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Introduction

DEAR READERS,

My wife and I experience great joy whenever we read and hear the
testimonies of those who have read the book you now hold in your
hands. The perspective that perhaps God created marriage to make
us holy even more than to make us happy has apparently been used
by God to restore many homes, reenergize flagging commitments,
and open up couples’ eyes to the marvelous work God is doing in
their souls.

Marriage is filled with remarkable joys, even occasional ecstasies,
but it can often lead us through times of tremendous pain. Lisa and I
count it an honor that, by means of this book, we can walk through
part of this journey with you. We are delighted that Zondervan has
decided to make available this beautiful gift edition, which contains
not only Sacred Marriage but Devotions for a Sacred Marriage as well.

Thank you for joining us on this journey of exploring how God
uses our marriages to glorify his name and transform us into the
image of his Son.

May God bless you as you seek to serve him by becoming the man
or woman he created you to be; and may God continue to make your
marriage a truly sacred, soul-shaping union that reflects Christ’s love
for the church.

The peace of Christ,
Gary Thomas

11
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The Greatest Challenge
in the World

A Call to Holiness
More Than Happiness

By all means marry. If you get a good wife, you'll become happy.
If you get a bad one, you'll become a philosopher.
SOCRATES

I'M GOING TO CUT HIM OPEN.

Historians aren’t sure who the first physician was who followed
through on this thought, but the practice revolutionized medicine.
The willingness to cut into a corpse, peel back the skin, pull a scalp
off a skull, cut through the bone, and actually remove, examine, and
chart the organs that lay within was a crucial first step in finding out
how the human body really works.

For thousands of years, physicians had speculated on what went
on inside a human body, but there was a reluctance and even an
abhorrence to actually dissect a cadaver. Some men refrained out of
religious conviction; others just couldn’t get over the eeriness of cut-
ting away a human rib cage. While an occasional brave soul ventured
inside a dead body, it wasn’t until the Renaissance period (roughly
the fourteenth to sixteenth centuries) that European doctors routinely
started to cut people open.

And when they did, former misconceptions collapsed. In the
sixteenth century, Andreas Vesalius was granted a ready supply of

15
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criminals’ corpses, allowing him to definitively contradict assump-
tions about the human anatomy that had been unquestioned for a
thousand years or more. Vesalius’s anatomical charts became invalu-
able, but he couldn’t have drawn the charts unless he was first willing
to make the cuts.

I want to do a similar thing in this book—with a spiritual twist.
We're going to cut open numerous marriages, dissect them, find out
what’s really going on, and then explore how we can gain spiritual
meaning, depth, and growth from the challenges that lie within.
We're not after simple answers— three steps to more intimate com-
munication, six steps to a more exciting love life—because this isn’t
a book that seeks to tell you how to have a happier marriage. This is
a book that looks at how we can use the challenges, joys, struggles,
and celebrations of marriage to draw closer to God and to grow in
Christian character.

We're after what Francis de Sales wrote about in the seventeenth
century. Because de Sales was a gifted spiritual director, people often
corresponded with him about their spiritual concerns. One woman
wrote in great distress, torn because she wanted to get married while
a friend was encouraging her to remain single, insisting it would be
“more holy” for her to care for her father and then devote herself as a
celibate to God after her father died.

De Sales put the troubled young woman at ease, telling her that,
far from being a compromise, in one sense, marriage might be the
toughest ministry she could ever undertake. “The state of marriage
is one that requires more virtue and constancy than any other,” he
wrote. “It is a perpetual exercise of mortification ... In spite of the
bitter nature of its juice, you may be able to draw and make the honey
of a holy life.”!

Notice that de Sales talks about the occasionally “bitter nature” of
marriage’s “juice.” To spiritually benefit from marriage, we have to be
honest. We have to look at our disappointments, own up to our ugly
attitudes, and confront our selfishness. We also have to rid ourselves of
the notion that the difficulties of marriage can be overcome if we simply

16
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The Greatest Challenge in the World

pray harder or learn a few simple principles. Most of us have discovered
that these “simple steps” work only on a superficial level. Why is this?
Because there’s a deeper question that needs to be addressed beyond
how we can “improve” our marriage: What if God didn’t design mar-
riage to be “easier”? What if God had an end in mind that went beyond
our happiness, our comfort, and our desire to be infatuated and happy,
as if the world were a perfect place?

What if God designed marriage to make us holy more than to
make us happy? What if; as de Sales hints, we are to accept the “bitter
juice” because out of it we may learn to draw the resources we need
with which to make “the honey of a holy life”?

This isn’t to suggest that happiness and holiness are contra-
dictory. On the contrary, I believe we’ll live the happiest, most
joy-filled lives when we walk in obedience. John Wesley once
boldly proclaimed that it is not possible for a man to be happy who
is not also holy, and the way he explains it makes much sense. Who
can be truly “happy” while filled with anger, rage, and malice?
Who can be happy while nursing resentment or envy? Who can be
honestly happy while caught in the sticky compulsion of an insatiable
lust or incessant materialism? The glutton may enjoy his food, but he
does not enjoy his condition.

So we're not anti-happiness; that would be silly. The problem I'm
trying to address is that a “happy marriage” (defined romantically
and in terms of pleasant feelings) is too often the endgame of most
marriage books (even Christian marriage books). This is a false prom-
ise. You won’t find happiness at the end of a road named selfishness.

This is a book that looks and points beyond marriage. Spiritual
growth is the main theme; marriage is simply the context. Just as
celibates use abstinence and religious hermits use isolation, so we can
use marriage for the same purpose—to grow in our service, obedi-
ence, character, pursuit, and love of God.

For centuries, Christian spirituality was virtually synonymous
with celibate spirituality; that is, even married people thought we
had to become like monks and nuns to grow in the Lord. We’d have

17
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to do the same spiritual exercises, best performed by single people
(long periods of prayer that don’t allow for child rearing or marital
discussion, seasons of fasting that make preparing meals difficult for
a family, times of quiet meditation that seem impossible when kids
of any age are in the house), rather than seeing how God could use
our marriages to help us grow in character, in prayer, in worship,
and in service. Rather than develop a spirituality in which marriage
serves our pursuit of holiness, the church focused on how closely
married people could mimic “single spirituality” without neglecting
their family. The family thus became an obstacle to overcome rather
than a platform to spiritual growth.

The reason the marriage relationship is often seen as a selfish one
is because our motivations for marrying often are selfish. But my
desire is to reclaim marriage as one of the most selfless states a Chris-
tian can enter. This book sees marriage the way medieval writers saw
the monastery: as a setting full of opportunities to foster spiritual
growth and service to God.

You've probably already realized there was a purpose for your
marriage that went beyond happiness. You might not have cho-
sen the word holiness to express it, but you understood there was
a transcendent truth beyond the superficial romance depicted in
popular culture. We're going to explore that purpose. We're going
to cut open many marriages, find out where the commitment rubs,
explore where the poisoned attitudes hide, search out where we are
forced to confront our weakness and sin, and learn how to grow
through the process.

We'll also look at what Scripture, church history, and the Chris-
tian classics can tell us. You'll find that the classics are amazingly
relevant and that the past influences the present far more than many
people think.

The ultimate purpose of this book is not to make you love your
spouse more—although I think that will happen along the way; it’s
to equip you to love your God more and to help you reflect the char-

18
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acter of his Son more precisely. At the very least, you'll have a new
appreciation for the person with whom you have embarked on this
journey.

I also pray it will help you to love your marriage more, appreciate
your marriage more, and inspire you to become even more engaged
in your relationship with your spouse. When you realize something is
“sacred,” far from making it boring, it gives birth to a new reverence, a
take-your-breath-away realization that something you may have been
taking for granted is far more profound, far more life-giving and life-
transforming, than you may ever have realized.

I love marriage, and I love my marriage. I love the fun parts, the
easy parts, and the pleasurable parts, but also the difficult parts—
the parts that frustrate me but help me understand myself and my
spouse on a deeper level; the parts that are painful but that crucify
the aspects of me that I hate; the parts that force me to my knees and
teach me that I need to learn to love with God’s love instead of just
trying harder. Marriage has led me to deeper levels of understanding,
more pronounced worship, and a sense of fellowship that I never knew
existed.

“Sacred” isn’t my brand; it’s my way of life. And applying it to my
marriage has transformed every one of my days. I believe it can do
the same for you.

19
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Romanticism’s Ruse

How Marriage Points Us to
True Fulfillment

Like everything which is not the involuntary result
of fleeting emotion but the creation of time and will,
any marriage, happy or unhappy, is infinitely more
interesting than any romance, however passionate.
W. H. AUDEN

WHILE HOLINESS AS A GOAL OF MARRIAGE MAY SOUND LIKE A RADI-
cally different view of marriage, the very concept of “romantic
love,” which is celebrated in movies, songs, and novels, was virtually
unknown to the ancients. There were exceptions— one need merely
read Song of Songs, for instance— but taken as a whole, the concept
that marriage should involve passion and fulfillment and excitement is
a relatively recent development on the scale of human history, making
its popular entry toward the end of the eleventh century.!

This is not to suggest that romance itself or the desire for more
romance is necessarily bad; after all, God created the romantic com-
ponent of our brain chemistry, and good marriages work hard to
preserve a sense of romance. But the idea that a marriage can survive
on romance alone, or that romantic feelings are more important than
any other consideration when choosing a spouse, has wrecked many
a marital ship.

Romanticism received a major boost by means of the

20
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eighteenth-century Romantic poets— Wordsworth, Coleridge,
and Blake — followed by their successors in literature, Byron, Shel-
ley, and Keats. These poets passionately argued that it was a crime
against oneself to marry for any reason other than “love” (which
was defined largely by feeling and emotion), and the lives of many
of them were parodies of irresponsibility and tragedy.

For example, one of the writers who embraced this romantic
notion with fervor was the sensuous novelist D. H. Lawrence, whose
motto was “With should and ought 1 shall have nothing to do!” Law-
rence fell in love with Frieda Weekley, a married woman, and sought
to woo Frieda away from her husband, as his “love” demanded he
do. As part of his less-than-noble designs, Lawrence sent Frieda a
note, proclaiming that she was the most wonderful woman in all of
England.

Being married with three children and having already suffered
a couple of affairs, Mrs. Weekley saw through Lawrence’s emotion
and coolly replied that it was obvious to her he had not met many
Englishwomen.?

In her startling and insightful essay on marriage written in
the 1940s (titled, interestingly enough, “The Necessary Enemy”),
twentieth-century writer Katherine Anne Porter bemoaned how
“Romantic Love crept into the marriage bed, very stealthily, by cen-
turies, bringing its absurd notions about love as eternal springtime
and marriage as a personal adventure meant to provide personal hap-
piness.”® The reality of the human condition is such that, according
to Porter (and I agree), we must “salvage our fragments of happiness”
out of life’s inevitable sufferings.

Porter carefully explores the heights and depths of marriage, mak-
ing the following observations about a young bride:

This very contemporary young woman finds herself facing the
oldest and ugliest dilemma of marriage. She is dismayed, hor-
rified, full of guilt and forebodings because she is finding out
lictle by little that she is capable of hating her husband, whom she

21
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loves faithfully. She can hate him at times as fiercely and mysteri-
ously, indeed in terribly much the same way, as often she hated
her parents, her brothers and sisters, whom she loves, when she
was a child ... She thought she had outgrown all this, but here it
was again, an element in her own nature she could not control, or
feared she could not. She would have to hide from her husband, if
she could, the same spot in her feelings she had hidden from her
parents, and for the same no doubt disreputable, selfish reason:
she wants to keep his love.”

With only a romantic view of marriage to fall back on, Porter
warns, a young woman may lose her “peace of mind. She is afraid
her marriage is going to fail because ... at times she feels a painful
hostility toward her husband, and cannot admit its reality because
such an admission would damage in her own eyes her view of what
love should be.”

Romantic love has no elasticity to it. It can never be stretched; it
simply shatters. Mature love, the kind demanded of a good marriage,
must stretch, as the sinful human condition is such that all of us bear
conflicting emotions. “Her hatred is real as her love is real,” Porter
explains of the young wife.” This is the reality of the human heart,
the inevitability of two sinful people pledging to live together, with all
their faults, for the rest of their lives.

A wedding calls us to our highest and best—in fact, to almost
impossible —ideals. It’s the way we want to live. But marriage
reminds us of the daily reality of living as sinful human beings in a
radically broken world. We aspire after love but far too often descend
into hate and apathy.

Any mature, spiritually sensitive view of marriage must be built
on the foundation of mature love rather than romanticism. But this
immediately casts us into a countercultural pursuit.

In his classic work The Screwtape Letters, C. S. Lewis satirically
ridicules our culture’s obsession with romanticism. The demon
Screwtape, a mentor to the demon Wormwood, gloats:

22
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Humans who have not the gift of [sexual abstinence] can be
deterred from seeking marriage as a solution because they do not
find themselves “in love,” and, thanks to us, the idea of marrying
with any other motive seems to them low and cynical. Yes, they
think that. They regard the intention of loyalty to a partnership
for mutual help, for the preservation of chastity, and for the trans-

mission of life, as something lower than a storm of emotion.?

I think most of us who have been married for any substantial
length of time realize that the romantic roller coaster of courtship
eventually evens out to the terrain of a Midwest interstate—long, flat
stretches with an occasional overpass. When this happens, couples
respond in different ways. Many will end their relationship and try
to re-create the passionate romance with someone else. Other couples
will descend into a sort of marital guerrilla warfare as each partner
blames the other for personal dissatisfaction or lack of excitement.
Some couples decide to simply “get along.” Still others may opt to
pursue a deeper meaning, a spiritual truth hidden in the enforced
intimacy of the marital situation.

We can run from the challenges of marriage—as doctors did
from the human body, refusing to cut open the cadavers and really
look at what was going on—or we can admit that every marriage
presents these challenges and asks us to address them head-on. If we
find that the same kinds of challenges face every marriage, we might
assume God designed a purpose in this challenge that transcends
something as illusory as happiness.

This book looks for that purpose and meaning and asks this ques-
tion: How can we discover in the challenges of marriage the oppor-
tunities to learn more about God, grow in our understanding of him,
and learn to love him more?

Numerous married couples have opened up their lives for us in
this book, so I suppose it’s only fair that I should allow my own mar-
riage to be dissected first.

23
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An Unexpected Engagement

Lisa and I often wonder what would have happened if she had said
yes.

During a free afternoon at a college campus ministry retreat when
we were still dating, I asked Lisa to join a group of us for a round of
Frisbee golf.

“No thanks,” Lisa said. “I think I'll go for a walk instead.”

She had recently returned from a summerlong mission trip to
Mexico, and this retreat was supposed to be a time when Lisa and I
could reconnect. We had known each other since junior high and had
been dating for about a year, and we were getting “serious.” Unknown
to Lisa, I had asked my best friend, Rob Takemura, to begin praying
about whether I should ask Lisa to marry me. And unknown to me,
Lisa and her mother had spent a Saturday afternoon the week before
looking at wedding dresses, “just in case” Lisa should ever need one.

I was somewhat frustrated that Lisa wasn’t being cooperative, so I
said, “Fine, I won’t play Frisbee golf either.”

“You can,” Lisa said. “I don’t mind walking alone.”

“No, I'll go with you,” I said.

We walked along the river, set inside a stunning valley on the
outskirts of Glacier National Park, and talked for about forty-five
minutes. Suddenly, I stopped skimming rocks, and virtually out of
nowhere I said to Lisa, “I want to marry you.”

Lisa’s mouth dropped open.

“Is that a proposal?” she asked, astonished.

I shook my head yes, just as astonished as she was. Lisa came up
and hugged me.

“Is that an acceptance?” I asked, and Lisa nodded in the
affirmative.

“Whew,” she said after a brief moment. “Imagine if I had agreed
to play Frisbee.”

We laughed about it and then experienced one of the most intense
times emotionally I've ever known. There was a strange, almost

24
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mystical commingling of souls. Something was going on inside us,
around us, and through us that superseded any physical connection.
It was somehow deeper, more meaningful, and more amazing than
anything we had ever experienced.

Over the next nine months, we made plans, as any engaged cou-
ple does. We talked about mission work, family, seminary, serving
God—you name it. It was an intense time, and we often prayed,
“Lord, wherever you want to take us, however you want to use us,
we're all yours.”

We never slept together until our wedding night, so our honey-
moon was a rather intoxicating experience, but once the honeymoon
was over, reality immediately set in like a dense Seattle fog.

Because I was planning to save up money for seminary, we spent
our first few months living in a very tiny home, offered to us rent-free
by a family friend. I left for work two days after we got back, and Lisa
was stranded in a small community, out in the middle of nowhere,
and she began to cry.

It was a sunny day, so she called me at work and asked if I could
come home early so we could drive to a lake. I thought she was
crazy. “I can’t just leave work because the weather’s nice!” I protested.
“Besides, I just started this job!”

“Well, what's the use of getting married if I see you less now than
when we were engaged?” she complained.

What's the use, indeed?

Fast-forward ten years. We had three small children, two of them
in diapers. I was working for a Christian ministry, and we were still
“just making it” financially, snuggled into a town house in northern
Virginia. We were about to enter our Friday-night ritual —laundry
and a rented movie.

“What do you want to watch?” I asked Lisa as I gathered my keys
and headed out the door.

“Oh, how about a romantic comedy?” Lisa answered.

I cringed. The last three videos we had watched together had
been romantic comedies. I couldn’t bear to watch another impossibly

25
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beautiful couple “meet cute” under extremely improbable circum-
stances, fall in love, get in a fight, and then spend sixty minutes fall-
ing back in love again.

I sighed, looked at Lisa, and said. “I'm sorry. I just can’t do it. |
have to see at least one building blow up and one car crash. If I can
find something that has a little romance to add to that, I'll see what
I can do.”

I took three steps out the door, then thought to myself, When did
“Please, God, change the world through us” suddenly become “Should
we watch Arnold Schwarzenegger or Julia Roberss?” 1 didn’t remember
any fork in the road or any flashing neon signs that pointed in that
direction, but somehow, somewhere, it had happened.

I remembered the intensity of the night on which we had become
engaged, the joyful exploration of our honeymoon, filling out a pre-
liminary application for a mission organization, bringing our first child
home—but now, ten years later, we had “evolved” into spending Friday
nights watching other people fall in love according to the machinations
of a Hollywood script.

That night I didn’t have any answers, but taking an honest look
at my situation definitely shook me awake. What was this thing called
marriage? How had I ended up here? Was there no more purpose to it
than this?

“It Is Good for a Man Not to Marry”

I became a Christian at a very young age. In truth, I can scarcely
remember a moment when God was not an active and conscious pres-
ence in my life. Because of this, I felt drawn to Jesus early on.

I was drawn to more than Jesus, however; I also remember being
drawn to girls. I had a pretty big crush on a dark-haired gitl in kin-
dergarten! The first time I actually held hands with a girl was in fifth
grade. Tina and I rolled around the skating rink, both of us blushing
as the Carpenters’ melodious harmonies described us well: “I'm On

Top of the World.” It sure felt like it!

26
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As 1 grew older, both of these movements— toward Jesus and
toward females— sometimes created an uneasy tension. The man I
most admired, the one person on whom I wanted to model my life
was a single man. As a big fan of the Christian classics— ancient
books focused on building intimacy with God—1I was fully aware of
the long-standing tradition of celibacy — monks and nuns who lived
out their dedication to God by pledging to abstain from marriage
and sex. Because I knew their love for God was so intense, part of me
wished I could embrace this; I wanted to be sold-out for Christ, and
in college I struggled with the apostle Paul’s words, “It is good for a
man not to marry” (1 Corinthians 7:1, as found in the 1984 edition
of the NIV).?

In fact, there is much in Christian history that has unofficially
(and at times blatantly) considered married believers to be second-
class Christians who compromised their integrity or were too weak
to contain their sexual urges. Augustine thought he was being chari-
table when he wrote, referring to the intent to procreate, “Marital
intercourse makes something good out of the evil of lust.”!* Scripture
may be infallible, but Christian history isn’t, and unfounded preju-
dices do exist.

There’s no question that the “first pope,” Peter, was married.
(Jesus couldn’t very well have healed Peter’s mother-in-law if Peter
didn’t have a wife!) But there is also evidence in Scripture (1 Timothy
5:9—12) that during the first century young widows were already
taking vows of celibacy. By AD 110, celibates could take vows that
mirrored marital vows. This became a little more institutionalized so
that by the third century, lifelong vows of celibacy were not uncom-
mon. By the fourth century, such vows were commemorated by a full
liturgical celebration."

Although Christianity was born out of Judaism, a religion in
which marriage was considered a religious duty (one rabbi suggested
that a man who does not marry is not fully a man),'? it wasn’t long
until married believers were scarcely an afterthought during centuries
of writing on spiritual theology (studying how Christian believers
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grow in their faith, learn to pray, and draw closer to God). Most of
the Christian classics were written £y monks and nuns for monks and
nuns. The married could at best feebly try to simulate a single pursuit
of God; the thought of pursuing God #hrough marriage wasn’t really
given serious consideration; instead, the emphasis was largely on pur-
suing God i spite of marriage.

I carried some of this baggage into my own relationship, but early
on, my eyes were opened to a different reality. I remember my brother
asking me a few questions about what marriage was like. I thought for
a moment and said, “If you want to be free to serve Jesus, there’s no
question—stay single. Marriage takes a lot of time. But if you want to
become more like Jesus, I can’t imagine any better thing to do than to
get married. Being married forces you to face some character issues you'd
never have to face otherwise.” I had begun to realize I could further
pursue God through marriage and not just in spite of it. Marriage didn’t
need to hold me back from my spiritual goals; it could actually help me
reach them.

Jesus, of course, was celibate his entire life, so it’s somewhat ironic
to suggest that marriage is the preferred route to becoming more like
him. But Jesus did live in a family, and, as Betsy Ricucci points out,
that’s all he had done at the time the Father proclaimed, “This is
my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased” (Matthew 3:17).
“What had Jesus done to receive such praise? Nothing but live in his
own home, honoring his parents and serving his father’s carpentry
business. Apparently that was enough to please God.”"?

Family life is clearly not a compromise, and after you've been mar-
ried for a while, you realize that the emphasis on celibacy is slightly
overblown. All things considered, the sexual aspect takes up just a frac-
tion of a married couple’s time. I was the first of my group of friends
to get married, and I remember one of them asking me if it was still
okay to just “drop in” unannounced.

“Oh, you better call first,” I said gravely, capturing his attention.
“Married couples walk around naked all day long, you know.”

For a second, I almost had him!
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The real transforming work of marriage is the twenty-four-hours-
a-day, seven-days-a-week commitment. This is the crucible that grinds
and shapes us into the character of Jesus Christ. Instead of getting up
at 3:00 a.m. to begin prayer in a monastery, the question becomes,
“Who will wake up when the baby’s diaper needs changing?”

Marriage calls us to an entirely new and selfless life. This insight
occurred to me some years ago when Lisa and the kids were traveling
while I stayed home and worked. For the first time ever, it seemed, I
had a free Saturday. For as long as I could remember, I had awakened
each weekend and talked over with Lisa what the family would do; I
almost didn’t know how to ask the question—what do / want to do?
Yet that was the question I had asked myself as a single man virtually
every Saturday before I was married.

Any situation that calls me to confront my selfishness has enor-
mous spiritual value, and I slowly began to understand that the real
purpose of marriage may not be happiness as much as it is holiness.
Not that God has anything against happiness or that happiness and
holiness are mutually exclusive, but looking at marriage through the
lens of holiness began to put it into an entirely new perspective for
me.

“But Since Sexual Immorality
Is Occurring”

In this regard, I find it fascinating that just after Paul said, “It is good for
a man not to have sexual relations with a woman,” he follows it up with
these words: “But since sexual immorality is occurring, each man should
have sexual relations with his own wife, and each woman with her own
husband” (1 Corinthians 7:2).

Though this passage refers to sexual relations, we can extend the
principle to reveal truth beyond physical intimacy. Since there is so
much immorality within us— not just lust, but selfishness, unrigh-
teous anger, control mongering, and even hatred —we should enter
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into a close relationship with one other person so we can work on
those issues in the light of what our marriage relationship will reveal
to us about our behavior and our attitudes. In other words, not only
is marriage a way for God to redeem us sexually; it is also a means by
which God can redeem us in other areas of character.

I found a tremendous amount of immaturity within me that my
marriage directly confronted. The key was that I had to change my
view of marriage. If the purpose of marriage is simply to make me
happy and enjoy an infatuation (which neuroscience suggests lasts a
mere twelve to eighteen months), then I'd have to get a new marriage
every two or three years. But if I really wanted to see God transform me
from the inside out, I'd need to concentrate on changing myself rather
than on changing mzy spouse. In fact, you might even say, the more dif-
ficult my spouse proved to be, the more opportunity I'd have to grow.
Just as physical exercise needs to be somewhat strenuous, so relational
exercise may need to be a bit vigorous to truly stress-test the heart.

I didn’t decide to focus on changing myself so I could have a
tension-free marriage or so I'd be happier or even more content in
my marriage. Instead, I adopted the attitude that marriage is one of
many life situations that helps me draw my sense of meaning, pur-
pose, and fulfillment from God. Lisa can’t make me happy, not in an
ultimate sense. Certainly we have some great times together, and she
is a wonderful wife, exceeding my dreams— but these great times are
sprinkled with (and sometimes seem to get buried in) the demands,
challenges, and expectations of paying the bills on time, disciplining
children, earning a living, and keeping a house clean.

I guess what I'm after is a quieter fulfillment, a deeper sense of
meaning, a fuller understanding of the purpose behind this intense,
one-on-one, lifelong relationship. As a man who believes his primary
meaning comes from his relationship with God, I want to explore
how marriage can draw me closer to God.

There’s another reason to stress this: Marriage, for all of us, is
temporary in the light of eternity. The truth is, my and Lisa’s rela-
tionships with God will outlive our marriage. Most likely the time
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will come when either Lisa or I precede the other into eternity. The
remaining spouse will be left alone, no longer married — perhaps
even eventually married to someone else.

For the Christian, marriage is a penultimate rather than an ulti-
mate reality. Because of this, both of us can find even more meaning
by pursuing God together and by recognizing that he is the one who
alone can fill the spiritual ache in our souls. We can work at making
our home life more pleasant and peaceable; we can explore ways to
keep sex fresh and fun; we can make superficial changes that will pre-
serve at least the appearance of respect and politeness. But what both
of us crave more than anything else is to be intimately close to the
God who made us. If that relationship is right, we won’t make such
severe demands on our marriage, asking each other to compensate for
spiritual emptiness. If what we desire most doesn’t satisfy us, we will
never be satisfied, even when our “desires” have been met! That’s why
finding our fulfillment in God is the cornerstone of a satisfied life.
We can harm our marriages by asking too much of them.

Unfortunately, as a fallible human being I can’t possibly appreciate
Lisa the way God appreciates her. I can’t even begin to understand her
the way she longs to be understood. I'd get bored with myself if I was
married to me, so it only makes sense that Lisa might occasionally be
bored — or at least grow weary— of living with me.

One thing is sure: Lisa can’t look to me to be God for her. And
even when I try to love her like only God can love her, I fail every

time and on every count. I give it my best, but I fall short every day.

Looking for Love in All the
Wrong Places

We need to remind ourselves of the ridiculousness of looking for
something from other humans that only God can provide. Our close

friends have a son named Nolan. When he was just four years old,
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he saw me carrying some large boxes and asked me in all sincerity,
“Gary, are you strongest or is God strongest?”

His dad laughed a little too hard at that one. And of course we
adults think it’s absurd to compare our physical strength with God’s.
But how many of us adults have then turned around and asked, per-
haps unconsciously, “Are you going to fulfill me, or will God fulfill
me?” For some reason, thar question doesn’t sound as absurd to us as
the one about physical strength, but it should.

I believe that much of the dissatisfaction we experience in mar-
riage comes from expecting too much from it. Though marriage is an
amazing institution that reflects God’s creative genius, when we want
to get the largest portion of our life’s fulfillment from our relationship
with our spouse, that’s asking too much. God didn’t design marriage
to compete with himself but to point us to himself. Yes, without a
doubt there should be moments of happiness, meaning, and a general
sense of fulfillment. And, of course, seeking God zogether, through
our marriage, is certainly fulfilling in itself. But my wife can’t be
God, and I was created with a spirit that craves God. Anything less
than God, and T’ll feel an ache.

Now this is where it gets really interesting. Looked at in this light,
rather than competing with or impeding our walk with God, mar-
riage can actually point us 20 God. This is a big enough thought that
it deserves a chapter all its own.
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Finding God
in Marriage

Marital Analogies Teach Us
Truths about God

[Marriage] is the merciless revealer, the great white
searchlight turned on the darkest places of human nature.
KATHERINE ANNE PORTER

FOR ABOUT A DECADE AFTER COLLEGE, | JOINED EIGHT OF MY FOR-
mer classmates for an annual weekend retreat. On one particular
retreat, a good friend pulled me aside and mentioned that he was
considering returning home that night; he and his wife were hoping
to conceive another child, and by his wife’s calculations the time was

right.
“Do it,” I urged him. “You can be back by breakfast.”
“I don’t know ...,” he said hesitantly.

“Do it,” I said more strongly, and another friend weighed in with
his support.

Finally, he gave in and went home. That night a child was
conceived.

I look at that child now and smile, wondering if he’ll ever know
how close he came to not being (and how much he owes me!). There
are few more dizzying realities of life than cooperating with God to
produce another human being. If my friend and his wife had waited
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another month, perhaps they would have had a girl or a shorter boy
or a boy with darker hair. I’s amazing,.

This aspect of the marital experience— cooperating with God to
bring children into being— should be particularly meaningful for
Christians (and a key reason that having difficulty conceiving can
be so painful to so many couples). The picture of God as Creator is
central to his authority, identity, and purpose. In fact, the Bible is
framed around the fact that God is Creator. The first thing we learn
about God in the book of Genesis is that he created the heavens and
the earth (Genesis 1:1); the last image of the New Testament shows
God creating a new heaven and a new earth. When God says, “I am
making everything new!” (Revelation 21:5), the word making is in
the present tense. It’s an ongoing process. God walks into eternity
creating.

This is just one of several analogies that connect various aspects
of marriage with our understanding of God. A giant thread runs
throughout Scripture comparing God’s relationship to his people
with the human institution of marriage. In this chapter, we’ll explore
how these various analogies use the experience of marriage to teach
us valuable truths about the nature of God. Through the experience
of being married, we can come to know God in new ways.

Divine Romance

The prophet Hosea leads us into a startling reality — that God views
his people as a husband views his wife: “‘In that day,” declares the
Lorp, ‘you will call me “my husband”; you will no longer call me
“my master.” ... I will betroth you to me forever’” (Hosea 2:16, 19).
Think about the difference between a husband and a master—and
all that these images conjure up in your mind. God wants us to relate
to him with an obedience fueled by love and intimacy, not by self-
motivated fear, and with a loyalty to a divine-human relationship, not
a blind adherence to “principles.” A husband harbors a passion toward
his wife that is absent in a master toward his slave.
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How do you view God —as a master or as a husband?

Isaiah uses marital imagery to stress how God rejoices in his peo-
ple: “As a bridegroom rejoices over his bride, so will your God rejoice
over you” (Isaiah 62:5). We live in a world in which many people are
simply too busy or too preoccupied to notice us. But God delights in
us. We make his supernatural heart skip a beat.

At times, Jesus himself employed this marital imagery, referring to
himself as the “bridegroom” (Matthew 9:15) and to the kingdom of
heaven as a “wedding banquet” (Matthew 22:1-14). This picture is
carried over into the culmination of earthly history, as the book of Rev-
elation talks about “the wedding of the Lamb” in which “his bride has
made herself ready” (Revelation 19:7).

The breakdown of spiritual fidelity is often depicted with marital
analogies as well. Jeremiah compares idolatry with adultery: “I gave
faithless Israel her certificate of divorce and sent her away because of
all her adulteries” (Jeremiah 3:8). Jesus picked up on this same imag-
ery, referring to an “adulterous” generation (Mark 8:38). In context,
Jesus is not attacking human sexual foibles; he is agonizing over a
spiritually unfaithful nation that is violating its divine marriage to
God.

Throughout Christian history, teachers have explored the simi-
larities between the marital union and the various mysteries of faith
that also involve a union: Besides the Trinity there is the joining of
divinity and humanity in the person of Jesus Christ; the Eucharist,
in which the bread and the wine are joined to signify the body and
blood of Christ; Christ’s union with his church; and other similar
analogies.

Ruminating on these analogies is not merely amusing wordplay.
For Christians seeking to gain spiritual insight from their marriage,
these analogies provide the necessary ingredients for serious, con-
templative reflection. The reason God became flesh was so that we
might know him. Correspondingly, God did not create marriage just
to give us a pleasant means of repopulating the world and providing
a steady societal institution for the benefit of humanity; he planted
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marriage among humans as another signpost pointing to his own
eternal, spiritual existence.

As humans with finite minds, we need the power of symbolism
in order to gain understanding. By means of the simple relationship
of a man and a woman, the symbol of marriage can call up virtually
infinite meaning. This will happen only when we use our marriage to
explore God. If we are consumed with highlighting where our spouses
are falling short, we will miss the divine mysteries of marriage and the
lessons it has to teach us.

In the next section, we're going to accent one particular analogy
to showcase how these life-pictures can bring together our marriage
and our faith and also teach us about the purpose of marriage. While
future chapters may seem more “practical,” it’s important to briefly
explore the doctrine behind Christian marriage and what makes the
marriages of believers different from the marriages of unbelievers.
This difference is showcased in the preeminent marital analogy of

Christ and his church.

Reconciliation

There’s an old rabbinical story about how the spot was chosen for
God’s holy temple. Two brothers worked a common field and a com-
mon mill. Each night they divided whatever grain they had produced
and took their own portion home.

One brother was single, and the other was married with a large fam-
ily. The single brother decided that his married brother, with all those
kids, certainly needed more grain than he did, so at night he secretly
crept over to his brother’s granary and gave him an extra portion. The
married brother realized that his single brother didn’t have any children
to care for him in his old age. Concerned about his brother’s future,
he got up each night and secretly deposited some grain into his single
brother’s granary.

One night they met halfway between the two granaries, and each
brother realized what the other was doing. They embraced, and as the
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story goes, God witnessed what happened and said, “This is a holy
place—a place of love—and it is here that my temple shall be built.”
The holy place is that spot where God is made known to his people,
“the place where human beings discover each other in love.”

Marriage can be that holy place, the site of a relationship that
proclaims God’s love to this world. Notice what makes this story so
moving: two individuals who have greater empathy for the difficul-
ties in each other’s situation rather than in their own. Selfish marriage
is the opposite: each partner feels their own pain more intensely and
their spouse’s pain callously.

For all their ambivalence about whether marriage is an inferior
state, the early church fathers at least recognized that the analogy of
reconciliation is the highest aim of marriage, pointing as a sign to the
union of Christ with his church. Paul explores this theme in his letter
to the Ephesians (5:22-33).

One of these early thinkers, Augustine (AD 354 —430), suggested
three benefits of marriage: offspring, faith (fidelity), and sacrament.
Of the three benefits, he clearly points to the latter (sacrament) as the
greatest. This is because it is possible to be married without either
offspring or faith, but it is not possible to be (still) married without
indissolubility, which is what a sacrament points toward. As long
as a couple is married, they continue to display—however imper-
fectly— the ongoing commitment between Christ and his church.
Thus, simply “sticking it out” becomes vitally important.

Centuries after Augustine, Anglican Reformers responded to
these three blessings with three “causes.” An early (1549) prayer book
suggests that marriage is for procreation, a remedy against sexual sin,
and mutual comfort.? This last element unfortunately replaced the
sacramental aspect of marriage (namely, showcasing Christ and his
church) with something much more pedestrian (namely, relational
comfort).

Knowing why we are married and should stay married is crucial.
The key question is this: Will we approach marriage from a God-
centered view or a self-centered view? In a self-centered view, we will
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maintain our marriage as long as our earthly comforts, desires, and
expectations are met. In a God-centered view, we preserve our mar-
riage because it brings glory to God and points a sinful world to a
reconciling Creator.

More than seeing marriage as a mutual comfort, we must see it
as a word picture of the most important news humans have ever
received — that there is a divine relationship between God and his
people. Paul explicitly makes this analogy in his letter to the Ephe-
sians. You've probably read these words (or heard these words quoted)
dozens, if not hundreds, of times: “Husbands, love your wives, just
as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to make her
holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, and
to present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle
or any other blemish, but holy and blameless” (Ephesians 5:25-27).

