CommiUnicaction

Healing wounded relationships must start
with communication. In all troubled relation-
ships, especially in marriage and family, the
issues involved can be numerous: children,
finances, sex, in-laws, pets.
Misunderstandings can be overwhelming,
misinterpretations frustrating. But no matter
what may be the difficulties and the differ-
ences, the bottom-line problem is usually the
breakdown in or lack of effective communica-
tion. We are not connecting with one another;
we are out of sync with one another. So we
can’t know each other.

The tragedy is that we don't realize that one
of the most powerful and most beautiful
human gifts we possess is the ability to com-
municate. We live in high-tech times with
sophisticated methods of communicating with
anyone anywhere in the world; we can know
almost instantly of the tragedies and triumphs
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that are taking place anywhere, but we still have problems getting in
touch with and connecting with one another in our own lives.

We were created to communicate. We are equipped with a voice,
tongue, lips, ears, facial expressions, and bodily movements to
express what we think and feel. We were made for revelation. That’s
what life and relationships are about. We are created in the image
and likeness of God. We refer to the Bible as the book of revelation,
in which God is revealed in the power and beauty of creation and in
the hearts of all who listen to him. Indeed, God calls us into rela-
tionship with him by asking us to reveal ourselves to him.

The clearest way to think of the Trinity is to think in terms of rela-
tionships: three persons—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—interacting
and communicating closely with one another. Moreover, much of
the teaching and life of Jesus is about relating and communicating.

God calls us to reveal ourselves to him. We do this in prayer.
Indeed, one of the challenges of being Christian is to develop and
nurture relationships. Isn’t this what Christian spirituality is about,
love God, and your neighbor? This can only be accomplished if peo-
ple are willing to talk to one another. Without communication, you
can’t have a relationship; without a relationship, you can’t have love.
“Speak the truth to one another in love, so that you may grow up in
Christ” (Ephesians 4:15).

The basic goal of communication is revelation, not resolution.
Many people abandon the attempt to communicate, saying, “What's
the use of talking? We aren't resolving anything”” If resolution is the
primary goal of communication, we get nowhere. If revelation is the
goal, then we have the hope and possibility of resolution. Most
often, within the revelation one makes to another is found the reso-
lution of our problems, because through revelation we reach an
understanding of one another.

A working definition of personal communication is revealing of
who I am to another person. I reveal what I perceive, think, feel, and
need. Such communication can be very difficult as well as threaten-
ing, because it means opening up myself to another person. We are
not talking here about the ordinary communication between casual
friends and neighbors or co-workers, but about closer and more
intimate relationships, especially those in marriage and family. Such
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communication requires a much deeper open-
ness and honesty, a communication that must

be direct and clear.
It is with such communication that we §ﬁ@k 'f/’té

develop trust and build trusting relationships. to

A loving relationship is built on trust. In our 91, 4 1 ther
society, this is not well understood. People
often talk about love, but what they mean by
love is naive and superficial, because it is not
based on trust. This is why there are so many in
our society who cynically ask: “What is love?”
They have been burnt and hurt by someone who has too glibly said:
“I love you” They have lost in love because they have never devel-
oped trusting relationships, which must be built on open and hon-
est communication.

This type of trusting relationship means being able to share
deeply not only what I think and perceive but what I feel and need.
Sure, I can tell you that your decision to leave a dinner party early
was impulsive, but can I also state to you that I felt hurt and angry
about what you did there? The latter approach is much more of a
risk, so we tend to eliminate such openness and honesty, and so
never convey the true message about ourselves to the other person.
The message is incomplete, and leaves the other person without
some important information—that you are hurt and angry.

Such incomplete communication over a period of time tends to
distance people from one another. They don’t know one another and
they live in an atmosphere of unresolved hurt, anger, and frustra-
tion, which gradually erodes the relationship. The possibility of
becoming close eludes them. People often refer to this as falling out
of love, but it really is much more a matter of losing connection with

n love.

one another.

How many marriages, families, and close friendships in our soci-
ety die or never reach their potential because people don’t know how
to communicate, or avoid true communication out of fear?

