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INTRODUCTION

[image: image] When you ask people questions like, “How is your relationship going,” you will often hear replies like, “It’s okay, I guess,” or a variety of other equally unenthusiastic or unsure responses. For whatever reasons, many people seem to believe that it’s normal and perfectly acceptable to settle for an “okay” relationship. Sometimes, even couples who report that they have a good relationship appear to be confused about what a “good” relationship really means. In other words, they might say they have a nice relationship, yet they seem to experience or express ongoing irritation and frustration with their partner, or with at least some aspects of their relationship. There may be ongoing conflict or bickering, a lack of harmony or satisfaction, resentment, a desire for their partner to be different, or simply a shortage of true joy and gratitude.

We’re going to ask you to consider that whatever shape your relationship is in—from troubled to absolutely wonderful—it can be even better, with very little effort. While no relationship is perfect, and every relationship is unique, we believe that any partnership, romantic or otherwise, can be improved by implementing some very simple strategies designed to lighten your spirits, open your heart, enhance your life, and broaden your perspective. That’s what this book is all about.

Human beings are remarkable creatures in the sense that when we have a specific vision or goal, we are often able to achieve that goal, or at the very least approach it. In terms of your relationships, this means that it’s important that you have the highest vision possible. It suggests that you can have it all: You can be best friends, soulmates, and true partners, in every sense of the word. Individually and as a couple, you can become more loving, lighthearted, peaceful, generous, grateful, patient, accepting, and forgiving. You can also develop greater perspective, a better sense of humor, better listening skills, and perhaps most importantly, the ability to take yourself a little less seriously. It’s possible for you to have more of all of these things and, for that matter, any other virtuous qualities that you deem important. And perhaps the best part of all is that when you or your partner falls short, you’ll be easy on yourself, and on your relationship—you won’t “sweat it.” All it takes is intention and a bit of practice.

Despite our optimistic natures, we’re not unrealistic. We’re not suggesting that if you stop sweating the small stuff in love, you will be without problems or issues, or that you won’t become crabby with one another, at least every once in a while. Nor are we suggesting that there won’t be times when you’ll experience doubt or even times when you think your partner is going to drive you crazy. We are suggesting, however, that whatever frustration you do experience will be lessened and that even your struggles and troubles can be approached with greater ease and perspective. In other words, even in the midst of a problem, you will have the confidence to know that you can rise above that problem and solve it, and while you’re at it, get back to your loving connection.

Writing this book together has been enormous fun and has been one of the highlights of our lives together. It’s given us an opportunity to carefully reflect on what we believe to be the keys to a loving and nurturing connection. While neither of us necessarily considers ourselves to be an expert on relationships, we do feel that we have a darn good one. We’ve been married for fourteen years and have known one another for seventeen. A vast majority of the time we’ve been loving, kind, and respectful of one another, and we do consider ourselves to be the best of friends. While, on occasion, we can get on each other’s nerves, we’re happy to say that it’s extremely rare.

As we reflect on our own relationship, it’s clear to us that while we both have many flaws, our greatest strength is that we don’t sweat the small stuff—very often. Most of the time we’re able to take each other in stride and focus on strengths instead of weaknesses. More often than not, we let things go instead of holding them against each other. Both of us are more committed to being kind than to being right, and each of us has the ability to laugh at ourselves. We’ve found that when we’re not too uptight, life gets a whole lot easier and we experience a great deal more love.

Obviously, there are many enormous challenges in life and in all relationships. And, unfortunately, pain is a reality for every one of us during certain times in our lives. It’s fascinating, however, to examine the way most people handle the truly “big stuff.” You’ll probably agree that, for the most part, people handle the serious parts of life with courage, dignity, and creativity. When a family has a sick child, for example, everyone comes together. There is sharing, support, prayers, strength, and acts of selfless love. Likewise, when a couple experiences a tragedy—a sickness or death in the family, bankruptcy, or some other painful or difficult event—there is often a coming together, joint strength, sacrifice, creative ideas, and stamina.

