MARRIAGE PREPARATION SUGGESTIONS:

Here’s a compilation of articles and best websites about marriage and thoughts about how to make it work as God intended it.  These articles are mostly from these sites and a few others.  They were printed on internet and so are assumed to be in the public domain and free to distribute (but not to sell):

· www.christianitytoday.com/marriage, 

· http://www.marriagemissions.com/, 

· www.rbc.org (the discovery booklet series and section on marriage and family), http://www.nationalmarriage.com/home.asp (The Smalley marriage center), 

· www.bible.ca 

· www.themarriagebed.com, 

· http://www.probe.org/content/section/14/72/, 

· http://www.links2love.com/
· http://www.divorcebusting.com/
NOTE: This is very much in progress and not perfectly organized or rated, but the best articles in my opinion are the ones with 3 or 4 stars.  I suggest reading those first.  A very few of the articles are from secular sites and may contain unbiblical ideas.  Whether it’s secular or Christian though, check what you read against the principles from the Bible.
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MARRIAGE E-MAIL LISTS WEBSITES TO READ AND BUY MARRIAGE HELPS FROM

E-MAIL LISTS:

The best e-mail lists for husbands and wives that I’ve seen so far are:

http://www.the-generous-husband.com/, http://www.the-generous-wife.com/  and www.marriagemissions.com (just click "subscribe".)
CHRISTIAN ROMANCE/SEXY HELPS STORES:

http://www.covenantspice.com, http://www.book22.com 

SITES WITH GOOD ARTICLES

http://www.marriagemissions.com/ (site with numerous articles on very practical topics…some topics summarize the best ideas from different books) 

http://www.dnaofrelationships.com/articles/marriage.html
http://www.christianitytoday.com/marriage  (many really awesome topics and great advice for marriage. See also many topic sections on the left…see especially “Ever After”, “Starting Out”, “making it work: romance, humor/fun” many real life situations and counsel on marriage.)  

http://www.rbc.org/ds/family.html  Excellent site…very Bible based and good stories and statistics and practical advice for our time from the Bible. (especially read: “Building Blocks to a Strong Marriage”, “What Does God expect of a Woman/Man”, What is the Promise of Marriage”)

www.themarriagebed.com (Lots of creative ideas to make sex more enjoyable and arousing in marriage from a Christian perspective ;) ) 


BEST BOOKS ON MARRIAGE (Bryan’s Opinion)

Here are the best books I’d recommend for reading about marriage and family:

· “Sacred Marriage”  (received ALL 5 star ratings from readers...that happens very seldom): http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0310242827/sr=8-1/qid=1145370750/ref=sr_1_1/103-4527357-8200615?%5Fencoding=UTF8
· “Empowered Living” (more for how to deal with marriage problems…but very good principles and very Bible based about how to submit to God and always seek for your partners best interests).  www.empoweredlivingministries.org 

· “Intended for Pleasure”  
· "Proper Care and Feeding of a Husband" 

· Captivated by Love - Sharing and Enhancing Sexuality in Marriage by Alberta Mazat (Adventist) (recommended by Maike Stepanek)


· “The Five Love Languages”

· “His Needs, Her Needs” (available in English and Korean)

· 7 Habits of Highly Effective Families by Stephen Covey(available in Korean)

· Finding the Love of Your Life: Ten Principles for Choosing the Right Marriage Partner

· The Hard Questions: 100 Essential Questions to Ask Before You Say "I Do"


Other Marriage books

http://www.dougbrittonbooks.com/christianbibleadvicebooks/christianbiblebookmarriagesexromance.asp

MARRIAGE COUNSELOR’S AND USA READERS' TOP MARRIAGE BOOKS

Marriage Partnership readers were asked which books, other than the Bible, have helped their marriages the most. Here are the top 11 vote getters. 

1. HIS NEEDS, HER NEEDS (available in Korean), by Willard F. Harley, Jr. (Revell) )famous classic book on marriage..but no Christian insights...for general people and worries too much about divorce...but many good points) http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0800717880/ref=pd_sbs_b_5/104-2328273-7154342?%5Fencoding=UTF8&v=glance&n=283155
2. INTENDED FOR PLEASURE, by Ed and Gaye Wheat (Revell) (some similar content is free at www.themarriagebed.com) 

3. THE FIVE LOVE LANGUAGES (available in Korean), by Gary Chapman (Northfield)

4. LOVE FOR A LIFETIME, by James Dobson (Multnomah) 

5. LOVE LIFE FOR EVERY MARRIED COUPLE, by Ed Wheat, M.D., and Gloria Okes Perkins (Zondervan)

6. THE ACT OF MARRIAGE, by Tim and Beverly LaHaye (Zondervan) 

7. COMMUNICATION: KEY TO YOUR MARRIAGE, by H. Norman Wright (Regal) 

8. LETTERS TO KAREN, LETTERS TO PHILIP, by Charlie W. Shedd (Vine) 

9. MAKING LOVE LAST FOREVER, by Gary Smalley (Word) 

10. THE MARRIAGE BUILDER, by Lawrence J. Crabb, Jr. (Zondervan) 

11. TRAITS OF A LASTING MARRIAGE, by Jim and Sally Conway (InterVarsity)

OTHER RECOMMENDED BOOKS

· Intimate Issues: Conversations Woman to Woman : 21 Questions Christian Women Ask About Sex, by Linda Dillow and Lorraine Pintus (Waterbrook).

· The Hard Questions: 100 Essential Questions to Ask Before You Say "I Do", by Susan Piver (Tarcher).

· The Sex-Starved Marriage: Boosting Your Marriage Libido, a Couple's Guide, by Michelle Weiner David (Simon & Schuster).

· What No One Tells the Bride, by Marg Stark (Hyperion).

· The Good Marriage: How & Why Love Lasts, by Judith S. Wallerstein and Sandra Blakeslee (Warner).

· 101 Things I Wish I Knew When I Got Married: Simple Lessons to Make Love Last, by Charlie and Linda Bloom (New World Library).

· The Rules (TM) for Marriage: Time-Tested Secrets for Making Your Marriage Work, by Ellen Fein and Sherrie Schneider (Warner).

· As For Me And My House: Crafting Your Marriage To Last, by Walter Wangerin, Jr. (Thomas Nelson).

· The Mystery of Marriage: Meditations on the Miracle, by Mike Mason (Multnomah).

· Saving Your Marriage Before It Starts, by Les and Leslie Parrott (Zondervan).

RECOMMENDED BY EDITORS OF MARRIAGE PARTNERSHIP:

Every few years, a book comes out that gets people talking and changes how they think about life. These books have had that effect on the way couples approach marriage. That's why the editors of Marriage Partnership recommend them as essential reading for every committed couple. 

AS FOR ME AND MY HOUSE, by Walter Wangerin, Jr. (Thomas Nelson). Back when Alan Alda was still thought of as the model "sensitive male," a Lutheran clergyman was writing the story of his marriage examining both its joys and its difficulties. Walter Wangerin's compelling narrative, coupled with his honesty and vulnerability, invest his teachings with great power and persuasiveness. 

COMMUNICATION: KEY TO YOUR MARRIAGE, by H. Norman Wright (Regal). Two words say it all: "communication" and "key." Before you can solve any marriage problem, you first need to talk about it. Norm Wright, the dean of Christian marriage experts, shows you how. 

FIT TO BE TIED, by Bill and Lynne Hybels (Zondervan). In writing this book, Bill and Lynne Hybels were unusually forthright about their own struggles. Such candor goes a long way toward freeing other couples to confess and correct their own failures. 

THE FIVE LOVE LANGUAGES, by Gary Chapman (Northfield). This isn't the first book to point out that what communicates love to you might not mean a thing to your mate. But Gary Chapman says it the most clearly, and most convincingly. His well-defined languages explain why so many well-meaning spouses find expressions of love so frustrating. 

FORGIVE & FORGET, by Lewis B. Smedes (HarperSanFrancisco). When it comes to how-to books, clarity is a plus, but good writing is almost too much to ask. Not so with Lewis Smedes, a fine writer who makes the complex understandable. He acknowledges the difficulty of forgiveness while helping us take the necessary steps that will heal our marriages. 

HIS NEEDS, HER NEEDS, by Willard F. Harley, Jr. (Revell). Most of us bristle at the idea that we can be sorted and labeled like groceries on a shelf. That's one reason Willard Harley caused such a stir when he said he had identified the top five needs of husbands and wives. Call it stereotyping if you want, but people who read the book agree that Harley's lists are right-on. 

I MARRIED YOU, by Walter Trobisch (HarperSanFrancisco). Walter and Ingrid Trobisch wrote about marriage after years of ministry in Cameroon, West Africa. While the illustrations come out of Africa, this book goes beyond most others in giving body and definition to a word that gets twisted in every language: "love." 

INTENDED FOR PLEASURE, by Ed and Gaye Wheat (Revell). Until the Wheats' book came out, many still viewed sex as an act intended primarily for procreation or as a marital necessity much better suited to the enjoyment of husbands. The Wheats' forthright teaching freed Christian couples to enjoy sex as a mutually pleasurable experience designed to bring them together in oneness. 

MARRIAGE SPIRITUALITY, by R. Paul Stevens (InterVarsity). Most couples find the idea of developing their individual spiritual lives somewhat intimidating, which can make a shared spiritual life seem like an impossible dream. Paul Stevens helps by showing that spirituality is part of every day's activity, not a separate compartment of life. 

PLEASE UNDERSTAND ME, by David Keirsey and Marilyn Bates (Prometheus Nemesis). If you're tempted to think your mate does certain things just to annoy you, here's the answer. Keirsey and Bates provide a simple quiz to help you get the inside track on each other's personality types. Understanding your partner creates an atmosphere where grace and acceptance can grow. 

????

Learning to Live With the Love of Your Life: And Loving It!

Dating love languages…etc.

Gary chapman..counseling situations…etc.

GOOD ARTICLES FROM INTERNET (not in the book yet, but very good)

· “The Love Doctor” simple prescription that works wonders for love blues-- http://www.christianitytoday.com/mp/7m3/7m3046.html 


Some links I thought were good are:
Thoughts for those Contemplating Marriage

http://www.marriagemissions.com/premarriage/thoughts.php
Thoughts for Married Men

http://www.marriagemissions.com/married_men/thoughts.php
What Every Husband Should Know

http://www.marriagemissions.com/married_men/what_every_husband.php
Living With Your Wife in an Understanding Way

http://www.marriagemissions.com/married_men/understanding_way.php
How to Cultivate Your Wife/Husband (the 5 love languages)

http://www.marriagemissions.com/married_men/cultivate_wife.php
What Every Wife Should Know

http://www.marriagemissions.com/married_women/what_every_wife.php
The Power of a Praying Wife

http://www.marriagemissions.com/married_women/praying_wife.php
Thoughts for Married Women

http://www.marriagemissions.com/married_women/thoughts.php
When Discussions Go Wrong

http://www.marriagemissions.com/messages/mm250.php
Making Time for Fun

http://www.marriagemissions.com/romantic/making_time.php
PRINCIPLES AND VERSES FROM THE BIBLE ON MARRIAGE

And They Shall Be One Flesh—Bible verses on marriage

1. Romans 12:2 Don’t copy the customs and traditions of the world- let God change your thinking:


2. Deuteronomy 30:11-30  Why should we follow God’s laws and principles?  It’s for our life and happiness and to avoid much disaster (also read Deuteronomy 28)


3. Galatians 5:16-26 Our feelings come from 2 places:  The Holy Spirit and Satan.  Our feelings are wrong.  Salvation is NOT by following law.  It’s by friendship with Jesus.  But, if we love Jesus, we will follow his laws (John 14:15)


4. Romans 12: 9-10, 19-20  Love one another and do good even to enemies


5. James 5:16, Matthew 6:14,15 Confess sins to one another, God can’t forgive us if we don’t forgive each other


HUSBANDS AND WIVES

6. Colossians 3:12-20,23, Ephesians 5:21-33, 1 Peter 3:4,5 The lifestyle of Christians.  Wives should submit to husbands.  Husbands should love wives…think of their needs first.  Husbands must love their wives like Jesus loved the church, Wives must respect their husbands


7. 1 Corinthians 7:33,34  Wives and Husbands should look for ways to please each other


8. Proverbs 31:10-31  The Ideal Woman


Index:

A wife is good and from the Lord 

Marriage at a young age 

One flesh 

The roles of the husband and wife 

Wives submit to your own husbands. Husbands love your wives

The perfect woman and the not so perfect woman 

Rules for bishops and deacons (and the wife of one) 

Some of the words used in this study

A wife is good and from the Lord: 

Ge 2:18 And the LORD God said, It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him an help meet for him. 

Pr 18:22 Whoso findeth a wife findeth a good thing, and obtaineth favour of the LORD. 

Pr 19:1 4 House and riches are the inheritance of fathers: and a prudent wife is from the LORD. 

Marriage at a young age: 

Pr 5:18 Let thy fountain be blessed: and rejoice with the wife of thy youth. 

1Ti 5:14 I will therefore that the younger women marry, bear children, guide the house, give none occasion to the adversary to speak reproachfully. 

Tit 2:4 That they may teach the young women to be sober, to love their husbands, to love their children, 

5 To be discreet, chaste, keepers at home, good, obedient to their own husbands, that the word of God be not blasphemed. 

One flesh: 

Ge 2:24 Therefore shall a man leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave unto his wife: and they shall be one flesh. 

Mt 19:5 And said, For this cause shall a man leave father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife: and they twain shall be one flesh? 

6 Wherefore they are no more twain, but one flesh. What therefore God hath joined together, let not man put asunder. 

Mr 10:6 But from the beginning of the creation God made them male and female. 

7 For this cause shall a man leave his father and mother, and cleave to his wife; 

8 And they twain shall be one flesh: so then they are no more twain, but one flesh. 

9 What therefore God hath joined together, let not man put asunder. 

The roles of the husband and the wife: 

Ge 3:16 Unto the woman he said, I will greatly multiply thy sorrow and thy conception; in sorrow thou shalt bring forth children; and thy desire shall be to thy husband, and he shall rule over thee. 

1Co 7:2 Nevertheless, to avoid fornication, let every man have his own wife, and let every woman have her own husband. 

1Co 7:3 Let the husband render unto the wife due benevolence: and likewise also the wife unto the husband. 

1Co 7:4 The wife hath not power of her own body, but the husband: and likewise also the husband hath not power of his own body, but the wife. 

Wives submit to your own husbands. Husbands love your wives: 

Eph 5:22 Wives, submit yourselves unto your own husbands, as unto the Lord. 

23 For the husband is the head of the wife, even as Christ is the head of the church: and he is the saviour of the body. 

24 Therefore as the church is subject unto Christ, so let the wives be to their own husbands in every thing. 

25 Husbands, love your wives, even as Christ also loved the church, and gave himself for it; 

26 That he might sanctify and cleanse it with the washing of water by the word, 

27 That he might present it to himself a glorious church, not having spot, or wrinkle, or any such thing; but that it should be holy and without blemish. 

28 So ought men to love their wives as their own bodies. He that loveth his wife loveth himself. 

29 For no man ever yet hated his own flesh; but nourisheth and cherisheth it, even as the Lord the church: 

30 For we are members of his body, of his flesh, and of his bones. 

31 For this cause shall a man leave his father and mother, and shall be joined unto his wife, and they two shall be one flesh. 

32 This is a great mystery: but I speak concerning Christ and the church. 

33 Nevertheless let every one of you in particular so love his wife even as himself; and the wife see that she reverence her husband. 

Col 3:18 Wives, submit yourselves unto your own husbands, as it is fit in the Lord. 

19 Husbands, love your wives, and be not bitter against them. 

1Pe 3:1 Likewise, ye wives, be in subjection to your own husbands; that, if any obey not the word, they also may without the word be won by the conversation of the wives; 

2 While they behold your chaste conversation coupled with fear. 

3 Whose adorning let it not be that outward adorning of plaiting the hair, and of wearing of gold, or of putting on of apparel; 

4 But let it be the hidden man of the heart, in that which is not corruptible, even the ornament of a meek and quiet spirit, which is in the sight of God of great price. 

5 For after this manner in the old time the holy women also, who trusted in God, adorned themselves, being in subjection unto their own husbands: 

6 Even as Sara obeyed Abraham, calling him lord: whose daughters ye are, as long as ye do well, and are not afraid with any amazement. 

7 Likewise, ye husbands, dwell with them according to knowledge, giving honour unto the wife, as unto the weaker vessel, and as being heirs together of the grace of life; that your prayers be not hindered. 

Tit 2:2 That the aged men be sober, grave, temperate, sound in faith, in charity, in patience. 

3 The aged women likewise, that they be in behaviour as becometh holiness, not false accusers, not given to much wine, teachers of good things; 

4 That they may teach the young women to be sober, to love their husbands, to love their children, 

5 To be discreet, chaste, keepers at home, good, obedient to their own husbands, that the word of God be not blasphemed. 

6 Young men likewise exhort to be sober minded. 

7 In all things shewing thyself a pattern of good works: in doctrine shewing uncorruptness, gravity, sincerity, 

8 Sound speech, that cannot be condemned; that he that is of the contrary part may be ashamed, having no evil thing to say of you. 

The Perfect woman and the not so perfect woman.: 

Pr 31:10 Who can find a virtuous woman? for her price is far above rubies. 

11 The heart of her husband doth safely trust in her, so that he shall have no need of spoil. 

12 She will do him good and not evil all the days of her life. 

13 She seeketh wool, and flax, and worketh willingly with her hands. 

14 She is like the merchants' ships; she bringeth her food from afar. 

15 She riseth also while it is yet night, and giveth meat to her household, and a portion to her maidens. 

16 She considereth a field, and buyeth it: with the fruit of her hands she planteth a vineyard. 

17 She girdeth her loins with strength, and strengtheneth her arms. 

18 She perceiveth that her merchandise is good: her candle goeth not out by night. 

19 She layeth her hands to the spindle, and her hands hold the distaff. 

20 She stretcheth out her hand to the poor; yea, she reacheth forth her hands to the needy. 

21 She is not afraid of the snow for her household: for all her household is clothed with scarlet. 

22 She maketh herself coverings of tapestry; her clothing is silk and purple. 

23 Her husband is known in the gates, when he sitteth among the elders of the land. 

24 She maketh fine linen, and selleth it; and delivereth girdles unto the merchant. 

25 Strength and honour are her clothing; and she shall rejoice in time to come. 

26 She openeth her mouth with wisdom; and in her tongue is the law of kindness. 

27 She looketh well to the ways of her household, and eateth not the bread of idleness. 

28 Her children arise up, and call her blessed; her husband also, and he praiseth her. 

29 Many daughters have done virtuously, but thou excellest them all. 

30 Favour is deceitful, and beauty is vain: but a woman that feareth the LORD, she shall be praised. 

31 Give her of the fruit of her hands; and let her own works praise her in the gates. 

1Ti 2:9 In like manner also, that women adorn themselves in modest apparel, with shamefacedness and sobriety; not with broided hair, or gold, or pearls, or costly array; 

10 But (which becometh women professing godliness) with good works. 

11 Let the woman learn in silence with all subjection. 

12 But I suffer not a woman to teach, nor to usurp authority over the man, but to be in silence. 

13 For Adam was first formed, then Eve. 

14 And Adam was not deceived, but the woman being deceived was in the transgression. 

Pr 9:13 A foolish woman is clamorous: she is simple, and knoweth nothing. 

Pr 11:22 As a jewel of gold in a swine's snout, so is a fair woman which is without discretion. 

Pr 12:4 A virtuous woman is a crown to her husband: but she that maketh ashamed is as rottenness in his bones. 

Pr 14:1 Every wise woman buildeth her house: but the foolish plucketh it down with her hands. 

Pr 19:13 A foolish son is the calamity of his father: and the contentions of a wife are a continual dropping. 

Pr 21:9 It is better to dwell in a corner of the housetop, than with a brawling woman in a wide house. 

Pr 21:19 It is better to dwell in the wilderness, than with a contentious and an angry woman. 

Rules for husbands that are bishops or deacons (and the wife of one): 

1Ti 3:2 A bishop then must be blameless, the husband of one wife, vigilant, sober, of good behaviour, given to hospitality, apt to teach; 

3 Not given to wine, no striker, not greedy of filthy lucre; but patient, not a brawler, not covetous; 

4 One that ruleth well his own house, having his children in subjection with all gravity; 

5 (For if a man know not how to rule his own house, how shall he take care of the church of God?) 

6 Not a novice, lest being lifted up with pride he fall into the condemnation of the devil. 

7 Moreover he must have a good report of them which are without; lest he fall into reproach and the snare of the devil. 

8 Likewise must the deacons be grave, not doubletongued, not given to much wine, not greedy of filthy lucre; 

9 Holding the mystery of the faith in a pure conscience. 

10 And let these also first be proved; then let them use the office of a deacon, being found blameless. 

11 Even so must their wives be grave, not slanderers, sober, faithful in all things. 

12 Let the deacons be the husbands of one wife, ruling their children and their own houses well. 

Ec 9:9 Live joyfully with the wife whom thou lovest all the days of the life of thy vanity, which he hath given thee under the sun, all the days of thy vanity: for that is thy portion in this life, and in thy labour which thou takest under the sun. 

Eph 4:32 And be ye kind one to another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, even as God for Christ's sake hath forgiven you.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Some words used in this study: 

*BENEV'OLENCE, n. [L. benevolentia, of bene, well and volo, to will or wish. See Will.] 

1. The disposition to do good; good will; kindness; charitableness; the love,of mankind, accompanied with a desire to promote their happiness. 

The benevolence of God is one of his moral attributes; that attribute which delights in the happiness of intelligent beings. "God is love." 1 John 4. 

2. An act of kindness; good done; charity given. 

3. A species of contribution or tax illegally exacted by arbitrary kings of England. 

*CLAMOROUS, a. Speaking and repeating loud words; noisy; vociferous; loud; turbulent. 

*CONTENTION, n. [L. See Contend.] 

1. Strife; struggle; a violent effort to obtain something, or to resist a person, claim or injury; contest; quarrel. 

Multitudes lost their lives in a tumult raised by contention among the partizans of the several colors. 

2. Strife in words or debate; quarrel; angry contest; controversy. 

Avoid foolish questions, and genealogies, and contentions, and strivings about the law. Titus 3. 

A fools lips enter into contention. Proverbs 18. 

3. Strife or endeavor to excel; emulation. 

4. Eagerness; zeal; ardor; vehemence of endeavor. 

This is an end worthy of our utmost contention to obtain. 

*DOUBLE-TONGUED, a. Making contrary declarations on the same subject at different times; deceitful. 

*LU'CRE, n. lu'ker. [L. lucrum.] Gain in money or goods; profit; usually in an ill sense, or with the sense of something base or unworthy. 

The lust of lucre, and the dread of death. 

A bishop must be blameless - not given to filthy lucre. Titus 1. 

*NOV'ICE, n. [L. from new.] 

1. One who is new in any business; one unacquainted or unskilled; one in the rudiments; a beginner. 

I am young, a novice in the trade. 

2. One that has entered a religious house but has not taken the vow; a probationer. 

3. One newly planted in the church, or one newly converted to the Christian faith. 1 Timothy 3. 

*OBE'DIENT, a. [L. obediens.] Submissive to authority; yielding compliance with commands, orders or injunctions; performing what is required, or abstaining from what is forbid. 

*PRU'DENT, a. Cautious; circumspect; practically wise; careful of the consequences of enterprises, measures or actions; cautious not to act when the end is of doubtful utility, or probably impracticable. 

The prudent man looketh well to his going. Prov.14. 

A prudent man foreseeth the evil and hideth himself. Prov.22. 

1. Dictated or directed by prudence; as prudent behavior. 

2. Foreseeing by instinct; as the prudent crane. 

3. Frugal; economical; as a prudent woman; prudent expenditure of money. 

4. Wise; intelligent. 

*REV'ERENCE, v.t. To regard with reverence; to regard with fear mingled with respect and affection. We reverence superiors for their age, their authority and their virtues. We ought to reverence parents and upright judges and magistrates. We ought to reverence the Supreme Being, his word and his ordinances. 

Those that I reverence, those I fear, the wise. 

They will reverence my son. Matt. 21. 

Let the wife see that she reverence her husband. Eph. 5. 

*SO'BER, a. [L. sobrius.] 

1. Temperate in the use of spiritous liquors; habitually temperate; as a sober man. Live a sober, righteous and godly life. 

2. Not intoxicated or overpowered by spiritous liquors; not drunken. The sot may at times be sober. 

3. Not mad or insane; not wild, visionary or heated with passion; having the regular exercise of cool dispassionate reason. There was not a sober person to be had; all was tempestuous and blustering. Not sober man would put himself in danger, for the applause of escaping without breaking his neck. 

4. Regular; calm; not under the influence of passion; as sober judgment; a man in his sober senses. 

5. Serious; solemn; grave; as the sober livery of autumn. What parts gay France from sober Spain? See her sober over a sampler, or gay over a jointed baby. 

* SUBJECTION, n. 

1. The act of subduing; the act of vanquishing and bringing under the dominion of another. 

The conquest of the kingdom and the subjection of the rebels-- 

2. The state of being under the power, control and government of another. The safety of life, liberty, and property depends on our subjection to the laws. The isles of the West Indies are held in subjection to the powers of Europe. Our appetites and passions should be in subjection to our reason, and our will should be in entire subjection to the laws of God. 

*VIG'ILANT, a. [L. vigilans.] Watchful; circumspect; attentive to discover and avoid danger, or to provide for safety. 

*YOUTH, n. Yuth. [G.] 

1. The part of life that succeeds to childhood. In a general sense, youth denotes the whole early part of life, from infancy to manhood; but it is not unusual to divide the stages of life into infancy, childhood, youth, and manhood. In this sense the word can have no plural. 

Those who pass their youth in vice, are justly condemned to spend their age in folly. 

2. A young man. In this sense it has a plural. 

Seven youths from Athens yearly sent-- 

3. A young person, male or female. 

4. Young persons, collectively. 


Myths about roles of husbands and wives, and the Bible

1. "Husbands have as much responsibility to keep house." (1 Timothy 5:7, 1 Timothy 2:15 + 1 Timothy 5:14 + Titus 2:5) 
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	False: If true, then wife has equal responsibility to make 50% of the money!
A. Helps, but, primarily wife's job, Tit.2:4-5; Prov.31:15, 27.
B. Role reversals at root of most problems today. Cause obvious.


2. Every person who enters marriage must be willing to give their half (50%) in order for their marriage to be successful. (each give 100%, not 50%) 

3. Creating a dependency link between the two roles of husbands loving their wives and of wives submitting to their husbands: Husbands failing to unconditionally love and honour their wives, even when they rebelliously refuse to submit. Wives failing to unconditionally submit to their husbands, even when they are treated badly.

 

Myths about Marriage conflict and the Bible:

1. Marital conflicts and divorce indicates fault on both sides. 
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	There is often an innocent party in a divorce.
A. Constitutes unscriptural accusation, 2 Cor 13:1-2.
B. Condemns the righteous: Hosea, Hos.3:1; God, Jer.3:8; Christ, Gal.1:6; 
C. Unlike God's hatred, Mal.2:16 (includes qualified authorization) Catholics condemn all divorce. Rejection contributes to fading societal stigma against divorce (Alive and well in the Church).
D. Denies Divine authority for divorce From Moses, Matt.19:8. Same word, I Cor.14:34; Same root, Acts 26:12; Consider H.S.'s description of Joseph's action, Matt.1:19.
E. From Christ. Mark 10:2-3. "lawful?...What did Moses command you?" Matt.5:32. Condemned, "except for unchastity."


2. Going to bed without resolving a problem. Harboring a grudge or anger from the previous day. (Eph 4:26-27) 
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3. Marriage increases a women’s risk of domestic violence. 
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	(Studies have proven the opposite. Single women experience greater domestic violence than married women. Women living common law have much higher domestic violence rates than married women. Marriage is a safer haven for women than single or common law for a variety of reasons.)


4. Only professional, certified marriage councilors or Ph D level psychiatrists can help serious marriage problems. 

5. "Fellow Christians can't help." (Shouldn't one with divine wisdom be able to help? God says we should be competent to help, Rom15:14. Since we have all the answers, unloving not to help, 2 Pet.1:3)

The Husband’s Duty in Marriage—Bible quotes

All Bible texts are from the King James Version unless otherwise stated. 

A wife and husband are to be joined and become one flesh.

Genesis 2:24 "Therefore shall a man leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave unto his wife: and they shall be one flesh."

Matthew 19:4 - 6 

"And he answered and said unto them, Have ye not read, that he which made them at the beginning made them male and female, 

And said, For this cause shall a man leave father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife: and they twain shall be one flesh? 

Wherefore they are no more twain, but one flesh. What therefore God hath joined together, let not man put asunder.

A husband should be free at home for 1st year after marriage.

Deuteronomy 24:5 "When a man hath taken a new wife, he shall not go out to war, neither shall he be charged with any business: but he shall be free at home one year, and shall cheer up his wife which he hath taken."

A husband is to love his wife.

Ephesians 5:25 - 33 

"Husbands, love your wives, even as Christ also loved the church, and gave himself for it; 

That he might sanctify and cleanse it with the washing of water by the word, 

That he might present it to himself a glorious church, not having spot, or wrinkle, or any such thing; but that it should be holy and without blemish. 

So ought men to love their wives as their own bodies. He that loveth his wife loveth himself. 

For no man ever yet hated his own flesh; but nourisheth and cherisheth it, even as the Lord the church: 

For we are members of his body, of his flesh, and of his bones. 

For this cause shall a man leave his father and mother, and shall be joined unto his wife, and they two shall be one flesh. 

This is a great mystery: but I speak concerning Christ and the church. 

Nevertheless let every one of you in particular so love his wife even as himself; and the wife see that she reverence her husband." 

Colossians 3:19 "Husbands, love your wives, and be not bitter against them."

A husband is to rejoice and be joyful with their wife.

Ecclesiastes 9:9 "Live joyfully with the wife whom thou lovest all the days of the life of thy vanity, which he hath given thee under the sun, all the days of thy vanity: for that is thy portion in this life, and in thy labour which thou takest under the sun."

Proverbs 5:18 "Let thy fountain be blessed: and rejoice with the wife of thy youth."

A husband should praise and bless his wife.

Proverbs 31:28 "Her children arise up, and call her blessed; her husband also, and he praiseth her."

A husband is to honour his wife.

1 Peter 3:7 "Likewise, ye husbands, dwell with them according to knowledge, giving honour unto the wife, as unto the weaker vessel, and as being heirs together of the grace of life; that your prayers be not hindered."

A husband should not deal treacherously with his wife.

Malachi 2:14, 15 "Yet ye say, Wherefore? Because the LORD hath been witness between thee and the wife of thy youth, against whom thou hast dealt treacherously: yet is she thy companion, and the wife of thy covenant. And did not he make one? Yet had he the residue of the spirit. And wherefore one? That he might seek a godly seed. Therefore take heed to your spirit, and let none deal treacherously against the wife of his youth."

Is it Lawful for a husband to divorce a wife for any cause?

Matthew 19:3 - 9 

"The Pharisees also came unto him, tempting him, and saying unto him, Is it lawful for a man to put away his wife for every cause? 

And he answered and said unto them, Have ye not read, that he which made them at the beginning made them male and female, 

And said, For this cause shall a man leave father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife: and they twain shall be one flesh? 

Wherefore they are no more twain, but one flesh. What therefore God hath joined together, let not man put asunder. 

They say unto him, Why did Moses then command to give a writing of divorcement, and to put her away? 

He saith unto them, Moses because of the hardness of your hearts suffered you to put away your wives: but from the beginning it was not so. 

And I say unto you, Whosoever shall put away his wife, except it be for fornication, and shall marry another, committeth adultery: and whoso marrieth her which is put away doth commit adultery."

Should a husband leave an unconverted wife?

1 Corinthians 7:12 - 16

"But to the rest speak I, not the Lord: If any brother hath a wife that believeth not, and she be pleased to dwell with him, let him not put her away. 

And the woman which hath an husband that believeth not, and if he be pleased to dwell with her, let her not leave him. 

For the unbelieving husband is sanctified by the wife, and the unbelieving wife is sanctified by the husband: else were your children unclean; but now are they holy. 

But if the unbelieving depart, let him depart. A brother or a sister is not under bondage in such cases: but God hath called us to peace. 

For what knowest thou, O wife, whether thou shalt save thy husband? or how knowest thou, O man, whether thou shalt save thy wife?"

What should a husband do to a family member that tries to entice him to serve another God?

Deuteronomy 13:6 - 9

"If thy brother, the son of thy mother, or thy son, or thy daughter, or the wife of thy bosom, or thy friend, which is as thine own soul, entice thee secretly, saying, Let us go and serve other gods, which thou hast not known, thou, nor thy fathers; 

Namely, of the gods of the people which are round about you, nigh unto thee, or far off from thee, from the one end of the earth even unto the other end of the earth; 

Thou shalt not consent unto him, nor hearken unto him; neither shall thine eye pity him, neither shalt thou spare, neither shalt thou conceal him: 

But thou shalt surely kill him; thine hand shall be first upon him to put him to death, and afterwards the hand of all the people."

EGW ON SUBMISSION OF WIVES

“The question is often asked, "Shall a wife have no will of her own?" The Bible plainly states that the husband is the head of the family. "Wives, submit yourselves unto your own husbands." If this injunction ended here, we might say that the position of the wife is not an enviable one; it is a very hard and trying position in very many cases, and it would be better were there fewer marriages. Many husbands stop at the words, "Wives, submit yourselves," but we will read the conclusion of the same injunction, which is. "As it is fit in the Lord."  God requires that the wife shall keep the fear and glory of God ever before her. Entire submission is to be made only to the Lord Jesus Christ, who has purchased her as His own child by the infinite price of His life. God has given her a conscience, which she cannot violate with impunity. Her individuality cannot be merged into that of her husband, for she is the purchase of Christ. It is a mistake to imagine that with blind devotion she is to do exactly as her husband says in all things, when she knows that in so doing, injury would be worked for her body and her spirit, which have been ransomed from the slavery of Satan. There is One who stands higher than the husband to the wife; it is her Redeemer, and her submission to her husband is to be rendered as God has directed--"as it is fit in the Lord." When husbands require the complete subjection of their wives, declaring that women have no voice or will in the family, but must render entire submission, they place their wives in a position contrary to the Scripture. In interpreting the Scripture in this way, they do violence to the design of the marriage institution. This interpretation is made simply that they may exercise arbitrary rule, which is not their prerogative. But we read on, "Husbands, love your wives, and be not bitter against them." Why should the husband be bitter against his wife? If the husband has found her erring and full of faults, bitterness of spirit will not remedy the evil.” The Adventist Home 115,116.

Bridging the Ephesians 5 Divide--A fresh look at what this controversial marriage passage says—and doesn't say.

by Sarah Sumner | posted 11/18/2005 09:00 a.m.

• Related articles and links

Marriage is a mystery: The Bible says that husband and wife become "one flesh," as head and body, in the likeness of Christ and the church. The husband is the head; the wife is the body. Together they project a spiritual image, a bizarre picture of a male-headed female body.

The language of "one flesh" and "head" is metaphorical, of course. And as Eugene Peterson wisely puts it, "A metaphor, instead of pinning down meaning, lets it loose. The metaphor does not so much define or label as it does expand."

But as metaphors expand into mystery, we become impatient, and we start reading into the metaphor things that are not there.

For example, it is often assumed that the word head means "leader"—though the Bible never says the husband is the "leader" of his wife. The mystery of one flesh is exchanged for a business model in which the husband is the boss and the wife his assistant.

In addition, many evangelicals assume that the husband is the head of the house. But the Bible does not say that. It says that the husband is the head "of the wife" (Eph. 5:23). He is the head of her. That makes sense in light of the biblical picture of one flesh. It's nonsensical, by contrast, for anyone to think that the husband is one flesh with his household.

The back-and-forth crossfire in the gender wars can, in part, be traced to our tendency to attempt to solve an uncomfortable mystery rather than honoring the biblical metaphor that describes it. But a careful look at the biblical teaching on marriage may well transcend the gridlock that we're in. Let's take Ephesians 5 as a prime example.

One Tricky Passage

Most evangelicals would probably agree that Ephesians 5 contains the most vivid biblical teaching on marriage. Many, however, argue over which verse—Ephesians 5:21 ("be subject to one another") or 5:22 (translated as "wives, be subject to your own husbands")—marks the beginning of the paragraph on marriage. This disagreement is significant because the first line of the paragraph, particularly in this case, may determine the practical meaning of the passage.

Everyone agrees that chapter 5 begins by addressing a general audience of believers. Verse 1 says, "Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children." Verse 2, "And walk in love, just as Christ also loved you and gave himself up for us. … " If we skip down a ways, we find that Ephesians 5:18-21, still addressing a general audience, forms a single sentence in the Greek. The New American Standard Bible renders it this way:

And do not get drunk with wine, for that is dissipation, but be filled with the Spirit, speaking to one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody with your heart to the Lord; always giving thanks for all things in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ to God, even the Father; and be subject to one another in the fear of Christ.

It's inconsistent to say that the first four commandments—not to be drunk with wine, to speak to one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, to sing and make melody with our hearts to the Lord, and to give thanks to God for all things in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ—apply to everyone equally while the fifth and final commandment—to be subject to one another as a matter of fearing the Lord—is suddenly one-directional, applying only to some, but not to others. Yes, we need leaders in the church. But the verse is pretty clear that mutual submission in the Christian community applies to all Christians generally.

If we look at the Greek, the very next verse says literally, "Wives, to your own husbands, as to the Lord" (Eph. 5:22). In the Greek there is no verb. Wives do what? To find out, we have to refer to verse 21. In Ephesians 5:21, the verb is "be subject," so that's what it is in verse 22. This, by the way, explains why many scholars believe that Ephesians 5:21-22 are inseparably interconnected. The verb in verse 22 must be supplied by verse 21. Otherwise, Ephesians 5:22 is verbless.

So, then, where does the paragraph begin? In Ephesians 5:21, where the verb is supplied? Or in Ephesians 5:22, where Paul addresses wives?

If we start with Ephesians 5:21, it appears that a husband and wife should "be subject to one another" within marriage. Egalitarians refer to this dynamic as "mutual submission." They say husbands are commanded to submit to their own wives just as wives are commanded to submit to their own husbands.

However, if we start with Ephesians 5:22, it appears that only a wife should be subject to her own husband, since the passage doesn't tell the husband specifically to be subject to his wife. Notice that both sides agree that God commands the wife to be subject to her own husband. Evangelical feminists are not so feministic as to deny the biblical mandate for wives to be submissive to their husbands.

Granted, I have seen female students in Christian higher education calling themselves "Christian feminists" as a hopeful way of escaping the act of submission. They are so afraid to submit that they call submission "the S word." But in reality, evangelical feminism offers no escape from submission. Contrary to popular belief, the disagreement between conservatives comes not with regard to the biblical duty of the wife, but rather the biblical duty of the husband. The question has to do more particularly with him. Does the Bible command the husband to be subject to his wife?

This is a tricky question. If we say the answer is no, then the logical conclusion is that a husband is supposed to "be subject" to every believer (Eph. 5:21) except his wife. That's a little difficult to swallow. At the same time, we must, at the minimum, concede that Ephesians 5:22—"Wives, be subject to your own husbands, as to the Lord"—means something. It is not a mere repetition of Ephesians 5:21. On the contrary, it suggests something different insofar as the verse commands the wife alone to be subject to her own husband.

Though it's scary for some to admit, the Bible nowhere explicitly commands the husband to be subject to his own wife. It's the evangelical feminists who keep saying that husbands should submit to their wives. They have little motivation to bring attention to the fact that mutual submission is not mentioned in the context of Paul's teaching on marriage found in Ephesians 5:22-33. The truth is that when the passage narrows to the more specific audience of husbands and wives, Paul tells only wives to be subject.

There's something else we have to confess. Nowhere in Scripture is a husband told to lead his wife. As I noted earlier, this idea is very popular, but it doesn't derive directly from God's Word. Complementarians are the ones who keep saying that husbands should lead their wives. The apostle Paul never says that once in all his letters. Jesus doesn't say it either. Neither does Peter or John. No one in the New Testament ever says it. In fact, God never says it in the Old Testament, although many like to think that it's found somewhere in Genesis 1-3. But complementarians are not interested in publicly pointing out that the words lead, leader, servant leader, and spiritual leader cannot be found in any Bible passage on marriage.

What the Bible Does Say

One of the main reasons I don't take sides in this debate is because Ephesians 5:22-33 says something different from what I hear either side saying.

By way of explanation, let's do a quick exercise. Try to match the words on the left with the correct words on the right to form the three biblical couplets introduced in Ephesians 5:22-33:

1. body           a. sacrifice

2. submit        b. love

3. respect       c. head

The correct answers, of course, are 1-c, 2-a, and 3-b. This exercise is helpful because it illustrates so simply the relational dynamics that should characterize a husband and wife. It also exposes the most popular misconceptions about marriage.

Look at the text below, and then I'll show you what I mean.

22Wives, be subject to your own husbands, as to the Lord. 23For the husband is the head of the wife, as Christ also is the head of the church, he himself being the Savior of the body. 24But as the church is subject to Christ, so also the wives ought to be to their husbands in everything. 25Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave himself up for her, 26so that he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, 27that he might present to himself the church in all her glory, having no spot or wrinkle or any such thing; but that she would be holy and blameless. 28So husbands ought also to love their own wives as their own bodies. He who loves his own wife loves himself; 29for no one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, just as Christ also does the church, 30because we are members of his body. 31For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and shall be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh. 32This mystery is great; but I am speaking with reference to Christ and the church. 33Nevertheless, each individual among you also is to love his own wife even as himself, and the wife must see to it that she respects her husband (NASB).

Three couplets are presented in the passage:

1. SUBMISSION/SACRIFICE: The wife is to be subject to her husband in everything, and he is to sacrifice himself for her. The dynamic is for her to submit and him to sacrifice (vv. 22, 24, and 25).

2. BODY/HEAD: The wife is the body, and the husband is the head. Together they form one flesh (vv. 23, 28, and 31).

3. RESPECT/LOVE: The wife is commanded to respect her husband, while the husband is commanded to love his wife (vv. 28 and 33).

Yet the majority of Christians have been taught to believe that submission correlates to headship. Space constraints forbid exploring how these relational dynamics might be better understood and lived out today, but suffice it to say that we should think about these issues based on the biblical correlations, not our own.

When this passage is explained in traditional terms, it's too often seen as applying only to crisis situations. The husband is told to prepare himself to die for his wife if ever her physical life might be endangered. Many Christian women think the commandment to submit applies only during times of marital conflict. When it's time for a family decision, the wife is to submit by deferring to her husband's final judgment.

The problem with this model of emergency-time sacrifice and impasse-time submission is that it fails to meet the scriptural standards. The Bible says that wives are to be subject to their husbands "in everything." Likewise, the sacrifice of husbands is a full-time relational posture.

What does it mean for the husband to sacrifice and the wife to submit? In what sense is the husband the head and the wife the body? How exactly are husband and wife one flesh? These are important questions that cannot be answered briefly. For now, a careful look at what this passage actually says shows that a fresh approach to gender issues can be very fruitful, even surprising.

If nothing else, it may suggest a reason why the divorce rate is so high among evangelicals—though, of course, that's merely speculative. Our current understandings of marriage inadvertently pit husband and wife against one another: as leader and assistant, or as two individuals protecting their prerogatives. The Ephesians metaphor moves to a climax, so to speak, of the two becoming one. I can't help but wonder if the divorce rate in the church might decrease if we would recognize the mystery of God fusing a husband and wife into "one flesh." It's not very disturbing for a leader to break up with his assistant, or for two equal individuals to decide to go their own ways. But it is utterly disconcerting to imagine a bloody rupture between a body and its head. That's why God hates divorce (Mal. 2:16), and that's why he commands every husband to cleave to his wife.

Sarah Sumner serves as associate professor of theology and ministry at the Haggard School of Theology at Azusa Pacific University. She adapted this article from her book Men and Women in the Church: Building Consensus on Christian Leadership (IVP, 2003).Jot, Tittle, and Paragraph Marks

In many ways, we in conservative churches stand at odds with one another not over a matter of orthodoxy or salvation, but rather because we sharply disagree on where a certain paragraph begins. Whereas egalitarians usually say the paragraph on marriage begins with Ephesians 5:21, complementarians usually say that it begins with Ephesians 5:22.

It's important to identify where the paragraph begins. But it's much more important for us as members of Christ to respect those who contend for an opposing position, especially since the answer is unknown. Rather than accusing one another or holding one another in suspicion for reading the same Bible slightly differently, we could be striving for unity. After all, it's not liberal to insist that Ephesians 5:21 informs Ephesians 5:22. Nor is it unscholarly to insist that the paragraph on marriage begins with verse 22. It's not heretical to begin with either verse.

It's important, even critical, to be accurate. We are held responsible to handle the Word accurately and to discern the proper meaning of every principle and practice the Bible teaches. But a minor discrepancy such as this one shouldn't be so divisive. We all agree that Christ belongs at the center of every marriage.

—Sarah Sumner

Copyright © 2005 Christianity Today. Click for reprint information.
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PRE-MARRIAGE/DATING/COURTING

HOW TO TELL IF A GUY LIKES YOU

From: http://www.links2love.com/
How to tell if he likes you 

(and if he's flirting with you in his special own guy-way).

A lot depends on the type of guy and his individual personality.

Shy Guys

These are tough to crack sometimes...

   He'll look at you, until you turn around, then boom, he's looking the other way.

   You may 'feel' like he's watching you - but he's hard to catch at it

   He may do something physical - like grab you in a play way, poke you, play with your hair...

(Remember when you were really young and the guy you liked punched you or tackled you?)

He may be working really hard to pay attention to you, but doesn't quite know how...

   He may ask a friend of yours about you - he'll say it's just for "friend of mine" that wants to know about you.

   He talks to everybody else - but when you're around he turns silent, or chokes up.

   You seem to accidentally bump into him a lot of different places.

   He may not say a word to you, but he shows up in the same line, at the same movie, etc.

   He'll give you a little smile from across the room, but if you get near, he won't look up.

   Basically - the BIG clue is that his behavior changes when you're around (compared to when he's around his buds or other girls).

   DEAD Giveaway - when you talk to him he turns red. 

(Bingo - you can pack that puppy up and take him home...)

HOW TO TELL IF A GIRL LIKES YOU

From: http://www.links2love.com/
Do you know HOW to flirt? 

Do you know if you ARE flirting (could you be accidentally flirting)? 

The following actions are considered to be REAL flirting indicators - check them out and see if you're sending (and receiving) the right message: 

How to tell she likes you:

   She gazes in your eyes with deep interest and her pupils are dilated.

  Her skin tone becomes red while being around you.

  Her crossed leg is pointed towards you or if that same leg is rocking back and forth towards you.

  She raises or lowers the volume of her voice to match yours.

  She rubs her chin or touches her cheek. This indicates that she's thinking about you and her relating in some way...

  She winks at you while talking to you or winks at you from a distance.

  She exposes the palms of her hand facing you.

 
 
 
  Biting of the lips or showing of the tongue, licking her lips or touching of her front teeth....

  She starts sitting straight up and her muscles appear to be firm.

  She puts her fingernail between her teeth.

  She laughs in unison with you.

  She touches your arm, shoulder, thigh, or hand while talking to you.

  Plays with her jewelry, especially with stroking and pulling motions. 
 

  She twirls her hair around her fingers while she is looking at you.

  Eyebrows raised and then lowered, then a smile usually indicates interest in you.

  While talking to you, she rest an elbow in the palm of one hand, while holding out her other hand, palm up.

  In a crowd she speaks only to you and focuses all of her undivided attention on you.

  While talking to you, she blinks more than usual, fluttering her eyelashes.

Big smiles with upper and lower teeth showing with a relaxed face. 
 

  She speeds up or slows down her speaking to match yours.

She rubs her wrists up and down.

The Question That Could Save Your Marriage Before It Begins—Would I Marry Me?

What you really need to consider before walking down the aisle—or even making that your goal

by Dr. Les Parrott 

The odds-makers say the chances are five in ten that a marriage will end in divorce. If one or both partners are still teenagers, they say the odds for divorce are even higher. If either partner witnessed an unhappy marriage at home, the odds increase again. If one or both partners come from broken homes, the odds rise even higher. If either partner has been divorced, the odds soar. If there has been regular sexual involvement before marriage, or if either or both partners abuse alcohol or drugs, the odds skyrocket.

Well, regardless of your marriage "odds," we have a soul-searching question for you that will help you beat them. Are you ready? Ask yourself this: How would I like to be married to me?

That simple question can do more to help you ensure the success of your relationship than just about anything else. Think about it. How would you rate you as a partner? Are you easy to live with? What are the positive qualities you bring to a relationship?

Learn the lesson Paul wrote about in 2 Corinthians: "We do not dare to classify or compare ourselves with some who commend themselves. When they measure themselves by themselves and compare themselves with themselves, they are not wise" (10:12).

Every relationship is unique, and while there is no definitive list of qualities that describe good partners, consider some of the traits that show up again and again in studies of lifelong love. Research, for example, has shown that partners who are easy to live with feel good about themselves. They are not unduly concerned over the impression they make on others. They can throw back their heads, breathe deeply, and enjoy life. This kind of person is described in Galatians: " … he can take pride in himself, without comparing himself to somebody else" (6:4). People who make good lifelong marriage partners also have a way of passing over minor offenses and injustices. In other words, they are not easily offended (see Romans 14:20; Proverbs 17:9). Some spouses punish their partner with time in the penalty box for the ordinary bruises that happen to people who play the game.