Though theologically I am on the side of the Protestants, I must
declare to my early Anglican brothers that I believe it is unfortunate
and sad when something as profound as living out an analogy of Christ
and his church is reduced to experiencing this relationship as merely
something that will help us avoid sexual sin, keep the world populated,
and provide a cure for loneliness.

In fact, both the Old and New Testaments use marriage as a cen-
tral analogy — the union between God and Israel (Old Testament)
and the union between Christ and his church (the New Testament).
Understanding the depth of these analogies is crucial, as they will help
us determine the very foundation on which a truly Christian marriage
is based. If I believe the primary purpose of marriage is to model
God’s love for his church, I will enter this relationship and maintain
it with an entirely new motivation, one hinted at by Paul in his sec-
ond letter to the Corinthians: “So we make it our goal to please him”
(2 Corinthians 5:9). The goal of my marriage will be to please God.

What Makes God Happy?

Paul answers a lot of questions for us when he writes, “We make it
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our goal to please him.” Ask ten people on the street what their goal
in life is, and you’ll get an amazing variety of answers.

For the Christian, Paul couldn’t be clearer: his “consuming ambi-
tion, the motive force behind all he does,” is #o please God. But Paul
doesn’t just say pleasing God is /is “consuming ambition”; he assumes
it will be ours as well: “We make it our goal to please him.”

When something is the motive force behind all we do, it drives
every decision we make. And Paul is crystal clear: The first question
we should ask ourselves is, “Will this be pleasing to Jesus Christ?”

The first purpose in marriage— beyond happiness, sexual expres-
sion, the bearing of children, companionship, mutual care and provi-
sion, or anything else—is to please God. The challenge, of course, is
that it is utterly se/fless living; rather than asking, “What will make me
happy?” we are told that we must ask, “What will make God happy?”
And just in case we don’t grasp it immediately, Paul underscores it a
few verses later: “Those who live should no longer live for themselves
but for him who died for them and was raised again” (2 Corinthians
5:15).

I have no other choice as a Christian. I owe it to Jesus Christ to
live for him, to make him my consuming passion and the driving
force in my life. To do this, I have to die to my own desires daily.
I have to crucify the urge that measures every action and decision
around what is best for me. Paul is eloquent about this fact: “We
always carry around in our body the death of Jesus, so that the life of
Jesus may also be revealed in our body” (2 Corinthians 4:10).

Just as Jesus went to the cross, so I must go to the cross, always
considering myself as carrying around “the death of Jesus” so that his
new life— his motivations, his purposes, his favor— might dominate
in everything I do.

This reality calls me to look at my spouse through Christian
eyes: “From now on we regard no one from a worldly point of view”
(2 Corinthians 5:16). The reason is clear: “If anyone is in Christ, the
new creation has come: The old has gone, the new is here!” (verse 17).
Part of this new identity is a new ministry, one that is given to every
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Christian, as it is inherent in the person of Jesus Christ: “All this is
from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us
the ministry of reconciliation” (verse 18).

Think about this. The very nature of Christ’s work was a reconcil-
ing work, bringing us together again with God. Our response is to
become reconcilers ourselves. C. K. Barrett defines reconciliation as
“to end a relation of enmity, and to substitute for it one of peace and
goodwill.™

Clearly Paul is talking about carrying the message of salvation.
But we cannot discuss with any integrity the ending of “a relation of
enmity” and the dawning of “peace and goodwill” if our marriages are
marked by divorce, fighting, and animosity. Everything I am to say
and do in my life is to be supportive of this gospel ministry of recon-
ciliation, and this commitment begins by displaying reconciliation in
my personal relationships, especially in my marriage.

If my marriage contradicts my message, I have sabotaged the goal
of my life, which is to be pleasing to Christ and to faithfully fulfill
the ministry of reconciliation, proclaiming to the world the good
news that we can be reconciled to God through Jesus Christ. If my
“driving force” is as Paul says it should be, I will work to construct a
marriage that enhances this ministry of reconciliation—a marriage
that, in fact, incarnates this truth by putting flesh on it, building a
relationship that models forgiveness, selfless love, and sacrifice.

The last picture I want to give the world is that I have decided to
stop loving someone and that I refuse to serve this person anymore or
that I have failed to fulfill a promise I made many years before. We
can’t carry a message well if we don’t live it first.

How can I tell my children that God’s promise of reconciliation
is secure when they see that my own promise doesn’t mean a thing?
They may get over it, but in that case I will have presented a road-
block rather than a stepping-stone to the gospel.

What happens with most divorces is that at least one party, and
possibly both, has ceased to put the gospel first in their lives. They
no longer live by Paul’s guiding principle (“I make it my goal to
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please him”). The Bible is clear in its teaching. God says, “I hate
divorce” (Malachi 2:16, N1V, 1984 ed.). If the goal of a couple is to
please God, many will not seek a divorce (but some might still be
forced to). I know there are exceptions. Paul allows divorce when the
other spouse isn’t a believer and abandons the believer; Jesus consid-
ers marital unfaithfulness as possible grounds for divorce. Certainly,
exceptions are to be assumed —at least in the realm of separation—
if you or your kids are in danger of violence; but most of the cases of
divorce among Christians do not involve such situations. They are
far more likely to involve two Christians whose priorities in life have
become distorted.

The Jast thing I want to do is further hurt those faithful believers
who feel their lives have been scarred because a former spouse forced
them into divorce, even though they fought with all their might to
keep their marriage together. I don’t judge you; I grieve for what
you've gone through. But the firsz thing I want to do is challenge any
believer who approaches divorce with a view of “God will forgive me;
it’s best just to start over rather than work through the hurt.”

One of the reasons I am determined to keep my marriage together
is not because doing so will make me happier (although I believe it
will); not because I want my kids to have a secure home (although I
do desire that); not because it would tear me up to see my wife have
to “start over” (although it would). The first reason I keep my mar-
riage together is because it is my Christian duty. If my life is based on
proclaiming God’s message to the world, I don’t want to do anything
that would challenge that message. And how can I proclaim recon-
ciliation when I seek dissolution?

This analogy of reconciliation does more than merely provide the
purpose for our marriage; it also helps us live out this purpose, even
when lightning strikes.

When Lightning Strikes

There is something mesmerizing about standing beneath a tree that
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is seven hundred years old. “What was happening here when this tree
first started growing?” my daughter asked as we hiked the western
slope of the North Cascades in the state of Washington.

“Not much,” I laughed, stunned by the realization that this tree
was nearly two hundred years old when Martin Luther was born.

One of the reasons the trees on the western slope of the Cas-
cades survive so long is quite simple: The Washington forests are
so wet that lightning strikes cause relatively few fires. Whereas the
traditional forest, if left alone, might face a lightning-initiated fire
every fifty or sixty years, in this part of the Cascades it would be
about once every two hundred years. Lightning strikes still come,
but they’re not as devastating, so trees have had a much longer time
to take root and grow.

I think that’s a good picture of a marriage that is based on the
ministry of reconciliation. Strong Christian marriages will still be
struck by lightning— sexual temptations, communication problems,
frustrations, unrealized expectations— but if the marriages are heav-
ily watered with an unwavering commitment to please God above
everything else, the conditions won’t be ripe for a devastating fire to
follow the lightning strike.

If P'm married only for happiness, and my happiness wanes for
whatever reason, one little spark will burn the entire forest of my
relationship. But if my aim is to proclaim and model God’s ministry
of reconciliation, my endurance will be fireproof.

Practicing the spiritual discipline of marriage means I put my
relationship with God first. Just sticking it out is a victory in and
of itself and creates a certain glory. In a society where relationships
are discarded with a frightening regularity, Christians can command
attention simply by staying married. And when asked why, we can
offer the platform of God’s message of reconciliation, followed by
an invitation: “Would you like to hear more about the good news of
reconciliation?”

In this sense, our marriages can be platforms for evangelism. They
can draw people into a truth that points beyond this world into the
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next. Everyone wants a great marriage; how many more might be
attracted to Christianity if they saw, lived out in front of them, the
choice fruits of Christians who have found satisfaction in their rela-
tionships by putting God first?

Years ago, Paul Simon wrote a bestselling song proclaiming “Fifty
Ways to Leave Your Lover.” A Christian needs just one reason to stay
with his or her “lover”: the analogy of Christ and his church.
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How Marriage Teaches Us to Love

Marriage requires a radical commitment to love our spouses
as they are, while longing for them to become what they
are not yet. Every marriage moves either toward enhancing
one another’s glory or toward degrading each other.

DAN ALLENDER AND TREMPER LONGMAN ]

If you treat a man as he is, he will stay as he is. But if you
treat him as if he were what he ought to be and could
be, he will become the bigger and better man.

JOHANN WOLFGANG VON GOETHE

IF YOU WERE A MALE BELIEVER AROUND THE TIME OF MOSES AND
Joshua, your job was to fight. As the Israelites entered the Promised
Land, they were sometimes chastised for their cowardice and lethargy
and refusal to go into battle: “How long will you wait before you begin
to take possession of the land that the Lorp, the God of your ances-
tors, has given you?” (Joshua 18:3).

For a long time, “Go into battle” was the rallying cry from God.

Jesus came with a new challenge—a far more difficult one. Some-
one once asked him what the greatest commandment was, and Jesus
replied that there were two (Matthew 22:34—40). It wasn’t enough to
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love God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength. If you really
wanted to please God, Jesus said, you must love others.

Marriage can be the gym in which our capacity to expe-
rience and express God’s love is strengthened and further dev-
eloped. To get there, we have to realize that human love and
divine love aren’t two separate oceans but rather one body
of water with many tributaries. We show our love for God in part
by loving our spouses well. And we love our spouses by loving God.

When “love” is properly defined, we can never love somebody
“too much.” Our problem is that typically we love God too little.
The answer is not to dim our love for any human in particular; it’s to
expand our heart’s response to our Divine Joy.

Marriage creates a climate where this love is put to the greatest
test. The problem is that this kind of love must be acquired. Kath-
erine Anne Porter writes, “Love must be learned, and learned again
and again; there is no end to it. Hate needs no instruction, but waits
only to be provoked.”

Love is not a natural response that gushes out of us unbidden.
Infatuation does that—at the beginning of a relationship at least—
but hate is always ready to naturally spring forth, like the “Old Faith-
ful” geyser at Yellowstone National Park. Christian love, on the other
hand, must be chased after, aspired to, and practiced.

The popular culture completely misunderstands this principle.
One of the cruelest and most self-condemning remarks I've ever heard
is the one that men often use when they leave their wives for another
woman: “The truth is, I've never loved you.” This is meant to be an
attack on the wife—saying, in effect, “The truth is, I've never found
you lovable” But put in a Christian context, it’s a confession of the
man’s utter failure to be a Christian. If he hasn’t loved his wife, it is
not his wife’s fault, but /is. Jesus calls us to love even the unlovable—
even our enemies!—so a man who says “I've never loved you” is a
man who is saying essentially this: “I've never acted like a Christian.”

When we love well, we please God. This shouldn’t be hard to

figure out. The best way for someone to get into my good graces is to
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be kind to my children. All Christians are God’s children; by loving
others, we bring enormous pleasure to our heavenly Father.

When Jesus tells us in Luke 6:32—36 to love even our enemies
and those who are “ungrateful and wicked,” he is teaching us that
Christian love is displayed in loving the most difficult ones to love,
not the easiest or most deserving. Later in Luke (chapter 14) Jesus
returns to this theme, telling us that when we hold a banquet, we
shouldn’t invite our friends because they might invite us back and
thus repay us for our hospitality. Instead, Jesus said that we should
invite the lame, the paralyzed, the poor, the blind — those who can’t
pay us back.

That’s what’s so difficult about Jesus’ call to love others. On one
level, it’s easy to love God, because God doesn’t smell. God doesn’t
have bad breath. God doesn’t reward kindness with evil. God doesn’t
make berating comments. Loving God is easy, in this sense. But Jesus
really let us have it when he attached our love for God to our love for
other people.

In the marriage context, we have absolutely no excuse. God lets
us choose whom we’re going to love. Because we get the choice and
then find it difficult to carry out the love in practice, what grounds
do we have to ever stop loving? God doesn’t command us to get mar-
ried; he offers it to us as an opportunity. Once we enter the marriage
relationship, we cannot love God without loving our spouse as well.

Divorce pursued unilaterally (without its being legally enforced on
us) for “nonbiblical” reasons represents our inability to hold to Jesus’
command. It’s giving up on what Jesus calls us to do. If I can’t love
my wife, how can I love my annoying coworker? How can I love the
drug addict or the alcoholic? Yes, this spouse might be difficult to
love at times, but that’s what marriage is for— o reach us how to love.

Allow your marriage relationship to stretch your love and to
enlarge your capacity for love—to teach you to be a Christian. Use
marriage as a practice court where you learn to accept another person
and serve him or her.
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Holy Happiness

Although young men in Israel were called to serve God by fighting
in wars, God did make one exception. It’s buried in the book of Deu-
teronomy: “If a man has recently married, he must not be sent to war
or have any other duty laid on him. For one year he is to be free to
stay at home and bring happiness to the wife he has married” (24:5).

In all my seminarian theology, I left little room for the thought
that God would want me to devote myself to making my wife happy.
My wife was there to join me as I evangelized, studied Scripture,
taught younger believers, did “the work of the ministry.” The thought
that God wants me to serve him by concentrating on making my
wife happy was extraordinary. Although verse 5 of Deuteronomy 24
addresses just the first year of marriage, it’s reasonable to assume
that every spouse should spend some time thinking about how to
make their spouse happy —and celebrating the profound reality that
making their spouse happy pleases God. On a very practical level, a
husband who plots how to make his wife laugh every now and then
is serving God. A wife who plans an unforgettable sexual experience
for her husband is serving God. A husband who makes sacrifices so
his wife can get the recreational time she needs is loving God.

When Jesus said, “Love the Lord your God ... love your neigh-
bor,” he opened up the vistas of love and removed the walls that
encase us. He made divine love and “religion” much bigger than we
realize.

This is a prophetic word to today’s society. There are legions of
books published every year that teach us how to care for ourselves. As
our society becomes increasingly fractured, there is a virtual obsession
with looking out for ourselves, standing up for ourselves, and better-
ing ourselves. This emphasis on meeting our own needs can become
ridiculous. You need only consider the book I once saw advertised
that was titled, Sex for One: The Joy of Self-Loving.

While people in our society have become experts in self-care, we
seemingly have lost the art of caring for others. Sacrifice has taken on
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such negative connotations that people fear being a codependent more
than they fear being perceived as selfish.

And yet Scripture says, in effect, “Make your wife happy. Sacrifice
yourself daily. You'll find your life only when you first lose it.”

A campus pastor named Brady Bobbink decided to take Scrip-
ture’s admonitions about love seriously. Brady married relatively late
in life. He had become well-known as a speaker on discipleship and
single living, and he was in high demand, with plenty of opportuni-
ties to serve God through his gift of teaching.

When Brady asked Shirley to become his wife, life changed dra-
matically. Shirley had two children from a previous marriage, and it
wasn't long before Shirley and Brady began to pray about having a
child of their own.

“What would it mean for me to love my wife in this situation?”
Brady asked himself. In prayer, Brady made a pledge: If Shirley had
another baby, for the first year he wouldn’t accept any outside speak-
ing engagements other than the ones his current position required
him to take. Shirley subsequently became pregnant and gave birth to
their first boy, Micah.

Months later, Brady received a lucrative opportunity to speak
in Singapore. Brady is a student of history and loves to travel. The
chance to go to the Far East was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity,
plus it would give him the chance to teach Christians from another
culture.

He excitedly told Shirley about this great opportunity, then
remembered his pledge midway through his conversation, and said
out loud, “T can’t go.”

Shirley tried to release Brady from his pledge. “Honey, I'll be
fine,” she said.

It would have been easy for Brady to play religious games here.
“I certainly could have justified it on a noble idea,” he admitted,
“preaching to another culture, but if that had really been my passion,
I would have moved there and taken my wife and kids with me.”

Some might think Brady was passing up an opportunity to please

48

031033294x_SacredMarr_GiftEd_hc_new.indd 48 @ 8/3/16 12:48 PM



Learning to Love

God by taking his gospel message to another nation, but Brady real-
ized he could please God by loving his wife in a season in which she
needed extra help and attention. To stay home and care for his wife
in her need was every bit as much “Christian service” as leaving his
hometown to preach the gospel when he was single.

“To fail to love my wife and kids rightly in the name of loving
other people rightly is a sham,” Brady insists.

John Barger: Learning to Love

Dr. John Barger gave an extraordinary address to a gathering of men
on December 12, 1987. The address included his testimony of how he
had walked the road from being a domineering husband to a serving
one. The crux of the message, however, wasn’t just that husbands can
do better. We all know that. What truly inspired me about his words
was Dr. Barger’s message that by learning to love his wife, he got a
better grip on how he could love his God.

Dr. Barger’s story begins with his confession of the way in which
many men view women. Some of his thoughts are less common now
than in the 1980s, so for the more sensitive men reading this, please
don’t take offense. Shadows of a male chauvinism certainly do still
exist, so let’s allow God to search our hearts accordingly.

I¢’s easy to scorn women, and most men do. We see women
as physically weak, easy to intimidate . .. emotional, illogical, and
often petty. Or we see them as temptresses; in desire we idol-
ize them and parade them across the pages of magazines, yet we
scorn and hate them for their commanding sexual power over us.
Male scorn for women affects every aspect of our lives: our rela-
tions with our mothers, our girlfriends, [our female coworkers],
our wives, our children, the church, and even God himself.

I do not speak here merely of your scorn of women; I speak of
mine as well ... I swaggered through marriage for many years, rul-
ing my wife Susan and my seven children with an iron hand while
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citing Scripture as justification for my privileges and authority.
After all, Scripture explicitly commands wives to obey their
husbands.

Years of dominating my wife and children left them habitu-
ally resentful and fearful of me, yet unwilling to challenge me
because of the fury it might provoke ... I alienated Susan and the
children, and lost their love. Home was not a pleasant place to
be—for them or for me. By 1983, Susan would have left me if it
weren’t for the children, and even that bond was losing its force.

Then a number of dramatic events occurred, which wrought

a profound change in my moral, psychological, and spiritual life.?

The first of these “dramatic events” was when Dr. Barger watched
his wife endure a difficult delivery. Susan’s placenta tore loose, and she
started hemorrhaging. The baby was stillborn. Dr. Barger describes
further what happened:

At two in the morning in a stark, bright hospital delivery
room, I held in my left hand my tiny lifeless son and stared in
disbelief at his death ... I had the power to make [my family’s]
lives worse by raging against my baby’s death and my wife’s lack
of love, or to make their lives better by learning to love them
properly. I had to choose. And it was a clear choice, presented in
an instant as | stared at my tiny, helpless, stillborn infant cradled
in my hand. In that critical instant, with God’s grace, I chose the
arduous, undramatic, discouraging path of trying to be good.

I don’t have time ... to tell you of all the afflictions we
endured in the next four years: sick children, my mother’s sudden
death, my losing my job as a teacher, three more miscarriages,
and finally a secret sorrow that pierced both of us to the very core
of our beings.

In the midst of these many afflictions, I found that the only
way I could learn to love, and to cease being a cause of pain, was

to suffer, endure, and strive every minute to repudiate my anger,
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my resentment, my scorn, my jealousy, my lust, my pride, and
my dozens of other vices.

I began holding my tongue.

I started admitting my faults and apologizing for them.

I quit defending myself when I was judged too harshly— for
the important thing was not to be right (or to be well-thought-of)
but to love.

As I had made myself the center of my attention for too many
years already, I said little about my own labors and sorrows; 1
sought to know Susan’s and to help her to bear them.

And, frankly, once I started listening to Susan—once I began
really hearing her and drawing her out—1I was startled at how
many and how deep were her wounds and her sorrows ... Most
were not sorrows unique to Susan. They were the sorrows that all
feel: sorrows that arise from the particular physiology of women
and from their vocation as mothers, which gives them heavy
duties and responsibilities . .. sorrows that arise from loving their
husbands and children intensely, but not being able to keep harm
from those they love; sorrows that arise from the fact that in our
society even the most chaste of women are regularly threatened
by the lustful stares, remarks, and advances of men ...

Women ... suffer these wounds far more often and with a
greater intensity than most of us men ever realize. And unless
we ask them, women generally do not speak to us of these sor-
rows— perhaps because we men so often dismiss their troubles
as insignificant ...

Can men ... withdraw the sword of sorrow that pierces every
woman’s heart? I don’t think so. Their problems are generally not
the kind that have a solution, but rather form the very fabric of
their daily existence ...

One of my friends, when confronted at the end of his long
workday with his wife’s complaints about the noise, the troubles,
and the unending housework, snapped back at her in exaspera-

tion, “Well, do you want me to stay home and do the housework
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while you go off to the office?” You understand his point. He
couldn’t solve her problems. What did she want him to do?

I'll tell you. She wanted him to listen, to understand, and
to sympathize. She wanted him to let her know that despite her
problems, her exhaustion, her dishevelment, he loved her—to let
her know that it caused him sorrow that she was suffering and
that if it were possible, he would change it for her.

Dr. Barger’s earnest efforts at renewing his love for his wife and
reaching a new plane of understanding worked. It took three years of
“patience, listening, and growing in Susan’s trust,” spending “literally
hundreds of hours talking,” but eventually Susan’s anger dissipated,
overcoming her cynicism, which in turn “softened her and gentled
her.”

Living in a renewed marriage, life became unusually sweet. John
and Susan believed they were “on the verge of a long and happy mar-
riage” when tragedy struck again.

Susan was diagnosed with terminal cancer.

An eight-month battle ensued, and Dr. Barger was challenged to
express his new love in very concrete ways. Caring for a seriously ill
person is extremely difficult work, but John welcomed it as an oppor-
tunity “to show her how much I really loved her.”

Even though Susan was given the best care, the cancer won out,
and she died. She breathed her last breath surrounded by her family
and dearest friends and holding the hand of her beloved husband.

Dr. Barger looked back on their lives together with bittersweet
feelings. The hurt was encased in their renewal — now that they had
become best friends, now that he had learned the deeper meaning
found in truly loving rather than in dominating, he had to say good-
bye. But the sweetness was in remembering an unusual love, knowing
he had experienced something most of us yearn for but don’t find —
true, soul-deep companionship.

In his reflections, Dr. Barger discussed how this experience with his
wife reflected on his relationship with God:
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Consider the virtues I have recommended as necessary to a
deep relation with your wife: patience, listening, humility, service,
and faithful, tender love. I hope it is not heretical for me to claim
that in his dealings with us, God acts in many ways like a woman.

Women are capable of and sometimes commit magnificent
acts that manifest incredible power and awaken in us men a pro-
found awe, if not fear and trembling. Yet when they love, they
love quietly; they speak, as it were, in whispers, and we have to
listen carefully, attentively, to hear their words of love and to
know them.

Isn’t God also this way?

Doesn’t he intervene in most of our lives in whispers, which
we miss if we fail to recollect ourselves and pay careful atten-
tion— if we do not constantly strive to hear those whispers of
divine love? The virtues necessary in truly loving a woman and
having that love returned — the virtues of listening, patience,
humility, service, and faithful love—are the very virtues neces-
sary for us to love God and to feel his love returned. As we cannot
lord it over women if we are to know them and grow intimate
with them, so we cannot lord it over God if we are to know him
and grow intimate with him.

We cannot successfully demand the love of a woman or the
love of God. We have to wait. And just as a woman’s heart is
melted when she encounters in us weakness accompanied by our
humble admission of it, so God’s heart is melted, and he is most
tender and gracious to us when he encounters in us weakness
accompanied by our humble admission of it.

While this story targets males, I suspect the same principle is true
for women. That terrifyingly difficult man to love just may be your
gateway to learning how to love God. This is a biblical truth. The
beloved disciple John lays it out bluntly:

Whoever claims to love God yet hates a brother or sister is a liar.
For whoever does not love their brother and sister, whom they
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have seen, cannot love God, whom they have not seen. And he
has given us this command: Anyone who loves God must also

love their brother and sister. 1 John 4:20-21

This man or this woman seems so different from you, I know.
That’s why it seems so difficult to love him or her. When you think
on one level, she thinks on another. When you're certain this perspec-
tive matters most, he brings in another angle entirely. And you ask
yourself, “How can I possibly love someone who is so different from
me?”

And yet consider, if loving someone who is so different from you
is impossibly difficult, how can you possibly love God? He is spirit,
and you are encased in flesh and bones. He is eternal, and you are
trapped in time. He is all holy, perfect, sinless, and you—like me —
are steeped in sin.

It is far less of a leap for a man to love a woman or for a woman to
love a man than it is for either of us to love God.

But I think it’s more than that. I think marriage is designed to call
us out of ourselves as we learn to love the “different.” Put together in
the closest situation imaginable— living side by side, sleeping in the
same room, even on occasion sharing our bodies with each other—
we are forced to respect and appreciate someone who is radically
different.

We need to be called out of ourselves because, in truth, we are
incomplete. God made us to find our fulfillment in him— the
Totally Other. Marriage shows us that we are not all there is; it calls
us to give way to another, but also to find joy, happiness, and even
ecstasy in another.

There are no lessons to be learned when a husband dominates
his wife. There are no inspiring examples to emulate when a wife
manipulates a husband. But love unlocks the spiritual secrets of the
universe. Love blows open eternity and showers its raindrops on us.

Christianity involves believing certain things, to be sure, but its
herald, its hallmark, its glory, is not in merely ascribing to certain
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intellectual truths. The beauty of Christianity is in learning to love,
and few life situations test that as radically as does a marriage.

Yes, at times it may seem difficult to love your spouse. But if you
truly want to love God, look right now at the ring on your left hand,
commit yourself to exploring anew what that ring represents, and
love passionately, crazily, and enduringly the fleshly person who put
it there.

It just may be one of the most spiritual things you can do.

55

031033294x_SacredMarr_GiftEd_hc_new.indd 55 @ 8/3/16 12:48 PM



Holy Honor

Marriage Teaches Us to
Respect Others

We are all in the gutter, but some of
us are looking at the stars.
OscAr WILDE

We must never be naive enough to think of marriage
as a safe harbor from the fall ... The deepest
struggles of life will occur in the most primary

relationship affected by the fall: marriage.

DAN ALLENDER AND TREMPER LONGMAN |1

] WORK ALL DAY,” BRIAN LAMENTED TO ME, “AND THEN COME HOME,
help fix dinner, play with the kids, clean up the dishes, put the kids
to bed, and bang!—it’s nine thirty, and I'm dead tired.”

“What's your wife doing all this time?” I asked.

“She’s on the Internet, spending all her time in one of those chat
groups.”

“Seriously?”

“Oh, yeah. She spends hours every day talking to people on
the computer. She talks to them more than to me or the kids. It’s
disgusting.”

Just a couple of hours later, Brian was changing a diaper on his

newborn when Cheryl began launching into how Brian was ruining
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their marriage by running up debt, never playing with the kids, fail-
ing to take spiritual leadership, and never helping around the house.

My wife was startled. She had known Brian since high school and
had always thought of him as the type of father who would be very
involved with his kids and rather frugal in financial matters.

It was stunning to hear two such wildly divergent accounts of the
same marriage. Throughout the rest of the day, Brian and Cheryl were
caustic in their comments; they had become adversaries, not allies,
relishing opportunities to put each other down.

“Yeah, Gary, get him,” Cheryl said, as I played a hand of cards
that put Brian’s point total in jeopardy. This wasn’t the good-natured
ribbing of genuine affection; it was malicious glee at an enemy’s fall.

Francis de Sales, the seventeenth-century author of the classic /n#ro-
duction to a Devout Life wrote something in a letter that is simple but
powerful: “Have contempt for contempt.” Both Brian and Cheryl were
so full of their contempt for each other that they spent all their time
ruminating on each other’s failures. Clearly one (and, more likely, both)
were either lying about the situation at home or had a seriously skewed
perception of what was really going on in their marriage.

This chapter deals with the discipline of showing respect, particu-
larly to your spouse. The sad truth is that comparatively few Chris-
tians think of giving respect as a command or a spiritual discipline.
We are obsessed with being respected, but rarely consider our own
obligation to respect others.

Scripture has much to say about this. We are commanded to
respect our parents (Leviticus 19:3), the elderly (Leviticus 19:32), God
(Malachi 1:6), our spouse (Ephesians 5:33; 1 Peter 3:7), and, in fact,
everyone: “Show proper respect to everyone” (1 Peter 2:17).

All of us have a core desire to be respected. When this desire isn’t
met, we are tempted to lapse into a self-defeating response. Rather
than work to build our own life so that respect is granted to us, we
work to tear down our spouse in a desperate attempt to convince
ourselves that their lack of respect is meaningless. Spiritually, this
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becomes a vicious and debilitating cycle that is extremely difficult to
break. Respect begets respect. And disrespect begets disrespect.

God has a solution that, if we adopt it, will revolutionize our
relationships. While many people fight to receive respect, Christian
marriage calls us to focus our efforts on giving respect. We are called
to honor someone even when we know only too well their deep-
est character flaws. We are called to stretch ourselves, to find out
how we can learn to respect this person with whom we’ve become so
familiar. And in this exploration, we are urged to “have contempt for
contempt.”

The Explored River

I have some vivid memories of the first week of our marriage. One
such memory is that of looking through our medicine cabinet and
picking up this metal thing that looked like scissors with an attached
jaw. “What in the world is this?” I asked.

“That’s to curl my eyelashes,” my wife answered.

“You really do that?” I asked.

“Of course I do,” she said.

I was stunned. Nobody had ever told me this. It had never
occurred to me that straight eyelashes were a sign of lax hygiene.

“So what do you women say when you walk through the mall,” I
asked, “‘Oh, look at that woman; she forgot to curl her eyelashes—
and she’s out in public’?”

“Don’t be silly,” my wife said, yanking the eyelash curler from my
hand.

Young marriage can be full of such revelations. You think that
everybody keeps the garbage under the left side of the kitchen sink—
until you find out that your wife’s family kept it on the porch.

“But it doesn’t go there,” you protest.

“Why not?” your new wife asks.

“Because my mom never put it there!”

It took me years to accept the fact that Lisa likes to keep cer-
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tain medicines in the spice cabinet. If you ask me, there is something
inherently wrong with storing Pepto-Bismol next to the vanilla flavor-
ing and the salt. But that’s how her family did it.

After time, however, these interesting little mysteries become all
too familiar—and that’s when contempt can begin to seep in.

Mark Twain tells the sobering tale about deeply exploring the
Mississippi River he loved very much. After virtually memorizing the
river’s bends, twists, and turns and navigating its waters with rapt
admiration, he was chagrined to wake up one day and find that the
river had lost much of its poetry. The mystery of that mighty water-
way had been replaced with a boring predictability. He had literally
loved his love out of that river.

Every marriage goes through this stage. An enrapturing love qui-
ets down to a predictable routine. The mystery is replaced with an
almost comical familiarity— the wife knows exactly how the hus-
band will sit on the couch; the husband knows exactly how his wife
will answer the phone.

The wife of a couple we know decided to get her husband some
golf clubs for his birthday. She went to a store and told the owner,
“Here’s the money for a set of clubs. My husband and I will come
in here tomorrow night. He'll look over these clubs, then walk over
to talk to me about it, then go back to the clubs and touch the ones
he decides are the best option. At that point, I want you to walk up
to him and say, “Your wife already paid for these yesterday. Happy
birthday.’”

The clerk was surprised and a little suspicious, but he agreed to
the plan.

The next day, our friend took her husband to a restaurant next
door to the golf shop. After dinner, the husband (as predicted) pointed
to the shop and said, “You mind if we just stop in there?”

“Not at all,” the wife said.

The husband walked through the shop and settled on two sets of
clubs. He then walked back to his wife and conferred with her about
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them, then returned to the clubs and touched the set he thought would
be best. The owner came up and went through his spiel.

When love becomes this familiar, is it possible to love our love out
of a person?

As our partners and their weaknesses become more familiar to
us, respect often becomes harder to give. But this failure to show
respect is more a sign of spiritual immaturity than it is an inevitable
pathway of marriage. Consider Paul as he wrote to the Corinthians.
Even though he was addressing a church full of quarrelers (1 Corin-
thians 1:11), unlearned and simple people (1:26), “worldly” infants
(3:1-3), arrogant egocentrics (4:18), a man sleeping with his father’s
wife (5:1), greedy people suing fellow believers (6:1), and childish
thinkers (14:20), he still honors them by saying, “I always thank my
God for you” (1:4). He knew them well enough to be familiar with
all their faults, yet he continued to be thankful for them. Why? The
key is found in the second half of verse 4: “I always thank my God
for you because of his grace given you in Christ Jesus” (emphasis added).

We can be thankful for our fellow sinners when we spend more
time looking for “evidences of grace” than we do finding fault. If
my wife is more aware of where she falls short in my eyes than she
is of how I am witnessing evidences of God’s grace in her journey of
progressive sanctification, then I am a legalistic husband, akin to a
Pharisee. Giving respect is an obligation, not a favor; it is an act of
maturity, birthed in a profound understanding of God’s good grace.

Challenging Our Prejudices

I walked in the door one night, and Lisa immediately handed me the
phone. “Gail is freaking out,” she said, “and James needs to talk to
you.”

I took the phone, and James got right to it.

“Gail says I'm repressing her. She thinks I don’t respect her and
that I belittle her.”

“Really?” I said.
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“Yeah. And now she wants me to go see her counselor, but I don’t
feel right about that.”

“Why not?” I asked.

“Well, Gail’s counselor is a woman, and I'm just not sure, well,
you know, that [ would trust her.”

“Let me get this straight,” I replied. “Gail doesn’t think you
respect her as a woman. You don’t think that’s true, but you don’t
want to go to this counselor because she’s a woman and youre not
sure you trust her?”

There was a long silence.

I knew this challenge would come up eventually. The first time
[ saw Gail, I knew why James had chosen her. James was raised a
“man’s man,” and he was looking for a “man’s woman.” We talked,
in fact, about the women he had dated. I didn’t see any women who
could have challenged him, who would push him, threaten him, or
compete with him in any way. I saw women who had probably been
browbeaten by their fathers and so were perfectly content to go along
with a husband who wanted a pretty, thin, and preferably blonde wife
attached to his right arm who knew how to smile, talk, laugh, make
love, and take care of babies.

Gail wanted a real relationship. She had outgrown being just an
adornment, and James was facing a crisis. It wasn’t, however, a cri-
sis—as James initially thought— of Gail “freaking out™; it was a cri-
sis of James being forced to confront his prejudicial attitudes toward
women in general and toward Gail in particular.

Jesus purposely confronted similar attitudes that lay hidden
within the disciples. He blatantly broke with rabbinical tradition to
speak with the woman at the well (John 4). Not only was it unheard-
of for a rabbi to be alone with a woman, but to discuss theology was
virtually unthinkable. One rabbi, when it was suggested to him that
women be taught the Law for particular circumstances, replied, “If
any man gives his daughter a knowledge of the Law, it is as though
he taught her lechery.”!

That’s why, when referring to the disciples’ reaction upon finding
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Jesus talking to the woman at the well (John 4:27), the word surprised
is used to translate the Greek word thaumazo, which carries the sense
of amazement and incredulity: “How could this be happening?” “Am
I really seeing what I think I'm seeing?”

No doubt, much of the disciples’ wonderment arose from their
exposure to their blatantly antiwoman culture. Women in Palestine
at the time of Jesus were subject to numerous rejections. They weren't
counted among those who would make up the minimum number of
ten required for a service to take place in a synagogue; their witness
had no validity in law courts; they weren’t considered fit for educa-
tion (the Talmud reads, “The words of the Torah will be destroyed in
the fire sooner than be taught to women”); and they were often segre-
gated from the rest of society and shut up in their houses. The dispar-
agement of women is seen in a boldly derogatory prayer often uttered
by ancient Jewish men: “Praised be God that he has not created me a
Gentile; praised be God that he has not created me a woman; praised
be God that he has not created me an ignorant person.”

In bold moves and with courageous words, Jesus confronted these
attitudes about women, lifting up women and including them in
his inner circle of confidantes and supporters (see Luke 8:1-3). He
valued women and wanted them to be around him—yet there was
never even a whisper or hint of scandal, because Jesus acted with
genuine love and purity.

It wasn’t until my friend James was married that he was able to
confront the misogynistic views he held about women. He had to
hear his own wife say, “You don’t respect me because 'm a woman,”
and he had to be ensnared by his own words, “She’s a woman, and
I’'m just not sure I trust her,” before he could see his sinful attitude.