Luckily, however, most of life doesn’t consist of the really big stuff. In other words, the good news is, we’re not fired from a job every day, nor do we file for divorce or have to run to the emergency room every few hours. These things do happen and when they do, they can be devastating. However, this kind of event tends to be occasional and spread out. In a weird way, it’s almost as though we’re more equipped to deal with the big things than we are the smaller stuff. We know we must get through them, so we bring out the best in ourselves and in each other.

The truth, of course, is that a vast majority of our lives is consumed with the day-to-day, moment-to-moment small stuff—dealing with each other and our daily lives, minor hassles and frustrations, traffic, unreturned phone calls, more hassles, chaos, messes, disagreements, responsibilities, lost items, noise, and so forth. It’s for this reason that we believe it’s so important to learn to deal with the small stuff—it’s in our face, all the time. We’ve even found that as we’ve learned to deal with the small stuff with more equanimity, we’ve handled the bigger things that come along a bit better as well.

Our hope is that the strategies in this book will help you deal with the small aggravations in your relationships with more ease and perspective. We think you’ll find that as you let go of the distractions of the small stuff, you’ll find new, effortless ways to nurture and love one another.

A note about the way this was written: We collaborated on the entire book, but some of the strategies were written more from Richard’s point of view, and some from Kris’s. For simplicity’s sake, those that were written from Kris’s point of view are marked “(Kris)” after the strategy’s title. Those from Richard’s point of view, or from both our points of view, are unmarked.

Our goal is not to have you model our relationship or to paint a picture of how you ought to be. Rather, our hope is that the ideas in this book will help you to create the relationships of your own dreams. So, as we begin our adventure together, our initial advice is this: Shoot for the stars. The higher your vision, the higher you’ll climb. And what’s more, you’ll stop sweating the small stuff—or at least most of it! As this begins to happen, you’ll experience more enthusiasm and love than you might have imagined to be possible. Good luck and have fun.

—Richard and Kris Carlson


1.

MOSTLY, BE PALS

[image: image] I had to choose a single characteristic that has made our relationship remain special, fun, and vibrant over the years, it would probably be that the two of us are, first and foremost, really good pals. Make no mistake about it—we’re all the other things too. We are committed to each other and faithful. We share an overwhelming love for our children, similar values and goals, many of the same friends, shared interests, and mutual respect, as well as an attraction for one another. We are also blessed with the same spiritual values and beliefs. Yet, as wonderful and important as all of these other characteristics are, none of them guarantees keeping your love for each other alive and strong.

After all, there are many faithful couples who bicker in the car on their way to church. There are plenty of wonderful and dedicated parents who share similar values. Yet, they are constantly irritated at one another. There are also tons of couples who have mutual friends, share similar hobbies and interests, and are physically attracted to each other, who nevertheless fight like crazy, experience jealousy, and just can’t seem to get along for extended periods of time.

When you are good friends first, however, everything seems to take care of itself. Pals support one another. They are patient and kind, and make allowances for each other’s imperfections. Friends are excellent communicators, and usually very good listeners. While they can also be serious, when appropriate, pals also find it easy to have fun, and to laugh. They stay connected, sharing in the good times and being there for each other during difficult times.

The best way to remain (or get back to being) pals is to see what’s in it for you and for your relationship. Once you are convinced that having a great friendship is the best way to secure a great relationship, the rest is pretty easy. Keep reminding yourself that your goal is to treat your partner with the same kindness, appreciation, and respect as you would your very best friend in the world. When in doubt, ask yourself, “If this person were my best friend, how would I respond and how would I act?”

Many people say, “My partner is my best friend,” but most don’t actually back up that statement with thoughts, feelings, and actions consistent with it. To the contrary, many individuals treat their partner with more jealousy, expectations, and demands—and with less appreciation, respect, and sensitivity—than they would a friend. Many people treat their partner as if they own them, and seem more interested in the image of who they want their partner to be than in who their partner really is.