We can be fearful of honest communication. We fear rejection or
that we won’t be loved. If that happens in a relationship when the
truth is spoken, then there never really was much of a relationship,
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was there? Or we fear hurting others. We have a distorted sense of
what a healthy relationship is about. Honesty in a relationship will
result in necessary hurt at times, but that is the normal consequence
of our being honest with each other. What we want to avoid is speak-
ing in a mean and malicious manner. Remember also that there can
be malice in our silence. My oft-repeated statement is: “More mar-
riages are dying from silence than violence” And often its silence
that causes the violence!

Jesus said, “The truth will set us free” (John 8:32). He didn't say it
wasn’t going to hurt. We fear honest communication because we fear
conflict. Any relationship that is healthy and honest will involve
conflict from time to time and will allow for appropriate anger and
disagreement. We fear honest communication because opening up
and becoming emotionally close to another can be threatening.

How we state things is another essential aspect of communication.
Being open and honest doesn’t mean being caustic, cynical, mean, or
vicious. Being honest means stating, clearly, directly, and civilly,
what we perceive, think, feel, and need. If I am boiling inside, I need
to wait it out, cool off, and diffuse my anger before I can state my
case appropriately. I may realize I'm too angry to speak with you
now, so I'll talk to you later. But I must be sure to return to speak
with you. We recall the wisdom of St. Paul, “Speak the truth to one
another in love” Too often, after we cool off, we avoid talking with
another about a disturbing issue. We let it go. We take the easy way
out. This can result in our being less credible to others. We confuse
them because of our inconsistency. Children especially suffer when
parents are not consistent. When parents promise to discuss difficult
issues with children but never return to the matter, this can erode
the children’s trust of their parents, and leaves children in a state of
confusion and anger.

When we fail to communicate openly and honestly we not only
run the risk of deepening misunderstanding, we multiply misinter-
pretations. Remember again the devastation silence causes. Nine
times out of ten, if silence reigns, we will make a negative or wrong
interpretation or a false presumption.

Speaking openly and honestly with each other is the only way I
can know you and you can know me. We can’t read each other’s
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minds. We can only know what we each think and feel when we state
what we think and feel.

COMMUNICATION IN CLOSE RELATIONSHIPS

As we learn to communicate effectively, especially in our closer rela-
tionships, we will not only get to know each other better, but we can
live together better and deal with our frustrations. What kills rela-
tionships is our tendency to avoid communication about the impor-
tant issues and feelings of our daily lives. The system breaks down,
and we become distant from one another.

A marriage, or any deep friendship, has three stages: being
together, differentiation, and being together but different. Being
together occurs when we see all that we have in common,; differen-
tiation, when we begin to perceive our differences, when we begin
to see each other as we are. We are both good persons, but are dif-
ferent, unique, having different backgrounds, opinions, perceptions,
and ways of doing things. This is normal in any relationship. This is
when we are faced with the possibility of growing together or grow-
ing apart, of divorcing or finding intimacy. It is only through painful
communication that we can come to understand each other, learn to
compromise, cooperate, collaborate, tolerate, and learn to live
together. Otherwise this is often the period when divorce occurs, or
families become loosely connected, with the members manifesting a
“proper” but superficial niceness to one another. This is when rela-
tionships die.

But when we can admit our differences and work through them
and accept them, we develop a deeper relationship, a way of being
together but different. We preserve unity and individuality; we are
equal but different. Any genuine relationship involves struggle,
some tension, and adjustment. When we maintain our individuality
we will preserve the relationship. “The two shall become one”
(Genesis 2:24).

Jesus said it clearly: “Where two or three are gathered together in
my name, there I am in their midst” (Matthew 18:20). Jesus wasn't
talking only about people praying together, but about people having
the courage to face each other, to talk openly and honestly, and to rec-
ognize the many aspects of their personalities and the differences that
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make each one unique. It is not a time when people are caught up in
power struggles, or the desire to control, or manipulate, or have
another submit. It's a time when people truly reveal themselves to one
another. As God reveals himself to us, so God calls us to reveal our-
selves to one another. When we do that, we find God in our midst!

WHERE CAN WE LEARN TO COMMUNICATE?