The Difference

Many of the marital problems we face are not problems between
individual couples— Jim and Susan, Mark and Diane, or Rob and
Jill. They are the problems between men, generally, and women,
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generally. They are problems that arise because we are either too lazy
or too selfish to get to know our spouse well enough to understand
how different from us they really are.

I had to learn this the hard way. I'll spare you all the gory details,
but getting to Raleigh, North Carolina, from Bellingham, Washing-
ton, one particular time involved five hours of driving, four airports,
three rental car reservations, two very tired travelers, and one abso-
lutely crazy taxi driver.

I was traveling with my oldest daughter, who was ten years old
at the time, planning to drop her off at a friend’s house in northern
Virginia while I traveled south to Raleigh. Due to a canceled flight, I
dropped Allison off after 11:00 p.m. and then drove until about 1:00
a.m., when weariness forced me to stop.

I got up early the next morning and completed the drive into
Raleigh, where I was scheduled to address a large crowd that eve-
ning. Before the meeting, I had to complete a phone interview, send
some galleys to a publisher by overnight mail, and return a few phone
calls—all this while trying to squeeze in some time to go over my
speech.

Just an hour or so before I had to be in the hotel ballroom, I
checked in with my wife. After just a few sentences, she was in tears—
something about a computer program not working right, and would
we have to spend money to buy a new computer? I was doing my best
to get spiritually prepped for the talk. Following an exhausting trip,
felt I needed some focused time to be prepared, and I resented Lisa’s
tears, particularly at that very moment. I remember thinking, Can’t
she just be a little stronger when I'm on the road? I don’t need this.

I tried to pray through my frustration, but I remained rather agi-
tated. Great! 1 thought. What a disposition to have just before I face all
those people! 1 tried not to blame my wife for making me like this, but
I was having less than 100 percent success.

A guy who travels just needs someone who's stronger ar home, 1 kept
saying to myself, then repented, then found myself repeating the
statement with even more vigor.
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Two weeks later, I read a remarkable personal-experience piece in
The Washington Post Magazine. Liza Mundy wrote about participat-
ing in an editorial meeting and being horrified when she found herself
starting to cry. She was hot, bothered, and tired—nothing extraordi-
nary, but it all combined to make her want to cry. She writes, “Suddenly
the heat had moved to my face and tears were springing to my eyes
and I was blinking and blinking, hoping to drive them back. Only of
course that was futile, because, as a friend later put it so beautifully, at
this point in a crying-in-the-office experience, ‘Youre no longer crying
because of what they’re saying. You're crying because you're crying.”

Then, a paragraph or so later, Mundy wrote something that aston-
ished me: “Pay no attention to these tears; they are meaningless. I'm
thinking quite clearly; this conversation isn’t upsetting me nearly as
much as it seems. I'm just fatigued and a little bit stressed and feeling
hot!” was what I wanted to say. Because I knew, like most women
perhaps, that sometimes tears are no more significant than sweating.”

As a man, I equate tears with near devastation. For me to cry in an
office would require a major tragedy. And that’s when I understood
that perhaps tears mean something entirely different for me than they
do for Lisa. I see tears and think she’s falling apart; she experiences
tears and thinks she’s merely sweating.

If for some reason Lisa and I split up and I married someone else
I thought was stronger emotionally, I might very well find myself
in the same situation. Something that bothered me about Lisa may
actually be true about most women. It was a man-woman thing, not
a Gary-Lisa thing.

Months later, I watched as Lisa fought back tears on a Good Fri-
day. Our youngest daughter, Kelsey, had put a shirt in the laundry
with glitter on it, so it hadn’t come clean and she wouldn’t be able
to wear it to church, as planned. Lisa’s eyes grew wide—I've seen
this so many times over the years—and she started blinking so she
wouldn’t cry.

I’'m standing in the doorway. What a thing to cry about, I thought.
Glitter on a shirt? Big deal!
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And then I applied the discipline of respect: Gary, stop it! Tears
mean something different to her. Don’t judge your wife.

I kept my mouth shut; her tears quickly subsided; and we went to
church without a big fuss.

Notice the process here: I had to learn to better understand Lisa
before I could truly respect her, and I had to respect her before I could
fully love her. You have to understand before you can respect, and
you have to respect before you can fully love. This is a tremendously
spiritually therapeutic process, an emptying of myself so I can grow
more in my love for others.

An attitude of judgment doesn’t break me; it puffs me up. It fills
me with arrogance. When [ learn to give respect, I become trans-
formed in the process.

Spiritual Equality

As moral entities, men and women are equal before God. This truth
doesn’t mean they are synonymous, or that their roles will be or
should be the same. But it does mean, as Scripture teaches, that bozh
male and female are made in the image of God. This is the teach-
ing of Genesis 1:27, and it is a teaching affirmed by Paul in the New
Testament when he wrote, “nor is there male and female” in Christ
Jesus (Galatians 3:28).

The fact that my wife is made in the image of God calls
me to a far nobler response than simply refraining from being
condescending to her. Certainly, it is wildly inappropriate
for me to look down on Lisa because she’s a woman, but not acting
with disdain toward her is a far cry from what her creation in the
image of God really calls me to do, namely, to honor her.

My family once went through the National Gallery of Art, look-
ing at some original Rembrandts, and one of my very tactile children
reached out to touch the painting. My wife let loose with a harsh
whisper and grabbed our child’s hand before it could even reach the
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canvas. “This is a Rembrands” she hissed under the guard’s glare.
“You can’t touch these!”

My wife was created by God himself. How dare I dishonor her? In
fact, shouldn’t it even give me pause before I reach out to touch her?
She is the Creator’s daughter, after all.

The difficulty with honoring our spouse is that it calls us to adopt
attitudes and actions that go far beyond merely saying we won’t dis-
honor him or her. As Betsy and Gary Ricucci point out, “Honor isn’t
passive, it’s active. We honor our wives by demonstrating our esteem
and respect: complimenting them in public; affirming their gifts,
abilities, and accomplishments; and declaring our appreciation for all
they do. Honor not expressed is not honor.”

The biggest challenge in upholding my spiritual obligation to
honor my wife is that I get busy and sidetracked. I don’t mean to
dishonor her; I just absentmindedly neglect to actively honor her.

The reason that giving respect to my wife is a spiritual discipline
as much as it is a marital one is simple: I've found that the more I
honor my wife in particular, the more I honor other women in gen-
eral. The reverse is true as well. The glib statement “Oh, that’s just
women for you” betrays a serious spiritual disease. “/usz women” are
made in the image of God. Such a comment comes dangerously close
to maligning the Creator who made women just the way they are.

Giving respect to others brings light and life into our lives. It leads
us in the end to respect the God who created all of us and shapes us
as he sees fit. It is an essential discipline, and marriage provides daily

opportunities to grow in this area.

Building Contempt for Contempt

Let’s look now at a few practical ways we can begin to build contempt

for contempt in our relationships.
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Adopt a Holy Double Standard

Sadly, I spent the first few years of my marriage adding up the pluses
and minuses of my and my wife’s various personality traits. The prob-
lem was simple: I was spending too much time on my pluses and her
minuses. Then I read a passage written by John Owen, one of the
greatest Puritan scholars ever: “The person who understands the evil
in his own heart is the only person who is useful, fruitful, and solid
in his beliefs and obedience. Others only delude themselves and thus
upset families, churches, and all other relationships. In their self-pride
and judgment of others, they show great inconsistency.”

I realized I was being deluded by my sense of self-righteousness.
Instead of focusing on what Lisa could improve, I should have been
on my knees, begging God to change me. This thought was magni-
fied one morning when I awoke and started praying through Scrip-
ture. All of a sudden, a question startled me: Does Lisa feel like she’s
married to Jesus?

I almost laughed out loud, until I was shaken by another thought.
I am told over and over in Scripture that my duty as a Christian is to
become more and more like Jesus Christ. Over time, my wife should
start to feel like there’s at least a family resemblance. I realized how
pitifully short I had fallen in my task of improving myself for my
wife’s sake.

But wait! the selfish me wanted to cry out. What about her? 1
began thinking about how my wife could improve and how if she did
that, it would undoubtedly help our marriage immeasurably — but
then I remembered a passage written by William Law, the eighteenth-
century Anglican writer:

No one is of the Spirit of Christ but he that has the utmost com-
passion for sinners. Nor is there any greater sign of your own
perfection than you find yourself all love and compassion toward
them that are very weak and defective. And on the other hand,
you have never less reason to be pleased with yourself than when
you find yourself most angry and offended at the behavior of
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others ... We must set ourselves against sin as we do against sick-
ness and diseases, by showing ourselves tender and compassionate
to the sick and diseased.*

These were hard words to take in. Essentially, Law is telling me
that when my respect slips into contempt, it’s because /7 weak, not
because my wife is failing. If I were really mature, I would have the
same compassion for her weaknesses as Christ does. Respect is a spiri-
tual discipline, an obligation I owe my wife.

Fortunately, a change in my life helped me see things from a dif-
ferent perspective.

Gain a New Understanding

My wife and I entered a new journey in our marriage when I became
self-employed. To save on overhead, we decided I would work out
of our home. The only problem was that, at the time, we lived in a
town house.

With three children.

In other words, I'd really be working out of our bedroom.

When other married couples found out what we were doing, many
were amazed. “And you still /ike each other?” they’d ask.

In fact, working at home did wonders for our marriage. For the
first time, I could see for myself what it was like to spend an entire
day being Lisa. Oh, I used to see that every weekend, but what makes
her life difficult isn’t an occasional forty-eight-hour stretch; it’s the
cumulative, never-ending, day-in-and-day-out responsibility of rais-
ing and teaching kids in a homeschool environment, while also clean-
ing the house, planning meals, and preparing for her own Bible study.
And then, when your husband comes home, you're supposed to have
enough energy to act like a wife.

On the other hand, my wife saw what it was like for me to sit in
front of a computer all day long. Some days I was tired; other days I
was sick. Sometimes the weather outside was beautiful, but always I
stayed in my chair and worked. I made the phone calls I didn’t want
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to make but needed to make. She saw my determination and disci-
pline. And she had a front-row seat from which to witness the pres-
sure of meeting deadlines and accepting assignments I knew would
be tough but for which there was no doubt we needed the money they
would generate.

Over time, we developed a profound appreciation for what the
other person was doing. Both of us now understand in a much clearer
way the challenges facing each of us and why it can sometimes be so
hard to act like the perfect husband or wife. We’re not married in a
carefree garden of Eden; we're married in the midst of many respon-
sibilities that compete for our energy. This new understanding has
ushered in a stronger empathy for each other in our weaknesses and
peculiarities.

You don’t have to work out of your own home to experience this
empathy. Instead of focusing your energy on resentment over how
sparsely your spouse understands you, expend your efforts to under-
stand him or her. As a spiritual exercise, find out what your spouse’s
day is really like. Ask her. Ask him. Draw them out—what is the
most difficult part of your day? When do you feel like just giving up?
Are parts of your day monotonous? Is there something you constantly
fear? Take time to do an inventory of your spouse’s difficulties rather
than of your spouse’s shortcomings.

Cultivate Gratitude

Thanksgiving is a privilege. It creates a positive focus in my life, but
it is also an obligation: “Give thanks to the Lorp, for he is good”
(Psalm 136:1). “Give thanks in all circumstances” (1 Thessalonians
5:18). Remember how Paul gave thanks for the Corinthians (1 Cor-
inthians 1:4).

When I am thankful for my spouse, the control that the famil-
iarity of contempt has on me is broken. I look for new things to be
thankful for. I try not to take for granted the routine things she
does. I never eat at another person’s house without thanking them
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for providing a meal; why should I not give my wife the same thanks
I'd give someone else?

There are few things that lift my spirits more than simply hearing
my wife or children say, “Thanks for working so hard to provide for
us.” Those nine words can lift a hundred pounds of pressure off my
back.

Contempt is conceived with expectations; respect is conceived
with expressions of gratitude. We can choose which one we will
obsess over— expectations, or thanksgivings. That choice will result
in a birth—and the child will be named either contempt or respect.

Remember the Effects of the Fall

We need to understand how profoundly broken this world is. Sin has
radically scarred our existence. As a result of humanity’s fall, I will
labor with difficulty and angst (Genesis 3:17—19). Lisa will mother
our children and enter relationships with mixed motives and frus-
trated aims (Genesis 3:16).

Even an unusually good marriage is unable to completely erase the
effects of sin’s curse on individuals and on society. Dan Allender and
Tremper Longman write, “We must never be naive enough to think
of marriage as a safe harbor from the fall ... The deepest struggles of
life will occur in the most primary relationship affected by the fall:
marriage.”

The problem is that even though we can’t go back to the idyllic
existence prior to the fall, we were created with an understanding
of what the pre-fall days were like; in other words, we know what
relationships should be like, but we are incapable of making them
perfectly in tune with that ideal: “Our souls are wired for what we
will never enjoy until Eden is restored in the new heaven and earth.
We are built with a distant memory of Eden.”

This calls me to extend gentleness and tolerance toward my wife.
want her to become all that Jesus calls her to become, and I hope with
all my heart that I will be a positive factor in her pursuit of that aim
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(and vice versa). But she will never fully get there this side of heaven,
so I must love and accept her in the reality of living in a sin-stained
world.

Accepting the fallenness of this world—with its bitter disap-
pointments, physical limitations, and myriad demands— helps me
to understand how difficult life is for Lisa, which helps me in turn to
have contempt for contempt.

In the days when I still worked outside the home, I remember
occasions when Lisa and I would preplan a romantic evening. Flush
with morning’s zest, we’d plan a “hot” night. Romance would fly. For
a few brief moments, we would make the earth melt away and enjoy
the blessed fruits of conjugal intimacy.

Then I'd go to work, throughout the day occasionally thinking
about what marital pleasures awaited me in just a few hours. When
I came home, however, I not infrequently was met at the door by a
wife who wanted nothing more than a solitary bath and an early start
on a good night’s sleep.

“But if you still want to, you know, I can go along with it,” she
might say.

That’s not fair! I used to think. I don’t want just a willing wife. 1
want an eager one!

But now I see the process— the kitchen floor that has enough
cereal on it to feed a family of mice for three winters; the pressure
of getting the homeschooling lessons done, while lunches need to be
made and clothes need to be washed and ballet and soccer practice
need to be accounted for; and ...

For an increasing number of marriages in which both spouses
work outside the home, imagine how it must feel when you’re having
to make trade-offs all day long, such as meeting a deadline or making
a soccer game, and then feel like you have to make the same kind of
trade-offs in the evening— read a story to the kids, or get in bed early
enough to have sex? Life just wears us down.

I finally realized it was nothing personal, but sometimes wives just
get tired. That’s just the way it works in a fallen world. Lisa didn’t
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want to get tired. But she’s made of flesh and blood —and what else
could I expect?

Let me repeat this: You will never find a spouse who is not affected
in some way by the reality of the fall. James 3:2 teaches that “we
all stumble in many ways” (emphasis added). A different spouse will
stumble in different ways, but still, according to Scripture, in many
ways. Which means, if you can’t respect zhis spouse because she is
prone to certain weaknesses, you will never be able to respect any
spouse.

Looking Out for Each Other

Several years ago, returning from a trip, I stepped inside the house
and felt like I had walked every one of the four hundred miles I
had just driven. I had spoken six times in four days and had driven
through four different states to get where I needed to go. I pulled into
the driveway thinking, I'm so tired. All I really want to do is watch a
football game. And as 1 walked into the house, Lisa was thinking,
Good, he’s finally home! I've had the kids to myself all weekend, and
they’re driving me crazy.

This is the stuff that five-star marriage fights are made of. These
are the situations that feel like they are specifically cooked up in hell.

And then, to my astonishment, I discovered that Lisa and I had
matured. I tried to play with the kids as best I could. I had brought
them some flavored popcorn, and we talked at the kitchen table as
they ate—yet I noticed how Lisa was being graciously sensitive to
how tired I must be.

“You've got to be exhausted,” she said. “Let me take care of the
kids tonight.”

But hearing her say that made me want to take care of the kids. I
realized that even though she had a valid reason to pass the nighttime
duties to me, she was being hard on herself and easy on me—and
that made me want to be hard on myself and easy on her. When there
is mutual respect in marriage, selflessness becomes contagious.
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Lisa and I don’t always act this way, by any means, but it's wonder-
ful when we do. I think we're led to this approach by the apostle Paul,
who confessed that he was “the worst of sinners” (1 Timothy 1:16).
don’t think there’s a better recipe in the Bible to help us become better
spouses. If we assume our spouse has the hardest road to travel and
we miss the mark most frequently—and then act accordingly —we’ll
find a mix that’s just about right.

Contempt is born when we fixate on our spouse’s weaknesses.
Every spouse has these sore points. If you want to find them, without
a doubt you will. If you want to obsess about them, they’ll grow—
but you won’t!

Jesus provides a remedy that is stunning in its simplicity yet fore-
boding in its difficulty. He tells us to take the plank out of our own
eye before we try to remove the speck from our neighbor’s eye (Mat-
thew 7:3-5).

If you're thinking, But my spouse is the one who has the plank, allow
me to let you in on a secret: Youre exactly the type of person Jesus
is talking to. Youre the one he wants to challenge with these words.
Jesus isn’t helping us resolve legal matters here; he’s urging us to adopt
humble spirits. He wants us to cast off the contempt— to have con-
tempt for the contempt—and learn the spiritual secret of respect.

Consider the type of people Jesus loved in the days he walked on
earth—Judas (the betrayer), the woman at the well (a sexual liber-
tine), Zacchaeus (the conniving financial cheat), and many others like
them. In spite of the fact that Jesus was without sin and these people
were very much steeped in sin, Jesus still honored them. He washed
Judas’s feet; he spent time talking respectfully to the woman at the
well; he went to Zacchaeus’s house for dinner. Jesus, the only perfect
human being to live on this earth, moved toward sinful people; he
asks us to do the same, beginning with the one closest to us—our
spouse.

Build contempt for contempt. Give honor to those who deserve
it—beginning with your spouse.
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Good Marriage Can
Foster Good Prayer

A magnificent marriage begins not with knowing
one another but with knowing God.

GARY AND BETSY Ricuccl

JUST A FEW MONTHS AFTER WE WERE MARRIED, AS A FAVOR TO SOME
friends, Lisa and I agreed to swap beds with another couple.

They had a waterbed and wanted to move into an upper apart-
ment where waterbeds weren’t allowed. Because we lived in a base-
ment apartment, the weight of the waterbed didn’t matter, and Lisa
and I decided to give our friends a break.

It was an act of charity we soon lived to regret.

Most difficult for me was the fact that throughout all my years
of singleness, I enjoyed sleeping alone. Somewhat to my dismay, I
learned that Lisa is a cuddler. It took me months to learn how to sleep

with someone touching me.

With the waterbed, it got even worse. When one of us moved, it
was like trying to sleep on storm-infested waters. I hated it. To make
matters more complicated, Lisa had a tendency to drift toward my
side of the bed, pushing me over farther and farther. One night, I
woke up with my cheek mashed against the wooden frame of the bed.

This is ridiculous, 1 thought, so I got out of bed and went over to
the other side, slipping in next to Lisa so I'd have three-fourths of the
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bed free. You can guess what happened. I awoke early the next morn-
ing with my face smashed against the other side.

“This bed has goz to go,” I insisted.

Just as difficult as learning to sleep as a married man was learning
to pray as a married man. Overnight everything had changed. My
usual rituals and spiritual habits just didn’t seem to fit my life any-
more. | had to find new ones.

The Importance of Marriage to Prayer

I took my prayer life seriously, with good reason. The words of Jesus
and his disciples, not to mention two thousand years of Christian
tradition, bear witness to the same reality: prayer is essential to the
Christian life. There is no faith without prayer. To be a strong Chris-
tian, we must be strong pray-ers.

Paul urges us to pray continually (1 Thessalonians 5:17). This puts
prayer on a far higher plane than mere intercession. It marks prayer as
the heart of our devotion, the constant awareness of God’s presence,
our consistent submission to his will, and our frequent expressions of
adoration and praise.

John Henry Newman, a nineteenth-century English scholar and
churchman, wrote, “Prayer is to the spiritual life what the beating of
the pulse and the drawing of the breath are to the life of the body.™
Martin Luther insisted, “As it is the business of tailors to make clothes
and of cobblers to mend shoes, so it is the business of Christians to
pray.” J. C. Ryle observed, “Prayer is the very life-breath of true Chris-
tianity.” A modern-day writer, Terry Glaspey, sums it up well when
he writes, “Prayer is a work to which we must commit ourselves if we
are to make sense of our lives in the light of eternity.”

I like that last phrase— prayer is how we make sense of our lives
in the light of eternity. Prayer helps us to regain the proper priorities,
discern biblical wisdom, and make right judgments. Without prayer,
Glaspey might say, we live as temporal people with temporal values.
Prayer pushes eternity back into our lives, making God ever more
relevant to the way we live our lives.
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The Christian who fails to pray will fail to grow as she should and
will be trapped in a perpetual spiritual adolescence.

When you understand the centrality of prayer in Christian spiri-
tuality, few verses are more astounding than 1 Peter 3:7: “Husbands,
in the same way be considerate as you live with your wives, and treat
them with respect as the weaker partner and as heirs with you of the
gracious gift of life, so that nothing will hinder your prayers.”

When Peter says that men must be considerate of their wives and
treat them with respect so that nothing will hinder their prayers, he’s
directly connecting our attitude toward and treatment of our wives
with the fundamental Christian discipline of prayer. In other words,
men, when we got married, a condition was placed on our prayer lives,
and that condition is tied directly to how we view and treat our wives.

In fact, much Christian teaching has gotten it exactly backward.
We're told that we should improve our prayer lives if we want to have
stronger marriages. But Peter tells us we should improve our mar-
riages so we can have stronger prayer lives. Instead of prayer being
the tool that will refine my marriage, Peter tells me that marriage is
the tool that will refine my prayers!

Once I became a father, this made perfect sense to me. It came the
day I realized that Lisa isn’t just my wife; she’s also God’s daughter—
and I was to treat her accordingly. If you want to get on my good
side, just be good to one of my kids. Conversely, if you really want to
make me angry, pick on one of my kids. When I realized I am mar-
ried to God’s daughter— and that you, women, are married to God’s
son—everything about how I viewed marriage changed. God feels
about my wife— his daughter—in an even holier and more passion-
ate way than I feel about my own daughters. Suddenly, my marriage
was no longer about just me and one other person; it was very much a
relationship with a passionately interested third partner. I realized one
of my primary forms of worship throughout the rest of my life would
be honoring God by taking care of a woman who would always be,
in God’s divine mind, “God’s little girl.”

Women, of course the same is true for you. If you have sons,
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you are very well aware that they are not perfect, that in fact they
“stumble in many ways” (James 3:2). But does that mean you don’t
want them to be loved by their future or current wives? Does that
mean you think your future (or current) daughter-in-law has the right
to withhold her love because your son isn’t perfect? Not at all! From
the point of view of a mother, you are likely particularly grateful that
a woman loves your imperfect son in spite of his imperfections. God
looks at your husband through a parent’s eyes. He knows you might
be frustrated with the man you married. But he also is passionately
committed to the welfare of that man, who happens to be his son.

We often reflect on the fatherhood of God, which is a foundational
Christian doctrine. But if we want to change our marriages, let’s
spend some time thinking about God as Father-in-Law— because
when you marry a believer, that’s what he becomes!

When I fail to respect my wife—when I demean her or am con-
descending toward her or mistreat her in any way—1I am courting
trouble with the heavenly Father, who feels passionately about my
spouse’s welfare, a spouse who just happens to be his precious child.

This puts Peter’s words in an entirely different context. If a young
man pledged to give me 10 percent of his income, weekly praise, and
even wrote songs about me but the rest of the time I knew he was
making one of my daughters miserable through abuse or neglect, I'd
have nothing to say to him except, “Hey, start treating my daughter
better, and then we can talk. If you truly respect me, you’ll start treat-
ing her much better.” That would be the first and last thing I'd want
to discuss until the situation changed. It makes total sense to me that
if I don’t treat Lisa well, respecting her as God’s daughter, with all
the privileges such a high standing involves, my prayer life will come
to a complete standstill.

Empty Accomplishments

This sober teaching should serve as a stern warning in an evangeli-
cal world that tends to value accomplishers— people who get things
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done—above people of high character. The danger is that spouses
often pay the biggest price for some of these accomplishments, and
true spirituality can easily suffer as a result.

Bill McCartney became famous almost overnight in Christian
circles during the early 1990s. He was a highly successtul college foot-
ball coach and was running Promise Keepers— the hottest ministry
of the decade. Yet during this time, his wife, Lyndi, was lonely and
hurting. She says she was in “an emotional deep-freeze,” her depres-
sion becoming so great that she lost eighty pounds.” McCartney was
too preoccupied with his football team and —ironically enough—
with the Promise Keepers” ministry to notice.

As McCartney’s star rose, Lyndi said something truly gripping.
“I just felt like I was getting smaller and smaller and smaller.” In his
book titled Sold Out, McCartney reflects, “It may sound unbeliev-
able, but while Promise Keepers was spiritually inspiring to my core,
my hard-charging approach to the ministry was distracting me from
being, in the truest sense, a promise keeper to my own family.”

To McCartney’s credit, once he realized what was happening, he
took the drastic step of retiring from coaching football—an amazing
sacrifice that his wife took to heart—and the McCartneys were able
to put their marriage back together.

Making God’s daughter feel smaller so we can feel larger in the eyes
of the world is a good way to make our heavenly Father-in-Law very
angry. Ever notice, men, how Jesus left the crowd to minister to the
individual, while we rationalize leaving the individual— particularly
our spouse—to curry favor with the crowd? The same temptation, of
course, is true for women in ministry. Itisa lie to suggest we can excuse
ignoring God’s daughter o7 son in the name of worshiping him.

In marriage, I am no longer free to pursue whatever I want; my
wife—supported by her standing as God’s daughter— has a prior
claim on my energy, thoughts, and affection. Worship-based service
to God invites and encourages others as we serve; it doesn’t dimin-
ish them. Biblical truth finds its basis in community and in serving
the community—and this community starts with the marital rela-
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tionship. If a man or woman is unrelentingly ambitious, willing to
ignore or to sacrifice a spouse as they pursue their own agenda, they
will almost undoubtedly be unrelentingly ambitious toward others as
well, bringing them on board to serve #heir purposes, not to engage
them in mutual kingdom service. And their prayer life— the life-
blood of eternally significant work—will become a sham.

If, for instance, a man views his wife solely as someone to earn
part of the family income while still doing most of the work at home,
provide him with sexual satisfaction, and keep the home running
while he serves God or pursues his dreams—in other words, using
her up to make his life better and more effective, he will also likely
browbeat others to fall in line regardless of whether or not that spe-
cific role is suited for them. If a woman essentially abandons her
family to ambitiously serve God, she will likely display the same lack
of compassion and empathy for others as she does for her own family,
who feel her absence keenly. I've seen these personalities. Whether
in men or women, an underlying ruthlessness, a demanding spirit,
and a stark self-absorption develop and permeate every task and rela-
tionship as the person seeks to manipulate others into joining their
“ministry” rather than seeking to launch people into God’s. There is
a veneer of religiosity, but a polluted, foul-smelling spirit reveals itself
as soon as you get underneath the surface.

We have valued the wrong activities when we look only at a per-
son’s outward accomplishments. Our relationships— especially our
marriages— are an integral part of our ministry. If we truly want to
provide a genuine witness to the world and serve God’s kingdom
with integrity, we would do well to take Ron Sider’s words to heart:
“Think of the impact if the first thing radical feminists thought of
when the conversation turned to evangelical men was that they had
the best reputation for keeping their marriage vows and serving their
wives in the costly fashion of Jesus at the cross.”

So, men, ask yourself, “Do I respect my wife?” If prayer has been
a problem area for you, this could be the first place to look for some
answers to why you've been having difficulties. And then follow this
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thought with another question you can ask your wife: “Am I consid-
erate of you?” Allow her, even encourage her, to be honest. Let her
tell you what it feels like when her son hears you say, “That’s just like
a woman for you!” and then notices a sharper tone in her son’s voice
the next time he speaks to her. Allow her to open up about how she
feels when she wants to slow down a little, maybe sleep a little more,
and be pampered, but the man she is married to is concerned only
with relaxing in front of a video game after work. If you want to be
really bold, ask her how considerate you are when you’re making love.

If you want to grow toward God, you must build a stronger prayer
life. If you're married, to attain a stronger prayer life you must learn
to respect your spouse and be considerate. (If it feels like ’'m picking
on the men, remember that it’s the men Peter is addressing.)

Sex and Prayer

In Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians, we find another biblical pas-
sage in which marriage and prayer are linked. This one deals specifi-
cally with sex. Speaking to husbands and wives, Paul challenges or
at least questions the ascetic practice of abstaining from sexual rela-
tions within marriage.4 Paul sees this abstention as dangerous, and
he makes this practical suggestion: “Do not deprive each other except
perhaps by mutual consent and for a time, so that you may devote
yourselves to prayer” (1 Corinthians 7:5).

Some interpreters in the past have understood this verse as imply-
ing that sex can distract us from prayer. Another possible reading is
that abstinence within marriage can distract us from prayer. How so?

A married man or woman facing keen sexual frustration might
find it difficult to pray simply because his or her thoughts are failing
to focus on the eternal. In a healthy individual, sexual desire can be
satiated; sleeping with your spouse can leave your heart, mind, and
soul free for a time to vigorously pursue God in prayer without dis-
traction. In essence, Paul is suggesting, “Use marriage the way God
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intended it. Meet your sexual needs by making love to your spouse.
Then your mind and soul will be more open to prayer.”

Paul is a practical pastor. He recognizes that the sex drive is a bio-
logical reality. By engaging in sexual relations within a permanent,
lifelong relationship, a major temptation and distraction are removed,
and our souls are placed at rest.

While it may sound bizarre, Paul is telling Christian husbands
and wives they can serve their partner and at the same time create
the climate for an enriching prayer life by serving each other sexually.
Our evangelical culture may have difficulty embracing this explana-
tion. I've certainly never read a book on prayer that included the step,
“If you're married, have sex on a regular basis,” but it seems clear this
is what Paul intends here!

We can give ourselves unabashedly and enthusiastically to our
spouses and still give ourselves unreservedly to God. We can express
sexual desires in a marital context and still be passionate about prayer.
The two go together. Even stronger than that, the two complement
each other. Not only are our sexual desires and spiritual needs not
necessarily competitive; they can become mutually supportive.

Prayer and Dissension

Another aspect of marriage that greatly affects our prayer lives is
unresolved disputes. While Jesus doesn’t specifically address marriage
in the context in which he makes this statement, clearly his counsel
fits the marriage relationship: “If you are offering your gift at the altar
and there remember that your brother or sister has something against
you, leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go and be recon-
ciled to them; then come and offer your gift” (Matthew 5:23—24).
Here is a picture of someone approaching God in prayer. As
she kneels, she remembers that things aren’t right between her and
somebody else. Before she continues praying, her energies should be
directed —as far as it depends on her (Romans 12:18) — on reconcil-
ing with that other person—who could, of course, be her spouse.

81

031033294x_SacredMarr_GiftEd_hc_new.indd 81 @ 8/3/16 12:48 PM



SACRED MARRIAGE

God hates dissension (Proverbs 6:19) and treasures unity (Psalm
133:1).

Marriage can force us to become stronger people because if we
want to maintain a strong prayer life as married partners, we must
learn how to forgive. We must become expert reconcilers. Friction
will inevitably develop. Anger will surely heat up on occasion. There-
fore, we must learn to deal with conflict as mature Christians— or
risk blowing off our prayer life in the process.

Marriage virtually forces us into the intense act of reconciliation.
It’s easy to get along with people if you never get close to them. I
could undoubtedly allow a certain immaturity to remain in my life
as a single man, choosing not to deal with my selfishness and judg-
mental spirit. While I'm not proud of this, I can think of one or two
people with whom it has been very difficult for me to get along.
I've chosen to handle this by not going deeper in a relationship with
them. I'm not obligated to be in a relationship with everybody, so
there’s nothing inherently wrong with simply sidestepping people
who raise your blood pressure.

That option is obliterated in marriage. My wife and I live together
every day. We are going to disagree about some things, and I am
unquestionably obligated to maintain my intimacy with her. When we
face unrealized expectations, disappoint each other, or even maliciously
wound each other, will we allow dissension—which God hates— to
predominate, or will we do the necessary relational work to press on to
unity?

If you want an unimpeded prayer life, you must see the question
that concludes the last paragraph as a rhetorical one. Jesus makes it
absolutely clear that you must choose unity if you want to maintain
a vital prayer relationship with God. Dissension is a major prayer
killer. Looked at from this perspective, the institution of marriage is
designed to force us to become reconcilers. That’s the only way we’ll
survive spiritually.

In this, ironically, marriage points us away from our spouse and
toward God. What do I mean by this? Listen to the wisdom of James,
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one of the pillars of the New Testament church: “What causes fights
and quarrels among you? Don’t they come from your desires that
battle within you? You desire but do not have ... You quarrel and
fight. You do not have because you do not ask God” (James 4:1 -2).

Many marital disputes result precisely from this: “You desire but
do not have.” James says we don’t get it because we're looking in the
wrong place. Instead of placing demands on your spouse, look to God
to have your needs met. That way you can approach your spouse in
a spirit of servanthood.

Those of us who have been married for a while tend to forget the
“single ruse” — the tendency on the part of some (certainly not all)
single young people to think that what they really need is to find
“the one.” Once their life mate is found, they assume that everything
else will fall into place. Their loneliness, their insecurity, their wor-
ries about their own significance—all this and more will somehow
mystically melt away in the fire of marital passion.

And for a very short season this may appear to be the case. Infatu-
ation can be an intoxicating drug that temporarily covers up any
number of inner weaknesses.

But marriage is a spotlight showing us that our search for another
human being to “complete” us is misguided. When disillusionment
breaks through, we have one of two choices: dump our spouse and
become infatuated with somebody new, or seek to understand the
message behind the disillusionment— that we should seek our
significance, meaning, and purpose in our Creator rather than in
another human being.

Approached in the right way, marriage can cause us to reevaluate
our dependency on other humans for our spiritual nourishment, and
direct us to nurture our relationship with God instead. No human
being can love us the way we long to be loved; it is just not possible
for another human to reach and alleviate the spiritual ache that God
has placed in all of us.

Marriage does us a great favor in exposing this truth, but it pres-
ents a corresponding danger— getting entangled in dissension. For
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the sake of prayer, it is essential that we live in unity. For the sake of
unity, our passions and desires must be God-directed.

What I'm suggesting is that we connect our marriages with our
faith in such a way that our experience in each feeds the other. By
learning to respect others, meet each other’s sexual needs, overcome
dissension, and use the analogies of marriage to foster more creative
prayer, we can build and maintain active, growing, and meaningful
prayer lives while at the same time developing stronger marriages.
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of Marriage
How Marriage Exposes Our Sin

Marriage is the greatest test in the world ... but now | welcome
the test instead of dreading it. It is much more than a test
of sweetness of temper, as people sometimes think; it is a
test of the whole character and affects every action.
T.S. Euot

Marriage is the operation by which a woman's vanity and
a man’s egotism are extracted without anesthetic.

HELEN ROWLAND

One of the best wedding gifts God gave you was a full-length mirror
called your spouse. Had there been a card attached, it would have
said, “Here's to helping you discover what you're really like!”

GARY AND BETSY Ricuccl

ADMITTEDLY, IT WASN'T YOUR TYPICAL DATE. A FORMER HIGH
school girlfriend was visiting me at college— she was attending
Moody Bible Institute at the time—so we decided to spend a Satur-
day visiting a monastery in British Columbia.

We were greeted warmly by a priest. Over his shoulder, I noticed an

extremely young monk— barely out of his teens, if that—approach
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us. He saw the young woman I was with and immediately dropped
his eyes, passing us with his head bowed.

I was passionate about God in college, and I knew this man must
be passionate too, given the path he had chosen. Yet his simple act of
averting his eyes spoke loudly about the different ways we were pursu-
ing the Almighty. I spent the entire day in the company of a female
companion, while this young monk couldn’t allow an inadvertent
glance to become a five-second look. The experience certainly gave me
pause—enough of one that I can still picture his young face, the angle
of his bowed head, the quick shuffle of his feet as he walked away.

As someone who has great respect and love for Christian tradition,
I can’t deny that, historically, Christian spirituality has been infatu-
ated with celibacy. “After all,” many teachers have said, “Jesus Christ
himself was celibate. What other argument do we need?” There has
been an undeniable prejudice that to become #7uly holy, to earnestly
pursue sanctity, one must embrace the single life.