If a friend said to you, “My dream is to change careers. It will mean less money, but I know I’ll be happier,” or if she said, “My dream is to live near the ocean,” you’d probably be enthused and supportive. But what if your partner said the same thing to you? How would you respond? Would you be supportive, take it to heart, and try to help her make it happen? Or would you automatically disregard it, or in some way minimize it—saying or thinking, “You can’t (or shouldn’t) do that. It’s not practical. It’s not what I want.”

Obviously, the spirit of your answer is what’s most important. It’s not always possible, practical, or even desirable for your partner to do everything he or she wants to do. You can’t always move or change jobs. We’re not suggesting that it’s necessary to always want what your partner wants, or that it’s your responsibility to make it happen. Instead, we are saying that it’s important to remember how friends treat friends and to take that into consideration in your relationship. What’s most important is that your partner knows that you’re genuinely supportive of her dreams, whether she can fulfill them or not.

We can assure you, firsthand, that being really good friends is a gift, and a goal worth pursuing. When you are good pals, you somehow find a way to meet in the middle, and to share in each other’s dreams without feeling like you’re sacrificing a thing. Implementing this strategy may take some reflection and the willingness to change a few habits, but it’s well worth the effort.


2.

LEARN TO LAUGH AT YOURSELF

[image: image] Almost nothing immunizes you from day-to-day frustration more than a healthy sense of humor—particularly the ability to laugh at yourself. Every long-term relationship gets to a point where your partner knows you almost as well as you know yourself. He will see your quirks, anticipate your unhealthy responses, and know the ways that you sometimes get in your own way. Even if you tried, it would be difficult to hide your true self from your partner.

If you are unable to laugh at yourself, you’re in for a long, bumpy ride. You will struggle in your relationships because, as your partner teases you, notices your flaws, and occasionally points them out, you will feel and probably act a bit defensive. This, in turn, will exacerbate and highlight your weaknesses, making them seem far more significant. What’s more, your reactions to your partner’s comments will create additional issues for the two of you to deal with, and your “small stuff” will start to seem like big stuff.

If you look around at the happiest and most loving relationships, you’ll almost always notice that both people have an ability to laugh at themselves. Both partners will have the perspective necessary to stay lighthearted as their own imperfections come to the surface. This creates an environment where occasional teasing or kidding around is okay, and where one feels safe in making observations or suggestions. Your relationship has the chance to deepen and grow because both parties feel safe.

It’s quite remarkable to observe what happens to a potentially heated interaction when someone is able to keep their sense of humor. In most cases, the situation is diffused and simply melts away. For example, we were sharing time with another couple when the woman made a slightly snide comment to her husband. Specifically, she said, “You talk too much.” His response speaks to the point of this strategy. He laughed to himself and said, very gently, “You’re right, I sure can dominate a conversation.” More than his words, his ability to see a grain of truth in his wife’s statement, to remain humble, and to be willing to chuckle at his own tendency resolved the situation before it had a chance to gain any momentum. Often, when you keep your sense of humor and remain humble, your partner will sense when he has been too harsh and will end up apologizing for his comment. Even if this doesn’t happen, it doesn’t really matter because to you, it was no big deal to begin with.

Over the years, we’ve seen hundreds of similar conversations turn ugly because, instead of keeping a sense of humor and remaining lighthearted, the person on the receiving end of the not-so-nice comment became defensive and took himself too seriously. His inability to have a sense of humor encouraged him to lash back, argue, or start a fight.

When someone takes himself too seriously, you can sense it, even when he keeps his reactions to himself. His mood changes, as do his mannerisms, his tone of voice, and his body language. There are no two ways about it: Without a sense of humor, you end up suffering.

Remember that, as wonderful as you are, your partner spends a great deal of time with you. If he or she makes occasional observations that are less than sugar-coated, there may be a grain of truth in what they are saying. But even if they are off base entirely, it’s probably in your best interest to simply let it go—laugh it off. By laughing at yourself, not taking yourself so seriously, you will become much easier to be around. Your partner won’t feel as though she has to walk around on eggshells, making sure you don’t get upset. And in the end, because you will have created a more nourishing and safe environment for your partner, your relationship will be more loving and a heck of lot more fun.


