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Rupture and Repair:
The Recipe of Sustainable
Relationships

Rupture
Relationships are foundational to being human. Our relationship with our partner is central to our lives 

and often to all of our relationships. We want to cherish and hold on to the relationships that mean 

the most to us, but paradoxically, that instinct makes it really difficult to handle disagreements. It can 

be painful and upsetting to find ourselves disagreeing with our partner or experiencing a distance 

between them and ourselves. We might feel like our entire relationship—and maybe even our parenting 

partnership—is at stake in one disagreement. This feeling can be amplified when we’re navigating 

difficult relationship changes and engaging in conversations in which implicit feelings—which are usually 

brushed over and left unresolved—become explicit.

Healing with others and repairing the ruptures in our relationships is one of the hardest things to learn. 

However, navigating our differences from the core opens us to deep, enriching, valuable relationships. 

The astronomer, cosmologist, and humanist Carl Sagan once remarked, “If you wish to make an 

apple pie from scratch, you must first invent the universe.” We don’t quite have to invent the entire 

universe to make sustainable relationships, but we do need to investigate our own histories, adjust 

our perspectives, and dive into the unknown for the ingredients that we need to understand our 

attunement and attachment patterns, and how they affect disagreement and healing with our partner.

As parents, this rupture-repair dance is important on multiple levels. We are our kids’ family of origin. 

What our kids see us doing will become their familiar, which they will take into their future relationships. 

Because the parenting relationship is so close and connected, it is full of ruptures. Parenting is about 

navigating how to work together well—an experience that gives us new opportunities to connect in 

relationship to one another and to our kids.



What we’ve come to learn about these patterns in our generation allows us to engage our unique 

ruptures and repairs from a more resourced standpoint. Imagine how different your life would have 

been had you been shown, from a very early age, how to repair well after rupture. Many of us can 

name stalemates, impasses, estrangements, or relationship endings that could perhaps have been 

avoided or engaged with differently, had this working knowledge been accessible to us sooner. 

Difference and Disagreement  

From a young age, many of us are told a “happily ever after” fairytale, promising flawless relationships 

with no conflicts at all; but complete agreement isn’t what makes a relationship work. Actually, we are 

in relationship at the point of our differences. 

We are not most connected where we are the same, but where we differ. Imagine that you are 

sitting side by side, enjoying a crisp fall sunset with your partner. Your fingers are interlocked to the 

webbing, and all feels right in the world. It is easy to think that you and your loved one are having the 

same experience, but you are not! You are having a shared experience with two distinct, subjective 

perspectives partially overlapping. Even your clasped hands are separate—ten fingers from two 

different hands intertwined to the highest degree possible—but not merged. Separate, but connected. 

Even when your hands are tightly clasped, they are capable of separating and distancing themselves 

from each other. The embrace can rupture, but that rupture does not make it impossible to reconnect 

in the future. It can even come together stronger than before.

When we talk about rupture, we refer to that feeling of disconnect from our partner or relationship. It 

does not have to be a betrayal, an injustice, or a bleeding, emotional wound; like a pebble in your shoe, 

it can simply be bothersome. It can be as simple as a tone of voice that does not sit well with you or a 

feeling of being misunderstood, despite your attempts to communicate where you are.

Another term for rupture could be disagreement, or differing preferences. It is a place where you do 

not see eye to eye. But even if it’s a slight emotional sourness, it can trigger a sense of “me versus 

them”. A feeling of anger, disgust, and even contempt or hatred can creep up from these discomforts 

and disconnects, alerting us to the rupture that has occurred.

A mature relationship holds an implicit understanding that disconnection is part of relating, and it is 

good at navigating rupture and repair without a lot of collateral damage. For every rupture, there must 

be a repair; this is the formula for loving connection



Investigating Withheld Feelings 

 

Many of us have come to believe that success in a relationship is achieved by never rupturing. This is 

why we might ask, “I had a great childhood, and my parents never fought; so what’s wrong with me?” 

or, “My partner and I agree on everything, but why does it not feel right?” But if we are not disagreeing, 

we are likely capping our ability to connect.

When we’re not willing to disagree, we’re probably refusing to communicate something important. 

