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My husband suffers from Obsessive Compulsive Disorder and severe depression.  I have found a home with the excellent spouse support group in Fort Wayne.  In our discussions, we have uncovered the shared values that tie us together as a group.  We have also analyzed the bonds that tie us to our spouses, despite the illness, despite society's pressures to leave the marriage and seek only our own well-being.  First, we can see through the illness to the persons our spouses really are; they are fine, honorable people; worthy of our love.  They are people, not a disease.  Second, we believe as much as reasonable in commitment to a spouse "in sickness and in health, till death do us part".  Third, we have hope that medication will someday restore them to us whole.  These are our and my deeply held values; compromising them would betray my very identity. Therefore, I must  find an arsenal of coping skills to help me live with victory, zest and joy.  I don't believe my choice relegates me to martyrdom and misery.  If I find the tools, my life can be full and fun and I can maintain my marriage and my commitment to my spouse.

In Steven J. Wolin's Book, The Resilient Self, I believe I have found the tools that I need to develop. This book is an analysis of the coping skills of successful survivors of very dysfunctional families.  However, the principals are readily adaptable to the family of a mentally ill person. 

INSIGHT
Wolin defines Insight as the mental habit of asking searching questions and giving honest answers. It extends into knowing as much as possible about the illness, the medications, and the mental health system.  Insight is a great tool to get control over what is happening, to become an active participant in treatment, rather than a victim of the system.  When you understand the illness and its symptoms, when you can call it by name, when you become acquainted with others fighting the same illness, you are empowered.  You know the battle you are fighting and the rules.

INDEPENDENCE
Wolin defines Independence as the best possible bargain you can drive among competing needs: your right to safe boundaries between you and your troubled spouse, the dictates of your conscience, and your longing for intimacy. You must achieve some separateness, in order to relate to your spouse out of freely chosen, rational beliefs, rather than conforming to unreasonable demands or crazy thinking. In addition, you must get a job and provide for the family and yourself. You must take over making major family decisions.  You cannot depend on your spouse to take care of you. You must demand a well life for yourself and your children, rather than being sucked into the illness.  

RELATIONSHIPS
Wolin defines Relationships as intimate and fulfilling ties with other people. One of the hallmarks of serious mental illness is isolation.  We  can't trust people, so we don't tell them. We don't even tell family  members.  We find ourselves very isolated.  AMI groups can provide deep and  true relationships with people who do understand, who help us break down the "family secret" and let people in once again.  We don't have to fight this  battle alone, and good company is like a salve on an open wound.  Having   honest relationships with people who have been refined by the fire is a powerful tool in our arsenal of coping skills.

INITIATIVE
Wolin defines Initiative as the determination to assert yourself and master your environment. We do have some control amid the confusion.  As pieces of the world bend to our will, we can build competence and a sense of power.  We encounter the heady feeling of being able to change the system for the  better.  Through initiating change, we build our self‑esteem. Eventually, we find our motivation becomes a deeply felt obligation to leave the world a  better place.  AMI groups provide us with the framework for initiating  change, and our success in improving the system becomes a powerful coping  skill.

CREATIVITY AND HUMOR
Wolin defines Creativity and Humor as safe harbors of the imagination where we can take refuge and rearrange the details of our life.  Creativity and Humor turn reality inside out.  Creativity and humor are tangible proof that you have stopped the course of destruction and have emerged whole from shattering experiences.  I would add another definition, to have a spirit of optimism and an attitude of joy.  We must train ourselves to see the beauty of life; it is a choice we make each day.  If we have musical, artistic, or writing talents, we can use these to express our feelings and change our pain into something beautiful.

MORALITY OR SPIRITUALITY
Wolin defines Morality as the activity of an informed conscience, a wish for  a good personal life grown large and inclusive.  We can restore ourselves by responding to suffering in others.  By serving we can gain private satisfaction, personal repair, and we join our individual selves to the struggles of humanity.  How well we know the profound feeling of worth when we reach out to someone new to this "mental illness" business, offering real help and desperately needed comfort.  Because of where we have been, we can make a difference in someone else's life. We discover that the experiences  of our lives have become the perfect preparation for the work of our lives.  With that discovery the anger evaporates and we are truly healed.

