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AFEW YEARS AGO, I HAD A THERAPY SESSION WITH
a Mormon couple who were probably the most emo-
tionally abusive people I’d ever counselled. For the

first time ever, except for situations involving severe physical
or sexual abuse, working with them led me to suggest, “Why
don’t you two get divorced.” I said this because they were de-
stroying each other and, in the process, really hurting their
children. In their relationship pattern, he’d take a very patriar-
chal, condescending “If you were more righteous” attitude,
and she’d respond with a more rebellious attitude, and they’d
just go on, back and forth. They name-called and screamed
constantly. The family had become a battleground. Yet they
turned to me in utter shock, saying almost in unison, “How
could you say that? We go to the temple every week, and we
have family prayer every morning.” 

I replied, “It isn’t working. Your mutual cruelty has injured
each of you and your family, and it needs to stop.” 

They were still shocked, “But we go to the temple.” Finally
they said, “If couples are living the gospel like we are, how can
you suggest we’re unhappy?” 

I replied: “You just can’t go through the outward rituals of
the Church and believe they will make up for a lack of love, re-
spect, and communication. Besides, both of you report rage
and unhappiness.”

The confrontation—which I didn’t mean as a therapeutic
technique—actually woke them up. I saw them recently, and
they have saved their marriage. It may not be the kind of mar-
riage I would choose, but they’ve become much less spiteful

and much more human. They had worked on the essence of
their relationship, not just the form.

We in the Church have a lot of illusions about marriage
and, like all people, challenges. Mormons have the whole
range of marital issues and problems—differences around
money, sex, interests, communication, roles—found in any
other culture. Mormon marriages can be happy; they can be
miserable; they can involve affairs; they sometimes end in di-
vorce; and some are exercises in staying together miserably.
One couple I have known to be fighting the entire time I’ve
been acquainted with them, said at their fiftieth anniversary,
“We did this partly to show everybody that you can stay to-
gether.” 

Mormon divorce statistics really aren’t significantly different
than those of the rest of the country. What follows, then, are
some issues I do find interesting with regard to Mormon mar-
riages. 

Some of the news is good. Research indicates that religious
couples report having greater happiness in their marriage, al-
though there are obviously individual exceptions. They also
report more satisfying sexual lives than do irreligious people.
Within our LDS religion are a couple of especially positive indi-
cators. First, we celebrate and elevate marriage in the eterni-
ties. We teach that marriage is indeed important and that our
commitment to marriage is important. When we consider the
ways some other faiths honor celibacy, we actually elevate mar-
riage, and that’s helpful. 

Many Mormon families have institutionalized certain prac-
tices such as family home evening, prayer, and other rituals
that are performed together, and these can be very healthy and
helpful. The temple fosters a sense of commitment, and social
pressure helps keep some families together. That may not al-
ways be a perfect thing, but the sense of commitment is an
overall positive. Indeed, there is a strong support system for
marriage. Many Church programs also support marriage and
help with children. Troubles often brings aid from well-
meaning people. These are pluses.
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W HAT, THEN, ARE emphases or
twists in Mormon culture that
can, at times, present problems?

I list ten.
1. Age. The first potentially problematic

issue is the age at which many Latter-day
Saints get married and how that often pre-
vents them from really coming to know each
other. Some Mormons marry young or
quickly because of societal expectations, and
a surprising number follow this course be-
cause they want to have sex. This follows
from the idea that we can’t be intimate until
we’re married. I’m not suggesting that
Mormons should encourage couples to live
together before marriage—statistically
people who do so have higher divorce rates
than those who don’t. But among Latter-day
Saints, there is sometimes a real lack in how
well we really get to know our companions
before marrying. Many issues fail to get ex-
plored ahead of time, and the Church does
not have an institutionalized program of pre-
marital counseling such as some other faiths
have. Very few cultures in the West have such a short “dating
to marriage” span as do Latter-day Saints. 