Partners who are easy to live with are cooperative. They get along. They understand what the psalmist meant in saying, "How good and pleasant is it to live together in unity" (133:1; see also Acts 4:32; Romans 14:19). They also have an even and stable emotional tone. Nobody is attracted to an uncontrollable temper (see James 1:19-20). Good spouses communicate their needs openly and honestly (see Ephesians 4:15). What they say is in sync with how they feel and what they want. They do not mask their feelings to protect their pride or even to avoid hurting their partner's feelings. Instead, they share their innermost thoughts, the good and the bad (see Colossians 3:12).

You may not have every advantage for a successful marriage; few do. But you can pray with the psalmist: "Search me, O God, and know my heart" (139:23). By searching your soul, by questioning your character, and by becoming easy to live with, you will exponentially increase the probability of building a relationship that will last. Paul says that people who are easy to live with shine like stars in the universe (see Philippians 2:15).

Article provided by Les Parrott, The Center for Relationship Development, www.realrelationships.com.

Copyright © 2003 by the author or Christianity Today International.

*Only Settle For The Right One


My grandma and grandpa celebrated their 55th anniversary surrounded by  their children, grandchildren, and a lifetime collection of friends.  I thought that Grandma had forgotten about being single. I was wrong.

 
I sat on the bed watching her primp. "So, what is the secret of a long happy marriage?"


She said. "Don't settle."


I must have looked puzzled.


"Don't settle. That is all you need to know."


Turning the page of Grandma's photo album, I saw a photo of steps. 

"Where's this?"

"That is where your grandpa proposed to me; we had known each other six weeks. 

"Six weeks?" I was shocked. My grandma was born in 1890. 

"I thought people used to have a long courtship."

"I had a long courtship, it just wasn't with your grandfather." She laughed. 

 
Grandma always wanted to be a wife and mother. She was 25 when she married my grandfather.

 
"Grandma, I thought maybe Grandpa came over and sat around the den or parlor for years before he proposed."


 Grandma smiled, "I kept company with another man for six years. He kept pushing me to marry him. I kept saying `I don't want to leave my mother,' or `I'm not ready.' I said this, I said that. The truth 

was, there was no spark, he was nice but, he just wasn't the one.”

"But, then I met your grandfather. He saw me out walking with my friends...In a few days, he visited with my cousin. I never saw the other man again."

 
"Six weeks later your grandpa proposed…He said he needed a wife to manage his money. He didn't have two dimes to rub together."

 
"Did you know that before you married him?" I asked, thinking of the tales I had heard about her well-off parents.

 
"Of course I knew that. I also knew he was the one I had waited for," she said.   


I kissed Grandma's cheek, knowing I would never settle. I would wait for the right one, and now I was certain I would know him when I saw him.

(note by Bryan-even if you marry the “right” one, and the one God planned for you, there will almost always be major challenges to overcome for both of you.  Just ask Isaac and Rebekeh, Rick Warren, Bill Hybels, John Wesley and others.  All of these and many more probably would have divorced in the first years if they hadn’t been believers in God. But, God brought partners with important differences into their lives to teach them important things.)

**The Marriage Checklist--7 things to consider before walking down the aisle 

Choosing our spouse is one of the most significant decisions we will make. The person you choose to wake up next to each morning has the power to determine the quality of your life. As Dr. Neil Clark Warren puts it, "So important is that one decision that a lifetime of trying to force the relationship to work with the wrong person is usually extremely difficult."

But regardless of how two people meet, "caution" is a wise motto. We asked Dr. Warren what he suggests marriage-bound couples consider before making a life-long commitment. Here are the seven tips he offered:

Make Sure the Decision Is Your Own

First and foremost, the heaviest responsibility by far for the selection of a great marriage partner rests with the two people who are considering one another. Only the two persons directly involved will have to live daily with the consequences of this choice, and only they are in a position to make a FULLY informed decision about the rightness of their relationship.

Verify Your Partner's Emotional Health

If either partner has ANY concern about the personality or behavior of the other, they never should expect that this concern will simply dissolve over time. I always say that when you choose to marry, you are implicitly stating you are willing to live happily with the other person for as long as you both shall live—IF NOTHING ABOUT THE OTHER PERSON EVER IMPROVES EVEN A SMIDGEN.

Consider the Advice of Friends and Family

If anyone who knows you well, whether they are a family member, friend, minister or even a well-meaning acquaintance, has real concerns about your match with a particular person, listen to these concerns with extreme care. Sometimes we have blind spots that can only be seen by others. When another person knows us well, they often can bring a new and meaningful perspective about us and our relationships; this perspective is frequently more accurate than we at first may think it to be.

Don't Rush to The Altar

Do not be overly eager to get married. We all know how exciting it is to find a person we believe to be our soul mate, and when we think it has finally happened for us we want to rush immediately toward the full expression of our love. But I counsel couples to take their time, and I tell them that a bad mistake is a thousand times more devastating than the loss of a few weeks together. If you can avoid this "bad mistake" by moving slowly, you will thank yourself thousands of times for your patience and reflection.

Watch for Changes in Enthusiasm

In making your final decision about marriage, watch especially for signs of internal qualities in yourself or the other person that tend to become obvious when the initial excitement has worn off a little. For instance, after you get to know the other person, do you find them listening less and talking more, being more selfish about money and items instead of generous and giving, or beginning to try to take more control over the development of your relationship? These are crucial signs that need to be carefully heeded.

Get Professional Counseling

Seek pre-engagement counseling. Take the Prepare inventory with an authorized counselor. Talk through every area of your future relationship and, striving to be as objective as possible, ask your counselor for his or her full appraisal of the "rightness" of your relationship.

Be Completely Honest With Yourself

Be willing to search for the TRUTH about your relationship. Remember that the truth is always friendlier than anything less than the truth. Take a step back from the relationship and consider it objectively. Do you "shine" when you're together? One of the best ways to be honest with yourself is through prayer. I deeply believe that the act of personal conversation with God enables each of us to know not only his will, but our own hearts as well.

Divorced singles often share with me that, deep inside, they knew their marriage wouldn't work, even before the wedding day. You may want desperately to get married, but you need to assess the likely success of your relationship in the long term.

Copyright © 2003 by the author or Christianity Today International.

***The Sweet Spot of Praise

by Drs. Leslie and Les Parrott 

The detrimental impact of negative words is obvious. Every decent person who wants to get or stay in a serious relationship steers clear of this as best they can.

But that's not enough.

We humans cannot survive with only the absence of the negative. We require a regular diet of the positive. Without it, our spirit—and thus our relationships—wither.

As Celeste Holm so aptly put it, "We live by encouragement and die without it—slowly, sadly, angrily."

This is reason enough to make this habit a full-time one!

Encouragement is perhaps the finest gift we ever give to a relationship and to the ones we love. The words used to build someone up are the fuel taking them to their full potential.

Sydney Madwed said it best: "If everyone received the encouragement they need to grow, the genius in most everyone would blossom and the world would produce abundance beyond the wildest dreams. We would have more than one Einstein, Edison, Schweitzer, Mother Teresa, Dr. Salk, and other great minds in a century."

Whether that be true or not, one thing is certain. Encouragement is sure to help your relationship run more smoothly. It lowers your dating partner's defenses. It makes meaningful connections more common. It sets the stage for a stronger commitment to each other. It is difficult to exaggerate the value of this healthy habit.

Uncover your boyfriend or girlfriend's sweet spot of praise.

If you want to this healthy habit to make a difference, you're going to need to accurately understand what makes your loved one feel affirmed. It's not enough to toss out compliments. "Thanks for dinner" isn't going to cut it. Of course, you don't want to give that up, but you're going to need to go deeper.

What is it that your boyfriend or girlfriend really wants to hear from you? Is it that she's a good cook? Maybe. Is it that he's a good driver? Maybe.

But maybe your special someone is yearning to hear something else. Maybe she wants to know that you admire the way she volunteers to help in the nursery at church or her gift for organizing flowers. Maybe he's dying to be noticed for how he interacts with children or how he's earned a great position in his company.

The things you currently praise your loved one for may not matter as much to him or her as other things. She may feel quite confident in her cooking ability but more insecure about the good she does as a volunteer. He may not give a rip about his driving, but he takes great pride in being a good uncle.

The most meaningful admiration in your relationship will come from a sincere heart that notices what really matters. And that's what your partner really values. So ask yourself what he or she feels most insecure about, and discover what he or she values.

That is your partner's sweet spot of praise.

The more you compliment it, the more you admire it, the more on target this healthy habit will be.

Article provided by Les & Leslie Parrott, The Center for Relationship Development, www.realrelationships.com.

Copyright © 2003 by the author or Christianity Today International

Finding a Spouse--Where to Look?

(note—this article is from CNN, includes some unbiblical behaviours…but working together with someone on a project of some type can definitely bring you closer…good idea for singles).

Movie sets: Hotbeds of hot beds--From Liz 'n' Dick to Brangelina, stars meet, pair off, cause frenzies

Thursday, June 1, 2006; Posted: 9:15 a.m. EDT (13:15 GMT) 

Vince Vaughn and Jennifer Aniston are allegedly a pair. The two met on "The Break-Up," due Friday.

LOS ANGELES, California (AP) -- Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton. Nicole Kidman and Tom Cruise. Melanie Griffith and Antonio Banderas. Alec Baldwin and Kim Basinger. Penelope Cruz and Matthew McConaughey. Jen and Ben. Angelina and Brad.

High-profile pairings all. And all share another thing: love bloomed on the set.

The latest addition to the list, Jennifer Aniston and Vince Vaughn -- whose coupledom has been reported widely, though they refuse to officially confirm it -- met while making "The Break-Up," which opens Friday.

Cynics might say these set-sparked couplings are nothing more than publicity stunts. Experts, though, insist workplace romances are common and make perfect sense. The workplace for movie stars just happens to be bathed in a spotlight.

Celeb partnering is "an almost surreal example of what happens in real life," said Kristin Kelly, spokeswoman for the dating Web site Match.com. "It's natural for people who are in the same profession who spend so much time together to forge a relationship."

There's more to it than that, said Helen Fisher, a biological anthropologist and author of "Why We Love."

Like attracts like, in terms of looks and lifestyle, and "a movie star rarely runs into somebody as good looking as they are," Fisher said. Except maybe on the set.

Actors might also be more vulnerable to falling in love. Those who seek performance as a profession tend to be risk-takers, she said.

Plus, she added, the on-set environment can induce an intoxicating physical reaction.

"Any kind of novelty or excitement drives up dopamine in the brain, and dopamine is associated with romantic love," Fisher said. "I wouldn't be surprised if movie sets literally set the stage for romantic love."

It's easy to believe, considering some stars fall for their leading ladies or men again and again. Cruz dated Cruise ("Vanilla Sky") and Matt Damon ("All the Pretty Horses") before hooking up with McConaughey, her "Sahara" co-star.

McConaughey was previously linked with two of his "A Time to Kill" co-stars, Ashley Judd and Sandra Bullock. Cruise connected with Kidman, his wife of 10 years, on "Days of Thunder."

Ben Affleck met Jennifer Lopez on the "Gigli" set and they got engaged. Then he met Jennifer Garner on "Daredevil" and they got engaged. He and Garner are now married and have a 6-month-old daughter, Violet.

Pitt hooked up with his former longtime love, Gwyneth Paltrow, while filming "Seven." He previously dated Juliette Lewis, his co-star on the TV movie "Too Young to Die," and Jill Schoelen, with whom he starred in 1989's "Cutting Class."

Unreality

Actors keep a round-the-clock schedule during filming, working long hours away from home for weeks at a time. An exotic locale only adds to a feeling of unreality, said Jeremy Ritzlin, a West Hollywood psychologist.

"It's like a summer-camp romance," he said.

Then there's the chemistry component. The same on-screen compatibility that makes a movie successful can translate into offscreen romance, Kelly said.

"You can't fake that kind of chemistry," she said. "It's very easy for it to go from something that happens when the camera is rolling to something that happens when the camera's not rolling."

In "The Break-Up," Aniston and Vaughn play a couple ending their two-year relationship while still living together. They spend much of their screen time fighting. The shooting in Chicago took a month and a half -- more than enough time, it seems, for romance to bloom?

Aniston was fresh off her very public split from Pitt in March 2005 when "The Break-Up" offered an outlet for her hurt feelings, plus a charming leading man.

Publicity-wise, the twosome's offscreen dallying has helped the film, said Adam Fogelson, president of marketing for Universal Pictures.

"Just about everyone knows this movie is coming," he told "Entertainment Weekly." "All the attention that Vince and Jen have gotten over the last many months is substantially responsible."

Besides building buzz, celebrity relationships can build careers, said Hollywood publicist Michael Levine. Kidman rose to the A-list after hooking up with Cruise, who had a similar career-boosting effect on Cruz.

Fans like star couplings too, Levine said.

"It plays to the need of the audience for a fairy-tale story line," he said.

But it's not just the on-set environment that makes for star-star romance, Kelly said.

Though single celebs presumably have their pick when it comes to potential partners, they have to be wary of who they choose, she said. Sometimes only another star can understand them.

"(Celebrities) are very guarded and don't have a lot of interaction outside their small social circle," she said. "When they meet someone living in their same surreal world who understands it, there's a connection."

Copyright 2006 The Associated Press. All rights reserved.This material may not be published, broadcast, rewritten, or redistributed.

WHO SHOULD YOU MARRY (from Dr. Dobson)

QUESTION: Give me some practical suggestions for the selection of a husband. I want to get it right and don't think I

should depend just on looks or personality. What are the factors I should consider before saying “I do”.

DR. DOBSON: (1) Don't marry someone who has characteristics that you feel are intolerable. You may plan to change him or her in the future, but that probably won't happen. Behavior runs in deep channels that were cut during early childhood, and it is very difficult to alter them.

Therefore, if you can't live with a characteristic that shows up during courtship, it may plague you for the rest of your

life. For example, a person who drinks every night is not likely to give up that habit after the honeymoon. If he is foolish with money or is basically unclean or tends to get violent when irritated or is extremely selfish, these are red flags you should not ignore. What you see is what you get.

We all have flaws, and I'm not suggesting that a person has to be perfect to be a candidate for marriage. Rather, my

point is that you have to decide if you can tolerate a quirky behavior for the rest of your life -- because that's how long you may have to deal with it. If you can't, don't bank on deprogramming your partner after you've said “I do”.  I advise you to keep your eyes wide open before marriage and then half-closed thereafter.

(2) Do not marry impulsively! I can think of no better way to mess up your life than to leap into this critical

decision without careful thought and prayer. Remember that the dating relationship is designed to conceal information, not reveal it. Both partners put on their best faces for the one they seek to attract. They guard the secrets that might be a turnoff. Therefore, many newlyweds get a big surprise during the first year of married life. I

suggest that you take at least a year to get beyond the facade and into the inner character of the person.

(3) Do not marry someone with dramatically different religious views, especially if matters of faith are important to you or to the other person. You may expect to win your spouse to your point of view at some future date, and that does happen on occasion. But to count on it is risky at best, foolhardy at worst. Again, this is the question that must be answered: “Just how critical is it that my husband (or wife) shares my faith?” If it is essential and non-negotiable, then that matter should be given the highest priority in one's decision to marry.

(4) Do not move in with a person before marriage. It undermines a relationship and often leads to divorce. Studies based on five decades of data show that couples who live together before marriage have a 50 percent greater chance of divorce than those who don't. Those who cohabit also have less satisfying and more unstable marriages. Why? The researchers found those who had lived together later regretted having “violated their moral standards” and “felt a loss of personal freedom to exit out the back door”; Furthermore -- and in keeping with the theme of marital bonding -- they have “stolen” a level of intimacy that is not warranted at that point, nor has it been validated by the degree of commitment to each other. Postponing “playing house” until marriage, it turns out, is the healthiest for everyone concerned.

(5) Don't get married too young. Those who wed between the ages of 14 and 17 are twice as likely to divorce as

couples who wait until their 20s. Making it as a family requires some characteristics that come with maturity, such as selflessness, stability and self-control. It's best to wait for their arrival.

(6) Finally, I'll conclude with the ultimate secret of lifelong love. Simply put, the stability of marriage is a by-product of an iron-willed determination to make it work. If you choose to marry, enter into that covenant with the resolve to remain committed to each other for life. Don't allow yourself to consider even the possibility of divorce. Calling it quits must not become an option for those who want to go the distance!

Dr. Dobson is founder and chairman of the board of the nonprofit organization Focus on the Family, P.O. Box 444, Colorado Springs, CO. 80903; or "http://www.family.org"  Questions and answers are

excerpted from “The Complete Marriage and Family Home Reference Guide,” published by Tyndale House.

HOW CAN I KNOW WHO TO MARRY (good principles from the Bible) 

Will I get goosebumps when the right person comes along? How hard should I be looking? What kind of person does God want for me? What if Mom and Dad or my friends don't like the person I think is right? Does it make much difference if we aren't both believers in Christ? 

What about you? Are you getting more and more interested in someone but unsure if that one is marriage material? Or are you longing to be married but not getting any attention? Whatever your situation, you'll want to read what this booklet has to say. It offers biblical principles to guide you through the heart-tugging decisions involved in finding a marriage partner. 

Kurt De Haan 

Matchmaker, Matchmaker, make me a match;

Find me a find, catch me a catch.

Matchmaker, Matchmaker, look through your book,

And make me a perfect match. 


-- from Fiddler on the Roof

Nobody likes to be forced into a relationship. Being "set up" for a date, or being continually hounded about one's romantic life by sincere but overbearing family members and friends can be unsettling, to say the least. And even though a person may want to be married someday, the often awkward process of finding the right person can seem to be more bother than it's worth. Add to that the risk of making a life-altering mistake, and the decision-making process can be paralyzing.

In many parts of the world, a single person does not have a choice about who to marry. Marriages are arranged by the family (usually the father), and brides are treated much like family property.

The popular musical Fiddler on the Roof depicted three young Jewish girls who were afraid of becoming the unwilling partners in arranged marriages to men in Anatevka, their small Russian village. They sang of hope that the matchmaker would make them "a perfect match," but later in the same song they told the matchmaker not to rush, please! As the story progressed, they worked to change the attitude of their father, Tevye, toward marriage selection. Although the matchmaker was still very active in Anatevka, and even though the fathers were a powerful force in the family, Tevye's daughters managed to talk him into giving them permission to marry the boys they loved--except for one daughter who insisted on marrying a young man outside of the family's faith.

Attitudes toward marriage continue to change. In highly mobile, urbanized cultures where family clans are not the chief forces (and fathers do not reign like kings), the decision-making process of bride and groom selection has shifted to the individual preference of the single people involved, though usually with the desire for family approval. But this has not always meant that the single person has made better decisions.

Single young people and divorced or widowed older people are all capable of getting married for the wrong reasons. A young person might enter marriage on the basis of romantic feelings alone--or only cold facts. A divorced person might remarry without having learned from the mistakes of the past--only to marry the wrong kind of person for the wrong reasons. Or a widowed person who feels desperately alone might rush into a new relationship and marry--only to regret it later.

The Bible offers helpful principles that apply to young or old, first-time marriages or second marriages, arranged marriages or romantically induced ones. Whoever does the deciding should consider the issues that will be discussed in this booklet.
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She was young and beautiful, and had grown up in a small town. He was wealthy, an only child, 40 years old, and worked his father's livestock business. Their homes were separated by more than 400 miles, and their eyes had never met before the day they became man and wife.

An old man, a long-time employee of the groom's father, acted as a matchmaker. On the day he arrived in the young woman's town, he walked up to her, asked her a few questions, talked to her relatives, and then knew that she was the one to marry his employer's son. This old man "popped the question" to her father and then made arrangements to take her back for the marriage--and she willingly went!

The bride and groom were Rebekah and Isaac. The Genesis 24 account of what led up to their marriage offers an unusual example of how God can lead two people together. Although it would probably be inappropriate to try to follow every detail of their example today, the fascinating account of Abraham's matchmaking activity presents several sound principles that can be applied to how we decide who to marry in our day and in our culture.

In this study, therefore, we will refer to the story of Isaac and Rebekah. In fact, before you read any further, it would be well for you to open your Bible and read Genesis 24, looking for principles that could be applied today.

In order to get a complete picture of how we are to know who to marry, we will look to other parts of the Bible as well, and we will organize our findings under the following headings: (1) Choose a Believer, (2) Trust God, (3) Consider Character, (4) Use Wisdom, (5) Think Ahead.
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Oil and water do not mix. A mouse and a boa constrictor would not make the best of friends. A person with a paralyzing fear of heights would not be a wise choice as a climbing partner to scale the slopes of Mount Everest. A radical communist would not be a good political running mate for a committed capitalist. A huskie and a dachshund would not work well together as sled dogs in the Alaskan wilderness. And a follower of Christ would not make a good marriage match with a nonbeliever.

Why the fuss over whether or not my spouse is a believer? Nothing should be more important to you or to the person you marry than your spiritual well-being. Abraham knew that. He had his servant travel a great distance (over 400 miles) to find a spiritually compatible bride for his son. It wasn't simply that he was a protective and controlling father--he knew the lasting significance of marriage. Genesis 24 helps us to understand why.

Abraham gave his servant (probably his faithful old servant, Eliezer, mentioned in 15:2) these strict orders: "You will not take a wife for my son from the daughters of the Canaanites, among whom I dwell; but you shall go to my country and to my kindred, and take a wife for my son Isaac" (vv.3-4). The Canaanites were notorious idolaters of the basest kind. Their gods and goddesses promoted worship that included human sacrifices and fertility rites with perverse sex.

Who are today's Canaanites? Okay, so maybe the person you've been dating doesn't go to a church that promotes human sacrifices or sexual rituals and doesn't worship fertility gods. The issue, though, is who he is worshiping. Does the person in whom you have a romantic interest know Jesus Christ as Savior? And is that person living for Him? Modern-day Canaanites are not always so obviously pagan. They can appear religious in a positive sense, but being religious is not enough.

Second Corinthians 6:14-15 states, "Do not be yoked together with unbelievers. For what do righteousness and wickedness have in common? Or what fellowship can light have with darkness? What harmony is there between Christ and Belial? What does a believer have in common with an unbeliever?" (NIV). When the apostle Paul wrote those words, he was not speaking specifically of marriage, but the principle certainly applies. A person who puts his faith in Christ is born again (Jn. 3:3-16), and "if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation" (2 Cor. 5:17). Such a radical transformation of our inner spiritual being should have a profound impact on our priorities, our goals, our lifestyles, and our relationships.

First Corinthians 7:39 indicates that a widow, if she chooses to remarry, should marry a man who is "in the Lord." He must be a believer, a person who lives by faith in Jesus Christ. It makes sense that this applies not only to widows but to anyone who is considering marriage.

So, if you are a believer, the person you marry must be a believer too. Look for a person who knows Christ as Savior, and who gives evidence of spiritual growth.

What could go wrong if I don't marry someone who is my spiritual equal? Plenty. If you could talk to Moses or to King Solomon, they could tell you of the dangers to both the family and to the community of believers. Moses got the word about this directly from the Lord, and Solomon knew from firsthand experience the terrible results of marrying outside the faith.

The law God gave to Moses contained prohibitions against intermarrying with the pagans of the surrounding nations. Deuteronomy 7:3-4 states, "Nor shall you make marriages with them. . . . For they will turn your sons away from following Me, to serve other gods."

Even though Solomon knew better, he misused his kingly prerogatives and married all sorts of foreign wives who served idols. As a result, "when Solomon was old, . . . his wives turned his heart after other gods; and his heart was not loyal to the Lord his God" (1 Ki. 11:4). Both Solomon and the whole nation suffered (vv.11-13).

Throughout Israel's history, when the people married unbelieving pagans, there was a profound, negative influence on the Israelites. Even after their punishment at the hands of foreign armies, the Jews who returned to Jerusalem had to be rebuked by both Ezra and Nehemiah (Ezra 910; Neh. 13:23-27), and later by Malachi (2:11-12). Love, lust, and circumstances blinded them to what they knew was right and wrong.

We must be on guard against the temptation to overlook this most basic issue of spiritual compatibility. Just because the other person is "gorgeous," "a hunk," "kind and considerate," or seems to be "genuinely in love with me," don't allow feelings to lead you to trample on your relationship with the Lord.

Even though the apostles Paul and Peter spoke of the possibility of winning an unbelieving spouse to the Lord (1 Cor. 7:12-16; 1 Pet. 3:1-2), that does not mean we should go into marriage knowing we are spiritually incompatible. A believer who marries an unbeliever may be facing a lifetime of spiritual unrest in the marriage and a battle for the spiritual well-being of their children.

Thinking It Over. Why do some Christians choose to marry an unbeliever even though they know it's not right? What areas of conflict could develop in a marriage if the two are not believers? What effect could this type of marriage have on the faith of their children as they grow up?
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It's not easy to wait for someone else to give you what you desperately long for. It's silly, I know, but I don't enjoy waiting in a long line at a fast-food place where the smell of the hamburgers only makes me hungrier. I don't enjoy financial crunches when bills come in faster than paychecks, and I'm left wondering when and if the account balance will ever be in the black again.

Our entire lives seem to be a process of learning to wait in dependence on others. It all begins when we are infants--we want our milk, our "blankie," our favorite stuffed animal, or a clean diaper. We have to learn again and again that we can't have everything now. We have to wait for Mom and Dad or others to provide what we need.

As Christians, we have to learn over and over that we must wait on the Lord, the One who provides all we need. It's not an easy lesson for any of us. We have to discover that His timing is best, that He has everything under control. That's easier said than done. For a man or woman who has an aching heart and longs to get married, the wait can be very, very hard.

What does the story of Isaac and Rebekah tell us about trusting God to provide? Abraham and his servant Eliezer (rather than Isaac and Rebekah) give us the example to follow (Gen. 15:2-6; 24:2-4). In verse 7, Abraham expressed his trust in God's ability to lead Eliezer to the right woman for his son. Abraham said, "The Lord . . . will send His angel before you, and you shall take a wife for my son from there." This statement of faith was not wishful thinking. Rather, those words grew out of a long-term close relationship that Abraham had with the Lord. He could look back and see how the Lord had met every need and led him in the past. He knew that the Lord could be trusted to guide him in this crucial choice for his son Isaac.

Abraham was a living, breathing example of the truth of Proverbs 3:5-6. "Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge Him, and He shall direct your paths." As Abraham lived by faith, the Lord blessed him and guided his life. His servant Eliezer displayed the same kind of faith when he prayed, "O Lord God of my master Abraham, please give me success this day, and show kindness to my master Abraham" (Gen. 24:12).

Today we can have the same confidence and quiet assurance that our lives are under God's control. As long as we walk humbly, submissively, and obediently, we need not worry that we'll somehow miss God's direction about which way to turn. Just as Abraham humbled himself before the King of the universe, so too we are to seek first the kingdom of God and He will take care of all we need (Mt. 6:33); and that includes helping us to find a spouse or to live for Him as a single person.

Why is God taking so long? You can be sure that any delay you may encounter is for your good, not His attempt to torture you! It can seem as if God is leaving you hanging when you want nothing more than to get married and settle down.

Many young and old people experience "senior panic." A young person can begin to panic when he or she hits the senior year of college or the age when all of his or her friends are getting married. And some senior citizens can become panicky when they are widowed or come to a time in life when they really need companionship. Whether young or old, people can end up looking for a quick fix to their longings for a marriage partner. That, needless to say, is extremely dangerous.

Whether young or old, God wants you to call on Him, walk close to Him, and wait on Him (Ps. 27:13-14; Isa. 30:18). Be honest with the Lord about your desire to be married. Those feelings are right and good! But don't lose patience and wander away from God in your attempt to find someone to marry.

How is your personal walk with God? Are you trusting Him with the small, day-to-day decisions? Are you living in continual dependence on Him? Are you in the place and attitude where He can get your attention?

When the servant of Abraham spoke to Rebekah about his purpose for being in Nahor, he said, "As for me, being on the way, the Lord led me to the house of my master's brethren" (Gen. 24:27). Eliezer had followed instructions and was in the place where God could give further direction. We too must be "on the way," walking in obedience to God, if we expect Him to lead us in the future.

Are you in the place where God can lead you? You can't expect Him to direct you to a fine Christian mate if you are hanging around with people who don't have a good reputation, if you are engaging in premarital sex with those you date, if you are neglecting times of personal prayer and worship, or if you are harboring sinful attitudes. We can't expect God's help in choosing a mate if we are living in disobedience to all that we know is His will.

Will God provide a marriage partner for everyone? No. Some people are designed and gifted for the single life while others are designed for married life (1 Cor. 7). Ideally, in a Garden of Eden type of existence, every man and every woman would find the perfect mate. But this is an imperfect world, where the ideal no longer is operative. In this present situation, God's will for some people is a life of singleness--and for them, that is exactly how He is most glorified in their lives.

Why do I need God's help in choosing a mate? Deciding to marry can be a mind-boggling, life-altering choice, and it has deep and lasting spiritual impact. And quite frankly, most of us don't realize what we are getting ourselves into. We need God's help to prepare us for marriage and to help us select the person who will be best for us.

James 1:5 states, "If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to all liberally and without reproach, and it will be given to him." In this verse, James was writing about the wisdom we need to help us deal with trials in our lives. And certainly, trying to cope with singleness and determining if God wants you to marry a certain person or not could be considered a serious trial!

According to the book of Proverbs, we take a giant step toward being wise when we choose to fear the Lord by showing Him the reverence and honor that is due Him (1:7; 2:1-11).

How does the Holy Spirit guide my choices, thinking, feelings? This is a tricky subject simply because we are talking about less-than-objective information. Even though the New Testament contains several examples of how the Holy Spirit can lead through inner impressions (Acts 8:29; 11:28; 13:2; 21:11; 1 Cor. 14:30), separating our subjective feelings or urges from the voice of the Spirit is not always an easy thing to do. We can be sure that the Spirit would never violate the clear commands of the Bible. The Spirit would never tell us to choose to marry an unbeliever, nor would He lead us to marry for money, nor would He guide us to marry in conflict with the principles of wisdom (see "Use Wisdom").

The Holy Spirit will guide you as you study the Bible, and He will give you sensitivity to what is right or wrong about a relationship. The inner promptings of the Spirit will be consistent with the truth and godly wisdom.

How should we pray for God to lead us to a husband or a wife? Often and long! God is intimately interested in hearing your requests concerning this matter. As you bring your requests before Him and submit yourself to His direction, you can be sure that He will give you nothing but what He wants for you (Ps. 37:4; Mt. 7:7-12).

Thinking It Over. On a scale of 1 to 10, where would you rate your level of trust in the Lord? Have you spent time praying about who you will marry? Are you living in obedience to God and growing in your relationship with Jesus Christ? Have you learned the secret of contentment, whether you are married or not? (Phil. 4:11-13).
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What kind of person would you want to perform heart surgery on you? Would you want someone who was a regular user of cocaine, a psychopathic killer, or a medical intern who had cheated his way through medical school? Probably none of the above, right? You would want someone who was a qualified and competent doctor, someone who was prepared for the surgery he was to perform on you.

So too, you need to be sure that the person you choose to marry has the right qualifications to be your husband or wife. This doesn't mean that you should hand out test forms to everyone you date, but it does mean that you should be aware of what traits are desirable in a spouse, and what to watch out for. And perhaps most important of all--what you expect from others should also be evident in your life!

What character traits were important in the case of Isaac and Rebekah? As Eliezer came into the town of Nahor, he prayed and asked the Lord to point out a certain kind of young woman; and I don't think he was just asking for some arbitrary signs. Eliezer asked the Lord to bring to him a young woman whose actions would display a submissive, humble, servant attitude. Those character traits would be revealed by her willingness to give a drink to Eliezer and his camels (Gen. 24:13-14).

When Rebekah fulfilled those requirements, the account says that Eliezer watched her closely to confirm if she was the one for Isaac (v.21). As the situation unfolded, she displayed a sensitivity to the Lord by her willingness to go with Abraham's servant--even after she heard his amazing story.

In verse 16, Rebekah is described as being very beautiful and a virgin. I'm sure that her natural beauty didn't hurt her chances, though we can't be sure that her beauty was a determining factor. We can be fairly sure, however, that her virginity was an important issue. The Old Testament law was very strict about sexual behavior (Dt. 5:18; 22:13-21). Deception at the time of marriage about one's sexual purity could even lead to the death penalty (v.21).

What character qualities are important for people entering marriage today? Here are some traits you should look for in others and develop in yourself:

1. Willingness to serve, humility. He or she should be able to live in harmony with others, be willing to associate with people of low position, not be conceited (Jn. 13:1-7; Rom. 12:16). Above all, he or she should be willing to serve you.

2. Sexual purity. Sex was designed for marriage. You should be saving yourself for someone who has been saving himself or herself for you (Rom. 13:13-14; Heb. 13:4).

But what if you or the person you are interested in was sexually active in the past? Have you forfeited the privilege of a happy marriage? No. You will have to deal with the emotional scars of those previous sexual activities, but by God's grace and mercy any person can be completely forgiven and purified by Christ (2 Sam. 12:13; 1 Jn. 1:9).

According to recent surveys, the odds are that many singles who read this booklet will have already engaged in sexual activity. So do you throw the standards out the window? Of course not. Sin never makes lawlessness okay. Our sin only makes us need God's mercy and forgiveness more desperately.

The problems in your sexual past or your future marriage partner's sexual past could be deepseated personality issues. You would be wise to make sure that the past has been properly dealt with and that sinful sexual behavior patterns have truly been broken and left behind. Otherwise, those same character weaknesses will reappear in the future and threaten your marital sexual relationship. It would be wise to talk over these issues with your pastor or a Christian counselor and make sure that you and your future partner have truly put the past behind and are committed to sexual purity.

3. Devotion to Christ. You should settle for no less than a believer who is spiritually sensitive to the Lord and desires to live for Christ (2 Cor. 6:14-18; Eph. 4:17--5:20; Phil. 3:7-16; 1 Jn. 2:15-17).

4. Right priorities. The one you choose to commit your life to as husband or wife should not be committed to money, pleasure, or popularity (Eccl. 2:1-11; 5:8-17; 6:1-12; Mt. 6:33; Rom. 12:2; 1 Tim. 6:10; Heb. 13:5).

5. Right beliefs. Don't marry a heretic! You don't have to agree on every minor issue, but make sure that you agree on the biblical basics of sound doctrine (1 Jn. 4:1-6).

6. Commitment to church. God did not intend the Christian life to be a game of solitaire. He designed the church to meet our needs and for us to serve others. You should agree on this issue with your future mate (Eph. 4:1-16; Heb. 10:24-25).

7. Loving attitude. This is the most basic characteristic that every believer should possess (Jn. 13:35; Gal. 5:22; 1 Jn. 3:11-20). Don't marry a grouch! I can't imagine why such people would attract any prospects, but they do--by hiding their true character and by luring with other qualities. The wisdom of Proverbs warns us that being married to an irritable and contentious person can be torture! (19:13; 21:9,19). Examine your relationship and see how you get along. Are you always bickering? Do you feel verbally or emotionally abused?

8. Self-control. Does the potential mate show restraint when angered? Is he or she addicted to alcohol, drugs, food, sex, work, sports, or impulse buying? (Prov. 23:20-21; 25:28; Gal. 5:22-23; Eph. 5:15-18).

9. Honesty. The writer of Proverbs said that "an honest answer is like a kiss on the lips" (24:26 NIV). If a person truly loves you, he or she will show that affection with honest words.

10. Beauty below the skin. The Lord looks for attractive inner qualities in a man and a woman; should we do any less? (1 Sam. 16:7; Prov. 11:22; 31:13; 1 Pet. 3:2-5). Beauty is only skin-deep, but character goes right to the bone. You should find your mate to be physically attractive to you, but that's not as important as inner attraction.

11. Responsibility. Don't marry a selfish, lazy person who lacks the desire or the means to fulfill certain responsibilities. Rebekah and her father could tell from Eliezer's gifts and his description of Isaac that he would be able to take care of her needs (Gen. 24:22,35,53). That sounds coldly practical, doesn't it? But contrary to some opinion, you can't pay bills with promises of love.

In 1 Timothy 5, the apostle Paul said, "If anyone does not provide for his own, and especially for those of his household, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever" (v.8). Paul didn't mince words, did he? If you shouldn't marry an unbeliever, you certainly should not marry a person whose financial irresponsibility and laziness make him "worse than an unbeliever." The "sluggard" who is mentioned so often in Proverbs is a person to be avoided as a mate (24:30-34).

12. Good relationship with parents. How a person relates to his parents will tell you a lot about his character. God places great value on showing respect and honor for parents (Eph. 6:1-3).

How can expectations be too high or too low? Some people may expect perfection while others don't expect enough. The problem with any kind of list (like the one above) is that we can make impossible demands on another person. Certainly the basic spiritual and character qualities should be there, but we cannot expect a person to be perfect. There's no such creature on this planet! So be reasonable. Don't budge on the major issues, but allow room for growth of character. The important matter is whether or not the person you marry is devoted to Christ and is allowing God to work in his or her life to become more like Jesus Christ.

And one other practical note: Don't choose someone with the idea that you will be able to drastically alter his or her character after the wedding ceremony. Be prepared to live with that person even if he or she never changes!

Thinking It Over. What area of your life needs some prayerful attention? Would you be a good "catch" for someone looking for a marriage partner? If you are thinking about marrying someone, do you know that person well enough to conclude that he or she would help your relationship with Christ?
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If you were looking for a car to buy, would it be wise to open the newspaper to the auto section in the classified ads, close your eyes, put your finger down randomly on the page, and then purchase that car? Would it make it any better if you prayed and asked God to help you to point your finger to the right want ad? Or is the whole scene a bit ridiculous? God wants us to use wisdom, whether we're buying a car, selecting a place to live, choosing a college to attend, or looking for the right person to marry.

Some decisions in life can be settled by flipping a coin--like trying to decide whether to have peanut butter or bologna on your sandwich for lunch. But most other choices demand more brain power. A choice of a spouse, for instance, takes a lot of thought, a lot of prayer, and a lot of dependence on God for His leading. After all, it is a decision that will affect you (and your spouse) for the rest of your life. It's not something you can afford to take lightly.

What does the story of Isaac and Rebekah show us about how to use wisdom? Genesis 24 holds several bits of practical wisdom. When we combine it with the teaching of the whole Bible, we can get a good collection of practical tips.

At first reading, it may sound as if Abraham's servant did something like opening the classified ads and putting his finger to the page. But let's look a little closer for some sound principles that we can apply to our situations today.

Look in the appropriate place. To find a compatible, spiritual wife, Abraham sent Eliezer to the logical place--his hometown (Gen 24:3-4,10). Eliezer didn't go into a pagan Canaanite village to look for a wife for Isaac, just as it wouldn't make sense for us to go to a Buddhist shrine, an atheist's club, a Satanist church, or a singles bar to find a person who loves the Lord Jesus Christ.

Ask the Lord for help. Eliezer prayed about the marriage he was arranging (Gen. 24:12) and he saw the Lord lead. Nothing could have been more practical or wise. Proverbs tells over and over again that the fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge (1:7). The most logical move you can make is to put your searching heart into God's hands.

Don't base your decision on one "sign." Even though you may believe the sign is from the Lord, don't throw out wisdom.

One part of the story of Isaac and Rebekah is often misunderstood. When Eliezer asked the Lord for a sign (a young woman who would offer water to him and his camels), he didn't jump to the conclusion that Rebekah was the right one when she offered water. The text tells us that even after she passed the initial test, Eliezer quietly observed her and wondered if she truly was the one who was right for Isaac (v.21).

Eliezer had observed Rebekah's character as she humbly brought water for him and his camels. And when he talked with her, he learned that she was from the right family (vv.24-27). Then, as he talked with her father and her brother, Eliezer received added confirmation when they were quick to give their approval. And the final indication was Rebekah's own declaration that she was willing to go (v.58). The combination of all these factors helped to verify the choice.

Seek advice. Do you realize how much Isaac must have trusted Eliezer's judgment? I can't fathom the idea of letting someone else choose the person I would marry. I like to imagine that Isaac had a long talk with Eliezer before he left on his wife-hunt, telling his longtime friend and servant what he wanted in a wife. What we do know for sure is that Abraham trusted his servant's judgment, and Eliezer didn't make an arbitrary decision. Genesis 24 tells us that Eliezer carefully explained the purpose of his journey to Rebekah's father and submitted to his counsel (v.49). And Rebekah herself humbly followed the direction of her brother and father (vv.51,58-61).

Our thinking process is not always as objective as it should be. Emotions can blind us to serious character flaws in the person we are interested in marrying. The Proverbs remind us of the need to double-check our judgment with the counsel of people we can trust (12:15; 20:18).

What other practical items should we consider today? In addition to the four guidelines just mentioned, we should consider the following:

Study the family. How a person gets along with parents and brothers and sisters will tell you volumes about his character. A son who "mistreats his father and chases away his mother is a son who causes shame and brings reproach" (Prov. 19:26). A person who honors his father and mother (Eph. 6:2-3) enjoys the favor of the Lord. Such a person shows the kind of character that we should want in a mate. How do his or her parents relate to one another? You can be sure that their example has left a deep impression on your future mate.

And by the way, don't forget to study your own family life and your parents' marriage example. What you've observed may or may not be the type of marriage that God wants you to imitate.

Don't rush! Make sure you know yourself and the other person well enough to be certain that you are right for each other and ready for a lifetime relationship (Prov. 19:2; 29:20). Love at first sight is a myth. The only thing you can catch at first sight is a superficial attraction--or a cold. Love takes time to grow and develop.

PRACTICAL CONSIDERATIONS

1. Look in the appropriate place.

2. Ask the Lord for help.

3. Don't base your decision on one "sign."

4. Seek advice.

5. Study the family.

6. Don't rush.

Should I consider marrying someone from another race? The Old Testament regulations that Jews were to marry only within the Jewish race were intended to keep Israel from close associations with their idolatrous neighbors whom the Lord wanted destroyed. The purity of the race was also important because of God's plan for Israel as a unique nation, the race through whom the promised Redeemer would come. 

The racial distinctions, therefore, were primarily spiritual distinctions. And the New Testament does not promote a separation of the races.

So, no biblical reason exists for prohibiting marriages across racial lines today. But a word of caution is needed. From a practical standpoint, you must consider the differences not merely of skin color but, more important, cultural backgrounds and even social acceptability. You and your marriage partner need to be able to relate to one another on many levels. Be sure that you can overcome whatever cultural barriers may be there, and be sure that you are ready and willing to endure any social stigma that you or your children may face. Prejudice against interracial marriages is an ugly reality we all have to come to grips with. So, caution and careful evaluation are needed.

What if my parents don't approve? Do you have to follow their wishes? If you want to keep peace in the family you do! But if you are old enough to make a mature and responsible decision, and you think that you are making the right choice, what then?

Whatever you do, don't neglect to show honor for your parents (Eph. 6:2-3) even when you disagree with them. Give them time to see your perspective. Talk it out with them. Find out exactly why they don't want you to marry so-and-so. It could be that they sense a serious character flaw or some other problem that you are not aware of. Give them the benefit of the doubt for a while. Don't overreact. Ask the Lord to help you and your parents to see the issues clearly. Affirm your love and respect for them.

Your pastor and others may be able to give you objective counsel about what to do. It could be that your parents are being unreasonable, but do all you can to preserve your relationship with them. Try to win their approval, but don't try to force it out of them. The person you want to marry should be able to understand and wait for a while.

Only as a last resort, after you have carefully and prayerfully examined your motives, your readiness for marriage, your compatibility, and your love, should you ever bypass your parents' wishes.

How much freedom do I have to choose? Is there only one person in the world who is right for you, or do you have several options that would please God? This is another issue that isn't so easy to answer because we get into the matter of God's sovereignty and our free will--and that's beyond human comprehension.

We can be sure, however, that God is in control and that He has given us freedom. That freedom includes the ability to make mistakes--both innocent ones and sinful ones. Instead of sitting around and fretting about whether or not we are selecting the one person in the world God planned for us to marry, we would be better off living in continual dependence on the Lord, trusting Him to bring us to the person who is right for us.

Thinking It Over. What can keep us from using our heads before getting married? What practical issues mentioned in this chapter are essential to a happy marriage? What makes you a practical choice for someone to want to marry you? What practical reasons would a person have for not wanting to marry you?
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Would you dive headfirst into a lake without learning first how deep and how warm (or cold) the water was? Would you buy a house or agree to rent an apartment without checking it out first? Would you accept a job if you didn't know what you would be doing, how much you would be paid, what kinds of benefits you would receive, or what the working conditions were? Only if you tended to act on impulse or if you were very desperate, right?

The same is true in marriage. Few people decide to get married without some idea of what they are getting into. The problem, though, is that too often they have less than a biblical view of marriage in mind, or they naively expect the romance to continue without a glitch, or they merely continue to duplicate the less-than-ideal marriage patterns they observed as they grew up. As a result, when problems arise in the marriage, they fail to address the issues properly and live in conflict, ignore the problem and hope it goes away, or else they decide to end the marriage. That's why it's so important for those who are contemplating marriage to think ahead to what they're getting into.

What did Rebekah and Isaac think they were getting into? Genesis 24 doesn't tell us much about this. We have to assume that they, like Abraham, knew what had been passed down to them from the first marriage in the Garden of Eden. And they had watched their God-fearing parents respect the Lord's plan for marriage.

Isaac must have known, for example, that marriage had strong spiritual implications--he knew that his wife was not to be a pagan idolater but someone who was spiritually compatible and who would join him in preserving the faith and passing it on to the next generation (24:1-7). For the 37 years before his mother had died, Isaac had observed his parents' relationship.

What is God's view of marriage? God designed marriage to be the closest and best of all human relationships. A man and woman were created to complement one another's physical, spiritual, emotional, and social needs and abilities in the special relationship we call marriage (Gen. 2:18-25). Their union was to be more than merely a sexual act, it was to be a union of purpose, hearts, and souls. Your selection of a marriage partner must be someone who will complement your needs, and someone whose needs you can joyfully fulfill.

God conducted the first marriage ceremony, and He has been involved in every ceremony since then. Jesus referred to the creation account of Adam and Eve and the one-flesh union of man and wife, and then He said, "Therefore what God has joined together, let not man separate" (Mt. 19:6).

God clearly has made known his hatred for divorce (Mal. 2:16). New Testament passages like Ephesians 5 extol the sacredness of the marriage relationship and the need for husband and wife to give each other their all.

What are the responsibilities of the husband and the wife? Contrary to some opinion, marriage is not a master-slave relationship. And contrary to the pattern of some existing marriages, it is not supposed to be an adversarial relationship either. The following are two key marital responsibilities:

Sexual faithfulness (Ex. 20:14, Gal. 5:19). This is faithfulness in both action and attitude (Mt. 5:27-28). Husband and wife are to have eyes and thoughts only for each other.

Distinctive roles (1 Cor. 11:3-16; Eph. 5:22-33; Col. 3:18-19; 1 Tim. 3:4,12; Titus 2:4-5; 1 Pet. 3:1-7). Just as within the Trinity, the Father, Son, and Spirit are equal but have different roles, so too the husband and wife are given different roles by God.

The husband is to provide loving leadership (1 Cor. 11:3; Eph. 5:23,25,28; Col. 3:19). He is to do all he can to understand his wife's needs and treat her with tender respect (1 Pet. 3:7).

The wife is to provide loving help to the husband and family (Gen. 2:18; Eph. 5:22; Col. 3:18; Ti. 2:4-5; 1 Pet. 3:1).

It is popular in some cultures today for the distinctive roles of husband and wife to be discarded as sexist and outdated stereotypes, which no longer apply in our modern, enlightened world. The problem with that view is that God created men and women with different biological and relational roles. And the Bible gives no indication that God's created distinctives should be ignored or glossed over.

No one said it would be easy! Love takes a lot of work. A person who goes into marriage with the notion that life will be total romantic bliss has a rude awakening ahead. Most people are more realistic, but their expectations still exceed the reality that they encounter.

How important should sex be? Your sexual relationship is an expression of the intimate relationship of body and soul that you and your spouse will share. The sex drive is a powerful force; because of that, God designed marriage as the place where that drive is fulfilled (Heb. 13:4). First Corinthians 7:2 and 9 tell us that the desire for sexual fulfillment is one good reason to get married. Granted, more ought to be involved, but the sexual attractiveness will be there, and the sexual relationship should be enjoyed unreservedly (Prov. 5:15-19). A husband and wife are to recognize that they have a duty of providing sexual satisfaction to their mate (1 Cor. 7:3-5).

Is premarital counseling necessary? Maybe not necessary, but couples have found it to be very helpful. Some people have gotten enough good, sound biblical counsel from their parents as they have grown up, and they've seen good marriages in action, so for them extensive counseling probably isn't necessary. Many pastors insist on counseling sessions with every couple they marry, and that's a good idea. At the very least, a couple needs to understand what marriage is all about, how to handle disagreements, how to handle their roles, how to relate to each other sexually, and how to build one another up spiritually. And good premarital counseling paves the way for later counseling if problems arise in the marriage.

Thinking It Over. Why do the responsibilities of marriage scare some people? How does society today view commitment in marriage? What kind of good and bad marriages did you observe in your family and friends as you grew up? How will you make sure that your marriage honors the Lord?
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How do you know if you're in love? True love is more than a sensation--though you may feel on top of the world when you are with the one you love. But feelings can lead you up on a mountain one day and down in a valley the next. The kind of love we need in order to enter a marriage fully prepared, "for better or worse, for richer or poorer, . . . till death us do part," is a love that is self-sacrificing--a giving of oneself for the sake of the other.