The three of us who met that day at the monastery were all in
pursuit of holiness, but all of us would take a radically different path.
The young man continued living as a celibate monk. I became a
married full-time writer and teacher, living in the United States. My
former girlfriend married and then became a missionary to Egypt.
Marriage didn’t eclipse my concern for holiness (at Regent College,
my master’s thesis was on the doctrine of sanctification), but did it
involve a compromise?

Here’s the crux: the young man in the monastery entered celi-
bacy consciously as a path toward holiness. Is it possible to enter
marriage consciously as a path toward holiness? If so, how?

The Sanctification of Marriage

Although many early church leaders viewed most sexual activity
(except for that intended solely for procreation) as suspect at best and
mortally sinful at worst, they didn’t (interestingly enough) necessarily
consider a life of celibacy to be more difficult than a life of marriage.
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In fact, some of the ancients realized that the marital life could be
even tougher than the celibate life.

Centuries ago, Pseudo-Athanasius quoted a female teacher named
Syncletica as saying, “Therefore we will not seduce ourselves with the
thought that people who are in the world are carefree. For perhaps in
comparison they toil much more than we do. In general for women
the hatred in the world is great; for they bear children difficultly and
in danger, and they endure nourishing babies with milk, and they
are ill with them when their children are ill; and they survive these
things, without having a result for their labor.”!

Ambrose had similar thoughts: “Let us compare ... the advantages
of married women with that which awaits virgins ... She marries and
weeps. How many vows does she make with tears? She conceives, and
her fruitfulness brings her trouble before offspring ... Why speak of
the troubles of nursing, training, and marrying? These are the miser-
ies of those who are fortunate. A mother has heirs, but it increases
her sorrows.”?

One night during the earlier years of our marriage, I woke up
astonished at my wife’s endurance. We had two children at the time.
It was a stressful season for me, and my wife had gone out of her way
to schedule a romantic evening to ease my mind. Later that night,
however, our children became ill. One of them was still nursing, and
the other insisted on being cared for by Lisa.

Lisa was exhausted. She had been up late with me, and now she
was suffering a hungry nursing baby’s desperate sucks for breast milk
that wasn’t there. When the baby was put down, Lisa had to hold a
feverishly hot toddler in her lap, stroking her hair, putting a damp
cloth on her forehead.

I saw my wife giving virtually every inch of her body in selfless
service, and the thought hit me: “She’s a saint!” That night, being a
celibate nun would have sounded like a dream vacation to Lisa. How
could anyone suggest she had compromised her growth in holiness by
entering a life situation that called for such heroic selflessness?

In fact, if celibacy (emotional or situational) is entered into
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selfishly, it can destroy us every bit as much as unbridled sensuality.
C. S. Lewis writes the following about our heart: “If you want to
make sure of keeping it intact, you must give your heart to no one,
not even to an animal. Wrap it carefully round with hobbies and
little luxuries; avoid all entanglements; lock it up safe in the casket or
coffin of your selfishness. But in that casket—safe, dark, motionless,
airless— it will change. It will not be broken; it will become unbreak-
able, impenetrable, irredeemable.”

It probably won’t be a productive conversation to argue either celi-
bacy or marriage as the preferred pathway to holiness. Christians have
walked both paths successfully. The important thing is to view the
challenges of our particular life situation as a platform for growth.
Athletes who truly want to improve their performance don’t look
for the easiest workouts; they look for the ones that will challenge
them the most. Marriage certainly has its challenges, but when these
are faced head-on, our marriages can nurture our devotional lives in
enriching ways. One of the ways is by unmasking our sin and our
hurtful attitudes and thus leading us into a spirit of humility.

Unveiled Faces

Paul writes in Ephesians 5:25, “Husbands, love your wives, just as
Christ loved the church.” He goes on to say that Christ gave himself
up for the church that he might “make her holy” and cleanse her,
so that the church would be “without stain or wrinkle or any other
blemish” (verses 26—27).

A husband who truly loves his wife will want to see her grow in
Christlike purity. A wife who truly loves her husband will want to
see him grow in godliness. Out of true love, both will put growth in
godliness above affluence, public opinion, or personal ease.

What marriage has done for me is hold up a mirror to my sin. It
forces me to face myself honestly and consider my character flaws,
selfishness, and anti-Christian attitudes, encouraging me to be sanc-
tified and cleansed and to grow in godliness.
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Kathleen and Thomas Hart write, “Sometimes what is hard to
take in the first years of marriage is not what we find out about our
partner, but what we find out about ourselves. As one young woman
who had been married about a year said, ‘I always thought of myself
as a patient and forgiving person. Then I began to wonder if that was
just because I had never before gotten close to anyone. In marriage,
when John and I began ... dealing with differences, I saw how small
and unforgiving I could be. I discovered a hardness in me I had never
experienced before.” ™

I experienced this same phenomenon. In ninth grade I was voted
“most polite kid” for the annual yearbook. I have always thought of
myself as reasonably patient and charitable— that is, until I got mar-
ried and discovered how passionately annoyed I can become when I
grab empty ice cube trays from the freezer.

When I grew up, my family lived by a simple rule: If you take out
an ice cube, you refill the tray before you put it back in. Now I’ll pull
out a tray and find nothing more than half an ice cube—which I
call an ice chip.

It was amazing how much such a small detail irritated me and
how difficult it was for me to express its “importance” to Lisa.

One night, she was speaking romantically to me, and I saw my
opportunity. “Gary,” she said, “I'm going to love you forever.”

“I don’t need you to love me forever,” I said. “I just need you to
love me for seven seconds.”

“What are you talking about?” she asked.

“Well, I timed how long it takes to fill an ice cube tray and dis-
covered it’s just seven sec—"

“Oh, Gary, are we back to that again?”

It finally dawned on me one day that if it takes Lisa just seven
seconds to fill an ice cube tray, that’s all it takes me as well. Was I
really so selfish that I was willing to let seven seconds’ worth of incon-
venience become a serious issue in my marriage? Was my capacity to
show charity really that limited?

Indeed it was. (We have since been told, many times now, that
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refrigerators can come with something called an “ice maker,” but
we lived on a tight budget in those days, with bottom-of-the-line
appliances.)

Being so close to someone—which marriage necessitates— may
be the greatest spiritual challenge in the world. There is no “resting,”
because | am under virtual twenty-four-hour surveillance. Not that
Lisa makes it seem like that—it’s just that I'm aware of it. Every
movie I download is done so with the understanding that I will watch
it with Lisa next to me. Every hour I take off for recreation is an hour
that Lisa will know about. Where I eat lunch (and what), how I'm
doing on a particular diet— my appetites and lusts and desires are
all in full view of Lisa.

This presupposes, of course, that I'm willing to be confronted
with my sin— that I'm willing to ask Lisa, “Where do you see unho-
liness in my life? I want to know about it. I want to change it.”

This takes tremendous courage, which I often lack. It means 'm
willing to hear what displeases Lisa about me, as well as to refuse to
become paralyzed by the fear that she will love me less or leave me
because the sin in me is being exposed.

I don’t naturally gravitate toward the honesty and openness that
leads to change. My natural sin-bent is to hide and erect a glittering
image. Dan Allender and Tremper Longman describe the dichotomy
in forceful words: “Man was meant to be a bold creative artist who
plunges into the unformed mystery of life and shapes it to a greater
vision of beauty. At the fall he became a cowardly, violent protector
of nothing more than himself. Intimacy and openness were replaced
by hiding and hatred.”

Marriage, they add, is “the relationship where depravity is best
exposed and where our dignity is best lived out.” Just go back in time
to the days of Adam and Eve. The first marriage was the context for
the first sin. And the first obvious result of the fall was a breakdown
in marital intimacy. Neither Adam nor Eve welcomed the fact that
their weaknesses were now as obvious as a little girl’s first attempt at
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makeup. All of a sudden they felt kind of funny about being naked.
And they started blaming each other.

Do you hide from your spouse? Or do you utilize the spotlight of
marriage to grow in grace? Some of us need this spotlight to under-
stand how truly sinful we are.

Howard Hendricks told about a time he had just completed a ser-
mon and an eager young man came up to him and called him a “great
man.” On the drive home, Hendricks turned to his wife and said, “4
great man. How many great men do you know?”

“One fewer than you think,” she answered.

As a spiritual exercise, few things are more profitable than this
kind of spiritual examination. Francois Fénelon, a seventeenth-
century Christian, wrote that “all the saints are convinced that sin-

cere humility is the foundation of all virtues,””

an opinion shared by
the Anglican writer William Law: “[Humility] is so essential to the
right state of our souls that there is no pretending to a reasonable or
pious life without it. We may as well think to see without eyes or live
without breath as to live in the spirit of religion without the spirit of
humility.”

And what is humility? Fénelon tells us it is “a certain honesty,
and childlike willingness to acknowledge our faults, to recover from
them, and to submit to the advice of experienced people; these will
be solid useful virtues, adapted to your sanctification.”

Is your desire to be accepted by your spouse stronger than your
desire to become more like Christ? Do you value words of affirmation
over and above words of inspiration? It doesn’t have to be either-or, of
course, but often we feel the lack of unconditional acceptance keenly
and resent redemptive correction. If there’s no encouragement, we
probably won’t hear the words of challenge, but when there are only
words of encouragement, it might mean we have stopped seeking firs
his righteousness (Matthew 6:33) and started seeking first something
much less.

I believe it is possible to enter marriage with a view to being
cleansed spiritually, if, that is, we do so with a willingness to embrace
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marriage as a spiritual discipline. To do this, we must not enter mar-
riage predominantly to be fulfilled, emotionally satisfied, or romantic-
ally charged, but rather to become more like Jesus Christ. We must
embrace the reality of having our flaws exposed to our partner and
thereby having them exposed to us as well. Sin never seems quite as
shocking when it is known only to us; when we see how it looks or
sounds to another, it is magnified ten times over. The celibate can
hide frustration by removing themselves from the situation, but the
married man or woman has no true refuge. It is hard to hide when
you share the same bed.

The Dating Dance

I have a theory: Behind virtually every case of marital dissatisfaction
lies unrepented sin. Couples don’t fall out of love so much as they fall
out of repentance. Sin, wrong attitudes, and personal failures that are
not dealt with slowly erode the relationship, assaulting and eventually
erasing the once lofty promises made in the throes of an earlier (and
less polluted) passion.

All of us enter marriage with sinful attitudes. When these attitudes
surface, the temptation will be to hide them or even to run to another
relationship where the attitudes won't be so well-known. But Christian
marriage presumes a certain degree of self-disclosure. When I gave my
hand in marriage, I committed to allow myself to be known by Lisa—
and that means she’ll see me as I am—with my faults, my prejudices, my
fears, and my weaknesses.

This reality can be terrifying to contemplate. Dating is largely a
dance in which you always try to put your best face forward— hardly a
good preparation for the inevitable self-disclosure implied in marriage.
In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if many marriages end in divorce largely
because one or both partners are running from their own revealed
weaknesses as much as they are running from something they can’t
tolerate in their spouse.

May I suggest an alternative to running? Use the revelation of your
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sin as a means to grow in the foundational Christian virtue of humility,
leading to confession and transformation. Then go the next step and
adopt the positive virtue that corresponds to the sin you are renouncing.
If you've used women in the past, practice serving your wife. If you've
been quick to ridicule your husband, practice giving him encourage-
ment and praise. Humility can restore and bless your marriage, as well
as grow you into a person who is more like Jesus.

View marriage as an entryway into sanctification—as a relation-
ship that will reveal your sinful behaviors and attitudes and give you
the opportunity to address them before the Lord. But here’s the chal-
lenge: Don’t give in to the temptation to resent your partner as your
own weaknesses are revealed. Don’t run from what you are hear-
ing about yourself, or push your spouse away because of it—accept
it and use it to grow. Correspondingly, give them the freedom and
acceptance they need in order to face their own weaknesses as well.
In this way, we can use marriage as a spiritual mirror, designed for
our sanctification and growth in holiness.

Receiving Another’s Sin

This way of viewing marriage points to another important princi-
ple— not just having my sin exposed, but reflecting on how I treat
my wife when Jer sin is exposed. Do I use this knowledge to crush
her, humiliate her, or gain power over her, or do I use it to gently and
lovingly lead her into living out the character of Jesus Christ?

Possessing the knowledge of someone’s sin is a powerful and dan-
gerous thing. On several occasions, men have shared with me their
frustration with their difficulty in forgiving their wives for having
an affair. Their natural tendency is to throw the affair back in their
wives’ faces. It’s a vicious grasp for power. As soon as their wives point
out something that needs to be changed in their lives, their natural
inclination is to say, “Oh, does this mean youre going to run back to
Jim if I don’t change?” Or, “Well, I might lose my temper, but at least
I know how to control myself sexually!”
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The men usually hate saying these words as much as the wives
hate hearing them. They are cruel and vindictive comments, but
sometimes we are cruel and vindictive husbands.

“Do you ever tell your wife how much you hate it when you say
these things?” I asked one man.

“Yeah, but she still hates hearing them, even though she knows I
hate saying them.”

In order for this discipline to work, we will have to link it with
the discipline of forgiveness (discussed in chapter 10). This discipline
of having our own sin exposed and being a spotlight for our spouse
is a difficult one to master. It takes tremendous courage, and it takes
what will seem (particularly to men) like an almost melodramatic
gentleness. The marital relationship shouldn’t be a grilling experience
but rather a nurturing one— encouraging one another on the path-
way of sanctification: “Therefore encourage one another and build
each other up” (1 Thessalonians 5:11).

Let’s look at a couple of real-life examples of how having the sin
revealed in our lives can help us grow by demonstrating our true
motivations.

The Sin behind Dissatisfaction

Greg looked at his wife, Sharon (not their real names), and tried not
to show what he was really feeling. They were celebrating their eighth
anniversary by going out for dinner, and Greg was, well, bored. An
avid computer geek, Greg felt chagrined that he would much rather
be talking about computers with a colleague than trying to find
something to say to his wife.

Sharon’s choice for the dinner setting was a funky antique store/
restaurant. Greg collects old metal advertisement signs, and he had to
fight the urge to get up and browse in the antique shop. This was his
wedding anniversary, he reminded himself; he should want to share
it with his wife and not wander off alone seeking his own satisfaction.

But Greg believed his wife’s world had shrunk to an almost
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unbearable degree. She had little to say beyond giving a tedious, play-
by-play account of the day’s events. “And then, right after I mopped
the floor, I went up to take a shower—and guess what? Rebecca
dropped her entire bowl of applesauce and didn’t clean it up. Peter
walked right through the mess and started making applesauce foot-
prints all over the house! And I had just cleaned the floors!”

Greg nodded, struggling mightily against his internal thoughts.
He felt bad because he knew his wife wanted something he wasn’t
sure he could give her— she wanted someone to be interested in these
domestic challenges, and frankly, keeping floors clean wasn’t all that
interesting to Greg. Greg has a fertile mind. He loves figuring out
computer glitches (“It’s like a digital crossword puzzle,” he explains),
and his wife’s seemingly endless anecdotes of messes and hassles put
him to sleep.

“But, Greg,” I suggested when we talked a few days later, “this is
how you serve your wife— by listening to her world. Do you think
Jesus’ mind was excited by washing the disciples’ feet and listening to
their foolish arguments over and over again? Besides, these are your
kids. Of course Sharon’s going to think you're interested in what hap-
pens to them throughout the day.”

Greg reluctantly nodded his head. “I guess. But ...” His pause told
me we were about to get to the crux of the matter. “Well, there’s this
woman I work with. We're able to talk code— something Sharon has
absolutely no interest in—and when we figure out problems together,
there’s nothing else like it. I feel so close to her.”

There was another long pause. “Sharon and I have nothing in
common anymore.”

Right then and there the selfish lie was exposed. “Nothing in
common?” I asked. “What about Peter and Rebecca?”

“Well, maybe the children.”

“And having conceived them together and caring for them
together— including cleaning up after them — counts less in your
book than connecting a bunch of numbers in order to write computer
code with this other woman? Is that what you're saying? Do your
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children mean so little to you that you find them less engaging than
creating a new program that will be obsolete in eighteen months?”

“Ouch,” Greg said, blowing out a long breath. “I guess I hadn’t
thought of it that way.”

Greg wanted to rewrite his reality so his thoughts wouldn’t sound
as evil as they really were. The truth was, he did value writing com-
puter code over spending time with his family—but instead of
admitting and reevaluating that attitude, he blamed everything on
his wife: “Sharon’s boring,” “Sharon doesn’t understand me,” “We've
grown apart.” These accusations were much more comfortable for
him than admitting, “I'm selfish, and I'm having serious priority
problems—even to the point of mentally risking an affair.”

Marian is as disappointed in her husband as a woman could be.
According to her, he’s not involved with his kids as much as he should
be. He doesn’t go to church as often as she does. He doesn’t hold her
hand like he used to. In the course of our conversation, however,
Marian vaguely alluded to several addictions of her own—an addic-
tion to food that resulted in her having gained more than seventy-five
pounds since they had been married. A prior sexual addiction that
still made it difficult for her to pursue her husband sexually. A biting
tongue paired with a quick, clever mind that could cut people apart
in seconds. Added to all this was a propensity to become seriously
depressed a couple of times a year.

Here’s the thing: Marian’s frustrations with her husband are
understandable and real. But she had an excuse for every one of /er
failings, and passionate bitterness toward every one of her husband’s.
She wasn’t using marriage as a mirror; she was using it as a weapon. I
don’t want to sound more important than I am, but I don’t have a lot
of time to see a lot of people. She had forty-five minutes with me, and
we could have talked about how God was helping her with many of
her issues, but ser “stuff” was the last thing she wanted to talk about;

96

031033294x_SacredMarr_GiftEd_hc_new.indd 96 @ 8/3/16 12:48 PM



The Cleansing of Marriage

Marian is convinced her marriage will get better only when everyone
agrees with her that her husband is just a really bad guy. She is more
concerned that everyone agrees that her husband is a bad guy than
she is with her becoming a godlier woman. I'm a pastor, not a thera-
pist, which means there isn’t much I can do if someone approaches
me with a hard heart.

If we approach marriage in the right manner and are willing to look
honestly at our deepest motivations and our own failings, marriage
can be like a photograph. Looking at pictures isn’t always pleasant. I
remember the time we looked at photographs we had picked up at the
store, and I realized for the first time how much weight I had put on.
“Whoa—where did that chin come from?” The natural inclination
is to blame the camera angle, but the truth is, those fifteen pounds
were showing from every angle!

The same thing happens with our sin in marriage. We resent the
revealed truth, and we are tempted to take it out on our spouse— the
camera, so to speak. What if Greg were to reexamine his motivation
and his lack of interest in what happens at home while he’s away,
instead of overlooking his sin by blaming his wife for “being boring”?
What if Marian were to ask herself what it was like for her husband
to be married to a woman who reveled in food more than sex, who
had the wit and intellect to tear him down verbally whenever she was
feeling mean, and who all but checked out on her family a couple of
times a year as she battled depression?

In my book The Glorious Pursuit, | reflect on a truth that applies
here. A mature Christian finds his or her fulfillment in living faith-
fully before God — that is, in being a mature person, not in being
around a particular person. Much of our marital dissatisfaction stems
from self-hatred. We don’t like what we’ve done or become. We've
let selfish and sinful attitudes poison our thoughts and lead us into
shameful behaviors, and suddenly all we want is out.
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The mature response, however, is not to Jeave a sinner (our spouse);
it’s to change a sinner (ourselves).

Whenever marital dissatisfaction rears its head in my marriage—
as it does in virtually every marriage—1I simply check my focus. The
times I am happiest and most fulfilled in my marriage are the times
I am intent on drawing meaning and fulfillment from becoming a
better husband rather than from demanding a better wife.

I don’t know why this works. I don’t know how you can be unsat-
isfied in your marriage and then offer yourself to God to bring about
change in your life and suddenly find yourself more than satisfied
with the same spouse. I don’t know why this works; I only know it
does work. It takes time, and by time I mean maybe years. But if your
heart is driven by the desire to draw near to Jesus, you find joy by
becoming like Jesus. You’ll never find that joy by doing something
that offends Jesus—such as instigating a divorce or an affair.

In the nineteenth century, Marie d’Agoult left her children to fol-
low after the most famous pianist of her day, Hungarian composer
and virtuoso Franz Liszt. After the ardor of her infatuation cooled
and the reality of missing her children set in, Marie is said to have
made this observation: “When one has smashed everything around
oneself, one has also smashed oneself.”

Sin will lead to self-destruction if we allow it to. The same sin
that confronts two different people can lead one to a greater under-
standing, and therefore to greater maturity and growth, at the same
time it leads another into a cycle of denial, deception, and spiritual
destruction.

The choice is ours. Sin is a reality in this fallen world. How we
respond to it will determine whether our marriages become a casualty
statistic or a crown of success.
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Building the Spiritual Discipline
of Perseverance

It is very hard to be entirely faithful, even to things,
ideas, above all, persons one loves. There is no such
thing as perfect faithfulness any more than there is
perfect love or perfect beauty. But it is fun trying.

KATHERINE ANNE PORTER

May the Lord direct your hearts into God’s
love and Christ’s perseverance.

2 THESSALONIANS 3:5

MARTI ENTERED MARRIAGE WITH AN ENORMOUS BURDEN — A PREVI-
ously failed relationship (not marital) that had included sexual activity
and a gut-wrenching breakup. As a result, she struggled with feelings
of insecurity, even after she and her husband were married. She just
couldn’t get over the perception that “conflict leads to breakup, and
breakup leads to intense pain.”

After several years of marriage, Marti and her husband started
fighting over financial problems. Weeks of vigorous discussion and
occasional bouts of yelling ensued, but no conclusions were drawn.
The dispute became so acute that the marital relationship started
showing the strain. There was little joy— just angst and frustration.

Marti subconsciously slipped back into feelings that were born
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out of her earlier failed relationship. Because she still hurt over the
dissolution of that bond, she experienced acute anxiety over whether
her marriage could survive this challenge. In her past, unresolved
issues meant an inevitable breakup, so she secretly began mourning a
relationship that had not yet died.

Then one night, after yet another vigorous and ultimately unre-
solved discussion, Marti’s husband did something so wonderfully
prophetic and profound that Marti will never forget it as long as she
lives. You could see the joy of her husband’s tender care reflected in
her eyes as she told the story: “He wrapped his arms around me and
said, ‘Marti, you need to know that no matter what we decide or don’t
decide, 'm never going to quit on this marriage. Even if we have to
live with this tension for the rest of our lives, I will never leave you.”

Marti burst into tears as she shared this story. Even though there
was nearly constant contention in her marriage, she didn’t want this
relationship to end, and now her husband had promised it wouldn’t.

Marti and her husband embraced the sacredness of their history
together; they both found great meaning in the simple fact that the
marriage would survive. Suddenly, the original problem seemed less
significant than the overall fact that their history together was secure.

We proclaim the prophetic grace of marriage when we understand
the sacredness of building a history together. Sharing an infatuation
is fun, but it passes almost as soon as it arrives. It’s a fading reality.
Building a sacred history together can be hard work but it grows
through the years instead of fades. To enjoy a truly sacred marriage,
we have to move from sharing an intense infatuation to building
a sacred history. What makes this history sacred is that it shadows
another relationship that has preceded our own.

The God of Abraham

A well-known theologian was once asked to give the best piece of
evidence for the existence of God. Without hesitating, he said, “The

»

Jew.
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Throughout a tumultuous history, the Jewish people have some-
times hung by the slenderest of threads as yet another tyrant or enemy
sought their extinction. Yet for centuries, they have survived.

There is a theological reality embedded in this history. The God
of the Old Testament is unique in that he attached himself to a peo-
ple. For thousands of years, loyal adherents worshiped the god of the
hills, the god of the valley, or the god of the sea, but the idea that
there was a God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—a God of people —
this was something new.

Even more stunning was the direct line of this relationship—
from Adam and Eve to Abraham and Sarah, from Abraham and
Sarah to David and Bathsheba, from David and Bathsheba to Mary
and Joseph. There was a sacredness to this history. Meaning was
derived from the fact that God had been with the fathers, grandfa-
thers, and great-grandfathers, and with their fathers and grandfathers
before them.

This relationship between God and his people was anything but
easy. There were periods of great joy and celebration (witness the love
affair of God and his people when Solomon dedicated the temple);
seasons of frustration and anger (when God allowed foreign tyrants
to conquer); times of infidelity and apostasy (when Israel chased after
other gods); and excruciating seasons of silence (including a four-
hundred-year stretch of time between the Old and New Testaments).

Now take these examples and break them down, thinking of them
in a smaller context. There were times of great joy and celebration,
frustration and anger, infidelity and apostasy; and there were excru-
ciating seasons of silence. Sound like any relationship you know? Isn’t
it stunning how closely God’s relationship with Israel mirrors the
relationship of a husband and wife?

Looking at marriage through this lens will help us appreciate a//
aspects of marriage, not just the fun parts. Of course we’d all like to
live in perpetual joy and celebration, and we are grateful when mar-
riage offers many such seasons. And though frustration, anger, infi-
delity, and silence aren’t anything any of us are usually seeking more
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of, the truth is, there are lessons to be learned as we walk through
these times. They won’t be fun seasons, but they can be profitable
seasons that help us experientially identify with God and his rela-
tionship with Israel. Has your marriage had periods of great joy and
celebration? God can relate to and rejoice with you. Have you expe-
rienced the heartbreaking betrayal of unfaithfulness? Or the frustra-
tion of mournful silence? If so, you are not alone, and you have been
given the raw materials with which to build a more intimate relation-
ship with God.

One characteristic holds the history of God and Israel together—
perseverance. When Israel turned her back on God, God didn’t turn
his back on Israel. He may have stepped back for a time, but the
overall commitment remained steadfast.

I particularly relate to the four hundred years of silence between
the Old and New Testaments. So often it isn’t that our marriages are
either good or bad; they just are. We get tired of the routine, and our
souls occasionally grow numb toward each other.

Kathleen and Thomas Hart describe it this way: “Marriage is a
long walk two people take together. Sometimes the terrain is very
interesting, sometimes rather dull. At times the walk is arduous, for
both persons or for one. Sometimes the conversation is lively; at other
times, there is not much to say. The travelers do not know exactly
where they are going, nor when they will arrive.”!

Adding to this sometimes numbing effect of sameness is the fact
that this walk is longer for us than it was for our ancestors. In previous
centuries, many marriages were cut short because women frequently
died during childbirth and things like antibiotics and cancer cures
weren’t even thought of, much less invented. Thomas Cranmer, the
famous archbishop of Canterbury from 15331553, lost his wife in
the first year of his marriage. Jeremy Taylor (1613 —1667), an English
bishop and writer (7he Rule and Exercises of Holy Living and The Rule
and Exercises of Holy Dying) lost his wife after less than thirteen years
of marriage. John Calvin’s wife (of whom he spoke with passionate
affection and gratitude in remembrance) didn’t make it to their tenth
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wedding anniversary, and John Donne’s wife, Anne, died just sixteen
years after they were married.?

Men didn’t live as long as they do today either. As recently as
1870, a woman couldn’t count on her husband still being alive when
their youngest child left home. In 1911, the average length of mar-
riage was twenty-eight years; by 1967, it had risen to forty-two years.

With medical advances and increasing life expectancy, many of
us can realistically look forward to celebrating a sixtieth or even sev-
entieth wedding anniversary. This phenomenon of being married for
six or seven decades can pay rich dividends for our spiritual life and
growth. Marriage helps us to develop the character of God himself
as we stick with our spouses through good times and bad. Every
wedding gives birth to a new history, a new beginning. The spiritual
meaning of marriage is found in maintaining that history together.

Neuroplasticity

The fact that we have the potential to be married longer today gives
us opportunities some of our ancestors didn’t get to enjoy. One of the
surprises for me in studying the seasons of marriage is how slowly true
intimacy grows. In fact, some experts suggest it takes from nine to
fourteen years for a couple to truly “create and form its being.”® This
is because of what neurologists— those who study the brain—call
“neuroplasticity.” Neuroplasticity means that our brains are literally—
i.e., physiologically—shaped by our experience, choices, and actions.
Repeated actions create neurological “grooves” that eventually become
automatic. That’s what gives rise to addictions and to muscle memory,
for example. When you learn a new golf swing or the skills to play a
new instrument, you have to think about what to do. After practicing,
it becomes automatic. How many times have you driven home from
work or church, pulled into your driveway, and realized you didn’t
make a single conscious decision the entire time you drove home? It
was like you were on automatic pilot. That’s neuroplasticity in action.

Which means, when we first get married, our brains are stuck in
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“singleness” grooves. We don’t think of ourselves as part of a couple,
but as one individual trying to relate to another. In fact, the journey
from “me” to “we” is about a decade to a decade and a half; it takes
that long for our brains to make the shift from thinking thoughts of
singleness to embracing our new identity as one half of a couple.

All of this means that when couples break up after just six or seven
years, they haven’t even begun to experience what being married is
really like. It’s sort of like climbing halfway up a mountain but never
getting to see the sights; you're in the middle of the task and your soul
is consumed with the struggle, but it’s much too soon to experience
the full rewards. You don’t even know what it would really be like to
have your brain “shaped” around your spouse’s brain (all of this is a
gross oversimplification, but I think it makes the point). Evaluating
your marriage so soon is like trying to eat a cake that’s half-baked.
Becoming one—in the deepest, most intimate sense— takes time.
It’s a journey that never really ends, but it takes at least the span of a
decade for the sense of intimacy to really display itself in the marriage
relationship.

On the flip side, if you abort your marriage, say, seven years in and
remarry someone else, you will have to spend several years “untan-
gling” your brain from your prior marriage before you can fully give
yourself to the new marriage. It is common for a partner in a second
marriage to watch their spouse overreact to a seemingly small trig-
ger. What's going on is that the spouse is patterned by the previous
relationship, perhaps even unconsciously thinking, 7 know where this
goes. She says this, 1 say that, and then we go there. They've jumped
five steps forward out of prior mental conditioning. The new spouse
needs to be patient and say, “You're fighting with someone else. That’s
not where [ was going at all.” This is part of what makes second (and
later) marriages so difficult. You're not just marrying a new person;
you're neurologically trying to unmarry the previous spouse.

The payoff is that after several decades together, our brains will
have formed around each other, providing a certain comfort and inti-
macy that newlywed couples can’t possibly experience. Now married
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almost thirty years, Lisa and I are a part of each other in a way we
couldn’t have been twenty years ago, or even fifteen years ago when
I first wrote this book. I treasure this aspect of marriage. You’ll miss
it if you have passed through several “serial” marriages, as our brains
simply aren’t designed by God to walk that path.

The Spiritual Discipline of Perseverance

What's so fascinating about all of this is that what we need to develop
to enjoy an intimate marriage— commitment, tenacity, persever-
ance—is exactly what Scripture says we need to develop as faithful
servants of God. This isn’t a coincidence. It makes sense that God
would design the fundamental human relationship — that between
a husband and wife—as a relationship that complements our spiri-
tual walk. The stronger we grow as spouses, persevering and pressing
further into our marriage, the more we’ll develop the very character
traits we need to become mature believers. Growing in our marriages,
then, can build up our faith, even as growing in our faith will build
our marriages. It’s a wonderful circle of spiritual life!

Though perseverance is woven through every major book in the New
Testament, it’s not appreciated as much today as it was by the biblical
writers. Jesus heralded this trait in his famous parable of the sower—
which could more accurately be called the parable of the soils, because
that is what the teaching is really about. In Luke 8, Jesus warns that
some will hear God’s word and believe for a while, “but in the time of
testing they fall away” (verse 13). Others hear but have their faith choked
by “life’s worries, riches and pleasures, and they do not mature” (verse
14). But those commended by Jesus are those who “hear the word, retain
it, and by persevering produce a crop” (verse 15, emphasis added).

Biblical spirituality emphasizes perseverance: James tells us, “Let
perseverance finish its work so that you may be mature and complete,
not lacking anything” (1:4). The apostle Paul puts it this way: “To
those who by persistence in doing good seek glory, honor and immor-
tality, he will give eternal life. But for those who are self-secking and
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who reject the truth and follow evil, there will be wrath and anger”
(Romans 2:7 -8, emphasis added).

Righteousness— true holiness—is seen over time in our persis-
tence. It is relatively easy to flirt with righteousness— being occasion-
ally courteous to other drivers (if you happen to be in a good mood),
helping someone in need by opening the door for them (if you have
time), throwing a few extra bucks into the offering plate (as long as
you won’t miss them). But this behavior is, in reality, superficial righ-
teousness. The righteousness God seeks is a persistent righteousness,
a commitment to continue making the right decision even when,
perhaps hourly, you feel pulled in the opposite direction. Holiness is
far more than an inclination toward occasional acts of kindness and
charity; it is a commitment to persistently surrender to God.

Married men or women who find themselves falling in love with
someone else will have to continually make a choice not to act inap-
propriately and to watch their tongue. A one-time decision to be
faithful and true to their marriage vows likely won’t kill their feelings.
They may have to choose to gradually grow out of their feelings by
not acting on them. In other words, if God doesn’t take the feelings
away, they will have to persevere in righteousness until the feelings
naturally fade.

Because marriage is such a long journey, it goes through many
stages. Some of these are more difficult than others. Certainly, the
season of raising small children presents an enormous challenge to fos-
tering intimacy and having fun. It's exhausting work. Two research-
ers, William J. Lederer and Don Jackson, note that they “have never
observed a generally constant collaborative union between spouses
during the period when they are raising children.™

Now that Lisa and I are empty nesters, we treasure even more
those years when the kids were young and always at home. At the
time, however, there were some exhausting days, and we had to fight
for our marriage in the midst of a tight budget, high stress, and low
sleep. Now that our children are young adults, we're in awe of what
they’ve become and the journey God allowed us to be a part of. You
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need to know, though, that it took a toll on our marriage. In retro-
spect the journey of child rearing has united us and strengthened our
bond. During the process, however, it sometimes threatened to divide
us (or at least created some frustrating days).

Life presents us with some seasons that, quite frankly, must be
endured. There are many miraculously fulfilling moments we will
experience as we raise our kids, but other aspects of our lives—includ-
ing solitary time together as a couple—will, of necessity, suffer. This
is merely a season, and it is foolish to quit persevering during a time
when all marriages have to adapt and reevaluate previous expectations
to some extent.

What causes us to give up on our marriages? Although Jesus
wasn’t specifically addressing the marriage relationship in his parable
of the soils, he covers many of the sources of our failure to persevere
in marriage. Some of us give up when “the time of testing” comes
(Luke 8:13). We thought marriage would be easy; when it gets hard,
we bail out. Others give up when they are choked by “life’s wor-
ries” (verse 14). Marriage counselors tell us that money problems have
destroyed more marriages than just about anything else. There is also
our selfishness and our sin— both of which are capable of polluting
a once-precious affection.

What gives us the power to persist in doing good? Paul hints at
the answer in the Romans 2 passage mentioned above. He notes that
in our persistence we seek “glory, honor and immortality” (verse 7).
Persistence doesn’t make sense unless we live with a keen sense of
eternity. I'll expand on this thought in the next chapter, but this truth
needs to make a brief appearance here as well.

Persons struggling with infatuation for someone who is not their
spouse may need to make a decision that in the short run may make
them less happy and bring them less pleasure (though I would argue
that the decision will, in many cases, make them more fulfilled in
the long run). Christian endurance is based on the idea that there is
another life, commonly known as heaven, which is eternal and for
which this world is a preparation. The coming world is so glorious
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and weighted with so much honor that it is worth making sacrifices
now to receive glory, honor, and immortality then.

Around which world is your life centered? Your marriage will
ultimately reveal the answer to that question. If we have an eternal
outlook, preparing for eternity by sticking with a difficult marriage
makes much more sense than destroying a family to gain quick and
easy relief. Most divorces are marked by the actions of someone run-
ning from, at most, a few difficult decades—and for this relief, people
are throwing away glory and honor that last for eternity. It’s a horrible
trade! (I'm not speaking here to those of you whose spouses have com-
promised your union through abuse, affairs, and addictions.)

The holiness that will be rewarded in heaven is a persistent holi-
ness. Read through the entire Bible, and I promise you that you won’t
find one reference to a crown in heaven that goes to the person who
had the happiest life on earth. That reward just doesn’t exist. Nor is
there a heavenly ribbon for the Christian who felt the least amount
of pain.

The priority of a sacred history is an eternal priority. Marriage is
a beautiful and effective reminder of this reality. One of the most
poetic lines in Scripture, one I wish every husband and wife would
display in a prominent place in their home, is found in 2 Thessa-
lonians 3:5: “May the Lord direct your hearts into God’s love and
Christ’s perseverance.”

