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ONE SO YOU ARGUE

The Power of a Couple’s Arguments

WE HAD ARGUED ALL WEEK. WE BOTH HAD TRIED HARD TO

get across how we felt about this particular issue. I felt criticized. He
felt blamed. We both defended ourselves. Too focused on our own
points of view, neither of us was able to understand the other’s per-
spective. I was sure I was right, and he was just as certain he was. We
were stuck on reviewing each other’s faults and unable to listen to
what the other was really trying to say. We walked away and didn’t
talk for hours. We were left feeling that the other didn’t care.

It was early in our relationship, and as we sat out on the front
lawn, exhausted in our failed attempt to rehash the argument and try
to find some resolution, I noticed how handsome Mike looked. My
angry heart softened as I longed to curl up under his arm. Suddenly
the issue didn’t seem worth the battle, and options for working it out
seemed possible. Sensing my tenderness, Mike’s crusty heart cracked
and he tenderly reached out for me and pulled me close.

“You know, Sharon,” he whispered in his deep voice that still has
a way of melting my heart, no matter how upset I am with him, “we
are not each other’s enemy. I know we don’t agree on some things,
but I really do love you and care for you. We have got to find a way
to get our points across without hurting each other so much.”

His words raised a lump in my throat. He was right.
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It is best to read this book together as a couple, but I am aware that
you and your spouse might be stuck arguing or too disconnected to
do so. If you are reading it without your spouse, then start the jour-
ney on your own. God is calling you to grow in who you are.2 Choose
today who you want to become and the type of person you want to
be, regardless of how your spouse reacts. If your spouse continues to
be defensive whenever you try to point out anything, instead of click-
ing into your usual nasty reaction as an attempt to protect your heart,
try a different way. Try a way that has integrity. You can make a differ-
ence in your own experience of your marriage, whether or not your
spouse ever reads this book or changes. You will gain insight into your
own life, your emotional world, and how your past impacts how you
argue today. You will learn constructive ways of expressing your emo-
tions and talking with your spouse about what is important to you. In
doing so, you will develop character and grow as a person.

As you begin to look at your relationship through a new lens, you
will begin to unravel your arguments, heal your hurts, and find ways
to argue more constructively. You’ll find ways to talk so your spouse
will listen and understand you. And when you hear and understand
each other, you will have an emotionally connected marriage, one
that will last a lifetime.

QUESTIONS AND EXERCISES

Where are you in your relationship? The following list of statements
will help you focus on how you understand your arguments. To
gauge how relevant each statement is to you, answer: Hardly at all,
Sometimes, or Most of the time.

Hardly at all Sometimes Most of the time

1. Despite all the arguing between my spouse and me, we

don’t value and care for each other.
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2. We are not aware of how our personalities, early growing-

up experiences, and fears impact how we argue.

3. Our arguments don’t seem to be about the “topic” we

are arguing about.

4. Sometimes we react bigger than the situation calls for.

5. It is not my intention to say hurtful things or shut my

spouse out, but I do.

6. One of us tries to calm things down while the other feels

he or she has to state his or her case stronger and louder

to be understood.

7. I often get so mad or frustrated that I forget the good

about my spouse when we are arguing.

8. There are some hurtful situations I can’t let go of, even

though my spouse has apologized for them many times.

9. We disagree on when to come back and discuss and

resolve an argument.

10. When we come back and discuss our arguments, another

argument often starts, so hardly any of our arguments

ever get resolved.

11. We have a very difficult time agreeing on what the other

should say when apologizing for his or her part in the

argument.

12. It is hard to stay connected, caring, and considerate

when we discuss hot topics.

13. Generally, my spouse and I are not good friends, not very

connected or loving to each other.

To score: If you answered “Sometimes” or “Most of the time”

for any of the above questions, then you need to read on.
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TWO  WHAT KEEPS US CLOSE 
AND CONNECTED

The Inner Workings of Our Relationship System

JACK AND DIANE HAD JUST SENT THEIR LAST CHILD OFF TO

college, and on the ride home she felt a little blue. She reached for
Jack’s hand, to which he responded, “No, I’m all sweaty.” Yes, in her
mind she remembered how nervous he was when saying good-bye
to their daughter, but deep inside she felt so vulnerable. His com-
ment felt rejecting. She really needed a bit of comforting but instead
of telling Jack how she was feeling, she folded her arms and silently
looked out the window for the rest of the ride. Her longing to be
comforted was tangled with her hurt from being rejected.

Jack asked if she was okay. What Diane found coming out was
her irritation as she said, “What am I supposed to be? You drive fast,
don’t want to stop for lunch—what do you expect?” Diane caught
herself and thought, I am a grown woman. I know he loves me, so why
am I hurt and feeling so rejected by his not wanting to hold my hand?

Here is another scenario. For an entire week, Rick’s wife, Lauren,
came home late from work, bringing with her a folder full of reports
to read. Sure, Rick was capable of picking up the slack around the
house while she sat over her papers, but he missed his wife. And
even though he felt sad and alone, he also felt hurt and angry.

One night as Lauren reminded Rick to take the dog out, he found

15
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If the answer to any of these questions is no or maybe or uncertain,
your relationship alarm system is triggered. We respond in a way
aimed to get our loved one’s attention and restore the relationship.
We react in hopes that our spouse will realize the hurtful thing he or
she is doing, apologize, and act differently.