When and where do we learn how to communicate? Look at our
years of education. Where does anyone receive a formal education
in the skills of personal communication? Nowhere! We go to school,
we obtain degrees, and we might become professionals. But in the
area of communicating we have no education whatsoever. So
whether it’s the doctor, the lawyer, the religious person or member
of the clergy, the person who pumps gas or works in the supermar-
ket, when it comes to communication, all of us can be on the same
level of verbal impoverishment and lack of skills.

Practically the only place we learn how to communicate is in our
family of origin. We bring into our relationships the patterns of
communicating we observed our parents practicing and that we
practiced with them and our siblings.

We need to sift out what was good with the way we communicat-
ed in our families and improve on it. The ineffective ways we cast
off. All families have some areas of damage, and some are severely
dysfunctional. Poor communication, dishonest communication,
communication without feelings, or no communication at all are at
the root of every dysfunctional system, whether it be marriage, fam-
ilies, friendships, parish communities, the work place, or religious
communities. Some patterns of communicating need to be reexam-
ined, adjusted, and changed.

We go back to our family of origin so that we can better under-
stand how we communicated then. We don’t go back to blame any-
one. In many cases, our parents taught us to communicate as well as
they knew how.

When I observe a couple struggling to communicate with one
another in my office, I can surmise how each communicated in their
own families. That’s why I tell young people before they marry: “Stop
looking into each other’s eyes for a while and look into each other’s
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family” Especially observe how the members

communicate. How do the parents communi-

cate with each other? How does your future [ )& bgcom,gg
spouse Fommunicate with his or he.r pjclrents alive and
and siblings? In the end, the communication or )
non-communication you see is what you will reathes /Ifé
experience in your relationship with your nto a
spouse—unless you do something about it. réla:ﬁOﬂd’Uf

We determine whether a family is dysfunc-
tional or functional by the quality of its com-
munication skills. The two basic communica-
tion principles are: first, we need to talk about our life, our issues,
our problems; we need to break through any denial of the past, any
avoidance of problems, any fears that control us, any blaming, and
deal with the real issues in question. Second, we need to discuss how
we feel about these critical issues—like painful feelings from the
past, and how we feel about one another. If we share the pain, the
hurts, the anger, the disappointments, the failures, and the frustra-
tions of our lives, we can together deal with the painful realities that
are before us. We can find healing. Then we will also be able to share
our joys and successes.

Mental health professionals stress the need for parents to keep in
continual, open, and honest communication with their children in
all areas of their lives. Such communication can help prevent chil-
dren from abusing drugs, alcohol, tobacco, and sex. Parents should
keep the lines of communication open to their children in good
times and, especially, in bad times. Communication maintains the
connection.

We read about what a great communicator Jesus was. Jesus com-
municates a message of good news, but notice how he also address-
es problems and expresses not only what he thinks, but how he feels.
As in the episode with the rich young man, Jesus is sad about the
fact that the young man could not let go of his lifestyle to follow him.
Later, he talks about the death of Lazarus, his friend, and he cries. It
is fascinating to read the gospel accounts of Jesus as a model of an
emotionally healthy and mature person. He speaks clearly and
directly, openly and honestly.
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Being a functional Christian has much to do with being a person
who communicates openly and honestly. Isn’t this part of what we
are about—being a light in the darkness, opening the eyes of the
blind, giving hearing to the deaf? All this happens through good
communication. When we communicate with one another, love
becomes alive and breathes life into a relationship. Jesus once said,
“Let your speech be yes, yes, and no, no” (Matthew 5:37). In other
words, let’s be open and frank with one another. Let’s be direct. Let’s
be clear. Let’s talk openly to one another. Let’s not beat around the
bush. Jesus, in that small phrase, says much about what we are about
as Christians.

A FUNCTIONAL FAMILY COMMUNICATES

A functional family is one in which the members speak directly to
one another about their perceptions, thoughts, feelings, and needs. If
it's a question of praise, gratitude, or affirmation, if a member is feel-
ing anger or disappointment, he or she needs to express these feelings
directly to the proper individual. When Mom tells Dad that their son
John is angry with him for not allowing him to drive the family car
that evening; when son John tells Dad that Mom was hurt by his
unkind remarks at dinner—these are not considered direct commu-
nications. We refer to such communications as “triangulation.” Such
indirect messages from others can cause misunderstanding, hurt,
and anger precisely because they come secondhand. These are the
communication patterns of dysfunctional families. Such communi-
cation keeps family members distant and out of touch with each
other, and can create unnecessary conflict and resentment. “Why am
I being treated this way?” “Why can’t my husband tell me directly?”