In order to have a successful marriage, we need to know
and to check out a lot of things. And that takes time, and
Mormons as a whole don’t seem to take time for it. I don’t
know what the statistics show about the average age at which
Mormons marry, but most of the friends of my daughter, who
just got married at twenty-one, are already married. My son,
poor guy, just turned twenty-four, and practically all of his
friends are married. Our culture seems to put so much em-
phasis on marriage that many couples just don’t know each
other. In counseling, I have asked them, “Why did you get
married after just three months of dating?” Some have honestly
said: “Well, we wanted to meet society’s expectations and have
sex.” Moving into expected social roles and experiencing sexu-
ality are two purposes of marriage and life, but not the only
purposes.

2. Sex and intimacy. Overall, sex doesn’t seem to be more
problematic in Mormon marriages than in other marriages.
One of the great secrets is that Mormons are allowed to enjoy
sex. However, there are some twists. One is the sense of guilt
people harbor over past behavior. Another is the idea—al-
though I don’t see it often—that sex is sinful. Some can’t quite
process how if sex was sinful before, why it is okay to be sexual
now that they are married. A third issue arises when couples
have differences in definitions: What’s allowable; what’s not?
For example, I recently saw a couple who had been together
thirty-two years, and she had never taken her temple garments
off in front of him. She confessed to me that she thought
maybe it would be okay to take them off. But she had had a
very strict definition about what is and is not appropriate.

Recently, a colleague told me that if he asks his wife, “Can we
make love?” that’s very acceptable. However, if he uses other
euphemisms, she won’t speak to him because somehow in our
culture, in our efforts to make sex spiritual, we’ve created a
huge differentiation between what is allowable and what is
not. So if we keep our love-making within certain parameters,
or if we use certain colloquialisms, it is more acceptable than if
we just “have sex.” 

How we express intimacy is also very important in a mar-
riage. In many Mormon marriages, couples were not exposed
to intimacy because sex was often perceived as evil. Obviously,
couples need to have well established boundaries between
their sexual life and their children. Still, it’s important for chil-
dren to see their parents hold or caress one another, because
this shows that physical expressions of affection and intimacy
in a marriage are important and good.

3. Expectations. Another concern is certain illusions about
marriage and unrealistic expectations. Both men and women
are troubled with these, but women seem to feel them more
deeply, particularly in Mormon culture, because marriage is so
emphasized as a solution to life’s problems. It’s the fairy tale.
Once, when my daughter asked me, “Won’t I just be really
happy married?” I replied, “It depends on if you’re a happy
person.” Marriage doesn’t change life so much; you still do
many of the same things. But many have a lurking illusion that
marriage will make everything all better. Men aren’t raised
with quite as many expectations, so the research shows that
overall, men are happier with marriage than women are.
Women are more often the ones who are disappointed and de-
pressed because marriage did not fulfill the dreams they
thought they’d been promised. 
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tering that reads, 
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LDS marriages are not immune from societal pressures ei-
ther. The rapid economic and cultural changes in the last
decades, along with the increasing rate of change, has taken its
toll. Economic pressures around the world, including in the
U.S.—it often takes a two-income family to sustain the
lifestyle that a one-income family produced previously—make
a difference. Add the pressure to succeed financially, to provide
a multitude of experiences for the children, to get ahead in
one’s career, to fulfill the many expectations of a spouse that
were not usually demanded in previous generations, plus a
lessening of extended family support, and the pressures on the
modern-day marriage can be substantial. We in the LDS culture
experience all of these pressures, plus the expectation to fulfill
time and financial commitments to the Church and commu-
nity, the expectation that women stay home (although the per-
centage of LDS women who work outside the home appears to

be similar to the same percentage for other women) and an
emphasis on family and having children (sometimes many).
These make for a challenging balancing act that can add ten-
sion to a marriage.

We also see a lot of codependency in Mormonism. In my
practice, I often hear the myth expressed that, “If I live the re-
ligion, all my marital problems will go away.” I get particularly
upset when I see a battered wife, for example, whom the
bishop has counseled to go home and pray harder. Prayer will
not stop abuse. But the illusion persists that, “If I make it
better—if I’m a better person—my marriage will be better.” I
counter that statement by having them think instead, “If I
learn how to be happy in my own skin, and I find a partner
who is happy in his or her own skin, we can come together,
share, be intimate, and have a good marriage.” 