No one on this earth (except Jesus) has ever exhibited perfect love, but what we desire is the most perfect expression of love that is possible. Substitute your name and the name of the person you're considering for marriage in 1 Corinthians 13:4-7 wherever the word love occurs. See how you measure up to the biblical pattern.

________________ is patient. 

________________ is kind. 

________________ is not jealous. 

________________ is not boastful. 

________________ is not arrogant. 

________________ is not rude. 

________________ is not self-seeking. 

________________ is not easily angered. 

________________ does not hold grudges. 

________________ does not delight in evil. 

________________ rejoices in the truth. 

________________ protects. 

________________ trusts. 

________________ hopes. 

________________ perseveres. 
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"I do"--two little words with awesome implications. In a wedding ceremony, the words "I do" represent a man and woman's willingness to enter into a special relationship and to promise their love and devotion to each other--for a lifetime. It's not a relationship to be taken lightly or to be entered into hastily. The man and the woman need to be convinced that they are spiritually compatible, right and good for each other, and ready for the challenges of married life.

Before a person says "I do," however, another wedding should have taken place. No, I'm not advocating bigamy, nor am I encouraging divorce and remarriage. The marriage I'm referring to is a spiritual one--the joining of our hearts with God's.

Have you ever said "I do" to the Lord? Have you recognized that God has offered you a proposal of forgiveness of sin and the enjoyment of life with Him for now and eternity? The conditions of this marriage are quite simple. Just say "I do" to God--tell Him that you admit your need of forgiveness (Rom. 3:23) and accept the free gift of eternal life that Jesus Christ died on the cross to buy for you.

If you've done that, you have taken the first all-important step in finding the person who will walk with you and Jesus Christ.

***Whom Should I Marry? 

Sabbath Day Sermon, Saturday 3 February 2001 by Christopher C. Warren

Two of the most difficult decisions that almost everyone has to make in this life, apart from choosing to follow God or not, are deciding what career to pursue and which person to marry. Recently my eldest son had to decide which direction he wanted to go down career-wise and luckily for him he really only had two choices to make because there were only two things that really interested him: building and electronics. There are many who have absolutely no idea what career to follow and who virtually pull one out of a hat. And many who find it easy to choose what career they want to follow find out they were doing the wrong thing. Fortunately, you can retrain later if you want to, though it may cost you a bit of money and a lot of time. But when it comes to choosing the right partner in marriage, you cannot just dump someone you feel unsuited to, because to do so is to commit the sin of adultery which can cost you your salvation in the eternities. 

Today I want to show you that many of the decisions we agonise over can be made so much simpler if only we would do things God's way. Every believing and obedient Christian has the promise that they will be led by the Holy Spirit to make the right choices in life, especially those which are important. And getting your marriage right is one of them. 

If you ask the average person on the street what it was that attracted them to their marriage partner you will probably get a variety of different reasons from goosebumps to an unquenchable desire that they could not get rid of. People get married for all kinds of reasons - shared interests, sexual attraction, money, strong emotional feelings, or any number of combinations of these plus other things. Some marriages are arranged, some appear accidental. For most people it's a pretty haphazard affair finding your life partner though with the advent of cyberspace people are meeting up in the most unusual ways. 

To these questions we me add others. How hard should I look for my hoped-for partner? Should I wait for him to come to me, or should I go and chase after him? How should I present myself - dress up nicely, put on an act, be seductive, try to be sophisticated, educate myself well in order to impress, try to get a lot of money to make myself desirable? Should I buy a fancy car to impress the girls or expose as much of my body as I dare to attract the boys? If you as a Christian are approaching seeking a mate in this fashion, you are surely headed on the road to disaster. Today I want to especially guide those who are single by showing you the way Yahweh, our Father in Heaven, has provided in this area of your life. 

The problem that young people face today is that attitudes to marriage have changed enormously. Most young people no longer see sex as the act of marriage but as something recreational, and the majority view pregnancies as something that can be terminated at a whim. A century ago, when the Western world in particular was more moral, marriage was rightly regarded as something sacred and not to played around with. But what we've got to do is find out what God's view of marriage is as well as discover how it is he leads single people to their right mates. 

Marrying for the wrong reasons is one of the easiest things to do. Some do so on the basis of romantic feelings, others on the basis of cold facts. Most try to mix the two together a little. Your average person today, believer as well as unbeliever, would probably tell you that emotions are the major deciding factor with looks, personality traits, and other things secondary. Interview anyone who is married and they will probably give you slightly different reasons. Part of the problem is that so many view marriage as casually as they do sex, namely, that it is something that can be ended if it doesn't work out. 

There was once a very young woman who was young and beautiful, and had grown up in a small town. He was wealthy, an only child, 40 years old, and worked in his father's livestock business. Their homes were separated by more than 400 miles, and their eyes had never met before that day they became man and wife. 

An old man was, who had worked for many years as the employee of the groom's father, was called to act as matchmaker. On the day he arrived in the young woman's town, he walked up to her, asked her a few questions, talked to her relatives, and then knew that she was the one to marry his employer's son. This old man "popped the question" to her father and then made arrangements to take her back for the marriage - and she willingly went. The moment the two sets eyes on each other they loved one another and settled down to a very happy marriage all their lives. 

Does that sound like a dream fairy-tale marriage to you - something that could never happen? Well, it did happen, and it's recorded in the 24th chapter of the Book of Genesis. It's the story of Isaac and Rebekah. And what is remarkable about this story if you read it carefully in the Bible is that God was in control the whole time. 

Now, of course, not all marriages take place in this way in the Christian community - probably very few, in fact. And this isn't so say that there aren't other ways that couples can find each other in the Lord's will. But what we do have to ask ourselves are these questions: Why is this story recorded in the Bible? and What principles about matchmaking can we learn from it? It was purposefully put in there by God to teach believers in all generations about the spiritual ingredients of finding a marriage partner. 

There are five principles that we can successfully use in examining not only the story of Isaac and Rebekah but in many other marriages in the Bible and they are these: 

(1) Choose a True Believer; 

(2) Trust God; 

(3) Consider Character; 

(4) Use Wisdom; and 

(5) Think ahead.

1. Choose a Believer 

Common sense alone should tell you that if you choose someone who does not believe in the same way that you do, or who does not share your same values, that you are creating inevitable tensions and trouble. Oil and water do not mix, and a rabbit and a fox would not make the best of friends. If you are afraid of heights you would be unwise to become the climbing partner of a mountaineer. A communist and a conservative wouldn't make good partners. You couldn't tie a husky together with a dachshund on a sled in the Antarctic. And a follower of Christ would not make a good marriage partner with an unbeliever. 

The fact of that matter is that as a Christian nothing should be more important to you than your spiritual well-being. Time and time again I have met couples who had opposite religious beliefs who came to grief. Only the other day a man emailed me and told me the sorry story of what happened when he married an unbeliever. His wife has now gone because she wanted him to compromise his beliefs for the sake of the marriage. Abraham understood that well when he sent his servant Eliezer over a long distance to find his son a bride. It wasn't at all that Abraham was an overprotective or controlling father - he knew the lasting significance of marriage And Genesis 24 helps us understand why. 

When Abraham gave his servant his orders he said most emphatically that he was not to find a bride from amongst the pagan Canaanites but only someone who was kin. The Canaanites were the worst kind of idolaters imaginable. I'm sure he could have found a wife for Isaac next door - there were plenty of available women - but to find the right one Abraham knew that he would have to go much farther afield. 

The trouble with modern-day Canaanites is that they are not so obviously pagan. They can even appear religious in a positive sense, but being religious isn't enough. 

The apostle Paul says quite clearly: "Do not be yoked together [in marriage] with unbelievers. For what do righteousness and wickedness have in common? Or what fellowship can light have with darkness? What harmony is there between Christ and Belial [Satan]? What does a believer have in common with an unbeliever?" (2 Cor.6:14-15) 

The issue Paul is talking about is not whether believers or unbelievers are "good", "kind", or "nice" because God has said clearly that all unbelief is wickedness. The only goodness that anyone has is through faith in Christ. Human judge goodness and evil relatively. God sees all men and women as evil because they are filled with sin. Only those who are in Christ, the only sinless man, are counted as righteous. The light and goodness that we have is all derived, meaning that it is something that we don't create ourselves but comes from God. The Bible makes it clear that those who are not trusting in the salvation of Christ and walking in His commandments are already cut off and lost. Their doom is sealed. Would you marry someone whom you knew for sure would leave you? At the resurrection the believer and unbeliever will be forever separated because they will belong to two entirely different resurrections. And those who are unbelievers will be single in any case. 

In choosing a marriage companion we should be looking for someone whose spiritual direction we can trust. Recently we learned of the divorce of a former neighbour in Norway, and though I was saddened, I was not surprised. When I once heard him say that he wouldn't mind betraying his marriage covenant by messing around with other women I knew that that marriage was in trouble. I remember the hurt look on his wife's face too. 

The Law of God not only advises against marrying unbelievers but actually forbids it because God knows that unbelievers will, with few exceptions, influence believers to compromise their faith. And those who "live and let live" when it comes to spiritual faith often drift apart - there's a big area in their lives where they can never meet and never share in the blessedness that comes from spiritual union in marriage. There marriage is never complete. 

If our feelings towards another person lead us to trample on our relationship with the Lord then you have a sure sign that you are not in His will. God must be first in everything. And only when He's first will He lead you to the right person. 

As you read the Bible you will find that time and time again a cause for apostasy and national destruction was intermarrying with unbelievers. You will remember when the Jews came back from captivity to Jerusalem and how the Lord had to rebuke them through the prophets Ezra and Nehemiah for their mixed marriages (Ezra 9-10; Neh.13:23-27) and later by Malachi (Mal.2:11-12). Love, lust and circumstances blinded them to what they knew was right and wrong. 

It requires self-discipline to do so but just because someone is gorgeous, a hunk, kind and considerate or seems to be genuinely in love with you, doesn't mean that the relationship was right. 

When I was in my early 20's I fell in love with a Scottish woman. Thank goodness it didn't work out because years later the Lord showed me in a dream what marriage to her would have been like - loveless and cold. She was very nice, decent, well educated, well brought-up and physically attractive. But the match wasn't right. 

Of course, there is always a remote possibility to winning an unbelieving husband or wife to the Lord (1 Cor.7:12-16; 1 Pet.3:1-2). It does happen, but it's so rare statistically that it's a terrible gamble. And the examples that are given in the New Testament concern unbelieving partners when one converts to Christ. Nowhere in the Scriptures are we remotely encouraged to marry an unbeliever. Rather, we are told to avoid them like the plague, because that's in our best interests. 

Feelings and physical attraction are only two components of the marriage equation and neither of them are the most important. Doing God's will is. And yet it's amazing how many people marry even when they know it's not right. All reason seems to desert them as they plunge into the swirling waters of chaos and hurt. 

Before anyone gets married, they should carefully think over a number of basic questions like: what areas of conflict could develop in a marriage if the two are not believers? What sort of effect would this relationship have on the faith of their children as they grew up? Would you want your children to grow up seeing one parent smoking, drinking to access, swearing, mocking God, or being unfaithful? A little simple logic might save a lot of people a lot of pain and distress. Marriage is never worth rushing into. 

2. Trust God 

It isn't easy to wait for someone else to give you what you desperately long for. Marriage is one of the best gifts God has ever given and its understandably very attractive. No one enjoys waiting a long time for anything. But developing patience can help us develop the skill of listening carefully to God instead of our own unredeemed passions. The impatient invariably make mistakes, and in the realm of marriage it can be very, very costly. The Swedish writer Selma Lagerlöf said: "The restless heart always takes the wrong path" (The Story of Gösta Berling) and I entirely agree with her. Only those who are calm, at peace, and prayerful usually make sound decisions. The passion of the moment is one of the worst guides to choosing a marriage companion imaginable. 

The whole life is a process of learning to wait in dependence on others. Things rarely come how and when we want them to. It all begins when we are infants - we want our milk, our chocolate biscuit, our favourite stuffed animal, or a new nappy. We have to learn again and again that we can't have everything now. We have to wait for mother and father to provide what we need. 

And that's true in adult life too. More importantly than that, we have to learn to wait on the Lord. You can't hurry Him. He provides all we need but when He wants to and how He wants to. And He always knows best. It's not an easy lesson to learn but the wise person learns it sooner rather than later. We discover as we mature that His timing is always best and that he has everything under control. For a man or woman who has an aching heart and longs to get married, the wait can be very, very hard. I know for sure that there are several people in this room who have experienced this in their own lives. And many of them will tell you that the things that come the hardest are often the best and worth the struggle and wait. 

In the story of Isaac and Rebekah we can learn a wonderful lesson about trusting Yahweh. Abraham had complete confidence in his servant Eliezer to so what was right. He knew in His heart through the Spirit that this man would be led to the right woman. He trusted God to do it right. He was even given the promise that Yahweh would send an angel to guide Eliezer and that he would find a wife in that village. He knew it because he walked with God and had a close relationship with him as a faithful disciple. And that's why the counsel of mature Christians who know God is so very important even though the final decision has to be those concerned. Rebekah was not forced to marry Isaac but freely gave her consent in faith before she even met him. 

Abraham was a living, breathing example of the truth of Proverbs 3:5-6: "Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge Him, and He shall direct your paths". Abraham lived by faith and by obedience, and Yahweh blessed and guided him, even to finding the right wife for his son Isaac. A more caring and faithful father you could not hope to find, so much so that Isaac trusted him implicitly to do the right thing for him, even in so sensitive and important an area as marriage. 

We can have the same quiet confidence and assurance in the Lord as the ancient patriarchs did. As long as we walk humbly, submissively, and obediently, we need not worry that we'll somehow miss God's direction about which way to turn. Just as Abraham humbled himself before the King of the Universe, so too we are to seek first the kingdom of God and He will take care of all we need (Mt.6:33), and that includes helping us to find a spouse. Is it any wonder that God commanded all Christians to do the works of Abraham? (Jn.8:39) The scriptures teach that those who truly believe and obey Christ are the children of Abraham (Gal.3:7). And do you know which three men in the Bible God is directly associated with? He is called again and again the "God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob". 

When God delays sending us a marriage companion, it is not to torture us but to bless us. Sometimes people have to wait years, sometimes almost no time at all. What is important is to make what is probably the second most decision in your life right. God, marriage and career are the three most important, and in that order. Never try to find a "quick fix" for anything - it's not worth it, especially when it comes to marriage. Whoever you are, whatever your circumstances, God wants you to call on Him, walk close to Him, and wait on Him (Ps.27:13-14; Is.30:18). Be honest with Him about your desires to be married for the desire is good and wholesome. But don't lose patience and wander away from Him in your attempt to find someone to marry. It could cost you a lot more than a happy marriage. 

If you are to trust God with such a big decision as marriage, then it follows that you must first trust him with the small day-to-day things of your life. Are you living in continual dependence on Him? Are you in the place and attitude where He can get your attention? 

When Eliezer spoke to Rebekah he said very simply that the Lord had led Him to where he was at that very moment (Gen.24:27). He was in the right position to be able to receive God's instructions. We must do the same, walking in obedience to Yahweh, if we expect Him to lead us in the future. 

Would you, for example, expect God to lead you to a good Christian made if you spent your days hanging around with people who don't have a good reputation? Where do you seriously think you would find a good believing husband or wife? In a bar? In a rock concert? In a boxing match? In a nazi rally? In a Buddhist temple? These questions may seem silly but you'd be surprised how contradictory some people can be. What about your own behaviour? Is a Christian man or woman going to be attracted by the kind of life you lead? Or are you expecting a carbon copy of yourself to turn up? Such people don't exist, thank goodness. Are you engaging in premarital sex with someone doing the same? Would you expect such a person to be faithful to you after marriage? And would the other person think you would be faithful? And are you prepared to remain single and chaste until He leads you to the right mate? If not, I guarantee He won't - you'll be left on your own to do your own rebellious thing. 

Next week I will look at this subject further as it is so very important. In the meantime, I would like the unmarried to carefully think these things over. The investment of your time is more than worth it.

A couple of weeks ago we began a study on how to know who to marry and we drew up a five-part list of vitally important principles to follow. The first and most obvious in our list was Choose a Believer and we saw that this was not only what God expects of us but it was the only choice that was common sense. The second principle we discussed was Trust God to do the providing, remembering that only He has see prophetically into the future and that only He actually knows what is best for us. We saw that patiently waiting for your partner is well worth the wait - making a mistake in marriage can ruin you for life. 

In many respects when we are looking for a husband or a wife we are walking blind. People are so complicated and there are few who do not have secrets that they wouldn't rather reveal later than now. Spending time getting to know a potential spouse as a friend is vital. These days people start with sex and try to form friendship afterwards - in God's system it must be the other way round. Because we can't see into the future when it comes to marriage, and since God can, it is very, very important that we are walking with Him. If you are a blind person who owns a specially trained dog, it's no use going for a walk until you have harnessed the dog. Similarly, there's no point being a believer and expecting God to lead you to your companion if you're harnessed to God in other matters. We need to know Yahweh so well that when He speaks to us we can discern Him. All too often people are waylaid by their own passions or the whisperings of demons. Needless to say if we haven't got our spiritual walk with the Lord right the chances are we're not going to hear Him and make some pretty serious mistakes. 

So how do I know whether I'm trusting the Lord or not? I would suggest that there are three ways we can measure this: (1) Whether we are living in obedience to His commandments; (2) Whether we are growing in our relationship with Yah'shua (Jesus); and (3) Whether we have learned to be content with out situation as it is at any one moment. Listen to what Paul says: 

"...I have learned to make ends meet in whatever situation I am. I know how to live simply and I know how to enjoy prosperity. I am acquainted with all circumstances: to be filled up and to be hungry, to have abundance and to suffer want. I have strength for every situation through [Christ] who empowers me" (Phil.4:11b-13, RBV).

Learning to be content whether we are single or married as we search or after the search is completed is very important. 

3. Consider Character 

The third principle I wish to move on to in the search for a husband or a wife is character. What do I mean by that? Well let me ask you some questions to give you some idea of what I mean. If you had a serious heart condition, what sort of surgeon would you want to perform an operation in you? How about a drug addict? Or a psychopathic killer? Or someone who cheated his medical examinations? Well, common sense is enough to tell you that you wouldn't want a doctor who was like any of these people. If you are going to entrust your life to a surgeon, you want it to be someone you can have confidence in because he has solid character. 

In looking for the right husband or wife you need to be sure that he or she has the right qualifications. Now I'm not suggesting that you hand out a question-and-answer form to every potential husband or wife you meet and get them to fill it in! Most people - and especially young ones - have a distorted view of themselves which isn't necessarily accurate. No, what I mean is, that you should be looking for certain character traits in your potential partner. And finally remember this: what you expect of others should also be evident in your own life. Expecting a partner to be patient when you aren't would be a bit hypocritical, wouldn't it? 

When Abraham's Eliezer prayed to know which woman he should approach for his master's son, he wasn't looking for arbitrary signs. He wasn't looking for visions or voices to tell him what to do. He wasn't looking for beauty or wealth. As we read the account in Genesis chapter 24 we discover that he was looking for three essential character traits: 

(1) He was looking for a woman who was submissive;

(2) he was looking for a woman who was humble; and

(3) he was looking for a woman who had a servant attitude. 

Now these three traits may surprise you. Certainly you won't find men and women advertising for these things in dating agencies these days. Mostly people are focussed on all the wrong things. But a godly man or woman who is looking for a believer and who is trusting in Yahweh will be looking for these three character traits. It was only when Rebekah fulfilled these character traits that Eliezer even bothered to ask the Lord is she was the right one. (Gen.24:21). Only once Eliezer was sure that she had these traits by carefully observing her did he even consider her as a possible wife for his Master's son Isaac. A person with these character traits is going to be sensitive to God's will and walk in the right direction in life. So important are these character traits that we must consider them carefully. 

a. Submissiveness. The last thing a modern woman wants to be is submissive to a man and the last thing a modern man wants to be is submissive to God. But submissive is probably the key hallmark of a son or daughter of God. To be submissive means not insisting on your own way or your own "rights". It is absolutely the quality of an obedient Christian or either sex. Every single man or woman of God in Scripture had this disposition. To be submissive to God implies a deep respect of him. To be submissive to a husband means to have a deep godly respect for him also. 

b. Humility. The second character of a godly person is humility. Arrogance, boasting and showing off are not of God but demonstrate a personality deeply rooted in self and in the carnal nature. To be humble is to be free from pride. It is to have a modest estimate of one's own worth. A humble person is conscious of his imperfections and sinfulness, and freely admits them. The opposite is a proud and haughty person who never admits he is wrong and who is always boasting of what he is or what he is going to be. Humility does not show off like that or try to get attention by parading itself. Yah'shua (Jesus) taught that "whoever humbles himself as a child, he is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven" (Mt.18:4, NASB). And He gave this warning: " ... whoever exalts himself shall be humbled; and whoever humbles himself shall be exalted" (Lk.14:11, NASB). 

c. A Servant Attitude. Flowing from these two Christian character traits is a Servant Attitude. That means that he is not waiting for people to do things for him but is eager to do things for others. Yah'shua (Jesus) taught the importance of this so many times. Once He said: "If I, then, the Lord and the Teacher, washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another's feet. For I gave you an example that you should also do as I did to you" (Jn.13:14, NASB). If you want to marry a person because of what he or she can give you, then your motives are completely the wrong way round! A Christian marries a person he loves because he wishes to serve her in the Lord. 

Paul said: "... do not be haughty in mind, but associate with the lowly. Do not be wise in your own estimation ... Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind let each of you regard one another as more important than himself" (Rom.12:16; Phil.2:3, NASB). And if you are in any doubt, James said: "God is opposed to the proud, but gives grace to the humble" (Jas.4:6, NASB). 

Some of you may be surprised that I am laying such a heavy emphasis on these three character traits because the world certainly doesn't. But the emphasis isn't mine - it's God's. 

d. Sexual purity. Now Rebekah, as it happens, was beautiful, but this was not a primary consideration. She had a fourth virtue that weighed very heavily in her favour, namely, he was a virgin (Gen.24:16). She had kept herself sexually pure. So serious a crime was the hiding of sexual impurity at the time of marriage that by the Law of Moses someone doing so could be executed (Dt.5:18; 22:13-21). That is how important God considers sexual purity to be. A person who regards sex as cheap, as a mere entertainment commodity, isn't worthy of even a second glance, because such a person is likely to defile you and betray you. Remember that one of the surest ways of demonic contamination is through unclean sex. 

Submissiveness, humility, service-mindedness, and sexual purity are revealed as four vital character traits in a potential husband or a wife. I true Christian will not even consider someone who does not have these four virtues. What other character traits does God expect the believer to seek in another? 

e. Devotion to Christ. We have already established that a Christian should be looking for a fellow believer, but being a believer isn't enough. What we do reveals what sort of Christian we are. The fifth character trait must be devotion to Christ. You should settle for no less than a believer who is spiritually sensitive to the Lord and desires to live for Christ as opposed for himself (2 Cor.6:14-18; Eph.4:17-5:20; Phil.3:7-16; 1 Jn.2:15-17). 

f. Right priorities. What if the potential man or woman has all these character traits? What should I be looking for next? The Scriptures make it perfectly clear that you should not commit your life to a person who is seeking for wealth, pleasure or popularity (Eccl.2:1-11; 5:8-17; 6:1-12; Mt.6:33; Rom.12:2; 1 Tim.6:10; Heb.13:5). In other words, you should be looking for a person who has right priorities. There is nothing wrong in having money, pleasure or being popular, but there is something wrong when you actively seek for these things, because they always lead a soul off the path of discipleship. 

g. Right beliefs. The seventh character trait is one of faithfulness to the truth. Don't go and marry a heretic! You don't have to agree on every minor issue, but make sure that you are agreed on all the fundamental biblical doctrines and practices. Don't marry a Christian who is dabbling in the occult or who doesn't believe in the divinity of Christ, for example (1 Jn.4:1-6). 

h. Commitment to church. As I have pointed out so many times, there is no such thing as a solo Christian. Find a person committed to active church life. It doesn't matter whether it's a big fellowship or a tiny one so long as they are active in a fellowship of other believers. Discipleship is not spiritual solitaire. Christ designed the church to meet our needs and for us to serve others. People who aren't involved in a church rarely serve other believers. You should agree on this issue with your future mate (Eph.4:1-16; Heb.10:24-25). Christians who stay at home by themselves are usually spiritually dead Christians. 

i. Loving attitude. Trait number nine is a loving attitude. This is the most basic characteristic that every believer should possess (Jn.13:35; Gal.5:22; 1 Jn.3:11-20). You might think this is obvious but you'd be surprised how many people get attracted to unloving people because of infatuation or some other factor. False people often try to lure members of the opposite sex by hiding one or more bad character traits by focusing on good ones. Never marry a cold-hearted man or woman because it will crucify your marriage. A loveless marriage is one of the worst things imaginable. The Bible warns us not to marry someone who is irritable or contentious (Prov.19:13; 21:9,19). If you feel verbally or emotionally abused - if you're always bickering - then something is seriously flawed and you have a bad match. 

j. Self-control. Trait number ten is self-control. Is your potential mate easily angered? Is he or she addicted to alcohol drugs, tobacco, food, sex, work, sports, or impulse buying? (Prov.23:20-21; 25:28; Gal.5:22,23; Eph.5:15-18). The chances are such a person will be difficult to live with and create unbearable stresses. 

k. Honesty. Trait number eleven is honesty. Settle for nothing less. The writer of Proverbs said that "an honest answer is like a kiss on the lips" (Prov.24:26, NIV). If a person truly loves you, he or she will show that affection with honest words. 

l. Beauty below the skin. Trait number twelve is beauty ... below the skin. If the Lord looks for attractive inner qualities in a person, should be look for less? (1 Sam.16:7; Prov.11:22; 31:13; 1 Pet.3:2-5). Always remember that beauty is only skin-deep, but character goes right to the core. Obviously you don't want to be physically repulsed by your mate but that sort of attraction is not nearly as important as inner attraction. 

m. Responsibility. Trait number thirteen is responsibility. Don't marry a selfish, lazy, person who lacks the desire or the means to fulfill certain responsibilities. Rebekah and her father could tell from Eliezer's gifts and his description of Isaac that he would be able to take care of her needs (Gen.24:22,35,53). That's not so say you shouldn't marry a poor person, but it does mean you shouldn't marry someone who is irresponsible with money and who won't work. You don't want your children to suffer because of negligence. Paul said that a husband who doesn't provide for his wife, children and family, has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever (1 Tim.5:8). Never marry a sluggard (Prov.24:30-34). But lest the women think they have the right to waited on hands and feet, the last chapter of the Book of Proverbs (31:10-31) also strictly admonishes them to be industrious and, when necessary, to help with the domestic income by generating money at home. The Christian couple shall always be industrious. 

n. Good relationship with parents. Trait number fourteen is the way a person relates to his parents. Don't marry someone who is disrespectful to his parents for God prizes this trait highly (Eph.6:1-3). 

That is the conclusion of my list to which you may wish to add other things. But all that I have mentioned are basic to Christian marriage. As always, you must find a balance. Don't look for perfection because you'll never find it. At the same time, beware of the temptation to minimise what God expects because your heart is biased - when you are in love, there is a dangerous tendency to see your potential partner through rose-tinted lenses. Be levelheaded. If you have a deep relationship with the Lord, and if He is your first love as He is supposed to be, that won't be such a problem. Don't compromise on the basic issues but allow room for growth of character. The important question is: is the person you want to marry devoted to Christ and is allowing God to work in his or her life to become more like Yah'shua (Jesus)? If you're unsure what the word "devoted" means, it means to be loyal and dedicated to. To be devoted to Christ means to be completely true to Him. If your partner is the same way, being devoted and true to one another will come so much more easily. 

Now it's obviously fine making a list like the one I have made and seeing if your potential partner matches up. But before you do, make sure you're living up to the standards in yourself. Ask yourself such questions as: Would I be a good catch for such a person? Will he or she help me in my relationship with Christ? 

4. Wisdom 

Having considered character, we now move to an area which is harder than you think. In choosing a partner, use wisdom. Be sensible. Don't be stupid. If you are searching for a husband or wife who meets the standards in your list, make sure you look for him in the right place. Eliezer didn't go to a pagan Canaanite visit to find Isaac a wife, did he? So where do you seriously think you are going to find a Christian made of sound character and mind? 

The second point I want to make about selecting a marriage partner is absolutely not to base your choice on one sign, even if you believe this sign is from the Lord. Now you will remember that when Eliezer asked Yahweh for a sign - a young woman who would offer water to him and his camels - he didn't jump to the conclusion that Rebekah was the right one when she offered water. Even after Rebekah had passed this test, Eliezer continued to quietly observe her, and wondered if she was the right one for Isaac (Gen.24:21). 

The water sign was only the first sign, and though a useful pointer, was not enough in itself. Once that sign had been fulfilled, he learned that she was from the right family. Then as he talked with her father and her brother, he noted that they were quick to give their approval. The final indication was when Rebekah gave her own approval and decided she would go. The right choice was made on the basis of a combination of many different factors. And these days, in our mixed up world, finding the right spouse may require many different factors. 

My next piece of advice is don't make your decision all on your own. Get advice. Talk to mature Christians and especially your parents if they are believers. Not only did Isaac trust his father Abraham and his servant Isaac, but Rebekah trusted her father and brother. 

Never suppose that our thinking processes are as objective as we may like to think, especially when we are young and even more especially if we are in love. Emotions can seriously blind us to serious character flaws in others. All the older people in this room will I am sure tell you of disastrous marriage matches and how people were blinded by passion. The Bible tells us to double-check our judgment with the counsel of people we can trust (Prov.12:15; 20:18). 

Finally, don't just study the person you are interested in, but study his family and friends too. They will tell you more about him than you might at first imagine. How he gets on with his brothers and sisters will tell you volumes about his character. Does he honour his parents? Hoe do his parents and siblings treat him? Be aware that our nearest family always leave a deep mark on us. 

From all this it is plain that a sensible person will not rush into either an emotional relationship or into marriage itself. Both parties need to be sure that they are right for one another and ready for a lifetime commitment (Prov.19:2; 29:20). Once you make your covenants, you are committed FOR LIFE. There's no space for experimenting. There's no thing as 'love at first sight' - infatuation at first sight, lust at first sight, yes - but not true Christ-like love. Don't believe the lies you hear in popular songs. The only thing you can catch at first sight is a superficial attraction - or a cold. Love takes time to grow and develop. 

So, to summarise, here are five more keys or practical considerations: 

1. Look in the right place

2. Ask the Lord for help

3. Don't base your decision on one 'sign'

4. Seek advice

5. Study the family

6. Don't rush!

Next week I'll round off with some other observations which I hope you will find helpful. As you can see, finding a spouse is neither easy nor a small matter, nor can we leave it up to chemical forces. At its heart is our relationship to the Lord Yahweh. And remember this also - that time and time again God and Christ use true marriage as an illustration of the relationship between Christ and the Church. Our Church life and our marriage life are really quite inseparable for Christians because each is an expression of the other. Paul said there was a great mystery in this, and he's right: marriage is one of the foundational principles of life both now and in the eternities. After finding God, finding your spouse is the next most important decision you'll ever make in your life. Amen. 

Summary

1. Choose a Believer


2. Trust Yahweh


a. Obedience 

b. Relationship to Yah'shua 

c. Be content with what you have


3. Consider Character


a. Submissiveness


b. Humility


c. A Servant attitude


d. Sexual purity


e. Devotion to Christ


f. Right priorities


g.Right beliefs


h. Committment to Church


i. Loving attitude


j. Self-control 


k. Honesty


l. Beauty below the skin


m. Responsibility


n. Good relationship with parents


4. Wisdom


5. Get advice

***ARE YOU FIT TO BE TIED?--14 questions for would-be marrieds 

VALERIE VANCE DILLON 

What does it take to get married? A license? A ring? Enough money to buy a bedroom suite? A person to love? It may take all these things, but if you are among the 96% of American people who eventually get married or at least hope to there's something else you ought to ask: AM I FIT TO BE TIED? 

Are you really ready to take on the heavy, though rewarding responsibilities that come with marriage? Are you mature enough? Loving enough? Skillful enough? And not only have you found the "right" person to wed, but are YOU the right person? 

Just how ready are you? It's a curious thing: would-be doctors and lawyers spend eight to ten years preparing to enter the medical and legal professions. Priests and nuns aren't fully accepted into their vocation for about as long. Salesmen, mechanics, nurses and skilled tradesmen have a lengthy period of training and apprenticeship. It takes 12 years of basic education just to be ready for college. 

Yet for the vocation of marriage which will involve most of us for 30, 40 or 50 years, preparation is limited perhaps to a high school family life course or a one-day pre-marriage course sponsored by the church. 

True, you grow up in a family and see first-hand what marriage is about. If you're lucky, you have parents who not only are good teachers but real-life examples of a loving wife, husband and parents. But, let's be honest, not all parents measure up. And not all kids willingly accept their parents' model. 

What you learn in childhood and how much you accept may leave you quite unprepared for family life on you own. You really can't assume you're "fit to be tied" unless you approach marriage at least as thoughtfully as you do entrance to college or a career in business, the trades or a profession. 

One proof that more thorough marriage preparation is needed lies in today's divorce figures. Divorces now number 4 out of every 10 marriages. This rate goes as high as 70% in some West Coast communities, and is at least 50% when teenagers wed. 

Unlike your parents in their pre-marriage days, today you probably know a few young couples who married, lived together two, three or five years, then called it quits. Much in love at the time of their wedding, they expected to be happy and fulfilled, just as you do now. Yet today, their partnership is on the rocks, or they've been caught up in quarreling, bitterness and disillusionment. 

Surprisingly, divorce also is common today among oldsters. Many such couples weathered the early, difficult years, raised children, bought and sold several homes, rejoiced at the birth of grandchildren. Yet now these couples live apart, unable to remain together happily in their so-called "golden years." 

As marriage experts study the causes of broken homes, they come up with clues and some explanations. Part of the problem, they say, is the world we live in: rapidly-changing, impersonal, and focused of achieving success and material goods. Today's culture doesn't offer the kind of supports to young families that were there in an earlier time. Couples often live hundreds of miles from parents, grandparents, aunts and uncles, cousins, and are, therefore, without help, encouragement and close-knit bonds which could strengthen them in times of crisis. 

With a decline of religious influence, taboos against divorce and remarriage have broken down, making it easier and less embarrassing for troubled couples to break up. 

But it is on the personal level that many experts say a marriage "makes it" or fails. According to some studies, certain personal and family traits and behavior patterns are repeated over and over among the "losers". Opposite characteristics show up among those who succeed. 

What follows are 14 questions which experts say can help to predict whether you will be able to cope effectively with marriage. 

If you already have a certain partner in mind, you might explore these factors together to discover whether or not the two of you are ready for marriage-individually and/or to each other. 

Here are the questions! Good luck with the answers. And no fair cheating! 

1. HOW OLD ARE YOU? 

If you're out of your teen years, that's a big plus. For many reasons, couples who marry while still in their teens have only a 50/50 chance of making a go of it. 

Of course, no exact chronological age can ensure marital happiness. It depends more on maturity and sense of responsibility you have at a particular age. Normally, such stable characteristics don't fully develop until after adolescence and, as you know, sometimes not for many years (or never) in certain persons. 

Most of us know at least on or two characters who should have grown up a long time ago,-the "boy" of 45 whose wife must baby and pamper him when he's out of sorts; the "girl" of 35 who can't possibly pay the month's bills or balance the checkbook if her husband goes out of town; the playboy of 50 who still chases every available good-looking woman as a boost to his own ego; and the middle-aged doll who uses tears and tantrums to get her way. 

But, in a normal course of things, with age comes maturity. Without enough years, you just can't expect an individual to have a balanced and fully-blossomed personality. 

Marriage counselors report that many young women married in their teens often break down emotionally, unequal to the task of mothering one or two babies and caring for a new husband and home. They are unprepared for the demands and self-giving involved in the demanding and real world of housekeeping. 

A young husband, formerly free to watch Every-Night Football, spend weekends out with the guys or, on occasion, to blow a week's salary on hi-fi or auto equipment, quickly discovers the pressures, worry, and monotonous routine of making a living for his family. 

Teenagers who marry before they've had some carefree social and work experience later may long for the good times they never had, and feel trapped and tend to blame each other. If a premarital pregnancy is part of the picture, frustration and resentment can smoulder in a steady round of accusations over who trapped whom into marriage. 

Another aspect of early marriage involves the couple's education. A young man may dream of being a lawyer, an engineer or a computer-programmer. But if at 18 he marries his high school sweetheart, the road will be uphill. Some couples make it. He stays in school while she gets a job in a supermarket. They scrimp and live with parents, put off having children. Eventually, at considerable sacrifice, they succeed. 

But it takes exceptional maturity and motivation. Most young couples simply give up the dream. He settles for a steady job, but secretly nurses and resents the fact that without a wife, he might have gone on to do big things in the professional world. 

Or a 16-year-old girl, a bright student who wants to be a private secretary, is pressured by her 19-year-old boyfriend to quit school and get married. For years afterward she struggles with feelings of embarrassment and inferiority because she didn't graduate from high school. Later, if she seeks a job to bring in some money, she discovers she lacks any marketable skills. 

Some young girls today still believe they must "catch a man" in their teens or be branded an old maid. Our culture, though it has changed somewhat, still stresses that the most important career for a woman is marriage. The result: many teenage girls are pressured into early marriage and fail to develop personally and educationally. 

According to one magazine article, among teenagers who marry are large numbers of immature, overly-romantic and unrealistic youngsters, whose emotional and social characteristics are quite underdeveloped. 

2. WHAT DATING EXPERIENCE HAVE YOU HAD? 

Did you know that "dating" as a social institution is only about 100 years old? Before that, young people met and mixed as part of a group or the community. Or, among many ethnic groups, marriage was arranged by the young couple's families, and the boy and girl didn't meet until shortly before the wedding. Chaperones were present until the day of the ceremony. 

Even until recently, individual dating didn't begin until the couple knew that marriage was within striking distance. When a couple began to "keep company," marriage was expected soon. 

Today, dating often begins in early teens, with no serious thought of the future. Let's face it, you date because it's fun, a great way to spend Saturday night (despite an occasional miserable evening). But dating also serves some really important purposes: Through dating: 

-you discover what the opposite sex is like, learn to talk, share and understand what guys or girls are all about. You explore the subtle, and not so subtle, differences between masculine and feminine personalities. 

-you discover much about your self-your feelings, needs, emotions and capacity for love. You learn manners and social skills, and the art of relating closely to another person. 

-you meet and come to appreciate many different types of persons. Through a variety of dates and relationships, you learn what traits matter to you and what do not. At 15, good looks or easy conversation might be most significant. By 18, kindness, friendliness and reliability might count most. By 20, ambition, good character and love of family may be the attributes you seek in a partner. 

-through a number of close friendships and emotional bonds, you deepen and mature, readying yourself for marriage and the fidelity and commitment it demands. 

Let us presume you date a wide variety of people. In the process, you meet Betty, who teaches you to water-ski, Susie who introduces you to the joys of classical music, Frances with whom you can joke and laugh and see humor in everyday things, Jan whose warmth and interest encourages you to share your future hopes. 

Or, as a young woman, you date George whose passion for your politics kindles your own interest, Bill who really cares about your work with retarded kids, Brad whose good looks and sunny smile turn you on, and Doug who takes you to the neatest places for dinner and brings you a single rose. 

In other words, with the broad dating experience you grow as a person; your interests and knowledge of yourself and others is enlarged. 

If you've dated only a few persons, or if you've gone with one guy or gal all through your teens, then you haven't given yourself the best possible chance to know what you really want in a husband or wife. 

3. WHY DO YOU WANT TO GET MARRIED? 

What motive do you have? Well, obviously, the answer must be "love." Most people today marry-or hope to-for this single reason. Yet, deeper analysis of an individual's life situation often reveals other less obvious motives for marrying. Often, these are unrecognized by the person involved. 

And why a person marries often reveals just how ready he is, and how successful his marriage is likely to be. 

Some young men and women get married to escape an unhappy home life. Jennifer lives at home with her parents and several younger brothers and sisters. Her mother has a serious drinking problem, her father nags her constantly about her boyfriend and his fear she will get pregnant. Jenny finally marries to get out of the house and be free of her parents' domination. 

Bill is shy, insecure and lonely. He has little confidence and this prevents him from developing a circle of friends at work or from pursuing hobbies or sports to make his life more exciting. So, when a girl from his office shows some interest in him, he quickly pushes toward marriage hoping he has found an answer to his deep-rooted inferiority feelings and loneliness. 

Some young people marry to prove they've grown up. In our society, there's really no definite time, except marriage, when a person becomes an adult and is treated as such. A 22-year-old girl is still in college, an 18-year-old man supporting his mother, a young high schooler who "mothers" her brothers and sisters and keeps house for them and their widowed father, a 20-year-old soldier,-all of these may still be denied the status and some privileges of adulthood. Thus, marriage is seen by them as the quickest route to recognized adulthood. 

More than a few young marry to legitimize sex. Either the girl is already pregnant or the couple has become sexually involved and feel marriage is the only honorable recourse. Often, in such instances, a couple is forced into a wedding it otherwise would not have considered. 

What are some other reasons why people marry? They are: fear of being left out, especially for girls who suspect they'll be "old maids" at 22; economic security; limited horizons, when a dead-end job or minimal school convinces a young man or woman that marriage is the only significant thing left to do with life; rebound from another romance; the need to belong in a couple-centered society; social advancement; pressure from families to marry; desire to have children. 

It's said there's a good reason and the real reason for everything. There's probably trouble ahead if the real reason for marrying is not the genuine readiness for the challenge, the excitement and the hard work of living with and loving this particular person. 

4. WHAT'S YOUR "P.M. QUOTIENT"* * Personal Maturity 

Marriage is not for those who are children. It takes self-confident and emotionally stable individuals to weather a few hard times as well as appreciate the delights of married life. Below is a listing of character traits which describe a healthy personality. Look over the list as a guide to "where you're at." 

a. Tolerant acceptance of oneself and others, without unrealistic expectations. Recognition that weaknesses as well as strengths are part of every person's character. 

b. Ability to face and solve problems. You are able to say: there is a problem, and here is how I'm going to deal with it. 

c. A good sense of humor, on which doesn't ridicule others, but which sees the foibles and ironies of life and oneself, and still laughs at them. 

d. Strong ethical beliefs, a sense of right and wrong, and the will to act on such principles. These may have developed through religious training, but you have gone beyond rule-oriented "do's and don'ts" to deeply-held values. 

e. Personal autonomy, which simply means you are in charge of your own life, know where you want to go, and don't need constant direction, prodding and reassurance from others to move you off dead-center. 

f. The desire for privacy and occasional time alone, not a constant need to be with other people. 

g. Spontaneous expression of your thoughts and feelings, which shows you are in touch with your inner emotions and are not afraid to share them with others. Without this, open and honest communication with your spouse will be impossible. 

h. Capability of maintaining close and trusting relationships, not merely superficial ones. You need to be capable of friendship; after all, that's what marriage is too. 

i. Brotherly feelings toward all of mankind, the sense of belonging to the larger community of man. 

j. A tendency to make friends and to accept others as the individual persons they are regardless of status, nationality, race, etc. 

k. A sense of reality, that is, you look at your world as it really is, and your responses to it are appropriate ("response-ability"). This means you can be comfortable with reality, even when it is burdensome or falls short of your expectations. You can put off gratification of your wants until they can be satisfied without harm to yourself and others. 

When two people marry, ideally it should be the merging of two strengths, not the joining of weaknesses. There are few problems in marriage which can't be solved if the husband and wife possess a reasonable degree of maturity. How's your "P.M. Quotient?" 

5. WHAT DO YOU EXPECT OF MARRIAGE? 

Not too many generations ago, a woman who married hoped for economic security and the community status that went with her husband's station of life. In return, her husband expected a partner who would bear and raise his children, prepare his meals and keep his home. Love, if it was present or came later, was definitely a bonus. 

Today, love and personal satisfaction are the prime expectations of most men and women. One national survey showed that most people expected the following from their marriage partner: 

-someone to love 

-someone to relieve my loneliness 

-someone to admire my abilities 

-someone to respect my ideals 

-someone to confide in 

-someone to show affection and understanding of my moods 

-someone to make me feel important 

-someone to help me make decisions 

-someone to appreciate my achievements 

We've come a long way from the limited expectations of earlier days!! Happiness is now the key word! 

The question that marriage counselors now debate is: Do today's couples expect too much from marriage? Are their expectations so great that no partner could fulfill them all? 

Some experts believe marriage today actually is better than ever. But people demand so much that when things fall short or hit rough spots, they aren't prepared to cope. Hence, instead of trying to work things out, they quit. They say: "We must have made a mistake, this isn't what marriage is supposed to be. There's nothing to do but split up and try to find others we can be happy with." 

Three areas which seem to create greatest expectations are sex, romance and excitement, relief from life's problems. 

In our sex-oriented society, physical adjustment and satisfaction are considered the key elements in making or breaking a marriage. Some young people view sexual compatibility as an end in itself rather than as one expression of the total relationship between husband and wife. 

Yet, sex will only be as good as all other aspects of their relationship. Any couple married any length of time at all will tell you that the psychological dimension of their relationship is far more crucial than the sexual. 

Despite so-called differences between the sexes, both have emotional needs which outweigh sexual needs. These are needs to be shown warmth, kindness, understanding, tenderness, approval and loyalty, and to be listened to willingly. 

It is the rare married couple who can have satisfactory sexual relations without a oneness in spirit and meeting of the minds. If these exist, sexual fulfillment will be easily achieved, and will be a rich and honest expression of their total unity. 

In the second area, many newly-weds, especially young women, expect the excitement of courting days and the wedding itself to continue for the rest of their lives. Marriage often has been sold as a romantic and never-ending round of delights. So, the first months of marriage can be a rude shock. 

There is nothing like the nitty-gritty reality of living with another human being to put a crimp in starry-eyed illusions. 

He drops pajamas and dirty jeans all over the apartment. She is a sharp-tongued shrew before she has her first cup of morning coffee. He assumes she will see her parents on her own time and feels no obligation to play "son". She needs 50 minutes to put on makeup and doesn't look so great without her false eyelashes. He discovers she's no longer so thrilled with his football explanations. She resents having to hustle up a nice meal when he's stretched out on the couch with a beer and they've both put in a full-day at the office. 

When married life turns out to be more mundane than exciting, some couples think they've been cheated. They need reassurance that a richer, more lasting and more real kind of joy is awaiting them provided they give it time and a lot of tender loving care. 

A third area of unrealistic expectations occurs when a guy or gal thinks marriage will miraculously solve all problems existing in their relationship or personal life. Marriage is magic, they think, and it will cure the heavy drinker, turn a sourpuss into a smiler, and wipe out deep-seated personality problems. 

The wedding day arrives, the vows are exchanged, the ceremony is over, and zap! now we are "two in one flesh" and our problems are over! Instant fulfillment! 

But the wedding ceremony won't confer instant bliss nor does it actually create a marriage. Instead it may intensify difficulties already experienced in courtship. 

Only the man and woman together can resolve their problems and they must do this in days and years of sharing and giving, of loving and perhaps sometimes hating, as they love. When you commit yourself at a wedding ceremony, you are not so much saying "yes" to a person as to a process,-of growth and change, of adapting and maturing, of feeling joy and pain in the give and take of loving. 

False hope that a marriage license will solve all of your problems fails to prepare you for this struggle. 

6. HOW HAPPY ARE YOUR PARENTS? 

There really isn't much you can do about this factor. But it's worth knowing that if your own parents have a stable and basically happy marriage and are well-adjusted persons, your own chances are also good. 

If they aren't too happy, you may have to work a little harder at your own marriage. 

There are at least a couple of reasons for this. First, children learn roles and expectations about marriage in the early years of growing up. It's said that attitudes are more caught than taught, so the way your parents relate to each other,-how they see marriage, no doubt has greatly influenced you. 

If your father is affectionate and tender with your mother, you see such expressions as a value. If parents are harsh and critical, you may learn to be harsh and critical with others also. 

If a teenage boy observes his father ridiculing his mother's views, he may well grow up assuming a woman's ideas aren't worth much. If a young girl's mother harbors deep suspicion about her husband's faithfulness, the girl probably will suspect the worst from every boy she dates. When she finally marries, jealousy may well be a disrupting factor in the relationship. 

You also learn patterns of parenting from your mother and father. Even negatively, chances are you will imitate your own parent's methods. One study indicates that the vast majority of parents in child-abuse cases themselves were beaten as children. Bad as this was for them, they adopted the same reactions and abuses their parents used. 

A second reason why happy parents help insure a good marriage for you lies in the self-confidence and personal security they managed to give you. If your parents and home are stable, you no doubt have received the love, attention and discipline which will enable you to meet the demands of marriage. You will be able to love your partner because you love yourself. 

7. HOW DO YOU HANDLE MONEY? 

Money is a leading source of friction early in marriage (and often later as well). Especially in today's up-and-down economy, intelligent money management is a must. But attitudes toward money are probably more important. 

It's been said that "money is the root of all evil." But actually, the love of money is! Attitudes toward money are what cause you to handle money responsibly or poorly. 

Are you a penny-pincher or a spendthrift who blows every paycheck on clothes? A scatterbrain with a checkbook that never balances, a "saver" who bums lunch money all week, a charge-account addict, or a guy who sees $10,000 in the bank as life's ultimate goal? Are you a more-than-occasional gambler? 

