
Marriage is an interdependent 
relationship, – that is, you sacrifice 

a little of your independence to create a 
partnership with its own unique rewards. 
You give up a little to get a lot.

In the old days…
When you were single you made your 
own decisions. Those decisions involved 
others and affected others, but basically 
the decision rested with you. In a 
marriage most decisions are joint which 
make them a little more complicated.  
For instance, newly married couples 
learn pretty quickly that it’s a good 
idea to check with your spouse before 
inviting guests for dinner or agreeing to 
go to an event with out your partner. 
The longer you are a single adult before 
you marry the more likely you are to 
find the transition from independent 
decision making to joint decision 
making a challenge. 

Add in the feelings
Another challenge is that you and 
your spouse might have very different 
perspectives regarding a decision 
affecting you both. It’s not just a 
different piece of information to 
consider but feelings, circumstances and 
consequences. If the decision affects just 
one of you then your spouse might take 
a supportive role. “I know it might be 
hard to find a new job, but if you are 
that unhappy at work, I agree you should 
quit.” When you are both impacted by 
the decision, though, then it is critical 

that you respect your spouse’s input. 
It might seem perfectly reasonable to 
decide to go out with your coworkers 
for a few drinks after work. Your spouse 
doesn’t know these people so there no 
reason they should come. But before 
you make that decision you might ask 
yourself how your partner might feel. 
This approach signifies that you care 
about your partner’s feelings and you are 
honoring your relationship.

Twice the input
Joint decision making provides 
an opportunity that sole decision 
making lacks. Your partner may be 
able to provide insights or additional 
information that you hadn’t considered. 

They also are likely to provide support 
and encouragement when you are 
struggling to reach a difficult decision. 
Whether it’s selling your house, deciding 
to buy a new car, calling a sibling to 
resolve a conflict or growing your family, 
having a partner in your corner should 
make the decision better.

Choosing Together
The bottom line is that when making 
decisions it is important to honor and 
respect your partner’s involvement. 
There’s a saying that goes, “The doors 
we open and close each day decide the 
lives we live.” Living a happy married life 
involves inviting your spouse through 
those doors. 

Decisions
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Here’s a little quiz – Tiger Woods, Arnold Schwarzenegger, 
Governor Mark Sanford – what do they have in 

common? They all admit that they made “some bad decisions.” 
Really? Well yes, you might say that!! Attributing infidelity 
to bad decision-making is like attributing murder to fuzzy 
thinking. And even though affairs seem so pervasive in our 
current society, there is something about them that makes all 
but the most cynical a little uneasy.

Not just “a bad decision” 
Infidelity is not just a bad decision, it is the absolute opposite 
of your marriage vows. The implications are enormous for 
you, your partner, your family, and even for society because it 
violates trust,  which is the foundation of a common life. If I 
can’t trust your solemn promise, what can I trust about you?

Most people have heard the expression, “love is a decision.”  
It means that while the culture we live in refers to love as  
a feeling that we have little control over, the fact is that we  
can and do decide if we will love our spouse. We also decide 
each day how much effort we will put into building the love  
in our relationship.

At the core 
The decision to love is a moral decision. It is at the core of 
our beliefs and values. It is a decision that costs us something 
because it’s not always easy to love another and to put some 
of our desires second to the good of the relationship. Love 

doesn’t always “feel” good. When we have differing opinions, 
when our spouse does something we don’t agree with, it’s hard 
to remember that under the temporary annoyance is love. But 
living out that underlying love is part of the job we embrace 
when we marry.

“Affair-proof ” your marriage 
Working to keep your relationship alive, healthy and honest, 

wearing your wedding ring, talking to 
co-workers and friends about your spouse, are 
all ways to help guard against affairs. While 
most decisions that affect your marriage 
are joint decisions, this one is not. You have 
to decide to be faithful, and live out that 
decision for the good of you, your spouse and 
your marriage.

Forsaking All Others 
Part of the spiritual dimension of marriage 
is the moral judgment we make about our 
actions as a married person. God is part of 
the partnership, and God’s presence brings 
an expectation of a life lived with an eye 
to goodness. Not hurting your spouse by 
your words or by your actions, helping the 
relationship between you to grow, earning 
the trust they have in you are all signs of 
a marriage that is healthy emotionally, 
physically and spiritually.

Who Do You Trust?
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Sometimes the biggest problem with 
making joint decisions is hearing 

each other clearly. A tool that can bring 
some clarity to the way we communicate 
is the Meyers-Briggs Type Indicator. If 
you have never taken the Myers-Briggs, 
it’s easy to find an abbreviated version 
that you can take online. https://www.
humanmetrics.com/personality Its 
categories present a spectrum and help 
describe where we tend toward in our 
conversation habits and preferences.

