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Welcome to episode 384 of the Flying Free Podcast. Do you remember the day when you were in a white dress, surrounded by people who love you, believing with all your heart that you were going to say, I do, to a good man who wanted to build a good life with you? Maybe he was loved by everyone who knew him. Maybe he was kind and thoughtful and worked hard, was good with money, was faithful.

But then something happened along the way, or maybe something did not happen. You noticed that you were no longer noticed. You weren't heard.

You weren't seen. You realized that you were just another checkbox with a check in it. Got the wife.

Check. Time to move on. There was no point in crying around him because he didn't seem to notice much.

Other things seemed more important to him, like working, doing stuff with other people, maybe ministry. Your job as a wife was not to get attention because that would be selfish. Your job was to be a silent supporter behind the man.

If he didn't have time to invest in you and the relationship that you had, it was only because there were probably more, other more important matters to attend to, right? And if you said anything about it, then you were expecting too much. And you just needed to lay down your life and not expect someone else to lift it up. Today I want to talk about emotional neglect in Christian marriage because I believe that neglect also qualifies as abuse.

And today I'm going to tell you why. Most of us were trained to believe that abuse only counts if there's yelling and cursing and fists and bruises. And emotional neglect is not like that, so it's hard to figure out.

Also, if you brought up your feeling that you were being neglected in your church, that would not be taken very well, right? No one's going to say, oh, you're being abused. You'll never hear that. You've been taught that a good marriage means staying quiet, not airing your husband's dirty laundry, staying grateful, not keeping a record of rungs.

So when you start to notice the coldness or the absence and it becomes an ongoing pattern, you actually try to talk yourself out of it. That's what happens to Christian women who have been taught their whole lives that their perception of reality is less trustworthy than everyone else's opinion about marriage. So I want to get really specific because I think that naming things is really important and quite powerful.

I don't think that we can heal very well for something that we don't have language for or that we haven't actually identified as something that we need to heal from. Emotional neglect in a marriage is not when your husband forgets your anniversary once. That can happen to the best of us, especially if we're under a lot of stress or maybe unusual things are going on in our lives.

I'm talking about real emotional neglect, which is a chronic repeated pattern. Here are some ways that it might show up in a relationship. The silent treatment.

Now, this isn't when someone just needs some time to cool off after a fight, okay? This is more like, you know, several days, maybe even weeks of a husband refusing to speak to you or maybe speaking to you in short words or short sentences, refusing to make eye contact, answering in single syllables. This is when you feel, I mean, you know that you're being punished unless you do something to make it better. And usually that's to say you're sorry for whatever you did, which is usually probably calling him out on what he did, right? And that is, that kind of silent treatment is manipulation.

He's manipulating you with his silence or his coldness so that he can get a certain result. That he can get you to do something that he wants you to do, which is usually capitulate to him. Another example is emotional withholding.

This is when he rarely shares what's going on inside of himself, often he doesn't even know, or when you're upset about something that maybe, maybe your sister said something that upset you or maybe something happened with one of your kids or someone at church, you had an altercation or a disagreement or something, right? And you share it with him and he just offers you nothing in return. He doesn't comfort you, he doesn't ask you questions to show that he's curious about anything. He's just very cold and indifferent.

Maybe he's even annoyed. Maybe he just keeps scrolling on his phone while you're pouring your heart out. Another example is like when you feel like you're roommates with him, but only there's no friendship there either.

So you live in the same house, but you're living parallel lives. He's got his hobbies, his job, his ministry commitments, his friends, and you've got the kids and the laundry and you're sharing a bed with someone, but he doesn't really know you and he really doesn't seem to want to know you either. What about chronic dismissal? This is when you try to bring up something that's concerning to you.

Maybe you want to try to talk about how lonely this is making you and he turns it back on you, making it somehow your fault. Suddenly you're the one that's too much or you're the one that's ungrateful or you're not walking in the spirit or whatever. Spiritual language he wants to throw out there to make you feel guilty.

Somehow every conversation that's about his absence or about his disconnectedness ends up becoming a judgment on your character. What about disappearing during a crisis? I've heard this happens a lot. Maybe you have a medical scare or there's a death in the family or just a season of real heavy stress.

Maybe you had a baby and you went through postpartum depression. Maybe you just moved to a new home and it's in a place where you're not familiar and you've got all of these stressors going on. What does he do? He checks out right when you need him most, leaving you to carry this huge thing, this huge burden all by yourself.

He's not sharing anything with you. Why can we call these kinds of things abuse? First of all, neglect like this functions, practically speaking, as control. Abuse is when someone else is trying to control you with tactics.

This neglect is a tactic. Some try to control their victims by hitting them or yelling at them, verbally tearing them down. Some might try to control their victims by limiting their access to information or to money or to friends or family or health care or fill in the blank.

Some try to control their victims by passive aggressively cutting them down in subtle, hard to detect ways basically to just whittle away at their self worth. And then some try to control their victims by withholding affection and attention. This is neglect.

And when someone is trying to control another person through a tactic, that is the definition of abuse. Evan Stark is a researcher who wrote extensively on coercive control and made a case that abuse isn't really about individual incidents. It's when someone has a pattern of withholding affection and attention that strips you of your autonomy and your sense of self over time.

So when your sense of worth becomes tied to whether or not you can earn his approval, you start managing your entire personality around keeping him engaged. You get smaller and quieter. You start believing that you need permission to experience your own feelings.

Neglect, this is when neglect is used to leverage control over you. And that is abusive. Secondly, neglect rewires how you see reality.

