“Living in Love”

A retreat workshop for happily married couples

The Living in Love weekend is a positive and energizing peer ministry designed to be held in parish facilities and facilitated by parish couples willing to invite more love and joy into their lives. Husbands tell us that the atmosphere is uniquely “male friendly”, and there is a very balanced approach to male and female values in marriage.

Logistics

The weekend runs all day Saturday from 8:00AM to 9:00PM, including a romantic dinner normally hosted enthusiastically by couples who have previously experienced the weekend.  One large room able to hold chairs for twice the number of participants, access to rest rooms, and a separate space for dinner are the only facility requirements.  Participants normally join the larger assembly for liturgy on Sunday.  A 7:30 AM or 10:00 AM Mass works best, but the weekend schedule can be adjusted to accommodate a different Liturgy time. Sunday’s schedule runs from 8:00AM (or after Mass) to 4:00 PM.  Couples bring their lunches and a snack to share.  Coffee and beverages are provided.

Process
The entire weekend consists of nine “exercises” and a final wrap-up.  Each exercise begins with a presentation given by couples who has already made the weekend and been mentored to present from a personalized written script.  The talk introduces a relationship concept and illustrates it with examples from the couple’s own lives.  Participants are invited to reflect in writing at the end of the presentation and share their answers with their spouse in private.   Every exercise ends with a very simple prayer for the specific grace each individual needs to be more generous in loving their husband or wife.  The prayer is done very briefly in small ecclesial prayer groups so that the profound reality that the church is encouraging and supporting each couple is made manifest by the end of the weekend.  The whole notion that the Sacrament of Matrimony comes from the church does not have to be preached because it experienced in this very simple personal way.

Content

The talks are entitled:  Dreams and Memories, Formation in the Family, Cultural Barriers, Trust, Reconciliation, Healing, Affirmation, Signs and Wonders, Living in Love, and Vision.

Saturday
Dreams and Memories: (*Usually given by the lead presenting couple )
After a motivational introduction, couples reflect on the gift of masculinity

and femininity and the energy that attracts them out of themselves and into relationship with the other. Although there is a brief and humorous summary of male/female gender differences the focus is on the more important relational qualities that are developed uniquely in each love relationship.  Memories of when we have been most attracted and attractive to each other are surfaced.   The couples complete the exercise by writing their “dream” for their marriage, a non-realistic ideal that generally has at its core some of what they long for and can bring into their relationship.  It reflects what they have already tasted and experienced but want to be more consistently present.

Once we get in touch with all that we have going for us and the times when it has been so wonderful between us, the question becomes, “Why are we not like that all the time?”  The remainder of Saturday will shed light on attitudes and behaviors that get in the way of living in love the way we wish we would.
Formation (From family of origin) 
There is a wealth of insight into ourselves easily discovered when we reflect on what we observed growing up, and the pictures in our brains of how husbands and wives relate that we think are “normal and rarely question.  The presenting couple shares 3-4 examples of attitudes or patterns that they picked up from observing their parents that have not been helpful in loving their husband or wife the way he or she most wants or needs to be loved. Whether we adopted an attitude unconsciously or reacted oppositionally to something we did not like, we were influenced and are not as free as we can be to love our spouse. Although often laced with humor and the upsetting realization that “I sound just like my mother”, this exercise is primarily a private and quiet guided examination of how our formation from our families of origin interfere with our relationship today.  The focus is not on whether or not mom and dad were successful in their marriage, but rather on how free I am to love my spouse on his or her terms.  It may have worked for mom to regard dad as the “boss” or  “a big kid” that broke her rules, but I did not marry dad, and instead have to figure out what it takes to make the man I chose experience being loved and lovable.  Couples often comment that Saturday talks are like “light bulbs going on”.  This particular exercise is frequently the most illuminating.  It ends with a beautiful meditative prayer service centered on the Holy family.

Cultural Barriers

A fast paced look at some of the seemingly harmless attitudes in the culture and how they in fact limit our ability to prioritize our marriage and keep us from living in love   Everyone relates to the common attitudes that sex is just fun, or  just a physical activity but we do not always see how that has caused us to hurt each other or drift apart and we all fall into the traps of seeking our femininity or masculinity outside of relationship or failing to appreciate the holiness of lovemaking. We rarely realize that we are freer than we think we are to up the bar.