4. Gender roles. Disagreements about marriage and gender
roles also contribute to many problematic Mormon marriages.
A BYU professor’s study indicates that Mormons have some of
the most conservative gender-role stereotypes in the country—
for instance, in communication patterns; who does what; who
takes care of the children; who cooks; who makes the living.
Another study discussed gender-role attitudes at BYU among

males and females and found them becoming even more con-
servative.

I encounter many problems in this area of gender roles and
hierarchy—and not just during counseling sessions. In a
priesthood meeting once, somebody said, “Marriage is like the
Church.” He then gave the example that God calls the prophet,
and the prophet then calls the Jordan River temple president.
He said, “Even if the temple president is a good man, if he
doesn’t do what the prophet wants, he has to be released.
That’s the way a marriage should be.” I was shocked. I couldn’t
help blurting out, “What does that mean? If your wife dis-
agrees with you, you’re supposed to get a divorce?” Curiously,
that individual is divorced today, and I’m not.

In other settings, I’ve heard at least four men stand up and
tearfully share the “beautiful” story of how they proposed to
their wives: “God and the Church come first in my life; will
you be second or third?” Some of the wives have told me that
they’re not as thrilled with this as their husbands seem to be. It
is important that a spouse feel like he or she is an important
priority. Conceptually, if your dedication is to something else,
your awareness of your marriage may suffer.

The priority we sometimes give to the Church over our
spouse can be significant, but so is our LDS focus on raising
children. It’s not that focusing on children is bad nor an matter
of right or wrong in and of itself. But with our large families
and the emphasis on being good parents, we often go over-
board in paying attention to parenting tasks when the primary
relationship is the marriage. It must survive. It also requires at-
tention. When a couple’s energy goes primarily to the children,
very often when the kids are gone, the partners will find that
they have nothing left in common. Giving energy to your
spouse is a healthy message. 

We also tend to be very busy in the Church. I like to say
that sometimes in Mormon culture we are not human beings so
much as doing beings. We stay very, very busy. Relationships
need fun, down-time, too.

5. Communication. A fifth concern is a lack of openness in
Mormon culture. We Latter-day Saints feel the need to look
good, and we often tend to compare ourselves with others.
More than from any other culture, I hear Mormons say in
therapy, “I can’t believe my family or my spouse has this
problem because nobody else in my ward has this problem.” I
want to blurt out, “No, many people have those problems; it’s
just that nobody talks about them!” The need to look good
promotes a sense of isolation. Once I gave a requested lesson
in priesthood meeting about incest and child abuse. I said,
“Secrecy is one of the things that reinforce incest.” Somebody
retorted, “These sorts of things need to remain in the family!
You never talk to anybody but the bishop. Families must keep
secrets.” While honoring confidentiality is important, secrecy
does not promote healthy communication. 

As I grew up, there was also great stress on the family name.
We should do nothing to dishonor the family name, or in any
sense to make our family look bad. So if somebody is different
in our family, or in our marriage, we really up the ante because
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When we believe we are living
in a culture that knows the

truth, that knows absolutely
what is right and wrong, we
have difficulty negotiating

and compromising.



it’s about something that’s wrong with them or
with us.

6. Judgmentalness. Another concern is a Mormon
pattern which tends to view things in black and
white terms, which often causes a great deal of judg-
mental behavior. When we believe we are living in a
culture that knows the truth, that knows absolutely
what is right and wrong, we have difficulty negoti-
ating and compromising. One of my counseling
couples shared with me their fight over an R-rated
movie he had seen on TV. His wife thought that if it
was rated R in the theatre, it was pornographic. As a
result, she had no ability to negotiate on this point.
In her mind, his actions were wrong, and not seeing
R-rated movies was right. He was not allowed to
give an explanation. Their communication pattern
did not allow her to consider another point of view.
With that kind of attitude, it’s difficult to find alter-
natives. Every marriage partner needs the ability to
discover and create new ways of viewing, speaking,
loving, and talking.