Whatever your attitude toward money and your manner in spending it, you most likely will carry this into marriage. A middle road between complete irresponsibility and complete obsession with money would seem to ensure that it will not become a major source of trouble later on. 

If you are ready for marriage, money-wise, you already recognize the need to use money prudently, to save for desired goals, to live with your means. You strike a balance between a healthy respect for money and detachment from it, realizing that preoccupation with material possessions and financial security can be a trap. 

When you do marry, each of you will bring with you your own unique expectations. You will need to work out a general agreement about such issues as your expected standard of living, style of budgeting, major spending decisions, division of spending money, and the question of a working wife. 

8. HOW IMPORTANT IS RELIGION TO YOU? 

The person who has strong spiritual beliefs and who practices his religion, whatever it might be, has statistically better chances of remaining married than a non-practicing church member. 

If you are serious about your religious faith, it stands to reason that you are working at developing character traits such as kindness, faithfulness, dependability, honesty and fairness,-all those attributes which prepare you well for the marriage vocation. 

Also, if you have strong allegiance to your church, you are more likely going to marry someone of the same faith. Single-faith marriages are more durable than mixed marriages, whether they be between two Catholics, two Protestants, or two Jews. 

Divorces are more frequent when a Catholic marries a Jew or Protestant or a non-believer, not simply because of open disagreements over religion, but also because of more subtle conflicts caused by differing expectations, cultures and value-systems. 

9. WHAT KIND OF WEDDING DO YOU WANT? 

Related to the above, this question is not nearly so frivolous as it sounds for it doesn't pertain to wedding pomp or lack of it,-whether you marry amid, showers, flowers, and champagne, or in a simple, informal ceremony with a vestibule reception. Rather, what tells much is whether you choose a religious ceremony which expresses belief in the significance and permanency of the marriage bond. 

The nature of the wedding ceremony tells a lot about how you regard marriage: is it strictly a legal contract which guarantees certain "rights" to each party and is subject to cancellation? Is it a private personal decision to share, only when mutually agreeable, the same bed and housing quarters? Or is it a commitment that you happily make in the sight of your families and the community,-a sign or symbol that you and your spouse will be faithful and responsible to each other. 

Unlike what some young people think, marriage is more than just a private agreement between a girl and a guy who discover they're in love. Marriage is also a social institution, which deeply affects the community and society-at-large. It is the structure in which new life is created, reared and educated, and upon which ultimately all of society depends. 

In Christian terms, marriage is a sacred sign (or sacrament) which says: Before God and in your response to His love which brought us together, and before all of you, we pledge our love and our lives to one another for all time. In good times and in bad, when it suits us and when it doesn't, we will continue to try to love and serve each other. 

If you are prepared to enter married life with such fidelity, the chances are you will work and struggle to keep your commitment. If you enter marriage without such agreement, or pay only lip service to it, you and your spouse are likely to cop out when the glow is gone. 

A marriage that lasts forever is one that has been renewed and restarted dozens of times. Start marriage with the intention of permanence and you have taken the first step toward reaching the golden years together. 

10. HOW DO YOU FEEL ABOUT SEX? 

In case you haven't noticed, there's been a sex revolution in recent years! Your parents and their parents before them, grew up in a culture which discussed sex only in whispers behind closed doors. "Sex education" was regarded by many as the work of the devil or a Communist plot (or both!) Boys usually learned about sex from other equally misinformed boys. Most girls, if they were "good girls," learned from their husbands on their wedding night. 

In short, sex was considered "not quite nice." Many young people entered marriage feeling guilty and embarrassed about their own sexual needs and desires, and ashamed of their bodies. Obviously, this hindered a satisfactory physical relationship. 

Today's attitudes are vastly different. Sex is regarded as good, important, and everybody's right. The problem is-sex has been oversold! Many couples believe they must insure their sexual "compatibility" before marriage by trying it out. Young teenagers are pressured into believing they are abnormal if they aren't anxious to be involved in a sexual relationship. Sex outside of marriage is advertised as the norm. Sex in marriage is touted as the most important element. 

Somewhere in the middle between the two extremes is a healthy Christian approach to human sexuality. 

God made sex; therefore it is good. It is a total and pleasurable way to express love and commitment and shared lives. On the other hand, it is not the answer to all woes. Nor is it a shameful thing which always involves some question of sin. 

Every person in the world is sexual. We are either male or female, and we function as this sex at every moment of our lives, whether we are married or single. Sex is not something we do, but rather something that we are-our way of being in the world, a dimension of our personality which gives it color and life. 

Are you ready for marriage from a sexual point of view? You are, if... 

-you know the basic facts of life and reproduction, and, when circumstances call for it, can discuss these facts respectfully and comfortably. 

-you accept your own body and your sexual nature as good and pleasing. 

-you are free of any excessive guilt or shame over real or imagined sexual sins. 

-you accept your sexual instincts and drives as normal, yet realize that to be fully human, you must control these instincts. 

-you recognize the power and beauty of sex within a loving and permanent relationship, and never consider it a trivial or self-seeking experience. 

11. HOW LONG HAVE YOU KNOWN HER (HIM)? 

This question and the next few presume you already have a prospective mate in mind. If so, consider that, statistically, the longer you've known her (him) the better your chances of being happy. 

If this is a sudden and overwhelming romance and you hear wedding bells though you met only four weeks ago,-SLOW DOWN! Infatuation and sexual attraction are at work! 

The old saying "love is blind" was coined for such situations. Boy meets girl, they are attracted to each other, discover mutual interests and feelings, spend hours in self-revelation. Suddenly, a full-blown, mind-boggling, walking-on-air condition commonly called "love" has sprung into being. 

If you immediately plunge into plans for marriage. ("He's the one I've been waiting for!" "She's the only girl for me!"), it may all be over before you discover some things you should've known before... 

-He hates kids, though you love them and planned on four. 

-She wouldn't dream of moving more than five miles away from her folks. 

-He has debts back in his home town that will mortgage you for years. 

-She thinks your religion is a drag and pouts every Sunday morning. 

-He fathered a child during his high school years. 

-She plans to work for the next ten years, and maybe forever. 

These and many more rude surprises may await the couple who don't let their love relationship ripen slowly. Time is needed to mature love, to let the first flash of passion die down to a glowing flame,-or else peter altogether. Time is needed, too, so that the individuals can see each other in different sorts of circumstances,-not only dates, but with one another's families, under stress conditions, on a rainy Saturday afternoon. 

A year or two of dating and a formal engagement period will protect you from a mistake you might have to live with forever. 

12. WHAT DO YOU SHARE? 

The more you have in common-the more solid your foundation for a lasting union. We don't refer here simply to hobbies or tastes in music, food and TV programs. Rather, sharing is important when it involves deeply-held values and concerns. 

If you and your partner are mutually involved in such social issues as politics, poverty programs, church work, youth sports programs, or education for the handicapped, your work together will deepen the bond between you-as well as benefit others. 

Of great significance also is what you share in backgrounds. 

Are you roughly the same age? It's possible for May-December marriages to work, but you have greater chance for understanding and adjustment if there's no more than a few years difference between you. More than 10 years difference should send up danger signals. 

Are you from the same ethnic and socio-economic backgrounds? In today's America, couples seldom worry about such things. Yet, how you think and feel and perceive-your expectations about life-style, raising children, entertaining, handling money, and making love-all stem from how you were brought up. 

If you're from a poor family which struggled for security, while your intended spouse has social standing and wealth-married life may be one long and embarrassed hassle over in-laws, out-laws, and the price of a cut of steak. 

If you're Italian, Irish or French, and expect to be the boss of the house because you're the man, while your wife-to-be was raised in a culture which stressed equality of sexes-the two of you had better work out the ground rules on authority before you tie the knot. 

How much do you have in common intellectually? If one of you reads Shakespeare and the other comic books- you may not have much say to each other. If he's a college graduate and enjoys a heady discussion, the local symphony and class reunions, while you grabbed your high school diploma and ran-you won't be able to share a large part of your life with each other. 

A great difference can be especially critical if the girl is better educated than the man. Despite woman's lib, most women still like to look up to their husband, prefer to think that their guy is at least as smart if not smarter than they are. 

Do you share religious beliefs? Mixed marriages are much more frequent today. Yet, the common bond of praying, attending church, and sharing beliefs with your children adds great stability to a relationship. How you look at the world, how you regard man and his purpose in life, flows from your religious training and orientation. The same faith ensures that these values will be held in common. 

Every now and then we read of a couple who are ecstatically happy although they come from different worlds nationally, religiously or socially. But they are news worthy precisely because they are the exception. If you and your spouse-to-be are more alike than different, chalk up a plus for your side! 

13. IS SEXUAL INVOLVEMENT PART OF YOUR RELATIONSHIP? 

If so, you may have some faulty ideas about sex which you'll carry into marriage. You also might even jeopardize your chances for a lasting union. 

The Catholic and other churches teach that pre-marital sex is morally wrong. But this isn't because sex itself is bad or disgusting. Rather, sex is a powerful, enriching and unique form of communication. It's meant to express a deep and total commitment between a man and woman, each of whom promises still to be there when the relationship involves not only sex but mortgage payments, dirty dishes, crying babies, and a need for comfort and companionship. 

Sexual union also is the truly miraculous way in which human beings share with God the creation of new life. 

So, it has great personal and social significance. It can never be a trivial matter, unless it is stripped of all its meaning. 

But like any human act, sex is only potentially beautiful. It can be abused and misused with all kinds of motivations and purposes. 

If a person engages in sex simply for pleasure and gratification or uses it to exploit and control another person, or "gives in" and has sex for fear of losing the loved one, or does it as a "proof" of love, or does it as a "proof" of virility, or has sex to prove, consciously or not, that (s)he is independent of parental controls such sex is a lie. A sexual encounter under these conditions distorts, trivializes, or brutalizes sex. 

"But," you say, "what about sex when two people really love each other and hope some day to marry?" 

Surely there's a difference between this situation and those just described. But how much difference? 

Sex is a tricky business. It's so explosive! It has a way of short-circuiting the normal growth of friendship and the process of coming to know another person. 

You meet someone, you like him, he is sexually attractive. Suddenly the physical attraction becomes the dominant part of the relationship. The goodnight kiss comes earlier and earlier in the evening, and soon every date is one long necking session. 

If you become sexually involved (either heavy petting or intercourse), it becomes difficult, if not impossible, to know how genuine are your feelings and the feelings of the other person. 

Is this really love ... or sexual attraction? 

Is he talking marriage because he loves me, or simply because he wants sex? 

Does she really feel as I do? Or is she trying to trap me? 

Sex isn't what I thought it would be. Are we wrong for each other? 

Has she ever done it before? How do I know there won't be others? 

How do I know he won't leave me when he's tired of me? 

Get involved with sex before marriage, and you run some real risks. You also may be showing a lack of readiness for marriage. 

What are some effects of pre-marital sex? 

1. Pregnancy. Despite easy access to contraceptives, more than 750,000 girls conceived children out of wedlock last year. 

In this situation, there are only three alternatives: 

-abortion, bringing death to the child, physical risk to the mother and possible permanent feelings of remorse, depression and guilt, whether you later marry, have children, or don't 

-childbirth out of wedlock, with the unwed father shunted to the side or happy to escape, the unwed mother left to bear the problems alone, to decide whether to give away her child for adoption or try to raise it herself. 

-marriage, which could work if the couple had been seriously considering marriage before the pregnancy. If there had been no such intentions, a quick marriage to legitimize the baby might be followed by a quick breakup. The survival rate for such unions is very low. 

2. Coerced marriage. Even without pregnancy, sexual involvement may force a couple, especially if they are conscientious and from strict religious families, to marry against their better judgement. "It's the only decent thing to do," "I felt responsible for her," "I gave up my virginity for him." Loss of respect and esteem often accompanies guilt, hardly the basis for a successful relationship. 

3. Unfaithfulness. If a couple or one partner has had several affairs before marrying, they obviously accept that sex needn't be limited to the marriage bond. This attitude may continue into marriage. Statistically, individuals with pre-marital sex experience more often have affairs after marriage than those who were chaste until the wedding. Infidelity is a leading cause of divorce. 

4. Ill-suited marriage. An overpowering sexual attraction can blind individuals to certain obvious and unacceptable shortcomings in the other partner. If marriage follows quickly, the discovery comes too late for a relatively painless breakup before the knot is tied! 

5. Broken romance. A couple who experiment with sex before marriage to test "compatibility" may break off because of unsatisfactory experiences. Intercourse without marriage usually is handicapped for fear of discovery, fear of pregnancy, risk of rejection, hurried circumstances, and the pressure to "perform" well. Disappointment, coupled with guilt feelings, can convince a well-matched couple they don't belong together. Under no circumstances is sex before marriage the same as sex in the secure atmosphere of a marriage bond. 

6. Psychological and spiritual damage. If a sexual relationship ends, the rejected party or both may suffer strong feelings of unworthiness, rejection and loss of self-respect. Experts say that women in particular often become promiscuous following termination of their first sexual relationship. Many such individuals can be restored to mental and spiritual health only when counseling. 

14. ARE YOU IN LOVE? 

Finally, we come to the big question! For without genuine love, you KNOW you aren't ready to marry. 

But "love is probably the most misused, misunderstood word in the English language. Its meaning in today's culture runs from the sublime well into the ridiculous: 

I "love" my mother, 

I "love" Elton John, 

I "love" pizza, 

I "love" my friend, 

I "love" rock music, 

I "love" puka beads, 

I "love" early morning at the ocean, 

I "love" Peter Sellers' movies, and so on... 

But what about that special kind of love, the kind you need when you marry someone? 

Even here there's great confusion over the essential nature of loving. If you believe TV commercials, "love" is something that depends on your using the right mouthwash, shampoo, deodorant, hair cream, diet drink, undergarment, toothpaste (the one with "sex appeal"), skin softener, etc. etc. 

Old married lovers over 30 can assure you that being loved and loving really don't depend on such superficial things as physical beauty or how good you smell after an 18-hour day! Unlike what many young girls and some guys believe, true love can survive beyond soft lights and music, romantic evenings and murmured "sweet nothings." And contrary to those who equate love with sex, deep love can exist and grow with or without perfect sexual technique and mutual orgasms. 

What is love? If you genuinely love someone, you're likely to have these feelings: 

1. CARE AND CONCERN, that is, a genuine interest in the life and growth of that person. If you really love this boy, you'll support him in his effort to get an education even if this means putting off a wedding, or working after marriage to help pay tuition bills. If you truly love this girl, you will understand and respect her desire to remain chaste though you have a strong desire for a sexual relationship. If, instead, you go after what you want from this "loved" person regardless of the consequences for him or her, better question how much "love" is really there. 

2. RESPONSIBILITY, which isn't a duty imposed from the outside but a voluntary act. Do you respond to the needs of the loved one, whether these needs are verbally expressed or not? Are you able to respond when your boyfriend needs encouragement at his job though you think he brought on some of his own troubles? Can you be honestly but gently responsive to your girlfriend's request for your opinion, even if she might not like what you think you must tell her? 

3. RESPECT, which comes from a Latin word meaning "to look at." Respecting someone isn't being in awe of that someone or putting him or her on a pedestal. Instead it means looking at that person for what he is, a unique individual with strengths and weakness, and accepting him on his own terms. If you don't respect him, you may instead exploit him, use him as an object to meet your own needs. If you can't accept him as he is, don't marry him. You don't love him. 

4. KNOWLEDGE, which involves a deep understanding of the heart and mind of this loved person. Genuine love is not blind; rather it sees below the superficialities of behavior to the person within. If you love this girl, you recognize that her aloofness in a crowd isn't pride but shyness. If you love this guy, it's clear to you that his need to brag is a cover-up for some real self-doubts. Unless you truly know another-you cannot love him/her. 

5. GIVING, the most important characteristic of love. A person who loves is a person who gives himself in service to the beloved. The lover is other-centered, not self-centered. If you love, you will look for chances to express your feelings in acts of kindness, tenderness, protection, support, and friendship. 

All love,-husband-wife, boy-girl, parent-child, friend-friend,-has these characteristics in greater or lesser degree. Summed up, true love could carry this definition: "Love is thinking, willing and doing the good of another." It is not simply a feeling, but a conscious decision of the will. 

Add to this decision, personal and sexual attraction and an actual liking as well as loving, and you can feel sure that you are really in love. A complex and wonderful thing, the whole business. 

As you've read through these questions, reflected on them, probed yourself and come up with honest answers you probably have formed some sense of where you're at and whether you're ready for marriage. 

READINGS 

Beginning Your Marriage, Walter Imbiorski and John Thomas, Delaney Publications, 1966, under $1.00. The classic marriage preparation book, sacramentality, sexuality, money and communication included. 

Getting Ready For Marriage, David Mace, Abingdon Press, Nashville, Tenn., 1972. Practical suggestions to test readiness and ensure skills in communication, sexual knowledge and practical concerns. 

I Will, Urban Steinmetz, Ave Maria Press, Notre Dame, IN, 1969. A help to young marrieds and those preparing for it, especially good in sexuality sections. 

I'm OK, You're OK, Thomas Harris, Harper and Row, New York, 1967. Best seller which provides simple technique for understanding oneself and others. 

Life Can Be Sexual, Elmer N. Witt, Concordia Publishing House, St. Louis, 1967. A simply and popularly-written manual offering both sex information and a point of view on sex. 

Love Poems For The Very Married, Lois Wyse, World Publishing Co. New York, 1967. Clever, witty and insightful verse pointing out the foibles and ironies of being human. 

Marriage Is What You Make It. Paul Popenoe, Abbey Press, St. Meinrad, IN, 1970. A valuable and practical discussion of practical aspects of marriage by a well-known expert. 

Together For Life, Joseph Champlin, Ave Maria Press, Notre Dame, IN, 1970. Excellent overview of Christian marriage with strong suggestions and support for about-to-be-marrieds. 

Your Marriage, John DeYonker and Rev. Thos. E. Tobin, Liguorian Books, Liguori, Mo., 1968. $1.00 A guidebook especially for engaged couples with many fresh insights for the married. 

ARE YOU FIT TO BE TIED? What does it take? 

-Enough years to mature you 

-Lots and lots of previous dating partners 

-Good motives to marry: love, home, family 

-A strong dose of personal maturity 

-Realistic expectations 

-Happy parents 

-Some savvy with money 

-Religious convictions 

-Belief that marriage is forever 

-A year or more of friendship with the beloved 

-Shared values and backgrounds 

-Two parts sexual chastity 

-A whopping-big dose of REAL LOVE 

Place all together, mix well. 

Result: One Happy Marriage
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Myths about mate selection, marrying a non-Christian and the Bible (good stats on results of marrying a non-believer)

[image: image5.jpg]



"Do not be unequally yoked with unbelievers"! 2 Corinthians 6:14

1. Statistically speaking, the lowest divorce rate is for virgins who never lived common law, with high school or higher education, who married at age 25, attend church weekly, marry someone within their own church, where both spouses parents never divorced and also attend the same church weekly.
[image: image6.jpg]



2. "If you marry the right person, your marriage will be trouble free." 
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	Sinners cause trouble.
A. Every home has two sinners, 1 Jn.1:8. Sin causes trouble.
B. If you marry a Christian who knows and will follow God's word, you will be able to solve all problems with divine wisdom.


She married a frog, until a princess came by and kissed him and he turned into a handsome prince. She wants her frog back. We usually end up with someone different than the one we married.


3. When two Christians marry, it is not(?added by Bryan since it seems to be a typo without the “not”) a guarantee their relationship will be more satisfying than if two unbelievers married one another. (Many non-Christian couples are more mature than Christian Couples. 2 Timothy 3:5) 


4. When a Christian marries an unbeliever the influence of the Christian is always greater than that of the unbeliever. (2 Corinthians 6:14; 1 Corinthians 7:16; 1 Peter 3:1)
Statistics compiled by Bobby Key from the church in Miami, Oklahoma congregation over the 20-year period regarding 143 Christians over 20 years ending about 1977. 
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	64 Christians who married a Christian
	72 Christians who married non-Christians

	Remained a faithful Christian
	92% (59) 
	27% (22) 

	Left the Church
	8% (5) 
	72% (57) 

	Divorced
	3% (2) 
	32% (25)

	Converted Their Mates
	----
	17% (14) 


5. The environment and conditions one is raised in as a child has little impact on what kind of a person they will be when married. 

6. The vices a person has before marriage will be removed once they are married. (The only way vices are removed is when we are converted and repent)
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7. How a person treats others like their parents, siblings, friends and work-mates in general is not how they will treat their mate in particular.

Bible Principles for Dating 

Written by Patrick Zukeran    

What Is Love? 

We were made to love and be loved. God is love (1 John 4:16), and beings made in His image need to experience love. Among the spiritual virtues found in the Bible, love stands preeminent. It is no wonder the devil has worked hard to distort its meaning.

Today, the word love has been misconstrued in several ways. One misconception is, love is sex. Hollywood has bombarded the media with this definition. When two people are "in love" in the movies, they immediately get sexually involved. Biblically, however, the proper place for sex is in marriage. There are at least two commitments involved in the institution of marriage. First, there is the commitment each partner makes to honor, protect, and be faithful to the other for life. Second, true marriage involves a commitment to the larger society to abide by these principles. Thus in a healthy society, the individual's failure to keep these commitments is recognized as social irresponsibility and the violation of a covenant. Seen from this vantage point, sex outside the context of marriage is not only selfish indulgence and exploitation, but also social anarchy on a small scale because it threatens the stability of society since it is based on the bedrock of marriage.

Remember, Hollywood portrays a distorted view of reality. But we often laugh when we see scenes that are factually ridiculous. For example, one absurd scenario we often see in movies occurs when a group of skilled soldiers hidden behind trees and armed with machine guns open fire at the hero who is in close range and fully exposed. Even so, the trained marksmen all miss him, but with a single pistol in his hand, the hero annihilates his enemies. We laugh, knowing that this is the fantasy land of Hollywood. However, we often buy into the scene of two people falling in love, getting sexually involved, and then leaving one another without any consequences. Just as the first illustration was absurd, so is this second. Yet, too many people have been deceived into this type of thinking. They frequently think that if no pregnancy was involved, there was no harm done, yet the reality is that sexual involvement can lead to such consequences as emotional pain, feelings of exploitation, guilt, sexually transmitted diseases, and harmful memories that are not forgotten. Do not buy into the definition that love is sex.

A second misconception is that love is a feeling. Love needs to stir up emotions of excitement, happiness, and passion. It must make me feel good. When we define love as an emotion, we inflate the accuracy of emotions. True, there are good feelings associated with love, but love also involves self-sacrifice and perseverance in difficulty. Love is a commitment to do what is right even if there is pain. Love defined as an emotion is not love at all--but a self-centered desire for pleasure.

A third mistaken view of love is the belief that love is conditional: I love you if you meet my expectations. It requires the other person to perform up to a desired level before any love is given. This love is shallow and self-centered. In the end, conditional love proves to be destructive.

True love begins with God. Only His love can fill the emptiness in our heart. The people we date and even marry can never meet our deepest needs. In 1 John 3:16 we read, "This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down His life for us." God the Son valued us so much, He was willing to suffer and die on the cross so that we could have a meaningful relationship with Him. He loves us unconditionally, even though we can never repay Him. God's definition of love is a committed, sacrificial, and unconditional love. This is the kind of love that any solid friendship, dating, and marriage relationship must be built on. God's way of love is the key to a significant life and to meaningful relationships.

In order to love God's way, we must first experience God's love personally. Only when we know we are loved just for who we are, and we are secure in God's love, can we share that love with others.

Principles to Remember

When I began dating, I didn't have a clue what God's Word said on the subject. As a result, my first few dates caused both parties a lot of unnecessary pain. These hurtful experiences could have easily been avoided, if I had followed two principles from God's Word.

The first principle comes from 2 Corinthians 6:14 which states, "Do not be yoked together with unbelievers. For what do righteousness and wickedness have in common? Or what fellowship can light have with darkness?" Paul draws on the analogy from Deuteronomy 22:10 which prohibits harnessing an ox and a donkey together for ploughing. The result would be disastrous since they would pull a plow at different speeds and end up going nowhere. It is impossible for two different species of animals to pull a plow properly since they have too many incompatible traits. The same is true between a believer and an unbeliever when it comes to dating. The differences are so great Paul contrasts it to light and darkness or Christ and Belial.

This principle applies to Christians as well. It is possible for two Christians to be dating and still be unequally yoked. One person may be committed to the Lord while the other may be worldly. It is not enough to date someone who goes to church. We must see if the other person's life reflects a heart for God. The first girl I dated was a pastor's daughter. Although she spoke the right words and outwardly lived a good life, I soon discovered her heart and mind were not on the Lord. After a few weeks, our worldly and frustrating relationship came to a bitter end.

The application of this principle is simple. A Christian should never date a non-Christian for any reason. That does not mean we cannot be friends with unbelievers. How else would we win them to Christ? However, we should not be in a dating relationship with non-Christians. Missionary dating, dating someone with hopes you will win them to Christ, is always an unwise practice for Christians. The person you want to date is someone who has shown himself or herself to be faithful and growing in the Lord.

The second principle is what I call the three M's: Master, Mission, Mate. The first priority in a Christian's life is to know his or her Master, Jesus Christ. Matthew 6:33 says, "Seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness." From this relationship, all of life falls into its proper place.

After knowing your Master, you need to discover the wonderful Mission He has for your life. Ephesians 2:10 states, "For we are God's workmanship created in Christ Jesus to do good works which God prepared in advance for us to do." Your future partner will compliment the mission God has called you to. That is why to the students I work with, I do not recommend they date anyone seriously until college--because in high school, they are often unclear on God's call in their life.

The third M stands for Mate. This must follow the first two priorities. The best dating relationships come when two people who know God and know their mission, are walking down the same paths toward the same goal. Somewhere down the road their paths will connect. From that point, they march together on the same path. That meeting point will be determined by God at the best time.

Marks of a Healthy Relationship

I am often asked, "How do I know if I am in a healthy dating relationship?" Here are a few ways to tell. Proverbs 27:17 tells us, "As iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another." When two swords rub against one another, they result in two even sharper and better swords. The same should be true when two believers are together. They should make each other stronger in the Lord. They do this by encouraging the other to grow in the Lord, exhorting each other to become more like Jesus each time they are together. Positive constructive changes are produced in one another. A healthy relationship looks like a triangle. The man and woman stand at the bottom corners. At the top of the triangle is God. As each person moves closer to God, they move closer to each other. The focus of each individual is the Lord.

When I first entered the ministry, like most men I was goal oriented and insensitive to others. It's not that I didn't care about others--it was that I was so focused on the goals I often ran over other people to accomplish the task. As I started dating the young lady who became my wife, she pointed out these flaws, and through her "sharpening process," I have become more balanced. I am still goal oriented, but I am also learning to be more sensitive to others around me in the process of meeting my goals.

The question to ask about the person you are dating is, "Do I get closer to God as a result of being with this person?" or "Do I love Jesus more today because of our time together?" If you can answer yes, you have the makings of a healthy relationship.

A second indicator comes by looking at the relationships around you. Look at your relationships with your friends, your parents, your pastor, and older mentors. Are these relationships being strengthened or weakened as a result of your dating relationship? In a healthy relationship, these friendships are strengthened. In unhealthy dating relationships, the couple often isolate themselves from others.

This is unhealthy for several reasons. One person cannot meet all your needs. There will come the time when you need other friends. Yet, unless you take the time to build other relationships now, later when you need the friendship of others, they may not be there. Often, one person in the relationship will try to dominate the time of the other. Because this person is insecure, they will be very possessive of the other. This leads to a relationship built on selfishness, distrust, and insecurity. When I see relationships deteriorating between the dating couple and their parents, older mentors, or pastors, it is often because the dating couple has something to hide. Dishonesty to parents and others is not a foundation for solid relationships. Integrity, sincerity, and truth are the marks of a healthy relationship. Couples in a healthy relationship have nothing to hide from those who care about them. When I was involved in unhealthy relationships, I saw key relationships around me deteriorate. As hard as I tried, they continued to decline and soon I knew this relationship was not of the Lord. When I began dating Kris, my wife, our relationships with family, friends, and disciplers grew stronger. Both our parents felt good about us, and our friends enjoyed our company because together we were better in the Lord. If you are in a healthy relationship, both of you will be growing in character and in the Lord, and your relationships with other people will be enhanced and strengthened.

How Far is too Far? 

When I speak on dating, one of the most frequently asked questions is, "How far is too far?" In other words, how physical can I get with my date and still be obedient to God? The answer is found in Paul's exhortation to young Timothy in 1 Timothy 5:1-2. "Treat younger men as brothers, older women as mothers, and younger women as sisters, with absolute purity."

When asked, "How far is too far?" I respond to the guys, "How far would you go with your own sister?" To the girls I say, "How far would you go with your own brother?" Usually the crowd will respond with looks of disgust. Paul's words remain clear. As Christians, we are now part of one family belonging to the kingdom of God. He says to the men to treat younger women as sisters with absolute purity. There should not be even a hint of sexual immorality in the dating relationship. Women are to likewise treat men as their own brothers. Righteousness should be the hallmark of Christian dating relationships.

My basic guideline is this. The more physically involved the dating relationship, the worse off it is. That flies in the face of the world, which teaches the opposite. Over the years, as a pastor of students, I have seen many relationships destroyed because the couples were too physically involved.

In marriage, sex is the most intimate expression of committed love which binds two people together. Outside of marriage, it has the opposite effect. It becomes a hindrance to the development of mature love. Sex hinders the development of solid communication. The ability to communicate at a deep level is vital in a relationship. Couples must be able to solve difficult problems, discuss deep issues, resolve conflict, and pray together. To think a kiss or a hug can solve a conflict rather than communicating and praying together is like putting a band-aid on a broken bone.

Solid relationships are built on mutual trust and respect. When sex enters the picture, trust and respect can be lost. When a guy pushes a girl too far, she loses her trust in him. Her trust has resulted in her exploitation. The guy loses respect for the girl, knowing she is willing to give up her honor, self respect, and virginity for passionate lust. When trust and respect is lost, not much remains in the relationship.

However, when a couple makes the commitment to wait until marriage, a strong mutual trust develops which carries over into the marriage. Security and harmony define the relationship because both know the other will remain faithful even in difficult times. Should one partner even be disfigured in an accident, the other will be there because they have a proven commitment. Mutual respect is developed when both parties prove themselves to be people of character who will not compromise their convictions, honor, and obedience to God. Trust and respect pay huge dividends in relationships.

The best way to keep from sexual immorality is to develop the conviction to have a pure relationship from the beginning. It is difficult to reverse the process. Establish your convictions and limits at the beginning, then maintain them throughout your dating relationship. Although it may be difficult, there is a tremendous reward that awaits you in marriage when you honor the Lord in your dating life.

How to Know You Are Really in Love

Another question I am often asked is, "How do I know if I am in love or just infatuated?" Is this relationship worth pursuing, or is it just two people infatuated with one another? Relationships do often begin with infatuation, but healthy ones move on to mature love. Too often what appears to be love is simply infatuation. Here are some ways to know the difference between the two.

Real love edifies. Two people in love seek the best for the other person. Their attitude toward the other is, "How can I help make you everything God ever intended you to be?" The two have found their fulfillment and security in Christ, and as a result, they can securely serve with the other's best interest in mind.

On the other hand, infatuation is selfish and driven by the desire to have your own needs met. "Infatuated love insists upon continual reassurance from the other person. It makes unreasonable demands that stem from possessiveness and insecurity. Charted on paper, it would range from high peaks of certainty to valleys of doubt. Unstable in its duration, infatuation is like a seasonal monsoon; it comes, blows fiercely, and moves on."{1}

Second, love is based on knowledge. One must first get to know the other person over a significant period of time and in many different circumstances. As you see the other person's character strengths and weaknesses, ask yourself, "Do I still feel strongly attracted to him or her?" Try this exercise. List as many attributes of the other person as you can, including strengths and weakness, and the evidence to support your claims. If you have a good-sized list, you probably know the person well and are basing your decision on knowledge. If it is infatuation, your list will be quite short. When two people are infatuated, what they are often attracted to is an idealized image of the other person.

Third, ask yourself, "If I were blind, would I love this person?" In other words, can I love this person without any physical expression? Is my desire for him or her based on quality of character or just physical attraction? If you can't express your love apart from the physical element, it is not true love. Physical involvement will distort two people's perspective, and it often leads to unwise decisions. Physical involvement can make people feel close, but upon careful examination, the only thing the two may have in common is lust.

Finally, real love endures. Over time, real love grows and matures. Two people in love can wait for God's time, no matter how long it may be. Paul states in 1 Corinthians 13 that love is patient and love always perseveres or is long suffering. True love will endure the tests of time and difficulty. Infatuation is marked by impulsive and emotional decision making. It wants to rush into things before prayer or wise counsel is considered. Driven by insecurity and possessiveness, false love seeks to rush the process of physical intimacy and even marriage. True love, on the other hand, is willing to wait on God's time and allow the other person to grow and become the person God desires him or her to be.

As we conclude, remember this truth: God loves you and desires that your relationships be joyous and meaningful. He will not let you go wrong in the area of dating if you let Him be the Lord of every aspect of your life.

Ten Terrifying Truths About Marriage--Get rid of the illusions and let your marriage soar.

[image: image10.png]TEN

TRUTHS
ABOUT
MARRIAGE




by Dr. Michael Tobin

 

1. You can't make anyone love you and nobody can make you happy. 

2. Try all you want -- you'll never change your partner. However, if you change yourself, your partner may change.

3. People don't marry people; they marry illusions and fantasies. (What a surprise to discover that your partner is as human as you are.)

4. A real marriage begins just at the point where the illusion ends. The challenge of marriage is to discover who you married.

5. Love is only one of the reasons we choose a partner. (Sometimes, it's not the most important.)

6. Most likely, the qualities that now drive you crazy are the same ones that first attracted you to your partner.

7. It is impossible to go through a relationship without experiencing periods of pain and loneliness.

8. The greatest gift you can give your children is a loving marriage.

9. A marriage succeeds when each of us realizes that our partner's needs are at least as important as our own.

10. Marriage is the best opportunity to grow, overcome selfishness and learn how to love.

Now let your marriage soar!

Copyright WholeFamily.com 

Also visit the WholeFamily Marital Center.

Top ten list of marriage facts
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	Is your home built with Bible Blueprints?


1. Single mothers find it very difficult to find a man to marry them. 

2. Teen marriage increases the risk of divorce by two or three times. 

3. Marrying someone with similar cultural and religious values increases the success rate of the marriage. 

4. Education level taken by itself, increases proportionately the success of a marriage. 

5. If both spouses are from divorced parents, they are three times more likely to divorce, than if both spouses parents had stayed together. The changes of divorces however are reduced dramatically if one of the spouses came from parents who never divorced.
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 Percent Decrease of Risk Factors of Divorce

	Both spouses attend church weekly
	-90%

	One spouse attends church weekly
	-45%

	Annual income over $50,000 vs. under $25,000 
	–30%

	Having children after marriage vs. before marriage 
	–24%

	Marrying over 25 years of age vs. under 18
	–24%

	Own family of origin intact vs. divorced parents
	–14%

	Claim a religious affiliation vs. none
	–14%

	Some college vs. high-school dropout 
	–13%


The Beauty and Benefits of Marriage

by Youmasu J. Siewe, Ph.D, MPH.

If you are currently married, divorced once or ten times, a career bachelor, or just contemplating marriage, this article might be of interest to you.

What is marriage? Marriage is the following: 

· The institution that legally, spiritually and culturally binds and recognizes man and woman as partners.

· The most valued and beautiful of all human relationships and a fundamental social institution which is central to the nurture and raising of children. 

· It is the ‘social glue’ that reliably attaches fathers to children. 

· It contributes to the physical, emotional and economic health of men, women and children. A strong commitment to marriage is therefore fundamental to the health and stability of any home, community or nation. 

What do Americans think about marriage? Studies indicate that having a happy marriage is one of the most important desires of Americans. However, more and more Americans are becoming less likely to marry or remain married. About 50% of American marriages end in divorce for multiple reasons, and some as vague as “irreconcilable differences”. 

What are some general benefits of marriage? Health and family science researchers cite the following as benefits of marriage: 

· Marriage tends to improve the way people think about themselves, their spouse, others, and the future. 

· Husbands and wives are more likely to do unselfish things for each other and for their families than they would do if unmarried. 

· Individuals who are married are more responsible to their communities and the nation. 

· Individuals committed to one another in marriage can come home and find a place to understand each other deeply and redefine ways to fulfill their roles to themselves, their community and nation. 

What are physical health benefits of Marriage: 

· Married people across cultures have better health than unmarried people. 

· Married individuals have lower rates of alcoholism than their unmarried counterparts because they tend to offer encouragement, support, and protection from daily problems that could otherwise lead them to using alcohol and other drugs. 

· Married men and women have lower suicide rates than unmarried ones because married people have meaningful social networks of friends and relatives. Meaningful relationships give people a sense of personal value and a feeling of responsibility to others. 

· Married individuals have less illness, accidents, and murder; they are less likely to die from all causes, including heart disease, stroke, cancer, car accidents, and murder. 

· Married individuals spend less time in hospitals and have higher recovery rates. 

· Married individuals tend to have stronger immune systems, making them less likely to catch colds and develop other illnesses than unmarried ones.

What are the emotional health benefits of marriage?

· Married individuals have the lowest rates of depressions and schizophrenias compared to the unmarried. 

· They tend to handle stress and anxiety better than their unmarried counterparts. 

· Marriage tends to make individuals to be more motivated to do well at work and to persevere through stressful situations. 

· Married persons are less likely to be lonely because they always have someone to share their thoughts, feelings, and lives with. 

· Married persons are more likely to report feeling hopeful, happy, and good about themselves. 

· Married couples have sex more often and enjoy it more physically and emotionally than their unmarried counterparts. 

What are economic benefits of marriage? 

· Married couples have higher incomes than single men and women. 

· As a marriage endures, couples have more obligations to each other and tend to be more financially responsible, and more likely to save money. Example: a husband who is skilled at repairing things can save a lot of money for the family; same applies to a wife who is skilled at managing money. 

· It is important to remember that when marriage partners pool their physical, emotional and economic resources together, the marriage, the family, the community and nation benefits.

For Questions, call (405) 744 6825. 

For online access to Extension/Community Health Column, please check “articles” on the web at: http://www.fcs.okstate.edu/health/.

Marriage Myths and the Bible: 

1. The key to long lasting marriages is romantic love: Romans 7:2-3 (The key is commitment to God, romantic love is irrelevant to a lasting marriage) 

2. Commitment to each other ensures a lasting marriage. (Commitment to the spouse is irrelevant, commitment to God makes lasting marriages) 

3. When one or both of the spouses are unhappy in a marriage, this signals divorce is soon to follow. (Long term studies have found that most spouses feel this way at some point in the marriage, but 5 years later the vast majority of them went from "very unhappy to "very happy". 
Divorce Myth: Being very unhappy at certain points in a marriage is a good sign that the marriage will eventually end in divorce.
Fact: All marriages have their ups and downs. Recent research using a large national sample found that 86 percent of people who were unhappily married in the late 1980s, and stayed with the marriage, indicated when interviewed five years later that they were happier. Indeed, three fifths of the formerly unhappily married couples rated their marriages as either "very happy" or "quite happy."
data is from these sites and others: http://www.divorcereform.org/stats.html, http://vanderbiltowc.wellsource.com/dh/content.asp?ID=1079, http://health.discovery.com/centers/loverelationships/articles/divorce.html, http://www.defendingholymatrimony.org/html/results_of_divorce.html, http://www.health-care-technology-llc.com/frbchilddivorce.htm, http://www.2-in-2-1.co.uk/university/publicbenefit/index3.html, http://www.divorcereform.org/edu.html,

4. More educated women are less likely to marry than less educated women. (Recent statistics prove the opposite: More educated women are more likely to marry.) 

5. Older, more educated people have a lower divorce rate. (Although this is true when all things are equal, the advantage is dwarfed by other far more critical factors like if both spouses attend church every Sunday. In other words, a 15 year old high school drop out that marries a 16 year old boy in her church has a much lower divorce rate than two 25 year old university graduates who marry that don’t attend church.) 
6. Marriage benefits men more than women. Gen 2:18 (Both benefit equally in common area like sex, companionship and shared work load, and is some different but equal areas. Husbands experience better overall health (live longer than if single) whereas a women's greatest single gain is in money. Marriage will make both men and women richer because they become more efficient in all areas of life! Two living together will not only save significantly by eliminating redundant expenses, but because of increased efficiency, make more money than they do living separately. So the old saying: "two can live together cheaper than two apart" is true for a surprising new reason: All things equal, married men make about 25% more money than their single counterparts. Some suggest the link between success in marriage and finances is explained by the fact that successful people generally succeed in whatever they do. They argue that marriage did not cause the added financial success, but that the person’s drive for success is the root cause for the effects of both marriage and financial success equally. Long lasting marriages, they suggest, is not a cause of financial success, but an effect along side of financial success. But the truth is that even taking this factor and the eliminating of redundant expenses into account, the institution of marriage itself provides a "wealth-generation bonus". This bonus is above and beyond all other factors. God said marriage is good and good it is! Studies have shown, for example, that married men earn incomes 10-40% higher than their single counterparts.) 

7. Marriage will make you more satisfied with your life. (This is only true if you find satisfaction in being selfless and serve another's needs, not your own.) 

8. "Must learn to love self first, in order to love your spouse." (Bible teaches the opposite: Jn.13:34; Matt.16:24; Phil.2:3.)

**CHOOSING YOUR FUTURE IN MARRIAGE

While waiting to pick up a friend at the airport in Portland,  Oregon, I had one of those life changing experiences that  you hear other people talk about, the kind that sneaks up  on you unexpectedly.

This one occurred a mere two feet away from me.  Straining to locate my friend among the passengers  deplaning through the jet way, I noticed a an coming  toward me carrying two light bags. He stopped right  next to me to greet his family.

First he motioned to his youngest son (maybe six years  old) as he laid down his bags. They gave each other a  long, loving hug. As they separated enough to look in each other's face, I heard the father say, "It's so good to see you, son. I missed you so much!" His son smiled somewhat shyly, averted his eyes and replied softly, "Me, too, Dad!"

Then the man stood up, gazed in the eyes of his oldest son (maybe nine or ten) and while cupping his son's face in his hands said, "You're already quite the young man. I love you very much, Zach!" They too hugged a most loving, tender hug.

While this was happening, a baby girl (perhaps one or one-and-a-half) was squirming excitedly in her mother's arms, never once taking her little eyes off the wonderful sight of her returning father. The man said, "Hi, baby girl!" as he gently took the child from her mother. He quickly kissed her face all over and then held her close to his chest while rocking her from side to side. The little girl instantly relaxed and simply laid her head on his shoulder, motionless in pure contentment.

After several moments, he handed his daughter to his oldest son and declared, "I've saved the best for last," and proceeded to give his wife the longest, most passionate kiss I ever remember seeing. He gazed into her eyes for several seconds and then silently mouthed, "I love you so much!" They stared at each other's eyes, beaming big smiles at one another, while holding both hands. For an instant they reminded me of newlyweds, but I knew by the age of their kids that they couldn't possibly be.

I puzzled about it for a moment then realized how totally engrossed I was in the wonderful display of unconditional love not more than an arm's length away from me. I suddenly felt uncomfortable, as if I was invading something sacred, but was amazed to hear my own voice nervously ask, "Wow! How long have you two been married?"

"Been together fourteen years total, married twelve of those," he replied, without breaking his gaze from his lovely wife's face.

"Well, then, how long have you been away?" I asked.

The man finally turned and looked at me, still beaming his joyous smile.

"Two whole days!"

Two days? I was stunned. By the intensity of the greeting, I had assumed he'd been gone for at least several weeks, if not months. I know my expression betrayed me, I said almost offhandedly, hoping to end my intrusion with some semblance of grace (and to get back to searching for my friend), "I hope my marriage is still that passionate after twelve years!".

The man suddenly stopped smiling. He looked me straight in the eye, and with forcefulness that burned right into my soul, he told me something that left me a different person. He told me, "Don't hope, friend ... decide!"

Then he flashed me his wonderful smile again, shook my hand and said, "G-d bless!" With that, he and his family turned and strode away together. I was still watching that exceptional man and his special family walk just out of sight when my friend came up to me and asked, "What'cha looking at?"

Without hesitating, and with a curious sense of certainty, I replied, "My future!"

AN EXAMPLE OF BIBLICALLY BASED COURTING??

A True Romantic Betrothal Example

by Jonathan Lindvall

Copyright 1997 Jonathan Lindvall

Contact us for permission to reprint this article. (We're fairly easy to get along with.)

This article is tentatively planned as the concluding chapter of a book on the topic of God's design for Youthful Romance. Thus it is assumed that the reader is already acquainted with the foundational scriptural arguments against current dating and courtship practices and for the Betrothal Model being described and proposed. It is recommended that you read, in this order, Youthful Romance: Scriptural Patterns, The Dangers of Dating: Scriptural Romance--Part 1, and Dating? Courtship? Betrothal? Scriptural Romance--Part 2, articles available on-line, before reading this one.

Matthew & Maranatha Chapman were married in 1988. They consciously purposed to offer their lives and wedding as a demonstration of their understanding of the relationship of the Lord Jesus and His bride. For them, being made ready themselves for the Lord as members of His bride, and helping other Christians in doing the same, is what they believe their calling in life and ministry to the body of Christ to be, and they wanted this expressed and demonstrated in the way they approached their marriage.

Although their unique story illustrates many of the betrothal principles discussed in this book, until more recently neither of them had ever heard of such a thing as "courtship" and certainly while they were still single they were largely unaware of the dangers and fallacies of dating. By the grace of God, however, and with Maranatha's father's help, they purposed to pattern their marriage as a testimony and symbol of God's design. Thus they were blessed to lay a scriptural foundation for their relationship from the very beginning.

According to his own confession, Matthew was anything but a model youth a father would want to marry his daughter. But the Lord gloriously saved Matthew when he was 19 years old. He soon determined to devote the rest of His life to the Lord's work. He soon enrolled in a ministerial program at Baylor University in Waco, Texas. During those years, he preached at numerous churches and revival meetings, and was active in street evangelism. Upon graduating, he began a one-year staff position as a ministerial intern at Highland Baptist Church, a large congregation in Waco.

The Lord used Matthew's time at Highland to reveal and deal with various of his most significant weaknesses. The Lord had already regenerated him, but his selfish motivations still needed to be dealt with. Matthew grew disturbed, lacking understanding of God's design for pruning and chastening those He loves. As his confusion and discouragement with the Holy Spirit's purging and breaking process became increasingly apparent, others began to be worried about him as well. His fellow intern and roommate suggested that he ought to seek counsel from Stan Owen, a godly man at Highland known for his unusual wisdom. After initial resistance, Matthew conceded his need for guidance and went to see Stan.

What began as an initial appointment turned into a long-term discipleship relationship that was extremely fruitful for Matthew. Stan gradually became a spiritual father to Matthew. With his help Matthew was able to recognize and cooperate with the painful refining process the Lord was using to correct many flaws that would have undermined later fruitfulness for the Lord. During this time Matthew also began to pursue and develop his trade as a finish carpenter.

Over the next few years the Lord steadily continued to work deeply in Matthew's life as he was living in this discipleship father-son relationship with Stan. Meantime the Lord was opening doors for his speaking ministry, and often the two of them would minister together. Matthew was intent on pursuing God without allowing any distraction. He had particularly struggled with the distraction of Romance and had purposed to give this whole matter to the Lord.

At one point as Stan was spending time with the Lord in prayer he felt impressed that his daughter Maranatha was to one day become Matthew's wife. Because there was a significant age difference between them, he doubted this idea was from the Lord, but as he prayed about this, he became increasingly certain that God was making His will known. Eventually, as he prayed over this matter, in his own heart Stan gave Maranatha to the Lord and to Matthew. He wisely said nothing to either of them, though, waiting to see how the Lord would bring this about.

One evening, not long after this, as Matthew and Stan were traveling to a speaking engagement, Matthew confided a distraction that was troubling him. "I have a confession to make," he told Stan. "Something is wrong with me. No matter how hard I try to avoid thinking about it, I find your daughter, Maranatha, very attractive. I don't know what to do about it."

Matthew was certain this attraction could not be right since Maranatha was so much younger than he. Thus he was shocked when Stan responded, "Have you ever considered that this may be a good thing? How do you know this isn't from the Lord?" As he pondered this Matthew's hopes began to rise. But Mr. Owen quickly began putting on the brakes. While he acknowledged the possibility of the Lord's direction in this, he sternly warned Matthew not to touch Maranatha, nor speak with her about the matter without his consent. He specifically cautioned Matthew to be careful to avoid doing anything to draw Maranatha's heart to himself. She wasn't ready for marriage and romance, and her father had purposed to specially guide and protect her.

At the time of Maranatha's birth, Stan Owen felt the Lord revealed to him that her life would be a particularly significant demonstration of Christ's love for His church. He gave her the name "Maranatha," meaning O Lord, Come. He was certain she had a special purpose to fulfill in demonstrating God's heart and ways.

Matthew purposed to be very careful in how he related to Maranatha. Following her father's instructions, as well as his own growing fear of the Lord and the innate recognition that she must be protected, he guarded his mouth and even his eyes from displaying any particular interest in her.

Meanwhile, unbeknown to Matthew, Maranatha had also begun confiding to her father an interest in Matthew. She was completely unaware of his attraction toward her at the time. Mr. Owen purposed to avoid encouraging her interest, but wondered if it might be of the Lord. He challenged Maranatha to keep her heart pure and focused on the Lord. As time went on, however, Maranatha found her attraction for Matthew increasingly distracting. She even began having trouble sleeping at night. She regularly confided her struggles with her father.