While this could potentially avoid a conflict, it decreases connection. When we disagree well and 

navigate our disagreements with respect, we increase trust in our partner and in ourselves, and we 

get to experience a success that can help us better navigate future ruptures. It is encouraging to get 

through a disagreement with care and trust. Experiencing such a deep connection is truly powerful—it 

can change our entire worldview. The more we learn to trust in ourselves and our partner, the less we 

have to fear when disagreeing. 

We can navigate our connection through our differences. We do not need to fight dramatically or 

resort to lust to engage meaningfully with disagreements; while physical reconnection and intimacy 

can play a role in repair, this is not about “make-up sex”. We need to unlearn the “happily ever after 

story” that prevents us from pursuing deeper relationships through repair, to achieve conscious, mature 

relationships. 

 

From time to time, we will have complaints in our relationship. Complaints are a natural aspect of being 

different people who have differing needs, sensibilities, timing, backgrounds, etc. It is important that 

we give feedback and express our complaints when we interact with our partner—and our children—

because we are different people. However, we need to disagree skillfully and maturely in order to 

communicate productively. Accepting that we will encounter ruptures in our healthiest, most cherished 

relationships means committing to working through those disagreements, rather than letting them 

deepen and fester. 

 

Rupture, Repair, Commune: 
The Formula for Mature Relating 
 
No matter how loving or well-suited we are for each other, we will invariably encounter points at which 

we do not see eye to eye. Sadly, we do not get to stay in perfect communion with our partner at all 

times for decades on end; rather, it is a peak experience for which we can build the foundation, by 

acknowledging and navigating our differences with curiosity, love, and respect.

And so the formula goes: Rupture → Repair → Commune. Repeat. 



This is a dialectical process—an ongoing journey that finds connection through differences and 

differences through connection. We are deeply separate from our partner, and we are capable of deep 

communion. We are each the center of our subjective universe. Our experiences overlap with those of 

our loved ones without ever reaching complete shared reality or objectivity. We find ourselves, we find 

each other, we lose ourselves, we lose each other; and the dance goes on and on. 

The “happily ever after” story hides that our ability to attain long-lasting connection comes from 

navigating our differences well and often. We so want our loved ones to know us and understand 

us completely, but that means we need to communicate ourselves, our truths, and our experiences 

to them in great detail. However much we may wish they could, they cannot read our minds or try 

to be us. It is up to us to be accountable for our own experiences and to take responsibility for 

communicating our world to others.

Of course, how we rupture has its roots in how we are raised and taught in our families of origin. We 

learn to rupture based on what is familiar or strange, on what we have learned—implicitly or explicitly—

about how the world works. When we make the mistake of assuming that everybody has the same 

subjective teachings as us, that they are reacting to or thinking of things in the same way that we do, 

we actually stop being in relationship with our partner. Instead, we start responding and reacting to 

projections of ourselves that we have put on them. What seems obvious to us may make no sense to 

our partner. And that is okay, so long as we can hear each other, validate, and repair when necessary. 

Neither side is simply wrong or right. In fact, we need to see that there is no benefit to the binary 

thinking of right or wrong, rather there is simply “your” experience and “my” experience. It is better to 

honor differences with validation, and sometimes to apologize, than to blame or accuse our partner in 

an attempt to be right.

Repair is the process of getting back into connection. It is not the simple engagement of an “I’m sorry” 

button, but a path where we walk with our partner through mutual validation and apology, listening to 

them and learning more about them and the relationship as a whole.

Therefore, to better achieve harmonious relationships and less fallout during rupture, we must learn that 

it is not about avoiding ruptures in the first place. Mature relationships are built on rupturing well and 

repairing well. That means learning to use the tools of validation and apology to effectively, healthily, 

and quickly communicate, repair, and connect more fully.

Rupture, Repair, and Family Harmony 
 
These varied sites of rupture and repair remind us why it’s important to practice rupturing well and 

repairing well, communicating with intention as we do so. When we are in rupture with each other as 

parents, it can be more difficult to show up as our most mature, adult selves. When we’re in rupture 

with our kids—dealing with an actual non-adult—this can become even more difficult. The more practice 



we have, the more equipped we will be to communicate with kids, without becoming one ourselves. 

