What’s it like to attend an Imago couple’s workshop…..?
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Imagine a whole weekend spent with your spouse talking about your longing for deep connection and addressing the things that block it.  Recently, my husband and I did just that. We attended a couple’s relationship weekend based on Imago Therapy. 

We have been presenting marriage enrichment for about 20 years both in Australia and overseas and on a number of occasions have used an extract from an Oprah show (not that we are regular viewers!) as a negative example of how even experts in the field can be wedded to the technique and not address either the message or feeling beneath words. In the clip the professional is helping a couple, who have decided to divorce, undergo a “mirroring” conversation.  The space between the couple is pregnant with feeling but he appears to ignore it for the sake of technique. The man in question is Harville Hendrix, PhD. He developed Imago with his wife, Helen LaKelly Hunt, PhD.  Oprah made Hendrix famous. Imagine our surprise when Harville and Helen were introduced as our facilitators for the weekend!

Much later Hendrix appeared again on Oprah only this time he was a changed man. He wept as he told of the paucity of his relationship with his therapist wife. For years they had been telling others how to relate while their own relationship was crumbling.  A crisis point brought them to a pact to change it. The result was weekends such as the one we attended. Their journey made the material real and I was grateful. 

We took our seats in a horseshoe formation while our presenters showered us with information, diagrams, explanations, and demonstrations before we were sent to the edges of the room to talk to each other. I loved that we did not have to do a group thing but were free be private (for a change!) We were taught a technique called “mirroring”, designed to help a couple to listen to a complaint without defensiveness or denial. One partner shares while the other “mirrors” with the statement, “....let me see if I’ve got that” and asks, “.....is there more to that?” And mostly there is! A basic, simple counselling/communication skill. Why is it that we are remiss to use it with those we love?

During the marriage weekends we facilitate we use “dialogue” (a real, unrehearsed, conversation between the facilitators) to model conversations that can lead to communication and resolution at deeper levels where the real issues often lie hidden. Anecdotally we know these “dialogues” give hope and provide a sense of normalcy to some of the universal issues in relationships. However, this weekend provided a tool for patterning the conversations that was graspable and incredibly practical for couples who struggle to move into meaningful dialogue. Harville and Helen showed pre-recorded conversations illustrating their technique of “mirroring” and they were arresting and moving. We wished they would have modelled more of those conversations live, and used them as “springboards” into the coaching sections of the weekend. There is no doubt we could use their filmed conversations in our marriage weekends as positive examples of how to communicate as couples.

So what is Imago therapy? Imago means “image” in Latin. Based on attachment theory, systems theory and updated with smatterings of neurobiology, Imago proposes that around 90% of the things that upset us in our marriages are about unresolved issues from the past, especially emotionally charged ones like rejection, not being seen, and abandonment to name a few. Imago believes there is an innate tendency to seek out a partner because we recognize them as someone who is able to heal us from the unfinished business and wounds of childhood. The downside is that this person is blissfully unaware of this unconscious motivation and also likely to possess very similar characteristics to the people who wounded us in the first place. When we begin asking them to offer to us what they had to inhibit in childhood for fear of sanctions or reprisals, they dig their heels in and gridlock ensues. 
 
The answer according to Hendrix is listening. He challenges Freud's idea of a "talking cure", a term initially coined by a patient of one of his colleagues and largely a practice that formed the basis of psychoanalysis. Rather, Hendrix suggests that healing emanates from a "listening cure". We have to find a new way to be seen and heard. We tend to carry a fantasy that one day those who wounded us as children will fall at our feet in remorse and finally begin to come through for us in the ways we longed for. In reality, most of our care-takers continue to let us down and our life-partners do not see healing these old wounds as a priority. In fact, they tend to do the opposite and the wounding increases. This elicits revenge fantasies or resignation and when the conflict intensifies we become locked into a pattern of demand and reaction which is wearying and soul destroying. It is hard to listen when we are locked into an approach of attack or defend.

That is why the potential for healing each other is exciting (our passion has always been about couple relationships as a crucible for healing). Imago offers a new way to be heard. Martin Buber, a Jewish philosopher, theologian, Bible translator, and editor of the Hasidic tradition, profoundly influences those of us who are interested in interpersonal communication. He believed that all of life is “meeting” one another and that the “space between” people is sacred. True meeting results when a person moves from “I” to “THOU”. The other must become a “THOU” – someone you love and serve – before true “meeting” can occur. 

Armed with this wisdom we ventured into “sacred space” to cultivate the “in between”. We tiptoed into a long-standing, tightly defended impasse where the stakes were high and the roots firmly embedded in childhood pain. We emerged softened, hearts broken open with glimpses of each other’s woundedness. The Imago weekend provided a precious pathway for heart to heart connection and we are grateful. We left the weekend awash with healing, energised to be catalysts for healing one couple at a time. Along with Hendricks we affirm that healthy couple relationships can influence civilisations. We choose to begin with us. 

