RESTORING A MARRIAGE AFTER ADULTERY

Introduction
The discovery of an affair in a marriage creates emotional havoc to a relationship.  The pain of the betrayal will rise to the crisis point.  Restoration is possible but does not come easily.  Both spouses must be committed to the process of healing.  A rule of thumb is that it takes as long to recover from an affair as it did for the betrayer to get involved in it.  

Affairs are usually symptomatic of a marriage that is lacking in one way or another.  In working with infidelity there are two dynamics at work.  The first is the affair itself and the second is the marriage.  You must first deal with the affair before you can proceed to the more important work of restoring the marriage.  Although the goal is to deal with the underlying marital issues that opened the door for the affair to occur, the affair itself must be resolved before that can take place.  Resolution means that the betrayed spouse no longer uses the affair as a “get back at” weapon. The ultimate goal is not to get back to normal.  After all, “normal” didn’t work for this couple or they wouldn’t be where they are now.  The ultimate goal is healing of a broken relationship and restoration of the spouses to each other and to God.  The couple must be assured that if they are willing to work very hard and allow God to work in their lives and marriage, there is hope in our redeeming God and restoration for the relationship. 
Causes and Contributing Factors of Affairs

· Lack of healthy male nurturing/bonding (for a male)

· Lack of healthy female nurturing/bonding (for a female)

· A performance-motivated spiritual belief system or a dependency-oriented belief system-these spiritual practices say things like “it’s either black or white,” “you must do this to be a good Christian,” or “the more I’m involved in spiritual matters, the better I look to others.”

· A spouse acting as a parent to the other spouse

· A spouse using a child as a surrogate spouse

· Generational sin (patterns of thinking)

· Childhood abandonment and lack of physical and emotional affection

· The underlying message that a parent sends a child that if there’s any happiness available in life, you’ve got to find it on you own.  It’s not here.  An affair is the working out of trying to fill this emptiness.

· Feeling powerless in childhood

· Emotional numbness in the marriage before the affair--shutting down emotionally from your spouse and/or protecting your heart.

· Being over- or under-controlled as children which leads to control issues with a spouse

· No understanding of shared power in marriage.  Shared power is putting yourself at risk.  Those involved in an affair often have a need to regain a sense of control over their personal lives.

· The personality that is impulsive, risk-taking, entitled, obsessive

· Destabilizing life transitions

Development of an Affair
Step 1:  Growing mutual attraction
Affairs often start innocently.  A smile, fleeting thought, sincere appreciation, job contact, or casual business function can all be the beginnings of an affair.  Denial of feelings can intensify the attraction.  This makes it most important that you seek accountability to deal with the feelings that arise.  Fantasizing seems innocent but actually increases the intensity of feelings.  The starting point of an affair actually begins when the individuals involved share their mutual feelings for one another.

Step 2:  Emotional and sexual entanglement

Mutually shared feelings intensify the relationship.  Once this happens it is almost impossible for the relationship to return to where it originally was.  It would be much better to share these feelings with an accountability person.  Many times the future betrayer will make a weak cry for help to someone, but if that person doesn’t recognize the cry, the next step is, many times, giving in to the partner.  In this step, sexual involvement can be more drawn out.  Simple gestures and normal expressions of affections provoke intense and bonding emotional involvement.  This may not proceed to intercourse, but every touch and glance are intensely emotionally charged.  Often the betrayed spouse wants to know how far the relationship went, and whether the betrayer had sex with the partner.  The issue of intercourse is almost irrelevant when it comes to gauging the level of emotional involvement.  Sex usually does become a part of the involvement, simply because it’s difficult to refrain when involved in this level.   At this point lying and deception take over as both parties try to cover and justify their actions.  During this step, reality begins to catch up with the couple and one or both begin to initiate a separation.  However, unless at least one of them seeks help outside the relationship, the “separation” is merely a smoldering flame covered by kindling that has been dried by the winds of the affair.

Step 3:  On again, off again

During this step, guilt and fear of getting caught motivate the urgency of getting out of the relationship.  Usually one partner agrees but the one who broke it off will call and ask to see the partner.  This off again, on again pattern actually intensifies the relationship and if allowed to continue will create an even more powerful attraction and attachment.  This step is also when the spouse begins to suspect something is going on.  There are many things unexplained.  The spouse may even confront the betrayer, which are denied and the moral fabric of the betrayer continues to disintegrate.  The longer the affair is maintained in secrecy and deceit, the longer the recovery will take when the affair is over.  There must be a clean break in order for healing to begin.