 

The gift we give our children when we rupture and repair well is lifelong and far-reaching. We’re 

implicitly and explicitly teaching them how to navigate relationship. In addition to their relationship 

with us as parents, this will be an asset to them with friends and teachers, within the community, and 

inside of themselves. Rupture and repair involve the sophisticated concepts of “both-and”, so we 

might feel wary of intervening at the developmentally appropriate stage of black-and-white, either-

or thinking that our kids might be experiencing. But the more they are steeped in an environment 

where they’re learning to think of relationship as “me and you”, rather than “me versus you”, the more 

we can continue to help them navigate increasingly higher-stakes relationships and new layers of 

understanding as they grow up.

This practice also builds trust with our kids. When we repair well with our children, they trust us more, 

and they are more likely to share their inner world. This leaves them with more resources as they grow 

and develop, as they will have us as solid mentors and confidantes when stakes get higher or when 

they get in over their heads. And when we can respectfully disagree and respectfully repair, there 

are fewer secrets necessary. With fewer secrets comes less shame. With more connection comes 

more health. While we hope that our kids never feel shame or have to deal with heavy emotions, 

we also hope that they will come to us when they are going through hard things. Establishing trust 

through rupture and repair can make it possible for our kids to feel comfortable coming to us with 

worries, fears, and difficult conversations. It can allow us to help our kids seek mental health treatment 

if they need it, or address any number of needs that they might have otherwise not felt comfortable 

expressing to us.

 

How Much Disagreement Is Too Much? 
 
There is no one answer to this question, but if we really are awake to our partner’s needs, we might 

need to apologize a dozen times in a day. We might be regularly, accidentally, hurting our partner. 

Ruptures can be big or small, and it can take time to recognize these subtle ruptures in our daily lives. 

Rupture and repair can be as simple as putting the wrong condiment on your partner’s food and 

choosing to say, “I’m sorry” instead of getting snarky or defensive about it. We can know something 

about our partner’s preferences, about their likes or their dislikes, but there is always an element of 

the unknown. We might find ourselves apologizing quite a bit as we continue to learn more about our 

partner—and about ourselves.

Experiencing a rupture does have to do with a disagreement or a discomfort between ourselves and 

our partner in a particular moment, but the causes of a rupture can extend far beyond a single event. 

Ruptures have to do with the historical wounds that we bring to our interactions. 



For example, if my partner is hurt because I didn’t express enthusiasm about an experience that they 

wanted to share, I might be tempted to feel like I am a bad person or to think that my partner is 

accusing me of being a bad person. However, the source of their hurt—the reason that this particular 

event feels like a painful rejection—may resonate from previous experiences, other past or ongoing 

relationships, or unstated expectations. Because of this, it is important we do not become defensive 

or too wrapped up in what happened. What triggered the reaction is not equivalent to what caused 

the reaction. Defensiveness can make it harder to reach the goal of gaining clarity on the cause of the 

rupture; curiosity can help. 

When we only see the event that triggered a disagreement, we can forget to separate personhood and 

behavior. We want to label someone as “bad”—as the villain who ruined the fairytale “happily ever after”. 

However, the truth is that our discomfort and pain can also come from experiences and expectations 

that extend well beyond this one moment of disagreement. Historical wounds can be inflicted over a 

long period of time and may not have one single, obvious source. When we look deeper, beyond the 

surface level of the one event which triggers a rupture, we see that ruptures can actually be a good 

thing and an opportunity for deeper healing. That is what we are here to do in relationship. We’re here 

to become our most healthy, whole selves.

As we can see, the unknowns embedded in any relationship come with the risk of hurting others 

by accident. Those same unknowns add beauty, mystery, and excitement to our relationships. The 

unknown is what makes all of life such an adventure. What would we strive for or accomplish if we 

knew all there was to know about the world? How could we connect with others if we knew every 

single thing about them, with nothing to reveal to each other or learn from one another?

An essential part of this recipe for sustainable relationships is savoring those mystery ingredients, even 

if they are sometimes uncomfortable to encounter at first. Variety, or difference, is truly the spice of life 

and the secret ingredient to meaningful connection with others.



Repair 
 
Moving from rupture to repair and from repair to communion requires meaningful engagement and 

communication. These steps cannot just remain ideas in our heads; we have to take action—even when 

that action is simply choosing to be quiet and to really listen to our partner.