Situations That Sound Off the Alarm. Our relationships are so impor-
tant to us that our relationship system is finely tuned to the slight-
est changes and nuances in them. A tone of voice, a roll of the eyes,
a frown or curled-up lip, an exhale, folded arms, a delay in answer-
ing can all trigger the alarm system, signaling that the haven is
not so safe.

This alarm system is designed to be triggered and sound off in
several different situations, such as:

“I need you!”

When we need the closeness, care, and comfort of our loved

one, such as when we are hurt, scared, in need, sad, lonely, happy,

joyous, or excited, our attachment system draws us to those we

love. Remember, as a child you drew a picture you were proud of

and were eager to share it with your mom. As adults, when we hear

WHAT KEEPS US CLOSE AND CONNECTED 29

When Your Safe Haven Doesn’t Feel So Safe
Relationship System appraises encounter, asking:

“Are you my safe haven?”

�
Are you listening?

Are you there for me? Relationship System

Do you love and respect me? � “NO” � sounds the alarms and you: 

Are you available and responsive? protest  � despair  � detach

Do you understand me?
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alerts you through pain when you are hurt or in danger, so does your
relationship system alert you—through a very complicated neurobio-
logical pathway—when you are not connected to your loved one.

I will explain the neurobiology of the relationship system and argu-
ment in chapter 4. For now, though, it is important to understand that
our relationship system is at work in us from the day we are born to
the day we die, making sure we are connected safely to those we love.
To begin, let me give you a brief overview of this relationship system.

THE INNER WORKINGS 
OF THE RELATIONSHIP SYSTEM

Your relationship system has four primary functions in your mar-
riage: it helps you keep close proximity, a safe haven, and a secure base,
and it provides you with a relationship alarm system. Each is vitally
important in the process of:

• forming a relationship with your spouse,

• keeping your relationship close and connected, and

• attempting to repair your relationship when you are
disconnected or when things don’t go well.

20 WHY WE LOVE AND ARGUE THE WAY WE DO

Close
Proximity

Relationship
System

Safe
Haven

Alarm
System 

Secure
Base

• Trust

• Availability

• Love and commitment

• Responsiveness

• Repair of disconnections
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QUESTIONS AND EXERCISES

1. When growing up, were your parents physically around

and available? How emotionally available were your par-

ents? How did they comfort you when you were sad or

hurt? How did they come back and reconnect with you

when you got into trouble? How do you feel your early

experiences have impacted you as an adult today?

2. What kind of safe haven have you and your spouse been

for each other over the course of your marriage? That is,

have you had quality time together, built trust, been emo-

tionally and physically available to each other, responded

to each other in a considerate manner, and repaired your

arguments in constructive ways?

3. Sometimes we get angry in hopes of our spouse seeing

our hurts and doing something about it. Think back on

the last few times you and your spouse argued. How did

your anger of hope come into play?

38 WHY WE LOVE AND ARGUE THE WAY WE DO
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THREE  DRAGONS AND VULNERABILITIES

The Hidden Meanings that Fuel Our Arguments

IT WAS MIDWAY THROUGH THE FIRST DAY OF WHAT SEEMED

to be a very productive marriage intensive with Ray and April. After
lunch I walked into the waiting room to see if they were ready to
resume the afternoon session and found the couple sitting on the
couch warmly chatting with each other. I was moved by how caring
they seemed to be toward each other. “I’ll be right with you,” I said,
as I went to grab a fresh notepad from the storage shelf. 

When I returned, I was surprised. In less than three minutes the
atmosphere in the waiting room had drastically changed. Ray was
leaning forward, emitting a big sigh as he rubbed his frowning fore-
head. April’s face was red as she kept muttering to Ray while franti-
cally attempting to put a lid on her coffee cup.

What happened? In less than three minutes a war had broken out!
Once they settled in my office, I had to ask, “What happened in the

waiting room?”

April: “Ask him, he’s the one who got all upset.”

Ray: “I was just sitting perfectly happy until she got mad.”

April: “Mad? All I did was ask him to get us lids for our
coffee cups.”

Ray: “I got her the lids, and she was still not happy.”

39
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raises your old hurts and sets in motion your automatic way of react-
ing to those hurts, your “dragons have been raised.”

Simply put, when something happens today that touches the
vulnerable spot of our old hurts or fears, our dragons are raised, and we
respond in the same automatic way that we responded when we orig-
inally experienced that hurt. We are often not aware of this process
because we don’t realize that it is our old hurt and our automatic
way of responding to defend or protect ourselves from the hurt
that is shaping how we view a situation and fueling our response.
This unawareness on our part gives our dragons a powerful hold
on what we perceive as hurtful and the way we respond and argue
with our spouse.

For example, if while growing up you felt that no one was there
for you and you had to take care of yourself, you will probably feel
the same way when your spouse fails to do something that is impor-
tant to you. And if you reacted to this sense of “I’m on my own” by
becoming anxious and attempting to win the favor of your parent by
performing, you will probably also seek the emotional attention of
your spouse by trying to please and do more for your spouse.

DRAGONS AND VULNERABILITIES 45

Experiences over your lifetime �   Become your “dragons” today

Past hurts, fears your sensitive spot

What made you feel scared, your vulnerabilities

alone, vulnerable, unloved, what you fear

misunderstood, disrespected what hurts

How you responded then . . .   � Shapes how you automati-

cally react today when your 

dragons are raised.
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How did you view yourself and others? 
What hurt you, and how did you react?

Here are some descriptive words to help you out.