When the aforesaid John tells his mother he is angry with his
father, that's OK. But the mother needs to tell John, “I understand
why you are angry with your father, but you need to speak to him.
Tell him how you feel about using the car” That is the mature and
trusting way to face an issue.

But if mother steps in and talks to her husband, she enables John
to avoid his father and this weakens the son-father relationship. If
John is anxious and uncomfortable about approaching his father, the
mother may coach John on how to speak with his father. John may
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even agree to have his mother accompany him

to his father as support, but John will do the

talking. “John has something to discuss with Never
you, dear;” says the mother. Then she backs off. 2SAML

How many adults can't speak openly and
honestly and directly with their parents? They e other
are still relating to their parents as they did son
when they were children. This problem of com- kﬂOWS Whact
munication originated in childhood and has
carried on into adulthood. It is a form of com- %OM need.
munication that will probably be carried into
their marriages.

Issues are never resolved when triangulation takes over. It not
only leaves the family with feelings of ambiguity about one another,
but they also feel disconnected from each other—and this damages
the family system. Sometimes people tell me glowing and affirming
things about another person. Sometimes they tell me how angry
they are with that person. “Did you tell the other person?” I will ask.
“They need to know.” We should never take the responsibility for
delivering messages for others or we become part of the triangula-
tion. We are then part of the problem and not part of the solution.

The basic principle is this: the closer and deeper our relationship,
the more honest and open, the more direct and clear our communi-
cation must be. Casual relationships may survive distorted ways of
communicating, but not close, intimate relationships. Never, never
presume or assume that the other person in a relationship knows
what you think, feel, or need.

For example, people don’t know we care about them unless we say
we do. Children don't feel they are loved or appreciated unless they
are told. Wives can be silently seething because their husbands don't
know their needs. “He should know!” Sorry! He won't—or can’t—
unless he is told. He is not a mind reader. The husband himself may
not even be aware of his own needs, so how will he possibly recog-
nize his wife’s needs? Each spouse must take the responsibility to
identify, accept, and express their own needs—physical, emotional,
sexual—to each other. In the words of Dorothy Day, “Love is a harsh
and dreadful thing”
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COMMUNICATION AND SEXUAL RELATIONSHIPS

In my dealings with persons having problems in their sexual rela-
tionships, I am usually dealing with persons who do not communi-
cate verbally in an effective way. People not in touch with one anoth-
er in speech are not in touch with one another emotionally, and
eventually they become sexually out of touch.

So many times I have sat with a couple, helping them break down
the walls erected between them by years of poor communication.
Even though they may not immediately address sexual issues, I real-
ize that the void I see in their personal relationship indicates that
their sexual relationship is in serious trouble. If someone can’t com-
municate with another verbally, how can he or she communicate
effectively sexually? It's not possible. Sexual communication is
doomed to fail if it is not rooted in verbal communication.

There are many people who engage in sexual relations but who
never discuss their sexual feelings with one another. They usually pre-
sume, wrongly, they know each other’s sexual needs and preferences.
Is it any wonder that for one partner or both the sexual relationship
goes flat? Many are anxious about their sexual life, but find it difficult
to discuss it honestly and openly with the other person involved. How
destructive this is to their relationship! Where is their trust?

We Christians believe that most premarital sex is sinful, meaning
destructive. It can hurt the people involved. We are irresponsible
toward our sexuality when we treat it casually before a genuine emo-
tional relationship has developed. When sexual relationships are
entered into prematurely, they often give one the illusion of being a
deep and serious relationship. However, within a period of time, as
that relationship deteriorates, as it often does, we hear people saying,
“I thought I was in love. I thought he or she loved me” We can come
to the realization of love in our lives only when we are able to sit
down with one another and speak openly and honestly to each
other. Then we share deeply one another’s world and worldview.
Then, in the pain and joy of such communication, many illusions
can be dissipated. Then we are truly able to relate sexually.