Step 4:  Disclosure and resolution

The betrayer is trying to please many masters-the partner, his conscience, his wife, God.  (You can’t serve 2 masters…Matt. 6)  He actually becomes double-minded (James 1:8) and is driven and tossed by the wind (v. 6).  The scariest roller coaster doesn’t compare.  The disclosure (or discovery) can be both traumatic and relieving for the betrayer.  Actually, after disclosure, the betrayer tends to become the strong one and the betrayed falls apart.  It actually seems easier to scrap the marriage than to restore a healthy marital relationship. The problem with this is that all the unhealed baggage will just be carried into other relationships and contaminate them.  The undealt with bitterness, anger, and resentment will filter down to the children and generational sins will continue.  However, those who have hung in there and worked through the difficult issues have found it to be rewarding.

Process of Reconciliation

Recognize that the healthier the marriage the greater the potential for a positive outcome.  Both spouses must be willing and ready to do what it takes for restoration to take place.

· The affair must be ended before actual work can take place.  There is no legitimate reason for maintaining contact.

· The betrayed spouse will feel a myriad of feelings including:

· Foolish/stupid-The betrayed will ask over and over why she/he didn’t see this coming.

· Shame-from perceived inadequacy

· Self-mistrust- say, “If I didn’t see this coming after all the signs, how can I ever trust myself again?”  “I trusted the betrayer prior to disclosure.  How could I?”

· A desire to make herself more attractive

· Anger-For the relationship to begin to heal, the betrayed must express the depth of her anger and the betrayer must hear the depth of pain his actions created.  It won’t be pleasant, but is necessary.  Many times the betrayed will be angry with the “other person” instead of the spouse (displaced anger) and will initially excuse the betrayer’s actions as having been seduced.  There may be fear that if the betrayed gets as angry as she feels, it will drive the betrayed back into the arms of the partner.  It’s possible, but it would not be anything that hasn’t already occurred.  There’s nothing left of the marriage relationship that requires protection by “walking on eggshells.”  It is time to start over in the marriage.  Permission needs to be given to the betrayed to be angry with the betrayer!  Sometimes a reluctance to express the intensity of anger is fear that the betrayed can’t live without the betrayer.  The betrayed needs to realize that she can live without him.  (NOT that she should!)  Here are some additional ways to get anger out.

· Journal

· Make a feelings chart

· Make some changes

· Cultivate a healthy support group

· Talk about it (not family) especially out loud to Jesus

· Write down what you’re angry about

· Feel your feelings

· Exercise

· Anguish/Grief-Just about the time the betrayed thinks she’s starting to get over the pain, it comes back.  However, she will begin to see that it comes back less and less and the emotions are not as intense over time.  There will start to be more good times than bad.  Crying is ok.

· Thorough answers to any questions the betrayed has-The affair will need to be discussed and any remaining questions will need to be asked.  This will be uncomfortable but necessary.  There will be intense emotion.  The betrayer needs to hear the pain and the betrayed needs to share it.  Disclosure must be as complete as necessary for the betrayed.  The betrayer may want to withhold information thinking that it won’t help the situation or to spare the betrayed of more grief.  The necessity of full disclosure is to begin the process of rebuilding trust.  If withheld information is subsequently discovered, the trust that has been reestablished will crumble and the process will have to start again.  Do not allow fear to keep full disclosure from happening.  The goal is not to belabor or punish.  You face the past in order to let it go.  Once you’ve thoroughly faced the questions and successfully let the past go, do not return to it.  Most experts agree that most questions are fair game except questions about sexually explicit details.

· Determine the message of the affair-The betrayed spouse wants to know why the affair occurred.  Many times there’s not an easy answer and may be no immediate answer to this question.  (It’s very difficult for the betrayed to accept, “I don’t know” as an answer.)  However, you can begin to assess what caused the door to open.  The question is, “What emotional and physical nurturance did the betrayer receive from the affair that was unavailable in the marriage?”  Both spouses must be willing to own personal contributions to the deterioration of the marriage.

· Forgiveness-This can be a process, but true forgiveness comes in two parts.