Viewed Myself Viewed Others What Hurt Me How I Reacted

Lovable Able to love me Left alone a lot Left the situation

Unworthy Willing to love me Neglected Argued

The hero Unavailable Abused Became self-sufficient

The black sheep Emotional Rejected Avoided strong emotion

Special Unpredictable Not seen Did things to please

Crybaby Caring, always there Not respected Became silent

Rejected Rejecting Belittled Fearful, worried

Alone Punishing Ignored Got angry

Self-sufficient Loyal No comfort Cried a lot

When You and Your Spouse Create Your Own Dragons

Of course, our dragons aren’t created only by our childhood
experiences. Over the years of marriage, new dragons are created by
hurts inflicted by our spouse. There are times when he or she is not
there for us, lets us down, or is insensitive. Often these everyday
inconsequential moments are folded into our experience and
accepted as human foibles. We might say, “Hey, that hurt when you
said that,” and our spouse hears and responds in a caring manner.

But there are times when our spouse wounds us in a deep way,
creating a hurt that is remembered and shapes future interactions.
These hurts become the dragons you have created together.

For example, if your wife promises to pay the bills on time, but
consistently fails to do so, your trust in her dependability begins to
falter. And each time she says, “I will take care of that, I promise,”
you cringe, thinking, Yeah, right; I usually end up doing it myself. I don’t
think you will follow through on your word, so I’d better not trust you.
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opposite of my father. His patience and caring responses made me
less afraid of being wrong.”

As husband and wife, you have the awesome opportunity to be
each other’s safe haven—to love each other by being emotionally and
physically available and responding to each other with care, consid-
eration, and good manners. You have the opportunity to give each
other a new experience of love that heals the past hurts and shapes a
new lens, one that views life with loving and caring eyes. In marriage,
you also have the incredible opportunity to be part of each other’s
healing, wholeness, growth, and maturity. The wounds that hurt our
hearts can tenderly be healed by the way we love each other.

But sometimes part of that experience includes arguing, so let’s
continue looking at what really goes on when we argue. What hap-
pens to our hearts, minds, and bodies when our relationship alarms
go off ? We’ll discuss that in the next chapter.

QUESTIONS AND EXERCISES

1. List the hot topics in your marriage. What do you argue

about most?

2. What kinds of things does your spouse say or do that to

you infer to mean, “You are not my safe haven; you are

not emotionally available, thoughtful, or responsive”?

3. What are your dragons, vulnerabilities, and tender places?

4. How do you react when your dragons are raised? (For

example, do you get angry, yell, pursue, defend, or with-

draw?)

5. Go back and answer the above questions from your

spouse’s perspective.
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FOUR  ANATOMY OF AN ARGUMENT

What Happens to Our Hearts, Minds, and Bodies
When Our Relationship Alarms Sound Off

JESSICA WATCHED HER HUSBAND, RANDY, TAKE A LARGE

box of chocolates out of his briefcase and put it on the sideboard
behind the dining room table. What a wonderful man! Jessica said
to herself with delight. He knows how I love gifts of chocolate, espe-
cially during a rough week like I’ve just had. She had warm feelings
about Randy.

After dinner, with joy of being the bearer of gifts, Randy said,
“I have a surprise. I stopped and got you a box of chocolates on
the way home.”

Responding with hugs and kisses of appreciation, Jessica ripped
off the wrapping and lifted the lid from the box. As her eyes scanned
the chocolates, her smile turned to a frown. “If this is for me, where
are the caramels?” she asked with disappointment and disgust. “I
should have known. You handpicked all the chocolates you like and
not one of my favorites. You didn’t get this for me!” she yelled. “You
got it for yourself. I don’t believe I fell for it. You don’t really care
about me. You are so selfish.”

“What are you talking about?” a very surprised and hurt Randy
asked. That was not the response he anticipated from Jessica. “Selfish?
I bring home a box of chocolates, and I am selfish?” Randy’s heart
began to beat fast, and he could feel his palms begin to sweat, as
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How did you view yourself and others? 
What hurt you, and how did you react?

Here are some descriptive words to help you out.
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Of course, our dragons aren’t created only by our childhood
experiences. Over the years of marriage, new dragons are created by
hurts inflicted by our spouse. There are times when he or she is not
there for us, lets us down, or is insensitive. Often these everyday
inconsequential moments are folded into our experience and
accepted as human foibles. We might say, “Hey, that hurt when you
said that,” and our spouse hears and responds in a caring manner.

But there are times when our spouse wounds us in a deep way,
creating a hurt that is remembered and shapes future interactions.
These hurts become the dragons you have created together.

For example, if your wife promises to pay the bills on time, but
consistently fails to do so, your trust in her dependability begins to
falter. And each time she says, “I will take care of that, I promise,”
you cringe, thinking, Yeah, right; I usually end up doing it myself. I don’t
think you will follow through on your word, so I’d better not trust you.
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box of chocolates out of his briefcase and put it on the sideboard
behind the dining room table. What a wonderful man! Jessica said
to herself with delight. He knows how I love gifts of chocolate, espe-
cially during a rough week like I’ve just had. She had warm feelings
about Randy.

After dinner, with joy of being the bearer of gifts, Randy said,
“I have a surprise. I stopped and got you a box of chocolates on
the way home.”

