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Common Marriage Myths vs. Truths

Myth

“If we really loved each other,
we wouldn’t have to work at

it »

“Happy couples don’t fight””

“People never really change”

“If my partner would just
change, everything would be

)

fine.

“Going to therapy means our

. . B K »
marriage is failing:

“Love should feel easy”

“We’ve been unhappy too long

to turn this around.”

Truth

Love is natural; lasting marriage is a practiced skill. The

couples who make it aren’t luckier — they’re learners.

All couples disagree. The difference is that healthy couples

repair. They know how to come back together.

Neuroscience confirms neuroplasticity — our brains change
throughout life. With practice, new patterns become

automatic.

You can’t control your partner. But changing your own

patterns often invites change in them.

Getting help is a sign of commitment, not failure. It means

you value your marriage enough to invest in it.

Real love includes effort, patience, and choosing each other
even when feelings are quiet. That’s not settling — that’s

maturity.

The length of struggle doesn’t determine your future. What
you do starting today does.

Reflection Questions

Take your time with these. Write your answers in a journal or the margins of this book.

1. What first drew you to your partner? What qualities did you see in them that you

admired, loved, or needed?

2. When did things start to shift? What was happening in your lives at that time?

3. What story do you tell yourself about why your marriage is struggling? How might that

story be keeping you stuck?
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The cycle exists because our nafs is unrefined. Every trigger is an invitation to purify
something. Every repeated fight is pointing to exactly where our ego is clinging, where our

wounds are unhealed, where our love is still conditional.

When Jordan withdraws, it’s not just “their pattern” — it’s an opportunity for Jordan to notice

their fear, to sit with discomfort, to choose vulnerability over protection. That’s tazkiyah.

When Sam pursues with raised voice, it’s not just “their pattern” — it’s an opportunity for Sam
to notice their panic, to self-soothe, to trust that love can hold them even without performing.
That’s tazkiyah too.

The Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) said, “The strong person is not the one who can

wrestle someone down. The strong person is the one who can control himself when he is angry.”

This is the marriage jihad — not fighting your partner, but fighting within yourselfto respond
with excellence (ihsan) even when every fiber of your being wants to react from the unrefined

nafs.

Muraqgaba: Spiritual Watchfulness

Muragqaba is the practice of watching your own heart. It’s spiritual mindfulness — noticing the

first stirrings of reaction before they become action.

Here’s how it works in marriage: Most of us don’t notice we’re in the cycle until we’re

deep in it. Muraqaba trains you to catch the very first moment — the heat in your chest, the

tightness in your jaw, the thought that says “Here we go again.”

That moment — that split-second gap between trigger and reaction — that’s your doorway to

freedom. The more you practice muraqgaba, the wider that doorway becomes.

The Sufi teacher Rumi wrote: “The satan is your nafs, not something outside you. Watch it

carefully.”

In marriage, this means: the enemy isn’t your partner. The enemy is the unexamined nafs that
takes over when you’re triggered. Muraqaba is your practice of watching it — catching it — and

choosing something higher.

The Exercises: Your Toolkit for Change

Now let’s get practical. Here are six powerful exercises to help you and your partner identify,

understand, and begin to transform your cycle.

55



Save Your Marriage | Dr. Mahrukh Mustansar

says something wounding, and suddenly they’re not two people trying to solve something

together — they’re opponents in a war where the only goal is to win. Or at least not to lose.
But something different happened this time.

Ari noticed his body. Really noticed it. The clenched jaw. The held breath. The heat rising up his
neck. He remembered what they’d read last month — about flooding, about the 90-second rule,

about how the first person to pause changes everything.

“I need a minute,” he said. His voice sounded strange to him. Thick. “My body is really activated
right now. My jaw is clenched, and I'm not breathing. I don’t want to say something I'll regret.

Can we pause?”

Leena blinked. Her mouth was already forming the next sentence, but it dissolved on her lips.
She looked at him — really looked — and saw the effort it was taking. She felt her own heart

hammering against her ribs. Her own shallow breathing. The prickling heat behind her eyes.
“Yeah,” she said, quieter. “Me too. My chest feels... tight. Like I can’t get enough air.”

They didn’t solve the budget problem in that moment. That conversation still needed to happen.
But they did something far more important: they stopped the spiral. They chose, together, not to

let their nervous systems write the script.

That’s what this chapter is about. The emergency tools. The stop-gap measures. The sacred

pause that keeps a disagreement from becoming damage.

