
Recent events in my life have caused me to examine my fundamental value structure, the principles of life that I deeply believe in, that are a part of my very core being, that I use as a structure to make daily decisions, both profound and mundane. One of my strongest beliefs is in family, in an ultimate lifetime commitment to husband and children. I find this value contradictory to commonly held values in our society today. Perhaps most people do not share this value of commitment for life to a spouse and to children.  I have also learned that for me to violate my value structure for any length of time causes me great distress and depression, no matter how I try to rationalize it. 

My husband suffers from a serious mental illness. This illness has robbed us both of peace, security, love, companionship, the intimacy and partnership of marriage.  I have no peace because I'm afraid and isolated. I have no security because he has difficulty holding a job, and medical expenses may ultimately wipe out our finances. I do not have his love and companionship because he is unable to relate to me consistently at any other level than as an adult child to a caretaker. There are many days when he just isn't  "there" for me.

This illness is not his fault; it is a brain malfunction.  He suffers greatly, more than someone with a debilitating physical illness, because this illness affects his very inmost being...his personality, his belief structure, his identity, his thought processes. He is no more to be blamed than anyone else suffering from an incapacitating physical illness.   Actually, the courage with which he daily fights this battle truly awes me.

I believe very strongly in staying with him as long as I can function safely.  How can a wife turn her back on a husband who has become disabled, incapacitated?  I firmly believe that if I left him, he would either commit suicide or become a homeless person on the street.  How could anyone do that to someone you have promised to love, honor and cherish in sickness and in health till death do you part?  Society does not condone abandoning a child who became disabled. Why then do we abandon spouses so quickly when misfortune strikes?  To violate my deeply held value would create enormous dissonance for me.  

Please don't ask me if I "love" him.  I don't think I know what that word means anymore in a profound sense. Certainly the ramifications of true love for another person extend far, far beyond the romantic concepts pandered about on television today, which are largely self‑gratification.  I am committed to trying to make his life the very best it can be.  I admire his courage greatly.  When he is there for me, I like him a lot. He is a very caring, generous, kind, thoughtful, intelligent man.  Unconditional love is something you do daily, even when the going gets tough.

This value of commitment isolates me from nearly everyone.  When I venture to trust someone enough to reveal my situation, that person usually says to me "why don't you divorce him?  Don't throw away your life on this guy, take care of yourself." Or perhaps I hear "You must be as sick as he is to stay in that relationship.  Are you co‑dependent?  Do you enjoy your power position, you control?  Are you somehow manipulating this situation for self‑gratification?”  When I hear this response, the conversation ends and the trust that was in the relationship is compromised.  I am certain I would not hear this if I were talking about a severely disabled child.  Rather, I expect I would hear "You are so brave to cope so well with this situation, I admire your sacrifice and your attitude so much! You are an inspiration to me."  Why do I almost always hear it when my husband is the victim and the illness is mental?

So my challenge is to live joyfully and be content, to never ask for or expect sympathy for the decision I have made for myself based on my own value structure, my own sense of profound rightness, and not to judge other people because their value structures are different. My challenge is also to not second guess myself. I must not accept guilt for making this decision. I am walking in the light as I see the light at this moment. I must never blame my husband or myself for the outcome.  I made this decision by my own free will, consciously and with as much information as is available to me. 

I have often been impressed by the sacrifices made by individuals who gave their lives, and perhaps the lives of their loved ones, for abstract principles they strongly believed in. I have wondered if I had the mettle to make such a sacrifice, or would I be one of the many who back down and take the safe path.  Could I give away my material wealth, the love and respect of my neighbors and friends, perhaps even my family for something I believed in?  I think now that is exactly what I am doing daily.

But in a larger sense, I truly don't have a choice, other than to choose real gusto in living, rather than defeat or self‑pity.  I couldn't live with myself if I took the easy road. I don't have a choice if I am to remain true to my value structure. The way I avoid the inherent trap of being "damned if I do and damned if I don't" is to choose to make a triumph out of the choice that I have made.  Perhaps that is the same compelling force that propelled others to their own sacrifices throughout history. This overwhelming commitment to my inmost being must be honored, or I lose my very identity.

                                   ‑‑‑‑‑‑ Kathy Bayes

                                            June 1993
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