God’s love and Christ’s perseverance— there’s the Bible’s best recipe
for holiness and a successful life here on earth. Oh, that our hearts
could be directed into more and more of God’s love! Oh, that we could
learn the patient perseverance of Christ himself!

The alternative is explained in Paul’s letter to the Romans. Instead
of heavenly rewards, some will receive “wrath and anger.” And who
are they? “Those who are self-seecking and who reject the truth and
follow evil” (Romans 2:8). What is more self-seeking than to ignore
what is best for your children—an intact, peaceable home—and to
dump a marriage because you're tired of your spouse, even though
doing so may seriously diminish your ministry of reconciliation dis-

108

031033294x_SacredMarr_GiftEd_hc_new.indd 108 @ 8/3/16 12:48 PM



Sacred History

cussed in chapter 3? I know many of you have fought, unsuccesstully,
to stay married. This is not to brand you a failure, but to applaud
your effort, even if it didn’t succeed. If you are in the midst of such
a struggle, this is a plea for you not to give up. Perseverance does pay
off—in our character and in heavenly rewards, if nothing else.

An Uncertain Future

One of the great dangers of breaking a marriage history is that we
can’t know the future. Let me explain with a true story.

My selfishness was seen at its most despicable level the day I was
picked up at the airport by a woman from a group that had invited
me to speak. I was directed to sit in the back of her van with her son,
but as soon as the door opened, I cringed. The van was filthy. I was
wearing slacks and a sports coat. I was scheduled to speak later in
the day, so I was particularly wary about sitting in that seat—1 was
quite sure that the food bits and dirt would stick to my wool clothing
like Velcro.

Not wanting to offend the woman, I tried my best to inconspicu-
ously flick off as much of the debris as possible before I sat down, but
her son behind me wasn’t making my job easy, urging me to quickly
find a seat.

Terrible, selfish thoughts ran through my head — How could she
let her van get like this when she knew she would be picking me up?

Within hours, I found out that this woman was divorced —and
thus living as a single mom. 7hat explains the dirty van, 1 thought. She
has her hands full. And I felt terrible for judging her. When you're a
single parent, it’s not easy to find time to vacuum out the van.

Then as we got to know each other even better, she shared that
she was in the middle of a round of chemotherapy. The drugs made
her so sick that she could work just one day a week—as a wait-
ress. The next six days were spent gathering sufficient strength to
go back to the restaurant and eke out another hundred dollars. She
was earning next to nothing, trying to parent three kids by herself,
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and undergoing chemotherapy —yet she had sacrificed her time and
energy and money (gas certainly isn’t free!) to taxi me around town,
volunteering her time for a good cause.

She was an absolute hero, and I was disgusted with myself. I had
silently begrudged a dirty seat, absorbed by my own potential embar-
rassment at walking into a meeting room with food hanging from my
clothes— something that was utterly insignificant compared to the
real-life challenges this woman was facing.

After I repented and started thinking like a servant instead of a
prima donna, I turned my thoughts toward her ex-husband. How
could a professing Christian man allow a woman with whom he had
conceived three children go through this ordeal alone? 1 felt so sorry for
this woman; my heart bled for her. My next phone call to my wife
was filled with the account of this sad story. “What kind of man,” I
sputtered, “wouldn’t immediately rush to the aid of someone in this
situation when he had already pledged before a church full of people
to be with her in sickness and in health? How hard does a heart have
to be not to be moved by the suffering of someone you once loved?”

When this husband divorced this woman, he couldn’t have antici-
pated she would get cancer, of course, but that’s why we build a sacred
history. None of us can accurately see into the future. This woman set
aside her career and hadn’t developed any particular vocational skills
as she raised this man’s three children. She made herself vulnerable
for his benefit. And after that—after he had built his career and she
was still saddled with tremendous responsibility for the rearing of
three children— he broke their history together and left her nearly
destitute.

When you divorce your spouse, you have no idea what the future
holds for him or her. The situation can and often does lead to chaos,
because odds are that at least one spouse will need care in the not-too-
distant future. Certainly such neglect qualifies as the “self-seeking”
that Paul says naturally results in God’s “wrath and anger.”

Also subject to this anger are those who “reject the truth.” Clearly,
Paul is talking about the truth of salvation here, but another truth

110

031033294x_SacredMarr_GiftEd_hc_new.indd 110 @ 8/3/16 12:48 PM



Sacred History

can be inferred from this passage as well — the truth of God’s will
and his laws.

Most of us know that God hates divorce because Scripture says it
explicitly: “‘T hate divorce,” says the LorD God of Israel” (Malachi
2:16, NIV, 1984 ed.). Jesus elaborated on this perspective on divorce,
telling his disciples that “anyone who divorces his wife, except for
sexual immorality, makes her the victim of adultery, and anyone who
marries a divorced woman commits adultery” (Matthew 5:32). The
only reason God made provision for divorce in the Old Testament,
Jesus added elsewhere, was because he was dealing with hard hearts
(Matthew 19:8-9).

This, my friends, is zruth. To reject it, Paul warns in Romans 2, is
to risk God’s wrath and anger. 'm still amazed at Christian men who
can leave their wives and children nearly destitute financially so they
can pursue a new relationship—all the while trying to maintain the
illusion that Jesus Christ is still Lord of their lives.

Building a sacred history together teaches us to be persistent in
doing good, even when we want to do something else. This com-
mitment to perseverance teaches us the basic Christian discipline of
self-denial. As part of this, we must reject self-seeking behavior and
instead think about the future, a future that points beyond this world
to the next. For those who don’t believe in heaven, divorce can make a
lot of sense. Once heaven becomes part of the equation, the cost of an
unbiblical divorce— God’s wrath and anger, jeopardizing the future
by a selfish attitude—becomes much too high.

The Ideal

We have reached high to make a strong point. Divorce, by definition,
is a failure— of love, forgiveness, and patience— or (at the very least)
it is the result of poor judgment in choosing a difficult partner in
the first place. But we are all failures at some point. Jesus’ words are
frequently severe; according to Matthew 5:28, I and virtually every
other man alive must be considered an adulterer. One lustful look
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and Boom! we've fallen. One angry exclamation, “You fool!” and,
according to Jesus, I'm in danger of being thrown into the fire of hell
(Matthew 5:22).

Jesus makes a number of harsh, seemingly unrelenting statements
pertaining to how we should live, and there isn’t a man or woman
alive who hasn’t broken some of those commands. But look at the life
of Jesus, and you see tremendous mercy. The adulterous woman isn't
condemned; she’s simply told to turn her back on her life of sin (see
John 8:11). Jesus once said that if we put our hand to the plow and
look back, we're not fit for the kingdom of God (Luke 9:62), but he
willingly and lovingly took Peter back after Peter had disowned him
three times (Mark 14:66—-72).

If you're reading this after you've gone through a divorce, you
serve no one— least of all God — by becoming fixated on something
you can’t now undo. That’s what forgiveness and grace are for—a
fresh start, a new beginning. God offers grace precisely for the reason
that he wants to forgive us. He is eager to forgive us so we can start
afresh and live a new meaningful life in service to him from this
point on.

I have affirmed a high ideal in part to encourage people mired in
a difficult marriage to hang in there. At the risk of emptying what
we've just said, however, we need to be honest. It is going too far to
equate leaving our spouse with leaving our faith. There are certainly
severe spiritual repercussions every time we break an oath, and one
thing that makes divorce even more perilous spiritually is that the
marriage vow is an oath that is broken over time. Rather than being a
sin of passion—something we do but immediately regret—divorce is
a considered decision, with plenty of opportunities to reconsider and
reject it. This makes it, at best, a very dangerous choice spiritually.

But sometimes divorce can even be the right choice. Matthew
records an exception for infidelity (Matthew 19:9). Paul articulates an
exception for being married to an unbeliever who refuses to remain
in the marriage (I Corinthians 7:15).

Anyone who has been married for any length of time should be
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able to understand how truly difficult marriage can be and how, even
among Christians, tensions can rise so high and hurt can be so deeply
embedded that reconciliation would take more energy than either
partner could ever imagine possessing in ten lifetimes. In many cases,
God can and will provide the energy; in some cases, people are just
not willing to receive it.

Before a divorce is finalized, I will usually encourage someone to
hang in there, to push on through the pain, and to try to grow in it
and through it. Happiness may well be beyond them, but spiritual
maturity isn’t—and I value character far above any emotional dispo-
sition. An intact marriage is an ideal worth fighting for when we have
heaven as a future hope, spiritual growth as a present reality, and, in
many cases, children for whom our sacrifice is necessary. But that
doesn’t mean we should treat those whose marriages have crumbled
as second-class Christians. Though Jesus was an idealist, he was, per-
haps surprisingly, very much also a realist. He loved real people with
acceptance and grace.

And, of course, sometimes divorce is foisted on a partner unilater-
ally. Such was the case with a woman I know by the name of Leslie.

Broken History: Leslie

“Leslie, I'm leaving you.”

Leslie backpedaled in disbelief. She never thought she would hear
those words. As a young girl growing up, she imagined a white wed-
ding dress, a happy couple, a home full of children. Her fantasies had
not left room for the devastating chill these words carried, spoken by
a man to whom she’d entrusted her life, her body, her deepest secrets
and intimacies. And now he was telling her he couldn’t stand to be
around her anymore.

At the time both Leslie and Tim were committed Christians.
Although they had lived together before their wedding, they had
recommitted their lives to the Lord before they got married, and
immediately they began growing in their faith. They attended a Bible
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study and regularly prayed together. In the early years of their rela-
tionship, people often commented, “Y’all have such a good marriage,”
and the couple would humbly respond, “It’s the Lord’s doing, not
ours.”

The first cracks appeared about six years into their marriage when
Tim confessed to a one-night stand. He told Leslie he was deeply
sorry and was willing to seek counseling. After a lot of tears, they
were able to put the affair behind them.

Leslie had to work through some issues of trust, but the good
times returned. Five years passed. Tim was being trained as a church
elder, and Leslie was working full-time directing a Christian ministry.
They were enduring the pain of infertility but had passed through the
angst to begin the process of adoption. In fact, they had passed the
first home study and now were preparing for a second. Soon, Leslie
hoped, she would be a mother.

And then Leslie felt Tim slipping away. The fears seemed irratio-
nal at first— just a premonition, nothing more— but the corroborat-
ing evidence grew. The distance became acute when Leslie traveled
with Tim to a national convention. She felt crushed and humiliated
when Tim left her alone for long periods of time and then treated
her rudely when they finally did get together. Leslie became hysteri-
cally upset, something of which she is now ashamed, causing Tim to
withdraw even further.

At home, Leslie confided to a prayer partner, “If I didn’t know
Tim better, I'd think he was getting ready to leave me.”

“That’s ridiculous,” her prayer partner assured her.

Tim was gone on business for a total of three weeks and scheduled
to return on a Saturday afternoon. Leslie was anxious for him to be
home on time. She wanted them to be ready for the second adoption
home study, which was scheduled for early Monday morning.

Tim didn’t return home on Saturday afternoon. Leslie put the
dinner dishes away and went to bed, expecting Tim to join her later
that night. She woke up, wondering if Tim would be lying beside
her—but he still hadn’t made it home. Leslie went to church that
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Sunday morning, convinced she would see Tim’s car in the garage
when she got back, but the garage was empty.

Her heart was beginning to sink, and then, later that evening,
Leslie heard a noise coming from the garage. She opened the door
and saw Tim putting his golf clubs into the trunk of the car.

“What's going on, Tim?” she asked. He had been gone for three
weeks. Surely he wasn’t preparing to go play golf in the morning,.

And then the words came— those four soul-numbing words that
blasted Leslie’s world apart: “Leslie, 'm leaving you.”

Leslie almost collapsed on the spot. “You can’t leave me,” she
lamented.

“I am. I don’t love you anymore. I haven’t loved you for a long
time.”

Leslie felt hysteria taking over again, and she began to panic emo-
tionally. “I forced myself to remain calm,” she remembers, “because I
knew becoming hysterical wouldn’t make him stay. Besides, I didn’t
want him to remember me in a hysterical fit.”

Then Leslie looked at Tim’s hand and felt her heart stop. Tim
wasn’t wearing his wedding ring.

“You’re not wearing your wedding ring. Does that mean you’re
going to start dating?”

“Yes.”

Slam! His immediate, calm, almost casual reply took her breath
away.

“Do you know who?” The fear started rising. Did she really want
to hear this?

“Yes—but I'm not leaving you for anyone in particular. You and
[ just aren’t right for each other. I've been living a lie all these years,
and I'm tired of it.”

“Tim, please, won’t you stay the night? Just one night?”

“I can’t.”

Leslie began to feel herself losing control. She didn’t become hys-
terical, but the tears took over, and she lost her composure. She held
on until Tim drove away, and #hen she became hysterical.
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The sobs that came up from within her were deep and physically
painful. Finally, Leslie knelt down on a chair to pray, but there was
still too much agony inside her. She simply couldn’t pray on her own.
Instead she stood up, stumbled over to the phone, and dialed some
close friends. “Tim just left me,” she whispered through her tears.
“Can you come over?”

Leslie and her friends wept and prayed, prayed and wept, and wept
and prayed some more. After hours of spiritual struggle, Leslie finally
felt a release and some semblance of peace.

“Would you like me to spend the night?” one of her friends asked.

“No, I'll be okay,” Leslie said. She’s thankful now that at the time
she didn’t realize what really lay ahead.

Telling the News

As Leslie prayed throughout the week following Tim’s departure, she
sensed that God was asking her to tell her story to the church and ask
for prayer. Leslie couldn’t imagine doing this; she thought she had to
put on a strong face because she led a ministry. “God,” she argued,
“they’ll think I haven’t been a good wife, so how can I possibly be
adequate to run the ministry center? If I'm incapable of keeping a
husband, how can I keep a ministry going?”

During the church service that Sunday morning, the worship
leader did something that had never been done before (and hasn’t
been done since). He asked the congregation to share prayer requests
or praises. Leslie gulped, sighed, and stood up. Every eye in the
church was fixed on her. She swallowed hard and then said, “I need
the church to know that Tim left me last week.”

A big, horrible gasp followed, but Leslie continued. “Tim and I
really need your prayers for our marriage to be healed.”

Being the weak one was devastating for Leslie, but it blew the win-
dows open in her church with respect to other marriages that were
struggling and on the brink of divorce. Leslie was thankful for that,
even as she waited for her own marriage to be healed.
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False Hope
What helped Leslie make it through the first few months of her sepa-

ration was her confident expectation that Tim would come back. She
was optimistic that once she was able to understand why Tim left
and what she had done wrong, she’d be able to fix everything and
her marriage would be okay. But it wasn’t okay, and it wasn’t going
to be okay. Tim was actively dating and showing little interest in
reconciliation.

Bitterness became a frequent seducer, but Leslie fought it off; in
part because God had begun to reveal some of her own failings— the
self-righteousness with which she had treated her husband and the
way she expected so much of herself and of him, for starters.

For the first time, Leslie was able to see the chains of perfection-
ism that had bound her for so many years. She remembered how,
before Tim left her, she had bristled inside when her pastor pointed a
finger her way and said she was a sinner. Her thought was, Where do
you see sin in my life? Just tell me so I can get rid of it.

“I saw there was no grace and no mercy in my Christian life,”
Leslie admits. Months went by, and then years—and then finally the
day that Tim told Leslie he was marrying someone else.

Shared Sufferings

Sometimes depression would creep up on Leslie, bringing a good
dose of fear with it, especially as Tim’s wedding day drew near. But
then— there’s no other way Leslie could describe it— the Lord would
take her face in his hands and say, “Leslie, look at me. Look at me.”

As the marital breakup began to appear permanent, Leslie began
to grieve anew. She berated herself at times, blaming herself, thinking
that if she had only done something differently, Tim wouldn’t have
left.

“That’s not true,” she sensed God telling her. “/ loved him per-
fectly, and he left me t00.”
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Leslie wept at that thought, and she began to feel a new kinship
with the Lord. Somehow she was sharing in his sufferings. They were
going through this together.

Well-meaning Christian friends eventually started asking Les-
lie if she was dating yet. Leslie did her best to mask her shock and
respond with grace. She still wore her wedding ring, and while some
Christians felt that she should “just let go,” the ring was a sign of a
covenant Leslie had made, not just with Tim, but with God. Even
though Tim had walked out of the relationship, the Lord was still
there—so two out of the three parties were hanging in there.

“The wedding ring didn’t represent my love for Tim anymore,”
Leslie says. “That old love was dead. But it represented my commit-
ment before the Lord— the One before whom I said, “Till death do
us part.””

Right up until the day Tim remarried, Leslie wore her wedding
ring and kept praying for a reconciliation. By remaining faithful in
the midst of unfaithfulness, her eyes were opened to God’s presence
in a new way. “The faithlessness of Israel and the faithfulness of God,
as well as the faithfulness of Hosea and the faithlessness of Gomer,
really spoke to me,” Leslie says. “This entire experience has helped
me to get to know God better. I've gained a sense of the incredible
unconditional love that his covenant represents. The more I sought
God’s permission to take off my ring and start dating, the more he
would talk to me about his covenant promise.”

This, in a nutshell, is one of the key messages of this book.
Even when something as tragic as betrayal, unfaithfulness, and an
unwanted divorce are foisted on us, the experience can be used for
spiritual benefit. By remaining true and by respecting the sacredness
of her history with Tim, even though he no longer respected that
history, Leslie learned valuable spiritual lessons and drew closer to
God in the process.

But Leslie was a pioneer of sorts. Most of her fellow Christians
couldn’t understand why she wouldn’t just give up. “They could
understand why someone would take back a wayward child— the
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whole bit about the prodigal son,” she says. “But with a husband and
wife, many Christians just don’t see it.”
But now Leslie sees God in a whole new light.

The Divine Husband

Leslie now says, “God is the perfect Husband. He has met my needs
before I even anticipated them. 'm not just talking about big things
either; he has met my small, personal needs in very intimate ways.”

Two weeks before Easter— just months before Tim’s wedding—
Leslie was asked to speak at a church that was decorated with beauti-
ful Easter lilies. Since the divorce, Leslie has lived on a substandard
income. She believes that God wanted her to forgive Tim and not
fight to make him pay for leaving her, so she lives under extremely
tight budget constraints. Buying an Easter lily, she thought, would be
a frivolous expense, but she found herself wistfully praying, They sure
are beautiful, Lord. I would love to have one. It was a silent prayer, and
her request was spoken to no one.

The day before Easter, Leslie went into work and saw an Easter lily
on her desk. Leslie stopped, stared, and then began to weep. Though
the lily was from a friend, Leslie accepted it as a gift from God, who
had heard her prayer and now was buying his “wife” a flower for
Easter.

“By losing my earthly husband, I've drawn closer to my heavenly
one.” Leslie says it emphatically: “He’s my Husband, my Provider, my
Sustainer.” Though Leslie’s relationship with God used to be based
on performance, this season of hurt and pain has taught her how to
receive from God.

I spoke with Leslie less than two weeks before Tim’s wedding.
“God can still restore my marriage,” Leslie told me, “but even if he
doesn’t, he’s still God.” She paused, looking wistful. Tears welled up
from the bottom of her eyes.

“This has been such a rich time for me spiritually, Gary. [ wouldn’t
trade it for anything.”
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“Think about that for a second, Leslie,” I asked her. “Do you
really mean that?”

“I do—with all my heart. It’s been so rich, so profoundly life-
changing. Of course, I can’t say I'm glad my marriage broke up, but
I am glad for the fruit it has created.”

Leslie has entered a new realm. She has learned the secret that
regardless of what others do to us—even if they betray us in the most
intimate sense— God can use that occasion to draw us closer into his
heart. And then God can use it to draw others to him as well.

As a special blessing, two years after Tim left Leslie, Leslie’s father
called her on the phone. “I've watched what you've gone through,” he
said. “I've seen how you've reacted, and I want what you have.”

This was a profoundly moving conversation for Leslie, for, like
Tim, her father had been unfaithful to his wife (Leslie’s mother),
leaving Leslie to grow up with the pain of a broken home. Leslie had
spent much of her adult life reaching out to her father—with a tract,
a book, a sermon recording. Each time, her father broke her heart
anew by saying, “I wish I could do this for you, but I just can’t.” Yet
watching his daughter remain true to her vows moved Leslie’s dad in
a way that a book, tract, or sermon never could. He sensed a power
in Leslie’s actions that had no earthly explanation, and finally he
believed. All the anguish began to melt away when Leslie knelt beside
her father as he prayed to receive Jesus Christ as his Lord and Savior
at the age of sixty-two.

There is an exalted truth in this conversion experience. What
really happened was that by remaining faithful to an unfaithful hus-
band, Leslie demonstrated the truth of a God who remains faithful
to an unfaithful people. Her father had heard the gospel many times,
but it wasn’t until he saw it displayed in Leslie’s life that he wanted
it for himself.

Leslie is even able to smile now. “How can I not thank God?” she
asked me. “Quite honestly, ’'m more than willing to pray, ‘God, you
can have my marriage if it means the salvation of my family.”

After hearing about her story, a man called Leslie for help. His
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wife had left him. He was gravitating toward bitterness and anger,
but Leslie pointed him in a different direction.

“This season in your life can be so productive spiritually if you use
it to allow God to break you, shape you, and remake you,” she told
him. “We’re always looking at what our spouses have done wrong, but
God wants to deal with our own hearts first.”

Tell the Story

If we are serious about pursuing spiritual growth through mar-
riage, we must convince ourselves to refrain from asking a spiritually
dangerous question: “Did I marry the right person?” Once we have
exchanged our vows, little is gained and much harm can be done by
asking that question.

A far better alternative to questioning one’s choice is to learn how
to live with one’s choice. A character in the Anne Tyler novel A Patch-
work Planet comes to realize this too late. The book’s thirty-year-old
narrator had gone through a divorce and now works at an occupa-
tion that has him relating almost exclusively with elderly people. As
he observes their long-standing marriages, he comes to a profound
understanding:

I was beginning to suspect that it made no difference whether
they’d married the right person. Finally, you're just with who
youre with. You've signed on with her, put in half a century with
her, grown to know her as well as you know yourself or even bet-
ter, and she’s become the right person. Or the only person, might
be more to the point. I wish someone had told me that earlier. I'd
have hung on then; I swear I would. I never would have driven

Natalie to leave me.®

To be honest, our kids sometimes laugh at how incompatible Lisa
and I seem. ’'m not sure either of us would be the “perfect” person for
each other if we were matched by a computer. But it’s a relationship
that we cherish and thank God for every day. Rather than spending
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time wondering if we married the right person, we can take all that
energy and work on creating a beautiful story of how two imperfect
and seemingly incompatible people made their marriage into some-
thing amazing— creating kids, finding purpose, worshiping God,
and being loyal to each other to the very end.

Half the battle, then, is just keeping our story alive, refusing to
quit, believing that if we keep hanging in there, were giving God
more time and more opportunities to work his grace into our lives. It’s
not easy, but it’s sacred and it’s strong, and it leaves a lasting legacy.
I love how author Jerry Jenkins encourages us to revel in our own
marital story:

Tell your [marital] story. Tell it to your kids, your friends, your
brothers and sisters, but especially to each other. The more your
story is implanted in your brain, the more it serves as a hedge
against the myriad forces that seek to destroy your marriage. Make
your story so familiar that it becomes part of the fabric of your
being. It should become a legend that is shared through the gen-
erations as you grow a family tree that defies all odds and boasts
marriage after marriage of stability, strength, and longevity.®

Don’t abort your history with the spouse whom God has called you
to love. Don’t cheapen the experience of walking hand in hand with the
God who can identify with every relational struggle you face.

“May the Lord direct your hearts into God’s love and Christ’s
perseverance.”
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Embracing Difficulty in
Order to Build Character

One was never married, and that’s his hell;
another is, and that’s his plague.
ROBERT BURTON, ENGLISH CLERGYMAN

They dream in courtship, but in wedlock wake.
ALEXANDER POPE

Because marriage, more than any other relationship, reflects
God'’s involvement with us and bears more potential to draw our
hearts to heaven, it can more readily give us a taste of hell.
DAN ALLENDER AND TREMPER LONGMAN IlI

THERE ARE FEW NATURAL WONDERS MORE STARTLING IN THEIR
beauty than Mount Everest, the highest spot on earth. Geologists
believe that the Himalayas were created by the Indian continent
crashing into Eurasia. “Crashing” is a writer’s hyperbole; actually,
the two continents collide with a movement of about ten centimeters
per year. But slow and steady does the job. As India keeps moving
inward, compressing and lifting southern Eurasia, a spectacular natu-
ral treasure continues to be created.

If there were no collision between India and Eurasia, there would
be no Himalayas. Without the wrenching force of continental shift-
ing, the world would be a poorer place aesthetically.
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In the same way, the “collisions” of marriage can create relation-
ships of beauty. Beauty is often birthed in struggle. These points of
impact may not be fun—in fact, they can make us feel like we're
being ripped apart— but the process can make us stronger, build our
character, and deepen our faith.

Suffering is a necessary part of the Christian life, modeled by Jesus
Christ himself, who suffered immeasurably in his service to God. Diet-
rich Bonhoeffer wrote that if we do not have something of the ascetic
in us, we will find it hard to follow God.! And yet most of those who
leave marriage and break its sacred history do so precisely because it’s
tough. Few people leave a marriage because it’s too easy! This tendency
to avoid difficulty is a grave spiritual failing that can and often does keep
us in Christian infancy. The great spiritual writers warned that this life
is difficult and that we should use the difficulty to be built up in our
character.

William Law, an eighteenth-century Anglican writer, asks, “How
many saints has adversity sent to Heaven? And how many poor sin-
ners has prosperity plunged into everlasting misery?”* Saint John of
the Cross mocks our demand to have it easy and to shun struggle: “I
would not consider any spirituality worthwhile that wants to walk in
sweetness and ease and run from the imitation of Christ.”

Jesus promised us that everyone will be seasoned with fire, and
every sacrifice will be seasoned with salt (Mark 9:49 NKJV). The
desire for ease, comfort, and stress-free living is an indirect desire to
remain an “unseasoned,” immature Christian. Struggle makes us
stronger; it builds us up and deepens our faith.

But this result is achieved only when we face the struggle head-on,
not when we run from it. Gary and Betsy Ricucci point out, “Our
Lord has sovereignly ordained that our refining process take place as
we go through difficulties, not around them. The Bible is filled with
examples of those who overcame as they passed through the desert,
the Red Sea, the fiery furnace and ultimately the cross. God doesn’t
protect Christians from their problems— he helps them walk victori-
ously through their problems.™
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If your marriage is tough, get down on your knees and thank
God that he has given you an opportunity for unparalleled spiritual
growth. You have the prime potential to excel in Christian character
and obedience.

Appreciating Struggle

As a Cross-country runner, my most satisfying victories were those
that took every ounce of strength I possessed. Races I won easily,
though less painful, were ultimately less satisfying. Struggling suc-
cessfully and profitably brings a deeper joy than even trouble-free
living. God created us in such a way that, in one sense, struggle keeps
us interested and engaged. But to be profitable, our struggle must
have purpose, and it must be productive. Two people who do noth-
ing but fight in their marriage and make each other miserable are
not engaging in a helpful spiritual exercise. It’s only when we put
struggle within the Christian context of character development and
self-sacrifice that it becomes profitable.

Jesus portrayed struggle as the entry point into the Christian life,
stressing that it would be a daily reality of our faith: “Whoever wants
to be my disciple must deny themselves and take up their cross daily
and follow me” (Luke 9:23, emphasis added). Though sickness and
sorrow will catch up to most people eventually, to the young living
in affluent countries this verse may sound melodramatic. Medicine
has become so advanced that many young people can live virtually
pain-free lives. We have machines to wash our clothes and do the
dishes. We can wake up in Seattle and have dinner in New York that
same evening.

When life starts out so easy, we can be lulled to sleep, thinking
that life should be easy or that it will a/ways be easy. Once it gets a
little difficult, we tend to become consumed with trying to make
our lives comfortable again— just like they used to be. Rather than
embrace Jesus’ words in the present, we want to recapture an easier
past, but when we do this, we miss a great spiritual opportunity.
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Mountain climbers often step back from a particularly difficult
overhang or stretch and discuss how to surmount it. Much of the fun
in the sport is encountering the challenges and figuring out a way
to get around them. If mountain climbing were easy, it would lose a
great deal of its appeal.

Our relationships can be looked at the same way. Instead of
immediately thinking about how we can take a helicopter to the top,
we might take a climber’s approach and think, “This is really tough.
This is a challenge, no doubt about it. How do I keep loving this
person in the face of this challenge?”

Thomas & Kempis noted that “the more the flesh is wasted by
affliction, so much the more is the spirit strengthened by inward
grace. And sometimes he is so comforted with desire of tribulation
and adversity, for the love of conformity to the cross of Christ, that
he would not wish to be without grief or tribulation.”

Ask yourself this question: Would I rather live a life of comfort
and remain immature in Christ, or am I willing to be seasoned with
suffering if by doing so I am conformed to the image of Christ?

[t is unrealistic to assume that the initial pledge of marital fidelity
will be an easy one to keep. The late Otto Piper, who was a profes-
sor of New Testament at Princeton Seminary, points out that “there
is always an element of mistrust implied in the marriage contract.”
The reason we promise to love each other “till death do us part” is
precisely because our society knows that such a promise will be sorely
tried— otherwise, the promise wouldn’t be necessary! We don’t make
public promises that we will regularly nourish our bodies with food
or buy ourselves adequate clothing.

Everyone who enters the marriage relationship will come to a
point where the marriage starts to rub somewhat adversely. It is for
these times that the promise is made. Anticipating struggle, God has
ordained a remedy, holding us to our word of commitment. In this

struggle we become nobler people.
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Sweet Suffering

Without degenerating into becoming a masochist, the mature Chris-
tian recognizes and appreciates the sweet side of suffering. Teresa of
Avila wrote, “Lord, how you afflict your lovers! But everything is
small in comparison with what you give them afterward.”” This is
the same reality experienced by Saint John of the Cross, who wrote,
“If individuals resolutely submit to the carrying of the cross, if they
decidedly want to find and endure trial in all things for God, they
will discover in all of them great relief and sweetness.”®

This teaching mirrors Paul’s words in 2 Corinthians 4:17: “For
our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal
glory that far outweighs them all.”

Because we have hope for eternity, we do not become nearsighted,
demanding short-term ease that would short-circuit long-term gain.
Our demands for comfort and ease show us what we truly value. It
is the definitive test of whether we are living for God’s kingdom and
service or for our own comfort and reputation.

A heavyweight champion who dodges all serious contenders to
consistently fight “marshmallows” is mocked. Christians who dodge
all serious struggle and consciously seek to put themselves in whatever
situations and relationships are easiest are doing the same thing—
they are coasting, and eventually that coasting will define them and,
even worse, shape them.

If there is one thing young engaged couples need to hear, it’s that
a good marriage is not something you find; it’s something you work for. It
takes struggle. You must crucify your selfishness. You must at times
confront and at other times confess. The practice of forgiveness is
essential.

This is undeniably hard work. But eventually it pays off. Eventu-
ally, it creates a relationship of beauty, trust, and mutual support.

It helps when we view our struggles in light of what they pro-
vide for us spiritually rather than in light of what they take from us
emotionally. Working through disagreements is taxing. There are a
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million things I'd rather do than put in the time and effort to resolve
a relational hassle. If 'm in my marriage for emotional stability, I
probably won'’t last long. But if I think it can reap spiritual benefits,
I’ll have plenty of reason to not just be married but acz married.

Otto Piper challenges us, “If marriage ... is a disillusioning expe-
rience for many people, the reason is to be found in the passivity of
their faith. People dislike the fact that the blessings of God may only
be found and enjoyed when they are persistently sought (Matthew
7:7; Luke 11:9). Marriage is, therefore, both a gift and a task to be
accomplished.”

Don’t run from the struggles of marriage. Embrace them. Grow
in them. Draw nearer to God because of them. Through them you
will reflect more of the spirit of Jesus Christ. And thank God he has
placed you in a situation where your spirit can be perfected.

Let’s take a close look at two individuals, Abraham Lincoln and
Anne Morrow Lindbergh, who struggled mightily in their mar-
riages— but who became outstandingly influential people as a
result.””

The Great Emancipator

Mary Todd was hardly the type of woman with whom one could
enjoy a quiet evening. She was, in fact, a woman of intense impulses
and tremendous temper, though this, ironically enough, was some of
her attraction for Abraham Lincoln. The future president called her
the “first aggressively brilliant, feminine creature” who had crossed
his path.

Mary’s bouts of temper made retaining hired help extremely dif-
ficult; Lincoln responded by giving the girls an extra weekly dollar.
After one particularly forceful eruption between Mary and a maid,
Lincoln quietly patted the girl on the shoulder and said, “Stay with
her, Maria. Stay with her.” He had to hold on to the “help,” because
hiring new workers, with Mary’s growing reputation, was next to
impossible.
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When a salesman called on the White House and was treated
to Mary’s fervid verbal assault, he marched right up to the Oval
Office— those were different days, to be sure—and proceeded to
complain to President Lincoln about how the first lady had treated
him. Lincoln listened calmly, then stood and gently said, “You can
endure for fifteen minutes what I have endured for fifteen years.”

Lincoln suffered numerous indignities at the hand of his wife,
from Mary’s publicly throwing coffee in his face to her profligate
spending. In those days, presidents were not as well-off as they are
today, but Mary went on bizarre spending binges, during one stretch
buying hundreds of pairs of gloves. On another occasion, she actu-
ally contracted with a builder to redo their house while the future
president was away —without his knowledge, and certainly without
his (frugal) assent. When the Lincolns lost Willie— Mary’s favorite
son— the ensuing grief cracked Mrs. Lincoln’s already fragile psyche.
It became more and more difficult for her to control her hysterics. In
the turmoil of this tremendous grief (losing his son) and distraction
(watching his wife fall apart), Lincoln did his best to keep a crum-
bling nation together.

Added to the sometimes bizarre pressure at home, Lincoln’s polit-
ical life was equally chaotic. His insistence on fighting the Civil War
to the end made him so unpopular that a fellow politician scoffed
at Lincoln’s planned visit and address to Gettysburg with the words,
“Let the dead bury the dead.” Lincoln himself saw little hope for
being reelected, writing in his journal that he fully expected to be a
one-term president. Keep in mind that over 600,000 men perished
in this increasingly unpopular and horrific conflict that Lincoln was
determined to bring to a conclusion. Many, perhaps most, knew a
son, a brother, a husband, a father, an uncle— or sometimes all of
the above—who gave their life for “Lincoln’s War.” The people had
had enough.

But Lincoln lived with this almost mystical sense that he had been
chosen by God to keep the United States together and to preserve this
experiment called democracy. So he fought on, changing generals,
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changing tactics, but staying on course, even in the face of the public’s
growing disgust, ridicule, and sometimes hatred.

What gives a man such tenacity? How does a man develop the
character to persist in the face of widespread hatred, chaos, disap-
pointment, and tragic defeat? How does a man keep going when his
home and his nation seem to be falling apart?

Shortly before Lincoln left for Gettysburg, his son Tad became ill,
which once again intensified Mary’s hysterics as she was reminded
anew of the son she had lost less than two years earlier. With all the
distractions at home, Lincoln was able merely to scribble out a few
notes as he left for Pennsylvania.

In this highly emotional moment, Lincoln could be forgiven for
delivering his words with less-than-powerful rhetoric. One reporter
described Lincoln’s delivery as “a sharp, unmusical treble voice.”
The applause was scattered and restrained, so much so that Lincoln
believed he had failed miserably. He leaned over and told a friend, “It
is a flat failure, and the people are disappointed.”

But the words were true and genuine, and they were moving and
powerful —and as the newspapers recorded them without Lincoln’s
understandable gloom coloring them, the nation was inspired as
never before. The Gettysburg Address is one of the most famous
speeches ever delivered on American soil, and its words would even-
tually be carved in stone, accompanying Lincoln into history. It may
be a cliché to say this, but it’s still true: He shone brightest when his
personal life was darkest.

The connection one can make between Lincoln’s marriage and his
mission is not difficult. It is easy to see how a man who might quit
on a difficult marriage wouldn’t have the character to hold together
a crumbling nation. Lincoln was virtually obsessed with saving the
Union; what better training ground than the difficult marriage that
required such tenacity from him?

