5. Build a network of support.

Literally hundreds of studies in medicine and psychology have shown that support from family and friends can make even severe stress more manageable and can make people much better able to withstand setbacks in life.  It is not coincidental that, in abusive marriages, one common form of abuse is to socially isolate a spouse from their family and friends.  A person who has support from others is a stronger person, less likely to be intimidated by a partner.

6. Pray together as a couple.

Studies have shown that couples who pray together are more strongly correlated to satisfaction in marriage than those who don't. Prayer does not necessarily cause marriages to be stronger.  But praying together does indicate a relationship where sharing common hopes, mutuality, and common support are priorities.  Such relationships are viewed by couples as more satisfying for both of them.

7. Build communication skills.

Programs like Marriage Encounter and Retrouvaille are based on the power of effective communication as the foundation of successful marriage.  The effectiveness of these programs over the years attests to the truth of this belief.  Before their problems become insurmountable, couples who attend a communication program can do a lot to strengthen a marriage.

Both within a marriage and with the help of programs – some sponsored by the Church and others your parish can recommend – there are ways to make good marriages even stronger.

You don’t have to wait until problems arise to make it happen, because if there is one thing that experience has shown, it is that the healthiest couples are those who don’t assume a marriage is strong.  They work at it.

Where to turn for help
Licensed Hotlines/Shelters, by County:

Cayuga 



800-253-3358

Chemung


607-732-1979

Livingston 


585-658-2660

Monroe 



585-232-7353*

Ontario 



800-695-0390*

Seneca 



800-695-0390*

Schuyler



607-535-2050

Steuben 



800-286-3407

Tioga 



800-696-7600

Tompkins


607-277-5000

Wayne



800-456-1172*

Yates



800-695-0390

TTY



585-232-1741 

*Spanish translation
Print and Visual Resources:

“When I Call for Help: A Pastoral Response to Domestic Violence against Women”

(National Conference of Catholic Bishops 1992, booklet, also available in Spanish)

“Women Healing the Wounds: National Council of Catholic Women Responds to Domestic Violence against Women”

(NCCW, Washington, D.C. nd, booklet,also available in Spanish)

 “Domestic Violence: Finding Safely and Support”

(State of New York Office for the Prevention of Domestic Violence 1995, booklet)
“Broken Promises”
(Seattle Office of Domestic Violence, video, available at Pastoral Center Library)
For information contact the 

Office of Parish Support Ministry: 1-800-388-7177

Marangely Melendez, Parish Support Secretary, ext. 1328  mmelendez@dor.org
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A Message for 

Engaged and Newly Married Couples

Building Stronger Relationships & Preventing 

Domestic Violence
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Roman Catholic Diocese of Rochester
When people think of joyful events, weddings are near the top of nearly everyone’s list.   Wedding vows remind us of our hopes and expectations about how life should be.

A Harsh Reality

There is a harsher reality, however, that often lies just beyond those vows, the reality of domestic violence.

The American Medical Association estimates that between 3 and 4 million women in the United States are battered each year by their husbands or partners.  A smaller and less often reported numbers of men also are victims. These figures cut across all age, racial, economic, and educational groups.

Domestic abuse is not only about violence; it is about control.  Abusers need to control their partners and will resort to fear and intimidation to get it.

Newly married couples are at special risk of violence in the relationship for several reasons.

First, the engagement and early-married stages of a relationship contain the risk of violence because of a couple’s lack of experience with each other, especially regarding their mutual expectations.

Second, during the engagement, couples may minimize or deny the existence of controlling attitudes and behavior, thinking these are just isolated incidents or hoping they will go away.  It is often only after the wedding that these tendencies are seen for what they are.

This is why newly married couples should be alert to those expectations that make one partner subordinate to the other, or that allows one to make decisions that are rightfully the other’s as well. Each partner should be particularly concerned if the other reacts violently or resorts to intimidation when they aren’t getting their way

Third, the pressures on the newly married are often more severe than couples anticipate and can easily outstrip their ability to handle the accompanying stress.

In addition, for many couples the “honeymoon” stage of the relationship creates a false sense of security, a sense of invulnerability that “problems are what happens to other people, not to us.”
Then, when problems arise –as they inevitably do – the sense of failure or of things feeling out of control is even more intense.

Fourth, the early-married stage of marriage is susceptible to violence because the relationship itself changes, especially around the time of the birth of a child.  Incidents of domestic violence often reach a peak during pregnancy or after a birth, as the wife is no longer able to devote all her time and energy to an over-demanding spouse.

The Catholic Church strongly condemns abusive behavior toward anyone in all its forms and encourages those who are at risk to act to ensure their own safety and the safety of their children

HEALTHY RELATIONSHIPS:

Engagement and early marriage, of course, are not only a time to address the potential for spousal abuse.  It is particularly valuable for couples in healthy marriages to build stronger relationships.  Most of this they can do together in the home; some can best be done in formal programs or with experts.

Here are seven things that couples in healthy relationships do:

1. Discuss mutual expectations in the marriage.
These expectations change over time and need to be updated regularly.  Does the other person know what you expect him/her to do?  Do you agree with what you are expected to do?  How are differences in expectations handled?  Does one person always get his/her way?  What constitutes unacceptable behavior in the relationship?

2. Learn what healthy marriages look like.
Couples often assume that they know what healthy marriages look like. . . and often they are wrong.  Firsthand experience of marriage is mostly limited to those of their parents, family members, and a few close friends.  Their assumptions about marriage are colored by these experiences.

When abusive behavior is part of those relationships, couples can assume this is normal. Learning more about the elements of a healthy marriage can help couples to be more aware of their own strengths and achievements as well as more sensitive to potential problems.

3. Find healthy ways to resolve differences.

Many couples don’t know how to solve differences.  They recycle them.  They argue until they’re worn out or until the other person gives in.  Then the issue that didn’t get resolved keeps coming up over and over again, even during arguments about completely unrelated issues.

Using issues from the past as ammunition in later arguments is a warning sign of unhealthy conflict resolution.  Studies indicate that the single greatest predictor of a marital breakdown is the inability of couples to resolve differences, to make a decision that both parties can live with, and that really answers the problem.

4. Learn creative ways to deal with stress.
People often carry into adulthood a small repertoire of ways to handle stress.  The problem is that different stressors demand different responses.  Thinking a problem out might work on a puzzling situation, but can become obsessive and stress producing when the problem doesn’t have a logical solution.  Broadening the number of ways to handle stress can do a lot to lower tension in marriage.  Some of these can be learned on their own; others, like biofeedback, can be learned from a professional.
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