The culture would have us believe that sex is just an activity, something we do, when the truth is that it is deeply intimate communication. We teach the liberating concept that sex is “sacred body language” whose meaning and message are far more important and profound then even most good couples experience.  Sex is in fact holy. The presenting couple shares how they unwittingly fell victim to these cultural attitudes and more importantly how they have been freed from them.  The centerpiece is the presenting couple’s witness of the difference it has made to approach lovemaking as something we are saying not doing to each other 
Trust

Trust is the exercise most responsible for a conversion of heart and habit.  The presenting couple faces squarely feminine control and masculine irresponsibility in marriage and family life.  To spite the powerful content the honest admission of how controlling women can be in the home and how irresponsible men can be in caring for children and everyday domestic chores is almost always met with a great deal of laughter, and universal agreement. The presenting couple leads the way to help each spouse examine their own conscience for these patterns that can cause uninvolvement, isolation, loneliness, taking for granted and disrespect.  It is done in a timeless “when;“ so, examples from even early marriage can be given to make the point.  A personal sharing of the joy of growing in other centered involvement and trust of the others virtue, as well as the kind of trust necessary to give up birth control is included.  The presenting couple must be disarmingly sincere, and necessarily vulnerable for the sake of the couples making the weekend who need to address this issue.  Real empathy comes from the insight that a man’s need for intimacy is primarily met through sexual communication in the same way that a women’s’ need for intimacy is primarily met through intimate personal conversation.  They are both valid and equal.  The challenge is to reverence the other’s way of growing closer, and to love them on their terms.

Romantic Dinner interlude

Couples share with those at table how they met and fell in love.

Reconciliation

An opportunity to ask forgiveness for the ways we may have controlled, criticized, or withdrawn from our spouse.  There is a guided examination of conscience, followed by instructions for writing a love letter to ask and lavishly grant forgiveness. The presenting team begins the talk with a brief story of a time that they asked and granted forgiveness in daily life and end with the team wife reading the letter that she wrote to her husband on the LL weekend and his response.   This is intended to set the couples up for a tender experience of repentance and reconciliation for the times they have failed to cherish the love of the other.  It is not the Sacrament of Reconciliation and therefore participants are instructed not to ask forgiveness for sins that the spouse is not aware of, only those they know all too well.
Some parishes like to offer Sacramental Reconciliation before dinner, if a sufficient number of priests are available. This can be accommodated, but there is generally only 30 minutes and if everyone decides to go to confession, waiting in line can cause problems with dinner and the dinner conversation which is important for Sunday.
Healing
Saturday evening ends with this exercise aimed at demonstrating how personal hurts or discouragements from outside the relationship can have a negative impact on the marriage.  The presenting team shares examples of their own experience of the freedom that can come from forgiving someone outside their relationship. (Perhaps who they forgave on their own LL weekend) The talk ends with a possible example of having to forgive yourself or God. Everything said and shared is focused on facilitating and motivating a pro-active couple prayer process to forgive and let go of old injuries.
Couples are sent home with an invitation to try a special experience of contemplative couple prayer.

Sunday

A day of affirmation and inspiration
Affirmation
The first thing that we greet the participants with on Sunday morning is an eager excitement.  Most of the couples come in glowing from the homework and looking forward to a joyful day any way.  Our enthusiasm reassures them of how wonderful and positive the experience of Sunday is, and especially how powerful this first exercise can be.  Affirmation is an exercise designed to help every woman appreciate the beauty and goodness of her femininity and every man see the strength and virtue of his masculinity, so that they can spend it freely on each other. The whole concept that the outside is the perfect package for the unique and unrepeatable inside comes vividly alive.  
The team’s role is to motivate and encourage and model the first  part of the exercise  which is done in the prayer groups and is essential to set up for the second part when husbands and wives write and share with each other absolutely everything that they find attractive about the other.  They do not stop smiling all day.
Liturgy 