Here are the four dimensions:

1. Extravert and introvert. 
While this sounds like one is the life of 
the party while the other is the shrinking 
violet, it’s not really the way it plays out. 
Extraverts like to talk in order to clarify 
their ideas, while introverts need some 
time to think through an idea before 
knowing what they want to say about it. 
As my extravert husband says, “if I talk 
long enough I’m bound to say something 
brilliant.” To which I respond, “Talk to 
me about it in fifteen minutes.”

2. Sensate and Intuitive 
Sensates get their information mostly 
from their senses. Is the room cold or 
hot? Are the chairs hard or soft? Are 
the lights too bright? They are good 
at identifying and reporting on factual 
information and they are great at being 
in the here and now. Intuitives are 
people who live more in the realm of 
ideas and in the possibilities that exist 
in the future. They like to play with 
ideas, and are better at discussing ideas 
than carrying out the decisions that are 
arrived at.

3. Feeler and Thinker 
A feeler, as you may guess, is swayed by 
how decisions will affect other people. 
How will our parents react to this? Our 
friends? Thinkers are good at divorcing 
the facts from the emotional content of 
a decision. They will keep the focus on 
the facts, and may insist that a decision be 
made on logic, putting feelings to the side.

4. Judger and Perceiver 
While these categories do not easily 
jump out from their names, they have a 
very important part to play in decision 
making. A judger is someone that 
likes closure. They like decisions made 
early and settled, not brought up for 
reconsideration. Perceivers, on the other 
hand, are very uncomfortable coming to 
a decision before they feel that they have 
all the pertinent information. 

You can see how the process of coming 
to a decision can be informed by 
these ways of taking in and handling 
information. Another way to consider it, 
though is to see each aspect as a strength 
you bring any important decision-
making topic. Feelers remind you both 
that decisions are not made in a vacuum 
and do affect those around you. Sensates 
have the details lined up. Intuitives 
keep the consequences on the screen. 
Perceivers make sure enough information 
is included in the decision, while judgers 
make sure that a decision is finally made!

If you have known about these 
differences, you are probably already 
recognizing their influence as you make 
choices together with your spouse, and 
this may just be a helpful reminder. Here’s 
an article that shows you the strengths 
you bring to decision making based on 
your Myers Briggs types. https://www.
psychologyjunkie.com/2019/01/21/
heres-your-decision-making-skill-based-
on-your-personality-type/ 

Differences that Enlighten

You can see how the 
process of coming 
to a decision can be 
informed by these 
ways of taking in and 
handling information.
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Sometimes the process of making 
decisions can be sidetracked. We 
have ways of thinking about things 
that can pull us off course, and 
when we’re making decisions as a 
couple we can each have our own 
ways of being sidetracked. These are 
some ways identified in the book, 
Smart Choices.

1. Anchoring. That means that 
the first bit of information you get 
becomes the most important. You 

know all the things we see on the internet – mortgage rates are 
going down, the price of milk is going up, vaccinations cause 
autism. We respond sometimes as if those things were proven 
facts and yet often the correct information follow in a day or 
so, but what we saw first affects us with greater weight. Being 
aware that this is a temptation may help us avoid it. Seeking out 
all the facts will also help.

2. Inertia. It is much easier to let things be than to try to 
determine the best alternative. For example, we often stay in 
a job long past the time when we know we should leave. “The 
devil you know is better than the devil you don’t know,” as 

the old saying goes. But what if there is an angel in a job just 
around the corner?

3. Justifying the last decision. If we buy a stock and it starts 
losing value, most people hang on to it hoping to regain their 
original investment even if it’s clear that’s not likely to happen. 
Being able to let go of a previous, unproductive choice will 
lessen the impact.

4. Seeing what we want to see. If you think you should major 
in business in school and you call your friend who is a business 
major, she may tell you all the things you want to hear about 
your decision. The same with a new diet, or movie – consulting 
someone who you are pretty sure will agree with you is like 
talking to yourself. Try to seek out information that might 
balance out your first inclination.

5. The “framing” detour. How you frame the decision can 
really affect the outcome. The authors illustrate this with a 
story. Two priests asked the bishop a question and got different 
responses. One asked if he could watch TV while he was 
praying and was told no. The other asked if he could pray while 
watching TV and was told yes. So how you frame the question 
can change the outcome! 

You can find a copy of this book here.