Mr. Owen knew Maranatha was not ready for marriage and as he observed her struggle he eventually realized he must step in and relieve her. Knowing that if this relationship was of the Lord, He would resurrect it at the proper time (and such time was not soon), he instructed her that she needed to give this whole matter up to the Lord and truly die to it. He gently directed her to completely give up any hope of ever having Matthew. She was to wholly give herself to the Lord without any lingering desire for Matthew. After a struggle with her own emotions she chose to trust and submit to her father and came to the place of surrender. God gave her the grace to completely give up all interest in Matthew. She entered into rest and, for the first time in quite a while, was able to sleep peacefully.

Still mindful of this principle of necessary death and resurrection, Mr. Owen now encouraged Matthew that he needed to completely give up his interest in Maranatha to the Lord, because she was not ready and he would only be tormenting himself to hold onto any hope. If she was the one God had for him, there was no hurry. If not, dying to this hope would spare him further unnecessary distraction. This was quite a struggle, but, in time, Matthew also saw the wisdom in laying it all down, and he came to the peace of surrender and entered into rest. Shortly thereafter, he was able to focus his attention so completely on the Lord that he rather successfully put Maranatha out of his mind. 

One day, about one year later, in the early fall of 1987, as Matthew was driving and communing with the Lord, he was surprised to find his mind focusing on Maranatha. He was somewhat dismayed and immediately began trying to put these thoughts away. As he struggled to put his mind back on the Lord, he suddenly felt that the Lord gave him a specific and surprising word. (He vividly remembers the very time and spot as he was driving over a bridge crossing the Brazos River in Waco, Texas.) He felt the Lord tell him "I am giving you the desire of your heart. Don't be afraid of it." Matthew immediately sensed the Lord was referring to Maranatha. He was excited, but wanted to be certain his own imagination wasn't deceiving him.

At the next opportunity Matthew shared with Stan what he felt the Lord had shown him. Stan took this in thoughtfully and confirmed that it might well be the Lord. As they continued discussing this Matthew proceeded to ask for permission to propose marriage to Maranatha. Mr. Owen promised that he would pray about it and get back to him when he had an answer. He again reminded Matthew to say nothing to Maranatha of the matter, and to be careful that he did nothing to draw her heart unless and until he was authorized to do so. He encouraged Matthew to keep focusing his full attention on the Lord.

During the next several months, Matthew periodically asked Stan if he had heard anything, to which Stan would reply, "Nothing I am ready to share." Though these conversations were disappointing, Matthew resigned himself to waiting, and respected Stan's determination to wait for the Lord's time and design.

Throughout the previous year or so the Lord had been revealing much to both Stan and Matthew concerning the mystery of Christ's relationship with the church. In light of this, they had spent hours discussing and seeking the Lord about God's eternal purpose of preparing a bride for His Son. A by-product of these discussions focused on how an earthly marriage might be different from the typical Western experience if it were consciously patterned after the design revealed in scripture--the picture of Christ, the heavenly bridegroom, coming to take his bride, the church.

On Christmas Eve, 1987, Stan gave Matthew a Christmas card that he had made himself. On the front it said, "This year for Christmas, I am going to give you the greatest gift I could ever give you." When Matthew opened the card, there was a beautiful photograph of Maranatha. Included on the card were some instructions: "On January 1st, you may ask Maranatha to marry you." As Matthew looked up, Stan said, "On the evening of this coming New Year's Day, you may propose to Maranatha."

Mr. Owen went on to articulate further expectations to Matthew. "Don't you dare kiss her or do anything physically intimate with her, or the whole thing is off!" In addition, Stan informed Matthew that, even though he was allowing him to take this step toward marriage with Maranatha, she was still not completely ready, and he would not give her to him until he was confident she had reached such readiness, which "could be months or even years." 

On New Years Eve, Matthew was visiting with the Owen family and, in her father's presence, asked Maranatha, rather casually, if she would like to go have some Chinese food with him the next evening. She was surprised and delighted, but puzzled. She immediately glanced at her father questioningly and, receiving his smiling nod of approval, agreed to join Matthew the following evening. She began wondering if perhaps God was, after all, resurrecting the romantic hopes she had put to death. She did not ponder this for too long, however, purposing to keep her heart from getting ahead of her.

That next evening of New Year's Day 1988, as Maranatha was getting ready to go out to dinner with Matthew, her father asked her to plan on going out for breakfast with him the next morning. This struck her as both unusual and interesting, because she knew her father to be one who seldom initiated going to breakfast unless there was something specific he wanted to talk about.

At the restaurant that evening Maranatha and Matthew chatted about various things of mutual interest. All the while, Maranatha was growing increasingly impatient to find out what was going on. Finally, she told Matthew about her unusual appointment to go out for breakfast the next day with her father. Then she asked, "Do you have any idea what he wants to talk to me about?"

Matthew smiled and answered, "I think I do."

"Please tell me," Maranatha pled.

Matthew looked into Maranatha's eyes and evenly began to explain his attraction to her, his sense of God's direction, and his desire to marry her.

Maranatha's countenance lit up with both excitement and astonishment, but she then responded cautiously, "Does my father know you are saying this?" Matthew gently assured her that Mr. Owen had given his blessing on his proposal and that the decision was now up to her. She immediately relaxed in the delight that God was indicating His blessing on this through her father's protective authorization.

Matthew made it clear that he could not offer her an easy, secure life. He explained God's claim and call on His life, and that this might include privation and other forms of suffering. He wanted Maranatha to consider seriously the potential cost to her of marrying him. He particularly noted that because of their relatively large age difference, she would likely someday be widowed, with a number of years still left to live on this earth. Finally, he asked her to not give him an answer at least until she had talked with her father about all these considerations.

The next day Stan Owen took his daughter out to breakfast. He assured her of his blessing and they discussed all the benefits and risks of her marrying Matthew. Ultimately all that mattered, though, was an assurance that this was God's will, which they both believed it was. Later that day Maranatha delightedly communicated her acceptance of Matthew's proposal.

Matthew and Maranatha agreed with her father that they should save physical affection for one another until they were married. But when would that be?

In the following days the young couple enjoyed discussing and praying about the actual wedding plans with her father. Mr. Owen made known his wishes that he wanted to give Maranatha to Matthew in a fashion that would glorify God and demonstrate the relationship of Christ and His church. Matthew was already prepared for this and wholeheartedly agreed, recognizing, however, that he didn't know what all that might mean practically. Mr. Owen began sharing more of his vision for a wedding that would reflect the various pictures given in the scriptures of Christ and His bride.

Matthew and Maranatha joined Mr. Owen in committing to having their wedding be a demonstration of Christ's coming for His bride. For example, in the Bible times apparently neither the bride nor groom knew exactly when the wedding was to happen. The parable of the Ten Virgins (Matt 25:1-13) reflects this commonly accepted practice. Jesus seemed to also allude to this in Mark 13:32 when he said, "But of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father."

Matthew and Maranatha agreed to allow her father (and his spiritual father) to set the day and hour for their wedding without telling them. When the time approached he would warn them to be ready and give a sense of the nearness of the event so they might focus on final preparations. He promised to give them both, but especially Maranatha, a window of time in which the wedding would occur, so that she could see to it that she was constantly ready for his coming for her during that period of time.

They all recognized that marriage engagements in our day are not considered sacred promises. Even for most Christians the engagement period still offers a final opportunity to consider the seriousness of this life-long commitment to marriage before making the decision final. Thus it is not unheard of for Christian couples to call off an engagement after having publicly announced their intention to marry.

In the Bible, however, this was not true. Prior to a marriage the couple would enter into a betrothal. The betrothal involved a virtually irrevocable covenant. The only way to revoke a betrothal was through a legally recognized divorce! And scripturally, divorce was only allowed because of moral impurity.

Recognizing this reality, Matthew and Maranatha desired to enter into a betrothal and do something that, for American culture, was more than engagement and yet less than full marriage. To accomplish this, on February 22, 1988, Stan took Matthew and Maranatha to a Justice of the Peace and they became legally bound in matrimony. Yet before God and with those whom they had close fellowship, it was understood that the consummation of their marriage, or any intimate physical affection, was not authorized until the actual wedding, which was to take place later. This was their way of implementing the pattern of the irrevocable betrothal as it was practiced in the Bible.

During the betrothal period it was Matthew's task to prepare a place to take Maranatha to live together after their marriage. This was recognized as symbolic of Christ's words (John 14:2-3), "In My Father's house are many mansions; if it were not so, I would have told you. I go to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and receive you to Myself; that where I am, there you may be also."

One of Maranatha's tasks during this betrothal period was to make for herself a white linen wedding gown. This was a conscious effort to model Revelation 19:7-8, "Let us be glad and rejoice and give Him glory, for the marriage of the Lamb has come, and His wife has made herself ready. And to her it was granted to be arrayed in fine linen, clean and bright, for the fine linen is the righteous acts of the saints."

Stan Owen's task was to plan and organize the entire wedding, as portrayed in Matthew 22. Since Matthew and Maranatha did not know "the day or the hour," it was not incumbent upon them to "carry the ball" for planning and pulling off the wedding, though Stan did periodically ask for their input concerning certain things.

The primary focus of the betrothal time for all concerned, however, was to encourage the knitting together of Matthew's & Maranatha's hearts as husband and wife. Their betrothal was recognized as an authorization to communicate the depths of their feelings with one another and to release their emotions to one another, adding to the cautious friendship relationship they already had walked in as brother and sister in the Lord for more than four years.

Mr. Owen still faithfully directed both Matthew and Maranatha to avoid physical affection until their wedding. He particularly cautioned them to guard against impatience. Especially since Maranatha was rather young, their wedding might be quite a long way off yet. Though they hoped that the time would be soon, they nevertheless resigned themselves to the real possibility that the wedding could be a matter of years down the road, much like Jacob's seven year betrothal to Rachel (Gen. 29:18-20). Yet they were both naturally quite motivated and energetically prepared in every way they could, as quickly as they could, just in case the wedding should suddenly be announced.

One evening the following summer Matthew was having dinner with Maranatha's family. After dinner Mr. Owen abruptly and unexpectedly announced that they would play a game. Matthew had already been coached on what was to transpire. Mr. Owen quickly had Matthew sit on one side of the room and Maranatha on the other, with himself in the middle. First he turned to Matthew and asked, "Do you have anything you want to say to Maranatha?"

Matthew immediately responded, "I love you, Maranatha."

Then Mr. Owen turned and pointed to Maranatha and asked, "Do you have anything you would like to say in response to Matthew?"

She was puzzled and the only thing she could think of to say was, "I love you too, Matthew."

Mr. Owen smiled in satisfaction and pointed back to Matthew, saying, "Do you have anything else to say to Maranatha?"

Matthew repeated, "I love you Maranatha." Then he added, "Be ready for me when I come!"

Now Maranatha was getting excited. Mr. Owen then pointed back to her and asked, "Do you have anything else to say to Matthew?"

Maranatha quizzed impatiently, "Does this mean our wedding will be soon?!?" It had only been a little over six months since they had become committed to marrying. During their betrothal they had repeatedly reminded each other of their willingness to wait years. Could their wedding be just around the corner?

Matthew grinned and repeated, "Be ready for me when I come!"

Immediately the other members of her family surrounded Maranatha and quickly led her away out of the house. From that moment until the actual time Matthew went to get her for their wedding, they did not see or talk to one another. Maranatha was taken to stay at the home of a Christian family where she was to wait until Matthew came to claim her as his bride. She was only told that the wedding would be some time within the next three weeks. 

Her father did make it somewhat easier for her by assuring her that Matthew would come to take her sometime between 3:00 p.m. and midnight on the appointed wedding day. But Maranatha wasn't told what day that would be. She was instructed to keep her bags packed, her hair fixed, and her wedding dress on every afternoon and evening until midnight, until Matthew came for her. Day after day passed and Maranatha yearned for her bridegroom. Now that she knew the wedding would be soon it was becoming very difficult to wait peacefully. As she purposed to focus on the Lord in prayer, new insights were opened to her as she found herself longing for the Lord's return as well.

Matthew was also instructed to be ready to go and pick up his bride the moment her father gave him the word. He looked forward to the day when he would be authorized to claim her fully as his wife. As he waited, he found himself identifying strongly with Christ's yearning for His bride, the church. Spiritual treasures were opened to him that he had never understood before.

One evening as Maranatha was waiting expectantly for Matthew, her father appeared and told her he wanted to take her to dinner. He assured her this was not the night Matthew would come for her. He wanted to have one last opportunity to prepare her for her imminent marriage. Mr. Owen took her to a very nice restaurant and over dinner began expressing his delight in Maranatha's servant-hearted trust toward him up until this point. He explained that she would soon be required to transfer her whole-hearted allegiance to Matthew. This might conceivably even require her to follow his leadership in opposition to that of her father's at some point. Still, he wanted her to fully entrust herself to her husband as her new leader.

This memorable conversation continues to be a cherished memory for both Stan and Maranatha. And Matthew is so grateful for the wise preparation this was for the transition of Maranatha's loyalty to him. Stan was fully releasing his daughter a heart-wrenching experience. But in so doing he laid the foundation for a much more fulfilling parental relationship with her. Furthermore, rather than losing a daughter, his wise handling of this relationship ensured his acquisition of a loyal, unthreatened son-in-law.

Finally the day came when Stan Owen notified Matthew that everything was ready and it was time for the wedding feast. He also explained that from the time Matthew claimed Maranatha they would be married. He was giving his daughter to his spiritual son/disciple.

Matthew was ready. A "friend of the bridegroom" drove Matthew to the home where Maranatha and her attendant were waiting. Upon arriving, he bounded out of the car and up to the front door. Without knocking he entered the house with a SHOUT (as he had been instructed based on Matthew 25:6 & 1 Thes. 4:16), "Maranatha!! Maranatha!!"

When she heard his voice, Maranatha jumped up from where she was sitting with shock and joy. Matthew once again cried out, "Maranatha!" She hurriedly grabbed her packed suitcase and she and her attendant joined Matthew and "the friend of the bridegroom" in the waiting car. Neither of the newlyweds knew where they were being taken, but that was not their greatest interest at this moment.

The car pulled up to a rented banquet hall in the middle of a park in central Waco. There were approximately 150 friends and family members there waiting for them. As Matthew and Maranatha got out of the car, the guests, who were lining both sides of the walkway leading to the banquet hall, began loudly and joyfully singing a majestic song Stan had written just for this moment:

The bridegroom cometh,

The bridegroom cometh,

To catch his bride away!

The bridegroom cometh!

The bridegroom cometh!

No longer shall he delay!

The bride has made herself ready

Her name, Maranatha, "Lord come!"

The feast is now set before you,

So enter your joy and be one!

The bridegroom cometh!

The bridegroom cometh!

Matthew and Maranatha savored the moments strolling slowly and joyfully to the wedding hall between the assembled witnesses as they sang through this song several times. They were ushered into the beautifully decorated candle-lit hall and seated at an opulently embellished table set for just the two of them. At this point, the wedding feast began! Matthew and Maranatha were served all of their favorite dishes, which were prepared by a sister-in-Christ who is a gourmet cook, and whose husband served as their butler during the meal. All the guests enjoyed a pot-luck dinner and sat at tables which surrounded Matthew and Maranatha's. As the newlyweds dined they were treated to the delightful music of a harpist playing praises to the Lord, interspersed by other musical presentations by various ones. Then the guests began bringing their gifts to be opened and received one at a time, so that Matthew and Maranatha could share that moment with each individual or family who was giving to them. Matthew and Maranatha felt like a king and queen.

Earlier that day, Matthew had felt the Lord wanted him to pray for a specific amount of money needed for their honeymoon, but he didn't know how much to pray for. He asked for wisdom and began calculating. He figured $1500 would easily cover the expenses for a nice time alone for a week, as well as for things they would need in the few days immediately following their return. So he prayed for the Lord to confirm His pleasure by supplying $1500 for their honeymoon. At that time, he only had enough to pay for their first night's hotel stay, but not enough for the rest of the honeymoon trip he had planned. No one else knew about this prayer request which he felt the Lord had initiated. He was a little anxious, but trusted the Lord, not having any idea how the Lord might provide this sum. But at the wedding feast, during the time when people brought their gifts to the newlyweds, in addition to the presents that some gave, cards and envelopes containing money literally began to pile up on the table. Later that night at their hotel room, Matthew and Maranatha counted the monetary gifts. All together they totalled just over $1500.

The ceremonial celebration continued after all the gifts had been presented by the guests, in admittedly untypical, but Biblically instructed order. Everyone began to dance Jewish folk dances around the couple, and in time, Matthew and Maranatha joined in as well. Many there had never done anything like this before, but the dancing turned out beautifully appropriate to everyone's delight. As they danced they began praising and worshipping the Lord.

Opportunities were provided for various ones, including both Stan and Matthew to share what was on their hearts. Among other things, they explained to all those present the reasons for this betrothal and marriage being conducted in such an unusual manner. They spoke of the Lord Jesus and the bride He has been patiently waiting for, and how Matthew and Maranatha wanted their lives spent to that end. They noted that they desired this wedding to be a picture of, and an intercession for, the Lord accomplishing His purpose and being joined to His bride.

There was a time for those attending to pray for Matthew and Maranatha's marriage union and the family to come. Another ceremonial highlight was a time of all sharing communion.

Before Matthew and Maranatha publicly articulated their previously prepared vows to one another, she sang the following song, which she and another sister-in-Christ had written together:

Chorus:

You've captured me, O Lord.

I'm Your bride Your prize

You've called me, and wooed me.

I'm the joy of Your heart!

I wonder that you only ask

That I respond

and unfold My heart with its treasure

To the call of Your love.

[Chorus]

My own heart rejoices

And dances before You,

As I watch with amazement

That my love should please you so.

[Chorus]

For You sought me. You wanted this.

You pursued me with Your ardent love!

You changed me from a girl into

The bride that You sing of!

[Chorus]

After this, Matthew and Maranatha spoke forth their vows to one another, and then everyone began worshipping the Lord together for some time. This wedding had continued on for over four hours, and would have continued on for longer, because the presence of the Lord was so sweet. In fact, it only ended when the hall custodians began flipping the lights on and off to remind them that the celebration had gone longer than the rental agreement called for.

As everyone departed, Matthew and Maranatha went to a nice hotel and began their married lives together kneeling by the bed and committing their marriage to the glory of the Lord Jesus Christ.

(Matthew & Maranatha Chapman were married on July 22, 1988. They and their children are blessed to live very close to Maranatha's father. Matthew is currently working to finish a book concerning God's eternal purpose and our participation in it. They can be contacted at P.O. Box 306, Hearne, Texas, 77859, 409-279-6972. Matthew's e-mail address is MatthewR21@aol.com.)

We Attract Who We Are, Not Who we want

Hi Dr. Gilda,

I'm in love with a beautiful man who swept me off my feet a few years ago. The problem is this: His children are totally selfish, disruptive and destructive, so we can't get married until they leave home. 

He still sees his pubescent-age children as "little ones." So he doesn’t expect anything of them but to have fun and play on the computer and Xbox all day. They often take days off from school with his permission. They assault my child with no deterrence from him. If they spend time at my place, something gets broken, and nearly everything at his house is broken because of them. 

After all this time, I still love him. But my soul yearns to have a more stable relationship (hopefully with him). I only see him every second weekend because of his children’s behavior. I can't think of life without him, but I feel very empty. If I make any suggestions regarding parenting, I'm basically told to butt out and he will do just the opposite of what I suggest. Should I look for love elsewhere?

-Frustrated and Hopeless 

Dear Frustrated and Hopeless,

Are you kidding? Do you really have to ask what you should do? Your house and your boyfriend’s house have been broken up by his kids; these “little ones” assaulted your own child; this guy is consumed by his “totally selfish, disruptive and destructive” offspring, and you think there’s room in his heart for you? You already feel empty with this dude—imagine if you were to marry him. Your feeling of emptiness would immediately turn to one of entrapment. 

Clearly, he doesn’t truly want you to be part of his life. He tells you to “butt out” when you offer parenting suggestions, and he can only see you every other weekend. Understand that he can’t marry you because he’s already married—to his out-of-control kids! 

Since he has not been interested in making room for you, now I ask, “What do you love about him?” I believe that you are terrified of commitment. How do I know this? Because of my Gilda-Gram: “We attract not who we want, but who we are.” You specifically chose this man because he’s not available. To support my assessment, you say, “We can't get married until [his children] leave home.” I don’t have to be a mathematician to figure out that this will take years, since these children are merely “pubescent” now. You’ve already invested “a few years”—how many more are you willing to withstand? 

I suggest you find a therapist to help you figure out why you fear commitment. If you truly wanted someone in your life full-time, you would never have chosen this man. You ask whether you should “look for love elsewhere.” Forget that! You must first find yourself. Otherwise, you would only replace this guy with someone similarly unavailable. Start your new journey by sorting out the obstacles you have placed in your own way. As you recognize them, one by one, you will be able to remove them. When you are free, you’ll find someone who can give you what you claim you want.
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At a recent meeting at University Heights secondary school, students were told that safer sex is a must. Unless The Record failed to report the complete spectrum of information given at the meeting, there was a glaring omission in the material that was shared.

It is hard to believe that responsible educators would allow this kind of misinformation to be given to an audience of 450 students.

The suggestion that using a condom is safe sex is one of the biggest lies being fed to our young men and women today. An analysis by researchers at the University of Texas estimates that when condoms are used, the risk of acquiring HIV from an infected partner is 31-per-cent over a year’s time. This study was reported in the Journal of Social Science and Medicine in June 1993.

At a 1991 national conference on HIV held in Washington, D.C., none of the 800 sexologists raised a hand when asked if they would trust a thin rubber sheath to protect them during intercourse with a known HIV-infected person. Small wonder, when you consider that the human immunodeficiency virus is 1-25th the width of sperm and can pass easily through the smallest gaps in condoms.

The goal of education should be the pursuit of truth. Why then does our education system continue to ignore the fact that the only safe way to remain healthy in the midst of a sexual revolution is to abstain from sexual intercourse until marriage, and then be faithful to your spouse? This ideal must continue to be held up as the safest option. Instead, it is hardly ever discussed or presented.

Recent campaigns in the United States have actively targeted teens with the message that abstinence is the smart choice. With the support of schools in Maryland, one campaign helped to effect a 10-per-cent decrease in births to teens under 17 and a 30-per-cent decrease in abortions, saving $46 million in that state alone.

Of course, it is true that not everyone will listen to this message, but that does not change our responsibility to continue to present it as the most viable option.
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****Why Wait Till Marriage? (critique of arguments for pre-marital sex)

A Critique of Contemporary Arguments for Premarital Sex 

by Jimmy Williams, revised by Jerry Solomon
Crucial moral battles are being fought in our culture. Nowhere is this seen more vividly than in the present sexual attitudes and behaviors of Americans. The average young person experiences many pressures in the formation of personal sexual standards and behavior. 
The fact that some standard must be chosen cannot be ignored. Sex is here to stay, and it remains a very basic force in our lives. We cannot ignore its presence any more than we can ignore other ordinary human drives. 

This essay explores contemporary sexual perspectives within a biblical framework. Each of us needs to think through the implications of sexual alternatives and choose a personal sexual ethic based on intellectual and Christian factors, not merely biological, emotional, or social ones. 

Sex and Love

Before we begin our survey of various perspectives, we need to face squarely the relationship of the physical act of sexual intercourse to the more intangible aspects of a meaningful relationship between two human beings. 

Is having sex really making love? Modern case studies, psychological insights, church teachings, and biblical premises all seem to suggest not. As psychoanalyst Erich Fromm puts it, "To love a person productively implies to care and to feel responsible for his life, not only for his physical powers but for the growth and development of all his human powers."(1) 

If sex is merely a physical thing, then masturbation or other forms of autoeroticism should provide true and complete sexual satisfaction. Such is not the case. Alternatives to normal sexual intercourse may satisfy physically, but not emotionally. Meaningful sexual activity involves the physical union of a man and a woman in a relationship of mutual caring and intimacy. 

Every normal person has the physical desire for sexual activity accompanied with a desire to know and be known, to love and be loved. Both desires make up the real quest for intimacy in a relationship; sexual intercourse represents only one ingredient that allows us to experience true intimacy. 

A maximum sexual relationship exists where mutual communication, understanding, affection, and trust have formed, and two people have lastingly committed themselves to each other in a permanent relationship. The more of these qualities that are present, the deeper the intimacy and the more meaningful the relationship. It becomes more valuable as time passes because it is one of a kind-- unique. To spread the intimacy around through a variety of sexual liaisons destroys the accumulated value of the previous relationship(s) and dilutes and scatters (in little doses to a number of people) what one has to give. 

A real challenge faces young people today. Given the choice between hamburger at five o'clock or filet mignon at seven-thirty, are there any good reasons to forego the hamburger and wait for the filet? Why not both? Why not take the hamburger now and the filet later? 

The latter attitude is precisely the rationale of those who encourage sexual activity outside of marriage. But it is not possible to have both without encountering problems later. Too many hamburgers ruin one's taste and appreciation for filet and tend to turn filet into hamburger as well! 

Contemporary Arguments for Premarital Sex

Now we will begin to consider the arguments that are presented to justify sexual activity before and outside of marriage. We will analyze the arguments briefly and explore the general implications of each rationale so that you can decide which will provide the best path for your future. 

Biological Argument

Perhaps the most common reason used to justify premarital sexual activity is that the sex drive is a basic biological one. The argument is as old as the Bible, where Paul states in 1 Corinthians 6:13, "Food is for the stomach and the stomach is for food." The Corinthians were using the biological argument to justify their immorality, but Paul explained that the analogy to the sex appetite was (and is) fallacious. Humans cannot live without food, air, or water. But we can live without sex. 

Nature says several things on this point. First, God has built into the natural world a mechanism for sexual release: nocturnal emissions, or orgasmic release during dreams. Second, nature rejects human promiscuity, as the growing problem of sexually- transmitted diseases makes abundantly clear. 

Couples who confine sex to their marriage partners face no such danger from disease. Further, we can safely conclude that abstinence does not impair one's health. Sociologist Robert Bell quips, "There appear to be no records of males hospitalized because girls refused to provide sexual outlets." (2) 

While recognizing that human beings share many common characteristics with animals, we do not find comparable sexual behavioral patterns in the animal world. Human sexuality is unique in that it includes, but transcends, physical reproductive elements. It reaches an intimacy unknown among animals. Humans are different from animals. 

Statistical Argument

A second popular argument reasons that everyone is doing it. First, we must categorically emphasize that this is not a true statement. A recent study (1991) of college freshmen shows that "about two- thirds of men (66.3 percent) and slightly more than one-third of the women (37.9 percent) support the idea of sex between people who have known each other only for a short time."(3) As sobering as such statistics may be, they obviously indicate that not everyone is sexually active. 

Further, statistics do not establish moral values. Is something right because it happens frequently or because many people believe it? A primitive tribe may have a 100 percent majority consensus that cannibalism is right! Does that make it right? A majority can be wrong. If a society sets the standards, those standards are subject to change with the whim and will of the majority. In one generation slavery may be right and abortion wrong, as in early nineteenth-century America; but in another generation, abortion is in and slavery is out, as today. 

There are enough young people in any school or community who prefer to wait until marriage that the young person who wants to wait has plenty of company.(4) Each person must decide where he or she wants to be in a given statistical analysis of current sexual mores and behavior. 

Proof of Love

A third argument suggests that sexual activity tests or provides proof of love. Supposedly, it symbolizes how much the other cares. One therefore exerts pressure on the more reluctant partner to demonstrate a certain level of care. Reluctant partners succumbing to this pressure often do so with an underlying hope that it will somehow cement the relationship and discourage the other partner from searching elsewhere for a less hesitant friend. 

Any person who insists on making sex the ultimate proof of a genuine relationship isn't saying "I love you," but rather "I love it." True love concerns itself with the well-being of the other person and would not interpret sexual hesitation in such a selfish way. Furthermore, the person adopting this practice develops a pattern of demonstrating love by purely sexual responsiveness. Ultimately he or she enters marriage with something of a distortion as to what real intimacy means, to say nothing of having to deal with the memories of previous loves. Some behaviors are irreversible, and this process is like trying to unscramble an egg. Once it's done, it's done. 

The broader perspective sees sex as an integral and important part of a meaningful relationship but not the totality of it. 

Remembering this will help any individual to make the right decision to refrain from sexual involvement if a potential partner puts on the pressure to make sex the test of a meaningful relationship. 

Psychological Argument

The psychological argument is also a popular one and is closely tied to the biological argument previously discussed. Here's the question: Is sexual restraint bad for you? 

Sublimating one's sex drive is not unhealthy. In sublimation the processes of sexual and aggressive energy are displaced by nonsexual and nondestructive goals. 

But guilt, unlike sublimation, can produce devastating results in human behavior. It is anger turned inward, producing depression, a lowered self-esteem, and fatigue. Further, chastity and virginity contribute very little to sexual problems. Unsatisfying relationships, guilt, hostility toward the opposite sex, and low self-esteem do. In short, there are no scars where there have been no wounds. 

In this hedonistic society, some persons need no further justification for sexual activity beyond the fact that it's fun. "If it feels good, do it!" says the bumper sticker. But the fun syndrome forces us to sacrifice the permanent on the altar of the immediate. 

The sex act itself is no guarantee of fun. Initial sex experiences outside of marriage are often disappointing because of high anxiety and guilt levels. Fear of discovery, haste, and lack of commitment and communication all combine to spoil some of the fun. Further, there is no way to avoid the exploitation of someone in the relationship if it's just for fun. Sometimes one person's pleasure is another's pain. No one likes to be or feel used. 

Marilyn Monroe was a sex symbol for millions. She said, "People took a lot for granted; not only could they be friendly, but they could suddenly get overly friendly and expect an awful lot for a very little."(5) She felt used. She died naked and alone, with an empty bottle of sleeping pills beside a silent telephone. Was the fame and fun worth it? Evidently she thought not. 

Experiential Argument

This perspective emphasizes a desire on the part of an individual not to appear like a sexual novice on the wedding night. One answer to this is to have enough sexual experience prior to marriage so that one brings practice, not theory to the initial sexual encounter in marriage. But the body was designed to perform sexually and will do so given the opportunity. 

This is not to say that sexual skill cannot be gained through experience. It is to say that every skill acquired by humans must have a beginning point. If the idea of two virgins on their wedding night brings amusement to our minds instead of admiration, it is actually a sad commentary on how far we have slipped as individuals and as a culture. 

It must be emphasized again that healthy sexual adjustment depends much more on communication than technique. World-famous sex therapists Masters and Johnson found: 

Nothing good is going to happen in bed between a husband and wife unless good things have been happening between them before they go into bed. There is no way for a good sexual technique to remedy a poor emotional relationship.(5) 

In other words, a deeply-committed couple with no sexual experience is far ahead of a sexually-experienced couple with shallow and tentative commitment, as far as the marriage's future sexual success is concerned. 

Compatibility Argument

A corollary to the experiential argument is the one of compatibility. The idea is, How will I know if the shoe fits unless first I try it on? A foot stays about the same size, but the human sex organs are wonderfully stretchable and adaptable. A woman's vagina can enlarge to accommodate the birth of a baby or to fit a male organ of any size. Physical compatibility is 99 percent guaranteed, and the other 1 percent can become so with medical consultation and assistance. 

Of greater importance is to test person-to-person compatibility. Sexual dysfunction in young people is usually psychologically based. Building bridges of love and mutual care in the non-physical facets of the relationship are the sure roads to a honeymoon that can last a lifetime. 

Contraceptive Argument

The contraceptive argument supposedly takes the fear of pregnancy out of sexual activity and gives moderns a virtual green light. Actually, the light is at most pale green and perhaps only yellow. The simple fact is that pregnancy (along with sexually-transmitted diseases) remains a possibility. 

Beyond the question of contraceptive use is the entire area of unwanted children. There are no good alternatives for children born out of wedlock. Do we have the right to deprive children of life or a secure family setting and loving parents to supply their basic needs? Ironically, even severely battered children choose to be with their parents over other alternatives. Parental love and security are highly prized. 

Sexual intimacy between a man and a woman is not exclusively their private affair. Sexual intercourse must take place with a view toward facing the consequences. The time of moral decision in sexual matters comes before one decides to have sex with someone, not later when unforeseen circumstances take things the wrong way. 

Marital Argument

Perhaps the most prominent argument for premarital sex among Christians is the marital argument, which says, "We are in love and plan to marry soon. Why should we wait?" 

Dr. Howard Hendricks, an authority on the family, comments that the best way to mortgage your marriage is to play around at the door of marriage.(7) Loss of respect and intensity of feelings may occur, as well as guilt and dissatisfaction. Restraint for a time adds excitement to the relationship and makes the honeymoon something very special, not a continuation of already-established patterns. Some couples also see little value in a public declaration of marital intent. Or they may think the formality of a wedding is the equivalent of dogma. Those who prefer no public declaration but rather seek anonymity may be saying something about the depth (or lack thereof) of their commitment to one another. Do they have their fingers crossed? 

Contemporary studies indicate that the marital argument is not sound. Of 100 couples who cohabit, 40 break up before they marry. Of the 60 who marry, 45 divorce--leaving only 15 of 100 with a lasting marriage. Thus, cohabitation has two negative effects: it sharply reduces the number who marry, and dramatically increases the divorce rate of those who do.(8) 

Engaged couples, according to Paul in 1 Corinthians 7:36-37, should either control their sexual drives or marry. Intercourse, then, is not proper for engaged couples. They should either keep their emotions in check or marry. 

Conclusion

We have examined some of the major arguments used to justify premarital sex. If these are the strongest defenses of sex outside of marriage, the case is weak. Our brief trek through the wilderness of contemporary sexual ideas has led to some virtual dead ends. 

There are good reasons to make a commitment to limit our sexual experience to a time when the sex act can be reinforced in a context of permanent love and care. From this perspective, virginity is not viewed as something that must be eliminated as soon as possible, but as a gift to treasure and save for a special and unique person. 

The biblical standard that puts sex within the fidelity and security of marriage is the most responsible code that has ever been developed. You are justified in following it without apology as the best standard for protecting human, moral, and Christian values that has been devised. 

Some reading this may have already had sexual experience outside of marriage. The data we have discussed is not intended to condemn or produce guilt. 

The good news is that Jesus Christ came for the expressed purpose of forgiving our sins, sexual and all other. Jesus, who is the same yesterday, today, and forever, will forgive us. The real question now is, What shall we do with the future? Christ can cleanse the past, but He expects us to respond to the light He gives us. Hopefully this discussion will help you strengthen your convictions with regard to sexual decisions and behavior in the days ahead. As the adage says, today is the first day of the rest of your life. 

Copyright 1994 Jimmy Williams and Jerry Solomon 
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**Cool Stuff About Love and Sex 

Written by Rusty Wright    

Cool Stuff

Psst! Hey, kids! Want to hear some really cool stuff about love and sex that you might never hear from your parents? Listen up! (But . . . how about closing your ears for the next few seconds?)

Hey, parents! Want to learn how to talk to your kids about sex in a way they will understand and relate to? Keep listening.{1}

OK, kids. You can listen again.

"A fulfilling love life. How can I have one? How can I get the most out of sex?" University students worldwide ask these questions. As I've spoken on their campuses, I've tried to offer some practical principles because I believe both pleasure and emotional fulfillment are important facets of sex. These principles relate to teens, too. Teens of all ages.

Sex is often on our minds. According to two psychologists at the universities of Vermont and South Carolina, 95% of people think about sex at least once each day.{2} You might wonder, "You mean that 5% of the people don't?"

Why does sex exist? One of the main purposes of sex is pleasure. Consider what one wise man named Solomon wrote. Writing sometimes in "PG" (but not "R-rated") terms, He said:

Drink water from your own cistern

And fresh water from your own well.

Should your springs be dispersed abroad,

Streams of water in the streets?

Let them be yours alone

And not for strangers with you.

Let your fountain be blessed,

And rejoice in the wife of your youth.

As a loving hind and a graceful doe,

Let her breasts satisfy you at all times;

Be exhilarated always with her love.{3}

Solomon's ancient love sonnet, the "Song of Solomon," is one of the best sex manuals ever written. It traces the beauty of a sexual relationship in marriage and is an openly frank description of marital sexual intimacy. You might want to read it yourself. (Would it surprise you to know that it's in the Bible? You can dog-ear the good parts.)

Another purpose of sex is to develop oneness or unity. Fifteen hundred years before Christ, Moses, the great Israeli liberator, wrote, "For this reason a man shall leave his father and his mother, and be joined to his wife; and they shall become one flesh."{4} When two people unite sexually, they "become one flesh."

A third purpose for sex is procreation. That, of course, is how we all got here. You learn that in first year biology, right?

OK, so sex is for pleasure, unity, and procreation. But how can people get the most out of love and sex? 

How to Have a Most Fulfilling Love Life

One way not to have a fulfilling love life in marriage is to concentrate solely on sexual technique. There is certainly nothing wrong with learning sexual technique--especially the basics--but technique by itself is not the answer.

The qualities that contribute to a successful sex life are the same ones that contribute to a successful interpersonal relationship. Qualities like love, commitment, and communication.

Consider love. As popular speaker and author Josh McDowell points out, those romantic words, "I love you," can be interpreted several different ways. One meaning is "I love you if--If you go out with me . . . if you are lighthearted . . . if you sleep with me." Another meaning is "I love you because--because you are attractive . . . strong . . . intelligent." Both types of love must be earned.

The best kind of love is unconditional. It says, "I love you, period. I love you even if someone better looking comes along, even if you change, even if you have zoo breath in the morning. I place your needs above my own."

One young engaged couple had popularity, intelligence, good looks, and athletic success that seemed to portend a bright future. Then the young woman suffered a skiing accident that left her paralyzed for life. Her fiancé deserted her.

This true story--portrayed in the popular film, "The Other Side of the Mountain"--was certainly complex. But was his love for her "love, period"? Or was it love "if" or love "because"? Unconditional love (or "less-conditional", because none of us is perfect) is an essential building block for a lasting relationship.

Unconditional love with caring and acceptance can help a sexual relationship in a marriage. Sex, viewed in this manner, becomes not a self-centered performance but a significant expression of mutual love.

Commitment is also important for a strong relationship and fulfilling sex. Without mutual commitment, neither spouse will be able to have the maximum confidence that the relationship is secure.

Good communication is essential. If a problem arises, couples need to talk it out and forgive rather than stew in their juices. As one sociology professor expressed it, "Sexual foreplay involves the 'round-the-clock relationship."{5}

Often students ask, "What about sexual activity before marriage?" More on that controversial topic next. 

Why Wait?

After I'd spoken in a human sexuality class at Arizona State University, one student said, "You're talking about sex within marriage. What about premarital sex?" He was right. I was saying that sexual intercourse is designed to work best in a happy marriage and recommending waiting until marriage before experiencing sex.

This view is, of course, very controversial. You may agree with me. Or you may think I am from another planet, and I respect your right to feel that way. Here's why I waited.

First is a moral reason. According to the perspective I represent, the biblical God clearly says to wait.{6} Some people think that God wants to make them miserable. Actually, He loves us and wants our best. There are practical reasons for waiting.

Premarital sex can detract from a strong relationship and a fulfilling love life. Too often, it's merely a self-gratifying experience. After an intimate sexual encounter, one partner might be saying, "I love you" while the other is thinking, "I love it."

Very often premarital sex lacks total, permanent commitment. This can create insecurity. For instance, while the couple is unmarried, the nagging thought can persist, "If he or she has slept with me, whom else have they slept with?" After they marry, one might think, "If they were willing to break a standard with me before we married, will they with someone else after we marry?" Doubt can chip away at their relationship.

Premarital sex can also inhibit communication. Each might wonder, "How do I compare with my lover's other partners? Does he or she tell them how I perform in bed?" Each may become less open; communication can deteriorate and so can the relationship. Premarital sex can lessen people's chances to experience maximum oneness and pleasure. I'm not claiming that premarital sex eliminates your chances for great sex in marriage. But I am saying that it can introduce factors that can be difficult to overcome.

A recently married young woman told me her perspective after a lecture at Sydney University in Australia. She said, "I really like what you said about waiting. My fiancé and I had to make the decision and we decided to wait." (Each had been sexually active in other previous relationships.) She continued: "With all the other tensions, decisions and stress of engagement, sex would have been just another worry. Waiting 'till our marriage before we had sex was the best decision we ever made."

Wise words. I waited because God said to, because there were many practical advantages, and because none of the arguments I heard for not waiting were strong enough.{7} 

The Vital Dimension

So far we've looked at "Why sex?", "How to have a most fulfilling love life," and "Why wait?". Consider now the vital dimension in any relationship.

Powerful emotional factors can make it difficult for teens to wait until marriage for sexual intercourse or to stop having sex. A longing to be close to someone or a yearning to express love can generate intense desires for physical intimacy. Many singles today want to wait but lack the inner strength or self esteem. They may fear losing love if they postpone sex.

Often sex brings emptiness rather than the wholeness people seek through it. As one TV producer told me, "Frankly, I think the sexual revolution has backfired in our faces. It's degrading to be treated like a piece of meat." The previous night her lover had justified his decision to sleep around by telling her, "There's plenty of me for everyone." What I suspect he meant was, "There's plenty of everyone for me." She felt betrayed and alone.

I explained to her and to her TV audience that sexuality also involves the spiritual. One wise spiritual teacher understood our loneliness and longings for love. He recognized human emotional needs for esteem, acceptance, and wholeness and offered a plan to meet them. His plan has helped people to become brand "new persons" inside.{8} He promised unconditional love to all who ask.{9} Once we know we're loved and accepted, we can have greater security to be vulnerable in relationships and new inner strength to make wise choices for safe living.{10}

This teacher said, "You will know the truth, and the truth will make you free."{11} Millions attest to the safety and security He can provide in relationships. His name, of course, is Jesus of Nazareth. Though I had been a skeptic, I placed my faith in Him personally my freshman year in college. Through a simple heart attitude, I said, "Jesus, I believe you died and rose again for me. I ask you to enter my life, forgive me, and give me the new life you promised." He forgave all my flaws--and there were (and are) many of those. He said His own death and resurrection--once I accepted His pardon--erased my guilt.{12} That was great news!

Marriage with Jesus involved can be like triangle with God at the apex and the two spouses at the bottom corners. As each partner grows closer to God, they also grow closer to each other. Life doesn't become perfect, but God's friendship can bring a vital dimension to any relationship. 

Parents and Kids

A nationwide survey of teens asked the question, "When it comes to your decisions about sex, who is most influential?" Forty-nine percent of teens responding said it was their parents. The next closest response was "Friends" (16 percent). Eleven percent said the media influenced their decisions about sex the most. Only 5 percent said it was their romantic partner.{13} Kids, lots of your peers think that it is important to consider how their parents feel about sex.

And teens feel that talking with their parents about sex can make important sexual decisions easier. In a subsequent national survey, teens overwhelmingly expressed that they could more easily postpone sexual activity and avoid getting pregnant if they could only talk about these matters more openly with their folks.{14}

But there's a problem. Too many parents are unaware how important what they think about sex is to their teens. Parents often think that their teenagers' friends are the strongest influence on their teen's decisions about sex. Yet teens don't consider their friends as being nearly as influential as parents think they are.{15}

And mom, you are really, really important!

A major report based on two University of Minnesota studies involving national data found that teens having close relationships with their mothers are more likely than teens lacking close relationships with their mothers to delay first intercourse. The report authors note, "previous studies have shown that mothers tend to have a greater influence than fathers on teens' sexual decision-making."{16}

What can a parent do to help their teens develop positive, healthy sexual attitudes and behavior? Here are some ideas:

Develop close, loving relationships with your kids from the time they are young.

Model the types of behavior and attitudes you wish them to emulate.

Listen to them and treat them with respect.

Talk about sex, your own values, and why you hold them.

Help your teen think through their life goals, including education, and how teenage sexual activity might affect their dreams.

Discuss what types of media are appropriate for your son or daughter to consume.

Making sexual decisions can be hard for teens today. Parents and teens can help each other by becoming close friends and by communicating. It's not always easy, but the rewards can be significant.
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Study: Sexy music triggers teen sex

Monday, August 7, 2006; Posted: 11:40 a.m. EDT (15:40 GMT) 

Researchers say sexually explicit music seems to lower teens' inhibitions.

HEALTH LIBRARY

CHICAGO, Illinois (AP) -- Teens whose iPods are full of music with raunchy, sexual lyrics start having sex sooner than those who prefer other songs, a study found.

Whether it's hip-hop, rap, pop or rock, much of popular music aimed at teens contains sexual overtones. Its influence on their behavior appears to depend on how the sex is portrayed, researchers found.

Songs depicting men as "sex-driven studs," women as sex objects and with explicit references to sex acts are more likely to trigger early sexual behavior than those where sexual references are more veiled and relationships appear more committed, the study found.

Teens who said they listened to lots of music with degrading sexual messages were almost twice as likely to start having intercourse or other sexual activities within the following two years as were teens who listened to little or no sexually degrading music.

Among heavy listeners, 51 percent started having sex within two years, versus 29 percent of those who said they listened to little or no sexually degrading music.

Exposure to lots of sexually degrading music "gives them a specific message about sex," said lead author Steven Martino, a researcher for Rand Corp. in Pittsburgh. Boys learn they should be relentless in pursuit of women and girls learn to view themselves as sex objects, he said.

"We think that really lowers kids' inhibitions and makes them less thoughtful" about sexual decisions and may influence them to make decisions they regret, he said.

The study, based on telephone interviews with 1,461 participants aged 12 to 17, appears in the August issue of Pediatrics, being released Monday.

Most participants were virgins when they were first questioned in 2001. Follow-up interviews were done in 2002 and 2004 to see if music choice had influenced subsequent behavior.

Natasha Ramsey, a 17-year-old from New Brunswick, New Jersey, said she and other teens sometimes listen to sexually explicit songs because they like the beat.

"I won't really realize that the person is talking about having sex or raping a girl," she said. Even so, the message "is being beaten into the teens' heads," she said. "We don't even really realize how much."

"A lot of teens think that's the way they're supposed to be, they think that's the cool thing to do. Because it's so common, it's accepted," said Ramsey, a teen editor for Sexetc.org, a teen sexual health Web site produced at Rutgers University.

"Teens will try to deny it, they'll say 'No, it's not the music,' but it IS the music. That has one of the biggest impacts on our lives," Ramsey said.

The Recording Industry Association of America, which represents the U.S. recording industry, declined to comment on the findings.

Benjamin Chavis, chief executive officer of the Hip-Hip Summit Action Network, a coalition of hip-hop musicians and recording industry executives, said explicit music lyrics are a cultural expression that reflect "social and economic realities."

"We caution rushing to judgment that music more than any other factor is a causative factor" for teens initiating sex, Chavis said.

Martino said the researchers tried to account for other factors that could affect teens' sexual behavior, including parental permissiveness, and still found explicit lyrics had a strong influence.

However, Yvonne K. Fulbright, a New York-based sex researcher and author, said factors including peer pressure, self-esteem and home environment are probably more influential than the research suggests.

"It's a little dangerous to just pinpoint one thing. You have to look at everything that's going on in a young person's life," she said. "When somebody has a healthy sense of themselves, they don't take these lyrics too seriously."

David Walsh, a psychologist who heads the National Institute on Media and the Family, said the results make sense, and echo research on the influence of videos and other visual media.

The brain's impulse-control center undergoes "major construction" during the teen years at the same time that an interest in sex starts to blossom, he said.

Add sexually arousing lyrics and "it's not that surprising that a kid with a heavier diet of that ... would be at greater risk for sexual behavior," Walsh said.

Martino said parents, educators and teens themselves need to think more critically about messages in music lyrics.

Fulbright agreed.

"A healthy home atmosphere is one that allows a child to investigate what pop culture has to offer and at the same time say 'I know this is a fun song but you know that it's not right to treat women this way or this isn't a good person to have as a role model,"' she said.

Copyright 2006 The Associated Press. All rights reserved.This material may not be published, broadcast, rewritten, or redistributed.
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Sex with Seniors: No Fairy Tale for Freshmen (about highschool pressures)

By Élan J. Jones, 17, Staff Writer

Published: Aug 3, 2006

A few days ago, as I was standing in the lunch line to purchase one of my school’s delicious platters of toxic waste, two freshmen girls stood behind me, talking.

I wasn’t really paying attention to their conversation (I’m really not the type to eavesdrop), but what one of the girls said really caught my attention. Her exact words were: “I don’t really want to do it, but he’s a senior, so if I do, it’ll make him and other seniors like me.”

Now, I know they could have been talking about anything (maybe she didn’t want to help him cheat on a test or something simple like that), but the tone in her voice made me believe “it” was something sexual. 

I don’t know why, but suddenly I felt extremely angry at her. Why would she think that she had to do anything for someone just because he’s a senior? Why did she feel it was so important to have the seniors like her anyway? I couldn’t understand her reasoning until I thought back to when I was a freshman and desperate for the same acceptance of the allegedly larger-than-life upperclassmen.

No Picnic

For freshmen, the abrupt transition from eighth to ninth grade is already hard enough, with the drastic change in homework. On top of that, supposedly you’re automatically at the bottom of the social ladder. So now you’re a prime target for humiliation from anyone who can say they’ve been in high school longer than you, which, unfortunately, is everyone. 

It’s a common misconception that the only way to avoid this humiliation and being branded an outcast is to give in to the pressure to have sex.