Responding with hugs and kisses of appreciation, Jessica ripped
off the wrapping and lifted the lid from the box. As her eyes scanned
the chocolates, her smile turned to a frown. “If this is for me, where
are the caramels?” she asked with disappointment and disgust. “I
should have known. You handpicked all the chocolates you like and
not one of my favorites. You didn’t get this for me!” she yelled. “You
got it for yourself. I don’t believe I fell for it. You don’t really care
about me. You are so selfish.”

“What are you talking about?” a very surprised and hurt Randy
asked. That was not the response he anticipated from Jessica. “Selfish?
I bring home a box of chocolates, and I am selfish?” Randy’s heart
began to beat fast, and he could feel his palms begin to sweat, as
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you. In the face of danger, whether physical or emotional, a person’s
whole physiological system heads for the emotional low road as it gets
ready to attack, run away, or shut down.

The hijacking. It is important to note that information traveling to
the emotional brain travels twice as fast as information traveling on
the high road to the thinking brain. Therefore, your emotional brain
receives incoming information sooner than your thinking brain. That’s
why your emotional brain is able to respond more quickly to situa-
tions and also has the potential to hijack your higher levels of think-
ing and reasoning. When this occurs it takes you by surprise, and you
find yourself wondering, What just happened? How did I get here?

You don’t know what hit you.
An angry partner, Gottman’s research found, can increase his or

her heart rate from ten to thirty beats per second in the space of a
single heartbeat. When this happens, you know an amygdala hijack-
ing has occurred.

Behaviors that were correlated with increased physiology or an
amygdala hijacking are the same behaviors that Gottman found to
predict divorce with 84 percent accuracy: criticism, contempt, defen-
siveness, and stonewalling. And when couples failed to repair their
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THE RELATIONSHIP ALARM SYSTEM

Prefrontal cortex
“thinking brain”

Limbic system
“emotional brain”

Amygdala
“alarm system”
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ANATOMY OF AN ARGUMENT 73

When Your Safe Haven Doesn’t Feel So Safe

Triggering Event �

�

�

�

Emotional brain is triggered:

Heart rate goes up

Blood pressure rises

Stress hormones are released

Stress/fear response: Muscles tense

fight (attack or defend) Become focused on “danger”

flee (withdraw or shut down)

freeze (go numb or do nothing)

�

�

�
Relationship

System appraises

encounter, asking:

If the answer is:

“I’m not sure” or “No”

Relationship System

sounds the alarms

Dragons are raised

Are you my safe haven?

Are you listening?

Are you there for me?

Are you available and
responsive?

Do you understand me?
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better job of finding time to be together. I know this has been hard
on you, and I really appreciate all you’ve done.”

“I know you’re busy; I understand that, and I don’t mind. I know
you need to get this done. I just need to know you still care about
me and that I am still important to you,” Jessica admitted.

“Of course you are. I love you so much. I work so hard for us; I
hope you know that. You’re right, I haven’t made an effort to connect
with you and I’m sorry. You know what? I’m going first thing tomor-
row and buy you a pound of caramels,” Randy said as he reached for
Jessica and held her in his arms.

When you no longer feel threatened or abandoned by your spouse
and sense your spouse is your safe haven, your amygdala shuts off its
internal alarm system. Your relationship system finds that all is well
in your safe haven and you’re able to shift into a more vulnerable,
connection-seeking emotional state. When you feel your spouse is
not the enemy but someone who truly cares for you, you feel safe
enough to lower your weapons (criticism, defensiveness, blame, with-
drawing, etc.) and respond in a more understanding and vulnerable
manner (share your hurt, listen to each other’s perspective, be open to
be influenced by each other, and ask for or give comfort).

Your emotions are calm, and you feel safe, loved, and once again
in your safe haven.

QUESTIONS AND EXERCISES

To help you become more aware of what happens during your

arguments, recall the last time you and your spouse took the “low

road” during an argument and answer the following questions:

1. What was the triggering event?

2. How did you perceive your spouse? (For example, did

you perceive your spouse as your safe haven, available
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and responsive, listening and trying to understand you?

Did you feel your spouse was defending him/herself or

attacking you?)

3. What dragons were raised? 

Here are a few examples:

No on is there for me.

This is unfair.

I’m not in control.

Don’t tell me what to do.

I do all the work, and no one helps or appreciates me.

I am right because if I am wrong, then I am bad and rejected.

I am not respected or considered.

You are not a teammate to me.

I have no spiritual covering over me.

I am always taken advantage of.

I feel cornered and pressured.

No one really understands me.

I am not smart or skilled enough.

I am always left out.

I am always competing for your attention.

I am not noticed.

I feel smothered and controlled.

I am not protected or valued.

It is all my fault.

4. When your emotional brain is triggered, how do you feel

stress in your body, and how do you react? (For example,

your heart rate goes up, your muscles tense, and you either

fight, flee, or freeze.)

5. In the middle of an amygdala hijacking, how can you

remind yourself of a more productive way of expressing

your perspective?

ANATOMY OF AN ARGUMENT 85

00-01-How to Argue  9/11/15  1:10 PM  Page 85



and responsive, listening and trying to understand you?

Did you feel your spouse was defending him/herself or

attacking you?)

3. What dragons were raised? 

Here are a few examples:

No on is there for me.

This is unfair.

I’m not in control.

Don’t tell me what to do.

I do all the work, and no one helps or appreciates me.

I am right because if I am wrong, then I am bad and rejected.

I am not respected or considered.

You are not a teammate to me.

I have no spiritual covering over me.

I am always taken advantage of.

I feel cornered and pressured.

No one really understands me.

I am not smart or skilled enough.

I am always left out.