In marriage, if there is no personal relationship and meaningful
and penetrating communication, the sexual relationship will soon
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find itself weakened, less satisfying, or dying completely. Often mar-
ried couples go through the motions of having sex, but do not have
an emotionally satisfying sexual relationship. Wives are the first to
acknowledge this, but husbands eventually come to the same real-
ization. It has often been said, “Men express affection in order to
obtain sex and women give sex in order to receive affection.” Why
can't it be both? It can, but that requires communication.

How WE COMMUNICATE

How we communicate with one another is also of the utmost impor-
tance. The words we choose, our tone of voice, can both hinder or
enhance the message. Even the time and place of communicating
can be significant factors. Also, if we fail to attach the appropriate
feelings to a statement, such as: “I am really hurt by what you said,”
we probably won’t be credible. People will miss the point we want to
make because there is no emotional tone to our words. They are flat.
On the other hand, if we overreact emotionally with, say, rage and
hostile comments, we will cause others unnecessary pain and they
will become defensive. They will not really hear the message we are
attempting to convey. In turn, they may either overreact or flee.

Of course, if I remain silent and unresponsive to the anger and
pain another expresses, I will probably leave the other confused,
angry, frustrated, and hurt because of my apparent insensitivity or
seeming indifference. The possibilities of misinterpretations can be
endless. Nine times out of ten, silence will be interpreted in a nega-
tive manner by the other person, even though I don’t mean to be
negative. This silence can signal emotional neglect by which the
silent person fails to respond to the emotional needs of the other.
Sometimes keeping silent can be a cruel way of getting back at
another person. Some people in close relationships use silence very
effectively—but also quite destructively. There is nothing more
aggravating or frustrating than a person who is unresponsive to a
very important message conveyed by another. It's a classic way of
being passive-aggressive.

COMMUNICATING WITH “I” STATEMENTS
Another important skill in communicating involves using “I” or “we”
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statements. Simple as it may seem, the effectiveness of “I” statements
can be remarkable. Like any other form of human development, com-
munication is an art that requires speaking skills. Communication
studies show that speaking in “I” statements is always more effective
than using “you” statements. People on the receiving end of “you”
statements can feel under attack and become defensive; they can tend
to block out what they are hearing and become taken up with defend-
ing themselves or with preparing a rebuttal.

“I” statements, on the other hand, tend to sensitize the other per-
son to what I am thinking and feeling. “I” signifies a sense of identi-
ty, of being in control of oneself, of taking responsibility for what one
is expressing and feeling. For example, “I resent your reading the
newspaper when I am trying to speak to you and I need you to listen
to me”” These “I” statements help others to focus on us instead of get-
ting ready to defend themselves. “I” statements are non-threatening.

Even if another states they don’t care what you think and feel, by
communicating you are still making yourself known in an effective
way and you are more likely to have some impact on the other per-
son. Often we cop out of communicating by saying that our message
will have no effect on the other person. We forget that we need to say
what we think and feel for our own self-respect, and, secondly, others
need to hear what we have to say, even though they are resistant to
it. In the end we will feel a sense of satisfaction for being assertive
and honest.

Notice how frequently Jesus speaks in “I” statements. “I am the
way. I am the truth. I am the life” “T and the Father are one” “I am
the resurrection.” Jesus’ “I” statements not only indicate his strong
sense of identity about himself but also his confidence in the mes-
sage he conveys.

When we speak in “I” statements, we convey a sense of our own
identity, of knowing who we are, by telling another what we think
and feel and need. We convey a sense of self-confidence, self-worth,
and self-esteem. Using “I” statements signals that we are taking
responsibility for what we feel, think, and need without blaming
anyone else, as we acknowledge ownership of our words. By using
“I” statements, I can sensitize the other person to my hurts and
anger and frustration, which is the goal of effective communication.
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Whether the other person agrees with me or

not is not the issue. The issue here is that the

person comes to know what we think and feel. Thg onl
Such a way of speaking is not a panacea, but it WS on that

certainly can be very effective over a period of

time. Maybe immediate effects will not be seen, I can
but in due time we may be able to convince change 1s
another of what we are feeling. WSé/f

We can never change others. To attempt this
is an exercise in futility. But there is always the
possibility that we can, in some way, influence
another person and make them more aware of us. Being alive means
believing in the possibility that life can be different—that is, if we are
willing to work at it and to remember that God is always working
with us in our human condition. But God usually so works when we
work along with him by doing our share. By communicating effec-
tively, we give the Holy Spirit a setting to work in.