7. Psychological issues. Our psychological health
is a strong factor in determining how we are going
to operate in a marriage. And one important factor
in Mormon marriages is mental heath. LDS aware-
ness of mental health issues is improving, but
problems such as depression, substance abuse,
and anxiety are often more difficult to deal with in
our culture because we have such a strong perfec-
tionistic bent. We assume that if we live right,
nothing bad will happen to us. A friend’s wife
called me over because her husband was suicidal.
He suffered from a bi-polar disorder, but she
thought it was his fault. What was wrong? He
didn’t enjoy his mission and felt unworthy. But he
was depressed because he was bipolar, not because
he served an unfaithful mission. Too often we tend
to assume that when someone doesn’t fit in the
culture, he or she must be somehow less worthy
than those for whom the gospel and “typical
Mormonhood” fit like a glove.

The flipside to the conviction that we have the
best lives on earth is the feeling of estrangement
that can come when we personally do not fit in that
category—if we’re unhappy, single, divorced, gay,
or if something else has kept us from having the
kind of life we’ve been taught is ideal. Another flip-
side is how an emphasis on the whole family can re-
ally up the stakes in terms of pressures to conform
to the ideal model. It’s the empty-chair-at-the-table-
of-hereafter syndrome—this idea that somehow
our family will not be complete, or we won’t be
grateful children or grateful spouses, if we do not all
choose the same path or live in the same way.
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THOU SHALT NOT
COERCE THY SPOUSE 

By Robert Kirby
Reprinted with permission, Salt Lake Tribune

T HE LORD IS BREAKING UP MY FRIEND’S MARRIAGE. AFTER
twenty-four years of marriage, Boone’s wife has decided that he
isn’t going to the celestial kingdom. She’s threatening divorce.

Trouble started about a year ago when Boone began having serious doubts
about religion. He kept going to church but didn’t exactly keep his con-
cerns to himself.

I’ve known Boone for years. He doesn’t beat his wife, insult her, cheat
on her, get drunk and/or blow all their money. He’s a good father and
provider. If he has any serious faults, it’s the [Utah] Jazz. But the more
Boone talked, the more alarmed his wife became. Last week, she decided
that the devil had possessed her husband. She makes both of them sleep
in the basement.

Boone has a choice. Either he stops his heretical musings and gets back
on track, or his wife will divorce him. Put another way, he can lie to his
wife or be honest to himself. This sort of thing probably happens a lot.
You marry someone who shares your beliefs, but something happens
along the way. They grow, they change, maybe they go a little nuts.
Meanwhile, you’re a rock.

Yeah, right. Here’s a news flash. Everybody changes, even if it’s just to
become even more insecure and inflexible and dogmatic about their orig-
inal beliefs. Assuming that everything else in the relationship is cool, it’s
the height of irony to divorce someone over God, particularly since faith
in him is supposed to be all about patience, forgiveness, and love. Frankly,
who better deserves this kind of treatment than the person you vowed to
love forever?

I think this happens because, for some people, exercising their religion is
simply another way of exercising control over others. And life only makes
sense if their loved ones stay in the box. It doesn’t happen just in marriage.
When one of my relatives left the LDS Church several years ago, it produced
angry and bitter words from his immediate family. Rather than letting him
know they still loved him, their knee-jerk reaction only widened the rift.

Remember the part about people changing? Life is a process, not a
status. Keeping that in mind, maybe it makes sense not to nail the door
shut just because someone leaves the room for a few minutes. When it
comes to faith, what we say matters far less than what we do. Nowhere is
this truer than it is with children. People will make mortal enemies out of
their children under the guise of saving their eternal souls.

Unless your kids are drones, it’s reasonable to expect that they will at
some point express considerable doubt about the merits of church. Any
kid who doesn’t was probably born old in the first place. So how do you
handle things when your teenager says he or she doesn’t believe and
doesn’t want to go? You try reasoning, then you yell, then you ground
them. Maybe you whack them, or tell them that they’re risking your love
in the great “families are forever” scheme of things.