· A verbal repentance and forgiveness accompanied by the appropriate emotion indicating a grief for the sin and the pain the affair inflicted.
· A willingness to not use the affair as a weapon when things get tough.
· Rebuild Trust-This will not take place unless both spouses have been totally open and honest in their anger and pain up to now.  Trust also is dependent on whether all questions were fully answered and if Godly sorrow, repentance, and forgiveness have occurred.

· Begin to switch the focus from the act of betrayal to the marital relationship itself.

Struggles in the Recovery Process

Excessive disclosure


Details that are too intimate about the affair can damage the betrayed 


spouse’s ability to let go.  Explicit images are very difficult to eliminate. 

Blame
Blame is the covering for not owning the responsibility of the affair.  Blame can be used by both the betrayed and the betrayer.  Blame points the finger at the other person and keeps the blamer from looking deep inside him/herself.


Obsessing
Many times the betrayed spouse cannot seem to let go of the affair.  This does not mean that the memory will be lost or that there will still not be emotionally intense times connected to the affair, but the 
obsessing spouse continues to hold on to “pay back.” Every subsequent struggle is seen in light of the affair.  Obsessing also involves the betrayed asking the same questions over and over, wanted new details.  Sometimes the questions do not have answers 
such as “Why?”  Many times the obsessing spouse will go to the extreme and either embrace a total responsibility for the affair, or not see where her/his responsibility lies in the marital problems.  This is really a mechanism that keeps the betrayed spouse from owning the true responsibility in the problems.  The betrayed is stuck in the gunk of unforgiveness.  Look for an underlying resentment or bitterness.  Another way to help overcome obsessing is to focus on what he/she does have rather than what they’ve lost.  We tend to only see things that reinforce where our focus is.


Justification
The spouse that uses justification to excuse their actions really does not believe they have done or are doing anything wrong.  If their behavior or response is really wrong, they believe it is warranted because of the events of the situation.  The bitterness which is the underlying cause of justification must be addressed.


Anger/Resentment/Bitterness
Resentment and bitterness begin with anger.  They are “anger with a history.”  It is a condition that develops over a period of time.  If anger becomes resentment and bitterness, it was created by violating the directives of Scripture (Eph. 4 26-27; Matt. 5:22).  You will typically find unresolved dissatisfaction has long resided in the marriage and the resulting resentment blocks restoration.  Wanting the betrayer to hurt as much as the betrayed is hurt is counter to the healing process.


Grieving

When the betrayer doesn’t want to process any farther, wants to just “let it go,” won’t accept responsibility, is unrepentant, the following methods may help.

· The Nathan method-This method is using something that the betrayer understands to help him get in touch with how the betrayed feels.  It is a “what if” story. (2 Sam. 12:5)

· The Joseph method-This method says, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good.” (Gen. 50:20)  It doesn’t let the betrayer off the hook, it describes his evil intentions, and it addresses the pain inflicted.  It requires the betrayed to see the betrayer from a different perspective.  It sees a new purpose in the original pain, and new benefits can be attained from an experience that was never intended to be beneficial.


Forgiving


Forgiveness is a process.  It involves a change of heart through the 
grace of God.  Although you can forgive by an act of your will, a heart change is what God does in us as we are open to doing what He desires.  Forgiveness allows the bondage of the affair to dissolve and healing to begin.  Healing cannot take place without forgiveness.


Letting Go


Many betrayed spouses fear letting go.  By letting go they have to 
give up their rights to revenge.  If you encounter a spouse that just can’t seem to let go, ask what is the secondary gain the spouse is getting by holding on.  It may be control, revenge, or maybe the fear that if she lets go, it will be interpreted that she approves of what happened.

Emotional Affairs

Sometimes even after the physical affair has subsided, the emotional attachment still lingers.  This impedes the restoration process.  There can even be an emotional affair that has not yet (and it will if it keeps going) resulted in a physical betrayal.  A person experiencing an emotional affair must follow these guidelines:

· Separate from the other person’s presence.  Any shared experiences must cease.  Stop feeding the feelings.

· Identify what unmet need/longing the person touches within you.

· Expose those longings and feelings to a trusted friend or in certain cases to your spouse.

· Write about your feelings.

· Replace those thoughts with something else-exercise, volunteer activities, hobbies.

· Rebuild lost relationships.

· Revisit the experiences/activities that made your marriage good in the first place

