approach to addressing the top five issues.
We all tend to go through life with a vague awareness of things that need our attention. We think I need to get organized; our marriage needs attention; we have to get our budget together; I need to exercise; I must spend time with the kids; etc.
These things never get done because we fail to set specific goals. The purpose of your time together at this second meal is to set goals. The more specific they are, the better. Avoid vague words such as “improve,” “cut back,” “give more energy to,” etc.
Vague goal: I want to get in shape.
Specific goal: I want to work out twenty minutes a day, five days a week.
Vague goal: I want to spend more time with the kids.
Specific goal: I want to devote a full hour just to the kids at least four days a week.
Vague goal: I need to be more romantic.
Specific goal: We will go on a date at least once a month.
Once all the goals have been written down, put the paper away and enjoy each other until the next meal.
Meal 3
Plan the steps to reaching your goals. For example, if your goal is to have family devotions every night, you need to decide:
	Who will plan it and lead it?

Where will it take place?
How are you going to find good material to use?
By what date will this material be purchased?
Who will be in charge of getting the family together?
What will you do when the phone rings during devotions?
What about nights when you are out or have guests over?
If your goal is to go on a date once a month, you will need to determine:
	Who will plan the date?

How will you make sure that money is set aside?
What has to take place on the date for it to be successful? How will that be achieved?
If the date will be on the last Friday of the month, on what day will you plan it?
Even if your goal is to study the Bible for thirty minutes each morning, several decisions need to be made:
	What will you study?

What materials will you use?
What about days you oversleep?
 Writing down your plan of action will help clarify your thinking and enable you to modify or eliminate unrealistic goals.
The last step is to determine when you will go back over this list to see how you are doing. It is a good idea to check up on yourselves about a week after your planning retreat.
It takes doing this a few times to get the hang of it. Most couples, on their first planning retreat, tend to set far too many goals and set them way too high. Remember these two principles:
The more minor the adjustment to your lifestyle, the greater your likelihood of success.
The fewer changes you make, the greater your likelihood of success.
The value of this approach is that it relieves much of the concern that “if I pursue selflessness, maybe my spouse will never change.” You know that at the retreat you will hear your spouse ask, “How can I improve?”
It also eliminates the “need” to nag each other between planning retreats. When an issue arises, you know you will have a chance to address it at the next planning retreat, so you can overlook it for now. This eliminates 99 percent of nagging, plus it avoids the problem of suppressed nagging that turns into resentment.
Most of your complaints end up not even being brought up at the planning retreat, because by then you realize they are insignificant or you forget them altogether. So instead of little things building into an imposing mountain of resentment, they begin fading into oblivion.
One last tip
Think of the planning retreat as work, not as a vacation. If you have the goal of enjoying yourself, then you have expectations for the retreat other than the purpose for which it is intended. If it falls short of those expectations, then you may be disappointed and become upset. The purpose of the retreat is to solve problems, not create new ones.
Resources for Marriage Counseling 
Building a Joyful Marriage sermon series http://foodforyoursoul.net/ffys_v2/?page_id=37&series=43 
Marriage Builder class—audio http://foodforyoursoul.net/ffys_v2/?page_id=37&series=75 as well as summary brochures on each topic (available from the Agape Book Store). It may be a good practice to have the couple read the brochure on the topic they need and underline the five statements that they find most poignant. The underlined portions can be discussed at the next counseling session. 
	The Art of Marriage DVD series