Want to know what else is forever? Shame. Yeah, good old-fashioned
family guilt has probably produced more apostates and heretics than any
external form of deliberate evil. The amazing thing is that since emotional
coercion and extortion wouldn’t work on us, where do we get the idea
that they would work on those we love?
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8. Shame. Shame can be toxic to our being. Shame is the
fundamental sense that no matter who we are, we’re funda-
mentally flawed or damned, and there is no escape from that
state of being. One of the scriptures, “Be ye therefore perfect,
even as your Father which is in heaven is perfect” (Matthew
5:48), can be a setup for shame because none of us is flawless.
Too often in our striving for what we consider perfection, we
become frustrated, depressed, and disappointed in ourselves.
We “should” ourselves to death and emphasize action rather
than Christian grace. We imagine God as loving, but often
punitive. Unfortunately, I see a lot of poisonous demons, in-
cluding the feeling of being damned. I’ve seen people who
choose extreme behaviors because when the shame hits they
feel there is no hope for redemption. As a youth, I was told
that after I died, all my relatives would watch the movie of my
life. I was horrified. Now I think how boring that would be,
more punishment to them than to me!

9. Individuation. A ninth issue that can cause tension and
unhappiness in marriage is failure in individuation. Obviously,
developmentally, we must individuate from our families, our
culture, our parents, and so internalize our own value system
and way. But individuation can be tough to accomplish in
Mormon culture. Our theology emphasizes free choice, direct
inspiration, choosing our path. But culturally, this can translate
into an almost permanent parent-child relationship. It’s a very
hierarchical structure. We don’t always trust journeying—the
need to go on our journeys and develop our own wisdom.
That’s a conflict I see often in marriages: “I need to look at
other things” is too often met with a spouse’s reply of, “No, you
cannot; you need to leave other things alone.” We must indi-
viduate or we’ll constantly be negotiating control and
boundary issues. The result can be a serious problem.

10. Religious views. Finally, many Mormon couples struggle
over the ways they view gospel truths. When one views truth
in black and white terms, religious issues can be very difficult
to negotiate. Guilt and shame result from an attitude that sug-
gests that “if you fall away, we won’t be married for eternity.” I
like to ask couples whether their religious life is focused on
this life or the next one; if it is about meeting God’s perceived
requirements or about living by grace; if they are preoccupied
with their own salvation more than that of others. In doing
this, I hope to help them understand that compassion, not
judgment, is the essential ingredient in a religious life.

Marriages require a certain amount of openness to grow, but
the issue of one’s perceived eventual salvation can be problem-
atic. If we believe that marriage is the only way to gain salva-
tion—and since many women have been taught that they can
gain salvation only through their husband and with their chil-
dren—negotiation is very difficult.

EVERY CULTURE CARRIES its own baggage, its own
twists. Mormon marriages require the same work as do
other marriages. It’s up to us to grow and develop in a

way that helps our relationships work. Marriage takes commit-

ment, love, flexibility, communication, a sense of humor, a will-
ingness to allow someone to grow and a desire to grow ourselves.

Fortunately, as Mormons, we come from a culture that rein-
forces marriage and provides support to us. All of us who have
been married realize that in the real world there is still much to
be learned, behavior and attitudes to change, and a need for
openness both to ourselves and to our spouses. At times, some
of the learned instincts and assumptions we carry from our
families and cultures of origins need to be questioned and ad-
justed. Being more appropriately open about our own mar-
riages could provide a bit of fresh air in our communities. We
need to ask how we can strengthen both marriage and the
processes leading to getting married. Marriage deserves this.
May we be willing to commit to each other and develop our
marriages—for only in attending to our spouses can we fully
bless our children and community.  
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GALILEO’S DAUGHTER

Tonight he discovers a tiny moon
swimming into view out of the glare
of its bright swollen parent.

Laboring down late from his garret
bearing telescope and books
he finds me by the window where he left me

after supper, refusing again to play with me.
Now my dark eyes crush, annihilate him.
Tonight he discovers two black holes.

While he spent his hours upstairs
staring at light-years
I was blowing out my breath

on the cold dark windowpane,
creating with my fingertip in vapor
tiny spirals, stars, and galaxies

again and again, seeing them fade
and disappear—alone, detesting him.
Tonight he discovers an unexpected

domestic cosmos on his way to bed
where Mama sleeps: stops a moment,
sucked into the clouds of my eyes,

comes crashing into my core.

—RICHARD ARNOLD