I am always competing for your attention.

I am not noticed.

I feel smothered and controlled.

I am not protected or valued.

It is all my fault.

4. When your emotional brain is triggered, how do you feel

stress in your body, and how do you react? (For example,

your heart rate goes up, your muscles tense, and you either

fight, flee, or freeze.)

5. In the middle of an amygdala hijacking, how can you

remind yourself of a more productive way of expressing

your perspective?

ANATOMY OF AN ARGUMENT 85

00-01-How to Argue  9/11/15  1:10 PM  Page 85

FIVE  THE INEFFECTIVE WAYS WE ARGUE

Learn Better Ways to Be Heard and Understood

“NO MATTER WHAT I HAVE PLANNED FOR THE NIGHT,
Tracy does what she wants,” Jake said with a tinge of anger. “It is so
hurtful. I don’t feel I’m a priority to her.”

“I can’t always get off work exactly when I want, so sometimes
I’m late. He never understands,” explained Tracy.

I asked Jake, “What do you do when this happens, Jake? Do you
tell her how hurt you feel?”

Jake laughed. “Oh, I tell her how I feel, all right. I guess my amyg-
dala fires up and hijacks my thinking brain. I yell for a few minutes
and say things like, ‘You live life as an independent woman, and I am
sick and tired of it. Stop it, or I am done!’” He looked down toward the
floor and sheepishly said, “Then I withdraw. I feel sad inside because
nothing ever seems to change. I feel all alone, unimportant to her. I go
into my cave.”

“What happens for you, Tracy, when Jake yells?” Tracy glanced
at Jake, as if to let him know that what she was about to say could
sound hurtful to him. “When he is yelling, I feel I can never do any-
thing right. I will never be good enough for him, and I fear he will
eventually leave. I guess that’s when my emotional brain sends out
the alarm, alerting me to danger in our relationship. I feel panicked,
as though it’s the end of our marriage.”

“Do you tell him that?” I asked Tracy.
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and instrumental emotions, such as the protest and anger of hope you
feel when your relationship system senses that your spouse is not
there for you. It could also be the negativity you feel when in the grips
of the emotional brain’s stress/fear response.
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When Your Safe Haven Doesn’t Feel So Safe

Triggering Event �

��

�
�

�
�

�
Relationship
System appraises
encounter, asking:

“I’m not sure” or “No”

Relationship System
sounds the alarms

Dragons are raised:

hurts, fears, and 
vulnerabilities

Are you my safe haven?
Are you listening?
Are you there for me?
Are you available and

responsive?
Do you understand me?

Stress/fear response:

fight (attack or defend)

flee (withdraw or 
shut down)

freeze (go numb or do
nothing)

You react:

criticize, blame, defend

high negativity

don’t turn toward 
each other

fail to repair hurts

Your reaction 
causes your spouse to
appraise whether you
are a safe haven

Emotions arise:

core primary 
emotions 
(e.g. , sadness,
fear, hurt)

secondary 
emotions 
(low road) 
(e.g. , anger, 
frustration)

Emotional brain is triggered:

Heart rate goes up
Blood pressure rises
Stress hormones are 

released

Muscles tense
Become focused on 

“danger”

�
�

�
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As your wife (or husband) finally climbs into bed ready to snuggle
with you, what does she see on your face and hear in your voice?
Yes, your anger. And exactly what does she react to? Your anger! Your
spouse doesn’t see your sadness and desire to be close; all your spouse
experiences is your anger.

This brings your wife’s relationship system to ask, “Are you lis-
tening? Are you there for me? Are you available and responsive? Do
you understand me?” Well, let’s think about this. The tone of your
voice, the look on your face, and the words from your mouth imply
no! And as a result, her relationship alarm system is triggered and
ready to defend her. Sadly, defensiveness was the last thing you
wanted from your wife. And to top it all, her defensiveness adds to
your feeling hurt and disconnected.

Let’s go back to the primary emotions you were feeling right
before you responded with secondary anger: sadness and longing to
be close. Now if your wife knew you felt sad because you missed
her, she probably would have comforted you. But you didn’t express
your softer primary emotions, so she never saw your heart. The
chart on the next page explains how this complex, powerful negative
cycle (as liiustrated below) takes hold of all your arguments.
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What Happens in the Spin Cycle?
He is protesting her being late � She is defending herself against his 
because in the moment he feels anger and critical attacks and doesn’t
she doesn’t value him. see his hurt.

He missed her and really wants � She would be able to comfort him if
her to see his sadness, come  she knew he was sad and missed her
close, and problem-solve. (or he could teach her what he needs

to be comforted).
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What if you don’t know how to deal with uncomfortable and dif-
ficult emotions? If you respond to your spouse’s primary emotions—
the core softer emotions—by dismissing or minimizing them, your
spouse will feel very hurt, maybe even angry. It will put your spouse
back into the spin cycle of your argument, confirming that she is not
heard, or that you are not there for him. This keeps the emotional
alarms sounding loud and clear and validates your spouse’s relation-
ship dragons and fears. The vicious cycle will continue.

So how do you react and relate to your spouse? How do you
attempt to express your emotion or get your point across in a way that
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The Negative Spin Cycle of Your Argument

Wife is late to bed �

�

�
�

�
“No, you are not.”

Dragon:
“I am not your priority.
No one considers me.”