There are so many freshmen in my school who feel that it is a social taboo to turn down the advances of seniors; they feel it will leave them friendless their entire high-school career. This couldn’t be further from the truth. Seniors—or anyone else—do not have the right to take advantage of you just because you are new to the school. 

Unfortunately, many seniors count on freshmen girls to be too intimidated by them to say “no” to sex. Some girls agree to have sex or perform oral sex, hoping that the next day in school that senior will wave to them in the hallway or invite them to sit at their lunch table. Then, they’ll be one of the “cool” freshmen with a bunch of senior friends, and everything will be perfect.

Sadly, the reality of the situation is not a fairy tale. More likely, a freshman will agree to have sex with a senior, and the next time the two people pass each other in school, it will be as though the girl doesn’t even exist. He’ll walk right past her without saying “hello” or even making eye contact. She’ll just be known as another freshman he conquered. 

Freshmen guys reading this may think that this doesn’t apply to them, but that’s not the case. Both girls and guys deal with pressure from their peers. A freshman guy may feel he has to get involved with a lot of girls, because he thinks that is the only way to win the approval of male seniors.

Aftermath

So, what happens when freshmen give in to sexual pressure? There can be long-lasting effects after casual sexual encounters, especially if two partners didn’t use protection. If they had oral, vaginal, or anal sex without it, one of the partners could get pregnant or get a sexually transmitted disease.

The effects are not just physical, though. If teens start thinking that the only reason seniors want to be their friend is to have sex, their self-esteem will plummet. They might just think that seniors only like them for the “sexual benefits.” It’s important to understand that if two people truly want to be friends, they accept each other for their personalities.

Not All Bad

I’m not saying that all seniors are evil and you should avoid them like the plague. I’m sure you’ll meet some really great seniors who honestly want to be your friend or date you, and you should try to hang around those types of people.

I know that being a freshman can be, for lack of a better word, scary. But don’t let that fear allow you to make decisions you may regret later in your life. There is no rule that says you have to have sex once you enter high school.

Don’t let others dictate when you’re ready to have sex or do anything else. Wait until you are certain that you’re ready and you’re not doing it so people will like you or just to fit in.

Saying “no” to something you’re not comfortable with won’t turn you into an outcast. It will show people that you’re not some naive freshman they can pressure, and they will respect you for that. And even if you’re labeled an outcast, the people who will actually make great friends won’t care about some unimportant label. 

High school can be a fun experience, as long as you take it at your own pace. And before you realize it, you’ll be a senior, remembering how foolish it was for you to be scared. 
Love: As Seen On TV—it’s myths and fantasy (reaction to “Friends” series)

When it comes to TV romance, love seems so wonderful. So perfect. Too perfect, maybe?

by LaTonya Taylor

I gripped the side of the couch, transfixed. An abandoned turkey sandwich wilted on a TV tray next to a melting ice cream sandwich and some carrot sticks. It was another cliff-hanging romantic moment on Friends, and, as far as I was concerned, dinner could wait. I couldn't wait to see how this would end!

For eight seasons, Ross and Rachel had an on-again, off-again relationship, and I knew I was watching a critical moment. Rachel was sitting in a hospital room with their new baby, Emma, not realizing Ross was planning to propose to her. Ross had left the hospital to buy some flowers. He'd left an engagement ring in her hospital room, tucked in his jacket pocket. Meanwhile, Joey, Rachel's roommate, had come to visit her. He bent over and accidentally knocked the ring out of Ross' jacket. Surprised, Joey held the open box in his hand as he turned toward Rachel, still on his knees.

Rachel's eyes widened with shock as she (mistakenly) realized Joey was asking her to marry him! "OK," she said, as the camera cut to a scene of Ross getting off the hospital elevator at Rachel's floor, flowers in hand. The season ended on that suspenseful note. "Nooooo!" I moaned, smacking the side of the couch with my hand.

Welcome to the emotionally draining world of television romance. It seems like almost every regular TV-watcher has a favorite couple. Whether it's Lucy Camden from 7th Heaven and her new boyfriend Kevin, Rory Gilmore from Gilmore Girls and Dean, or Clark Kent and Lana Lang on Smallville, many of us enjoy watching these TV pairs. From the excitement of their first meeting (Will they get together?) to the ups and downs of their relationships (I can't believe they've broken up!), a part of us lives through them.

In many ways, the TV shows we enjoy are great entertainment. They're fun to watch. The characters are smart and beautiful, and the situations they get themselves into are often hilarious or touching. Still, TV makes me uncomfortable sometimes. I find myself laughing, only I'm laughing at something that runs counter to my values and faith. And if I'm not careful, I can be a little like a sponge, soaking up ideas that are anything but Christian and glorifying to God. I really feel like I owe it to myself to be careful when it comes to love and romance. After all, my romantic choices can affect me for the rest of my life. What kind of ideas am I picking up from my favorite shows?

So what should I—or what should we—do? Just toss the TV out the window and forget it? Sounds a little extreme to me. Instead, I'm learning to be smart about my TV choices by developing a sort of "game plan" for making sense of what I'm seeing and hearing.

Silly, But Fun!

Remember the last time you saw a bunch of cartoony hearts pop out above the heads of young lovers on a Bugs Bunny cartoon? Or what about those violins that come out of nowhere during a romantic scene? And then there are those amazing times when two sweethearts glide in slow motion toward each other across a grassy field.

Doesn't happen, does it? But does it matter? It's not hard to see this type of "fantasy" is fun, and a little goofy.

After all, everyone knows it's not as easy to get a date as it looks on TV. We'd like to think that we can look up from our cafeteria trays one day, and Mr. or Miss Dreamy will be staring at us. We'll give this beautiful person a soft, model-perfect, broccoli-free smile, and they'll put down their tray, abandoning their mystery meat and Jell-O cubes, and float to our sides. Do I hear those violins? It's a great scenario, but I know better—and you do, too. We know people don't always just find each other.

It's common sense, too, that dates are awkward sometimes. On television, characters can usually think of smart, witty things to say. In real life, a date might have a few uncomfortable silences. There might be tense moments when you aren't quite sure how to handle yourself.

Another thing: TV relationships don't take much work. Have you ever noticed how beautiful people automatically understand one another? But just like any other friendship, a dating relationship requires people to listen to one another, to be thoughtful and to encourage one another.

Also, we know people and relationships aren't perfect, although sometimes they seem that way on TV. It's clear there's no such thing as a "perfect guy," a "perfect girl," a "perfect date" or a "perfect romance." We are all human, and our imperfection mars our closest relationships.

Still, it doesn't take too much work to see past these TV myths. In fact, most of them are pretty funny. We can recognize the silliness, laugh it off, and move on without a second thought.

TV's Big Love Myths

OK, so no cartoony hearts popping above people's heads. No slow motion jogs across the park. We get it. No harm done. But let's be real. Sometimes TV romance is more subtle than that. And like a mirror, those TV shows reflect a way of thinking and acting that many people believe is right, healthy and normal. But is it? Here are four of the major myths I see in the way TV handles love and romance:

Myth #1: Sex? No problem. Characters in many TV shows act like sex outside of marriage is no big deal. In TV romances, sex is always fun, exciting and convenient. It's easy to joke about and doesn't necessarily have emotional or physical consequences. If we believe what we see on TV, there's no real reason not to have sex with someone you're attracted to, as long as you're prepared for the possibility of pregnancy or a sexually transmitted disease.

But as Christians, we know that saving sex for marriage is about much more than avoiding AIDS or not becoming an unwed parent. God designed sex as a way for people who have committed their lives to one another in marriage to bond physically and emotionally. In fact, God's Word cautions us that no sin affects us so fully as ignoring God's plan for sex (1 Corinthians 6:18-19). Acting on this TV myth can really cost you.

It doesn't happen often, but sometimes sitcom characters realize this. Last season, Friends' Rachel worried as she sat in her hospital room that she and baby Emma would live alone if Ross eventually left her to start his "real family." Rachel realized sex without a marriage commitment can lead to a broken heart. But again, those moments are rare. When they do happen, they can be a real wake-up call. Even hip, funny TV shows can't ignore the reality that breaking God's guidelines in this area can cause a lot of pain.

Myth #2: The Quick Fix. Another myth that pops up frequently on TV is the idea that relationships can fix broken people. This idea appeared on Gilmore Girls, when Rory encouraged her mother to warm up to Rory's friend, Jess. Even though Jess is rebellious, reckless, angry and impolite, Rory sees his smart, tender side. To her, that's a good reason to become friends (and maybe more) with Jess.

Sometimes this works on TV—a sweet girl can "fix" a rough guy by paying him a little attention, or a caring guy can help a lost girl if he just gives her a little love. It rarely works that way in real life, though. We often become like the people we hang around, and the Bible warns us that good character can be ruined by bad relationships (1 Corinthians 15:33). Although God wants us to reach out to people who need help, a romantic relationship isn't the best way to help someone who is lost or misguided.

Myth #3: Different Values Don't Matter. See if you can spot the problem with this statement: It's OK for two people to ignore differences between their faiths or values if they're attracted to one another. I don't think so! But on 7th Heaven, Matt Camden secretly married Sarah Glass, a fellow medical student. Matt is a pastor's son, while Sarah is a rabbi's daughter. Still, they are willing to put aside the significant differences between their faiths in order to marry. Matt even decides to convert to Judaism.

Christian principles, though, tell us to limit the closeness of our relationships with non-Christians. Paul warns members of the Corinthian church not to be "yoked together with unbelievers" (2 Corinthians 7:5). Our romantic relationships should be with people who share our faith and values.

Myth #4: The Future's too Far Away to Think About Now. Finally, the characters on many TV shows act like it's natural to live a wild life before you eventually settle down. Many of the characters on sitcoms and dramas seem to think the choices they make in relationships during their teens and 20s will not affect a future mate or child.

The shows don't show the pain of telling the person you'd like to marry that he or she is one of several sexual partners you've had. They don't show the embarrassment a mother must feel when she has to tell her daughter "don't do it the way I did." Television shows don't show that it can be hard to stop thinking about past partners, even if you've made a commitment to your spouse. They also don't talk about the reality of STDs, AIDS and teenage parenting that can result from living for the present instead of the future.

This TV myth bothers me a lot. It's so painful to see the hurt, anger, shame and broken relationships that result from buying into this way of thinking. But we know our actions have consequences. Galatians 6:7-9 reminds us that irresponsible actions will hurt us in the future, but God will reward our faithfulness.

So What Now?

What should we do about shows that don't tell the whole truth about love and romance? Is there a middle ground between never watching any television and soaking up everything we see? I believe so.

I think many TV shows can be worth watching, as long as we take time to be conscious of the messages they send. Whether you're watching a show alone or with a friend, you can think or talk during the commercial breaks about some of these questions:

1) What does this show say about love and romance? If I were to tell someone what key statement this show makes in one sentence, what would that sentence be?

2) Are the dating relationships on this show healthy relationships? Do the people relate to each other respectfully? Are sexual relationships reserved for marriage?

3) What's true or good about the way this show portrays love and romance? What's untrue or not so good?

4) If there is something unhealthy or untrue portrayed in a scene, how could it be changed to represent a Christian perspective?

I have to be honest: Sometimes, I feel like what I'm watching colors my thinking about relationships in harmful ways. Occasionally, I can see that a show is completely off base, and there's no effort to honor God's plan for love and romance. Even though it's hard, I have to ask God to help me grab the remote and change the channel or turn off the TV. I'd encourage you to do the same thing. If you're really struggling, talk to a friend or your youth pastor. They can keep you accountable.

More honesty: We don't always like having to turn away from something we're watching. Our tendency is to say, "Oh, come on! I know this isn't real! What's wrong with watching, just for a few minutes?" During those times, I try to go for a walk, pick up a book or turn on some good music instead. Even though I don't like it, I know a little discipline about my TV habits will go a long way. I hope you'll come to feel this way, too.

Don't get me wrong. I think it's great to enjoy entertainment for what it's worth—entertainment. When we know that something we see or hear will affect our minds, though, it's worth taking a few moments to decipher the messages we're receiving.

As for me, I'm going to keep my mind engaged the next time I sit down to my favorite romantic comedy or drama. And if those TV couples start going places I don't want to go? Hey, I've got the remote close by. … and I know how to use it.

Copyright © 2003 by the author or Christianity Today International/Campus Life magazine.
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MARRIAGE PURPOSES/EXPECTATIONS/MYTHS/NEEDS AND REALITY

****The Purpose-Driven Marriage by Rick Warren (version B)

Use these five biblical purposes to give direction to your marriage.

By Rick Warren

In his book What's Wrong with the World, G. K. Chesterton summed it up well: "If we wish to preserve the family, we must revolutionize the nation." In this exclusive series, we explore seven distinct pillars of Christian marriage. Living by these pillars can not only strengthen your marriage, but in fact, revolutionize the church and the nation. Here, in our first installment, we look at the importance of incorporating Christ in our marriages.

—The Editors

I suppose you'd expect a man who's been married 30 years to a beautiful, intelligent woman would be able to share with you the intimate secrets to having a perfect marriage.

But I'm going to disappoint you! That's because my wife and I don't have a perfect marriage. Kay is without a doubt my best friend, and we have a wonderful relationship—but as far as a perfect marriage, well, there's no such thing. 


"For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh. This is a profound mystery—but I am talking about Christ and the church" (Ephesians 5:31-32).


What Kay and I do have is a marriage centered on Christ, specifically focused on glorifying God. We remain committed to each other because we remain committed to Christ and his work within us.

No easy road

After three decades in ministry, I've noticed that it's not unusual for couples to float through their first year or two of marriage in a love-blinded bliss. 

But, frankly, that didn't happen for Kay and me. Our first two years together were the most difficult. In fact, we were ready to throw in the towel. If we both hadn't been committed to Jesus Christ and we both hadn't agreed that divorce was not an option, we wouldn't have stayed together. It was simply too difficult.

Kay even said that in those first few years of marriage, she often wished that one of two things would happen: either she'd be widowed, or God would change his mind and say divorce was now okay!

Since then, we've met many couples who were convinced their marital struggles meant there was no hope for healing. We can say from experience that's not true; there's always hope! 

Part of the difficulty for Kay and me is that we were virtual strangers when we got married, but we began finding out things about each other immediately—like the fact that apart from our love for God, we were about as opposite in nature as two people could be. 

We viewed life from two different angles and argued over just about everything. I remember Kay's father sat us down the night before we were married and said, "There are five areas where marriages usually have conflict: money, sex, in-laws, children, and communication." 

He proved to be prophetic: Kay and I went five for five! We fought over every single one of those items.

Not only did we disagree over those things, we couldn't even agree about how to disagree! Kay is an intense person who needs to talk. My preferred method of dealing with problems was just to walk away. That was a volatile combination!

The single factor that kept us married in those early years was that we agreed on one thing: divorce would never be an option for us. You can't leave the door open even a little bit, or eventually one of you will try to escape.

Because we knew we were in it for the long haul, we were forced to accept each other's differences. What else were we going to do? 

Slowly, over time, God helped us not only to accept our differences, but to appreciate them. Through the process we learned that any successful marriage is built upon the biblical truth that God designed each of us with five purposes in mind: worship, fellowship, discipleship, ministry, and missions. 

In other words, until you realize you were placed here for God's purposes, then your life—and your marriage—will be difficult, complicated, and exhausting. But once you understand God's plan, your life—and your marriage—take on new meaning. 

And once you and your spouse both get this—when both of you are living purpose-driven lives—then guess what happens?

Your marriage becomes a purpose-driven marriage!

Balancing biblical purposes

Here are the five biblical purposes you should keep balanced in your marriage:

1. You and your spouse were both planned for God's pleasure. How would your marriage immediately change if you understood deeply that your spouse was created for God's pleasure? Or if your spouse understood deeply that you were planned for God's pleasure?

A man once asked Jesus, "What's the most important commandment?" Jesus replied, "I can summarize the entire Bible in two statements: Love God, and love other people!" (Matthew 22:36-39). That includes your spouse.

Life is about relationships, not achievements. First and foremost, it's about developing a relationship with God that will last forever—we call that worship. You also worship God when you love and sacrifice for your spouse (just read through Romans 12 with a view of what its applications would mean to your marriage).

Any time you give pleasure to God, you're worshiping him, and the Bible teaches that loving your spouse—the mate God gave you for a lifetime—brings pleasure to him.

2. You and your spouse were formed for God's family. God made an incredible promise about the gathering of even just two believers: "For where two or three have gathered together in My name, I am there in their midst" (Matthew 18:20, nasb).

So if both you and your spouse are believers, God is already in your marriage working to transform the two of you into a purpose-driven family unit! Isn't that incredibly great news?

But Jesus wants us to love real people—not ideal people—and your marriage is a lab for learning how to love like Jesus loves.

It seems funny now, but one conflict between Kay and me in marriage was over the really trivial issue of soap! For me, a hot steamy shower is a spiritual experience—right up there with eating fresh cinnamon rolls. I also happen to be a person who gets bored quickly, so I like variety; I don't want to use the same kind of soap all the time.

One day I told Kay we needed some different kinds of soap. But I said it in a way that sounded as though our marriage was a failure because we used the same kind of soap all the time. Three or four months later at Christmas, to "get back at me," she wrapped and placed 27 different bars of soap under the tree!

My point is that within marriage, God has created an opportunity for us to develop a true intimacy and authenticity with another human being. God wants for you and your spouse to go beyond the superficial chit-chat that is, unfortunately, so common in many marriages. 

To go this deep requires genuine, heart-to-heart, gut-level sharing, where you and your spouse get honest about who you are and what's happening in your lives. This happens when you both open up to each other and share your hurts, reveal your feelings, confess your failures, disclose your doubts, admit your fears, acknowledge your weaknesses, and ask each other for help and prayer.

3. You and your spouse were both created to become like Christ. As I mentioned, marriage is a laboratory for developing God's love in you. He'll use your spouse to build his values, attitudes, morals, and character within you.

Once you understand this, a lot of what happens within your marriage will begin to make more sense. When you start to ask, "Why is this happening to me?" The answer is—to make you more like Jesus!

In fact, the Bible teaches that God builds certain qualities within our lives by putting us in situations that make it difficult to show these qualities. In other words, for God to teach you real love, he'll put you around some unlovely people. For God to teach you real joy, he'll allow you to go through times of grief. To learn inner peace and patience, he'll allow storms of chaos and stressful situations in your life that test your patience and teach you to trust him. 

In his book Sacred Marriage, our friend Gary Thomas makes the case that marriage was not meant to make you happy; it was meant to make you holy. That was an eye-opener for Kay and me. It made such sense. If God's purpose for each of our lives is to make us look more like Jesus, what better tool could he use than the marriage relationship? 

Who better for God to use to chisel you than the person you live with seven days a week? When the difficult times come, you just have to realize you're being worked on! God is using each of you to shape the other person more and more into the image of Jesus.

4. You and your spouse were both shaped for serving God. The Bible says, "God has made us what we are. In Christ Jesus, God has made us to do good works, which God planned in advance for us to live our lives doing" (Ephesians 2:10, ncv).

We serve God by serving others, and we serve God by serving our spouse. God shapes us for service through a variety of methods, including our spiritual gifts, our passions, our abilities, our personality, and our experiences.

In fact, God will use the difficulties in your marriage to shape you into an effective minister to others. Who could better help the parents of a Down syndrome child than other parents with a Down syndrome child? Who could better help somebody recover from the pain of an addiction, a business failure, or a prodigal child than a couple who has been through these things and emerged with godly insights?

Could it be that the part of your marriage you regret or resent most—that which you've wanted to hide or forget—is the very thing God wants to use as your ministry to help and encourage others sharing the same struggle? God doesn't just use our strengths; he uses our weaknesses, and even our failures! 

5. You and your spouse were both made for a mission. Your marriage not only involves ministry, it also involves mission. Your ministry is to believers and your mission is to non-believers—allowing God to use your marriage as a means for telling others about his love.

This may take many forms, from being a witness in your neighborhood to going overseas on mission trips together. The fact is, if you want God's blessing on your marriage, then you must care about what God cares about most. What is that? He wants his lost children found! He wants everyone to know him and his purposes for their lives. 

If you want to see how much God cares about the people around you, just look at the Cross. With outstretched arms, Jesus says, "I love them this much!"

Marriage is a life-long process designed to teach you to see the needs of another person as more important than your own. It's a difficult transition because it's not natural. It's not natural for me to look at life from Kay's point of view, and it's not natural for her to look at life from my point of view. 

To think this way requires an intentional shift that can be made only through the power of God in your life. As you and your spouse make that shift, your marriage will become more and more purpose-driven—focused on the needs of others and balancing the purposes of worship, fellowship, discipleship, service, and missions.

The reward is greater than anything you could ever imagine. I've often thought what would have happened—or not happened—had Kay and I thrown in the towel many years ago. There would be no Saddleback Church, no purpose-driven ministry, and no "Purpose-Driven Life"!

God's plan for you and your spouse—for your marriage—is wider and deeper than anything in your wildest, craziest dreams. May our heavenly Father help you to catch this vision as you chase it into the future.

Rick Warren, pastor of Saddleback Church in Southern California, is best-selling author of The Purpose-Driven Life (Zondervan).Selfish Transformation

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… Marriage calls us to an entirely new and selfless life… Any situation that calls me to confront my selfishness has enormous spiritual value.

—Gary Thomas, Sacred Marriage (Zondervan)

Through Heaven's Eyes

You may ask how you can see your spouse as God does. This perspective comes only from prayer. Concern for my wife's spiritual journey leads me to pray regularly for her, asking that I will be able to discern the Spirit's presence and activity in her life and thereby support, never obstruct, the Spirit. The more I pray for her, the more I see her as God sees her—through eyes of love and concern for her spiritual growth.

—David G. Benner, Sacred Companions (InterVarsity Press)

Pleasing To God?

If I believe the primary purpose of marriage is to model God's love, I will enter this relationship and maintain it with an entirely new motivation, one hinted at by Paul: "So we make it our goal to please him" (2 Corinthians 5:9).

For the Christian, the first question we should ask ourselves when doing anything is, "Will this be pleasing to Jesus Christ?"

The first purpose in marriage—beyond happiness, sexual expression, the bearing of children, companionship, mutual care and provision, or anything else—is to please God.

The challenge, of course, is that it is utterly selfless living; rather than asking, "What will make me happy?" we are told that we must ask, "What will make God happy?"

—Gary Thomas, Sacred Marriage (Zondervan)

Time After Time

Becoming married takes time. It doesn't happen on the wedding day. The wedding is only the beginning of a relationship that can be expected to endure and grow. What happens is that over time God's grace becomes visible in the marriage relationship. It becomes visible and real to the married couple, of course, but in a wonderful way it also becomes visible to the people who are touched by the relationship, to family and friends, to neighbors and fellow church members.

—Douglas J. Brouwer, Beyond "I Do" (Eerdmans)

In the Image of God

When was the last time you looked at your mate watching TV, maybe with a beer in his hand, and thought, He is made in the image and likeness of God?

When was the last time you sat across the dinner table and didn't stare down into your plate, but into the eyes of someone reflecting the image and likeness of God?

When was the last time you pressed warmly against your mate, knowing she is made in the image and likeness of God—and not just a body there for your amusement?

What a difference a divine image can make in a marriage. When you begin to relate as males and females according to your super-natural image, you move past the popular illusions and begin to pay attention to what is essential, spiritual, eternal, and even holy about your mate. Hanging bellies, thinning hair, or sagging breasts no longer become your standard for your mate. Your perspective changes from carnal to spiritual: you cease to see your mate as just an object whose sole purpose is to attract you or satisfy you.

When you begin to see your mate as the image and likeness of God, your marriage, no matter how exiled, will instantly realign to God's order. After all, how can you disregard the image and likeness of God? Can you really justify impoliteness or cruelty to the image and likeness of God? Is it possible not to find something beautiful or handsome in the image and likeness of God—regardless of what someone actually looks like? How could anyone, in good conscience, cheat on the image and likeness of God?

In fact, devotion, respect, kindness, caring, consideration, adoration, honesty, nurturing, chivalry, trustworthiness, truthfulness—a list as infinite as the Infinite One—are the only ways to treat the image and likeness of God.

When you correctly view your mate—not according to the warped, twisted, politically correct, fly-by-night, and faddish standards of a fallen world—but as God created that person to be, you set your marriage on the high road.

—Michael Shevack, Adam & Eve: Marriage Secrets from the Garden of Eden (Paulist Press)
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Being in ministry doesn't exempt your marriage from difficulty by Rick Warren

The night before Kay and I got married, her father sat us down and said, "There are five areas where marriages usually have conflict: money, sex, in-laws, children, and communication."

My father-in-law was a prophet. In our marriage we went five for five! We hit and experienced every single one of the conflict-roots problems.

Sometimes the biggest conflicts in marriage are over the most trivial issues. One of the silliest fights Kay and I ever had was over bath soap. For me, a hot steamy shower is a spiritual experience - right up there with eating fresh cinnamon rolls. I also happen to be a person who gets bored very quickly, so I like variety. I don't want to use the same kind of soap all the time.

One day I said to Kay I'd like some different kinds of soap. But I said it in a way that sounded like our marriage was a failure because we used the same kind of soap all the time. Three or four months later at Christmas time, she personally wrapped and placed under the tree 27 different bars of soap!

Every relationship, even good ones, have conflict. And just because you're in ministry does not mean you're exempted from ever having marital conflict.

If you and your spouse don't actively address conflict - learning to resolve it or manage it - you could end up killing your relationship.

· What causes conflict? 

The Bible says conflict is caused by selfishness. James 4:1, 

"Do you know where your fights and arguments come from? They come from selfish desires that war within you." (NCV) 

I am basically a selfish person. I think of me before I think of anybody else. And you do, too. I want what I want and you want what you want, and when these competing desires collide that's called conflict.

The night before Kay and I got married, her father sat us down and said, "There are five areas where marriages usually have conflict: money, sex, in-laws, children, and communication." 

My father-in-law was a prophet. In our marriage we went five for five! We hit every single one of the conflict-roots.

Some of you are in major pain right now. You’re frustrated to no end in your marriage, and because you're in ministry - a situation that tends to isolate us as leaders - you're not quite sure where to turn. 

You feel stuck in your marital relationship because you and your spouse have argued about certain issues over and over, and there's been no resolution, much less reconciliation. 

You don't know what to do, but with all things, it's best to start with God.

· Call on God for help

Pray about it. Before you go to your spouse and talk to him/her about the problem, discuss it with God. This may solve the problem. Before you start dealing with the issue, before you talk to anybody about the problem, talk to God about it, and ask him for help.

I challenge you to practice what I call ventilating vertically. Many of us are very good at ventilating horizontally, but ventilating vertically is when you come to God and say, "Here's how I feel." You directly and honestly lay out your feelings, and heartaches, and frustrations, and anger, and confusion.

Give God your expectations - James 4:2, 

"You quarrel and fight. You do not have because you do not ask God." (NIV) 

This is so foundational; you have to get this point. Conflict often occurs when we expect other people to meet needs that only God himself can meet in our lives.

One day you stood with your spouse in front of a bunch of people and you said, "I do." What you were really saying was, "I expect." You weren't thinking about what you intended to do and the promises you were going to keep. You were thinking, "Good! All my needs are going to be met now! This person is the answer to my dreams and is going to fulfill me in every way." 

Yet, you well know because you preach or teach it nearly every week - there is no person alive who could possibly meet all your needs; only God can do that.

God says, You quarrel and fight. You have unmet needs because you don't ask God. How do I know when I'm looking to other people instead of God to meet my needs? It's called anger. 

Anger is a warning light, which says, "I'm expecting somebody to meet my needs." When I have a need for you to be on time and you're late, or when I have a need for you to notice me and you don't, I get angry. 

God says, "Why don't you try talking to me about it first?" 

Instead of expecting your mate to meet all your needs, God wants you to look to him. You have not because you do not ask God. 

· Confess your part of the conflict

Before I start attacking and blaming, I need to do a frank evaluation and ask, "How much of this conflict is my fault? I need to do an honest check-up and admit my part. When you're wrong, admit it. And when you're right, shut up! 

Be honest. Jesus says, 

"Why then do you look at the speck in your brother's eye and pay no attention to the log in your own eye? Take the log out of your own eye first and you'll be able to see clearly ...." (Matthew 7:3, 5, TEV) 

Everybody has blind spots. When Jesus says, “Before you start getting the sawdust speck out of your partner's eye, why don't you get the telephone pole out of yours?” He is, by exaggeration, saying, check yourself out first.

You need to ask, Am I being unrealistic? Am I being insensitive? Am I being over-sensitive? Am I being too demanding? Am I being ungrateful? Before you get involved in dealing with your spouse, you first need to talk to God, and then honestly look at yourself and admit what problems you're bringing to the table.

The number one excuse for divorce is, "We're just incompatible." That has an innocent, no fault sound to it, but leading experts on marriage have said this about the issue of compatibility:

· Dr. Paul Tournier, the Swiss psychiatrist who wrote To Understand Each Other (Westminster John Knox Press, 2000): "So called incompatibility is a myth invented by jurists in order to plead for divorce. It is likewise a common excuse for people to hide their own weaknesses and failings. Misunderstandings and mistakes can be corrected when there is a willingness to do so. The problem is the lack of complete frankness." And I'd add inflexibility. 

· Dr. Arch Hart, who's spoken at Saddleback, says, "If people can be divorced for incompatibility, I cannot conceive why all of us are not divorced."
Marriage is a life-long process of overcoming your differences.  The Bible says, 

"If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and there is no truth in us." 1 John 1:8 (TEV) 

Each of us has an infinite capacity for self-deception. I can blame you for all my problems. But the fact is - it's not incompatibility. It's selfishness and an unwillingness to change. Let's call it what it is. 

· Convene a peace conference

Conflict does not resolve itself. It must be dealt with intentionally and deliberately. Conflict gets worse when you leave it alone. Hearts grow hardened, positions get solidified, and bridges crumble beyond repair. You have to intentionally deal with the conflict. 

The Bible is very specific about this. Jesus says, 

"So if you are about to place your gift on the altar and remember that someone is angry with you, leave your gift there in front of the altar. Make peace with that person, then come back and offer your gift to God." (Matt. 5:23-24, CEV)  

It is impossible to worship with bitterness in your heart and unresolved conflict with others.

Jesus says don't ignore your conflict. Deal with the issue while you can deal with it. If you've got something wrong with somebody or they've got something wrong with you, God says you go to them and resolve it.

When? At once. Postponed conflict only gets worse. 

Another verse in the Bible says, 

"Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry.” (Eph. 4:26, NIV)  

I think that means 24 hours would be a maximum amount of time you should let something go unresolved. You need to do it as soon as possible, before it festers and turns into bitterness.

· Consider your mate’s perspective

You can’t just look at your own viewpoint, your own situation; you have to look at your spouse's viewpoint as well. This is very difficult because it's not natural. It is not natural for me to look at life from Kay's viewpoint. It is not natural for me to look at life from your viewpoint. 

This requires an intentional shift where I have to change my focus from looking at my needs to looking at your needs. It takes God to guide you through such an intentional shift. It is a mental shift that does not happen naturally, but it's a necessary part of resolving conflict.

The secret of resolving conflict is understanding where people are coming from - When you understand where people are coming from, it's so much easier. The better you understand your spouse, the less conflict you're going to have with him or her, because you know how to deal with him or her.

What's the best way to learn about someone, the best way to begin to understand him or her? Simply listen!

Listen to your spouse more than you talk. This, again, is not easy for many of us; I know it's not easy for me. Some of us get so anxious to make our point, to tell our side, to defend ourselves; we don't even stop to listen to what the other person is saying or their point-of-view. It's like the old cliché--"We must seek to understand before seeking to be understood."

The Bible says in Philippians 2:4, 

"Look out for one another's interests, not just for your own." (TEV) 

The word “look” in Greek is scopos. It's like a scope on a rifle or a microscope. It means pay attention. You are most like Christ when you ask, "What are her/his needs and how can I meet them?" 

When you're angry, you're preoccupied with yourself. But when you're like Christ, you look to each other's interests and not merely your own. One of the most powerful peace making statements is when you say to your husband/wife, "I'm sorry. I was only thinking of myself."

· Concentrate on reconciliation, not resolution

There's a very important difference. Reconciliation means to re-establish the relationship. Resolution means to resolve every issue by coming to agreement on everything. Resolution is not going to happen.

You'll discover there are some things you're never going to agree on. I don't care if you both love the Lord and are both dramatically in love with each other, there are some things you're never going to agree on simply because God has wired us differently.

You're not going to agree with everything your mate believes or thinks. But you can disagree without being disagreeable. That's called wisdom. The Bible says, 

"... wisdom ... is peace-loving and courteous. It allows discussion and is willing to yield to others." (James 3:17, LB)

The Bible says it's wise to compromise. You can have unity without uniformity. You can walk hand-in-hand without seeing eye-to-eye. You can have reconciliation without resolution of every issue.

Some of you are worn out from the conflict in your marriage. You want to throw in the towel. Don't do it! It is more rewarding to resolve a conflict than to dissolve a relationship. Kay and I were once ready to throw in the towel in the first few years of our marriage, but we took it to God and we got good, godly counsel. If we had given up back then, there would be no Saddleback, no purpose-driven ministry, and no Purpose-Driven Life.

Imagine what God has planned for you and your spouse as you learn to resolve your conflicts and take your marital expectations to our Heavenly Father.

Let me end with a couple of suggestions:

Some of you may need to get professional help - Just because you’re in ministry doesn’t mean you can handle this alone. Many marriages are miserable, and they go year-after-year with the same old problems because each spouse is too proud to go get help. Don’t go to just anybody. Get a godly counselor who bases his/her practice on God’s Word.

The other thing you need to do is get help from God - You can't do this on your own. I've seen the things I've mentioned above work in marriage after marriage, including my own, however, you will need Christ's power to work them.

Many marriage conflicts would be solved overnight if both the husband and wife would kneel before Jesus Christ and say, "We humble ourselves and humbly ask you to make this thing work. We submit our egos to you and our hurts to you. Jesus Christ, do what only you can do."

Until next week,

Rick Warren

***Marriage: the Foundation of a Stable Society

ADDRESS TO THE SOUTHWEST REGIONAL MEETING OF THE WORLD CONGRESS OF FAMILIES

ARIZONA

NOVEMBER 10, 2001

by Gary and Joy Lundberg

Joy: We appreciate the opportunity to speak in behalf of  marriage.  There is no question that it is the foundation of a stable society. We believe in marriage.  Oh, do we believe in marriage-we've been married for forty-six years!  Marriage is for the long haul-it's not a temporary state.  One of our favorite Dennis the Menace cartoons makes a poignant statement regarding marriage. 

[Cartoon] (As Dennis sees his mom and dad snuggling on the couch, he says to his little friend Joey: "I think this is what they call living happily ever after.") 

We need more couples today living happily ever after . . . and it is possible.  However, many marriages aren't happy and too many are ending in divorce. 

Gary: One of the results is that marriage is being undermined and billed as unnecessary in our own country as well as many major societies throughout world.   Laws have changed to make divorce an easy out when the slightest difficulty arises. In examining cause for most divorces we find that the greatest enemy to marriage is selfishness.  In my work as a marriage and family therapist I see the sad legacy of the 60's and 70's "me" generation-"My mate's not making me happy." "My needs are not being fulfilled."  Marriages cannot survive in the "me" mode of thinking, nor can society. 

Unfortunately, divorce has almost become fashionable in today's society . . . and the children suffer, as do the couple.  The cry of many is that matters of divorce, illegitimacy, cohabitation, and single parenting are "private" and are not the business of the whole community.  Regarding this, former Secretary of Education William J. Bennett, said: 

"There are few matters of more profound public consequence than the condition of marriage and families.  Most of our social pathologies-crime, imprisonment rates, welfare, educational underachievement, alcohol and drug abuse, suicide, depression, sexually transmitted diseases-are manifestations, direct and indirect, of the crack-up of the modern American family." (William J. Bennett, The Broken Hearth, New York: Doubleday, 2001, p 4) 

Joy: It was reported in the Wall Street Journal that, after two years of study, the Council on the Family in America reached this conclusion: 

"American society would be better off if more people got married and stayed married." (Wall Street Journal, 25 Apr. 1995, A20) 

Staying married has its rewards, even for those who consider their marriage miserable.  A recent study reveals that many bad marriages do not remain bad-if the partners stick it out.  In fact, of those who rated their marriages as being "very poor," just five years later 86% of these very couples rated their marriages as being "very good." (Linda Waith and Maggie Gallagher, The Case for Marriage, (New York, Doubleday, 2000) 

Gary: For marriage to be inviting and to keep it from being miserable, couples need to know and do the things that make it work.  Too often we hear couples say "I'm not sure what marriage is because I don't have a good example.  My parents were divorced."  Many times this is said by both husband and wife.  It's time we gave our children a good example.  We're training the next generation of husbands and wives.  Often when people hear how long we've been married they say, "Okay, so what's the secret?"  Through my practice as a marriage and family therapist and our years of marriage we have discovered several secrets to a happy marriage. 

Joy: We're going to share a few of them with you today.  One of the secrets is: 

HAVE A SENSE OF HUMOR! 

 Marriage needs a sense of humor.  Families need a sense of humor. Victor Borge said, 

"Laughter is the shortest distance between two people." 

It's true, when people enjoy a laugh together it brings them closer. We need to do the things that will bring us closer as a married couple.  So enjoy a good laugh as often as you can.  Life is to be enjoyed, not just  endured.   Hard things happen in life and the difficulty of it can chase away happiness.  We need to look for the fun, the humor, even when life gets tough-maybe especially when life gets tough.  We discovered the need for this very early in our marriage.  We wanted to have a big family, but after four years of trying, we couldn't seem to get even one on the way.  Those were difficult days, and many tears were shed, especially after surgery that confirmed I never could bear a child. We then prayed to be guided to children we could adopt. 

Gary: I was a pilot in the Air Force at that time and we were sent to Germany for a three-year tour of duty.  We were determined to adopt one child a year while we were there.  And we did.  We came home with three beautiful children, a boy and two girls.  A few years later we adopted another baby boy and three years after that, our last little son.  And we were happy.  At last, we had the family we had dreamed of. 

Joy:  However, our happiness didn't last long.  As our children began to grow we realized the first three suffered from varying degrees of learning disabilities.  Our little daughter Carol's mental disabilities were more serious than the others.  Our challenge became overwhelming at times.  And we shed many tears.  The trials of life were becoming almost too much.  We decided that if were going to be happy we'd have to change our outlook.  This was our lot in life and we needed to find the joy in raising these children.  We decided we needed to laugh more than we cried, and began looking for every opportunity to do so. 

Carol gave us one of those  opportunities soon after that conversation.  She was six years old, and I caught her hitting her brother over the head-she was quite normal in that regard-and I was reprimanding her.  She looked up at me with her big brown eyes and said, "But, Mommy, I can't help it.  I'm brain bandaged."   We had to laugh, and have been laughing over many others happenings since that day. 

Gary: Couples need to look for the humor.  Laughing is a lot more fun than crying.  This decision to laugh has lifted many burdens and brought us closer together.  Our children are all adults now and are doing amazingly well. 

Now on to another secret to a happy marriage: 

RETURN TO THE BEGINNING 

Couples need to take a walk back in time and remember what it was that caused them to fall in love with each other.  Remember how you met, talk about the things that attracted you to each other.  Also, talk about the reasons you got married.  It is important that you keep alive how your marriage began. Talk about what you used to do to have fun together.  When I ask clients what they do to have fun most of them say "Nothing."  Having fun together was part of your beginning.  It's time to start having fun together again.  We've all heard divorced people say, "We just fell out of love."  I don't believe that.  I don't think people fall out of love, they just forget to love.  Keep your romance alive.  Make your marriage fun. Have regular date nights-no kids allowed, weekends away, a drive up the canyon, a candlelight dinner after the kids are asleep. 

Joy: Another secret to help bring happiness into your marriage is: 

KEEP YOUR SPOUSE AT THE TOP OF YOUR LIST 

Some of the culprits that prevent this from happening are jobs, kids, yard work, church work-all good things that are important, but must not be more important than your husband or your wife. 

Gary: One woman told us about her ex-husband.  She sarcastically said, "Oh, he's really a good guy.  He always fixed the neighbors' roof or broken dishwasher-you name it and he was always Johnny on the spot-but he never had enough time to help me."  That's a sad commentary.  It's nice to help a neighbor, but not at the expense of your spouse. 

Joy: So what can you do to keep your mate at the top of your list?  Little things can make the difference.  Here's one that works: make physical contact with each other at the end of your work day.  Here's a real-life situation.  About the time your husband is due home the baby starts crying, your little girl is begging for a story, your son is calling, "Mom, where's my soccer shirt.  I can't find it anywhere!"   That's when the front door opens and you hear your husband say, "Hi, honey, I'm home."  What do you do?  Yell, "Thank goodness! Go help Bobby find his soccer shirt!"?  No!  Don't do that.  He'll feel like your servant, not your husband.  Instead, return his greeting with "Hi, honey." Then stick the binky in the baby's mouth, put the story and the soccer shirt on hold and you make a beeline to your husband, and he to you.  Make physical contact.  Greet each other with a hug and kiss, and express your happiness at being together again. 

Three things will happen if you do this: First, your mate will feel like number one on your list of priorities.  Second, your children will see you hugging and enjoying being together, and that will give them a genuine sense of security. And third, a surge of energy will transfer between you, giving you both a greater desire to work together to meet the family needs.  There are so many ways you can help your mate feel like number one: phone calls from work, notes in pockets, special dates, etc.  When you feel like number one in the eyes of your spouse you can face almost anything in life. 

Gary: Another secret that will help your mate feel loved and valued is: 

TALK TO EACH OTHER . . . AND LISTEN 

One of the biggest challenges in marriage has to do with communication.  Too often when we start to talk to each other, we think we have to solve or fix each other's concerns or problems.  Take a moment and remember the frustration you felt when somebody immediately started to tell you what to do when you were pouring your heart out to them.  Maybe that will help you realize what someone else is feeling if you try to solve their problem.  In our book I Don't Have to Make Everything All Better we talk about a process called "validation," and it is based on this premise: 

I do not have the power to make anything all better for anyone else.  I can offer my help, but I can't make it all better. 

Because we care about others we have a desire to be helpful, and that desire makes us think we have the power to solve another's problem, which we don't.  The power lies within the person with the problem, not in us. So consider our definition of validations, which is: 

Validation: walking beside another person emotionally without trying to change his or her direction. 

Every principle has rules, and the four rules of validations are: Rule #1 - Listen. Rule #2 - Listen.  Rule #3 - Listen.  And rule #4 - Understand.  Let's define these.  First, 

Listen by giving your full attention.

That means eye contact and all.   Have you ever been talking to someone and he or she kept shuffling papers, looking at a TV or the computer screen while you were talking?  How did you feel.  Like you might as well not even be there?  If you want someone's attention then you must be willing to give someone your attention. So, listen by giving your full attention.  Second, 

Listen to the emotions that are being expressed. 

Emotions are very personal.  Have you ever had someone say to you, "You shouldn't feel that way?"  How did you feel?  Were you ready to fight? Nobody has the right to tell anyone how they "should" feel or to correct their feelings.  Third, 

Listen to the needs being expressed.

 And do it without trying to come up with a solution.  Too often we listen simply to reply.  Just listen to the information without thinking you have to come up with a solution. And the fourth rule is 

Understand from the other person's point of view. 

Not from your perspective, but from hers or his.  That ought to be rather easy, except . . . well, let me show you what often happens at the beginning of many conversations. 

[Turning to Joy] Joy, I have to tell you,  today has been a terrible day.  I mean it has been horrible." 

Joy: Gary, you don't know what horrible is.  Let me tell you what happened to me. 

Gary: [Back to audience] What just happened to my conversation?  She took it right away.  Have you ever had that happen to you? We need to leave the conversation with the one who started it and do our best to just listen and understand what's being shared.  We don't need to try to explain away anyone's bad day.  It only makes it worse. 

When we try to come up with a solution or tell the person what to do, we are then taking their responsibility upon ourselves.  We think we're helping, when in fact it's demeaning to other person.  It's important to leave the responsibility where it belongs. 

Joy:  This doesn't mean you must agree, or that you change anything to do with your beliefs, principles, values, or boundaries.  The main point here is to attempt to understand from the other person's point of view. 

Gary:  Here's an example of how it works in marriage. You, the husband, come home and find your exhausted wife looking like a piece of wilted lettuce.  She tells you about all the awful things that happened during her day.  You think you're being helpful and say, "Well, dear, if you were just a little more organized."  That's definitely white knuckle time.  All you need to do is validate her, with an understanding comment like, "that would be hard, honey."  You don't need to tell your wife-or your husband, ladies- what she should have done, or what she needs to do next time.  No.  Just listen.  And then you can ask if there's anything you can do to help. This shows deeper caring and a willingness to help if the help is wanted. 

Joy: The apostle Paul in the Bible understood validation.  He said: 

"Rejoice with them that do rejoice, and weep with them that weep.  Be of the same mind, one toward another."  (Romans 12:15) 

In other words, walk beside each other emotionally and understand from the other person's point of view. 

That concept helps considerably when you understand the value of this next secret: 

APPRECIATE THE DIFFERENCES 

For example, the cultural differences that we each bring into a marriage can be enriching if these difference as are effectively evaluated by both partners and integrated into their home.  It requires compromise-a little give and take.  Learn to make your husband's favorite dish that his  grandmother brought from Denmark, or learn to enjoy a Christmas tradition that your wife grew up loving.  Honoring that which matters most to your mate can be very peace promoting in marriage and enriching to your family's heritage. 

Gary: Equally important, and maybe even more so, is the need for couples to recognize that there are distinct differences between males and females, and that those differences are an advantage, not a disadvantage.  Scientific studies have shown that men are predominately left brained and women predominately right brained.  This indicates that men, generally speaking, are more logical, analytical and linear in their thinking, and are also more physical.  Women tend to be more emotional, nurturing, creative and global thinking.  She is not going to think like you do and he is not going to think like you do. 

Joy: The coach of the winning U.S. women's soccer team understood the differences.  He had coached a men's team before and reported in Newsweek magazine that women responded superbly to challenges, but terribly to chastisement.  He said, "Men can absorb tough criticism because they don't really believe it anyway."  Then added, "Women believe it and take it to heart.  So I tried to coach positive." (Newsweek, July 19, 1999, p 51)   Understanding the differences lead him and his team to the World Cup championship. 

Gary: It's important to recognize that we come wired differently, and it's to our advantage to understand those differences.  For instance, women have more interconnections between right and left hemispheres of the brain, which means they process information faster.  If women realize this they will understand the need men have to mull things over, and will be a little more patient with them. 

Now men, it's your turn.  At what seems to be the end of a spirited discussion, women need more time to work through their emotions associated with that argument.  Men are able to set aside or compartmentalize and move on to the next thing at hand.  So, men, if you realize this and understand that a woman needs an emotionally cooling-off period, then you, too, will be a little more patient.  Knowing and responding to each other's difference can make marriage more peaceful. 

Someone somewhere decided there was a need to prove that one gender is better than the other.  This has put us in competition with each other and that's ridiculous.   God made us to be complementary, not in competition.  We each bring strengths to our marriage.  When we draw on each other's strengths our marriage becomes happier and stronger. 

Joy: Another important secret is to: 

FOCUS ON THE POSITIVE 

Notice the good in your mate.  Don't be like the young couple married only a few months.  He said to his wife, "You don't make bread like my mom."  And she replied, "And you don't make dough like my dad."  They forget that it took Mom and Dad a lifetime to become who there are now. 

All the way along, we need to look for the good in each other and comment on that good.  It will do wonders for your marriage relationship.   When people are praised for their good qualities, they want to do more good.  A letter in the Dear Abby column illustrates this point.  A woman whose marriage had been in need of repair said she and her husband were continually fighting and she had spent many nights crying herself to sleep.  She wrote: 

"One night I couldn't sleep because I was so upset with him.  All I could think about were all the things that bugged me about him.  I knew that if I didn't banish these negative thoughts from my mind, it would be a long time before I fell asleep.  I decided to think instead of all the things that I loved about him.  I wrote them down on a piece of paper, put it in an envelope, and placed it in his briefcase. 

"The next morning, he called me from work to tell me how much he loved me.  When he came home that evening, he put my "list" in a frame and hung it on the wall.  We hardly ever fight anymore.  I get love notes weekly and kisses daily." (Dear Abby, Feb. 7, 2000, C6) 

Gary: A marvelous thing happens when you focus on the positives in your mate.  Now on to this final secret. 

HOLD ON THROUGH THE HARD TIMES 

When we were on our honeymoon we found this little plaque:  

[Image: a sad little fellow with a cloudburst pouring down on him] "Into each life a little rain must fall-but THIS IS RIDICULOUS!" 

We thought it was funny then.  Little did we know!  Every couple will have hard times.  Instead of holding on through the difficulties such as job losses, illnesses, and a myriad of other disappointments, far too many couples let the hard times separate them.  For example, the divorce rate among couples with disabled children is near 80%.  It is equally high among couples where the husband or wife has a debilitating disease.  This is a heart breaking statistic.  Abandoning your responsibility to your children or each other must never be an option.  How sad and unfair to leave your spouse to bear the burden alone.  I believe there will be a serious price to pay for such actions. There is power and strength when couples plow through their problems together. 

