Issue 61 - When the Pattern Becomes the Story

Messy Story of the Week
Claire had asked Owen three times what time he would be home.

The first time, he said he did not know. The second time, he said he would try to leave work by
six. The third time, he sounded irritated and told her he was doing the best he could.

At 6:45, Claire put dinner in the refrigerator.

When Owen finally walked through the door, she did not ask what had happened.
“Nice of you to join us,” she said.

Owen stopped in the entryway. “I told you | didn’t know when | would get out.”
“You also said you would try to leave by six.”

“I did try.”

“Clearly not very hard.”

Owen dropped his keys on the table. “Nothing | do is ever enough for you.”

Claire laughed, but there was no humor in it. “You can’t disappoint someone over and over and
then act surprised when they stop believing you.”

The conversation was no longer about what time Owen came home.

For Claire, his lateness represented years of carrying dinner, homework, baths, and bedtime
without knowing when she could count on him. Every delayed arrival supported the conclusion
she had gradually formed:

His family will always come after his work.

For Owen, Claire’s criticism represented years of working under pressure and walking through
the door already braced for her disappointment. Every sharp comment supported his own
conclusion:

Nothing I do will ever be enough for her.

Neither conclusion had appeared all at once.
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They had been built slowly—one late evening, one frustrated exchange, and one incomplete
repair at a time.

By the time they sought help, they were no longer responding only to what had happened that
day. Each was responding to years of accumulated meaning.

When they tried to explain the problem, Claire listed examples proving that Owen did not
prioritize the family. Owen listed examples proving that Claire did not appreciate him.

They had brought evidence to support their separate cases.
What they had not brought was curiosity.

Their first challenge was not deciding which interpretation was correct. It was learning to
separate what had happened from the meaning each person had assigned to it.

Owen had arrived home later than Claire expected.

That was the event.

Our family will always come second was Claire’s interpretation.
Claire had greeted him with criticism.

That was the event.

Nothing I do will ever be enough was Owen’s interpretation.

Those interpretations did not come from nowhere. Both were rooted in real experiences that
needed to be discussed. But once the interpretations became settled conclusions, every new
interaction was filtered through them.

Claire no longer asked what had happened because she believed she already knew.
Owen no longer explained because he believed it would not matter.

The longer they lived inside those stories, the more convincing the stories became.

Faithful God, Then and Now

Isaac and Rebekah began their marriage with an extraordinary story of God’s guidance and
provision. When they struggled with infertility, Isaac prayed for his wife, and God answered.

But as their sons grew, a division developed within the family:
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“Now Isaac loved Esau, because he ate his venison. Rebekah loved Jacob.”
—Genesis 25:28, WEB

Isaac favored Esau. Rebekah favored Jacob.

By the time Isaac was old, the family was no longer functioning as one household pursuing
God’s purposes together. Isaac privately arranged to give Esau his blessing. Rebekah
overheard the conversation and developed a plan of her own.

“‘Rebekah heard when Isaac spoke to Esau his son. Esau went to the field to hunt
for venison, and to bring it. Rebekah spoke to Jacob her son, saying, ‘Behold, |
heard your father speak to Esau your brother, saying, “Bring me venison, and make
me savory food, that | may eat, and bless you before Yahweh before my death.”
Now therefore, my son, obey my voice according to that which | command you.”
—Genesis 27:5-8, WEB

Scripture does not tell us every conversation Isaac and Rebekah had about their sons. We
cannot know what each believed about the other’s motives or what attempts at communication
may have occurred.

But Scripture does show us the outcome of their divided loyalties and indirect actions.

Isaac planned privately with Esau. Rebekah planned privately with Jacob. Instead of husband
and wife openly addressing the future of their family, each operated through the child they
favored.

Rebekah’s plan succeeded in securing Isaac’s blessing for Jacob, but it also fractured the
family. Esau planned to kill his brother. Jacob fled. Rebekah expected his absence to last only a
few days, but Scripture never records that she saw him again.

When concerns remain hidden, loyalties divide, and people act on conclusions they have not
openly examined, the damage can extend far beyond the original disagreement.

God remained faithful to his promises despite the family’s deception and brokenness. But God’s
faithfulness does not make the harm insignificant. Scripture allows us to see both: God
continued his redemptive work, and this family lived with painful consequences from the ways
they treated one another.

What We Can Learn

e Repeated experiences gradually acquire meaning. A late arrival may become
evidence of selfishness. A frustrated question may become evidence of disrespect.
Eventually, spouses respond to the meaning as much as the event itself.
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Interpretations can contain truth without being the whole truth. Claire had legitimate
reasons to question whether she could count on Owen. Owen had legitimate reasons to
anticipate criticism. Their experiences needed attention, but neither person’s conclusion
fully explained the other.

Certainty replaces curiosity. Once we believe we understand our spouse’s motives,
we stop asking questions. We react to what we believe is happening rather than
investigating what is happening now.