Not only did Lincoln’s difficult marriage not deter him from
achieving greatness; one might argue that it actually helped prepare
him for greatness. Lincoln’s character was tested and refined on a
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daily basis so that when the true test came, he was able to stand
strong. His spiritual muscles were strengthened to the point that he
didn’t falter just when he needed them most. This story exposes the
lie behind the thinking of the pastor who declares, “I really could
have done something if I hadn’t married this woman,” or the wife
who says to herself, “Just think what I might be if I weren’t held back
by such a loser.” One of our greatest presidents was, without question,
married to one of the most difficult first ladies, and one could make
the case that this difficult and trying marriage helped create such a
great leader.

It’s fitting that Abraham Lincoln should be known as the “great
emancipator.” Emancipator means “deliverer from bondage and
oppression.” Perhaps Lincoln’s example can deliver us from the
oppression of an empty pursuit of happiness. Perhaps he can help set
us free from the notion that a difficult marriage will hold us back
rather than prepare us for our life’s work; maybe he can yet cut us
loose from the chains that bind us to seek tension-free lives over lives
of meaning and character. In the truth of Lincoln, learn to accept
difficulty as a blessing rather than resenting it. Instead of hating your
marriage, learn to love it as a way God can grow faithfulness and
perseverance into your character.

The Great Aviator

Imagine being a young, Ivy League-educated woman in the 1920s.
You love books and harbor dreams of becoming a writer or a poet.
Your father is a United States ambassador, and your family is well
respected and well-off. You have been raised to esteem refinement,
good manners, and “superior breeding.”

Then through your father’s door walks a man who is larger
than life but who is also everything you have been taught not to
respect—an adventurer rather than a scholar, a man who tinkers
with engines rather than with words. He is from humble origins, but
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his transatlantic flight from New York to Paris has given him a fame
almost unparalleled in the history of this country.

Thus begins the account of Anne Morrow Lindbergh’s marriage.

Charles Lindbergh’s successful flight across the Atlantic put him
in a class all by himself. His fame was unparalleled. Today you can’t
really pick a “favorite” celebrity; the list of who’s in and who’s out
changes every week. But Lindbergh was undoubtedly, for a time,
the most popular man in America— perhaps in the world. Imagine
having Wall Street close down for a parade in your honor—a parade
that drew 4.5 million people! Lindy’s popularity reached such heights
that women would check into hotel rooms he had just left, so they
could bathe in his bathtub and sleep in his bed. Lindbergh found he
couldn’t even send his shirts to the laundry— they never came back.
And Lindy had a particularly difficult time balancing his checkbook,
because most people refused to cash his checks; they opted instead to
keep them as souvenirs.

When Anne Morrow met Charles Lindbergh, she was prepared to
thoroughly dislike the famous aviator. A Smith-educated, well-bred,
bookish sort of woman, Anne wasn’t about to be swept off her feet by
what she called “all this public-hero stuff.” She wrote in her diary, “I
certainly was not going to worship ‘Lindy’ (that odious name, any-
way).” Her teacher derided Lindbergh, saying Charles was “really no
more than a mechanic ... Had it not been for the lone eagle flight,
he would now be in charge of a gasoline station on the outskirts of
St. Louis.”

In spite of Anne’s initial resolve not to be swept off her feet by
this great adventurer, much to her own consternation she did find
herself smitten after she met him. Somehow the man who bore “that
odious name” suddenly became “keen, intelligent, burning, thinking
on all lines.” Anne feverishly poured words into her journal that were
more reminiscent of a lovesick adolescent than an aspiring poet: “The
intensity of life, burning like a bright fire in his eyes. Life focused
in him—when he in turn focuses his life, power, force on anything,
amazing things happen.”
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Because of Lindy’s fame, dating presented several problems. As
soon as he was seen with a young woman, newspapers ran photo-
graphs and started speculating about an engagement. Early on, Lindy
warned Anne, “Don’t worry about 7y publicity. It’s coming to me
anyway. I've got to take it, but I don’t want it to be embarrassing for
you.”

Anne learned to play along. When she wrote to her sisters, she
used the code name “Robert Boyd” in place of the name Charles
Lindbergh, lest her letters be intercepted and leaked to the press. As
Anne got to know Charles better, she had ambivalent feelings. In
one sense, he overwhelmed her, but in another sense she recognized
how very different they were. The two of them, adventurer and poet,
seemed like an utter and complete mismatch. She poured out her
thoughts in a letter to her sister: “As you can see, I am completely
turned upside down, completely overwhelmed, completely upset. He
is the biggest, most absorbing person I've ever met, and doesn’t seem
to touch my life anywhere, really.”

Finally, they married.

Trapped in Fame

Anne’s joy at her wedding was tempered in part by the ridiculous
lengths to which she and her new husband had to go in order to
escape the public eye. To slip out of the wedding, Anne had to lie
down in a borrowed car, passing the usual crowd of reporters that
gathered at her parents’ gate. She and Lindy then changed cars, drove
to Long Island, and rowed out to a boat that had been left anchored
for them in the water.

While everyone raved about how lucky Anne was to capture the
world’s most eligible bachelor—a perception she chafed against, as it
assumed Lindy wasn’t lucky to have her— the private young woman
struggled to get used to her notoriety.

“It is difficult to believe or even to remember how little privacy
we had; how hard we struggled to be alone together,” she reminisced
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many years later. “In Mexico City, reporters waited for us at the
Embassy gates, their cars and cameras set to follow us. At [my par-
ents’] weekend house ... enterprising photographers climbed up onto
nearby roofs to photograph us in our garden. Disguised, we sneaked
out of back doors, went to friends’ houses, changed cars, and fled into
the wild country of Mexico, which was then considered dangerous
because of bandits.”

This flight from photographers and journalists came at a cost. As
Anne herself points out, “Total isolation is not normal life any more
than total public exposure. Like criminals or illicit lovers, we avoided
being seen in the world together and had to forgo the everyday plea-
sures of walking along streets, shopping, sightseeing, eating out at res-
taurants, or taking part in public events.”

Although Anne was an insightful person with literary ambitions,
early on in her relationship with Charles that part of her life had to
be curtailed. Charles warned her to “never say anything you wouldn’t
want shouted from the housetops, and never write anything you
would mind seeing on the front page of a newspaper.”

Anne reflects, “I was convinced I must protect him and myself
from intrusion into our private life, but what a sacrifice to make never
to speak or write deeply or honestly! I, to whom an experience was
not finished until it was written or shared in conversation. I who had
said in college that the most exciting thing in life was communica-
tion ... The result was dampening for my kind of inner life. I stopped
writing in my diary completely for three years, and since even letters
were unsafe, I tried to write cautiously or in family language and
jokes.”

The “dream life” that all the papers wrote about so exuberantly
had its dark side. Anne laments, “We had no private life—only pub-
lic life ... We had no home; we lived in hotels, planes, or other peo-
ple’s homes. We traveled constantly.”

This is not the life that someone “born to letters” envisions. It is
not the environment or existence that a quiet, reflective poet would
choose.
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Set Free with Sorrow

In 1932, the fame took a cruel turn. The Lindberghs’ eighteen-month-old
child, Charles Lindbergh Jr., was taken from his crib in the Lind-
berghs’ New Jersey home. The kidnappers left a note on the window-
sill demanding a ransom in exchange for his safe return. Negotiations
lasted for six weeks, after which a ransom was paid, but the child wasn’t
returned. Four excruciating weeks later— ten weeks in all—the ordeal
came to a tragic end when the little child’s dead body was found dis-
carded in the woods, just a few miles from the Lindberghs” home.

As a father of three children, I can’t imagine a more difficult expe-
rience to live through than the loss of a child. The kidnapping, the
uncertainty, the waiting, then finding the body—all of this must
have been devastating. It is one thing for fame to steal your poetry or
your hopes for a quiet life; it is another thing altogether when fame
steals and destroys your firstborn child.

Because the boy had been abandoned in the woods, animals had
gotten to him; it took a while for authorities to positively identify the
body. Adding severe insult to cruel injury, some photographers broke
into the morgue and published photos of Anne’s partially decom-
posed son for all to see.

This was a parent’s worst nightmare, compounded fifty times.
Yet, ironically enough, it was this tragedy that released Anne to write
again. She had allowed the absurdity of fame to put a part of her
inner core to sleep, but something in the magnitude of this tragedy
brought new life, like green grass poking up in the aftermath of a
devastating forest fire.

“There were other values, I was beginning to learn, more impor-
tant than discretion or even privacy,” Anne writes. “As I discovered
the following spring, in the abyss of tragedy, I needed to return to a
deeper resource. I had to write honestly. So one can say perhaps that
sorrow also played its part in setting me free.”

Think about this line: “Sorrow also played its part in setting me
free.” So often today sorrow is something that is to be avoided at all
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costs. Sorrow is the enemy, the persecutor, the fearful emotion. If
there is sorrow in our marriage, we must leave our marriage, for how
could anyone suggest I remain in an unhappy marriage? While few
of us would (or even should) have the courage to willingly choose
sorrow, when we find ourselves in it, if we quieted our souls—if we
learned to float in sorrow rather than thrash about like a drowning
emotional victim —we might find, as Anne did, that it can be used
to set us free.

Anne isn’t sentimental about this, just honest and vulnerable:
“What I am saying is not simply the old Puritan truism that ‘suffer-
ing teaches.’ I do not believe that sheer suffering teaches. If suffering
alone taught, all the world would be wise, since everyone suffers. To
suffering must be added mourning, understanding, patience, love,
openness, and the willingness to remain vulnerable.”

Anne is right, of course. A difficult marriage, in and of itself, may
not cause us to grow. We have to apply ourselves to understanding,
love, and patience. We must commit ourselves to a pursuit of virtue
within that difficult marriage. We can’t control how our spouse will
act or how the world will act, but we can control how we will act and
how we will respond.

This perspective puts us in the driver’s seat. No longer tossed about
as a victim of sorrow, we become the architects of a new character. It
is either this, or giving up control and allowing the toxic eruption of
bitterness to pollute our souls.

It may sound antiquated to talk about the pursuit of virtue in
today’s world, but this is only because we don’t fully understand what
virtue truly represents. At its root, virtue means “strength.” It’s related
to a word that more directly addresses this meaning: virile. Virtue is
strength— power to do what is right; power to make the right choice;
power to overcome the weakness of sin, bad choices, victimhood, and
self-pity.

Years later, as Anne Lindbergh reflected on the kidnapping, she
remarked that she found comfort in two teachings— one Christian
and one Buddhist. “Undoubtedly,” she wrote, “the long road of suf-
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fering, insight, healing, or rebirth is best illustrated in the Christian
religion by the suffering, death, and resurrection of Christ.”

The other story concerns a mother who approached Buddha
after losing her child. Legend has it that Buddha told her that all she
needed for healing was a single mustard seed from a household that
had never known sorrow. You can probably guess the ending. The
mother traveled from house to house and was never able to find a
family without sorrow. She never received the mustard seed she was
looking for, but she did receive understanding, truth, wisdom, and
perspective.

The same conclusion could be made about marriage. Every mar-
riage has sorrows. Every marriage has trials. There isn’t a shared bed-
room in this country where tension doesn’t occasionally or perhaps
frequently lift its snarling head. Many a pillow has been a solemn
receptacle for soul-felt tears, cried late at night or even all throughout
the day. We don’t get to choose which sorrows or trials we are called
to bear, only that we must endure them.

Liberating Force

Although Charles Lindbergh was famous, and by most accounts a
gracious man, there were aspects of his character that brought tre-
mendous grief to Anne. Charles’s stoicism was such that he saw cry-
ing as a weakness. Accordingly, he insisted that if Anne had to cry,
she do it alone, in her room. He made one exception: after the baby
was found dead, he let Anne weep without rebuke.

Later in their marriage, Charles’s fame spoiled into infamy. Lind-
bergh made half a dozen trips to Germany and vehemently opposed
American entry into World War II. Soon thereafter, he was sneered
at as vehemently as he had been cheered.

“Imagine,” his sister-in-law wrote, “in just fifteen years he had
gone from Jesus to Judas.”

He was also a controlling and somewhat eccentric man. One of
his daughters told a biographer, “There were only two ways of doing
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things— Father’s way and the wrong way.” When Anne told Charles
she wanted a new stove, he insisted she wait until they could discuss
the purchase “from personal, economic, and military standpoints.”
Once, as Charles prepared to leave on a trip, he made Anne cancel
their children’s dental appointments, fearing that war might break
out with the Soviets (which could lead the enemy to poison the water
supply).

These are admittedly somewhat petty concerns, but the fame, the
tragedy, the way Anne and Charles were so radically different from
each other—all these created enormous and serious tensions. Had
Anne focused on these difficulties and let herself obsess over them,
she could easily have turned bitter and withdrawn and found herself
with a shrunken life. Instead of becoming an alcoholic or turning to
food for comfort or taking things out on her children and ruining
them, Anne chose to apply virtue to suffering and thereby enlarge her
life significantly.

Out of this difficult marital situation, Anne became a woman
of tremendous accomplishment— the first United States woman, in
fact, to get a glider pilot’s license. In spite of her preference for books
and for conversation over against adventure, Anne learned to use the
radio and became remarkably proficient at using Morse code.

When their second son, Jon, was young, Anne and Charles went on
a North Atlantic survey flight that covered four continents and lasted
just two weeks shy of six months. Anne’s work as copilot and radio
operator for the survey was recognized by the National Geographic
Society, which in 1934 awarded her the Hubbard Gold Medal for
distinction in exploration, research, and discovery. She was the first
woman to receive this award.

As life slowed down, Anne was finally able to put more effort into
writing. She wrote numerous books—including many bestsellers—
in the 1950s and 1960s. Eugene Peterson includes Anne’s Gift from
the Sea in his selective list of books that are “spiritually formative in
the Christian life,” calling it “a penetrating account of a homemaker/
mother/wife who goes to the seashore for a few days and finds meta-
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phors among the seashells that connect the presence of God and the
meaning of the soul in the traffic of her everyday housewife world.”!!

Her difficult marriage didn’t confine her; it released her. Anne
recounts, “As a married woman, I had my husband at my side and
developed a new confidence. I always feel like standing up straight
when he is behind me.”

This is what a good, difficult marriage does. Marriage can never
remove the trials—in fact, it almost always creates new ones. But
even difficult marriages to difficult men can give women the strength
to become the people God created them to be. (So it is as well for men
married to difficult women.)

In a collection of letters and journal writings titled Hour of Gold,
Hour of Lead, Anne talks about how “the hour of lead” — difficult,
burdening times—can be “transmuted” into an “hour of gold.” As
long as our pain and wisdom and lessons are “locked up in the heart”
or “hoarded high in barns,” she wrote, they remain sterile and unfer-
tile. To grow in the midst of difficulties, we must rip open the bags
of grain and seeds and pour them out wherever we see fertile ground.
This is the classic death and rebirth theme of Christianity, in which
“the seed of love must be eternally resown.” It is the essence of a spiri-
tually meaningful marriage.

Mere Troubles

Some of you might be thinking, My marriage situation is much worse
than most. You don’t understand my difficulties. The hard reality is
this: We often can’t choose which trials we face.

When we moved back to Washington State from Virginia, I had
to renew my driver’s license, which involved taking a vision test. I was
asked to look into a machine and read the letters. I knew I must have
made a mistake when the woman said, “Please start by reading the
letters in the left column.”

I read them again.

“That’s the middle column,” she stated.
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I looked back in the machine. “You mean there are three col-
umns?” I asked.

“Is something wrong with you?” she asked.

There were so many ways in which I could answer that question
that I just remained silent. In fact, I suffer from keratoconus in my
left eye, which severely curtails my sight and virtually obliterates my
peripheral vision. I wasn’t even aware there was a third column.

The doctor who diagnosed my condition gave me a pamphlet for
a support group for people with this problem, but it really doesn’t
bother me. Just about everyone I know has some physical malady—a
bad back, severe allergies, migraine headaches, arthritis. We don’t get
to pick and choose which part of our body goes out of whack, but
most of us will face the degeneration of something as we grow older.

I think we need the same attitude with our marriage. All of us
experience certain things about our spouses that may be difficult for
us to accept. I've known men who were married to alcoholics and
women who were married to demanding tyrants who showed little
appreciation or respect.

But here’s where it gets difficult for most of us—where it causes
us to forget the lessons learned through Lincoln and Lindbergh.
Some may say, “Being famous doesn’t sound so bad,” and they wish
they could exchange their troubles for Anne’s. Others may think, /
wouldn’t mind being married to such a contentious woman if I could be
the president of the United States!

For those of us who live relatively anonymous lives, for those cou-
ples who silently grieve over their own personal and private trials, for
those who seem lost in a difficult marriage but don’t particularly view
their “mission” in life as meaningful — maybe they work in a factory
and are wondering just what their mission in life actually is— trials
seem to take on an added weight. In cases like these, our trials don’t
appear to us as a teacher, but more like a taskmaster, a tyrant, a brutal
burden.

In the previous chapter, we touched briefly on how eternity helps
us maintain a sacred history. It also helps us endure struggle. Remem-
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ber Paul’s words in Romans 2:7—8: “To those who by persistence in
doing good seek glory, honor and immortality, he will give eternal
life. But for those who are self-seeking and who reject the truth and
follow evil, there will be wrath and anger.”

If we live without an eternal perspective, earthly trials become
larger than life. Without the hope of heaven or the sense of the impor-
tance of a growing character and refinement, there is nothing to pre-
pare for, nothing to look forward to; it is like practicing and practicing
but never getting to actually play a game. Life gets boring, tedious,
and tiresome.

If we are seeking glory, honor, and immortality before God, the
road to get there is daily and quiet persistence, faithfulness, and obe-
dience. Anonymous sufferings are actually the best kind, Jesus tells
us; otherwise, others might recognize us and compliment us, and that
alone will be our reward (Matthew 6:16—18).

Christianity doesn’t make much sense without the reality of
heaven. The great classical writers never let go of this heavenly hope.
Eternity undergirded virtually every word they uttered. Paul himself
said that if we have hope only for this life, “we are of all people most
to be pitied” (1 Corinthians 15:19).

So what if your marriage is about more than obtaining happiness
in this life? What if it’s about attaining glory in the next life?

If we take our faith seriously and make our way through a dif-
ficult marriage in pursuit of witnessing God’s reconciling love for a
sinful world, then a difficult marriage becomes part of our exercise
to prepare us for heaven. Of course, the refinement of our character
won't make it into the pages of Sports [llustrated or Vanity Fair—but
heaven will notice, God will notice, and eventually the promise of
Jesus will come true: “The last will be first” (Matthew 20:16).

I feel sorry for Christians who try to live obedient lives without
keeping heaven firmly in their sights. Meditating on the afterlife is
one of the best spiritual exercises I know of. It strengthens me like few
other spiritual disciplines do. / can endure this, 1 say to myself, because
it will not always be this way.
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Cynics will say 'm falling into Marx’s trap. Marx, you'll recall,
called religion “the opium of the people.” Yet Marx had it exactly
backward, at least as far as his words pertain to Christianity. Opium
deadens the senses; Christianity makes them come alive. Our faith
can infuse a deadened or crippled marriage with meaning, purpose,
and —in what we so graciously receive from God — fulfillment.
Christianity doesn’t leave us in an apathetic stupor; it raises us and
our relationships from the dead! It pours zest and strength and pur-
pose into an otherwise wasted life.

God never promises to remove all our trials this side of heaven —
quite the contrary!—but he does promise there is meaning in each
one. Our character is being perfected; our faith is being built; our
heavenly reward is being increased.

There’s a scene from Star Wars that I'm somewhat ashamed to
admit still tears me up inside. After Luke Skywalker, Princess Leia,
and Han Solo save the rebel forces, they are honored as they enter a
great hall. They walk down a long aisle, with everybody standing at
attention, and then they climb some high steps, until the leader of the
rebel forces honors them in front of everybody.

The reason I think this hits me so hard is that it shadows a heav-
enly truth I yearn for. Jesus never told us to erase our ambition. Jesus
never said to shun all thought of rewards. He told us to turn from
earthly ambition and to shun earthly rewards. He said in effect, “Put
yourself last here on earth, and in heaven you’ll be first.” That’s a
trade, not a complete denial! That thirst for glory you feel in your
heart is part of what makes you human. Jesus just wants us to focus
it on heaven, looking for our rewards there.

Now to believe this isn’t to suggest we just “hang on” until heaven
comes. I've found that obedience to God creates quiet fulfillment
in the present. There is a spiritual satisfaction that comes even in
the midst of our trials. It is a demeanor that may not be as showy as
gleeful happiness, but it is much less subject to moods and makes for
much more permanent a disposition.

A difficult marriage does not pronounce a death sentence on a
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meaningful life. It presents several challenges, to be sure, but it also
provides wonderful opportunities for spiritual growth. Look at your
marriage through this lens: What am I learning? How is this caus-
ing me to grow? What is this doing for me from an eternal perspec-
tive?—and see if it doesn’t lighten the load, at least somewhat. More
important, contrast how your marriage draws you closer to God and
shapes you in the character of Jesus Christ with how closely it draws
you to the elusive state of carefree happiness. Look at your situation
through the lens of eternity, the lens employed by the apostle Paul:
“If we are children, then we are heirs— heirs of God and co-heirs
with Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings in order that we may
also share in his glory. I consider that our present sufferings are not
worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us (Romans
8:17—18).
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Falling Forward

Marriage Teaches Us to Forgive

Love is a heart that moves ... Love moves away
from the self and toward the other.

DAN ALLENDER AND TREMPER LONGMAN |

Merely being faithful to your spouse is quite a testimony in
this society. But as you go beyond that to communicate love
for your spouse in a consistent, creative, and uninhibited way,
the world can’t help but notice. God will be honored.

GARY AND BETSY Ricuccl

When a girl marries, she exchanges the attentions of all the other
men of her acquaintance for the inattention of just one.

HELEN ROWLAND

MANY YEARS AGO, A FEW CLOSE FRIENDS CELEBRATED OUR HIGH
school graduation by hiking on Mount Rainier. Before I attempted to
jump a fast-moving creek that had enough force to carry me halfway
down the mountain, one of my friends advised me, “Just make sure
you fall forward.” The advice was well heeded. Even if I didn’t make
the jump, as long as I kept my momentum going forward, I wouldn’t
be swept downstream.

The advice has stayed with me down through the years, as I believe
that Christian marriage is also about learning to fall forward. Obsta-
cles arise, anger flares up, and weariness dulls our feelings. When this
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happens, the spiritually immature respond by pulling back, becom-
ing more distant from their spouse, or even seeking to start over with
somebody more exciting. Yet maturity is reached by continuing to
move forward past the pain and apathy. Falls are inevitable. We can’t
always control whether or not we fall, but we caz control the direction
in which we fall— toward or away from our spouse.

In Hollywood language, romance is expressed as a passive activity.
Usually couples will say they have “fallen in love.” Or they may talk
about being “swept off their feet.” Adulterous couples sometimes even
say, “We couldn’t help ourselves; it just happened!” This passivity is as
foreign to Christian love as paper is to a Kindle. Christian love is an
aggressive movement and an active commitment. In reality, we choose
where to place our affections.

Marriage and family therapist Donald Harvey writes, “Intimate
relationships, as opposed to intimate experiences, are the result of plan-
ning. They are built. The sense of union that comes with genuine
spiritual closeness will not just happen. If it is present, it is because of
definite intent and follow-through on your part. You choose to invest,
and do. It’s not left to mere chance.”

It took years for me to understand I have a Christian obligation to
continually move toward my wife. I thought that as long as I didn’t
attack my wife or say cruel things to her, I was a “nice” husband, but
the opposite of biblical love isn’t hate; it’s apathy. To stop moving
toward our spouse is to stop loving him or her. It’s holding back from
the very purpose of marriage.

The Male Masquerade

At the risk of offending some readers, I think it’s necessary to point
out that this is one area of spirituality that may be more difficult,
generally, for men than for women. First, men tend to be less commu-
nicative, perhaps not realizing the message of disinterest this sends.
It’s one thing to think warm thoughts about your spouse; it’s quite
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another to express them. Many men don’t realize the damage they do
simply by remaining silent.

Second, men tend to view independence as a sign of strength,
maturity, and manhood. Interdependence is more than a long word.
For men it is often a bitter pill to swallow, a sign, even, of weakness.

While this sense of independence may be culturally celebrated, it
is a misunderstanding of real manhood, and it is not a biblical truth.
It needs to be critiqued using the framework of the nature of God.
While it is true that we must be willing and unafraid to stand alone
if need be (consider Jesus on the cross), it is even more true that the
movement of God is a movement toward people, even sinful people.
The reason Jesus stood alone was that others could be brought near
to God. In essence, he stood alone in order to gather his children to
himself. His solitary act was a radical statement of the importance
of community. If we desire to be remade in God’s image, we will be
molded in such a way that we move toward others. Men, in the same
way that you are not satisfied unless your wife is at least occasionally
the initiator in sex, women are not satisfied unless we are the initia-
tors in expressing love. We need to become, in three words, initiators
of love. If we want to be like Jesus, we need to begin initiating love
toward others— starting with our spouses and moving on to friends,
family, and coworkers.

In fact, for most men, the flight from others is an act of coward-
ice, not courage. A man can’t handle a maturing relationship with a
woman his age, so he divorces his wife and marries someone the age
of his daughter in a futile attempt to preserve his power. Another
man is unwilling to face the fact that his wife is not his mother, but a
partner who expects to receive as well as to give, so he sulks and gives
his wife the silent treatment rather than owning up to his own sense
of neediness. Still other men may be unwilling to enter the give-and-
take required of a complementary relationship, so they ignore their
wives and throw themselves into their work, where they are always in
charge and where their subordinates must bend to their will, or they
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disappear into their electronic devices. They may succeed in a game,
but it’s at the cost of failing in real life.

These are not profiles in courage; they are monuments of male
shame.

When God calls me to continually move toward my wife, to initi-

ate, he is calling me to be shaped into his very image.

Ebbing Emotions

One of the things that makes falling forward so difficult is the real-
ity of conflicting emotions. Madeleine UEngle wrote a simple poem
that captures this marvelously.” Her words are directed toward God,
but I think they apply just as well to anyone with whom we have a

relationship of love:

Dear God,
I hate you.

Love, Madeleine.

Have you ever experienced this frustrating reality of being dis-
gusted with someone while at the same time knowing you love them
dearly? UEngle is honest about her frustration with God, yet the last
two words make all the difference. Even though she is exasperated
with her Creator, she is pledged to move toward him. “Love, Mad-
eleine” becomes the denominator that defines every numerator. No
matter what the exasperation is about, no matter how intense the
frustration, Madeleine’s relationship with God is marked by that
foundational love.

That’s how it should be with our marriages. Even in the moments
of anger, betrayal, exasperation, and hurt, we are called to pursue this
person, to embrace them, and to grow toward them —to let our love

redefine our feelings of disinterest, frustration, and even hatred.
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The Blood of Marriage

This call to fall forward puts the focus on initiating intimacy. We
cheapen marriage if we reduce it to nothing more than a negative “I
agree to never have sex with anyone else.” Marriage points to a gift of
self that goes well beyond sexual fidelity. Getting married is agreeing
to grow together, into each other, to virtually commingle our souls so
that we share a unique and rare bond. When we stop doing that, we
have committed fraud against our partner; we made a commitment
we're not willing to live up to.

This “interpenetration” can be a wonderful —and even fun—
experience. Lisa and I had been married for just over a decade when
we began saying the same things in some uncanny ways. During one
of our son’s soccer games, I went up to a friend and said, “If they gave
near misses half a point, we’d be killing them.”

Jill’s eyes grew wide. “Did you just hear Lisa say that?”

“No.”

“Lisa told me the exact same thing just ten seconds ago.”

It started to happen with enough regularity that sometimes it felt
almost creepy. Many married couples have experienced this same
phenomenon. Our thinking and our turns of phrases have literally
been so shaped by each other’s presence that we have begun to resem-
ble one person.

Such an interpenetration of being points to a reality that goes
far beyond sexual exclusivity. Marriage is defined by a positive vir-
tue. It presumes the gift of self. Kathleen and Thomas Hart write,
“One can do many external deeds of love and still hold back the
really precious gift, the inner self. This gift can be given only through
communication.”

Communication is thus the blood of marriage that carries vital
oxygen into the heart of our romance. At first, communication can
seem glorious. In the rush of infatuation, the person standing before
us seems virtually infinite in his or her mystery, beauty, insight, and
ability to create the feeling of pure pleasure in us. Just a few months
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or perhaps years later, it is amazing how finite and earthy this “angel”
has become.

Part of this is simply the humbleness of the human condition. No
matter how lovely a young woman, no matter how smooth a young
man, eventually the human flaws will appear. Funny noises and
smells come out of all of us. It’s the discovery of these banal realities
that often causes us to pull back, as if the other person has tricked us.

Along with verbal communication comes physical communica-
tion— the act of touching. This includes sexual expression, but also
nonsexual touch. As a rule, I can’t stand having someone touch my
face, but my wife can’t get enough of having her face touched. It
took me years to understand just how important it is for Lisa to be
touched — especially when she knows that the touch is not for the
purpose of leading to something else.

And while men may need to be reminded of the importance of fre-
quent nonsexual touching, many wives have learned that if a woman
is not pursuing her husband sexually, just about every other move-
ment toward her husband may go unnoticed. She might contribute
more than 50 percent to the family budget, run two marathons a
year, and be voted Realtor of the Year at work and Mother of the Year
at church, but if she’s always the last one to arrive in the bedroom at
night and the first one to leave in the morning, her husband may still
define her by her denials rather than accomplishments.

There’s a classic scene in an old Woody Allen movie. A husband
and wife are separately questioned by a marriage counselor, and the
viewer is privy to their differing responses. The counselor first asks
the wife, “How often do you and your husband have sex?” The wife
responds, “Almost always. Three times a week.” The counselor is then
shown asking the husband, “How often do you and your wife have
sex?” The husband responds, “Almost never. Three times a week.”

For the most part, this is a male-female thing, but it’s becoming
historically dated. More and more therapists admit that these previ-
ous roles are being reversed, and it’s the wives who lament the relative
infrequency of sexual relations. The other stereotype, of course, is the
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wife’s desire to have conversation and the husband’s preference for
silence. Regardless of who wants what more often, both arenas offer
an avenue for maturity where both sides can grow toward each other
in selflessness.

We need to look at it this way: Interpenetration of souls is a duty
incumbent on every husband and wife. Some of us naturally gravitate
toward the desire for sex, and some toward verbal communication.
We have a duty to meet our spouse in their need. Correspondingly,
we also have a Christian duty not to demand too much of our spouse.
The wife can recognize that her husband may be able to tolerate just
so much conversation; the husband will need to accept the idea that
daily sexual relations may be less than enticing to his wife.

This commitment toward interpenetration teaches us to surrender
our own demands at the same time we strive to meet our spouse’s
demands. Ideally, if both spouses do this, the end result will be a
marvelous and happy compromise. Usually, however, it’s not nearly
this easy, and one spouse begins to give far more than the other.
This is the ground on which marital breakdown often begins, when
one partner feels they are not receiving many benefits from all their
sacrifices.

But what if that “giving” spouse found motivation other than
through their own desires? What if they viewed meeting the other
partner’s demands as part of their own spiritual formation? Instead of
saying, “Why should I talk to her or be affectionate when she never
wants to have sex?” a husband might say, “Regardless of how often
we make love, out of a desire to please God and grow spiritually and
internally, I'm going to make myself available for long conversations
with my wife.”

Typically, marriage books will describe such a scene, and then
come the words, “And when the husband does that, he’ll find that his
wife suddenly has a new desire to join him in bed!” But this is grossly
overstating the case. 'm not suggesting the husband should meet his
wife’s needs so his own needs can be better met. 'm suggesting he do
it as a spiritual exercise. The harder it is, the more he’ll profit from it.
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If his wife immediately repays him in a physical way, he might go to
sleep with a smile on his face but, perhaps, with less spiritual training,.
The commitment to do this regardless of the results sets up a win-win
situation; either the relationship becomes more mutual, or you gain
the true virtue of selflessness— sacrifice without pay. Or maybe you
receive both!

A mature husband and wife can grow leaps and bounds spiritu-
ally as they learn to compromise and move toward the other. But it
is often the case that one spouse doesn’t care about spiritual growth;
they may be fully consumed with their own desires and sense of need.
While such a situation may result in a less satisfying and less happy
marriage, it can still provide the context for Christian growth. A
Christian is never dependent on the response of others to grow spiri-
tually. It’s our own heart’s decisions that matter.

Talking and touching are thus two of the most important ways
we give ourselves to each other. The refusal to give the gift of self can
sometimes be malicious. At other times, this withholding may not be
done consciously. We just wake up one day and realize we have made
no effort to keep moving toward our spouse physically, emotionally,
and spiritually. Most of us, in fact, probably never approached the
relationship of marriage with the thought that apathy is the antithesis
of Christian love. As long as we’re not mean, vindictive, or cruel, we
may think we're fulfilling our Christian duty.

But we're not.

The truth is that I owe my wife this gift of self. When I refuse to
fall forward and begin withholding myself, I am saying in effect, “I
will no longer be married to you on a spiritual level.”

The Discipline of Fellowship

The spiritual discipline embedded in learning to fall forward can be
described as “the discipline of fellowship.” In addition to the more
general nature of pursuit, this discipline is further nurtured through
three spiritual practices: learning not to run from conflict, learning

151

031033294x_SacredMarr_GiftEd_hc_new.indd 151 @ 8/3/16 12:48 PM



SACRED MARRIAGE

how to compromise, and learning to accept others. These practices
will serve us well both in the church and in the home.

Not Running from Conflict

I've seen churches fight about the stupidest things, and I've seen long-
term ministry partners tear a church apart in the process. The spiri-
tual discipline of fellowship is not easy. Sinful people wound each
other; imperfect people see reality differently; and egocentric people
have a difficult time perceiving somebody else’s perspective.

The problem is that @/l of us are sinful, imperfect, and egocentric!

Marriage provides the small experimental laboratory in which we
can learn to engage in spiritual fellowship. Everything that happens
broadly in social contexts has a mirror in marriage— disagreements,
wounding words, conflict of interest, and competing dreams.

When disagreements arise, the natural tendency is to flee. Rather
than work through the misunderstanding (or sin), we typically take a
much more economical path—we search for another church, another
job, another neighborhood, another friend, another spouse.

Marriage challenges this “flight” tendency. It encases us with a
rock-hard, given-to-God promise that insists we work through the
problem to arrive at some sort of resolution.

Mature adults realize that every relationship involves conflict, con-
fession, and forgiveness. Unless you truly enjoy hanging around a
sycophant, the absence of conflict demonstrates that either the rela-
tionship isn’t important enough to fight over or that both individuals
are too insecure to risk disagreement.

Conlflict provides an avenue for spiritual growth. To resolve con-
flict, by definition we must become more engaged, not less. Just when
we want to tell the other person off, we are forced to be quiet and
listen to their complaint. Just when we are most eager to make our-
selves understood, we must strive to understand. Just when we seek
to air our grievances, we must labor to comprehend another’s hurt.
Just when we want to point out the fallacies and abusive behavior of

152

031033294x_SacredMarr_GiftEd_hc_new.indd 152 @ 8/3/16 12:48 PM



Falling Forward

someone else, we must ruthlessly evaluate our own offensive attitudes
and behaviors.

It’s this self-~emptying act of understanding that explains how suc-
cessfully negotiated conflict creates an even stronger bond in the end.
“Make-up sex” has become a cliché, but there’s a truth buried in there
somewhere. When conflict arises and is overcome, the couple has had
to move toward each other. They’ve fallen forward, sought resolution,
and in the process built an urgent hunger for each other.

Glossing over disagreements and sinful attitudes and behaviors
isn’t fellowship; it’s polite pretending. True fellowship insists that we
fall forward.

Learning to successfully negotiate conflict will have a direct influ-
ence on our relationship with God, for the time will come when we
feel we have a bone to pick with him too. One of the most famous
fights in the Bible involved God and Jacob. The two combatants
wrestled all night long, and the encounter so transformed Jacob that
his name was changed to Israel (“he struggles with God”). Near the
end of the confrontation, Jacob insisted that God “bless” him (Gen-
esis 32:26). God eventually granted Jacob’s request and then built an
entire nation out of the descendants of this conniving, deceitful man.

Sometimes we, too, will find ourselves wrestling with God. “How
could you take this child away from me?” “How could you allow Jim
to lose his job, just when we need it most?” “How come you stay up
there all silent and aloof?”

It is not a mark of Christian maturity to pretend we are not both-
ered by our heavenly Father’s silence. A healthy spirituality will call
us to fall forward with God no less than with our spouse. This falling
forward is certainly a more appropriate response than simply writing
God off and kicking him out of our lives at the first sign that he is
doing something or allowing something we don’t understand.