The only person that I can change in any relationship is myself.
When I speak with less confusion and more skill, I am changing my
pattern of relating to another person. I'm speaking, not in the old
broken-down patterns that were ineffective, but in new modes,
which leave the other person with the realization that he must
choose another, more mature and effective way of responding to me.
I believe that there is no greater means of bringing about change in
relationships than by changing our way of communicating. This
happens when we discard the ways of childhood, those old, ineffec-
tive, and even destructive forms of communicating we learned in
our families.

The person I am trying to communicate with may counter by say-
ing, “I don't care what you think and feel” That’s a way of blocking
out your message. The other person is threatened. But the message
has been sent, and I believe that even if the message is ignored by the
other person, it's now out in the open. The point has been made. The
seed has been sown. Remember, “Some seed will fall on rocky
ground, but some on fertile soil and bear fruit” (Luke 8:6, 8).

Remember, we said that the first goal of communication is reve-
lation, not resolution. In other words, we need to get things out in
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the open. We don't want to get caught in the
old trap of avoidance by saying, “What's the
We need to  use of talking to that person? It doesn’t matter

ﬁ et thinas what I say. It’s not going to change him” Often
, 1% that can be a cop-out on our part. Fear can be
ot in the controlling us. We need to realize that my rev-
Oféﬂ. elation is what counts. How the other person
receives or rejects my message is secondary.
This is where so many people go astray. They
see the primary goal of their message as changing the other person,
but the first goal is my responsibility to convey the message. If I do,
I will feel satisfied because I have passed on my message with a sense
of dignity and self-respect. Sure there is the risk of frustration, and
the realization that the relationship may not get better and may even
get worse! However, the greater damage done to myself and the
other person is if I have failed to convey my message openly and
honestly.

Changing our way of communicating, becoming more skillful
and effective at it, is the first way we can really and truly change our-
selves and possibly influence our relationships for the better. When
we change, for instance, our sarcastic way of speaking to a more
respectful way, the chances for improvement in our relationships are
dramatically increased. I have seen many marriages improve
because one spouse developed a healthy and honest way of commu-
nicating. The other spouse eventually abandoned the old damaging
patterns of speaking. Co-dependent cycles of communicating are
broken when one person breaks out of the cycle.

God describes himself in Scripture as a revealing God. Indeed,
Jesus was the self-revelation of God. Removing our masks can be
very threatening, not only to ourselves, but to those to whom we are
revealing ourselves. Self-revelation requires a tremendous amount
of trust—but it is the only way, in spite of the risks, that we can pos-
sibly develop trusting relationships.

Even mothers with young babies are encouraged to speak to them
as much as possible. The mother may be occupied doing laundry or
cooking, but her having, at the same time, an ongoing conversation
with the child is a bonding experience. The child feels cared for,
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loved, wanted. The basic foundation of trust is established. The child
learns to trust its mother, but it also begins to trust itself. Erik
Erikson describes this trust as the first basic stage of human psycho-
social development and as the foundation of a healthy personality. It
all starts in the arms of a mother or father in dialogue with each
other and with their child.

The kind of communication I am talking about does not mean
prattling on with another about the inanities of life or the weather.
We can either talk on and on with one another and really never have
any substantial conversation or we can communicate deeply by
revealing our inner world to one another. We have all noticed a cou-
ple in a restaurant eating a meal together, but never saying a word to
each other. It is a sad spectacle. When people share a meal together,
it is the opportunity to share themselves.

Two people who have shared deeply with one another can often sit
in silence together quite contentedly because they are bonded emo-
tionally. They are secure with one another, not distant. They trust one
another. Their silence is quality silence. But for two people who sel-
dom share deeply with one another such silence is an empty silence,
in which fear and a sense of alienation are just below the surface.