Private conclusions create private strategies. One spouse withdraws, works longer,
controls more, explains less, or seeks support elsewhere. The other pursues harder,
criticizes more sharply, checks up, or gives up asking. Each strategy then reinforces the
other person’s conclusion.

God’s faithfulness does not remove the consequences of relational harm. God can
continue working through imperfect families while still inviting us to practice greater
honesty, responsibility, and repair.

Behind the Curtain

By the time many couples seek help, they are not simply disagreeing about money, parenting,
household responsibilities, sex, in-laws, or time together.

They are defending conclusions.

The disagreement about money becomes:

“You don’t care whether | feel secure.”

The disagreement about parenting becomes:

“You always make me the bad guy.”

The unfinished household task becomes:

“You expect me to carry everything.”

The request for time together becomes:

“Nothing | give you is ever enough.”

The spouse making the statement can usually provide evidence. That is part of what makes the
conclusion so convincing.

But evidence is not the same as complete understanding.
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Our interpretations shape our emotions, and those emotions influence how we respond. If |
interpret my spouse’s question as an accusation, | may become defensive before | understand
what is being asked. If | interpret silence as punishment, | may pursue the conversation more
urgently even if my spouse is trying to calm down.

Then my response becomes part of my spouse’s evidence.
This is how patterns reinforce themselves:

Something happens.

| interpret what it means.

That meaning shapes my emotional response.

| act from that response.

My behavior confirms my spouse’s interpretation of me.
We both become more certain that our private story is true.
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Waiting does not always make a pattern clearer. Sometimes it simply gives the pattern more
opportunities to prove itself.

Faithful Family Tools

If the same disagreements now carry years of history, that does not automatically mean your
marriage cannot change.

It may mean you need help slowing the pattern down.
A coach can help a couple distinguish among:

what happened

what each spouse interpreted

what emotions followed that interpretation
how each person responded

what responsibility belongs to each person
what needs to be clarified or repaired

The goal is not to persuade either spouse that their experiences are imaginary. Nor is it to
distribute equal blame regardless of what has occurred.

The goal is to replace unsupported certainty with clearer understanding—and help each person
take responsibility for the behavior that belongs to them.
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If you and your spouse are collecting evidence against one another rather than solving
problems together, earlier support can help interrupt that process before your conclusions
become even more deeply rooted.

Work With Tanja: https://faithfulfamilycoaching.com/apply

Newsletter

Know someone who is caught in a recurring relationship pattern? Forward this issue with a
gentle note:

“This helped me understand how the stories we form can keep the pattern going.”

Community

Join the Faithful Families community for honest conversations about marriage, parenting,
emotional maturity, and faithful relationship repair.

Join the community:
https://www.facebook.com/groups/tanjascoachingcommunity

Blog
Find more encouragement and practical tools at:

Blog

Faith Step for the Week

Bible Passage
Read Genesis 27:1-17.

As you read, notice how much of the action occurs through separate conversations and private
plans.

Consider:

Who speaks to whom?

Who is left out of each conversation?

What concerns are acted upon without being openly addressed?

How do favoritism and divided loyalties shape the choices each person makes?
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e Where might a direct, truthful conversation have interrupted the family’s movement
toward deception?

Two-Minute Practice
Think of one recent interaction with your spouse that still bothers you.
Write four short statements:

What happened:
Describe only what an outside observer could have seen or heard.

The meaning | assigned:
Complete the sentence: “/ interpreted that to mean...”

Another possibility:
Name at least one explanation that could also fit the facts. It does not have to be correct—only
possible.

What | need to ask:
Write one question that could help you replace assumption with clearer understanding.

For example:
What happened: My spouse looked at the phone while | was talking.
The meaning | assigned: What | was saying did not matter.

Another possibility: My spouse may have been expecting an important message
or may not have realized | was beginning a meaningful conversation.

What | need to ask: “When | started talking, did you realize | was asking for your
full attention?”

This practice is not meant to excuse dismissive behavior. Looking for another possible
explanation does not require you to abandon your concern.

It simply helps you ask before turning your interpretation into a verdict.

Prayer

Faithful God,

You see what happens between us more clearly than we do. Show us where
repeated hurt has hardened into assumptions, and where certainty has replaced
curiosity. Give us courage to tell the truth about what has happened without
claiming to know everything in another person’s heart. Help us listen carefully, ask
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honest questions, accept responsibility for what belongs to us, and pursue repair
where harm has been done. Thank You for remaining faithful even in the places
where our families are still learning how to love well.

Amen.

Coming Next

Not every marriage difficulty needs the same kind of support.

Some couples need a few practical tools. Others need marriage coaching, therapy, pastoral
care, addiction treatment, or immediate protection from harm.

Next week, we will talk about how to recognize what kind of help your situation requires—and
why choosing the right support matters more than proving that your marriage is “bad enough” to
receive it.
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