Smart Choices

In her TED talk, philosopher Ruth 
Chang explains how hard choices are not 
necessarily those that face us about the 
biggest things. Hard choices are those 
where each option has value, and it’s up 
to us to figure out which one has the 
greater value for us! She uses the example 
of buying a suitcase when you’re looking 
for the one that will hold the most weight. 
There is a clear way to decide, because one 
will hold more, less, or the same weight, so 
there are only three determining factors. In 
choosing where to live, on the other hand, 
each place may have appealing aspects. The 
country is peaceful, the city is convenient. 
The city has sewers and city water, the 

country has space to have animals. 

Her analysis is really aimed at a single 
person making a choice, but it can be 
expanded to a couple’s decision-making. 
She says that the decisions we make 
reveal and clarify our values, and when 
you’re a couple you have some values that 
you’ve agreed on. You are both hoping to 
own a home, for instance, and you work 
toward deciding together what it should 
be like and where it should be. And it’s 
often only in looking for a house that you 
discover how your values align and what 
things you might have to put aside to get 
a home that will suit you both.

If you’ve ever seen 
the show “Love 
it or List it,” you 
know that people 
often think they 
want more room, 

but when it comes down to the choice 
they choose their neighborhood over a 
bigger house. 

Watching Ruth Chang’s presentation 
might start an interesting conversation 
about making decisions between the two 
of you. You can find it at https://www.
ted.com/talks/ruth_chang_how_to_
make_hard_choices

Hard Choices Made Clear

https://www.amazon.com/Smart-Choices-Practical-Making-Decisions/dp/1633691047/ref=tmm_hrd_swatch_0?_encoding=UTF8&qid=&sr=
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Exercise

DECISION  I persuaded you You persuaded me We compromised

buying a car

buying a house 

building a house

moving to a new city

having a baby

adopting a baby

getting a pet

planning a vacation

taking a new job

quitting a job

going back to school

where to spend the holidays

How We Make Decisions
Below is a list of some of the major decisions families have to make. Of the ones you have already made, 
which category do you think the decision you made belongs in? Hopefully, by looking at the decisions you 
have already made, you’ll be able to figure out what works best for the two of you.

Finally, there are decisions where one person persuades the other but the outcome is surprisingly  
pleasing for both. John Gottman calls that being influenced by your spouse.

Sometimes one person does have more information, expertise, or interest, which can inform the  
decision at hand. Other times a partner goes along reluctantly and always feels a little resentful  
about being compelled. So, fill in the columns and then talk to each other about the feelings  
surrounding the decision.
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Mary, the mother 
of Jesus, has a 

very special place in the 
Catholic faith, and she 
has been given many titles 
throughout the centuries. 
She is called the morning 
star, mediatrix of all 
graces, queen of peace, 
refuge of sinners, our lady 
of good counsel, and so 
many, many more! Pope 
Francis has a devotion to 
a little-known title that 
highlights her support for 
married couples, and that 
is Mary, Untier of Knots.

A painting with a history 
The devotion is depicted by an early 17th-century painting 
showing Mary undoing the knots in a long rope. The painting 
was commissioned by a nobleman, Hieronymus Ambrosius 
Langenmantel, to give thanks to Mary for saving the marriage 
of his grandparents. Mary is untying the knots that had caused 
the once happy marriage to become tangled and difficult.

The rest of the story 
According to a historical account by Mario Ibertis Rivera, 
“The true facts are that the noble Wolfgang Langenmantel, 
married to Sophie Imhoff (1612) and on the verge of divorce, 
paid a visit to Jakob Rem SJ, in Ingolstadt.   Father Rem prayed 
before an image of the Virgin Mary (Mary of the Victory.)  In 
‘a solemn ritual act, I raise the matrimonial ribbon, untying 
all the knots and smoothing it out.’  With this, the couple 
avoided the divorce and the marriage continued.” (According 
to this account, the matrimonial ribbon was tied to the arms 

of the bride and the groom during the wedding ceremony to 
symbolize their being joined together for life.)

Untying the difficulties in making decisions 
By approaching Mary under this title, we can feel the support 
of Mary in the hard times we have in our  lives, and especially 
in our marriages. She wants to have us have the loving and close 
union marriage can be. She is there to smooth out the wrinkles 
and tangles in our relationship and help us move forward 
together. In addition to the psychological and behavioral tools 
we know about, spiritual tools are also available to us. Asking 
God’s help, or Mary’s help, is yet another way to feel supported 
in coming to a good conclusion – one that honors our needs 
and the needs of our spouse.

Spirituality
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