3.

LET IT GO ALREADY

[image: image] One day I was driving in a car, listening to a radio call-in talk show. In less than half an hour, three people called in to complain about something their spouse had done, or in one case “may have done.” In all three cases, the so-called issue had happened at least a year prior to the call. One woman’s issue was that her husband “may have flirted” with another woman some two years ago. She was absolutely consumed with this, unable to let it go, and was wondering what to do. Another complained that, in years past, her husband had seemed distant and had become a poor listener. She was trying to figure out what she had done wrong. It was as if she were playing Ping-Pong in her mind, saying things like, “It could have been this or it may have been that.” Finally, a man called to share his frustration that in their first year of marriage, his new wife had racked up some hefty credit card bills. He couldn’t sleep nights because he was caught up in the fear that she might, at some point, repeat this behavior, despite the fact that she seemed to have curbed her habit and learned her lesson. He was still angry with her for “what she had done to their future security.”

I felt like yelling, “Let it go already!” But that was hardly the advice the hostess was offering. To the contrary, she encouraged them to get even more caught up and analytical about the events and issues, and to fill their heads with doubts, fears, and additional concerns. She would say things like, “Have you considered that there may be a pattern here?” and “Oh my God, I’ve heard this before. Be careful.”

Before I go on, let me assure you that I’m not making a case for flirting outside of marriage, poor listening skills, or overspending. All three issues can, and often do, contribute to problems in marriages, as well as other relationships. However, most people seem to completely ignore the negative impact of hanging on to such issues to a point of diminishing return—and the impact this unwillingness to let things go has on our relationships. We forget what a drag it is to be around people who can’t let go of things and who hold on to past issues. We fail to realize how difficult it is to remain loving to someone who holds us to unrealistic expectations, and who makes no room in their heart for the fact that we are human. There’s an old saying that applies not only to these three callers, but to most of the rest of us as well: “Enough is enough.”

Relationships can be challenging enough without the added burden of keeping past issues alive and vibrant in your mind. It’s helpful to remind yourself of what happens to your own capacity to love, forgive, and grow when you are consumed with something that is over and done with. Usually, when your head is filled with concerns, reminders of past issues, and problems, you are filled with fear, suspicion, and frustration—practically anything but love. Your frustration will usually spill over into other areas as well, and you’ll probably end up being upset about all sorts of “small stuff.”

We’re not talking about burying your head in the sand. The truth is, we all make mistakes, act less than perfect, and have at least occasional errors in judgment. The ideal environment to get through these things, however, is an environment of forgiveness and nonjudgment. In other words, if someone you love has made any type of mistake, the best you can do is remain loving and supportive yourself, and not turn the issue into a gigantic event. That way, your rapport will remain intact and your partner will feel comfortable discussing the issues between you and will feel supported in your growth as a couple.

So, if you’re carrying around or still holding on to issues from your past, it may be time to simply let them go. Instead of harboring negative feelings and staying uptight, make the decision to forgive, forget, and move on. You’ll be rewarded with a richer, more open and honest, and far more loving and nourishing relationship.


4.

TURN UP THE HEAT

[image: image] In theory, if your home was too cold, there would be two primary ways to create a warmer temperature. The first would be to shore up the cracks. You’d walk around the house making sure the windows were tightly closed; you’d check the weather-stripping, the insulation in the attic, and any cracks in the walls, around the edges of doors, and so forth. In doing so, you’d keep additional outside cold air from entering the house. The other, more direct (and much quicker) approach would be to simply turn up the heat. Bingo—in a matter of a few minutes, your home would be warm and cozy—irrespective of any tiny cracks.

You can easily extend this metaphor to your relationship. You can attempt to create warmth and closeness by fixing everything that’s wrong. Theoretically, if you were able to mend each issue and repair every imperfection, you’d have one terrific relationship filled with warmth and love.