In partnership, there is often a rupture that never quite gets repaired. In engaging with our partner, it’s 

important that we maintain a sense of awareness around the snowball effect that can happen if we 

avoid repairing. If our ruptures snowball, it can become very difficult to repair single issues and can 

create a deep rupture that is no longer a single issue. Being aware of the potential for this pattern can 

guide us in proactively addressing rupture. 

 

 

Repairing Ruptures Means 
Validating Differences 
 
Working through ruptures can feel uncomfortable and painful, but it also offers the opportunity to 

discover new, enriching aspects in our relationships. 

It is possible that reorienting or relearning is necessary to practice the rupture → repair → commune 

formula. For example, sometimes we need to unlearn dis-validation in order to validate others—and 

in order to expect validation of our own experiences. Both parties might need to explore their own 

assumptions and understandings to overcome obstacles to repair. Some of us experience relationships 

in which there was rupture but not repair, or in which attempting repair was dismissed or punished. 

Learning to navigate and reorientate the physics of relationships can be a project unto itself. For some, 

it can be an earth-shattering concept to find out that rupturing and standing up for your own needs 

through disagreement is okay and healthy for everyone involved. Implementing validation in relationship 

creates the vital opportunity for new spaciousness and connection. 

 

Validation is About the One Injured, 
Not About You  

 

This sounds simple, but it can be frustrating to set aside our own feelings to recognize another’s 

difficulties, especially when we have helped cause that pain or injury. 

Egos are defensive and protective. They protect our self-image and sense of belonging. It makes 

sense that our egos try to help us feel safe, but they can be selfish and prevent us from validating 

others when they are hurt. It is ironically counterproductive! When we choose to protect our sense of 



right because we do not want to be considered “bad”, it can impede the harmony between ourselves 

and our partner.

 

When we validate and apologize well, there is little that stands in the way of harmonious relating. 

Validation is formulaic, but that does not mean it’s easy—at least not at first. The more we can 

incorporate validation into our relating with one another, the easier it becomes. We can learn to 

instinctively respond with validation, rather than defensiveness, when we see it improve our relationship 

with our partner.

 
Validation Rests on Appreciating 
Each Other’s Subjectivity 

It is worth reiterating: we are all unique people with different bodies, experiences, positions, and 

perspectives. No one person, nor any group of people, has special insight into the “objective truth”. We 

only have our own subjective experiences to learn from, even as we also share our experiences with 

others.

So, when our partner says we have hurt them, our job is not to determine the objective “truth” of 

that statement—to prove it “right” or “wrong”. We have to meet them at that place and validate 

those feelings of pain and hurt. Validation does not mean accepting everything into your perspective 

as the truth. It means letting the other person experience being seen, being listened to, and being 

understood, without questioning or denying their subjectivity. 

Validation is necessary, not only because it is a precursor to apology, but because it is a deep need 

that we experience as social beings. And sometimes it is all that is needed.

 

When Both Partners Need Validation
and Apology
 
It is a very generous, kind, and magnanimous gesture to validate another. It requires emotional maturity 

and bravery to set aside our ego and subjective experiences to listen to our partner’s experiences. 

Painful experiences rarely go in one direction. Even learning that we have inflicted pain can, in and 

of itself, be painful and difficult to navigate. When we are in relationship, ruptures often affect both 

parties. 

Because both parties often require validation, apology, and repair—and because rupture makes us feel 

emotional and protective—both partners may find it hard to validate the other when they feel like they 

need to be validated themselves. That is why it is so generous to show up and validate our partner 

with the trust that we will be validated in return. 



There is a general expectation, a golden rule, for when both partners need validation: the less injured 

party validates first, because they have a little more ground and stability and are navigating less pain.

What Does a Good Validation 
Sound Like? 

 

A good validation includes listening to the complaint(s) of your partner, repeating back what you heard, 

checking for accuracy, and asking or inviting your partner to elaborate or tell you more—all the while 

showing that you understand and that it makes sense to you.

Clear, meaningful validation is as straightforward as this: 

“I hear that I hurt your feelings when I         . I hear that it made you feel          and          ; is that 

right?... Is there more?... I hear you. It makes sense to me that when I         , you felt         . I understand 

that.”