Emotional brain:

heart rate goes up, 
muscles tense

focus on wife not
being there

Emotions arise:

sad, lonely (primary)

anger, frustration 
(secondary) (these harsher
emotions expressed)

Reaction:

criticize, blame, sarcasm,
harsh look

Stress response:

ready to fight and
attack

Are you there for me?

Your reaction 
causes your wife to
appraise whether you
are a safe haven

�

�

�
�
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Your primary emotions Your secondary
Disappointment, let down, emotions/reactions
ignored anger, criticism, 

blame, defensiveness

2. How did you and your spouse react to each other dur-

ing the argument? Were any of these harsh responses

present?

harsh start-up criticism defensiveness contempt

name-calling hostile humor put-downs sarcasm

nagging threatening withdrawal and stonewalling

punishment sulking negative interpretation

3. What were you each feeling under all the criticism,

defensiveness, anger, and frustration? What were you

really trying to get each other to understand?

4. Do you have to react this way to be heard and under-

stood? What is another way you can react in order for your

spouse to listen and understand? Explore other ways you

and your spouse can react in order to be heard.
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WHAT AM I TRYING TO SAY WHEN I SAY . . .

The greatest gift you can give your marriage is to learn how to share
your emotions in constructive and honoring ways. The key to learn-
ing how to argue is understanding what you are trying to say to your
spouse. What are you feeling under all the criticism and defensive-
ness, the anger and frustration? What are you really trying to say to
your spouse?

The journey begins when you slow down and understand what
you are feeling when you get irritated and frustrated. Don’t lash out
with a blaming statement that will take you down the wrong road:
“You don’t care,” followed by a defensive, “Yes, I do, but you are always
mad,” followed by a contemptuous, “If you can’t love me, I’ll be glad
to find someone who will,” which ends with withdrawing, “Forget it;
just leave me alone,” only leading to more frustration.

Instead of reacting out of your anger at what you feel is an attack,
a false accusation, a slam, or a put-down, share how you are feeling.
How do you express what you’re feeling in a way that your spouse
can hear you and get your point? When you present your perspec-
tive in a non-attacking manner, your spouse will be less defensive
and probably feel safe to risk and listen. In the following chapters of
this book I will give you six principles and doable techniques on
arguing effectively and lovingly with your spouse.

QUESTIONS AND EXERCISES

1. Review your last argument. Did you feel disrespected, dis-

appointed, let down, ignored, or other such emotions?

Were you able to express them to your spouse, or did you

instead express your secondary, harsher emotions?
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Your primary emotions Your secondary
Disappointment, let down, emotions/reactions
ignored anger, criticism, 

blame, defensiveness

2. How did you and your spouse react to each other dur-

ing the argument? Were any of these harsh responses

present?

harsh start-up criticism defensiveness contempt

name-calling hostile humor put-downs sarcasm

nagging threatening withdrawal and stonewalling

punishment sulking negative interpretation

3. What were you each feeling under all the criticism,

defensiveness, anger, and frustration? What were you

really trying to get each other to understand?

4. Do you have to react this way to be heard and under-

stood? What is another way you can react in order for your

spouse to listen and understand? Explore other ways you

and your spouse can react in order to be heard.
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SIX  PRINCIPLE ONE:
CREATE A SAFE PLACE

THINK BACK TO THE LAST TIME YOU AND YOUR SPOUSE GOT

caught in the spin cycle of a heated argument. Maybe your spouse
said something hurtful, or you felt she was not listening or understand-
ing. Your dragons were raised, your relationship system sounded the
alarms, and your emotional brain took over your thinking brain. Your
stomach went into a knot, your heart started to pound, and you could
feel your palms sweating. Yes, you know what this means (at least after
reading this book, you do). You were ready for an argument!

When you are stuck in the grip of your anger, it is difficult to see
anything else except your frustration, hurt, irritation, justification,
and perspective. If you stay there, your argument will continue to go
sideways, and negativity will consume not only the argument but
your marriage. That is why it is vitally important to slow down the
negativity that flies in the heat of an argument. To change the way
you argue, you first must choose to create a safe place for each other.

When you are immersed in your own emotional perspective, it
is important to help your emotional brain realize when the danger
(such as your spouse’s negative comment) has been attended to and
is no longer a threat. You could say to your emotional brain, “Yes, I
heard my spouse’s negative comment, and I can deal with it. I believe
we will be able to work this out.” In this way, your stress response
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on this topic, I value you, and I want to live life in the shade of our acacia
tree and grow old with you as we share a bit of happiness.

QUESTIONS AND EXERCISES

1. List the positive aspects of your spouse. Write these on a

card and carry them in your wallet or place them on your

bathroom mirror. Refer to them as a reminder of all you

value in your spouse the next time you are stuck in an argu-

ment and can only remember your spouse’s weaknesses.

2. With your spouse, create your own acacia-tree promise

statement. Refer to the six statements in this chapter as a

reference as you write your own.

3. When stuck arguing, what are the negative thoughts that

come to mind about your spouse and/or yourself? Are they

legitimate? What positive thoughts can replace them?
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Our Acacia-Tree Promise
We choose to be each other’s safe place.

We love each other and want the best for each other.

We are committed to “us.”

We are helping each other become all God has for us.

We both want to live a meaningful and purpose-filled life.

We want to experience a bit of happiness together.
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SEVEN  PRINCIPLE TWO: 
SOFTEN REACTIONS AND 
COMFORT DRAGONS

TANNER WAS GETTING ANGRY, AND YOU COULD HEAR IT IN

his tone of voice. “I did not belittle you, Cara. I remember what I said,
and it was not demeaning in any way. We were just talking.”