But like heating a home, a more direct (and more effective) approach would be to (metaphorically) turn up the heat. In a practical sense, this means that you ignite every warmth indicator you can possibly think of. You become kinder and more generous, and you start dishing out more compliments. You become less critical, stubborn, and judgmental. Instead of being irritated, you practice patience and forgiveness. You begin to use more eye contact and better listening skills. You choose being kind over being right, and you put the needs of your partner before your own. You say and do the things that you used to say and do when you first met. In short, you do anything and everything that is associated with loving behavior. If you turn up the heat in this way, your relationship will blossom despite the fact that there are tiny flaws. In fact, with enough warmth, most flaws and imperfections will work themselves out without much involvement or effort.

As obvious as this is (when you actually sit down and think about it), it’s almost never done. Most of the time the other approach is taken—trying to fix deficiencies. Frequently, people will say, “I can’t turn up the heat until certain conditions are met, until he or she begins to change.” The problem is, the type of change you’re looking for is almost impossible in the absence of enough heat. It’s putting the cart before the horse.

Caitlin was frustrated and a little bitter at her husband Fred for his lack of drive since he had been fired from his job. She told me, “I’m sick of his laziness. All he does is sit around. He’s not even trying.” She further told me that she had no intention of being loving until he got his act together.

I introduced her to the notion of turning up the heat. It took some getting used to, but eventually she agreed that, in principle, it sounded like a good idea. She made some subtle changes and became softer. In her words, she “got off his back.” She sat closer to him while they watched TV, and she dropped the heaviness from the issue. She started acting like a friend, someone who cared.

She reported to me that the changes in Fred and in their relationship were remarkable. Fred’s spirits began to rise and his sense of humor returned. He was able to open up and share his feelings. Caitlin saw a side to Fred she had never seen before—a more sensitive side.

Within a relatively short period of time, Fred was back on his feet and their relationship was stronger than before Fred had been fired.

The same dynamic applies to any relationship, regardless of what the circumstances might be and whatever challenges you’re facing. I’ve yet to see an instance where becoming more loving wasn’t an idea worth considering. See if you can think of some ways you can turn up the heat—you’ll be glad you did.


5.

CONSIDER THAT THE GRASS PROBABLY ISN’T GREENER

[image: image] We live in what might be called the “trade-up” era. We trade smaller homes for bigger ones, older cars for newer. We want better jobs, more income, a bigger retirement plan, and better experiences. We want better bodies and to belong to the best gym. It seems that everyone wants a better computer, one that’s faster and that can do more things. After all, they are obsolete after a year or two. Popular mottos include “New and Improved” and “Out with the old and in with the new.” If you believe the ads, you might even imagine that the best solution to being overextended financially is to get an even bigger loan. That way, you can consolidate your debt and, at the same time, buy more things, different things that are better than what you already have. We want, we want, we want. Always more. Something else is always going to be better.

In a way, it’s no wonder that we transfer at least part of this neurotic tendency to our partner. After all, the “something else would be better” philosophy is ingrained into our way of thinking. Why would our relationship be the one exception to this rule? It seems inevitable that we would think of our partner in these same terms, at least once in a while. Maybe someone else would be better looking or a better lover. Or, perhaps they would treat us better or be a better listener or be more attentive. Maybe, with a different partner, our needs would be met more often and we’d finally be satisfied. This idea is certainly reinforced on television. It seems that almost everyone is either having an affair or finding a new love. No one is satisfied for long.

Obviously there are times when a new partner could be the answer, but this is clearly the exception rather than the norm. And while you may not be in the market or actively looking for a new partner, it’s nevertheless important to know that there’s a way that even thinking in those terms prevents you from fully enjoying what you already have and from making your relationship all that it can be. When your focus is on what would be better, or on comparing what you have (or who you have) to the fantasy of something (or someone) else, it encourages a great deal of dissatisfaction and frustration.

It’s helpful to realize and admit that, often, the fantasy of something different is a lot better than the reality of something different. We’ve met men and women who have left their spouses for someone else—someone younger or better looking, or someone who gave them more attention or who had more money—or whatever. Without exception, the fantasy was better than the reality. New people may be wonderful, but, like the rest of us, they too have issues. Along with new partners come a new set of problems. Many people say, “If I were with someone else, I wouldn’t have to put up with this.” That may be true, but you’d have to put up with something else. Guaranteed. There’s just no way around it.