Nowhere in this statement is there a judgment about the validity of the complaint, nor is it about 

agreeing or disagreeing with the perspective. It is simply affirming that the injuring party is 

present, listening, and understanding the injured party. This approach diffuses defensiveness and 

aggressiveness, softening adversarial postures. We can assume a collaborative stance without erasing 

or ignoring differences and can find win-win outcomes together.



Sometimes Repair Requires More Than 
Validation. It Requires Apology. 
 

It might be the case that understanding and affirmative validation are enough to repair a rupture, but 

sometimes we need more. While validation shows that we are willing to listen and appreciate another’s 

perspective, it does not claim responsibility for causing pain or discomfort to others. That responsibility 

might be necessary for repairing the relationship.

Like validation, apology does not require that you agree with everything from another’s perspective, 

but you do not have to agree in order to accept responsibility for injuring them with your actions.

While validation is about acknowledging and respecting someone else’s perspective and experience 

without judgment, apology is about taking responsibility for your own actions and effects on another 

person. 

 

Apology Is More Than the Words 
“I’m Sorry”. 
 
A meaningful apology involves much more than two simple words. In fact, there are ways of saying 

“I’m sorry” that can completely ruin a meaningful apology and can even void the process of repair and 

communion.

Apology is fundamentally about your relationship and acknowledging when you have been a source of 

pain in the relationship. Beyond that acknowledgment, a truly authentic apology is a commitment to 

listen and adjust the actions that cause pain.

Apologies are hard. It’s difficult to admit when we’ve hurt someone, especially our partner. Usually, the 

pain is accidental, and we have the opportunity to learn when we’ve hurt someone, even though it can 

lead to feelings of shame, guilt, or fear. Engaging with painful experiences—especially those shared by 

the ones we care about—is always healthier than staying quiet, and it offers an opportunity to deepen 

the relationship. 

 

Apology Is Not About the Apologizer.
 

We often feel bad when we cause pain; we feel like a “bad person”, and our proactive egos can keep 

us from extending care to others. We become concerned with our social standing, worrying that we 

Apology



cannot right the wrong. This can compound the injury and cause further pain, because we withhold 

validation and apology. We do not learn to avoid inflicting injury—accidental or otherwise.

It is important to examine yourself, your actions, and your feelings when committing to an apology, but 

that does not mean you should privilege these experiences when apologizing. 

The apology is about the one who experienced pain, who felt hurt. Apologizing is about the emotions 

that they feel when they receive an apology. The apologizer—in the posture of being non-defensive 

and curious—holds the role of leading with relief and caring for the feelings of the other, until they feel 

satiated. Because feelings aren’t always logical, there may not be a strict template to follow throughout 

this process. But there is the expectation that the apologizer remains committed to getting all the way 

through the feelings.

As parents, apology in relationship is also about our kids. When we learn how to apologize, and when 

our kids see us do that with our partner, they develop a respect for what we’re doing. They know 

when a behavior is being modeled well, and in modeling this aspect of repair well, we are helping our 

kids learn to better trust themselves, and, as they grow up, to identify a partner who is going to take 

responsibility. 

 

What Does a Good Apology Sound Like? 
 
We’ve already covered the first step toward a good apology: validation. Taking the time to listen, 

understand, and affirm your partner’s experiences should be the starting point for any apology. 

However, it is just the starting point. 

While the validation shows that you understand, the apology allows you to accept responsibility 

for contributing to the injury or pain of the other person. This doesn’t mean agreeing with their 

interpretation of your actions or believing that you are a bad person. Validating their pain and their 

experience does not mean that they have the final say about what is “real” or “true” or that they can 

define your intentions. Apology is about accepting that you left an impact on someone else because 

of your actions, regardless of your intent. A bad apology says “I’m sorry that you feel that way,” or “I’m 

sorry if I hurt you.” It disconnects from the validation and avoids responsibility.  

Apologizing immediately after validation is often best, but it is okay if you both need to take a moment 

to process your emotions and reflect on what you need to say. However, you don’t want to wait too 

long. Validation helps prepare you for apology. If you wait too long, it may become harder to find 

the right moment to apologize, or the unhealed rupture may grow. Remember that this is a recipe. 

Sometimes it’s okay to store the mixing bowl after you’ve prepared the first few steps; but if you wait 

too long, the ingredients will spoil, and you’ll have to start from scratch. Strive to apologize on the 

same day you validate.