Like Jacob, wrestling with God may well result in an unforeseen
blessing. We may also—as did Jacob— receive a lifelong limp, but
any interaction with God will prove beneficial, provided the move-
ment is always toward him.
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Compromise

The second way we practice the spiritual discipline of fellowship
within marriage is by learning to compromise. Sadly the word com-
promise is seen as a dirty word by many in our society who view it as
an attack on individualism — “my wants, my life, and my choices.”
But virtually every relationship, if it is to continue and grow, must
embody compromise in some way, shape, or form. There are no two
perfectly fitting people with exactly the same wants and desires, so at
some point in the relationship each person must give up something or
become something in order to become one. The goal in compromise
is for two different people to become one. Allowing someone to have
their way, for the right reasons, can be a form of saying, “I love you.”
It’s proof that were willing to give ground for no other reason than
that we value the ongoing relationship more than we value assert-
ing our rights, preferences, or wishes. Compromise is the cement of
fellowship.

Many congregations have had to address the issue of their younger
members’ desire for “contemporary worship” without losing the “tra-
ditional worship” preferred by older members. Some churches have
opted to go with two services; others have tried to combine liturgy
and informality. Some have sold off the organ; others have built a big-
ger organ but occasionally leave it silent while someone plays a guitar.
Churches everywhere are learning the art of compromise.

In the same way, couples must learn to compromise over the mun-
dane (where do we celebrate the Christmas holiday?) and the pro-
found (how many children should we have?). For such compromise
to work, there must be numerous mini-funerals. We must choose to
die to ourselves and to give ground, and, conversely, not to gloat when
ground is given to us.

Acceptance and Loyalty

A third discipline of fellowship is learning to accept real people. So
often, new members will attend a church and rave about the pastor’s
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teaching, the worship leader’s ability to cultivate the presence of God,
and the friendliness of the other church members. And then, a year
or two later, when they’ve heard the pastor’s best stories, grown bored
with the worship leader’s favorite songs, and are expected to invite
others to come for lunch rather than be invited themselves, it’s amaz-
ing how what was once “the best church in the world” is now “a dead
and dying body.”

This, too, mirrors what often happens in a marriage. The man
whom the wife once thought of as confident is now seen as arrogant.
The wife who attracted her husband with her quiet and gentle spirit is
now seen as a weak woman unworthy of respect. In the flush of infat-
uation, dating couples often focus on what is right about the person,
and then after marriage all they begin to see is what is wrong about
the person—even if nothing changed! After marriage, the perspec-
tive completely shifts from idealizing someone, which is imagining a
perfect and untrue picture of who they are, to the sobering realization
that the spouse is not the person they imagined them to be. Instead of
receiving a knight in shining armor, they receive a green ogre named
Shrek, a man or woman full of their own problems, imperfections,
and sin. One of the most common complaints given to pastors and
counselors is this: “He’s not who I thought he was.”

Marriage based on romanticism embraces an idealized lie (infatu-
ation) and then divorces the reality once it presents itself. Marriage
based on life in Jesus Christ invites us to divorce the lie (an idealized
view of our spouse) and embrace reality (two sinful people struggling
to maintain a lifelong commitment). As Evelyn and James White-
head observe, “The challenge is not to keep on loving the person we
thought we were marrying, but to love the person we did marry!™

The discipline of fellowship requires us to learn the art of loy-
alty. Just because the church down the street has called a younger
and more exciting pastor doesn’t mean we should blow off years of
commitment and relationships at our present church and go to hear
the new “star.” Just because a younger woman or a more sensitive
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man appears on the scene doesn’t mean we skip out on the life
commitment we have made.

I¢’s all about falling forward. You meet someone you find very
exciting and attractive, but you choose to put strict limits on the
relationship and instead redouble your efforts to declare your com-
mitment to your spouse. You feel hurt and wounded by your part-
ner’s selfishness, but instead of sulking and responding with the silent
treatment, you take the initiative to express your feelings in a gentle
and respectful way.

Ironically, falling forward leads in the end to greater marital sat-
isfaction. Although the purpose of this book is to help us use our
marriages to draw closer to God, when we do that, we often find that
our marriages will improve as well, increasing our own satisfaction.
Therapist Donald Harvey puts it succinctly: “Couples who place their
relationship in a high-priority position have the greatest potential for
achieving what they want out of the marriage. Those who do not
have a lesser potential. It’s as simple as that.”

When you entered this relationship of marriage, you committed to
keep moving toward your spouse. Any step back, any pause, any retreat,
is an act of fraud. Learn to move toward the person God has given to you
for the purpose of teaching you how to love.

Fostering Forgiveness

What do we do when our spouse doesn’t want us to fall forward —
when, in fact, our spouse is pushing us away?

The Bible provides clear guidance. The father let the prodigal son
go, but love demanded that the father always be ready with open arms
to fall forward should the son ever return (Luke 15:11—-32).

Someone else’s action can’t dictate our response. God sent his
Son into a world that hated him. If God had waited for the world
to be worthy to receive him, his Son would never have come. This
truth entails yet another spiritual discipline of fellowship, in fact,
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one of the most difficult spiritual disciplines of all— the discipline
of forgiveness.

The more enterprising among us might attempt to use our spouse’s
sin as an excuse to pull back, but this is hardly a Christian response,
because all of us sin against each other. In fact, I believe one of mar-
riage’s primary purposes is to teach us how to forgive. This spiritual
discipline provides us with the power we need to keep falling forward
in the context of a sinful world.

The Call to Grace

A stonemason in Seattle followed a wife’s directions and carved a head-
stone for the woman’s husband with these traditional words:

Rest in Peace

A few months later, the wife discovered that her husband had
been unfaithful, so she returned to the stonemason and asked him
to add four more words. The stonemason did as he was told, and the
gravestone now reads:

Rest in Peace ...

Till We Meet Again

There’s something about being sinned against by a spouse that
strikes us at a deeper level than when others sin against us. A sense of
betrayal is added to the sin, so that when we’re wronged, we may be
so offended we want to continue the dispute into the grave.

We get married for all sorts of reasons. “Because it gives us an
opportunity to learn how to forgive” probably doesn’t top the list
of most honeymooners, but the spiritual practice of continually
moving toward someone provides an excellent context in which
we can practice this vital spiritual discipline. Sin in marriage (on
the part of both spouses) is a daily reality, an ongoing struggle
that threatens to hold us back. You will never find a spouse who is
without sin. The person you decide to marry will eventually hurt
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you—sometimes even intentionally, making forgiveness an essen-
tial spiritual discipline.

Paul offers wonderfully helpful words in the book of Romans. He
writes that “no one will be declared righteous in God’s sight by the
works of the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of our
sin” (Romans 3:20).

Having read this verse seemingly a hundred times or more, I've
been well warned, and you have too: Our spouses will never achieve a
“lawful” sinlessness. It just won’t happen. We will be sinned against,
and we will be hurt. When that happens, we will have a choice to
make: We can give in to our hurt, resentment, and bitterness, or we
can grow as a Christian and learn yet another important lesson on
how to forgive.

The law wasn’t created by God for two spouses to hold each other to
an impossible standard with which they can then beat each other over
the head. A self-righteous spouse is an obnoxious spouse, even if; by the
letter of the law, they’re momentarily blameless and in the right. Eventu-
ally, that spouse will slip up too.

What, then, are we called to?

Paul goes on to say that “now apart from the law the righteousness
of God has been made known” (Romans 3:21, emphasis added). It’s
a righteousness based on the “redemption that came by Christ Jesus”
and on “faith” (Romans 3:24, 27).

Marriages invariably break down when a pious partner impales
his or her spouse on the law. None of us can live up to the law; all of
us will break it. Marriage teaches us—indeed, it practically forces
us—to learn to live by extending grace and forgiveness to people who
have sinned against us.

If I can learn to forgive and accept my imperfect spouse, I'll be well
equipped to offer forgiveness outside my marriage. Forgiveness, I'm

convinced, is so unnatural an act that it takes practice to perfect it.
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Loving the Sinner

I once spoke at a staff retreat for an Episcopal church that was held
at a Roman Catholic retreat center. The chapel was small but dis-
tinguished, and I poked around a little shortly after I arrived. I saw
a confessional in the back—one of those tiny rooms where people
make their confessions. Curious to see what it looked like, I opened
the door and was startled to find, of all things, a file cabinet.

Sometimes that’s what marriage is like: Our spouse has confessed
sins and weaknesses to us, and we've kept every confession in a mental
file cabinet, ready to be taken out and used in our defense or in an
attack. But true forgiveness is a process, not an event. It is rarely the
case that we are able to forgive “one time” and the matter is settled. Far
more often, we must relinquish our bitterness a dozen times or more,
continually choosing to release the offender from our judgment.

This necessary ongoing fight to forgive is why forgiveness is so
very hard. In his book What’s So Amazing Abour Grace? Philip Yancey
writes the following:

In the heat of an argument ... we [my wife and I] were discussing
my shortcomings in a rather spirited way when she said, “I think it’s
pretty amazing that I forgave you for some of the dastardly things
you've done!” ... It [forgiveness] is no sweet platonic ideal to be dis-
persed in the world like air-freshener sprayed from a can. Forgiveness
is achingly difficult, and long after you've forgiven, the wound —my
dastardly deeds—lives on in memory. Forgiveness is an unnatural

act, and my wife was protesting its blatant unfairness.®

The Claude Lanzmann-filmed documentary on the Holocaust
titled Shoah records the gripping moment when a leader of the War-
saw ghetto uprising talks about the bitterness that remains in his
heart: “If you could lick my heart,” he says, “it would poison you.”*

A number of marriages are like that. The infighting and personal

*This is not to slam a man who suffered such brutal loss. I can fully understand his

bitterness, which is what makes the giving of grace in Christ sound so revolutionary.
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attacks have become so bitter that the participants have developed
poisonous hearts. The tragedy, of course, is that a poisonous heart
doesn’t just pollute the person who licks it; it is itself an infected
organ that pours toxic bile into a person’s own life. Forgiveness, in
this sense, is an act of self-defense, a tourniquet that stops the fatal
bleeding of resentment.

Any life situation that exercises our ability to extend forgiveness
is a life situation that can mold us further into the character of Jesus
Christ. I know of few life situations that call us to such a regular
practice of forgiveness as the relationship of marriage.

In the practice of this discipline, marriage forces us to embrace
that most difficult of Christian clichés: “Hate the sin but love the
sinner.” This is a staggering thing to do, as every self-righteous fiber
within us pushes us to transform revulsion toward sin into revul-
sion toward the sinner—and therefore revulsion toward our spouse.
Philip Yancey encourages us to move in the direction of loving the
sinner by thinking what it must have been like for Jesus. Because
Jesus was morally perfect, imagine what platform Jesus had to be
disgusted! “Yet,” writes Yancey, “he treated notorious sinners with
mercy and not judgment.”” No one loved sinners with the depth that
Jesus did.

C. S. Lewis confessed that he too struggled with how to truly love
the sinner while hating the sin. One day it suddenly became clear:

It occurred to me that there was one man to whom I had been
doing this all my life— namely myself. However much I might
dislike my own cowardice or conceit or greed, I went on loving
myself. There had never been the slightest difficulty about it. In
fact the very reason why I hated the things was that I loved the
man. Just because I loved myself, I was sorry to find that I was
the sort of man who did those things.®

We extend this charity to ourselves, so the question begs to be asked:
Why do we not extend this same charity to our spouse?
During a conference I spoke at, a woman who was very open
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about her own struggle with eating disorders confessed to her inabil-
ity to forgive her husband for his past use of pornography. Her hus-
band had been gracious, forgiving, and gentle as she had gained
more than a hundred pounds after they were married, but she had
little empathy for any man who used photographs of naked women
in the same way she used food. Her hurt was understandable, but
her bitterness sadly kept her from seeing the similarities between
their struggles. Please understand that I'm 7oz equating these two
struggles, just pointing out that both of them call us to apply appro-
priate grace. Some men are drawn to pornography in the face of past
abuse, in ways similar to how some struggle with food issues. That
doesn’t excuse behavior; it’s just a recognition that even someone who
needs grace may have difficulty extending grace.

The key to the discipline of fellowship is understanding this fun-
damental reality: All of us face struggles, and each one of us is cur-
rently facing a struggle that we’re having less than 100 percent success
overcoming. If we're married, the fact is we're also married to some-
one who is failing in some way.

We can respond to bitter juice by becoming bitter people, or we
can use it as a spiritual discipline and transform its exercise into the
honey of a holy life. In this fallen world, struggles, sin, and unfaith-
fulness are a given. The only question is whether our response to
these struggles, sin, and unfaithfulness will draw us closer to God —
or whether it will estrange us from ourselves, our Creator, and each
other.

We have a choice: Will we initiate forgiveness and resolve to over-
come every obstacle? Or will we run away? In other words, will we
fall forward, or will we fall away?
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Make Me a Servant
Marriage Can Build in Us

a Servant's Heart

How great, then, is the constraint in marriage, which subjects even
the stronger to the other, for by mutual constraint each is bound
to serve. Nor if one wishes to refrain can he withdraw his neck
from the yoke, for he is subject to the [sexual desires] of the other
... You see how plainly the servitude of marriage is defined.

AMBROSE

THE ESSENCE OF CHRISTIANITY IS FOUND IN PHILIPPIANS 2, WHERE
Paul urges us to do nothing (it’s these absolutist words that can make
Scripture so troubling) “out of selfish ambition or vain conceit.
Rather, in humility value others above yourselves, not looking to your
own interests but each of you to the interests of the others” (Philip-
pians 2:3—4). Paul escalates this teaching by calling us to emulate
Christ Jesus, who, though he was “in very nature God, ... made him-
self nothing by taking the very nature of a servant” (verses 6—7).

To be a Christian is to be a self-volunteering servant. It is not
sufficient to merely voice our assent to a few choice doctrines. We
are called to act in such a way that we put others above ourselves.
We are expressly forbidden from exalting ourselves for the sole pur-
pose of furthering our own comfort or fame. Otto Piper nails the
marriage relationship’s potential to create a servant heart in us when
he describes marriage as “a reciprocal willingness of two persons to
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assume responsibility for each other.”! In other words, marriage calls
us to become servants of each other’s welfare. It’s precisely this ser-
vant call that makes marriage so beneficial spiritually—and so dif-
ficult personally. When I asked my wife to marry me, I was just
twenty-two years old. My decision was based almost entirely on what
I thought she would bring to the marriage. She looked good; we
had fun together; she loved the Lord. And my suspicion is that her
thoughts were running in the same direction: Can this guy support our
Jfamily? Do 1 find him attractive? Would he be a good father?

These aren’t bad questions to ask, but once the ceremony is over,
if we want to enter a truly Christian marriage, we have to turn 180
degrees and ask ourselves, “How can I serve my mate?”

For much of the past century, this was a question most Christian
men didn’t take all that seriously. It was assumed the wife would
unilaterally serve her husband in virtually all matters. Even though
our culture is now moving well past this view, a few men still cling
so fiercely to a sense of privilege in marriage that they've decided to
go outside the United States to find what amounts to a slave bride.

A company called Cherry Blossoms feeds off the poverty of the
Philippines to offer matchmaking services between older American
males and young (sometimes extremely young) Filipino women. The
men pay to receive a catalogue titled Island Blossoms, which contains
photographs and brief personal sketches of available women. They
then pay Cherry Blossoms another fee for the women’s addresses.

The men offer the women a way out of the densely populated and
muddy squatters’ towns with houses as small as walk-in closets. But
this “salvation” comes at a price. One man sent a two-page, single-
spaced contract to a prospective bride that read, in part:

Your primary function in life is to serve me ... Your secondary
function is to be a model mother ... but never to the extent that it
will conflict with proper attention to me ... You will rise approxi-
mately at 6:00 a.m. After going to the bathroom, brushing your
teeth, combing your hair, cleaning your face with alcohol or
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Seabreeze, you will wake the children ... Each day there will
be absolute order in the house by the time that I arrive ... You
will clean your face no less than three times a day ... You will
immediately reply VERBALLY when I speak to you ... When
we make love, I expect that you do so at any and all times and

with enthusiasm.?

Another man seemed determined to find the most desperate bride
so she would be extremely agreeable sexually once she got to the
States. In a letter to an interested young woman, he wrote, “There
are two young ladies ... who have written that they would do ANY-
THING for me ... if only I gave them a chance to be my permanent
partner and, of course, the opportunity to come to the United States
with me. Tell me, Vilma, how do you feel about that?... Would you
do anything I ask?” He then mentions a particular sexual activity
and writes, “My preference is [for a] partner [who] would be will-
ing, able, and skillful enough to perform that activity for me, at any
time.”

This attitude is so offensive to the spirit of Christian marriage
that it borders on being nothing but lifetime prostitution. Because
the man has the money, he wants to buy the woman’s services—
for a lifetime instead of for a night, but buy them nonetheless. Sex
is something he expects to receive, not something he plans to give.
Perhaps it’s not so surprising that one young Cherry Blossom bride
complained that on her wedding night, “it felt like rape.”

While some elements of the feminist movement have led to some
atrocious moral positions, the challenge that women are not to be
treated by their husbands as unilateral servants was—dare I say it? —
a prophetic one. Unfortunately, rather than hearing the call to both
men and women to serve each other, all too frequently women are
hearing the call to become as self-serving and self-absorbed as men.
This completely misses the picture of marriage as God intended it to
be— two equals, albeit different, completely and wholly serving the
other person as though they are greater than themselves, thus creat-
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ing not a male-female power struggle over who is more worthy, but
a harmony that reflects the character of God in the Trinity and the
ministry of reconciliation in the world.

A Man’s Love: The Sacrifice behind Service

Although many speak of the sterility of modern seminaries, I had a
completely different experience at Regent College in Vancouver, Brit-
ish Columbia. Its faculty challenged me in many ways, including the
way in which I treated my wife.

I remember the semester I worked as a teacher’s assistant for Dr.
Gordon Fee. He and his wife invited a few students and their wives
over for dessert. Lisa was pregnant with our first child—and showing
it. Listening to Dr. Fee’s lectures, I had learned a great deal about how
to preach a moving sermon. Reading Dr. Fee’s writings, I had had
the book of 1 Corinthians opened up in new ways. But I was about
to learn something about being a husband.

Lisa walked in the door, and Dr. Fee immediately jumped up.
“Here,” he said, “you need the softest chair.”

His words were seasoned with sincerity and genuine concern. My
wife was surprised at the attention, but she took the chair and sat
down. I sat beside her. Dr. Fee, I noticed to my embarrassment, was
still standing,.

“Now,” he said, “can I get you a pillow for your back?”

“No, I'm fine,” Lisa said.

“How about a glass of water? Do you need something to drink?”

“That would be great,” my wife answered.

Dr. Fee marched into the kitchen. He came back with a full glass.
“Is the heat all right?” he asked. “Are you too cold, too hot? Do you
need to raise your feet?”

Lisa was almost blushing by this time, and I was greatly humbled.
I had never served my wife in the way my seminary professor was
now doing. Just seeing his empathy, his dedication to making another
person comfortable, and his willingness to put himself entirely at
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my wife’s disposal was an eye-opener, to be sure. I saw the heart of
a servant and realized I had a long way to go in order to grow into
maturity as a husband.

It was one thing to be shown up by a seminary professor. I was
even more chagrined when I found my growth as a husband exceeded
by that of a professional football player.

Four-time All-Pro NFL linebacker Chris Spielman had played
football for twenty-six of his thirty-three years. He is the type of guy
who relishes the game, even going to rather absurd lengths to get
ready for a contest. On one occasion, he slept in the nude with the air-
conditioning blasting so he could be fully prepared for the brutally
cold winter chill that envelops Buffalo’s Rich Stadium.

He met his wife, Stefanie, in 1983 when he was just seventeen
years old. They were married six years later. Stefanie is beautiful —
she worked as a model before she became a full-time mother—and
the two embarked on a rich marriage. Spielman played for many
years with the Detroit Lions and then signed with the Buffalo Bills
in 1996.

The year 1997 came with a fistful of trials. In July, just as pre-
season camp was getting started, a doctor spoke the grave diagnosis:
breast cancer. Stefanie, the beautiful model, opted for a mastectomy,
to be followed by six weeks of chemotherapy, a time period during
which she would lose all her hair.

The Spielmans had two small children under the age of five, and
Chris knew the chemo treatments would drain his wife’s energy. He
had a decision to make. “It was my test,” Chris said in a magazine
article. “It was my defining moment.”

In a show of solidarity, Chris shaved his head. Even more impor-
tant, he quit football— not forever, but for a year— until Stefanie
was back on her feet. If youre not a football fan, you may not realize
the astounding sacrifice this act represented. The average career span
of an NFL linebacker is less than three years. The fact that Chris took
an entire season off left him with no guarantee he’d ever get back to
doing what he loved so much— playing football.
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“[Stefanie] always supported me 100 percent,” Chris explained. “I
had to offer it back.”

This was a sacrifice Stefanie didn’t want Chris to make. “I never
cried about the cancer or how it hurt,” she confessed. “I cried because
of what it was doing to Chris.”

Instead of watching game film and meeting with the coaches,
Chris woke up early to feed the kids (he learned that his oldest hated
to have any of the food on her plate touch any other food), and then
he got Stefanie up an hour or so later and served her breakfast. He
then did the laundry, took the kids to their gymnastics lessons, and
made sure Stefanie got her medication.

Clearly, Chris had learned the meaning of sacrificial giving to his
wife. Somehow he’d learned to live out what Paul urges husbands to
strive toward in Ephesians 5:25 —loving their wives, just as Christ
loved the church, and he explains quite explicitly how Christ loved the
church: by giving up his life for her.

Chris told GQ magazine, “For ten years our entire lives had been
about me. My career came first, always. Stefanie made every sacri-
fice in the world to support me unconditionally ... What kind of
husband would I be if I didn’t drop everything for Stefanie when
she got sick? Did I want her siszer to have to hold her hand while she
suffered, because I wasn’t there? Did I want Stefanie’s mother to have
to sit with her in the hospital while they were shooting needles into
her and filling her up with those awful chemicals, or did I want to be
there myself?... This is my family. This is my responsibility. This is
my home. This is my duty.™

The very definition of the word sacrifice means that sacrifice isn’t
sacrifice unless it costs us something; so men, it’s a fair question for
you to ask, “How have I loved my wife in the past two or three weeks
in such a way that it has cost me something— vocationally, finan-
cially, and with my hobbies, time, or comfort?” If we can’t come up
with something, we’re not loving like the Bible calls husbands to love
in Ephesians 5:25. My friend Dr. Kevin Leman likes to point out
that he has yet to meet a man who, after a long day at work, thinks
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to himself, “What I really need right now is a long, forty-five-minute
talk with my wife.” But that’s precisely why a man’s willingness to
engage in such conversation is so beneficial to him spiritually —it
costs him something. It teaches him to sacrifice.

Marriage creates a situation in which our desire to be served and
coddled can be replaced with a nobler desire to serve others—even to
sacrifice for others. This is a call for both husbands and wives. The
beauty of marriage is that it confronts our selfishness and demands our
service twenty-four hours a day. When we’re most tired, most worn-
out, and feeling more sorry for ourselves than we ever have before, we
have the opportunity to confront feelings of self-pity by getting up and
serving our mate.

Scandalous Teaching

If there is a Bible verse sure to set our culture’s teeth on edge, it has to
be Titus 2:4. The apostle Paul says something so seemingly offensive
to modern minds that I suspect if there was one verse certain ele-
ments of our society would remove from Scripture, it would be this
one. Paul tells older women they should “train the young women
to love their husbands” (ESV). The thought that the church should
actually teach young women how to please a man, serve a man, and
take care of a man borders on uttering a racial slur in our popular
culture’s thinking, but in context that is exactly what Paul intends.
He cannot mean that women should be trained to “have feelings” for
their husbands. That would be absurd. He’s talking about serving
them, taking care of them.

I believe God designed marriage, in part, to “pinch our feet.” Both
men and women need to have their pride assaulted. All of us, men
and women alike, if we are to become like Christ, must, by defini-
tion, learn to become servants. And marriage gives us the opportu-
nity to do just that. Paul’s words to Titus assume that none of this is
natural; you don’t have to teach people to do what they already do.
The assumption is that loving their husbands is an unnatural skill
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that wives must learn— better yet, we could describe it as a super-
natural skill.

I once heard a man describe how his wife served him in a way that
made just about every male person listening to him start salivating.
This man has a job that starts early in the morning, so he’s home in
the middle of the afternoon. His wife knows he’s a huge sports fan,
so on the first day of the March Madness NCAA basketball tourna-
ment, he came home to his favorite chair in the family den and to a
plate of his favorite snacks and a cup of his favorite beverage.

“You've been working so hard,” his wife said. “I don’t expect you
to get up from this chair all weekend unless there’s something you
need to do for yourself. If you run out of snacks or drinks, just let
me know.”

Occasional acts of dramatic service like this can go such a long
way—not only in cementing intimacy as a couple, but in remind-
ing the spouse who does the giving that to know Christ is to know
service; to become like Christ is to become like a servant; to follow
Christ is to follow the way of service.

So many marriages are filled with resentment, but voluntary acts
of service can be the quickest way to replace resentment with love.
When we act in service with godly motives, resentment suffocates
and dies. It is only when we see that our pride and selfishness are the
greatest barriers to our joy (rather than our spouse’s sins or shortcom-
ings) that our marriages will fully express the character of Christ.

The Mark of Christian Marriage

Precisely this notion of sacrifice and service will help us reclaim spiri-
tuality for married couples. Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote that “Chris-
tian marriage is marked by discipline and self-denial ... Christianity
does not therefore depreciate marriage; it sanctifies it.”

This is an area where traditional Christian spirituality has been
weak. We talked in chapter 1 about how, for centuries, Christian
spirituality was virtually synonymous with celibate spirituality, that
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is, the idea that even married people thought we had to become like
monks and nuns to grow in the Lord. We’d have to engage in the
same spiritual exercises as celibates— long periods of prayer, seasons
of fasting, times of quiet meditation— but many of these activities fly
in the face of family responsibilities. One monk I read urged families
to set apart a half day of silence, suggesting that giving the little ones
a puzzle or two would keep them occupied until midafternoon. Only
a monk who has never been around children could possibly believe
that giving a toddler a puzzle is going to keep him quiet for longer
than it takes him to figure out how to stick a piece of that puzzle in
his sister’s ear.

Rather than develop a spirituality in which marriage serves our
sanctification, the church focused on how closely married people
could emulate single spirituality without neglecting their family. The
family thus became a barrier rather than a stepping-stone to spiritual
growth.

The reason this perspective endured for so long may be that the
vast majority of people do not enter marriage with a view to becom-
ing a servant. The marriage relationship is often seen as a selfish one
because our motivations for marrying often are selfish. But my desire
is to reclaim marriage as one of the most selfless states a Christian can
enter—and thus, it is an excellent tool of spiritual growth.

To fully sanctify the marital relationship, we must live it together
as Jesus lived his life— embracing the discipline of sacrifice and ser-
vice as a daily practice. In the same way Jesus gave his body for us,
we are to lay down our energy, our bodies, and our lives for others.

Kathleen and Thomas Hart refer to the “paschal mystery” of mar-
riage— the process of dying and rising as a pattern of life for mar-
ried people.® Each day we must die to our own desires and rise as a
servant. Each day we are called to identify with the suffering Christ
on the cross and then be empowered by the resurrected Christ. We
die to our expectations, our demands, and our fears. We rise to com-
promise, service, and courage.

In this sense, a true Christian marriage proposal is an offer, not a
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request. Rather than saying in effect, “Will you do this for me?” when
we invite another to enter the marriage relationship, the real question
should be, “Will you accept what I want to give?”

If marriage is daily approached from this perspective, there can be
no issue of disillusionment on the part of either partner, as both will
become consumed with how well they are carrying out their duty of
serving their spouse.

The “Worthy”

The important thing to remember is that service is a spiritual dis-
cipline we owe to God, and it can only be lived out as it is applied
to others. I learned long ago that God has called me to serve him
through people, regardless of whether those people are worthy of
being served. For years I worked with a ministry that reached out
to women facing crisis pregnancies. One of the challenges in rais-
ing support and recruiting volunteers was that some people thought
these women were merely reaping what they had sown, so why
should we help them?

To be sure, many people are in desperate straits because of sinful
choices and actions. But the apostle John examines it from another
angle: “If anyone has material possessions and sees a brother or sis-
ter in need but has no pity on them, how can the love of God be in
that person?” (1 John 3:17). For John, there’s no mention of a sinless
brother or sister in need. His teaching is far more blunt— their need
defines our obligation. It’s a matter of God’s love, not human evalu-
ation or judgment.

Jesus” example is particularly challenging. None of the disciples
deserved to have their feet washed at the Last Supper—all of them
would abandon him within a few hours—yet Jesus did it anyway (John
13:1-17). In fact, Jesus even washed the feet of Judas, who was just hours
away from betraying him.

God doesn’t tell us to love only those who deserve it or to serve
only those who serve us back. If you are in a one-sided marriage
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where you feel like you're giving and giving and never receiving, my
heart goes out to you. You can partially redeem such a situation by
becoming more God-oriented. Remind yourself that you are also in
a situation where you can grow spiritually by leaps and bounds. If the
heart of Christianity is service, any situation that shapes the spirit of
a servant in you is worthwhile—even a lopsided marriage.

Now, having said that, you could also make the case that one of
the ways we can serve our spouse is to address spiritual failings such
as selfishness. You don’t serve an addict by buying them drugs. You
don’t serve an abuser by letting them hit you. You don’t serve an
angry spouse by letting their temper destroy their relationships. It’s
possible some could apply my earlier words in a way that would not
be service but codependence. Let’s keep that in mind.

The Spirit of Service

One of the challenges of Christian virtue is living out the teaching of
the Scriptures that stress the inner reality behind the external action.
Jesus said we can do the right thing (give money, for instance) for the
wrong reason (to show off), in which case we lose our reward (Mat-
thew 6:1—4). Without a doubt, our service can be subject to wrong
motivations.

It’s certainly possible a spouse might render service in an attempt
to exert their own superiority. Otto Piper writes, “Strong personalities
are tempted to assume one-sidedly the whole responsibility for their
marriage. Rather than ask the partner to perform certain services,
they want to do everything themselves ... While it looks like sac-
rificial love, this is in fact a passion to dominate the other person.””

Service includes allowing your spouse to give—if, of course, they
are willing to give. In other words, service isn’t just washing someone
else’s feet; at times it’s letting your own feet be washed.

Another aspect of true service is that it’s performed willingly. A
begrudging, complaining service is not a Christian one.

P've learned to guard not just my servant’s actions but my servant’s
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spirit as well. If I serve Lisa with little puffs of exasperation, grunting
every time I lift a finger on her behalf, I'm exhibiting a proud, false-
martyr’s spirit, not the attitude of Jesus Christ.

I go back to imagining the scene that day as Jesus washed Judas’s
feet. Do you think Jesus was especially rough as he scrubbed Judas’s
toes? Do you think he maybe gave Judas’s ankle a little twist, just
enough to let him know he knew what was about to happen?

I don’t think so.

This principle of marriage as a freely given arena of service leaves
room for the understanding that each partner in the marriage will
have different roles and different avenues of service. Lisa and I have
settled into habits that have become as comfortable as an old pair of
jeans. When we come back from a trip, we don’t discuss who takes
the suitcases in— that’s my job. As we go through the mail, any
checks or receipts go straight to Lisa. Every April, all I do for our
taxes is sign my name on a government form. Lisa hates filling up the
car’s gas tank, so before I leave on a trip, I try to make sure it’s full. If
Lisa knows 'm coming home, she’ll nurse that tank until she’s riding
on nothing more than fumes.

I don’t resent this, and Lisa doesn’t resent the fact that she’s usually
folding laundry when she watches a movie while I just sit there like
an all-star couch potato (in part because she knows that 'm likely
the one who'll be doing the ironing after the next load of laundry is
done).

We're not just after the imitation of Christ’s actions in our home;
we also want to model Christ’s spirit and attitude. Our motivation and
our thoughts about our actions become as important as the actions
themselves. And as Jesus showed, there are both times to serve and
times to receive service.

The beauty of this commitment is that it makes both Lisa and me
God-dependent rather than spouse-dependent. If Lisa is faithfully serv-
ing me when I'm in a surly mood and not showing my appreciation, she
still receives an inner affirmation and sense of fulfillment from God.
She has the joy of an inner witness telling her that her Creator is pleased
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with her. And this is precisely where a Christian couple who is follow-
ing God’s plan for marriage has a leg up on non-Christian couples. We
realize it’s not about what we ge# out of our marriage but about what
we become in our marriage. To become a servant is to become strong
spiritually. It means we are free from the petty demands and grievances
that ruin so many lives and turn so many hearts into bitter cauldrons
of disappointment, self-absorption, and self-pity.

There is true joy when true service is offered up with a true heart.

Money, Money, Money

Service entails far more than occasionally helping out with the dishes
or giving our spouse a night off from watching the kids. The spirit
of service will color virtually every aspect of marriage, including how
we spend our money and time. Dan Allender and Tremper Longman
speak to this issue so well:

Money is the medium of power. More often than not, the
issue is not money, but power. The battle is not about who is
most trustworthy or whose heart most deeply desires to sacrifice
for the other but about who controls the most palpable means of
setting the family agenda.

Time becomes a commodity of contention as well. Should a
wife work, requiring her husband to take care of the kids after he
gets home from his job? Is the husband spending too much time
with his colleagues and neglecting his wife?

These conflicts over time and money cloud the real issue: Are
we willing to sacrifice for the good and the glory of the other?
Quarrels over money and time usually reflect a demand to “own”
our life rather than to serve the other with our wealth and exis-
tence. The typical fight over who ought to pick up the kids usu-
ally is about whose time is more valuable, who works the hardest,
and who is least appreciated. It is not wrong to alternate chores
or divvy up responsibilities, but the hurtful interactions usually

reflect drawing battle lines over more petty matters.®
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The next time you battle it out with your spouse over time or
money, pause and remind yourself that your prayers to become more
like Jesus Christ are being put to the test. Be willing to honestly ask
yourself this question: Am I playing a petty power game, or am I
using the sometimes unpleasant realities of life to shape my stubborn
nature toward having the heart of a servant?

How do a husband and wife use money and time to serve instead
of to dominate or manipulate? By appreciating your spouse, by seek-
ing first to understand them, by emptying yourself and not imme-
diately assuming that your task, your time, your perceived need is
the most important. By remembering that I will be most fulfilled
as a Christian when I use everything I have— including my money
and time—as a way to serve others, with my spouse getting first
priority (after God). This commitment absolutely undercuts petty
power games. If I humiliate my wife by pointing out how much
more important I am to the family’s financial well-being, or if she
points out how utterly helpless I am to do certain chores, we don’t
just cheapen each other; we cheapen ourselves. We destroy the entire
notion of Christian fellowship by denying that every part has its place
in the body of Christ (1 Corinthians 12:14—31).

These little acts of sacrifice will not always be rewarded or even
noticed by our spouse. That’s what can make them all the more dif-
ficult over the passage of time. But if we guard our hearts from bitter-
ness and resentment, we will receive affirmation where it counts and
where it means the most— from our heavenly Father.

Just as the spirit of service colors the way we spend our money and
our time, so it affects the way we relate to our spouse sexually. The mar-
ital bed is yet another area where our service skills are put to the test.

Absolute Power Corrupts— or Serves?

Golf legend Gary Player was once asked by a reporter what he would
do if he had to choose between his wife, Vivienne, to whom he had
been married for forty-two years, and his favorite golf club.” Without
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hesitating, Player responded, “I sure would miss her.” When he got
back to his hotel, Player found his beloved driver on the bed, wrapped
up in a negligee.*

The nature of sexual desire is such that it bestows tremendous
relational power. The only sexual life a Christian spouse can legiti-
mately enjoy is the romantic life a spouse chooses to provide. This
makes manipulation and rejection ever-present spectators in the
marital bed. Anything denied physically becomes an absolute denial,
because there is no other legitimate outlet. (On the other hand, plac-
ing an unbearable sexual burden on a spouse in an attempt to meet
other, unfulfilled needs can also be a manipulative abuse of power.)

The old adage “power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts abso-
lutely” is particularly true in a microcosmic way in marriage. Few
things in human experience match the absolute power of sexual desire
in marriage. Sometimes if I'm in a foul mood, the mere knowledge
that my wife is eager tempts me to be maliciously uninterested. This is
a shameful and tyrannical display of power— “I have what you want,
and you’re not going to get it, so there!” It’s a form of Hitlerism within
a relationship, using power to destroy, condemn, and hate.

