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“Healthy and Loving Relationships”

Healthy, loving, long-term relationships are never accidental. Someone intends for them to take pace — they intend
to be realistic, respectful and responsible persons willing to love others into being. Last month we looked at realistic
“lovers”, this month let’s look at respectful “lovers”.

Respectful “lovers” treat others with attentiveness and consideration. They know how to honor and esteem others
above themselves (Phil 2:3,4). The intent to love well requires that we pay attention to others. There are three “skills”
(skills can be learned by anyone, even if they do not come naturally to you) that respectful “lovers” consistently employ.
The first is consistent affirmation, without flattery (Ro 12:10; Eph 4:29). To acknowledge virtue, to express gratitude, to
give encouragement are all powerful gifts that make it easier for others to move in our direction, to be honest and real
with us. Affirmation draws attention to strength, communicates pleasure, and even safeguards a relationship because
such things say, “I notice... | care... I'm here for you.”

Secondly, respectful “lovers” demonstrate patient listening, without defensiveness (Prov 18:13; Ja 1:19). When
someone patiently listens to us they communicate safety, worth, esteem — gifts of focused attention that become
building blocks for value and trust in any relationship. This simple but powerful skill only takes two behavioral
responses to learn (but a lifetime of practice!). To listen well we must first empty our own personal agenda... to correct
the other, to defend ourselves, or to avoid the possible conflict... in order to give the other a gift of our undivided
attention. Then, we must “pretend” we are a mirror — to reflect back to the other what we are hearing in order to get to
the deeper meaning beyond the exchange of information.

Finally, respectful “lovers” know how to receive another’s thoughts and feelings, without attacking them or rejecting
their story. (Ga 6:1; Heb 4:15) They contribute a “safe place” for the other to bring their humanity, their “story” about the
facts of their circumstances. They make it as easy as possible for others to be honest. When this is missing in a
relationship, people hide behind walls or masks. They may even take their “story” to more compassionate ears who do
not have their best interests in mind. Movement toward the self-disclosure and intimacy that characterize strong
relationships comes to a screeching halt. Most of us are not very aware of the ways we convey disrespect and rejection
to others. Things like defensiveness, excuses, quick apologies, attacking weaknesses, disdain, even contempt. What
should we replace them with? | Corinthians 13:4-7 might be a good place to start!
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