A meaningful apology, made after validating someone’s experiences, looks like this: 

“I can see now that my actions of            caused you to feel            . I’m sorry that I               . 

Are you okay? And what can I do to make it better?” 

And then listen.

 

Processing An Apology Can Take Time. 
 
We may want to hear that we are forgiven right away. After all, when we express an authentic apology, 

we are hoping to heal wounds and move forward healthily. Hearing that we are forgiven can be a return 

of validation, affirming our desires to progress. 

 

But remember: apologizing is about the emotions of the injured party. They need to decide how they 

will react to the apology on their own time. 

It is better to refrain from asking to be forgiven and to give them space to really listen to and think 

through the apology. That doesn’t mean you have to stop communicating with them. It is okay to ask 

for clarification. You can ask if you need to make your apology more specific, or if an issue was left 

unaddressed. There are also ways to ask for validation without demanding an immediate apology. 

You might ask, “How’d I do?” or, “Do you feel better?” or “Is there anything else you want me to 

acknowledge?” We are not mind-readers, so we shouldn’t be ashamed to ask questions and learn 

what the other person is thinking. 

If you continue to find validation and apology 
extremely difficult and cannot reach the “repair” 
step, or if you face any of what John Gottman 
calls the “Four Horsemen” of relationship—criticism, 
contempt, defensiveness, and stonewalling—it 
may be a great time to reach out to Lesley for 
help, as you may be perpetually, chronically, or 
pathologically unable to repair. 



Giving our partner space to process an apology might be a new experience for us. It could look 

like one partner going to do yard work to decompress after or think about an apology, or like both 

partners coming back into conversation after putting the kids to sleep. It could even be as simple as 

taking a shower. Some of us may try to rush and not take space—out of habit or because of how we 

are wired. Consider if you might need to take those moments to process—to give your amygdala and 

limbic system time to reharmonize. Remember, “space” means 20 minutes to an hour—not more than a 

day, at which point you would likely need to start from scratch.  

 

In partnership, it might be the case that the person being apologized to wants to be mad, does 

not want to shift, wants to hold it over the apologizer’s head, or wants to win. And a lot of times, in 

partnership, both partners are hurt and want to receive an apology. In these situations, or when one 

partner’s triggers are triggering the other partner’s triggers, it can feel like this process is a Möbius 

strip, continuing with no beginning or end. This is why it is so important to address the rupture and 

repair process with as much commitment to understanding our partner’s subjective reality as possible. 

It is possible to come to communion.

 



Communion
 

Remember, at the core of sustainable relationships is the recognition that we are all different. We share 

our uniqueness with one another and can never truly know everything about another person, and that’s 

beautiful! The world can often appear chaotic and indifferent to us, and it can be painful to realize that 

we cannot control everything that happens to us. But when we realize that our differences do not limit 

our capacity to care for one another, communicate, and discover new ways of working together, this 

supposed incoherence becomes a meaningful pattern of learning and growing.

Validation and apology—or, repair—are the steps that bring us back from disconnect. When we center 

the hurt partner’s feelings and process—making an effort to display trust and a commitment to address 

all of the feelings involved in the rupture and its repair—we can reach communion. When we come to 

a place where both partners really see and recognize one another’s world and outlook on the situation, 

we can experience the harmonious and blissful state of communion. 

While the rupture > repair (through validation and apology) > communion recipe might seem like 

a checklist, it’s important to remember that this process asks you to consider the highly individual, 

subjective understandings of the world and the relationship that you and your partner bring together. 

It’s a continuous practice that carries throughout your relationship. 

Practice Items
 
Practice Item #1: Review the resources, and consider your relationship with them. 

- Review John Gottman’s “Four Horsemen” of Relationship.

- Review The Seven Principles for Making Marriage Work, by John Gottman.

 

Practice Item #2: Reflect on your relationship to rupture and repair.

-  Journal: take some time to contemplate your relationship to rupture and repair; consider the 

    following: 

    - How comfortable am I with repair (either offering or receiving)?

    - What have I seen modeled? 

    - Where/how do I struggle with defensiveness, stonewalling, criticism or contempt?

    - Do I have an outstanding rupture with someone important to me that I could revisit and circle 

       back to?