Because here’s the truth that took me years of working with couples to fully grasp: it’s not the
conflicts that destroy marriages. It’s the flooding that happens during conflict — the
moment when our nervous system hijacks our better self and we become someone we

don’t recognize.

Every couple fights. Happy couples, struggling couples, newlyweds, couples who’ve been
married forty years — they all have conflict. The difference is whether they know how to stop

the spiral before it does permanent damage.

Let’s learn how.
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“You had seconds. You always have seconds for other things. You just don’t think about me

when you’re not here”
That landed like a slap.

“That’s not fair,” Eli said, his voice rising. “I work all day to support us, and I come home to this?

Nothing I do is ever enough.”

“Support us?” Nina’s voice cracked. “You don’t even see me anymore. 'm a roommate who

cooks for you”

Within ten minutes, they were in a full-blown fight. The curry sat cold on the stove. Both of

them were talking. Neither of them was listening.

What's Really Happening Here?

If you asked Nina and Eli what they were fighting about, they’d say “texting” or “being late” or
“not appreciating me.” But here’s what I know from years of sitting with couples in my practice:

the topic is almost never the topic.

Nina wasn’t really angry about a text. She was scared. Scared that Eli was drifting away, that
she didn’t matter to him, that if she stopped being convenient, he’d stop showing up at all.
Underneath her sharp words was a little girl who’d learned that people she loved had a habit of
disappearing — her father had been emotionally absent, always “busy” with something more

important.

Eli wasn’t really defensive about being late. He was scared too. Scared that no matter how hard
he worked, he’d never be enough. That he’d fail the people he loved just by being human. His
father had criticized everything he did, and now every complaint from Nina activated that old

wound: You’re inadequate. You’ll never measure up.

This is why communication becomes the #1 problem in marriage. We’re not actually talking
about what we're talking about. We’re talking about fear, old wounds, unmet needs — but

we’re using the language of complaints, criticism, and defensiveness because that’s what we

have.

The good news? Once you learn to see what’s really happening underneath your words, you
can transform communication from your biggest problem into your biggest strength. That’s

what this chapter is about.
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. L] I noticed at least one bid I might have missed before

. L] I responded to a bid within five seconds of noticing it

Exercise 5: Connection Anchoring — Create Your Triggers

Anchor 1: When I see/hear/feel (trigger), I will immediately feel (state) and
respond by (action).

Example: When I see my partner’s coffee cup, I feel warmth and smile when they enter.

Anchor 2: When my partner (behavior), I will automatically (positive

response).

Example: When my partner says my name, I look up from whatever I’'m doing and give full

attention.

Practice consciously for two weeks, then they operate automatically.

Exercise 6: The Rahma Practice — Embodying Mercy Daily

Each morning, set one rahma intention. Choose from this menu:
. Today I will speak only with gentleness, even if frustrated.
+  Today I will offer one unsolicited act of service.
. Today I will forgive one small irritation before it becomes resentment.
. Today I will ask about my partner’s inner world with genuine curiosity.
. Today I will give my partner the benefit of the doubt in every ambiguous situation.
+  Today I will create one moment of physical warmth.
. Today I will thank my partner aloud for one specific thing.

At day’s end, note: Did I live my rahma intention? What was the result?

Exercise 7: Shared Rituals Builder

Design rituals at three time scales:

Daily Rituals (small enough to happen every day): | Ritual | When | Who Initiates | |——-|
— | | | 1. Morning coffee together | 7 AM | Whoever wakes first | | 2. 20-Second Warmth
reunion | When reuniting | Both | | 3. Bedtime check-in | Before sleep | Alternating nights |
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Needs vs. Strategies: The Game-Changing

Distinction

Here’s one of the most important distinctions I teach couples, and it comes from a field called

Nonviolent Communication, which overlaps beautifully with NLP and Islamic psychology:

A need is universal, abstract, and has no particular person attached to it.

A strategy is a specific plan for getting that need met — and it often has a specific

person attached to it.

Let me show you what I mean:

The Surface Complaint
(Strategy)

“You never do the
dishes”

“T just wanted to relax

for an hour”

“You always walk away
from hard

conversations.”