SELF-COMMUNICATION
If we are to be effective communicators, we must also be good at
communicating with ourselves. We do a lot of talking to ourselves
although we are not always aware of it. It is important to realize this
if we are to know ourselves. We need to ask ourselves whether or not
we are aware of what is going on in our inner world: our thoughts,
attitudes, needs, but especially the whole gamut of our feelings.
There are also memories of the past, of hurts, of the joys of our lives:
are we aware of these? If we are, we can communicate deeply with
others. More often, people are out of touch with themselves. They're
not sure what their opinions and ideas are about what is going on
inside them. They may be able to describe themselves, in general, as
feeling bad or upset, but they can’t identify the specific feelings of
hurt, anger, disappointment, or fear.

Within us, there is often what I call negative tapes that play twist-
ed and distorted statements carried along since childhood. They are
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often erroneous and always destructive. They control us. Are we
aware of such negative thoughts as: “You're a failure” “You can't do
this” “You're not likable” “No one loves you” and so forth? When
such tapes continue to play, they can be paralyzing and generate
feelings of guilt, worthlessness, high anxiety, and low self-esteem.
These feelings, in turn, generate more negative thinking about our-
selves, and the vicious cycle continues on.

We can break the cycle by, first, changing our thinking. Dr. David
D. Burns’ book on depression, entitled Feeling Good, deals specifi-
cally with this problem, and indicates that, if we wish to feel better,
we need to begin to change how we think about and perceive our-
selves. How I think about myself can be changed immediately,
although distorted or twisted, sick feelings will take much longer to
heal. They need to be confronted and challenged by new and valid
statements about myself.

For a while, I will be living in tension between my thinking, which
is proclaiming good things about myself, and my negative feelings. We
need to always be in touch with our feelings, no matter how distorted
they may be, and we need to attempt to understand their origins. The
more we can sort them out, the more likely we will be able to reason
more clearly and make sound decisions about life. That's one of the
valuable purposes of healthy communication and of counseling. They
help us resolve and understand our unhealthy feelings.

I stress this inner communication as a vital aspect of our ability to
communicate with others. If we think and feel badly about our-
selves, we need to be able to convey this to another in order to bring
about healing. This is what takes place in counseling or in sharing
with a trusted friend. In other words, we need to have the courage
and trust to share our inner world with another.

When we have a mixed-up inner communication system, we can’t
communicate with others effectively because we are either being too
defensive (we blame them or misinterpret what they are saying), or we
are too submissive or compliant with the other. The latter happens
because we desperately want to be accepted and liked, and we fear
rejection. So we become too confused to communicate effectively.

Being in touch with our inner selves is essential to communicating
with others. That’s one of the reasons many men are poor communi-
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cators in their personal relationships. They are often not in touch
with their inner world. The non-communicating husband is the
cause of much of the depression, frustration, and emptiness many
married women experience. This also explains the way some women
get over-involved with their children, with women friends, or with
causes. It is a way to deal with the frustration of having an uncom-
municative husband. The books, You Just Dont Understand by
Deborah Tanner and Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus by
John Gray expand on the skills of communication between men and
women.

Why do wives allow their husbands to get away with this from the
start? They often think that these men will change along the way—
a false supposition. There will be no possibility of change unless
there is a concerted effort on the part of women to state strongly and
clearly their need for communication, and their frustration with the
silence of their husbands. Therein lies the possibility that men may
be influenced or forced to change their silent behavior. A woman
needs to be careful before her wedding day, that her possible future
husband, whom she loves and reveres as “the strong, silent type”
may simply be incapable or unwilling to communicate at all. If so,
dont marry him! Deborah Tanner, in her book You Just Don’t
Understand, describes the great difference between male and female
ways of communication. She writes about how men speak from their
outer world and women from their inner world; about how men are
caught up in what their status in life is, whereas women are interest-
ed in relating. And all this begins in childhood in the way boys and
girls are reared. Communicating between the sexes requires work
and understanding.

Our words have a creative power. We bring healing and sanctifi-
cation into our relationships when we share our words. From the
seeds of our communication spring the hopes of a better relation-
ship with others and God. When we express our thoughts and feel-
ings in our words to one another, we breathe life into our relation-
ships. This is called intimacy. Such intimacy can only be generated
in our significant relationships by ceaseless efforts on our part to
communicate well.
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