This strategy is very helpful if you want to feel more peace and satisfaction in your relationship. It’s also quite easy to implement. All you have to do is become aware of the tendency to think that someone else would be better—and keep it in check. That’s it—no big deal. And when you find yourself thinking in these terms, try something a little different. Instead of distracting yourself with thoughts of what or who would be better, see if you can find a way to make the relationship you’re already in be as good as it can be. Appreciate what you have now and you’ll probably discover that the grass isn’t always greener.


6.

THROW AWAY YOUR SCORECARD

[image: image] If you wanted an absolutely predictable, completely reliable way to guarantee ongoing frustration—and a virtually guaranteed way to adversely affect your relationship—it would be to keep score of what you do, and of what your partner isn’t doing. And if you really wanted to compound the problem, you could let your partner know, on a regular basis, how he or she isn’t meeting your expectations—and how much more you are doing than they are!

As ludicrous as this idea may seem, it’s precisely what many couples do, without knowing it, every day of their lives together. This habit contributes to resentment, frustration, apathy, and an overall breakdown of an otherwise positive relationship.

For various reasons, it’s tempting to keep track, either silently or even out loud, of all that you’re doing to contribute to the relationship, to make your partner’s life easier, and how much you sacrifice in the name of the relationship. You think of how many times in a row you’ve cleaned the house, or paid the bills, or driven to work, or done the laundry, or bathed the children, or whatever.

Perhaps we do this for fear we won’t be appreciated—or maybe it’s because we’re slightly resentful of the role we find ourselves in—or perhaps it’s something altogether different. Whatever the reason, it backfires.

When you engage in this extremely common habit, two things are certain. First, your excessive thinking about the perceived inequities in your relationship will frustrate you and stress you out. When you constantly remind yourself of your own hard work, you’ll invariably feel angry at your partner, and in many cases, your loving feelings will diminish. The connection between your thinking and the way you feel is undeniable. As you think about your resentments and fill your mind with your unfair task load, you’ll feel the effects of those burdensome thoughts—you’ll feel taken advantage of and burned out.

Second, your partner will feel your resentment and built-up tension—which will give him or her more negativity to latch on to and think about. No one wants to feel as though their partner is put off and angered by the contributions they are making. In fact, the usual response to discovering this is to become defensive about how much he or she is doing in comparison. Both parties dig in and think even more about how much they are doing—score cards are flying! Negative feelings surround your relationship, and both partners think the other is to blame.

As your scorecard enters your mind, see if you can drop those thoughts and bring yourself back to a loving feeling. Remind yourself that it’s easier to see your own contribution and to take your partner’s efforts for granted. For the moment, reverse this thought process. Think not of what your partner isn’t doing, but instead think of what he is doing. You may discover that some portion of your frustration isn’t reality, but simply a mental habit that has crept into your thinking. Each time you dismiss your “this isn’t fair” thinking, you’ll be contributing to the good will of your relationship. In fact, Kris and I have discovered that, ultimately, keeping your scorecard thinking to a minimum actually contributes more to a loving relationship than any of the more concrete contributions you are making—the ones you are fretting about.

Even if your scorecard mentality persists, and you’re absolutely convinced that you are getting the short end of the stick, it’s still best that you keep your thinking in check. In doing so, you’ll keep your loving feelings alive. Remember, it’s always easier to have heartfelt discussions or discuss difficult issues when your heart is filled with love and patience. Admittedly, both Kris and I still occasionally fall into this trap, but luckily it’s pretty rare. We think you’ll find that if you can nip this tendency in the bud, the mutual love and respect in your relationship will return—or get even stronger.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
DON’T SWEAT
THE SMALL
STUFF IN
LOVE

Richard Carlson






OEBPS/images/heart.jpg





OEBPS/images/publisher.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