Joy:  As we went through our struggles and disappointments we discovered the truth of the statement that two hearts holding on to each other will keep either one from breaking.  I saw how this worked in my own home as a child.  My parents were hardworking people. Dad was a struggling farmer, trying desperately to provide for his family of nine children.  One cold winter day he was in his machine shed working on his new tractor.  The shed was filled on one side with hundreds of bags of fertilizer that would be used for the spring crops.  A small oil burning stove was lit to keep Dad warm while he worked. At one point he was backing up the tractor and accidently knocked over the stove.  Oil poured out, causing the fire to spread instantly to the highly flammable fertilizer and on to the tractor.  Dad tried with all his might to get the tractor out, but could not, and barely escaped himself. 

 Every effort was made to put out the fire, but finally all my parents and we children could do was stand by and watch their dreams go up in flames.  It was a horrible scene.  I was crying by my mother's side as Dad came and put his arm around her.  Tears streamed down their cheeks as she looked up at him and said, "What are we going to do?"  I remember his tender reply to her: "I don't know, but God will help us through this.  We're going to make it."  They held on to each other and to their faith, and they did make it. 

Gary:  One of the important assets in making it through hard times is prayer.  We believe that when you invite God into your marriage and family relationships you are inviting success.  The Bible teaches us that "With God, all things are possible." (Matthew 19:26)  He has guided us through many difficult mountain passes along our marriage journey. 

Joy: Whatever marriage you're in make it work, let this be the one that lasts.  The exception is physical abuse-that must never be tolerated.  Do what it takes to keep your marriage safe.  Make it alive and enjoyable.  Keep the sacred vows you made at the time of your marriage.  You made a promise-keep it! Then do the things that help you both fall in with each other over and over again.  We concur with Dr. James Dobson who said, "even though marriages are made in heaven, man has to be responsible for the maintenance." 

Gary: Marriage is a journey, one that last throughout our lifetime, taken by one small step after another, learning along the way.  How we handle our marriage not only affects our life, but also affects the next generation's attitudes and behavior regarding marriage. 

We echo these words of Victor Hugo: 

"The supreme happiness of life is the conviction that we are loved." 

It is our sincere desire for you to experience this supreme happiness in your marriage, and enjoy a love that takes your romance, caring, respect and compassion to the highest realm of peace and joy

	The Proper Care and Feeding of Husbands 


	Written by Sue Bohlin    

	Why We Need This Book

Talk show host Dr. Laura Schlessinger has written a new book that is improving thousands of marriages: The Proper Care and Feeding of Husbands.{1} We need this book because millions of wives either don’t know how to love their husbands wisely and well, or they’re too self-centered to see it as important. Dr. Laura credits this dismal condition to forty years of feminist philosophy, “with its condemnation of just about everything male as evil, stupid, and oppressive, and the denigration of female and male roles in families.”{2} While the women’s movement certainly had a hand to play in the disintegration of relationships and the family, I believe the core cause is our sinful self-centeredness, just as the Bible says.{3} 

Which is why we need help, and God instructs older women to train younger women to love their husband and children, to be self-controlled and pure, to be busy at home, to be kind, and to be subject to their husbands, so that no one will malign the word of God.{4} The Proper Care and Feeding of Husbands is a great resource for learning these important values and skills. 

God gives us great power as women. Dr. Laura says, “Men are borne of women and spend the rest of their lives yearning for a woman’s acceptance and approval. . . .  Men admittedly are putty in the hands of a woman they love. Give him direct communication, respect, appreciation, food and good lovin’, and he’ll do just about anything you wish—foolish or not.”{5}
We’ll be looking at these aspects of the proper care and feeding of husbands in this article, starting with a man’s need for direct communication.
· We can improve on communication by doing it less. God made us verbal creatures, which can frustrate men with the overwhelming amount of our words. Instead of expecting her husband to be a girlfriend (and men make wonderful husbands, but not girlfriends), the wise wife selects for true connecting value, gives the bottom line first, and chooses her timing well. 

· Men make terrible mind readers, so be direct. Dropping subtle hints doesn’t work with most men, and it doesn’t mean a man is insensitive, uncaring, or oblivious. 

· Spell out whether you want help and advice, or if you’re just venting. God made men to want to be our heroes, so understand you can frustrate him if he can’t fix what’s hurting you because all you want is someone to listen. 

· And finally, take whatever he says at face value. Women tend to overanalyze men when they are just not that complicated.

Respect

A listener to Dr. Laura’s radio show named Edgar wrote, “There are a few things that men want so bad they would do anything for it. I think a good number of men want respect more than love. They like to feel they have some power. I nearly cry when you tell a woman caller to respect her husband. There is so much selfishness in the world—in marriages. Prosperity has allowed women to be so independent, and thus so selfish. I always feel as though I come last—my feelings come last, my needs come last.”{6}
“A good number of men want respect more than love.” God knew this when He made us. His commands to husbands and wives in Ephesians 5:33 reflects each one’s deepest needs: “Each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must respect her husband.” Dr. Emerson Eggerichs of LoveandRespect.com points out that this verse commands a husband to love his wife. Why? She needs love like she needs air to breathe. This same verse commands a wife to respect her husband. Why? He needs respect like he needs air to breathe.{7} 

· Respect means treating someone in a way that builds him up and doesn’t tear him down, never denigrating or attacking.{8} 

· Respect means always treating the other person with the dignity they deserve as a person made in the image of God. 

· Respect means grasping that a man’s needs and wants are every bit as valid and important as a woman’s needs and wants. 

· Respect means not venting to others, especially the children. One woman wrote to Dr. Laura, “No emotional outlet is worth damaging my husband’s reputation.”{9} 

There are three A’s that men long for from their wives: attention, affection, and affirmation. Respect involves paying attention to what they do simply because they’re the ones doing it.

Respect means allowing the other person to be different and do things differently than you. One repentant wife told Dr. Laura, “And in the end, it doesn’t much matter that they eat PBJ sandwiches for breakfast, lunch and dinner for a day or that one tooth brushing gets overlooked or whatever little thing that used to set me off!”{10}
One way to give respect is to give grace instead of resenting the things he does that complicate your life (like leaving drinking glasses in the living room or clothing on a chair). Ask yourself, “Is he intentionally doing this to bug me? To make my life difficult? If he were to die tomorrow, what wouldn’t I give to have him back leaving these things out?”

Appreciation 

Ask any woman what she wants, and near the top of her list she’ll tell you, “I want to be acknowledged and appreciated for the things I do.” Well, men want the same thing!

A man named Evan wrote to Dr. Laura: “My wife feels that if she doesn’t remind me again and again, something won’t get done. But the fact is, it makes me feel like her child and that Mommy needs to check up on me. It’s degrading. I want to be admired. I want to be acknowledged for being the breadwinner and making sure that we are all well taken care of. My greatest pleasure is when I feel like her hero. Like her ‘man.’ Not her boy.”{11}
It doesn’t matter what a husband’s primary love language is, every man wants to be shown appreciation for who he is and what he does. 

I love to suggest to young wives and mothers, “Keep a gratitude journal to help you be on the lookout for the things your husband does that you appreciate. Every night, write down three things you noticed. And then tell him the kinds of things that are in your book!”

· Thank him for going to work every morning even when he doesn’t feel like it. 

· Thank him for being faithful to you. 

· Thank him for loving you. 

· Thank him for giving you children—or even desiring to. 

· Thank him for taking out the garbage, and changing the oil in your car, and mowing the yard. 

· Thank him for bringing home his paycheck and not spending it on gambling or booze or drugs or women.

And then there’s the opposite of appreciation. The universal complaint of men who e-mailed Dr. Laura about her book “was that their wives criticize, complain, nag, rarely compliment or express appreciation, are difficult to satisfy, and basically are not as nice to them as they’d be to a stranger ringing their doorbell at three A.M.!”{12} So allow me to make some suggestions:

· Request, don’t demand. Demanding is rude and disrespectful. 

· Don’t nag. If you have to ask more than once, ask as if it were the first time you were making the request. 

· Keep your mouth shut about things that don’t matter. Ask yourself, is this the hill you want to die on? 

· Don’t be controlling—which is micromanaging. Dr. Laura wrote, “When women micromanage, their husbands give up trying to please them, and then the wives complain that their men don’t do anything for them.”{13}
Proverbs says, “Kind words are like honey--sweet to the soul and healthy for the body.”{14} (This is truer no place more than in marriage.) Let your words be kind and full of appreciation.

Support

A man named Roy wrote to Dr. Laura with some good advice for wives: “If you can’t accentuate the positive, at least acknowledge it. The world is full of messages to men that there are standards we don’t meet. There is always another man who is more handsome, more virile, or more athletic than we are. None of that matters if the most important person in our life looks up to us, accepts us as we are, and loves us even though we aren’t perfect. . . . All I know is that the husband who has a wife who supports him and praises him for the positive things he does is the envy of all the other men who have to live with criticism, sarcasm, and constant reminders of their failures.”{15}
Men desperately want and need the support of their wives. This is reflected in what God reveals in His Word when He says, “It is not good for man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for him.”{16} And through the apostle Paul, God instructs wives to relate to their husbands in a way that meets this need when He says, “Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord.”{17} 

Submission is basically giving support with a willing, cooperative heart.

A wife’s submission includes knowing her gifts and strengths, and using them to serve her husband and family.

Service has a bad name, but both husbands and wives are called to serve God first and then each other; husbands are called to sacrificially love and serve their wives with Jesus as their pattern.{18} 

So what does support look like?

· Believing in him. Telling him, “You have what it takes.” Being his #1 fan. 

· Cultivating a cooperative heart. 

· Being generous and openhearted—willing to use your gifts and strengths to help him succeed. 

· Understanding the importance of making him look good: never saying anything negative in public. 

· Creating a home that’s a safe haven from the world. 

· Having a warm heart with a positive, cheerful demeanor. Women set the temperature of the home; we are thermostats, not thermometers, of the family. (On the other hand, Proverbs says “A quarrelsome wife is like a constant dripping on a rainy day; restraining her is like restraining the wind or grasping oil with the hand.”{19}) 

· Being interested in him and his life. 

· Showing thoughtfulness. What does he like? Do it. 

· And though by no means exhaustive, it also means being a person of faithfulness and integrity. That means keeping your promises and being dependable. As Proverbs 31 puts it, “Her husband has full confidence in her and lacks nothing of value.”{20}
Good Lovin’

Dr. Laura writes that men need to feel the approval, acceptance and attachment from their women that comes from physical intimacy.{21}  For women, emotional intimacy leads to physical intimacy. For men, it’s the other way around; physical intimacy is the key to opening their hearts.

A man named Chris writes: “I don’t understand why women don’t understand that sex is a man’s number one need for his wife. It’s not just the act and sensation of pleasure, but it’s the acceptance by a woman of her man. There’s a communion that happens during  intercourse that will bond a man to his woman, and he in turn will then begin to give of himself emotionally to her.”{22}
Wives can discover that giving themselves sexually to their husbands with a warm, open-hearted, loving spirit, can be the most effective encouragement to getting their husbands to open up emotionally.

“What attracts men to women is their femininity, and femininity isn’t only about appearance, it’s also about behaviors. Looking womanly and behaving sweetly and flirtatiously are gifts wives give to their husbands.” We see this modeled in the Song of Solomon, where the King’s bride displays her feminine charms in a holy seduction of her husband, and the way she tells him what she loves about his body.{23}
Instead, our culture has things backward; many unmarried girls and women flaunt their bodies with a total lack of modesty or propriety. Once they marry, it’s flannel nightgowns, wool socks, and no makeup.

Dr. Laura calls wives to give themselves sexually to their husbands, even when they don’t feel like it, as an act of love. It’s really no different, she points out, than the fact that they expect their husbands to go to work and earn money to support the family even on days they don’t feel like it. 

She’s echoing what God said in 1 Corinthians 7 about husband and wife both fulfilling their marital duty to each other because each one’s body belongs not just to themselves but to each other. He also said not to deprive each other for extended periods of time lest we be tempted.

Consider the wisdom of radio listener Herb: “Sex is to a husband what conversation is to a wife. When a wife deprives her husband of sex for days, even weeks on end, it is tantamount to his refusing to talk to her for days, even weeks. Think of it that way, wives, and realize what a deleterious impact enforced sexual abstinence has on a good man who is determined to remain faithful.”{24} 

I can’t recommend The Proper Care and Feeding of Husbands highly enough. In fact, I gave a copy to my new daughter-in-law! Let me close with one more piece of wisdom from Dr. Laura: “[M]en are simple creatures who come from a woman, are nurtured and brought up by a woman, and yearn for the continued love, admiration and approval of a woman. . . Women need to better appreciate the magnitude of their power and influence over men, and not misuse or abuse it.”{25} Amen!
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Report links marriage to better health--Survey finds married people healthier than singles

Thursday, December 16, 2004 Posted: 12:20 AM EST (0520 GMT) 


According to a recent study, married people live healthier than other adults.

WASHINGTON (AP) -- Married people are healthier than other adults, though husbands have a tendency to pack on some extra pounds, says the National Center for Health Statistics.

The center's report on Wednesday, based on a survey of more than 125,000 people, didn't specify reasons. But health statistician Charlotte Schoenborn said in an interview that there are two major theories.

One is that marriage may be protective of health. For example married couples may have advantages in terms of economic resources, social and psychological support and encouragement of healthful lifestyles.

A second possibility is marital selection, "the theory that healthy people get married and stay married, whereas less healthy people either do not marry or are more likely to become separated, divorced or widowed."

"Overall, this association between marital status and health persists regardless of socio-economic status, education and poverty, where people were born or their ethnicity," she said.

The center reported that among adults 18 and over, 11.9 percent said they were in only fair or poor health.

Some 10.5 percent of married people reported being in poor or fair health, while all other groups were higher. At 19.6 percent, the widowed were the most likely to be in these categories.

"In general, married adults were the least likely to experience health problems and the least likely to engage in risky health behaviors, with the notable exception of being overweight," Schoenborn wrote.

The report was based on a survey of 127,545 people in 1999-2002 conducted by the center, a part of the federal Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

In addition to reporting better health overall, the study found that married people said they had less low back pain, fewer headaches and less psychological stress. They also were less likely to drink and smoke and were more physically active than people in general.

However, they're not immune to weight problems. Currently more than half of all adults are overweight or obese -- 56.7 percent -- the center said.

Some 70.6 percent of husbands were overweight or obese compared with 65.1 percent of all men. Some 48.6 percent of married women were overweight or obese, virtually the same as the 48.5 percent of women in general. The largest share of overweight women was among the widowed, 53.2 percent.

An association between marriage and health was first reported in the 1970s, and the relationship persists although much has changed since then.

People are waiting longer to marry now, and living with a domestic partner outside of marriage has become more common, Schoenborn noted.

"For most negative health indicators, adults living with a partner had higher rates than married adults: they were more likely to be in fair or poor health, to have some type of limitation of activity for health reasons and to have experienced low back pain and headaches ... and serious psychological distress," Schoenborn reported.

The report found that married people were least likely to light up a smoke, at 18.8 percent, compared with 22.9 percent for all adults. The most likely to smoke were those living with an unmarried partner, 38.4 percent, and divorced and separated people, 34.7 percent.

Some 4.7 percent of adults reported they had become heavier drinkers than previously, with the lowest rate among marrieds at 3.7 percent. Again, those living with an unmarried partner had the largest share reporting more drinking, 8.2 percent, followed by the divorced and separated, 6.4 percent.

Overall the study found that 58.2 percent of adults are married, 10.4 percent are separated or divorced, 6.6 percent are widowed, 19 percent are never married and 5.7 percent are living with a partner.

Copyright 2004 The Associated Press. All rights reserved.This material may not be published, broadcast, rewritten, or redistributed.

Navigating Stages of Marriage - Marriage Message #255 

 “Like people, marriages also go through different developmental stages and predictable crises. Everyone is familiar with the infancy stage of marriage—the “honeymoon period”—but what happens after that? Does marriage have its equivalent to the “Terrible Two’s” or the stormy teenage years? In fact, it does.

But because people are unfamiliar with the hills and valleys of marriage, these periods are often misunderstood, causing over-reactions. Those who manage to weather these stormy periods usually come out the other side with greater love and commitment to their spouses.” (Michele Weiner-Davis) 
We don’t often think of marriage as going through developmental stages, but according to the experts, it does. With that in mind, we’d like to expand on that a bit with an article featured in Parade magazine several years ago titled, Navigating the Marriage Map, written by Michele Weiner Davis www.divorcebusting.com. In it she wrote:

Researchers tell us that if you want to live a healthier, happier, and even longer life, forget your running shoes. Stay married. But exactly what makes a marriage last?Although many people believe it’s a matter of luck or picking the right person, as a marriage therapist and long-time observer of relationships, I can tell you that there’s nothing random about love that lasts. In fact, most relationship experts agree that much of what happens in marriage is surprisingly predictable, and that couples who are familiar with the emotional terrain that lies ahead—both when they enter into a marriage and anywhere along its path—are better prepared to handle the bumpy roads. Most experience five stages, though the length of each will vary:
Stage One—Passion Prevails:
Early in their relationships, couples are typically head over heels in love. They emphasize their mutual interests—hobbies, choice of music and restaurants —and the comfort they feel in each other’s presence, while overlooking their differences. At no other time is their feeling of well-being and physical desire for each other as intense. While in this naturally produced state of euphoria, couples often decide to wed.

Survival Tip: Enjoy the magic of this stage, but recognize that the euphoria won’t last forever. And when it starts to fade, remember, your marriage isn’t failing. Infatuation isn’t the glue that holds marriages together.

Stage Two: What Was I Thinking? 
Reality sets in. Differences in interests, perspectives, personalities and day-to-day habits become glaring. To make matters worse, the “love chemicals” that triggered intense attraction have, for many couples, fizzled out. Ironically, it’s in the midst of feeling at odds with your spouse that you’re now faced with making many life-altering decisions. Should you have kids? Where will you live? Who will support the family?

Those in second marriages are facing the daunting task of blending families, dealing with ex-spouses, coping with financial responsibilities of the past, and so on. Just when a team spirit would have come in mighty handy, couples feel like opponents. So they spend the next few years trying to get their spouses to change.

Survival Tip: Know that conflict is inevitable and does not signal an unhealthy marriage. Take a conflict resolution skill-building class. Stay connected by spending time together, communicating and making a robust sex life a top priority.

Stage Three—Everything Would Be Great If You Changed: 
Couples spend the next few years trying to get their spouses to change. When this doesn’t work, many face a fork in the marital road. Some divorce or have affairs. Some decide to stick it out—because of religious beliefs, personal values, concern for their children, financial considerations or even fear of being alone.

A portion of those who stay together resign themselves to unhappy marriages, but others begin to investigate more satisfying ways of interacting. And those who do are fortunate because the best of marriage is yet to come.

Survival Tip: Remember, all marriages have stormy periods. Seek professional help. Sociologist, Linda Waite says 86% of unhappy couples that stick it out report being much happier five years later.

Stage Four—That’s Just Way S/He Is: 
By now, couples accept that they’re never going to see eye-to-eye about everything and find ways to live more peaceably. Spouses more readily forgive and recognize that they aren’t exactly easy to live with either. When disagreements occur, people try harder to put themselves in their partners’ shoes. Fights happen less frequently and aren’t as intense or as emotional as before. Couples finally understand that, as with everything in life, one must accept the good with the bad.

Survival Tip: Don’t rest on your laurels. Continue practicing the three T’s: Time together, Talk, and Touch.

Stage Five—Together, At Last: 
By the time couples reach stage five, they have a shared history and countless memories. Since they’d both agree that marriage hasn’t been easy, they feel a sense of accomplishment. They appreciate each other rather than feel threatened by their differences. Their children are older and more independent; giving couples more time to focus on each other. They’ve come full circle.

Survival Tip: Keep yourself healthy and active so that you can enjoy the fruits of your labor! And remember, anything worth having in life is worth working for



Even though this article was written outside of a Bible-believing framework, the information can still be helpful to all of us to consider. Marriage is NOT easy. It has its twists and turns that can sneak up on us and sabotage our ideals. Whenever you put two sinners together, conflict is going to inevitably happen. 

But when our expectations meet up with reality, that’s when we need to readjust our thinking (without panicking, thinking things will always be as bad as they appear at the time) so we work THROUGH them in a BIBLE- LIVING way with God’s help.

The question is: are you weathering the different stages of marriage with a long-term goal in mind? Marriage is supposed to be a life-long marathon, not a short sprint in the “race” of life. In a marathon you pace yourself through each stage so you’re able to victoriously cross the finish line.

When things get tough, which they do in marriage, do look to the Lord for His perspective on how to best live out His principles? When your relationship takes a different turn than you thought it should, keep in mind that God can show you how to navigate through the rough stages and help you to get to a better place relationally. Let Him do His perfect work IN you and THROUGH you.

God bless,
Cindy and Steve Wright 
The Marriage Map 
Topic(s): Marriage Stages
No Comments 
As a long-time observer of relationships, I can tell you that, like people, marriages also go through different developmental stages and predictable crises. Everyone is familiar with the infancy stage of marriage— the infamous “honeymoon period”—but what happens after that? Does marriage have its equivalent to the “Terrible Two’s” or the stormy teenage years? In fact, it does. But because people are unfamiliar with the emotional terrain, the normal hills and valleys of marriage, these predictable transitional periods are often misunderstood, causing over-reactions. Those who manage to weather these universal stormy periods usually come out the other side with greater love and commitment to their spouses. That’s why I want to offer you a Marriage Map.

The marriage map is meant to give you a broad overview of the experiences most couples have when they negotiate the marital terrain. As you read through these stages and developmental passages, don’t get too hung up on the timetable. Some couples move through these stages more quickly than others, and some bypass certain stages entirely. See if any of this sounds familiar to you as you think about your own marriage and that of friends and family.

Stage One — Passion Prevails:
Head over heels in love, you can’t believe how blessed you are to have met your one and only love. Everything other than the relationship quickly fades into the background. Much to your amazement, you have so much in common: you enjoy the same hobbies, music, restaurants and movies, and like each other’s friends. You can finish each other’s sentences. You’re completely in sync. Everything is perfect, just the way you imagined it would be. When little annoying things pop up, they’re dismissed and overlooked.

At no other time in your relationship is your feeling of well-being and physical desire for each other as intense as it is during this romantic period. The newness and excitement of the relationship stimulates the production of chemicals in your bodies that increase energy, positive attitudes and heighten sexuality and sensuality. You feel good in your partner’s presence and start to believe that he or she is bringing out the best in you. Depression sets in when you’re apart. You never run out of things to say. Never, have you felt this way before with anyone else. “It must be love,” you tell yourself. While in this naturally produced state of euphoria, you decide to commit to spending the rest of your lives together. “And why not,” you reason, “we’re perfect together.” And marry, you do.

Unless you elope or opt for a simple, judge’s chambers-style wedding, your euphoria takes a temporary nosedive as you plan and execute your wedding. Once you get past the superhuman challenges dealing with family politics and hosting a modern-day wedding, your starry-eyed obsession with each other re-emerges and takes you through the honeymoon period. At last, you’re one. You’ve committed your lives to each other forever —soul mates in the eyes of God and the world. And for a period of time, nothing could be more glorious. But soon, your joy gives way to an inevitable earth-shattering awakening; marriage isn’t at all what you expected it to be.

Stage Two — What Was I Thinking?
In some ways, stage two’s the most difficult because it’s here that you experience the biggest fall. After all, how many miles is it from bliss to disillusionment? Millions. What accounts for this drastic change in perspective? For starters, reality sets in. Little things start to bother you. You realize that your spouse has stinky breath in the morning, spends way too long on the toilet, leaves magazines and letters strewn on the kitchen counter, never wraps food properly before it’s put in the refrigerator and, to top things off, snoring has become a way of life. There are big things too.

Although you once thought you and your spouse were kindred spirits, you now realize that there are many, many differences between you. Although you share interests in hobbies, you disagree about how often you want to participate in them. You like the same kinds of restaurants, but you enjoy eating out often while your partner prefers staying home and saving money. Your tastes in music are compatible, but you prefer quiet time in the evening while your mate enjoys blasting the stereo. You have many common friends, but you can’t agree on which nights to see them.

You’re confused about what’s going on. You wonder if an alien abducted your partner and left you with this strange and complicated being, a person with whom you can’t agree on a single thing. You argue about everything. “Who’s this obstinate person I married?” you ask yourself. “What was I thinking?” You knew life wouldn’t always be a bed of roses, but you never thought all you’d get was a bed of thorns. You figured that love would carry you through the rough spots, but you didn’t imagine there’d be times you didn’t feel love. You feel so disillusioned. You wonder if you made a mistake. When you remind yourself you made a life-long commitment, you start to understand the real meaning of eternity.

Ironically, it’s in the midst of feeling at odds with your once kindred spirit that you’re faced with making all sorts of life-altering decisions. For example, it’s now that you decide whether and when to have children, where to live, who’ll support the family, who’ll handle the bills, how your free time will be spent, how in-laws fit in to your lives, and who’ll do the cooking. Just at the time when a team spirit would’ve come in mighty handy, spouses often start to feel like opponents. So they spend the next decade or so trying to “win” and get their partners to change, which triggers stage three.

Stage Three — Everything Would Be Great If You Changed:
In this stage of marriage, most people believe that there are two ways of looking at things, your spouse’s way and your way—the “right way”. Even if couples begin marriage with the enlightened view that there are many valid perspectives on any given situation, they tend to develop severe amnesia quickly. And rather than brainstorm creative solutions, couples often battle tenaciously to get their partners to admit they’re wrong. That’s because every point of disagreement is an opportunity to define the marriage. Do it my way, and the marriage will work, do it yours and it won’t.

When people are in this state of mind, they have a hard time understanding why their spouses are so glued to their way of seeing things. They assume it must be out of stubbornness, spitefulness or a need to control. What they don’t realize is that their spouses are thinking the same thing about them! Over time, both partners dig in their heels deeper and deeper. Anger, hurt and frustration fill the air. Little or no attempt is made to see the other person’s point of view for fear of losing face or worse yet, losing a sense of self.

Now is the time when many people face a fork in the marital road. They’re hurt and frustrated because their lives seem like an endless confrontation. They don’t want to go on this way — 3 choices become apparent. Convinced they’ve tried everything, some people give up. They tell themselves they’ve fallen out of love or married the wrong person. Divorce seems like the only logical solution. Other people resign themselves to the status quo and decide to lead separate lives. Ultimately, they live unhappily ever after. But there are still others who decide that it’s time to end the cold war and begin to investigate healthier and more satisfying ways of interacting. Although the latter option requires a major leap of faith, those who take this leap are the fortunate ones because the best of marriage is yet to come.

Stage Four — That’s Just the Way S/He Is:
In stage four, we finally come to terms with the fact that we’re never going to see eye-to-eye with our partners about everything and we have to figure out what we must do to live more peaceably. We slowly accept that no amount of reasoning, begging, nagging, yelling, or threatening changes our partners’ minds. We look to others for suggestions; we seek religious counsel, talk to close family and friends, attend marital therapy, read self-help books, or take a relationship seminar. Those of us who’re more private look inward and seek solutions there.

We more readily forgive our spouses for their hardheadedness, and recognize that we aren’t exactly easy to live with either. We dare to ask ourselves whether there’s something about our own behavior that could use shaping up. When disagreements occur, we make more of an effort to put ourselves in our partner’s shoes and, much to our surprise; we have a bit more compassion and understanding. We recognize that, as with everything in life, we have to accept the good with the bad.

Fights happen less frequently and when they occur, they’re not as intense or as emotional as in the earlier years of marriage. We know how to push our partner’s buttons and we consciously decide not to. When we slip, we get better at making up because we remind ourselves that life is short and very little is worth the pain of disharmony.

We learn that when you’ve wronged your spouse, love means always having to say you’re sorry. We mellow. We let things roll off our back that might have caused us to go to battle before. We stop being opponents. We’re teammates again. And because we’re smart enough to have reached this stage, we reap the benefits of the fifth and final stage.

Stage Five — Together, at Last
It’s really a tragedy that half of all couples who wed never get to stage five, when all the pain and hard work of the earlier stages really begins to pay off. Since you’re no longer in a struggle to define who you are and what the marriage should be, there’s more peace and harmony. Even if you’ve always loved your spouse, you start to notice how much you really like him or her again. And then the strangest thing starts to happen. You realize that the alien who abducted your spouse in stage two has been kind enough to return him or her to you. You’re pleased to discover that the qualities you saw in your partner so very long ago never really vanished. They were just camouflaged. This renews your feelings of connection.

By the time you reach stage five, you have a shared history. And although you’d both agree that marriage hasn’t been easy, you can feel proud that you’ve weathered the storms. You appreciate your partner’s sense of commitment and dedication to making your marriage last. You also look back and feel good about your accomplishments as a couple, a family and as individuals. You feel more secure about yourself as a person and you begin to appreciate the differences between you and your spouse. And what you don’t appreciate, you find greater acceptance for. You feel closer and more connected.

If you have children, they’re older and more independent, allowing you to focus on your marriage again, like in the old days. And you start having “old day feelings” again. You’ve come full circle. The feeling you were longing for during those stormy periods is back, at last. You’re home again.

About the Marriage Map:
I’m certain that if more couples realized that there really is a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, they’d be more willing to tough it out through the downpour. The problem is, most people fool themselves into thinking that whatever stage they’re in at the moment, is where they’ll be forever. That can be a depressing thought when you’re in the midst of hard times.

And in marriage, there are lots hard times—unexpected problems with infertility, the births of children (marital satisfaction goes down with the birth of each child), the challenges of raising a family, children leaving home, infidelity, illnesses, deaths of close friends and family members. Even if there is lots of joy accompanying these transitional stages, it’s stressful nonetheless. But it’s important to remember that nothing lasts forever. There are seasons to everything in life, including marriage.

Also, it’s important to remember that people generally don’t go through these stages sequentially. It’s three steps forward and two steps back. Just when you begin to feel more at peace with each other in stage four, a crisis occurs and you find yourselves slipping back to stage three — change your partner or bust! But if you’ve been fortunate enough to have visited stage four, sanity sets in eventually, and you get back on track. The quality and quantity of love you feel for each other is never stagnant.

Love is dynamic. So is marriage. The wiser and more mature you become, the more you realize this. The more you realize this, the more time you and your spouse spend hanging out in stage five. You’re together again, at last.



  

The above article came from the book, “The Divorce Remedy… The Proven 7-Step Program for Saving Your Marriage” by Michele Weiner Davis www.divorcebusting.com. It was published by Simon & Schuster. Although this book does not come from a “Christian” perspective, most of the principles presented are very solid. She teaches you how to identify specific marriage-saving goals, move beyond ineffective, hurtful ways of interacting, and become an expert on “doing what works.” Inspirational anecdotes and in-depth case studies show how couples have used these techniques to save their marriages, and how you can use these same techniques to rescue yours.
The author also offers solution-oriented strategies for readers to cope with infidelity, and midlife crises. And if you think you partner already has a foot out the door, this proven program is a recipe for change, even if only you participate.
NOTE: While we wholeheartedly agree with about 95% of what this book presents, we do disagree with some of Michelle’s advice to couples who face an Internet Pornography problem. But, even so, we recommend this book to couples because the rest of the advice is very helpful.

Weathering Stages of Marriage - Marriage Message #15 
Topic(s): Marriage Messages
No Comments 
“Enjoy life with the woman (man) whom you love all the days of your fleeting life which He has given you under the sun; for this is your reward in life, and in your toil in which you have labored under the sun.” Ecclesiastes 9:9 (NASB)
“I’m certain that if more couples realized that there really is a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, they’d be more willing to tough it out through the downpour. The problem is, most people fool themselves into thinking that whatever stage they’re in at the moment is where they will be forever. That can be a depressing thought when you’re in the midst of hard times. And in marriage, there are lots of hard times but it’s important to remember that nothing lasts forever. There are seasons to everything in life, including marriage.” (Michele Weiner-Davis)
As we work to be pro-active in our own marriage, we come across wonderful reading material that the Lord seems to send our way. This continually helps us to be students of each other as husband and wife, and also helps us to be students of marriage so we can grow together in our marriage in a healthy God-honoring way. We came across an article entitled “The Marriage Map” (written by Michele Weiner-Davis) that we found to be quite insightful. We thought we’d share a few excerpts from it so you can benefit from it also:

As a long-time observer of relationships, I can tell you that, like people, marriages go through different developmental stages and predictable crises. Does marriage have its equivalent to the ‘Terrible Two’s’ or the stormy teenage years? In fact, it does. But because people are unfamiliar with the emotional terrain, the normal hills and valleys of marriage, these predictable transitional periods are often misunderstood, causing over-reactions. Those who manage to weather these universal stormy periods usually come out the other side with greater love and commitment to their spouses. That’s why I want to offer you a Marriage Map.

As you read through these stages and developmental passages, don’t get too hung up on the timetable. Some couples move through these stages more quickly than others,and some by-pass certain stages entirely. See if any of this sounds familiar to you as you think about your own marriage and that of friends and family.

STAGE ONE: PASSION PREVAILS: You’re head over heals in love, you can’t believe how blessed you are to have met each other. You have so much in common. You’re completely in sync. When little, annoying things pop up, they’re dismissed and overlooked. You feel good in your partner’s presence and start to believe that he or she is bringing out the best in you and you decide to commit to spending the rest of their lives together. And marry, you do.

Unless you elope or opt for a simple wedding, your euphoria takes a temporary nosedive as you plan and execute your wedding. Once you get past the superhuman challenges of hosting a modern-day wedding, your obsession with each other re-emerges and takes you through the honeymoon period. You’ve committed your lives to each other forever— soul mates in the eyes of God and the world. And for a period of time, nothing could be more glorious. But soon, your joy gives way to an earth-shattering awakening; marriage isn’t at all what you expected it to be.

STAGE TWO: WHAT WAS I THINKING? In some ways, stage two is the most difficult because it’s here that you experience the biggest fall. What accounts for this drastic change in perspective? For starters, reality sets in. The little things start to bother you. Although you once thought you and your spouse were kindred spirits, you now realize that there are many, many differences between you. You feel disillusioned and wonder if you made a mistake.

STAGE THREE: EVERYTHING WOULD BE GREAT IF YOU CHANGED. In this stage of marriage, most people believe that there are two ways of looking at things, your spouse’s way and your way, also known as the “Right Way.” Rather than brainstorm creative solutions, couples often battle tenaciously to get their partners to admit they’re wrong. Now is the time when many people face a fork in the marital road. Three choices become apparent. Convinced they’ve tried everything, some people give up. Other people resign themselves to the status quo and decide to lead separate lives. Ultimately, they live unhappily ever after. But there are still others who decide that it’s time to end the cold war and begin to investigate healthier and more satisfying ways of interacting. Although the later option requires a major leap of faith, those who take this leap are the fortunate ones because the best of marriage is yet to come.”

STAGE FOUR: THAT’S JUST THE WAY S/HE IS. In stage four, we finally come to terms with the fact that we’re never going to see eye-to-eye with our partners about everything and we have to figure out what we must do to live more peaceably. Fights happen less frequently and when they occur, they’re not as intense or as emotional as in the earlier years of marriage. We let things roll off our back that might have caused us to go to battle before. We stop being opponents. We’re teammates again. And because we’re smart enough to have reached this stage, we reap the benefits of the fifth and final stage.

STAGE FIVE: TOGETHER, AT LAST. It’s really a tragedy that half of all couples who wed never get to stage five, when all the pain and hard work of the earlier stages really begins to pay off. Since you’re no longer in a struggle to define who you are and what the marriage should be, there’s more peace and harmony. You start having “old day feelings” again. You’ve come full circle. The feeling you were longing for during those stormy periods is back, at last. You’re home again.

ABOUT THE MARRIAGE MAP: It’s important to remember that people generally don’t go through these stages sequentially. It’s 3 steps forward and 2 steps back. Just when you begin to feel more at peace with each other in stage four, a crisis occurs and you find yourselves slipping back to stage three. But if you’ve been fortunate enough to have visited stage four, sanity sets in eventually, and you get back on track. Love is dynamic. So is marriage. The wiser and more mature you become, the more you realize this and the more time you and your spouse spend hanging out in stage five. Together again, at last.

We have a more extensive version of the Marriage Map by Michele Weiner-Davis (as it appeared in the SmartMarriages Newsletter) on our web site in the “Marriage Stages” section if you’d like to read more on this subject.

Our love and prayers are with you as together we work on our marriages to the glory of God.

***Love's Time Line How to make sure your marriage gets better with age 

by Gary J. Oliver
Mike considered himself a good lover. That is until his wife, Tina, asked him to move out after nine years of marriage. "It has become painfully clear that I don't know much about what it means to love," he admitted. "I mean really love." 

Why is love so difficult? Why do so many couples like Mike and Tina start out with good intentions and then stumble? The answer is that many don't really understand love. Over the years, I've counseled couples whose functional definition of love could be summed up as "a feeling that you feel when you feel that you're going to feel a feeling that you've never felt before." Add to this confusion the expectation many couples have that love will never change—and disappointment is guaranteed. 

But just as each year has different seasons, there are also seasons to a relationship. God designed each season to produce a different kind of love. 

The First Season
Face-to-Face
Falling in love is the first, and sadly for some couples the only, season of love. Often couples confuse infatuation with love. A husband might see his wife as he would like her to be—a warm, caring person who always keeps his needs foremost in her mind. Who she truly is—a woman who can be angry and upset with him at times—is irrelevant. 

Judith Voist, in her book Love & Guilt (Simon and Schuster), provides a humorous, and yet truthful, distinction between love and infatuation. "Infatuation is when you think he's as gorgeous as Robert Redford, as pure as Solzhenitsyn, as funny as Woody Allen, as athletic as Jimmy Connors and as smart as Albert Einstein. Love is when you realize that he's as gorgeous as Woody Allen, as smart as Jimmy Connors, as funny as Solzhenitsyn, as athletic as Albert Einstein and nothing like Robert Redford in any category—but you'll take him anyway." 

Tina and Mike, in their nine years of marriage, had never moved beyond infatuation. During their courtship, they experienced the electricity of eros, or romantic love. It was new, exciting and intense—everything they assumed love would be. 

When they were dating, Tina and Mike experienced an all-absorbing involvement in one another—seeing each other daily and talking by phone late into the night. They yearned for physical closeness and held hands whenever possible. "Our love felt so real," Tina says, "and I thought those feelings would last forever." 

Of course the feelings didn't last. Soon after their honeymoon, life got in the way. Mike worked hard to establish himself as a top salesman in a major communications company. His 60-hour work weeks didn't leave much time for his wife. By their fifth anniversary, Tina was busy, too, keeping up with three active preschoolers. 

Looking back, they realized that since their wedding day, they had done little to cultivate their relationship. In fact, with each passing year, they ran their life more as "married singles" than as a married couple. What communication they did have focused on housekeeping and childcare. 

Like many couples, they were treating love as a commodity. But love isn't like a piece of furniture that sits off in the corner, needing only an occasional dusting. Love is more like a plant that requires careful, long-term attention. For ten years I lived in Nebraska, where I learned about farming. The first lesson was that planting a seed is only the beginning of the growth process. Many long hours are spent cultivating, fertilizing and watering before the seeds grow into mature plants. It's not always fun, but when the harvest comes it's worth it. And so, in the romance stage of love, the seeds are planted. But without constant care and attention, romance can't grow into mature love. 

Mike and Tina were relieved to learn that there were steps they could take to turn their disillusionment into a deeper level of love. I encouraged them to find three other couples who would pray for them and their marriage on a daily basis for the next six months. Then I helped them shift the focus away from the tension between them by having them concentrate on becoming friends as well as lovers. 

To help establish that friendship, I recommended that each day they read a devotional from Quiet Times for Couples (Harvest House), by H. Norman Wright. The devotionals are short and easy-to-read, and rather than focusing on problems they focus on growth. 

Finally, I encouraged Tina and Mike to go out on a date at least twice a month. Often I encourage couples to see a movie, but with two stipulations. First, the film must end early enough that they can go to a restaurant afterward to discuss it. Whether they liked the movie or not is irrevelant. The point is to share thoughts and feelings. And second, during their dates, they can't bring up any conflictual issues. A date is a time to enjoy one another. 

By nurturing their friendship, Tina and Mike were able to move beyond the disillusionment of lost romance. This is a necessary step that bridges the first and second seasons of love. 

The Second Season
Shoulder-to-Shoulder
Many couples miss the rollercoaster highs and lows of early romantic love. But as their love deepens, they will enjoy the beauty of phileo—the bond of friendship. Friendship love combines the intensity of romance with the stability of knowing a spouse is committed to learning how to appreciate you for who you are rather than what he or she thinks you should be. 

In this second season of love, couples begin to understand that love is a deliberate choice—not merely a feeling. To build on this deeper level of love, I often encourage couples to choose a meaningful act they will perform for each other. I ask them to write it down somewhere so they can keep track of what they've done. Most of us tend to overestimate the loving things we do for our partner, and underestimate the loving things they do for us. 

The action can be something simple like taking out the trash. It might be a phone call or a card. My wife, Carrie, and I have devotions together in the morning. I always try to get her a cup of coffee before she asks. I like to anticipate her need and go ahead and meet it. 

The deeper sense of friendship that develops in the second season leads to a different kind of communication. You're eager to learn how to read your mate. What are his or her unique needs and desires? What shows that she's hurt or discouraged? What indicates he's unhappy or anxious? 

Several years ago, Carrie and I decided to read the book Prayer by Richard Foster (HarperSanFransciso). We would read a chapter independently, then talk about it and practice a particular approach to prayer. Often we found out more about one another in meaningful, intercessory prayer than we did in long conversations. 
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Most of us tend to overestimate the loving things we do
for our partner, and underestimate the loving things they do for us.
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While partners are learning more about one another, it's also a time to learn what methods of communication are most effective. For Mike and Tina, their pattern of communicating—a brief comment here, a short observation there—created what Paul Tournier calls "dialogues of the deaf." They were talking but not being heard. 

Carrie and I have experienced that in our marriage. I sometimes hear my wife express concerns in prayer, things she has already expressed to me, but her words didn't register before because we were communicating on the run. 

An excellent tool to help spouses draw one another out is the workbook Experiencing God (LifeWay) by Henry Blackaby and Claude King. I encouraged Mike and Tina to set aside at least 30 minutes a week to share what God was teaching them about their individual relationships with him and to ask some open-ended questions of one another. 

I reminded Mike that in conversation, men like to get to the bottom line. But women aren't looking for a summary statement. For them, the bottom line is the process of sharing together. What may seem like "small talk" to Mike is probably "important talk" to Tina. 

While romantic love is almost always a face-to-face relationship, friendship love is often shoulder-to-shoulder. Spouses are working together on something greater than both of them. They don't just find their oneness in each other, but in shared interests and in working toward a mutual goal. Spiritual growth was such a goal for Carrie and me when we worked through the Experiencing God workbook and applied the truths to our marriage. 

The Third Season
Soul-to-Soul
As Mike and Tina made progress in the friendship stage of love, they were excited to learn that in the third season of marriage they would experience more passion and intensity than ever before. Couples build on the foundation of romantic love and the security of friendship love and then discover that real love involves an unconditional commitment to an imperfect person. That's when agape, or sacrifical love, begins to take root. 

In Mere Christianity (MacMillian), C.S. Lewis observed that many people have the mistaken idea that "if you have married the right person you may expect to go on 'being in love' forever. As a result, when they find they are not, they think this proves they have made a mistake and are entitled to a change—not realizing that, when they have changed, the glamour will presently go out of the new love just as it went out of the old one. In this department of life, as in every other, thrills come at the beginning and do not last. … Let the thrill go—let it die away—go on through that period of death into the quieter interest and happiness that follow—and you will find you are living in a world of new thrills all the time." 

Couples in this season experience a sympathetic sensitivity that accepts each other's weaknesses and shortcomings. This mutual acceptance comes largely with time. When God makes a squash, he takes six months. When he makes an oak tree, he takes 100 years. Couples who want a deep, sacrificial love know that growing such a love, like growing a tree, takes time. 

While acceptance is vital in this stage of love, author Leighton Ford adds an important twist to it. He said, "God loves us just the way we are, but he loves us too much to leave us that way." The third stage of love goes beyond acceptance to growth. Because you love each other, you want to see your mate become the person God designed him or her to be. 

The seasons of love don't always follow a set sequence. Rather, the growth of love is more circular. I've worked with couples who are experiencing all three stages at the same time. Also, none of the stages has a prescribed time limit. I know couples married less than ten years who were already enjoying the harvest of love in season three, and others married for 35 years who were still riding the roller coaster of the first season. 

Most people don't have a clear understanding of the depth and breadth of true biblical love. For that reason, I encourage couples to look up three different versions of 1 Corinthians 13. I then have them write out their own paraphrase, in 1998 language, of this chapter of Scripture. Couples have told me it helped them personalize God's truth about love. 

To make love practical, as well as personal, I challenge every spouse to do one thing for his or her partner every day for the next month. Pick an act of kindness, and practice it for 30 days without calling attention to it. Observe the difference that comes when you work to build, encourage, nourish and cherish the love you and your spouse share. 

Gary J. Oliver, Ph.D., is a clinical psychologist and director of the Center for Marriage and Family Studies and professor of psychology and practical theology at John Brown University. 

***Great Expectations  (What can you expect from marriage..and good quiz at end)

It's fine to have them—as long as they are grounded in reality 

by Tim Gardner

I never expected this. Mark just isn't the man I married." "Joan" sat expressionless as she stoically described her relationship. 

"While we were dating, he was everything I wanted. He was fun, caring. We could talk for hours. Now he works late every day and gets home just in time to play with our daughter a few minutes before her bedtime. Then he watches TV. He never takes me out, never helps around the house, and only touches me when he wants sex (which we haven't had for six months). I don't love him anymore. I want out." 

It's an unhappy story, but a familiar one. Couples who once stood before God promising "Till death do us part" now sit in a counselor's office, complaining that their mate "isn't doing their part." The passions once fueled by visions of "happily ever after" are gradually extinguished with each failed expectation. Eventually, one of them decides, "Since my spouse can't, or won't, meet my needs, I'll just move on to someone who will." 

Call it what you want—disappointment, disillusionment or despair—failed expectations can bring partners to the point of wanting to chuck it all. And it raises a serious question: Why doesn't marriage fulfill all our dreams? 

Dream a Littler Dream?

Like many unhappy spouses, Joan had legitimate concerns—she should be getting more attention from her husband. But her greater problem was that her expectations of marriage were unrealistic. Ironically, the overwhelming popularity of marriage may in some ways explain the high level of marital breakdown. 

"The higher the expectations of marriage … the greater the number of divorces," writes Margaret Talbot in The New Republic. It is this "quest for an ideal marriage" that has, in her opinion, made divorce more acceptable. In other words, if your marriage isn't everything you expected, you should get a divorce and try, try again. 

But what about those of us who reject divorce as a viable solution to a dissatisfying marriage? Should we simply lower our standards and resign ourselves to live in an unhappy marriage? No, we shouldn't. It's nonsense to say that God's gift of marriage is great, but, "Hey, don't expect too much." As followers of Christ, we shouldn't settle for bad or even mediocre marriages. We need exceedingly high aspirations. 

So what are we missing? The article in The New Republic talked about the problem of unfulfilled expectations as if all expectations have equal merit. That's a fallacy. There are certain expectations that marriage and a spouse can never fulfill. Those are the dangerous ones. 

"The belief in a happily-ever-after marriage is one of the most widely held, destructive marriage myths. But it's only the tip of the marital-myth iceberg," say Les and Leslie Parrott, directors of the Center for Relationship Development at Seattle Pacific University. "Every difficult marriage is plagued by misconceptions about what marriage should be." 

In Joan's case, the misconceptions were her belief that she and Mark would always feel they were in love, that romance would never die, that sex would always set off fireworks, and that everything would just get better. Her dreams were so lofty they guaranteed failure. 

At nearly every wedding, a man marries the woman he believes will be the ideal wife, and a woman marries what she thinks is an ideal husband. Then, as the pages of the calendar turn, each mate senses the other is changing. Soon they realize their spouse is no longer the person they thought they married—and they feel cheated. What actually happened, though, is that they discovered the real person they married—the one who always lived behind the fantasy. And that unsettling discovery can actually be good for a marriage. 

How Passion Plays Out

When Amy and I married, I expected we'd end each busy day by falling asleep in each other's arms. But Amy is more comfortable falling asleep while I keep my arms to myself. I also assumed I could meet all of my wife's friendship needs once we'd moved away from her hometown friends and family. I was surprised, and somewhat hurt, to find she still had such a strong need for those other people. But these reality checks gave me a clearer focus on who Amy really is, and it pushed us to greater intimacy. 

So the bad news of failed expectations is really good news. By moving from unrealistic ideals to attainable ones, you're set free from trying to achieve the fantasy of marital bliss. You can replace the fairy tale with something better: a real marriage that cherishes two real people. 

When couples say "we're just not in love anymore," what they're really saying is they don't feel in love. They mistakenly limit love to its emotional aspects. The truth is much more freeing. Even when feelings come and go, a couple can still be "in love." In the words of the late C.S. Lewis: "Being in love is something you do." 

It's nonsense to say that God's

gift of marriage is great, but,

'Hey don't expect too much.'

One of my premarital expectations has definitely been fulfilled: I expected Amy and I to have some mammoth fights. More than once my lovely wife has looked at me and said in a voice I don't remember from our dating days, "I love you, but I really don't like you right now." I've expressed the same feeling now and then. We may fight, but always within our promise to each other—a promise that "No matter how I feel, I am committed to love you for the rest of my life, and, by God's grace, I will." 

Couples who see their expectations come true are the ones who understand that love, far more than being what you feel, is what you do. That means being committed to serve when you don't feel like serving, to listen when you don't feel like listening, and to love when you don't feel very loving. 