Cara looked at me and said, “This happens often. What am I sup-
posed to do with my hurt when he doesn’t feel he hurt me?”

“Fine, okay,” Tanner said in desperation. “I hurt you. Happy? Now
what do you want me to do?”

“I don’t know,” answered Cara.
They both looked at me. 
Many couples come to this place, not knowing what to do with

each other’s dragons and hurts. The answer is simple, but it stumps
most couples.

“What would it be like if Tanner touched your face and said, ‘It
must hurt to feel belittled. I value you and did not intend for you to
feel that way’?”

“Wow! That would be incredible. I would probably melt,” Cara
said, as tears ran down her cheeks and a smile broke out on her face.

“Yeah?” Tanner asked in disbelief. I knew he was wondering if
such a simple act would have the power to calm his angry wife. But
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very hurt by him. It breaks your heart, doesn’t it?
Blended families are tough.”

6. Usually just being heard and comforted calms the dragon
and hurt. Often it opens up options, possibilities, and
solutions.

Brittany: “Yeah, it is tough. I guess parenting has its ups
and downs. But Ryan is a good kid, and I’m glad I
have him in my life.”

7. Offer your help.

Joshua: “I know you are. I’m glad you’re in his life as
well. Anything I can do to help the situation?”

Brittany: “Yeah, maybe in front of him you could tell me
‘thank you’ for things I do.”

Joshua: “Sure, I can do that.”

QUESTIONS AND EXERCISES

1. Recall the last incident when the roar of your dragon scared

off your spouse. How did you react? How did your spouse

react to you? 

2. How can you soften your reactions when stuck in an argu-

ment?

3. What is your spouse’s love language? What makes him or

her feel comforted and connected to you during and

after an argument (meaningful touch, words of affirma-

tion, acts of kindness, gifts, quality time)?

4. What is your love language? What makes you feel com-

forted, connected, and close to your spouse during and

after an argument? What hinders you from absorbing

your spouse’s comfort after an argument?
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EIGHT  PRINCIPLE THREE: TALK, LISTEN,
AND UNDERSTAND

WHAT DO YOU REALLY WANT YOUR SPOUSE TO UNDERSTAND

when you argue? Is it how mad you are? How wrong he or she is? Or
something deeper about your heart?

Jan (yelling from the kitchen): “Can you help me with this?”

Doug (still playing his video game, yelling back to Jan):
“What?”

Jan (slamming the kitchen cabinet door): “Never mind.”

Doug (realizing trouble brews in the kitchen): “What is
wrong with you? What do you want?”

Jan (with anger): “I don’t want a husband who is just like
one of the kids.”

Doug: “I got up from the couch for you to scold me?
Forget this.”

ARGUMENTS AS AN UNFOLDING CONVERSATION

Marriage would be so much easier if, going into a conversation, we
knew exactly what we wanted our spouse to understand. Our requests
would be clear, our complaints known, and our feelings sorted out
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QUESTIONS AND EXERCISES

1. Go back to your last argument and ask your spouse what

he or she was trying to get you to understand.

a. What was your spouse feeling besides angry, shut down,

or frustrated?

b. What makes it difficult for you to listen to and

empathize with your spouse’s perspective?

c. Ask your spouse what would help to make him/her feel

heard and understood during an argument.

2. Review the six steps of listening and identify the areas

where you are strong and where you need to grow in

terms of listening and empathizing.

3. What point of action can you take to improve listening

and empathizing with your spouse?
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CONSTRUCTIVELY

IT IS AN ART TO SHARE A COMPLAINT SO YOUR POINT IS

heard, understood, and considered. It is also an art to know how to
receive a complaint—to be told you are wrong or hurtful.

Imagine this with me: You have a legitimate complaint, a genuine
concern, an honest-to-goodness hurt you would like your spouse to
understand. But your relationship system has given the signal that your
spouse is not your safe haven, and your emotional brain has you ready
to fight or flee. You feel yourself getting hot, angry, and very justified
in reacting the way you do. But your complaint, concern, hurt, and
explanation is lost in the way you say it. The argument boomerangs
and becomes about how you reacted. What you wanted your spouse
to understand is drowned out by the way you shared it. We have all
found ourselves in this frustrating predicament, longing to know how
we can complain so our spouse will listen and understand.

HOW YOU SAY IT

Keegan and Catrina know exactly what this is like.

Keegan (on the phone): “I look forward to seeing you and Dad
on the holidays as well.”
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Refraining from telling him how she hates the mad rush and pres-
sure he puts on her when he procrastinates, Ava begins to problem-
solve with Zachary. Neither does she start talking about how he
should be more responsible. Instead, she teams with him to think of
options: “Well, I think it is too late for that. But doesn’t the mail at the
main post office in Pasadena leave at 8:30 instead of the regular 6:00
around town?”

Zachary doesn’t make excuses but says, “Great, if you’ll watch
the kids, I will quickly drive over there. I’m sorry for the confusion
I create when I procrastinate. I know you kept reminding me to mail
the bill. I’ll be back. Bye.”

6. Find Ways to Turn Toward Your Spouse and Repair Your
Connection

Making attempts to resolve the disagreement and repair hurt
hearts is of great value in helping you and your spouse stay emotion-
ally connected. When you know your spouse is hurt by what you said,
did, or didn’t say or do, find ways to repair the rupture, to reconnect.