It changes what you know to be real. When someone yells at you, your brain can register that as an attack. You know what happened to you.

But when someone just withdraws or ignores you or refuses to engage, your brain doesn't know what to do with that. So it turns the question inward to something like, what's wrong with me? If I were prettier or more spiritual or more interesting or if I communicated better, then would he love me? Then would he notice me? Bessel van der Kolk, who is a trauma researcher, has written about how the body keeps score of exactly this kind of chronic relational stress and how it can produce the same anxiety, depression, and hypervigilance that we associate with more obvious forms of abuse. Judith Herman's work on complex trauma says something very similar.

Prolonged, repeated harm within a relationship that you can't escape, which is how Christian women perceive their marriages, right? That produces a very specific and very real kind of psychological injury. It causes complex post-traumatic stress disorder. This is something we go into in one of our courses in the flying-free kaleidoscope community.

You may not have bruises, but you may have a nervous system that has been in survival mode for decades, and eventually this is going to break down your immune system. It can cause all kinds of health-related issues. We just recently had a member share about how her health has improved drastically in the last year since she has gotten out of her abusive relationship, and you guys, that is not an isolated story.

We hear those kinds of stories all the time in the kaleidoscope. People get out. They either get out, physically out of their relationship, or they begin to mentally and spiritually detach and detoxify from that relationship, and their health begins to improve.

I'm not saying that it always does or that every single health issue is related to this, but many, many are. They do have their source in chronic stress. Third, neglect is a violation of what marriage is supposed to be.

Marriage at its core is an attachment relationship. We are wired biologically, by God, to need emotional responsiveness from our primary partner. That is not a modern, therapeutic idea.

That is how humans were created. From a biblical standpoint, Ephesians 5 tells husbands to nourish and cherish their wives the way they care for their own bodies. Nourish means to feed, to help something grow, and cherish means to protect and hold tenderly.

A husband who is withholding emotional presence is not passively falling short of a nice ideal. He is actively working against what marriage was actually designed to be. Chronic neglect is a breach of the marriage covenant.

When people say, oh, divorce is terrible, you're ending a marriage, that's not true. Divorce doesn't end a marriage. Abuse does.

Chronic neglect does. Divorce is just the legal papers that get signed to show what has already taken place, what has already been perpetrated on a victim. Abuse is defined by the impact that it has on the victim and by patterns.

Abuse is always a pattern. Think about it. Chronic emotional neglect is a pattern that has a huge impact on the victim.

Now, Christian women who are in these kinds of marriages, they're often handed by their religious leaders or their religious communities a very damaging script that says, you need to pray harder. You need to be more submissive. You need to win him over without a word.

You need to serve him better and then he'll come around. Do you see what that does? That takes his choice to withhold himself from you and it puts the responsibility for his choice onto you. Suddenly, his coldness is evidence of your lack of faith What? Suddenly, his absence becomes your spiritual project to fix.

I lived a version of this for myself for 25 years and I can tell you firsthand, you cannot pray a man into choosing to show up emotionally. That is not how covenant works and it was never supposed to be your job alone to carry. That's not what a relationship is.

This is why I wrote the book. Is it me? Making sense of your confusing marriage because so many of us have spent years asking that exact question. Is it me? Am I the problem? When what we actually needed was permission to trust what we had been seeing all along, what we had been experiencing all along.

By the way, I would love if you haven't read my book and you would like to get the first chapter of it, the first chapter actually does a whole outline of all the signs and symptoms of emotional abuse and spiritual abuse. You'll be able to know after reading that first chapter you'll be able to figure out what kind of relationship you're in. I'll give you the first chapter free.

I'll give you the first chapter of the companion workbook for free. It's like a little mini therapy session. It's going to rock your world if you've never looked into this before.

Just go to isitmebook.com isitmebook.com and you can sign up there. You are allowed to call a spade a spade. You are allowed to say, yes, this is happening in my marriage.

You are allowed to stop trying to single-handedly resurrect a covenant that your husband is actively neglecting. So if you have spent years feeling like you are a ghost in your own marriage wondering why you feel so alone next to someone that you're sharing a bed with, I want you to know that it is normal for you to not like that and to feel very uncomfortable with that and for you to be in pain about that. You are designed to need connection and you've perhaps been going without it for a very long time.

That grief that you're experiencing and that you're feeling is real. So instead of spiritualizing it away or arguing yourself out of it, what if you let yourself feel it? Yeah, it hurts. It's really hard and painful and uncomfortable.

But that is the first step to actually getting clarity about what you want to do about that next. So if this episode, if this is something, if you're listening to this and you're like, yes, this is exactly what I'm experiencing, you're probably experiencing a lot more than this. But if this is one of the elements of your relationship, first, get that free chapter of Is It Me? Go to isitmebook.com. And if you haven't already, because that's going to help you make sense of the confusion that you've been living in for a long time.

And then second, come and check out the Flying Free Kaleidoscope. It is a large community of Christian women just like you who are doing that important and necessary personal growth work together in community with me. Almost 10 years ago, I started putting together this program that would systematically teach women everything that I had learned and all the tools I had used to be set free internally so that I could see clearly, so that I could get courage, so that I could let go of my shame and my fear and walk into my future with grace.

And over those years, over the past 10 years, thousands of women have walked with me into their own futures of strong adult Christian womanhood. That is your destiny, my friend. And if that sounds like something that you want for yourself and you don't have thousands of dollars to get it, then go to joinflyingfree.com. It's about a dollar a day.

And it will very literally change your life. Go to joinflyingfree.com. I would love to have you join our kaleidoscope community and get started today. Until next time, fly free.