(This is the optimum position for mass, but it may also be placed before Affirmation or at whatever time a normally scheduled mass takes place) 
Signs and Wonders

Clarifies the distinction between marriage and the Sacrament of Matrimony and heralds the specific call from the church to love each other as Christ loves the church as a living sign to the faith community.  The presenting couple shares the characteristics of their love for each other that most clearly mirror Christ’s love for the church and the impact that their generous self donation has on their family and all those around them. The centerpiece of what the presenting team shares is “yes power”. The wife shares her willingness to be a constant yes to lovemaking and the husbands shares his constant yes to share his interior self either through deep personal verbal communication, shared prayer or a willingness to be unconditionally available to listen to his wife.  Every way that we try to live out the call from Ephesians is included.  We acknowledge the influence of faith community on our willingness to be generous and also offer a larger perspective of the need for the “sign” of Matrimony in the world today.  In lieu of a couple reflection at the end of the talk each couple shares with those they had dinner Saturday evening, how they see Christ present in the other couples’ marriages.  It is uncanny how clear the “sign” of Matrimony is.

Living in Love
This is the last full exercise of the weekend.  The presentation motivates and helps couples decide to make at least one practical behavioral change to prioritize their marriage on a daily basis. Two special practices are recommended, daily Skin to Skin and Prayer for Passion.  The presenting team shares their enthusiasm and experience of these practices and the positive impact that they have had on their relationship. The atmosphere is confident and enthusiastic that they can do something positive to raise the standard of loving and increase the joy in their lives.  This exercise closes with a special commitment ceremony.

Vision
The final wrap up is presented by all the presenting teams and provides an opportunity to share our vision and invite the participants to join us in our mission, first and foremost by inviting others to live in love. The presenting team motivates and encourages every couple to attend the follow up Mentor Training Skills Course and to consider mentoring an engaged couple through Preparing to Live in Love. Those on the team who have had these experiences can offer personal witness. Brochures for all the programs are available and a signup sheet posted conspicuously near the exit.

The Bottom line of what is needed from the presenting team in each talk
Dreams and Memories: (Not normally a “rookie” talk) 
Poise, confidence, warmth and enthusiasm. Clear understanding of masculinity and femininity. Comfort with gender differences . Romantic or playful memories that motivate you to live in love every day. 

Formation in the Family
3-4 examples each of attitudes or patterns that you picked up from watching mom and dad that have not been helpful in loving your spouse.( Even if it worked well for them it does not follow that it is what your spouse needs or wants )  Any couple can give this talk whether they come from  a happy stable marriage or are children of divorced  or single parents . A phone conversation with a workshop couple ( or Ron and Kathy ) will help to identify  which examples to share w hich are most relatable, save  time and make it simple to write.

Cultural Barriers    

Negative consequences of approaching sex as just fun or as an activity or performance  
Positive witness of approaching lovemaking as something we are saying not doing to one another.
There is a “Developing the language of the Body” worksheet that can help   

Trust
Willingness to admit to the negative effects of control and irresponsibility, and “ no power” . Your own story about openness to life and willingness to pray for the grace to want children if the Father wants them for you 
Reconciliation

Story of a recent incident when you asked and granted forgiveness 

Wives’ Letter and husband’s response from your own LL weekend.
Healing
Examples of when you have forgiven and let go of old injuries primarily from outside the marriage that limit our ability to be generous to our spouse.
Sunday Content
Affirmation
Enthusiasm for the exercise and concept of sexual affirmation .
Signs and Wonders
“Yes Power” .Wife’s willingness to be an unconditional yes to lovemaking, and response to the call to respect her husband . Husbands willingness to be an unconditional yes to listen to his wife and share his interior self through verbal communication . The couple’s experience of  the real presence of Christ made manifest in their love  and thier hope for each couple in the room to be a sacrament for the benefit of others.

Living in Love
Enthusiasm for daily prayer for passion and Skin to Skin.
Vision
Desire for the couples to recruit others to make Living in Love, sign up for the follow-up course and become mentors to offer Preparing to Live in Love to the engaged  A belief that we can make a difference 