Express tenderness. Use humor to clear the air (but not to avoid
talking about complaints). Bring up a neutral topic, such as, “Hey, I
saw that Gus’s Guitar Shop is having a sale.” Slowly melt and turn
toward each other.

Remember, what you do when you are not arguing is just as
important as how you argue.

QUESTIONS AND EXERCISES

1. What unresolved arguments or issues would you like to dis-

cuss with your spouse under the safety of your acacia tree?

Write out each of your issues, concerns, or complaints in a

considerate, nonblaming manner.
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2. What information will help your spouse understand why

this complaint, concern, or request is important to you?

3. List the feelings such as hurt, frustration, and disappoint-

ment you want your spouse to understand regarding this

concern.

4. What truth is there in your spouse’s perspective regarding

your concern?

5. What dragon could your complaint trigger in your spouse?

How can you be sensitive to that?

6. What truth is there in your spouse’s perspective regarding

your complaint?

7. With your spouse, explore solutions to your complaint or

concerns, remembering to soften your statements in order

to avoid triggering each other’s defensiveness.

8. Tell your spouse how you appreciate his or her listening

to and considering your concerns.
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TEN  PRINCIPLE FIVE: MAKE AMENDS

HOW A COUPLE ARGUES CAN DEEPLY WOUND A HUSBAND AND

wife’s heart. The inability to apologize, forgive, and heal the wound-
ing done is what tears them apart. Because arguments hurt, apologiz-
ing and forgiving is of vital importance. If your hurts are not resolved,
they accumulate and cause you to emotionally disconnect and protect
yourselves in defensive ways. Since you and your spouse probably hurt
each other in one way or another every day of your lives, you need to
learn how to resolve those hurts on an ongoing basis.

Your ability to repair your arguments determines whether or not
your hearts remain hurt and disconnected or healed and reconnected.
The key to not allowing your arguments to destroy your relation-
ship is knowing how to apologize, forgive, turn toward each other,
and reconnect as soon after your argument as possible.
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Do not be bitter or angry or mad. Never shout angrily or say

things to hurt others. Never do anything evil. Be kind and

loving to each other, and forgive each other just as God for-

gave you in Christ.

—Ephesians 4:31–32 (NCV)
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“God has chosen you and made you his holy people. He loves you. So
you should always clothe yourselves with mercy, kindness, humility,
gentleness, and patience. Bear with each other, and forgive each other.
If someone does wrong to you, forgive that person because the Lord
forgave you. Even more than all this, clothe yourself in love. Love is
what holds you all together in perfect unity” (NCV).

When does fighting to be right outweigh the good of your mar-
riage? You can either push to be right, but hurt and alienate your
spouse, or you can try hard to understand your spouse’s perspective
and, from that place of understanding, apologize, forgive, and recon-
nect. You do this not for your own happiness, but for the greater
good of your marriage. We are called to love and care for each other,
to be safe havens for each other, and in everything strive to build up,
encourage, show understanding, have patience, and forgive.

QUESTIONS AND EXERCISES

1. As you were reading through this chapter, what hurt or

offense came to mind that is a point of unforgiveness in

your heart?

2. What was your spouse’s perspective on the incident that

hurt or offended you?

3. Recognize and acknowledge your part in the situation and

tell your spouse. If need be, apologize to your spouse.

4. How have you continued to punish your spouse for what

he or she did to hurt you? What Bible verse or prayer can

you say to give you strength as you release your right to

hurt your spouse back?

5. What do you and your spouse need in order to open up

your hearts, trust, and reconnect with each other?
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ELEVEN  PRINCIPLE SIX: RECONNECT
AND ENJOY EACH OTHER

IT TAKES A LOT OF ENERGY TO ARGUE. TRYING TO BE HEARD

and understood can be stressful, leaving you hurt, tired, and drained.
As you have discovered in this book, arguing puts you and your spouse
in the fight-or-flight mode, pumping stress hormones throughout
your body. After an argument, it is of vital importance to repair your
relationship and allow the stress hormones to drop and your body
systems return to a normal resting state. When the argument is over,
your hurts have been repaired and once again you feel safe and con-
nected to your spouse. But constant arguing can keep your body in a
stressful state that, over time, can have a negative impact not only on
your relationship but also on your health.

LET GOOD TIMES BOOKEND YOUR ARGUMENTS

This is why, when you and your spouse are not arguing, you need all
of the positive, soothing, peaceful, comforting, and happy interac-
tions you can possibly have. It is essential that emotionally connecting
exchanges, meaningful interactions, and good times bookend your
arguments.

When you are not arguing, turn toward each other and enjoy each
other. Make the most of each interaction. Open your hearts toward
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QUESTIONS AND EXERCISES

1. Discuss with your spouse how you can de-stress and

simplify your life to make emotional space, time, and

energy to invest in your friendship.

2. What are everyday tasks that you can turn into connect-

ing rituals? With your spouse, write out affirming state-

ments you can say when you wake up, leave for work,

return home, and go to bed.

3. How can you foster an atmosphere that will help improve

your intimacy together? Discuss with your spouse what

he/she needs to feel more comfortable with intimacy and

eager for sex.

4. Think back over the last week. When did you experience

defining moments, where you could have reacted either

negatively or positively?

5. When faced with these defining moments or forks in the

road when you could be either grumpy, irritable, negative,

and critical, or positive, affirming, and well-mannered—

how do you typically react? How could you choose a more

positive way of responding and interacting with your

spouse?

6. How can you better love, respect, and cherish your spouse?
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