
 United in Parenting Exercises 

With these exercises we are presuming that you and your spouse are committed to loving God 
with your heart, mind, soul and strength and your neighbor as yourself, as Scripture has it.  
  
Exercise #1: Practicing empathy 

In the gospel of John, Christ tells us,  “In the world there will be trouble....”(Jn 16:33). Every 
relationship, every marriage will have problems. Good marriages experience problems and 
conflicts. The question is: How do we address these conflicts? The difference between happy and 
unhappy marriages is the way they address conflict and problems. Not addressing problems is the 
#1 reason people divorce. Empathy is a communication tool that enables us to identify and solve 
problems in a loving, Christ-like way. 

• Empathy is a necessary tool for addressing problems.  
• Empathy is not transactional. It sets up a deeper encounter on the level of understanding and 

emotions. 
• Empathy is a Christ-like putting oneself in another’s shoes.  
• Empathy allows both parties to understand what’s being expressed and how the other person 

feels. It enables mutual understanding and problem solving to occur.  
• Empathy requires the virtues of humility and charity.  

What is  Empathy: Empathy is doing everything you can to understand what your spouse is 
saying and feeling. It is not only hearing what is said (“You are disappointed that I came home 
late and didn’t call”) but also the feeling (“Actually, you are not disappointed. You are very 
angry at me right now because I came home late and didn’t call.”) It requires dying to yourself 
and really listening and not just thinking about what your response will be. I empty myself of my 
goals, come-backs and arguments and just listen intently to what is being said and what he/she is 
feeling even if it is not said explicitly.  Empathy paves the way for a deeper understanding and 
acknowledgment of the heart, thoughts and feelings of the ones we love.  

What Empathy is not:  
Empathy is not necessarily agreeing 
Empathy is not necessarily feeling the same thing 
Empathy is not endorsing  
Empathy is not forgiving 

An example of praising your spouse: Tell him/ her something you appreciate about him or her 
and how it makes you feel. Let him /her respond with empathy.  



Respond with empathy e.g. “You really appreciate when I come home on time for 
dinner with the family. It makes you feel loved and appreciated.”   

An example of discussing a problem with your spouse:  Tell him/ her something problematic 
and how you feel about it.  

Your partner will complain and you will listen and express empathy. You will show 
your partner that you have understood what they said and how they feel.  Let him /her 
respond with empathy. 

Then, switch roles and tell him/ her what you want him/ her to understand and how 
you feel. 

 Exercise #2 Practicing the soft startup.  

Sometimes we have to bring up sensitive or disagreeable topics because they are important or a 
change is required. In your parenting and marriage you want to be able to set things up so the 
important conversation goes well and so some constructive changes and dialogue can occur. No 
one wants to be ambushed, to be put on the defensive or feel attacked, so the soft startup is a way 
to bring up those sensitive or difficult topics without incurring defensiveness and withdrawal. 

The soft or slow start up is setting up an agreeable time to talk about something very important. 
It is also beginning with a positive (as opposed to blaming) attitude, to reduce defensiveness. 
Because it’s so important, you don’t want to talk before both you and your spouse (or child) are 
ready, willing and able to listen with empathy and openness.  

How to do a soft start up: 

Ask if this is a good time to discuss something that is bothering you. Begin with a positive 
attitude, not a blaming one.  Not: “You NEVER clean up after yourself! You’re such a slob! Am I 
the only person who ever cleans up around here?” 

Instead, after agreeing on a time to discuss something, begin the discussion like this: “I thought 
we agreed that you’d try to pick up your towels instead of leaving them on the floor. It really 
bothers me.” 

The slow start up is giving an important topic the attention and focus it deserves with mutual 
agreement. It is not a delaying tactic, or kicking a problem down the road. It is setting things up 
to have a good conversation on something important.  

Slow Start Up Exercise:  Ask if this is a good time to discuss something that is important, and it 
might be bothering you. Tell your spouse that now is NOT a good time but schedule a time to do 



so. (“How about we get a baby sitter on Friday, go out for dinner and drinks, and we can talk 
uninterruptedly. Will that work?”) Now, For the exercise. 

 It’s recommended to start out with appreciation even if the major topic is one of 
difficulty or pain. E.g. I am very grateful that you are able to set asked this time or take 
me out to discuss what’s on my mind. That really means a lot to me. And I really do 
appreciate how hard you work and the extreme demands of your job. I honestly do.  
(Pause to let that really sink in.). But I do feel sad and angry when you work late and 
don’t call, etc. (Express your true feelings without blaming.) 

Exercise #3:  Practice the underlying positive. 
  
As we said above, every relationship experiences conflict. We need to work through problems in 
a way that is guided by love and self-sacrifice. Call to mind the many reasons we fell in love and 
entered into a sacramental marriage. In addition, we have the grace of the sacrament that  
strengthens our love and commitment to each other and to our family. As the years have gone by 
we see problems but we also see more reasons to love each other and to cherish our time 
together. There are also many gifts that God has given to us in our marriage and so many 
blessings. Being grateful for these many blessings will bring joy to our marriage and family.  
Expressing our love for God and our love for our spouse and children often is a key to a happy 
marriage.  

Exercise: Tell your spouse 5 things you love about him/ her.  
For example: “I love it when you spend time with the kids when I get home so I can take a 
break” “I love how you work hard to support our family” “I love that we go to Mass together as a 
family” “I love how we can take a family vacation even though it is a financial sacrifice” “I love 
that you try so hard to attend Jimmy’s soccer games.”  

Overt love is more powerful and sustaining than covert love that runs the risk of taking love for 
granted.  

For further reading by Art and Laraine Bennett (all available on Amazon): 

The Temperament God Gave You 
The Temperament God Gave Your Spouse 
The Temperament God Gave Your Kids 
The Emotions God Gave You 
Tuned In: The Power of Pressing Pause and Listening 
  
 