“You keep a ledger of

everything I do wrong”

The Real Need
Underneath

Equity, fairness,

partnership

Rest, autonomy,
freedom from

judgment

Security, connection,

reliability

Appreciation,
recognition,

acceptance

Why It Matters

Carmen needs to feel she’s not carrying
the load alone — that her contribution

matters and is matched

Devon needs permission to rest without
it meaning he’s failing — to feel accepted

even when he’s not producing

Carmen needs to know that difficult
feelings won’t destroy the relationship —

that he’s still there even when it’s hard

Devon needs to feel seen for what he
does well, not only measured by what he

doesn’t do

When couples fight over strategies, nobody wins. Because strategies are specific, and specific
things can be debated endlessly. Did too. Did not. You said. I never. On Tuesday I did. Well,

Wednesday you didn’t.

But needs? Needs are universal. Every human being needs respect. Every human being needs to

feel valued. Every human being needs rest and connection and safety. When you learn to name

the need beneath your anger, you stop being opponents and start being two humans trying to

take care of each other.
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The Body Wisdom Journey

Settle comfortably... Close your eyes... Take three slow breaths...

I’d like you to bring to mind a recent moment of mild tension with your partner... Nothing
overwhelming... just a 3 or 4 out of 10... A moment when you felt something... but perhaps you
didn’t fully feel it at the time...

As you remember that moment... don’t get lost in the story... Instead... drop your attention into

your body... and simply ask: “Where is this living in my body right now?”

Maybe it’s in your chest... tight or heavy... Maybe your throat... constricted... Maybe your
stomach... knotted or fluttering... Maybe your shoulders... raised and tense... Maybe your hands...

wanting to clench or push away...
There’s no right answer... Your body has its own wisdom... its own language... Just listen...
(Pause for 20 seconds)

Good. Now... if this sensation had a color... what color would it be?... Don’t think too hard... let the

first color come...
If it had a texture... what texture?... Hard? Sharp? Dense? Hot? Cold? Smooth?
If it had a shape... what shape?... Small and concentrated?... Large and diffuse?...

And if it had a message... if it could speak... what would it say?... Not the story in your head... the
deeper message from this part of your body... What does it need?... What is it asking for?...

(Pause for 20 seconds)

Sometimes the message is about protection... Sometimes it’s about unmet needs... Sometimes it’s
about old wounds that are asking to be seen... Just listen with compassion... as you would listen to

a child who is scared...

Now... place your hand on the place where this sensation lives... and breathe into it... Send

warmth... Send curiosity... Send the message: ‘I see you. I hear you. I'm here now.”
(Pause for 30 seconds)

Notice if anything shifts... even slightly... Does the color change?... The texture soften?... The shape
move or dissolve?... Even a small shift is significant... It means your body is responding to your

attention...

This is the practice of muraqaba... watching with compassion... being present with what is... And
this presence... this willingness to feel... is what transforms... Not pushing away... Not acting out...

Just... being with...
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The Two Paths Visualization: A Guided Journey

This deeper hypnotic exercise helps you feel your way into each possible future. Use it when

you need embodied clarity — not just mental analysis.

Close your eyes. Settle into your breath. Let your body grow heavy and comfortable.

You find yourself standing at a crossroads. The air is still. You are safe here. Before you stretch two

paths.

The path to your left is the path of staying. It winds into a landscape you cannot fully see from here
— some parts are sunny, some parts are shadowed. It is the path of continuing what you have

known, of choosing repair, of staying together.

The path to your right is the path of leaving. It stretches toward a different horizon — open,
unknown, with its own beauty and its own challenges. It is the path of ending this chapter, of
building anew, of choosing a different life.

You are not choosing yet. You are only exploring.

First, walk down the path to your left — the path of staying. As you walk, notice what you see.
What does the landscape look like one year from now? Five years? Notice how your body feels as
you walk this path. Notice your heart. What is beautiful here? What is hard? What are you
gaining? What are you giving up? Walk as far as you need to, gathering all the information your
body and heart can offer.

When you are ready, return to the crossroads. Take a breath. Ground yourself here.

Now walk down the path to your right — the path of leaving. As you walk, notice what you see.
What does this landscape look like one year from now? Five years? Notice how your body feels.

Notice your heart. What is beautiful here? What is hard? What are you gaining? What are you

giving up? Walk as far as you need to, gathering everything.

Return once more to the crossroads. Stand here, holding both journeys within you. Breathe. Ask
your body: Which path feels more aligned with my truest self? Which path carries more peace —

even if it also carries more work? Which path honors the life I am here to live?

You don’t have to decide this moment. But you have gathered wisdom. You have felt your way
toward truth. Take one more deep breath. When you are ready, wiggle your fingers and toes, and

open your eyes.
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