A contrasting example of the appropriate use of power is seen most
clearly during Jesus’ last night on earth. The apostle John tells us
that “Jesus knew that the Father had put all things under his power”
(John 13:3), but instead of acting like a spiteful tyrant, Jesus got up
from the meal and washed his disciples™ feet. Instead of using his
power to pout, chastise, or gloat, Jesus uses it to serve.

The spiritual beauty of sexuality is seen in service, lovingly meeting
the physical desires and needs of our mate. The spiritual meaning of
a Christian’s sexuality is found in giving. When we have power over

*Sacred Marriage has been translated into numerous languages, and in one instance,
the misunderstanding that arose in relation to this anecdote is so funny that I just have
to share it here. The person doing the translating didn’t understand why Gary Player’s
“chauffeur” was draped in lingerie. She didn’t understand that in English the word driver
can refer to a golf club, not just to a person who steers a car.
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another and use that power responsibly, appropriately, and benevo-
lently, we grow in Christ, become more like God, and reflect the fact
that we were made to love God by serving others. But when we have
power over another— particularly power in an area where someone
feels so vulnerable and needy and where they can go nowhere else to
be served—and then use that power irresponsibly, inappropriately, and
maliciously, we become more like Satan, who loves to manipulate us
in our weakness rather than like God, who serves us in our weakness.

Whether sexuality becomes a celebration of service or a point of
contention depends largely on one or both partners’ selflessness. The
sexual relationship thus provides an excellent opportunity for two
Christians to experience the testing of their virtue in real-world ways.
It is no exaggeration to say that the true nature of our spiritual charac-
ter may be best demonstrated when we are engaging in sexual relations.

Where sex becomes spiritually debilitating is when it ceases to
become reciprocal. One of the problems with adolescent sexual
awakening—as well as with a fascination with pornography and the
like—is that it is usually divorced from the concept of giving. It too
quickly becomes all about experiencing, receiving, trying to under-
stand the mystery—in a word, about geting.

It is so easy, and yet so spiritually fatal, to take a shortcut here.
Sex gives us a capacity to give to someone in a startlingly unique and
human way. And yet sex is often used to take, to demand, to coerce,
to shame, and to harm.

Honestly ask yourself these questions: Is sex something I'm giving to
my spouse, or am | withholding it? Is sex something I am demanding,
or offering? Is sex something I am using as a tool of manipulation, or as
an expression of generous love? If God looked at nothing other than my
sexuality, would I be known as a mature Christian, or as a near pagan?

There are many books that focus on the technical mastery of sex,
and I suppose such books have their place. But the true challenge of
sex is in its spiritual mastery. A growing, healthy, giving, and selfless
sex life is not easy to maintain. And yet it provides the setting for
tremendous spiritual growth.
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Devoid of this emphasis on service, sex seems like the antithesis
of an ascetic, self-controlled, and disciplined life. But looked at in the
context of service, sex leads to the apex of spiritual maturity— being
able to walk through something as powerful as the ultimate human
pleasure and yet use it to serve rather than to demand, exploit, or
abuse. Catholic philosopher Dick Westley observes, “The fact is that
sexual activity, when it is truly lovemaking and the work of the spirit,
is the antithesis of self-indulgence.”!’

Isn’t it marvelous that God can use something as earthly and
mundane as sexual angst to invite us to mature spiritually? Learning
to give sexually instead of take, to lessen your own demands and to
be more sensitive to your spouse’s demands— these small choices will
reap big dividends in your spiritual life because they are teaching you
to become more selfless. You are imitating Jesus Christ and taking on
the nature of a servant, which is your calling as a Christian.

It's wonderful when a husband and wife enjoy rich, fulfilling, and
even exciting sexual relations. And there is nothing wrong with hav-
ing this as one of your goals. But alongside this goal —in fact, above
this goal —should be the desire to become a better Christian. Use the
marriage bed to learn how to serve another and how to deny yourself,
and the spiritual benefits will be many.

This same motivation can color all aspects of marital life. House-
hold chores, conversation, time, money —enter these areas of need in
your marriage with a desire to grow in the grace of giving. Pray that
God might use them to root out your selfishness and to teach you to
become gentle, forgiving, gracious, and kind.

Becoming more like Jesus is the essence of Christianity, and none
of us can say with any degree of sincerity that we have cornered the
market on being a servant. Our marriages provide opportunities
every day for us to be pushed further in this direction.
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Sexual Saints

Marital Sexuality Can Provide Spiritual
Insights and Character Development

Like all truly mystical things, love is rooted deeply
and rightly in this world and this flesh.

KATHERINE ANNE PORTER

We find God in the contact of our bodies, not
just in the longing of our souls.

EVELYN AND JAMES WHITEHEAD

I WAS IN JUNIOR HIGH, WALKING TOWARD A GROUP OF BUDDIES, WHEN
my best friend at the time came out of the circle and stopped me.

“No,” he said, “you don’t want this.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked, hurt that this guy, of all
people, would spurn me.

“This isn’t for you.”

I learned later that my friend was keeping me from a book that
was making the rounds at our school. It had something to do with
sex— complete with pictures—and the dog-eared corners attested
to its being quickly stashed in sock drawers and under mattresses in
numerous adolescent-occupied homes.

Most of us are introduced to sex in shameful ways. The Internet
has invited the younger generation into a carnal circus that few escape
entering. First exposure usually comes long before the young boy
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or girl has the emotional, intellectual, or spiritual sophistication to
process what they are seeing. What innocence they had left is ripped
from their psyches with a malicious tear.

I truly feel sorry for what the younger generation has had to
endure. I have mourned over the assault on their sexual development.
Because our first encounter with sex is so often couched in perver-
sion of various sorts, most of us have to overcome some deep-seated
spiritual anxieties about sex. Many Christians see sex not as a gift for
which to be thankful but as a guiltridden burden to be borne. And
naturally, anything so intimately connected with guilt is difficult to
view as a ladder to the holy.

Some of this guilt is justified. When we stray outside God’s perfect
will, we should feel guilty. But guilt is not infallible, nor does it always
turn itself off when it is no longer applicable. And it’s difficult for me
not to believe that God is angrier at those who have enticed the young
for their profit than he is with the young who have been enticed. It’s
not a fair fight to offer the possibility of seeing a naked woman at the
click of button to a naturally curious twelve-year-old boy.

And yet—and what a colossal “yet”!— in spite of the discomfort
with which we approach sexuality, most married Christians know
that sexual intimacy can produce moments of sheer transcendence —
brief, sunset-like glimpses of eternity. On the underside of ecstasy we
catch the shadow of a profound spiritual truth.

Thus we are caught in the perplexity that sex often represents both
the best and the worst moments of our lives. While sex may at times
create moments that mark our deepest shame, it can also make us feel
more alive than ever before.

In this chapter I want to move past the harm and shame brought
about by sex that is experienced outside the protecting walls of vir-
tue and examine how this very fleshly experience can sharpen our
spiritual sensitivities. Please don’t expect the typical marriage book
discussion of sexuality; there will be nothing about sexual positions,
keeping sex fresh and fun, or new ideas to maintain the spice. If
you're looking for that, you're going to be disappointed and bored.
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Instead, we’ll look at how we can reclaim some of the spiritual pur-
pose and meaning behind marital sexuality.

If sex is going to turn us toward God and each other, it is vital that
we examine it with Christian understanding. Christian spirituality

serves us in at least three ways here:

1. It teaches us the goodness of sex while reminding us there
are things that are more important than sex.

2. It allows us to experience pleasure without making pleasure
the idol of our existence.

3. It not only teaches us that sex can certainly season our lives
but also reminds us that sex will never fully nourish our souls.

To begin to view sex in this positive sense—as a mirror of our
desire and passion for God — the institution of marriage becomes all-
important. If we think about sex only within the confines of marriage,
thereby sanctifying it as God intended it, the analogy of sex leading
us toward God may not seem so far-fetched. To be sure, sex is abused
within the marriage relationship as well, so let’s take this a step fur-
ther. Add in the notion (discussed earlier) that sex is to be used to
serve our spouse, as well as the analogy that our restlessness for the
sexual experience mirrors our restlessness for God—and the ability
to use our sexuality as a spiritual aid may begin to make more sense.

To benefit from the insights of this chapter, try to move past the
hurt, shame, guilt, and angst you associate with sex because of what
you may have experienced, talked about, or seen depicted outside the
marital relationship. Homosexuality, premarital sex, fantasy-laden
masturbation, hard-core pornography — none of that constitutes sex
as were defining it here. Redefine sex as it was in Eden, as it was
when Adam “knew” Eve and began to populate the world. Think of
sex only in these terms, and #hen think of how God can reveal him-
self to you within your marriage through the gift of sexual pleasure.

It may sound shocking, but it’s true: God doesn’t turn his eyes
when a married couple goes to bed. It only stands to reason that we
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shouldn’t turn our eyes from God when we share intimate moments
with our spouse.

Ambivalent Ancestors

For centuries, Christian spiritual writers have viewed sexuality as
problematic at best. The Christian church has delicately tiptoed
around the explosive reality of sex, attempting to rein in its power by
regulating (in the Middle Ages) its acceptability to certain hours in
the night, certain days of the year (including many weeks’ prohibi-
tion before and after Easter, Christmas, and Pentecost), and requiring
that the intent and purpose of procreation be behind every sexual
encounter to deem it “sanctified.” This view of sex continued in many
Christian circles well into the twentieth century. Many young people
have grown up with the idea that sex is dirty, sinful, and destructive.
They have been given a hundred sermons about the awful conse-
quences of premarital sex but have rarely been fed with solid teaching
on the redeeming aspects of marital sex. This unbalanced view has
left them confused, hurting, and ill-prepared to steward their own
sexual desires.

All this reminds me of the time my children and I were at the
beach. The tide was coming in—and the kids had built a sand castle.
For forty-five minutes, we fought desperately to save the sand castle
from the encroaching sea. We built large barriers around the castle
and carried in large pieces of driftwood to serve as a block, but even-
tually, of course, the sea won, and the sand castle was ruined.

Trying to put so many burdensome restrictions (even within
marriage) on such a powerful force as sexual expression is ultimately
tutile. It’s like trying to hold back the sea. The desire to regulate
marital sex comes, at least in part, from our fear of it. Common sense
tells us that sex is necessary for the human race to continue— God’s
command to Adam that he “be fruitful and increase in number”
(Genesis 1:28) was an explicit commandment to engage in sexual rela-
tions— but religious apprehension makes us think that the “most
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holy” among us will somehow shun its pleasure. This, tragically,
would mean that only the /east holy would actually raise children —
which doesn’t bode well for the faith of the next generation.

This fear of sex prepared its assault early on, particularly in the
interpretation of the obviously erotic Song of Songs. The clear impli-
cation of Origen’s work (around AD 185-254) was that fleshly,
intoxicating pleasure had no place in this world. Only “spiritual
delights” counted for anything. Dan Allender and Tremper Long-
man point out, “Origen interpreted the highly sensual Song of Songs
in an allegorical, spiritual manner, doing to that book the same thing
he did to his body when he took a knife and castrated himself.”!

A century later, at the famous Council of Nicea (AD 325), cer-
tain radicals started suggesting that bishops must be celibate. A
well-respected ascetic bishop, Paphnutius, opposed this suggestion
vigorously, rightly arguing that it was chastity for a man to “cohabit”
with his wife.? It was particularly significant that an ascetic bishop
pledged to chastity had the wisdom to argue this position, as he
clearly had nothing to gain from it. But Paphnutius was certainly
the exception, and his opinion was soon buried by the weight of the
famed church father Augustine (354 —430).

Augustine, who stamped Christian thought like few others, taught
that sexual intercourse transmitted original sin, thereby entangling
sin and sex for centuries to follow. As a result, the church often had
a difficult time reconciling sanctity with a sexually active life. The
number of married saints who ended up being canonized were few
and far between, and those canonized specially for marital sanctity
are virtually nonexistent. More likely, married people got canonized
for what they did iz spite of being married, or after their spouses had
died.

By the fourth century, Ambrose was calling marriage “honorable,”
but he tempered the compliment by calling chastity “more honorable.”
Institutionally, there was still a sense in which sexual intercourse was
excused, provided it was carried out for the sake of procreation. All
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other sexual relations within marriage still constituted “venial sin”
(excusable, but a black mark nevertheless).

There were moments of enlightenment, however. There is evi-
dence that in medieval times, priests would sometimes bless a new-
lywed couple in their bridal bed. Interestingly enough, the Puritans
seemed unusually at ease when it came to embracing sexual pleasure.
Despite the Puritans’ reputation as sexual killjoys, one of their most
eminent and revered churchmen, Richard Baxter, wrote that hus-
band and wife should “take delight” in the love and company and
conversation of each other. He wrote, “Keep up your conjugal love
in a constant heat and vigor.” He added that spouses must not suffer
their love “to grow luke-warm.”® He’s literally telling his congrega-
tion, “Don’t become complacent in the bedroom.”

An ancient Sarum rite (on which the 1549 Anglican Prayer Book
was based) had, since at least AD 1125, nuptial rites that included
the words “with my body I thee worship.” This was rather bold and
provocative for any period in the church, let alone the Middle Ages,
so perhaps it is not surprising that these words were cut from the
Anglican Prayer Book in 1786.

Perhaps we can be charitable toward the ancients’ (and our own)
uneasiness with sex, in part because few of us can deny the truth
that, in one sense, “sex is a heavy burden that God has laid upon
mankind.” While it is beyond doubt that the Bible has a favorable
and positive view of sex— witness Song of Songs, for instance— bib-
lical writers are also acutely aware of the snare of sexual sin and our
propensity to spoil the good gift God has given us.

Laying the Groundwork for Spiritually
Meaningful Sex

This human inclination is precisely why the institution of marriage
is so crucial as we seck to navigate the sea of sexual desire. It is the
only context in which sexuality becomes spiritually meaningful and

helpful.
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A Biblical View of Sexuality

In our pursuit of a fully biblical view of sexuality that will allow us
to incorporate the experience of physical intimacy into a spiritually
meaningful vision of faith, we Christians can learn a thing or two
from the Jewish foundations of our faith.

There are theological reasons that the Christian church has had
more difficulty dealing with sexual activity than our Jewish ances-
tors. To the ancient Jew, nothing was more important than the pres-
ervation and purity of the family line. As the chosen people, Jews
viewed divorce in the case of barrenness as perfectly acceptable. Prac-
tically the worst thing you could do to a spouse was to deny him or
her children, because progeny was how the unpolluted, God-chosen
race would continue.

Jewish views about sex went beyond procreation. Ancient Jewish
women were given three fundamental rights: food, clothing, and sex-
ual intercourse apart from the duty of procreation. A religion based
on bloodlines can ill afford to look down on procreative activity.

The ancient Jewish text 7he Holy Letter (written by Nahmanides
in the thirteenth century) sees sex as a mystical experience of meeting
with God: “Through the act [of intercourse] they become partners
with God in the act of creation. This is the mystery of what the sages
said, “When a man unites with his wife in holiness, the Shekinah is
between them in the mystery of man and woman.’”> The breadth of
this statement is sobering when you consider that this shekinah glory
is the same presence experienced by Moses when God met with him
face-to-face (Exodus 24:15—18). In other words, God is present in a
particularly intense way when husband and wife are joined together
and a child is formed.

In contrast to medieval Christian prohibitions, Nahmanides
recommends that married couples regularly experience sexual inter-
course on the Sabbath in celebration of their faith. The reason he

could advocate this was his firm belief that everything God made—
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including the sexual organs, and thus the sense of sexual touch—is
good because God has declared it so (Genesis 1:31).

With Christians, however, salvation is not about family blood but
spiritual faith. Procreation is no longer the highest end; faith is. Thus
if someone avoids a sexual union so they can foster a deeper faith,
they are frequently assumed to have chosen the higher way. But just
because (in the Christian view) sex no longer services salvation or the
propagation of God’s kingdom on earth doesn’t mean sex has noth-
ing to teach us in the way of sanctification (or growth in holiness).
We can continue to believe that for the purpose of salvation faith
takes precedence over procreation while still appreciating the Jewish
aspect of seeking the shekinah glory in the marital bed.

To use our sexuality as a spiritual discipline— to integrate our
faith and flesh, so to speak—it is imperative that we become theo-
logically grounded enough to incorporate into our thinking a Jewish
view of sexuality. God made flesh, and when God made flesh, he
created some amazing sensations. While the male sexual organ has
multiple functions, the female clitoris has just one—sexual pleasure.
By design, God created a bodily organ that has no other purpose than
to provide women with sexual ecstasy. This wasn’t Satan’s idea; it was
God’s. And God called every bit of his creation “very good” (Genesis
1:31). For some of you, one of the most important things you can
do for your marriage is to begin to see sexual pleasure as something
morally and spiritually good and to be desired — something that God
wants you to experience often and that gives you his blessing when
you do it. God created it for your and your spouse’s benefits. It is
worth whatever effort it takes to free ourselves from the guilt-ridden
view of sex that keeps us spiritually and sexually frustrated. A pastor
told me about a seventy-year-old woman in his congregation who
attended a Sacred Marriage conference and, after hearing me talk
about this, for the first time in her marriage felt free to pursue this
experience with enthusiasm. With gleeful exuberance, she told her
pastor that she and her husband were making up for lost time. Amid
the joy of this newfound discovery was a sense of loss over the decades
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that had been sexually squandered—all because of a misguided theo-
logical understanding of sex.

Betsy Ricucci comments on this issue from a feminine perspective:
“Within the context of covenant love and mutual service, no amount
of passion is excessive. Scripture says our sexual intimacy should be
exhilarating (Proverbs 5:19 NASB) ... Believe it or not, we glorify God
by cultivating a sexual desire for our husbands and by welcoming their
sexual desire for us.”

If guilt rather than gratitude casts a shadow over your experience
of sex, practice thanking God for what sex involves. For instance,
a woman could pray, quite explicitly—but in all holiness— “God,
thank you that it feels enticing when my husband caresses my
breasts.” Couples could even pray together, thanking God for the
pleasure surrounding the act of marital consummation. This simple
act of thanksgiving can sanctify an act that too many Christians
divorce from their spiritual life with God. The reason it feels good is
that God designed it so.

Gratitude Must Replace Guilt

Once we evaluate the theological foundations on which we build our
view of marital sex, we also need to examine our emotional attitudes.
In this case, gratitude must replace guilt.

In his book Music Through the Eyes of Faith, Harold Best tells the
true story of a young man who became deeply involved in a satanic
cult that developed a sophisticated and elaborate liturgy focusing on
the compositions of Johann Sebastian Bach. The young man later
became a Christian and started attending worship services at a local
church. Everything went well until the church organist belted out a
piece composed by Bach. The young believer was overcome by fear
and dread and fled the sanctuary. Best writes that Bach’s work “repre-
sents some of the noblest music for Christian worship. To this young
man, however, it was not noble at all, but rather epitomized all that

was evil, horrible, and anti-Christian.””
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Sex is that way for some Christians. Past associations and guilt
feelings have created severe spiritual roadblocks. While few would
suggest that Bach’s compositions are inherently evil, the young man
felr they were because of how Bach’s works had been abused in his
past experience. In the same way, some Christians try hard not to
believe that sex is inherently evil, but because of previous negative
experiences, to them it certainly feels evil. The effects of these road-
blocks can be lessened through a proper biblical understanding of sex,
as well as through the practice of confession and repentance. If your
history contains abuse, you may want to consider seeking counsel-
ing as a way to help you gain a new, and hopefully more favorable,
perspective on sex.

Sex cannot pay spiritual dividends if its currency is shrouded in
illegitimate guilt. Gratitude to God for this amazing experience is
essential; otherwise, the powerful feelings associated with sex will
lead us to focus on self.

Ironically, the idolatry of sex and obsessive guilt over sex accom-
plish the same thing— they keep the focus on self, whether it is out of
enjoyment or despair. Gratitude, on the other hand, turns our hearts
toward God.

It took me a while to realize how I was inadvertently insulting
God by my hesitation to accept the holiness of sex and pleasure. I
don’t have any problem imagining someone seeking God by enduring
the pain of a fast. But what kind of God am I imagining if I can allow
pain but not pleasure to reveal God’s presence in my life? Instead of
being suspicious of pleasure and the physical and spiritual intimacy
that comes from being with my wife, I need to adopt an attitude of

profound gratefulness and awe.®

View Your Spouse as More Than a Lover

Once we have reevaluated our theology and our emotional attitudes,
we also need to reconsider our expectations— that is, what type of
intimacy we are seeking,
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The third step to becoming fully prepared to use sexuality as a
spiritual discipline is to remember that in Christian marriage, hus-
band and wife are more than lovers; they are brother and sister in
Christ.

During my engagement to Lisa, I gave her a poem titled “My
Sister, His Bride,” in which I talked about how the step we were tak-
ing toward marriage was monumental in this world, but that there
already existed an even more significant eternal bond between us that
would actually outlive our status as husband and wife— the bond of
being brother and sister in Christ. There is a depth to this spiritual
brother-sister relationship that is all too frequently left unexplored.

Otto Piper explains it this way: “The believer who conducts his
marriage as in the Lord will seek to make his marriage transcend
mere sexuality by emphasizing his fellowship with God. Then the
spouse is not only a sexual partner but also and above all a brother or
sister in Christ. In this way the instinctive longing inherent in all love
becomes real: our earthly lives are transmuted into lives with God.”

Therefore, while physical pleasure is good and acceptable, we
mustn’t reduce sex to a merely physical experience. It is about more—
much more— than that. Sex speaks of spiritual realities far more
profound than mere pleasure.

When Paul tells us that our bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit
(1 Corinthians 6:19), our contemplations on the significance of sex
take on an entirely new meaning. What a woman is allowing inside
her, what a man is willingly entering—in a Christian marriage,
these are sanctified bodies. These are bodies in which God is present
through his Holy Spirit, bodies coming together, celebrating, but in
a spirit of reverence and holiness.

If Paul tells us that a man is not to join himself to a prostitute
because his body is a holy temple— that is, if we are to use such
imagery to avoid sinning— can a Christian not use the same imagery
to be drawn into God’s presence in a unique way as he joins his body
with his wife? Isn’t he somehow entering God’s temple—knocking
on the door of shekinah glory— when he joins himself to a fellow
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believer? And isn’t this a tacit encouragement to perhaps even think
about God as your body is joined with your spouse?

Otto Piper urges us to view the sex act as a physical picture of a
deeper spiritual reality: “We have come together in [God], called by
him, creating a family, serving him, he living in both of us, we now
expressing, physically, the spiritual truth that he has created —we are
no longer two, but one.”"

Addressing this spiritual element of sex is crucial in helping men
experience deliverance from sexual addictions. When sex is reduced
to pleasure alone, no wife can possibly meet a husband’s expectations.
Pleasure, by nature, is fleeting and fickle and easily bored. I read an
article written by a Christian (back in the days before the Internet)
who had overcome a serious addiction to pornography, and he made
it quite clear he always needed a new magazine. Although he pos-
sessed enough naked pictures to wallpaper his house (more than he
could possibly look at in the course of a day), he needed the thrill of
getting new pictures of 7ew women.

A wife can’t reinvent herself on a daily basis, so a man can’t kick a
passion for pornography by trying to turn his wife into a centerfold.
He must search for and find something much different in the marital
bed. He can seek the deeper (but oftentimes quieter) fulfillment of
spiritually meaningful sex, looking for God and for Christian fellow-
ship behind the pleasure— not running from the pleasure, to be sure,
but not making an idol of that pleasure either.

Remember, every hunger that entices us in the flesh is an exploita-
tion of a need that can be better met by God. The only context for
godly sex is marital sex. Illicit sex is spiritual junk food —immediately
sweet, but something that will poison our spiritual appetite until we
crave that which will ultimately destroy us. Illicit sex will do nothing
but diminish our sensitivity to holiness, righteousness, and God’s pres-
ence in our lives.

The deeply physical and fleshly experience of sex can be enjoyed
without guilt, but there is an even deeper spiritual fulfillment inherent
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when a man and woman engage in sexual relations. Don’t reduce sex
to either a physical or spiritual experience. It is both— profoundly so.

Reconciling the Power of Sex

Now that we've examined our theology, our emotional attitudes, and
our expectations regarding sex, we must become comfortable with
the oftentimes fearful yearning inherent in sexual desire.

Sex is not a physical need in the same way that food is; you can
survive a lifetime without a single orgasm. But it is certainly a physi-
ological drive. It is predictable, and it is physical as well as emotional.
Most important, this physical desire—which feels like a need — that
a man and woman have for each other is there by God’s design. God
put this need in us.

How do we approach this sense of need from a Christian perspec-
tive? It may help if we see hidden in this analogy the sense of need that
represents our longing for God—that we are incomplete without him
and need to join ourselves to him anew. Thomas Hart observes that “our
fascination with sex is closely related to our fascination with God.”"!

Sex cannot replace God. Sex will not suffice as a substitute for
God. But a healthy look at sex can provide fruitful meditation on
our need and desire for God— the sense of incompleteness followed
by the joy and fulfillment made all the sweeter after finally giving
ourselves to another.

If there were no great need, the fulfillment would be less sweet. It
is only when I am truly hungry that I fully appreciate a good meal.
Passion is a fearful thing to some of us. The sense of longing reminds
us that we are incomplete by ourselves, but the fact is that God made
us incomplete. We need him; we need others.

I remember reading Song of Songs as a young man with great dis-
comfort, in large part because I was terrified of ever wanting someone
as desperately as those two lovers wanted each other. Such wanting, I
knew even at a young age, can lead to tremendous pain, disillusion-
ment, and grief.
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It is frightening to want God. What if he doesn’t show up? It is
even scarier to want another human. What if they spurn our advances
or use our desire as a weapon against us?

Here is the difficulty: There is no guarantee that our spouse will
not use our desire against us. But while this provides a point of pos-
sible manipulation, it also provides an avenue of spiritual growth. We
can use this sense of need as a way to grow as servants of each other.
In a healthy Christian marriage in which both husband and wife
lovingly seek to fulfill the sexual desires of each other, both can learn
that God will minister to them as well. Just as Jesus uses the example
of an earthly father who will not give his son a stone when he asks for
bread (Matthew 7:9) —and then encourages his followers to likewise
trust God to give good gifts—so a man or woman may be able to
open up their heart to God when they experience how their spouse is
generous in meeting their need for sexual expression.

The truth is, without this physiological drive many couples would
slowly drift apart. We are by nature selfish beings who hide from each
other. Maintaining a steady pursuit toward and empathy for another
human being goes against our sinful, egocentric bent. By creating a
physical desire, God is inviting us to participate in the spiritual reality
of learning to share, have fellowship with, and enter the life and soul
of another human being in a profound way.

The above thoughts are intended to legitimize the use of sexual
expression as a tool of spiritual development. It would take an entire
book to fully explore this subject, but in the next section we’re going to
consider a few representative examples of how a married couple might
use aspects of their physical intimacy to grow spiritually.

Spiritual Development through
Sexual Expression

Bernard of Clairvaux (1090—1153) taught that carnal or earthly love
is actually the first step in human experience that leads us to love
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God—sort of like in kindergarten, where we learn to get along with
others and sit behind a desk before the “real schooling” begins in first
grade. He took this one step further when he suggested that, carnal
as we are, our love for God in this life will fittingly have a carnal ele-
ment. Certainly, as you read some of the testimonies of mystics, their
unabashed love for God has this near-erotic element.

Many books provide guidance on a variety of sexual positions and
on ways to keep sex fresh. I want to now look at the spiritual side of
sexuality, examining how we can be transformed spiritually through
this very physical act. We’ll do this by seeking to have our notion of
beauty transformed, learning to give what we have, being called out
of ourselves, learning to become passionate, and cultivating the art
of celebration.

Gaining God’s View of Marital Beauty

Marriage takes the raw force of sexuality and connects it with emo-
tional intimacy, companionship, family responsibilities, and perma-
nency of relationship. In so doing, it provides a context that encourages
spiritual growth by moving us to value character, virtue, and godliness
over against an idealized physical form.

To prepare for a part in a major motion-picture release in which
nudity would be prevalent, an internationally famous actress spent up
to five hours a day in a gym, working out with a personal trainer. All
this would refine the body-enhancing surgery that had taken place
earlier in her life. With enough time and money, and a professional
hairdresser and makeup team, virtually any woman can look good.

I won’t deny that one of the reasons I was first attracted to Lisa
was because I thought she looked good. But what if looking good
became Lisa’s obsession? Does God think three hours a day in a gym,
working feverishly against the realities of nature to preserve an ado-
lescent stomach (with the hips of a mature woman and the breasts of
a nursing mother), is a good and profitable use of time?

Peter doesn’t leave us to guess the answer. He says, quite explicitly,
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that women shouldn’t focus on an external beauty that requires “out-
ward adornment,” but instead aspire after a beauty “of your inner self,
the unfading beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is of great
worth in God’s sight” (1 Peter 3:3—4).

Notice that in their pursuit of beauty, wives are directed toward
creating a beauty that is of great worth in God’s sight. Husbands
might focus on the wrong things, but Peter still urges wives to direct
their lives toward God’s view of beauty. This instruction is crucial for
a number of reasons.

In C. S. Lewis’s The Screwtape Letters, the demon Screwtape
laments that Wormwood has allowed his man to get victory over
sexual temptation. Screwtape’s next step is this: “If we can’t use his
sexuality to make him unchaste we must try to use it for the promo-
tion of a desirable marriage.”'? Keep in mind that “desirable” is from
a demonic perspective, meaning “disastrous” from a Christian per-
spective. Referring to demonic hosts, Screwtape continues:

It is the business of these great masters to produce in every
age a general misdirection of what may be called sexual “taste.”
This they do by working through the small circle of popular art-
ists, dressmakers, actresses, and advertisers who determine the
fashionable type. The aim is to guide each sex away from those
members of the other with whom spiritually helpful, happy, and
fertile marriages are most likely ...

As regards the male taste we have varied a good deal. At one
time we have directed it to the statuesque and aristocratic type of
beauty, mixing men’s vanity with their desires and encouraging
the race to breed chiefly from the most arrogant and prodigal
women. At another, we have selected an exaggeratedly feminine
type, faint and languishing, so that folly and cowardice, and all
the general falseness and littleness of mind which go with them,
shall be at a premium ...

And that is not all. We have engineered a great increase in the
license that society allows to the representation of the apparent
nude (not the real nude) in art, and its exhibition on the stage or
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the bathing beach. It is all a fake, of course; the figures in the pop-
ular art are falsely drawn; the real women in bathing suits ... are
actually pinched in and propped up to make them appear firmer
and more slender ... than nature allows a full-grown woman to be
... As a result we are more and more directing the desires of men
to something which does not exist— making the role of the eye in
sexuality more and more important and at the same time making
its demands more and more impossible. What follows you can eas-

ily forecast!'

The Christian duty of married men is to reverse this propen-
sity and make the “role of the eye in sexuality” less important as we
embrace the spiritual reality of what is taking place. Sight will always
matter to men— that’s how God wired us—but we can become
mature in what we long to see. Appetites can be cultivated. Different
cultures enjoy different foods because the inhabitants have eaten such
foods all their lives. My kids would wrinkle their noses if my wife
dropped rice in front of them for breakfast; in China, children would
look askew at a bowl of Cheerios.

The same principle holds true for taste in sexual desirability. Dif-
ferent eras appreciate different shapes in women because of whatever
happens to be in fashion. While today’s supermodels lean toward
waifishness (with adult-sized breasts but adolescent stomachs and
thighs), an old Sanskrit word (gajagamini) describing the then-ideal
of female beauty in ancient India is literally translated “woman who
has the gait of an elephant.” History has not come up with #be defin-
itive beauty. The debate has never been resolved. What men and
women obsess about, fantasize over, and concentrate on will shape
what they desire.

A godly marriage shapes our view of beauty to focus on internal
qualities. Beauty is wonderful, but it is not the only or even the high-
est value when we seek Christian marriage.

A single woman is likely to face strong temptations to become
the type of woman a man would want to marry—and that might
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very well compete with the type of woman who lives a responsible
life before God. But single women know that men are attracted to
a certain physical shape and so might be inclined to put more effort
into changing physically than changing internally by growing in god-
liness. Marriage can set women free from this vain pursuit; once they
are married, they can focus more intensely on the internal beauty that
God finds so attractive.

This is not to suggest that either men or women should shun
the care of their physical bodies and become unfit. Keeping in good
shape is a gift we can give to our spouse. But so is the grace of accep-
tance— particularly on the part of husbands— in recognition that
age and (in the case of women) childbearing eventually reshape every
individual body. Marriage helps to move men from an obsession over
a body “which does not exist” into a reconsideration of priorities and
values.

For instance, marriage calls us to redirect our desires to be focused
on one woman or one man in particular rather than on society’s view
of attractive women or men in general. We men are married to
women whose bodies we know intimately. And out of these bodies,
our own children have been born. God gives us each other’s bodies
as gifts in which to delight. But in receiving our gift, we must not
covet another’s.

On the day I was married, I began praying, Lord, help me to define
beauty by Lisa’s body. Shape my desires so that I am attracted only to
her. 1 knew from the book of Proverbs that I was to take delight in
my wife, not in women in general. The writer says, “May you rejoice
in the wife of your youth. A loving doe, a graceful deer— may her
breasts satisfy you always, may you ever be intoxicated with her love.
Why, my son, be intoxicated with another man’s wife? Why embrace
the bosom of a wayward woman?” (Proverbs 5:18 —20).

I cannot fully explain this without embarrassing my wife, so I'm
going to speak generally. God has answered my prayer. The physical
characteristics that distinguish my wife are the characteristics I gener-
ally find most attractive in other women.
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But just as important is a wife who works on internal beauty,
who makes the pursuit of sanctification an even greater pursuit than
wanting to fit into a size 0 dress. This is a beauty that never goes out
of style.

Married sexuality helps form us spiritually by shaping the pri-
orities of what we value and hold in high esteem. Many of us don’t
realize how truly shallow this world and its values really are. A young
man or woman can become ridiculously wealthy and incredibly
famous— regardless of whether they are a person of character, high
morals, or exemplary wisdom —if they’re willing to disrobe in the
latest Hollywood blockbuster. The net effect is that many people who
aren’t able to display one particular body type feel devalued.

I’'m convinced that, with God’s Spirit within us, we can become
enamored with the things that enamor God. By denying myself errant
appetites and by meditating and feeding on the right things—includ-
ing being “intoxicated” with my wife’s love—1I will train myself to
desire only what is proper to be desired. This doesn’t mean I can’t
appreciate another person’s beauty. It does mean I can appreciate
without obsessing. I can see without wanting to enter into a sexually
or emotionally inappropriate relationship.

Maturity demands we adopt this view. Evelyn and James White-
head put it simply and powerfully: “When the body is love’s only
abode, change becomes an enemy.”'¥ From a Christian perspective,
change is not an enemy, but it is, in fact, the purpose of marriage—
assuming the change we desire is to become more holy. If my accep-
tance of my wife is based only on my feelings about her outward
appearance rather than on her inner qualities, time will slowly but
surely erode my affection.

Those who live only for sexual pleasure and stimulation know only
a very limited life—and probably experience a high degree of frustra-
tion as time inevitably takes its toll on their aging bodies. Those who
find meaning and fulfillment not just in sexuality but in parenting
their children, serving God, engaging in a consistent prayer life, and
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living virtuously have a much broader base from which to enjoy life.
A thoughtful and godly marriage will move us in this direction.

Give What You Have

Do you remember the first time you saw your spouse naked? Some
good friends of mine tried to ease into it on their wedding night.
They decided to take a shower together, with the lights out. Unfor-
tunately, the tub began to overflow. It was dark, remember, so they
couldn’t figure out what was going on with this unfamiliar hotel
bathtub drain. Much to their chagrin, they were forced to turn on the
lights and start mopping up in the nude. Their “twilight transition”
turned into a spotlight extravaganza!

It is one thing to stand naked and relatively trim in front of your
partner in your early twenties. But what about in your late thirties,
forties, or sixties? What about after the wife has given birth to a child
(or two or three) and the husband’s metabolism has slowed down,
depositing “love handles” around his waist?

Continuing to give your body to your spouse even when you
believe it constitutes damaged goods can be tremendously reward-
ing spiritually. It engenders humility, service, and an others-centered
focus, as well as hammering home a very powerful spiritual principle:
Give what you have.

There are many times when we are called to keep serving God,
even though we know the situation is less than ideal. Maybe we w