God cares about passionate feelings, but those feelings won't last uninterrupted, and they can't form a basis for marriage. In some ways I'm glad the feelings of heart-pounding, palm-sweating love haven't gone on nonstop. I remember fidgeting in my office shortly after our honeymoon, getting nothing done because I just wanted to go home to Amy. The days of fidgeting are gone, but I'm thankful those early passionate feelings have returned—over and over, in both new and familiar ways. I'm much more in love with Amy now, but it's a love resulting from our commitment. 

Higher Hopes

God didn't design your spouse to be the one person who perfectly completes you and fulfills your every desire. He provided a lifelong companion to meet your needs for intimacy and sexual expression in an undemanding, mutually enjoyable atmosphere. Like a stamp and an envelope, or a violin and a bow, you are individuals—but together you become more. You become one. That's an achievable expectation. 

In ten years of marriage, Amy and I have sorted out most of our early expectations, seeing which ones we still need to pursue, which need to be tossed out, and which have already become reality. Though we may not fall asleep in each other's arms, our physical intimacy has surpassed anything we ever planned. And now I'm thankful that Amy has cultivated so many outside friendships; these people enrich our lives. 

Along the way, we've been able to identify healthy expectations that are worth pursuing. You can expect marriage to be fun. You can expect yourself to be faithful, and your spouse to be faithful to you. You can expect to be loved without conditions. You can expect your spouse to be someone you grow with as you fulfill the tasks God gives. You can expect—often through plenty of hard work—to resolve conflict, to accept and enjoy personality differences, and to maintain an active sex life. You can expect to work together to develop a strong sense of shared beliefs, values and priorities on parenting, money, in-laws and roles. Finally, you can expect your marriage to honor God. 

These are the great expectations of marriage. Studies show that couples with the most vital marriages have very high, yet very realistic, expectations. Research also shows that the ideals aren't nearly as important as the sincere commitment to fulfill them. 

Marriage can be "till death do us part," but "happily-ever-after" only happens to couples who are willing to do what it takes to turn their ideals into reality. It's not enough to make the commitment on the day when you stand before friends, family and God and marry. It's getting up every morning for the rest of your lives determined to make your best expectations come true. 

Dr. Tim A. Gardner is author of Sacred Sex (WaterBrook) and Director of The Marriage Education and Policy Center at the Indiana Family Institute (an affiliate of Focus on the Family). 

Do You Expect Too Much? 

RESPONSE SCALE

0 = Don't know        1 = Strongly disagree        2 = Disagree        3 = Agree        4 = Strongly agree 

_______ 1. My partner can and will meet all of my needs.

_______ 2. Our current problems can all be resolved by spending more time together.

_______ 3. If we commit to it, I believe my mate and I can overcome any problem or struggle.

_______ 4. My partner and I want exactly the same things from our marriage.

_______ 5. With mutual willingness to teach and learn, our sex life will get better with each passing year.

_______ 6. I believe I will always feel in love with my mate.

_______ 7. My partner and I fully understand each other.

_______ 8. My mate can and should be my best friend.

_______ 9. I expect romantic feelings in our marriage to come and go, largely controlled by our own actions.

_______ 10. My partner is everything I've ever dreamed a spouse should be.

_______ 11. I don't believe there will ever be any serious problems in our relationship.

_______ 12. My partner and I have resolved all the issues from our pasts that could affect our relationship. 

_______ 13. I believe marriage is a gift from God and that overall it will be a very enjoyable experience.

_______ 14. I believe our sexual relationship will always be wonderful and free from conflict.

_______ 15. Being involved in a church will keep us from having serious marital struggles.

Total Score _______

WHAT YOUR SCORE MEANS 

0-30 You're wearing dark glasses. Either your view of marriage is somewhat negative, or you are uncertain on a number of marital issues. Seek counsel from a pastor or a wise, older friend who has a healthy, fun marriage. 

31-40 Your glasses are clear. You have a fairly realistic expectation of marriage. But seek outside input regarding any areas in which you answered "don't know." 

41-50 Your glasses have a rose tint to them. You are very optimistic about marriage, but tend to minimize problems and differences. Find a mentor who will bring realism yet not destroy your excitement. 

51-60 Your glasses are completely rose colored. You are heading toward a major relationship crisis due to failed expectations. Please seek help from an experienced pastor or Christian counselor. T.G.

Copyright © 1998 by the author or Christianity Today International/Marriage Partnership magazine. For reprint information call 630-260-6200 or e-mail mp@marriagepartnership.com.
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****Playing for Keeps--Stop playing these mind games and start strengthening your marriage (excellent advice for women!!!).

by Shannon Ethridge, http://www.christianitytoday.com/tcw/2006/004/10.18.html

When my niece, Carye, was young, she'd frequently ask me to play a board game with her. If I agreed, Carye would reappear, game in hand, exclaiming, "Now this is my game, so I'm going to win!"

Carye's now in her twenties; we still laugh over how she always had to win at her own games. But it's no laughing matter that many adult women still play games, insisting on winning at all costs. I'm not talking about board games; I'm referring to the mind games women play in marriage. Many of us subconsciously assign roles, make up rules, and attempt to win so we feel better about ourselves or get our needs met. Some of these mind games can cost a woman her husband's respect and affectionor worse, her marriage.

What follows are some of the most common games wives play in their marriages. If one of these has been a flame-killer in your relationship, take heart. You can begin to inspire, rather than require, intimacy in your relationship.

 When a woman manipulates her husband to get her way, she creates and unhealthy dynamic. 


The "Mommy/Child" Game
As women, one of our greatest attributes is our natural mothering instinct. We're not afraid to roll up our sleeves and dive into sibling squabbles, slumber parties, field trips, vomit, poop, blood, or anything else for the benefit of our children. After all, we're responsible for their well-being until they're able to take responsibility for themselves.

However, your husband is already grown upand he doesn't appreciate being treated like a child. As one spouse, Peter, explains, "It's unnerving how my wife harps on me like she harps on our kids about doing something around the house. She can't just ask me once and trust I'll do it. She keeps bringing it up until I do it out of exasperation. I feel as though she has no more respect for me than she does for our preschoolers. When she treats me like a child instead of a man, the last thing I want to do is have sex with her. That would feel like having sex with my mother."

There have been times when I've fallen into the mother role with my husband, Greg, too. I've insisted he be home from work at a certain time rather than trust he'll come home as soon as he can. I've attempted to control what he eats and how often he exercises, as if he's clueless about living a healthy lifestyle. I've created "honey-do" lists a mile long with the dates by which I needed things done, as if his free time were completely mine to control. Like Peter, Greg admits it's unnerving to have a wife micromanage his life.

Women frequently admit to me they feel more like their husband's mother or boss than his partner. If this sounds familiar, remember, while you can't require your husband's cooperation, you can inspire it. If you want him to be internally (rather than externally) motivated to help out around the house, for instance, encourage him with a nice comment. When you see him doing a particular chore, say, "I'm so thankful to have a guy who's willing to do that!" He'll feel more like your hero than your rebellious child; chances are good he'll want to play that heroic role more often in the future.

We'd all do well to remember only children, not grown men, need a mother. Strive to be your man's loving peer, not his parent.

The "Spoiled Child/Sugar Daddy" Game
I couldn't help but feel sorry for one woman's husband when she told me, "I can get anything I want from Dan, within reason, of course. All I have to do is cross my legs and stop cooking, and he'll cave in after a couple of days." Translation: I'll withhold sex and starve him until he caters to my every whim.

When a woman emotionally manipulates her husband to get her way, she creates an unhealthy dynamic. Maybe you've played the spoiled-child role in more subtle ways than the woman above. Do any of these words sound familiar?

"You didn't mind wining and dining me when we were dating, so why won't you splurge on me now?"

"I'd much rather stay in a nice hotel on the beach than with your relatives. Aren't I worth it to you?"

With the invention of the credit card, unmanageable debt is as easy as a magnetic swipe and a signature. Money (or the lack of it) is one of the most common sources of marital strife, so it's important not to place more of a financial load on you and your husband than you can reasonably carry. To avoid unnecessary stress on your marriage, use a "cash, check, or debit card only" system, especially if you're prone to spending borrowed money with a credit card.

Regardless of how much money either partner earns, a husband tends to carry most of the responsibility for making sure the family's provided for because that's how men are wired. A wife only increases that burden when she demands things she doesn't really need.

The apostle James says desires battling within us often are the source of quarrels, and that we often don't have something because we fail to ask God for it or because our motives are wrong (James 4:1). The next time you want to make a purchase that might have a major impact on the family budget, pray about whether it's really something you need. If it is, talk about it with your husband and consider what sacrifice you can make to shoulder some of the burden so your husband isn't overwhelmed by the request. Regardless of your prayers' outcome, keep your relationship a priority over any purchase you wish to make. Nothing you can possess will ever be as valuable to you as your marriage.

The "Holy Spirit/Wretched Sinner" Game
I don't want to minimize any woman's pain if she's living with an avowed nonbeliever; however, legalism and self-righteousness are two things Jesus spoke against more often than any other issue. Many of us have to admit we often assign the "bad guy" role to our husband while we wear the angelic halo.

Every Christian woman longs for a strong spiritual leader at home. But sometimes it takes years for a man to mature into such a role. Unfortunately, many women stunt that process with their self-righteous indignation. You only can model the abundant Christian life for your husband, not force him to experience it. As much as you may desire your husband to become more committed to spiritual things, remember there's only one Godand you're not him. Deep, heart-felt change is possible only through the real Holy Spirit, not the one you try to be for your husband. Simply pray for your husband, lovingly encourage him when appropriate, and let the Holy Spirit do what only he can do in your husband's life.

The "Patient/Therapist" Game
Like many women, I find it helpful to talk things aloud. When your problems are easily solved, your husband can make a great sounding board. However, problems that can't be easily identified or remedied can become a wedge between husband and wife, causing frustration and confusion.

Such was the case with Wendy and Jeremy, who'd been married six months when Wendy told him about the sexual abuse she'd experienced as a child at the hands of a neighbor. Jeremy was very understanding at first. He told her he'd work overtime to pay for counseling if Wendy would go. But she didn't want to burden him with the expense, so she told him she was OK. Yet Wendy was rarely interested in sex because it reminded her too much of the abuse. Instead, she'd ask Jeremy to hold her while she talked about how she felt about it.

Eventually, her husband got so tired of hearing the bitter memories that he said, "Look, I don't mind listening to you, but unless you want me to go find this guy and beat him up, maybe it's best you not tell me all this stuff." Although it wasn't what Wendy wanted to hear, it actually was a turning point in their relationship.

"For a while I took Jeremy's response as rejection," says Wendy today. "But the more I thought about it, the more I realized I was trying to get him to counsel me even though he'd never taken a psychology class! While I'm still honest with Jeremy, now I don't tell him gory details about things he can't do anything about. Those I take into my counselor's office instead of my bedroom."

As Wendy discovered, men are problem solvers by nature. But when your problems are incredibly complex and deeply rooted, your husband can feel overwhelmed and frustrated by his inability to fix things. So if you need a problem solved and your husband can solve it, feel free to look to him. But if you need therapy to overcome an ongoing issue your husband isn't trained to handle, do yourself and your husband a favor, and go to a therapist.

Of course, the reverse is also true. If your husband needs to work through deep-seated issues, it's unrealistic to think you're all the counselor he needs. Encourage and support him, but don't try to fix him. You're his wife, not his therapist.

Game playing is never the answer. The only way you'll truly experience relational fulfillment is by simply loving your husband for whom God made him to be rather than trying to make him play the role you want him to play. With God's help, you can learn to recognize and verbalize your needs in a way that respects your husband rather than manipulates him. And that's how you set the stage for you both to feel like winners.

From Every Woman's Marriage by Shannon & Greg Ethridge. 2006. Published by WaterBrook Press. Used with permission.
Copyright 2006 by the author or Christianity Today International/Today's Christian Woman magazine.
Click here for reprint information on Today's Christian Woman.
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Your marriage is better than you think 

When things just aren't right, what's really wrong? 

by Nancy Kennedy


You're crabby. Your spouse is crabby. You can't carry on a conversation without one of you storming out of the room. Or maybe a polite, yet strained, silence permeates the house. Maybe you haven't laughed—or kissed—in weeks, and too often you think, If this is what our marriage is going to be like for the next 50 years, then I don't want it! 

If this describes you, stop for a moment. Chances are it's not your marriage—or even your spouse—that's making you miserable. Take a look around and notice what else is going on in your life. Are you in the midst of some career difficulty? Are you worried about a medical problem? Are you having trouble with one of your kids? Or maybe it's nothing more than life's common, everyday pressures and busyness wreaking havoc on your otherwise healthy relationship. 

The Real Problem
One day over coffee, as my friend Karen sobbed and confided how desperate and miserable she and her husband felt, I began to imagine the worst. Were they in trouble with the IRS? Had one of them been caught hiding some dark secret from the other? When she finally caught her breath, she confided, "I don't know what's wrong! Our marriage is just not right." 

Not knowing what else to say, I asked her what they did for fun. 

"Fun?" She looked at me as if I had three heads. "Who has time for fun? All we ever do is work and take care of the baby." 

I suggested she bring her son over to my house the following Saturday so she and her husband could catch a movie, something they hadn't done in years. She called me a few weeks later, giggling. "It's amazing! We're actually connecting again. All the time, I thought our marriage was bad when all we needed was time for us." 

Their marriage wasn't the problem—their workload and schedule were the problem! Even though nothing was inherently wrong between them, they had grown cool toward one another. And it seemed natural to blame their unhappy feelings on each other. 

Karen and her husband had forgotten to have some fun along the way! And just like the little foxes that ruined the vineyard mentioned in the Song of Songs, the weariness of their daily routine robbed them of the joy of their relationship. 

"Couples who concentrate all their energy into their work, their children, their home, find when it comes time for their relationship, all that's left are the dregs," counselor and author Norman Wright told me in a recent interview. Nothing's left to give, so spouses end up snapping at each other. Wright suggests that weary couples take note of their peak energy times and try to save those for couple time. That way, they can give each other their best energy and attention. 
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When you feel you're at the end of
your rope, remind yourself whose
hand is holding the other end.
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Some friends of mine struggled with this tension. Dan and Tina both work during the day, but Dan also serves as his church's choir director. Most of the time they do a good job of protecting precious couple time—but not during the holidays. As Tina recalled, "That first year I was convinced he didn't care about me. Most nights he'd rush in after work and rush right out again—to hold emergency practices or to build sets for the Christmas pageant. And I was stuck at home with two kids." 

Eventually Tina realized the situation was only temporary. Once the Christmas cantata was over, Tina had her husband's attention back. Her whole outlook on the month of December changed when she lowered her expectation for what their lives would be like. She started blaming the heavier workload instead of blaming her husband. 

You vs. Me?
The stress of parenting was the fox in my marriage vineyard. A few years ago, the strain of having two teenage daughters threatened to drive my husband and me apart. As the only male in the household, Barry said he felt "hormonally outnumbered," and he emotionally distanced himself. He didn't know how to handle female mood swings, and even began thinking of me as "one of them." He didn't like being at home, which I took as evidence that he didn't like being with me. 

One day when we were in the car, Barry told me how alone he felt. I assured him that he and I were a team, and our daughters wouldn't always be teenagers. Just letting him know it wasn't "three against one" encouraged him. Now his attitude is, "We can handle this," with the emphasis on we. 

That idea of being in it together is crucial when it comes to the difficult child-rearing years. Marriage and family counselors Jeanette and Robert Lauer explained to me that marital satisfaction is at its lowest during those parenting years. "This is the time a couple needs to stick together and explore the best ways to remain a team," advised Robert. 

Sometimes all it takes is a shift in your point of view. When things go wrong and seem to stay that way, it's easy to fear that your marriage is going down the tubes. But the Lauers suggest a shift in your thinking. Instead of seeing your mate or your marriage as "the problem," think in terms of "We have a good marriage; this is just a low spot common to every couple." Then, they advise, sit down and work out a solution. 

That's what my friends Mike and Penny did. Mike travels a lot in his job, and Penny couldn't help resenting the time he spent away from the family. She'd give him the silent treatment before he left and nag him once he got home. Then Mike's boss offered some good advice: "No matter how tired you are or how many meals you eat out on the road, take your family out to dinner your first night home." Penny said the celebration dinner doesn't make Mike's absences any less painful, but it does make her feel she's Mike's priority. 

Is Everything Okay?
If you still believe your fears of marital misery are well founded, use this checklist to help you determine if your marriage is good, or at least better than you think. 

—How do you handle problems? "The mark of a marriage that's in good shape isn't the absence of problems, but what the couple does with a problem once it arises," Jeanette Lauer points out. Her husband adds that working through a dreary period or a time of conflict produces a confidence that a couple can draw from in the future. We made it through this trial—we can do it again. 

—What is your reaction when feelings ebb? At the first hint of coolness or distance in your marriage, do you hit the panic button and decide your marriage is doomed? Watch out for all-or-nothing thinking. You're not destined for divorce court. Instead, you've been given an opportunity to remember and build on your rock-solid commitment to each other. 

—Where is your focus? In his counseling sessions, Norm Wright lets couples talk about their problems for a little while, but then he turns the tables and asks, "What's going well in your marriage?" He says once couples start listing all the good things, their whole perspective changes. They often leave the office saying, "There's not that much wrong with our marriage after all!" 

—Do you tap into available resources? The Lauers encourage every couple to involve themselves with family, friends, their church and the vast variety of written resources on marriage. Other resources include seeking counsel from older, mentoring couples, praying for and with each other, and asking others to pray for you. Also, cultivate your personal relationship with God. 

—What do you do when you feel you're at the end of your rope? The writer of Ecclesiastes reminds us, "A cord of three strands is not quickly broken" (Eccl. 4:12). It's good to remember that since Almighty God is one of the strands, your marriage is stronger than either of you can fathom. When you feel you're at the end of your rope, remind yourself whose hand is holding the other end. 

In his Song of Songs, King Solomon addressed the problem of foxes that ruin vineyards. He knew the problem wasn't bad vineyards, but rather the annoying creatures that destroy the grapes. His kingly advice was to catch them and let the vineyard continue to flourish. That's how it is with vineyards. That's how it is with marriage, too. 

Nancy Kennedy is the author of several books, including Honey, They're Playing Our Song (Multnomah). 
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**TRUE HAPPINESS

by Grace, level 1 student (but I think she copied this)


If someone bases his happiness or unhappiness on major events like a great new job, money, a flawlessly happy marriage, that person isn't going to be happy much of the time. Fun and happiness have little in common. Fun is what we experience during an act. But, happiness is what we experience after an act. It is a deeper, more abiding emotion. Many people believe that a fun-filled, pain free life equals happiness. If fun and pleasure are equated with happiness, then pain must be equated with unhappiness. But, more times than not, things that lead to happiness, involve some pain. When I gave birth to my daughter, I felt labor pains. I had labor pains for 15 hours, and I cried out because of the pain. But, when my daughter was born, I was very happy and shed tears with joy because I had a lovely baby. Single life is filled with fun, adventure, and excitement. Marriage has such moments, but they are not its most distinguishing features.


Similarly, couples who choose not to have children are deciding in favor of painless fun over painful happiness. They can dine out whenever they want; travel whenever they want and sleep as late as they want. Couples with infant children can't do that. But, couples who decide not to have children never experience the pleasure of hugging them. And they never know the joys of watching a child grow up. After my daughter was born, I didn't have time for myself and I was very tired. But, I was very happy. Understanding and accepting that true happiness has nothing to do with fun is an important realization. The moment we understand that fun does not bring happiness, we begin to lead our lives differently. The effect can be life-transforming.

**Most of All, Let Love Guide Your Life

by Dr. Neil Clark Warren, excerpted from "God Said It, Don't Sweat It" 

Harry Stack Sullivan, a brilliant and insightful psychiatrist with extraordinary giftedness, said, "Love begins when a person feels another person's need to be as important as his own." There is no getting around the fact that when we love someone else, we take his or her needs as seriously as we take our own.

I talk with many singles who are ambivalent about their current relationship. They feel comfortable and compatible with their partner on many levels, but they don't have a clear sense of being "in love."

It is this kind of loving, of being "in love," that will create relationships that are profoundly healthy. Bondedness always occurs between people when both persons recognize that they are being taken with total seriousness. It is this bondedness that produces the kind of harmony that makes marriages work well, that allows families to achieve their greatest potential, and that provides for every group of human beings the experience of "symphony" that is so vital to joy and success.

This kind of love never happens for you or for me until we get ourselves loved in this way. That's why I constantly say that when a person gets herself or himself into a right relationship with God, deeply loved and cared for on an unconditional basis, then he or she is free to love other people unselfishly.

This kind of love makes everything different for the people involved. Dr. Karl Meninger, founder of the Meninger Clinic in Topeka, Kansas, said: "Love cures people—both the ones who give it and the ones who receive it."

Now the fact is that love requires a lot of learning. Hate, on the other hand, seems to come kind of naturally. But loving others creates momentum. Love is always the response to love, and when we get ourselves loved unconditionally at the deepest of levels, we begin to learn how to model after that kind of love.

I have found that love is at the heart of my work with people. When I really love them, they change—and always for the better. They learn how to experience their lovableness, and they begin to give more and more love to me and to the important people in their lives. That same Dr. Karl Meninger from whom I quoted earlier said it best: "It is this intangible thing love, love in many forms, which enters into every therapeutic relationship. It is an element of which the physician may be the carrier, the vessel. And it is an element which binds and heals, which comforts and restores, which works what we have to call, for now, miracles."

So, let love guide your life. Get yourself loved clear to your core, and learn how to transmit this same kind of love to everybody you meet. Everything changes for everyone touched by love!

"Most of all, let love guide your life, for then the whole church will stay together in perfect harmony."

—Colossians 3:14
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**WHAT EVERY HUSBAND SHOULD KNOW ABOUT HIS WIFE

-By Dr Les Parrott
Sigmund Freud, the father of psychoanalysis, said, “Despite my thirty years of research into the feminine soul, I have not yet been able to answer the great question: What does a woman want?”

Well, Freud, may not have been able to identify the deepest needs of women, but modern research has. A wife's most basic needs in marriage are: (1) to be cherished, (2) to be known and (3) to be respected.

She Needs to be Cherished  
“I can't understand it, Doc.” Doug was talking before he even sat down in my counseling office. “Lisa has everything she could possibly need. She doesn't have to work, she buys lots of clothes, we live in a great place, we take wonderful vacations, I'm faithful—but she's miserable.” Doug shook his head and said, “I just don't get it.”

We talked a bit more about his seven-year marriage and how he tried to express his love for Lisa. “I'm not the talkative type, Doc,” he said. “I show my love by providing the very best I can for her.” This poor husband didn't realize that his love-starved wife would have traded all the clothes and vacations in the world for a little tenderness from him.

Without meaning to, a husband can completely miss one of his wife's most important needs: to be cherished. This need is too often overlooked by husbands because we don't feel the need for it as deeply as women do. But that doesn't discount its validity. Your wife needs to be cherished.

She needs to know she is number one in your life. If it came down to an evening with your buddies or a night with your wife, she needs to know you would choose her—not because you have to, but because you want to.

What can you do to cherish your wife?
•  Consider how often you say, “I love you.” 
Some men don't feel the need to say it with words, but every wife has an insatiable need to hear it. Your wife also needs evidence that you are thinking about her during your day. A small gift or a quick phone call to say, “You are on my mind,” can mean the world to her.

As a man, you probably have no idea of the effect you can have on your wife by being gentle and tender, making her feel cared for.

...Does cherishing your wife mean sacrificing golf games, success at work, or nights out with the boys? Believe it or not, the answer is no. When your wife is satisfied in knowing that she takes first place in your life, when she knows she is the most important thing in the world to you, she will encourage you to do the things you enjoy. It is part of the mystery of marriage: When a woman is truly, genuinely cherished, she feels free to encourage her husband's independence.

Before Doug learned to cherish Lisa, she would complain about his fishing trips. In fact, Lisa wanted a separation because “standing by a lake was more important to Doug than I was.” But once Doug genuinely made Lisa number one, once he began to express true tenderness, Lisa pleasantly shocked him: “I'll cover for you at the meeting next Thursday so you can get an early start on your fishing trip if you want.” Lisa made this offer because she now felt secure in her position of importance.

“To love and to cherish” is more than a phrase from your wedding vows. It is one of the most important needs your wife will ever have. By meeting it, you are sure to build a partnership that brings you both pleasure....

•  She Needs to be Known
For a woman, being understood means having her feelings validated and accepted. That's not as easy as it sounds. I'm a psychologist. I often spend my day doing just that with my clients. I know how to empathize with a person's pain, to feel his feelings and convey understanding. But when it comes to my marriage, something makes me want to solve Leslie's problems instead of understand them.

She will tell me about something and I will passively listen until I have heard enough and then, as if to say I'm ready to move on to other things, I will offer advice. I'll lecture instead of listen. To this day, it often takes every ounce of self-control I can muster to bite my tongue and actively listen.

At least I'm not alone. Consider this fact: Men say three times as many words in public as they do in private, while women say three times as many words in private as they do in public. Women like to match experiences, to draw one another out, to volley in conversations. But when it comes to talking to their husbands, many women feel like the wife who told me, “Talking to my husband is like playing tennis with no one in the other court.”

To meet your wife's important need to be known, you need to actively listen to her, reflecting back to her what she is saying and feeling, and genuinely wanting to understand her. This point cannot be overemphasized: Women need to have their feelings validated and accepted. They need to have you see and experience the world the way they do, instead of explaining to them why they shouldn't see it that way.

Men have a tough time realizing that offering a listening ear is all a woman needs at times—or a comforting hug, a loving statement like “You are hurting, aren't you?” or “You are under a lot of pressure, aren't you?” Listening to your wife talk without offering quick solutions is the only way to meet her need to be known.

•  She Needs to be Respected 
Men are usually quite unaware of how much women need to be respected. Why? Because when men are not respected they react very differently. A man who doesn't feel respected, for example, is apt to become self-righteous and indignant. He feels even more worthy of respect when others don't respect him. He may even give less until he gets what he feels he deserves.

Women operate differently—when they are not respected they feel insecure and lose their sense of self. That is why it is so vital for you to take special care of your partner's need for respect.

There are a number of ways to show respect to your wife. To begin with, do not try to change or manipulate her, but rather, honor her needs, wishes, values, and rights. I know a woman who, because of her upbringing, valued the tradition of having her door opened for her by her husband. She knew the custom was kind of old-fashioned, but it meant a lot to her, and she asked her husband to do it.

Her husband never took her request seriously. “You're kidding, right?” he'd say. “Nobody does that anymore. That's why we've got power locks on the car.” By laughing off his wife's request, this husband weakened his opportunity to meet one of his wife's deepest needs—to be respected.

Respecting your wife also mean including her in decisions. I am always amazed when I find a husband who wields all the power in a marriage and makes all the decisions, regardless of what his wife thinks. I have known men who will make decisions about relocating to a new job in another part of the country without even consulting their wives. I don't know of a quicker way to tear down a woman's sense of self and ruin the possibility of a happy marriage.

Build your wife's self-esteem and sense of security by asking for her input whenever you can, even on the small things. When you make a decision that might affect her, say: “I'm thinking about…What do you think of that?” or “I'm thinking we should…What would you like?”

Respect says, “I support you, you are valuable to me, and you don't have to be any different from who you are.” In return for this respect a woman will be able to relax. She will not have a compulsive need to prove herself as an equal, but will automatically feel and be equal. What a wonderful way to live with a woman. 



The above article comes from the book, Saving Your Marriage Before It Starts, by Dr. Les Parrott and Dr. Leslie Parrott www.realrelationships.com, published by Zondervan Publishing, www.zondervan.com, ISBN 0-310-49240-8. This book is based on the fact that marriage doesn't have to be a gamble. 

As psychologist (Les) and marriage and family therapist (Leslie) who counsel hundreds of married couples, they have "learned that living happily ever after is less a mystery than a mastery of certain skills. Although married life will always have its difficulties, you will steadily and dramatically improve your relationship by mastering certain life skills." 

This book "cuts to the heart of every marital conflict. Whether single and dating, in a committed relationship, contemplating marriage, or already ensconced in one, this book will help you learn the skills you'll need for a lasting and happy life together—before unhappiness sets in." 

They've also written two workbooks as companions to this book, one for the man and one for the woman. "The twenty-one self-tests in the workbooks will help you and your partner put into action what is taught in this book. As an additional help, they have provided questions for reflection at the end of each chapter that are suitable as discussion starters for couples or small groups. Finally, if you would like to bring this program to your church or small group setting, a video curriculum is available, also entitled, Saving Your Marriage Before It Starts.

****What Husbands Want Their Wives to Know--from Generous Husbands Everywhere
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Monday February 20, 2006

Hi, Ladies,

A while back I asked you to email "what you want your husband to know" to the Generous Husband to share with the men's list. Well, last week I asked the men's list to email me with "what they want their wife to know." I've received a number of responses from the men that I hope to share over the next couple of weeks.

Please keep in mind that not all the thoughts shared will apply to your marriage, but we can learn a lot about how men think and what they want by "listening" to the overall themes shared by these men. I encourage you to share the ideas with your husband and ask him how they apply to him. Does he agree? Disagree? Use the shared ideas as a way of starting conversation, learning about your husband and finding new ways to bless him.

WORK WITH ME TO BUILD OUR MARRIAGE


Several men talked about how they wanted to read marriage books with their wives or about their interest in going to marriage conferences. Their biggest concern was that their wives saw this not as an interest in building their marriage, but as a personal complaint that they were failing as a wife or that their marriage was "bad."

Looking for ways to build your marriage is about learning new things, finding new ways to invest in your marriage, learning to communicate better, etc. Even the best marriages can always grow better and a husband's interest in growing with you in marriage is a good thing. :)

I encourage you to see any attempt by your husband to build your marriage as a sign that he loves you and wants to continually grow in your marriage relationship. 


Generous tip: ask yourself, has my husband suggested something recently? A book? A getaway for the two of us? Take his idea seriously, remind him of it and make plans to do it!


A couple of resources that men recommended:
Family Life Marriage Conferences
Sheet Music by Dr. Kevin Leman


Tuesday February 21, 2006

ROMANCE ME


A surprising number of men wanted their wives to romance them. They wanted to be surprised by little gifts, love notes, and signs of affection. The words "I love you" were very important, especially when they are spoken first, rather than spoken in response to their own "I love you."

As a spin-off, a number of men said they needed more touch. This was not in respect to sex, but just an overall need for hugs, pats, snuggling, holding hands, etc. I guess guys can get touch hungry too!

Generous tip: Create the habit of touching your husband often. Hold his hand when you are sitting with him. Touch his shoulder or back when you walk by. Give him lots of little hugs and kisses. Rub his shoulders when he is sitting at the computer. Oh, and be sure to say, "I love you."

Touch seems to be as essential as sunlight. Diane Ackerman


Wednesday February 22, 2006

BELIEVE MY COMPLIMENTS AND WORDS OF LOVE


Many men felt that their words of love and appreciation were not accepted. Most of them acknowledged that it seemed to be more about their wife's self-image rather than because they were unbelievable.

That said, there was a lot of grief expressed over the level of self-hatred and self-doubt that women routinely express. The men felt that their words were not received and that grieved them because 1) they want to communicate their love and appreciation and 2) they hate to see their wives berate and belittle themselves (especially given that they see them as loveable, beautiful women!).

I'm not entirely sure what the solution is, but learning to say, "thank you" would be a wonderful gift to give your husband when he compliments you.

Any of you that are struggling with poor self-image, I encourage you to seek God's truth about your worth and ask Him to help you build standards that are in keeping with His Word, rather than what the world has to offer.


Generous tip: The next time your husband compliments you, take a deep breath, smile and say, "thank you." Just, "thank you." Nothing more. Don't follow up with reasons why you are not perfect or why whatever it is you are being complimented over is not quite perfect, or whatever. Just, "thank you." :) (Bite your tongue if you have to!)


Good resources:
The Search for Significance by Robert McGee 
Battlefield of the Mind by Joyce Meyer 
Captivating by John & Stasi Eldredge 


Thursday February 23, 2006

UNDERSTAND THAT I JUGGLE WORK & HOME RESPONSIBILITIES


Several of the guys shared about the pull between work and home. They voiced the need for understanding over the conflict between work and family needs. They want to make time for family, but their job is what supports their family and it needs to have appropriate attention. It's not always easy to take time off for family things or call from work (when they do call, please realize that they may have to keep it short or that they may be interrupted). Basically it was a plea for understanding that their day is complicated too and they need to invest in their work.

A spin off of that was a need for a warm welcome and not having to face responsibilities or troubles the moment they get home. Some even wanted/needed a bit of quiet time when they first got home from work to make the jump from work to family.


Jeanette's generous tip: I have found that my man feels loved, wanted, needed and accepted when I walk out and meet him in the driveway when he gets home from work. I don't really ask how his day was or tell him about mine. I just say, "Hi, honey. I'm glad you?re home." And give him a kiss and hug. I let him lead in any conversation or if I perceive he had a wearisome day, I might tell him an anecdote about the kids or the pets or something like that. It is amazing how welcomed and loved it seems to make him feel.

I don't do it every day so that it doesn't become just a routine. If I am really busy when I hear him pull up, I just shout that dad is home and one or more of the 4 boys goes out to greet him. It could be the 20 year old or the 6 year old or any and all of them in between. We have done this for years and it lets dad know that we feel incomplete without him among us.


Friday February 24, 2006

HELP ME HAVE A PLACE IN THE FAMILY, RESPECT & CARE


Because men generally do not have as much contact with their children as moms usually do, they can feel on the outside of family life. They would really appreciate any help in staying in touch with the kids (like telling them about what is going on with their lives and doing what you can to help them stay connected). Guys understand that women are better at that "relationship stuff" :) and they do lean on us to help them build their relationships with their children. (A funny story: when my sister-in-law was a little girl and rather "creative" in her art work, her mother would always whisper to her dad, as he walked in the door, what her art work was about. That way Dad could say, "Oh, honey, what a lovely giraffe!" She always felt so special that her dad understood her art work. In later years, I'm sure she appreciated her mom and dad for understanding a little girls heart and her need for Daddy's appreciation.) :)

There is also a need for respect from the family. Men have an innate need for respect and a need to be respected as a father and head of the family. Encouraging your kids to respect their father is a great gift. 

Another stressor for them is they often feel ignored. Kids tend to get the lion share of the attention (which is understandable given the level of care they need), but our guys need a little attention too. Making time for him personally and encouraging family time can fill that need. 


Generous tip: Consider having a date night and a family night. You might not be able to do this weekly, but try to set up time for you as a couple and for your family. Use that time to build him up.


The wise woman builds her house, but with her own hands the foolish one tears hers down. Proverbs 14:1 NIV


Saturday February 25, 2006

LOVE ME, LOVE MY SEXUALITY


Well, ladies, we knew this one was going to make the list. :) A man's sexuality is an integral part of who he is. When his sexuality is appreciated and satisfied, he feels genuinely loved and deeply satisfied.

The single most mentioned thing from the men was "desire me sexually" followed by "please initiate sex" (which is very much the same thing because initiating means you desire him).

Here are a few other mentions:

* validate my sexuality as normal and good
* appreciate my sexuality and sexual ability
* be bold, be specific (we often miss those subtle hints)
* surprise me!
* flirt with me, dress up for me, be confident in your sexuality
* please don't tease me and then not follow through
* when you need to say no, say no kindly
* please be willing to be creative in the bedroom (this was everything from "please don't think I'm into porn because I want to try something new," to desiring creativity to deal with physical problems and limitations), for many men creativity is a normal, good part of sex, not a comment about dissatisfaction

Many men also wanted women to know that sex is not just physical for them. They deeply love their wives and sex is a way to be intimate with the woman they love. 

For many women, sex presents a problem. Our societal and family messages have left us ill-prepared to enjoy sex and our busyness often leaves us exhausted physically. And given that many of us have been sexually abused in one form or another ... well, you get the picture. Sex is a huge struggle for many of us and it is one of the more important things to our husbands. (the enemy is having a good laugh over this one). :(

I strongly recommend fighting this battle with passion and determination. God designed both men and women to enjoy sex and it is a source of deep intimacy in a marriage. Even though many of us struggle with it, we need to see that as God's intent and seek healing and new insight so that we can join our husband's in enjoying this wonderful gift from God.

There are a number of good books about married sexuality, some written to women specifically (we will be starting a study of Intimate Issues by Dillow and Pintus on The Generous Wife bulletin boards shortly).

Please also pray about your priorities. We have 24 hours in each day and we need to invest time in the people and activities that are truly important.


Generous tip: Think of three different ways to invite your husband to have sex (and try them out on him over the next week). For example, there is the "honey, could you help me with this curtain rod" (or whatever excuse you can think of to get him into the bedroom) followed by an ambush. There is also the direct approach, "honey, you have too many clothes on." You could write up an invitation or call him on his cell phone when you know he is on the way home. 


I want a wife who understands the depth of my desire and need to have a full and fulfilling sexual relationship with her and her only.  a generous husband


Sunday February 26, 2006

WALK WITH ME IN CHRIST


A number of men were very hungry to have a spiritual partner in their walk with the Lord, they especially wanted prayer (to pray with their wives and to have their wives pray for them).

Their other comment was that they needed their wives to encourage them in their walk, but that they were often discouraged by their wives' spiritual standards for them. They needed understanding as they mature and criticism was particularly hurtful.

My thinking on this is that men have a unique struggle here. They have not always had good role models in this area, so they are not often prepared to take on the role of spiritual leader in the home. They are having to learn "on the job" and often without any real help or instruction. Let's pray for our guys and be especially careful to encourage them, celebrate their successes and sympathize with their struggles.


Generous tip: Ask your husband each morning if there is something that he needs prayer for. Be his prayer partner for the challenges he faces in life. If he responds with the same question, start with simple requests and be sure to encourage him when there are answers to prayer.


Pray. It isn't a sign of weakness; it is your strength. Orville Kelly


Monday February 27, 2006

RESPECT ME


Men asked for respect in a number of forms. Respecting their leadership and decision making ranked fairly high, but there were also more subtle requests for respect such as "please don't talk about our disagreements with other people" or "take into account my personal preferences when making choices and decisions." It was a fairly complex list of things that all pointed to needing respect.

The thing that stood out to me the most was the need to be spoken to and treated respectfully both privately and publicly. Criticism, ridicule and snide remarks were deeply wounding and tends to shut men down emotionally.

I think sometimes we get overwhelmed by our day and forget that our guys are human too and have days that are just as challenging. They need the same kind words and encouragement that we desire. They are stronger physically and I think sometimes we assume they are tough all the way through, but that is not so. Unkind words and attitudes can wound them deeply and tear at their personal sense of worth, which is deeply grounded in a need for respect.


Generous tip: Make a point of saying something each day that shows that you respect, trust, and/or admire you husband. Try to say it in front of others when you reasonably can.


Good Book Resource:
Love and Respect by Dr. Emerson Eggerich


Tuesday February 28, 2006

APPRECIATE ME


This is a pretty basic need. We all need to be appreciated to feel loved and of worth. So gals, appreciate what your husband does around the house, how hard he works at his job, and how well he does (fill in the blank). Let him know how much you appreciate his looks, his masculinity, his talents, his character, etc. 

Words are great, but actions can speak pretty loudly too. Ask for his help when you need it. Ask for his opinions or for ideas. Make room for him to do things for you and with you, and appreciate him for his help.

And when all is said and done, be sure to say "thank you."


Generous tip: Look for opportunities to say "thank you" to your husband. Be specific about what you are thanking him for and say it with an appreciative tone in your voice.


There is more hunger for love and appreciation in this world than for bread. Mother Teresa


Wednesday, March 1, 2006

BE MY FRIEND & COMPANION


A number of men talked about wanting their wife to be their companion in life, to connect daily, to relax and spend time together. The need for emotional and relational connection was high and there was a real desire to know what their wife thinks, wants, doesn't want, etc. They wanted to share their dreams, pray and talk through their personal wounds, and just generally be close, intimate friends for life.

One facet of this was a strong desire to meet on equal terms, to appreciate and accept each other, to enjoy and work with each other, differences and all, in a way that respects each other's uniqueness. 

What tended to throw a spanner in the works, was rejection. When a husband felt that his feelings, dreams, etc. where not welcomed (or at least listened to), then it was easy to withdraw. It's hard to connect and share from your heart when you feel your thoughts are not accepted.


Generous tip: make up a "report" on your husband. What does he like, not like, dream of, need, desire, etc. Pray over your report and ask the Lord to help you be a companion and friend to this man. Ask God to help you understand him and relate to him in ways that take into account both of your natures.


Who finds a faithful friend, finds a treasure. Jewish saying 


Thursday, March 2, 2006

LET'S LEARN TO COMMUNICATE


While reading the emails, I was constantly reminded that guys think and communicate differently than we do. The guys were absolutely charming, working to explain their thoughts in ways that I might understand. Bless them for their effort and thoughtfulness. They did a terrific job!

The guys are very aware that men and women communicate differently and they really desire to be able to communicate well with their wives. Several of them offered some insight into the world of male communication as a way of helping to bridge the gap.

Some helpful hints from the guys for learning to speak "man talk":

1) be willing to communicate (guys really cannot read out minds! imagine that)
2) talk plainly and be willing to spell things out specifically (guys tend to deal with things in tangible, measurable terms)
3) honesty is a must (if you don't care where you have dinner, that's fine, but if you have a preference, please speak up)
4) try to have some "cut to the chase" sentences now and then (going over all the details tends to lose them, they want something that gives them the heart of what you are saying in a sentence or two)
5) when you change subjects be clear about it (verbal gymnastics can be confusing)
6) courtesy is important (let them finish their own sentences and let them finish their thoughts without too much interruption)

Also understand that most guys just don't have it in them to have a talking marathon. They care, but too much talk can burn them out. I have it on the best of authority that guys sometimes just like to be quiet and there is nothing wrong with them! <putting on my best mystified look>

And, if all else fails, sound out a few grunts (a la Tim the Toolman). It won't communicate anything specific, but it will make him feel appreciated that you took the time to learn a few words of "man speak." ;)

All silliness aside, we really do have gender differences when it comes to communicating. I encourage you to take the time to learn how to listen and speak so the you can really understand each other. Read books on communication and then practice what you read. Ask your husband to work with you on this because it is really important. Your ability to communicate directly effects the quality of your marriage.


Generous tip: Practice a couple of communication skills this week. 1) Ask your husband a question, listen to his answer and then see if you can restate what he said back to him (ask him if you got it right). 2) See if you can take something you've been thinking about and state it in two or three sentences (if he wants to talk about it more then he can, but if not he has the gist of what you want to communicate).


Good book resource:
The Language of Love: How to Quickly Communicate Your Feelings and Needs by Smalley and Trent


***Making Your Wife Feel Important

by Michael Smalley, M.A.

01/13/03

"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 …" Ephesians 5:25, 26

Sandy was so sexually responsive to her husband, Rick, one afternoon that he was stunned and surprised by her excitement. How did Rick motivate her? With one very simple statement. He was getting ready for work that morning, running a little late, when he heard Sandy complaining of a growing neckache.

"Let me rub your neck," he offered.

"No, you don't have time," she replied. "You've got to get to work."

His usual response would have been, "Yeah, you're right. I don't want to be late. But I hope you feel better. Take an aspirin."

On this particular morning, he said, "I tell you what. I'd rather be with you any day. Let me rub your neck." As he gently massaged her tender muscles, he continued, "Work can wait … You're more important to me." She was so thrilled with his attitude and so encouraged by his sensitivity and gentleness that she could hardly resist giving herself to him in every way.

We men are not aware of the effect we have on our wives by being gentle and tender, showing our unshakable devotion.

Do you want a more enjoyable marriage? It's possible, and it all starts by loving your wife more than any other person or activity.

Here are a few questions you can ask your wife to open up a discussion concerning her real feelings about the place she shares in your life:

Do you feel you are the most important person in my life?

Are there any activities in my life you feel are more important to me that you are?

Are there any special ways you believe I could better communicate how important you are to me?

The more you do to build a valuable, healthy relationship, the better you'll feel about your marriage. If you change any of your activities because you want to enrich your relationship, at first you may feel you're giving up your favorite pastime. But in the long run, you'll not only gain a better marriage, but a greater freedom to enjoy other areas of life. Today, I wouldn't trade my deep friendship with Norma for anything on this earth. I am finding that the more important a man's wife is to him, the more she encourages him to enjoy life.

© Copyright 2003 Smalley Relationship Center

**Husbanding by Design--6 plans of a God-honoring man

by Gary D. Chapman

Before I got married, I dreamed about how happy I was going to be as a husband. Six months after marriage, however, I was more miserable than I'd been my whole life—and so was my wife. I'd entered marriage with visions of what my wife would do for me. I had the attitude, I know how to have a good marriage. Listen to me and we'll have one. There was only one problem: she wouldn't listen.

Our marriage didn't turn around overnight. In fact, we were several years into the marriage before I realized I was part of the problem. Out of desperation I asked God to show me what it meant to be a good Christian husband. Through the next several years I learned these six lessons.

1. View your wife as a partner, not a trophy to be won in courtship and then placed "on the wall" for all to observe along with your 10-point buck. She's a person with whom you have a relationship. She isn't a person to be dominated and controlled to satisfy your goals, but a partner in accomplishing the goals God has for each of you.

2. Communicate with your wife. Partnership is shared primarily by communication. One of a wife's deepest desires is to know her husband. When he talks about his thoughts, feelings, and desires, she feels he's allowing her into his life. When a husband goes long periods without talking about what he's feeling or thinking, she senses that he's cutting her out, which leads her to feel isolated.

3. Put your wife at the top of your priority list. For most men, vocation ranks near the top of their list. In our society, men draw much of their sense of self-worth from their work. This doesn't necessarily conflict with the relationship with their wives unless the vocation comes to possess them. One wife complained, "He's married to his job. I get only the leftovers."

Jesus is our example. He's the head of the church, so the church is his top priority. He's looking out for her interests so he can present her to the Father as one who is "holy and blameless" (Ephesians 5:27). We all live by priorities. These priorities are revealed most often by our actions. Answer these questions: "How do I spend my time? How do I invest my money? How do I use my energy?" Then you'll have the answer to the question, "What are my priorities?"

4. Love your wife unconditionally. The apostle Paul writes that God showed his love for us in that "while we were still sinners, Christ died for us" (Romans 5:8). This is unconditional love. Uncondition-al love means that we seek our wife's best interests regardless of her response. Modern thinking is much more contractual: "I'll love you if you'll love me." The focus of our effort is to get our own needs met. Unconditional love, on the other hand, focuses on meeting the needs of the other person.

5. Commit to discovering and meeting your wife's needs. I've noticed through the years that many husbands simply don't understand the needs of their wives. Consequently, in their ignorance, they make no effort to meet those needs. Some husbands believe if they work at a steady job and bring home a decent salary, they've completed their role as husband. However, her emotional needs for love, affection, tenderness, security, kindness, and encouragement are as fundamental to her emotional health as is food to physical health.

6. Model your spiritual and moral values. By moral values, I mean a set of beliefs about what's right and wrong. By spiritual values, I mean a set of beliefs about what exists beyond the material world. For the Christian both spiritual and moral values are found in the Bible. The closer a man comes to living by biblically sound spiritual and moral beliefs, the more his wife will respect him. The greater the gap between what he proclaims to believe on these issues and what he actually does, the greater the disrespect he engenders.

Seek diligently to be authentic. Paul once said, "Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me—put it into practice" (Philippians 4:9). On another occasion he said, "Follow my example, as I follow the example of Christ" (1 Corinthians 11:1). Guys, I pray all of us can honestly say this to our wives and children.

Gary D. Chapman, Ph.D. is a marriage and relationship expert and best-selling author of The Five Love Languages (Moody) and Covenant Marriage (Broadman & Holman).

Copyright © 2005 by the author or Christianity Today International/Marriage Partnership magazine. Click here for reprint information on Marriage Partnership.

Spring 2005, Vol. 22, No. 1, Page 22

What Kind of a Husband Would Jesus Have Made? (Kuwaiti anecdote)

Men can treat women very badly. Before the Gulf War it was customary for Kuwaiti women to walk ten paces behind their husbands. However, if you go to Kuwait today you will find that it is the husbands who walk ten paces behind. One woman explained the change in tradition this way: "Land mines."

This kind of treatment has led to bitterness among many women. Miss Ti-Grace Atkinson, a founding member of The Feminist and a former president of NOW claims that women understand her. She seeks to "eliminate sex, marriage, motherhood and love.... Marriage is legalized servitude. The male-female relationship is the basis for all human oppression." (The Pantagraphy, September 20, 1970)

How should men treat women? How should a husband treat his wife? How should a man treat a woman on a date? How should a man treat a Christian sister or his mother or his daughter?

Jesus becomes the pattern for us to look to, when we ask these questions. Jesus was the Perfect Man. We can look to Him for characteristics befitting a husband, befitting a man, because Jesus is our faultless example of maleness. Jesus is as tough as a special forces Marine, but as tender as velvet toward women. He is a velvet covered brick!

As we look at Jesus' treatment of women in the Bible, we have a lot of material. Women were prominent in the New Testament. Luke is called "the women's gospel." Consider Mary, the mother of Jesus, Mary Magdala, Mary and Martha of Bethany, and Joanna. It is noteworthy that women were the first at Jesus' cradle, the last at His cross, and the first to discover His resurrection.

So . . . what kind of husband WOULD Jesus have made? Would He have opened a door for a member of the opposite sex? Would He have shared "sexist" jokes with His disciples? Would He have involved Himself in physical or emotional abuse of women? Would He have looked at pornography?

Jesus came to a world that did not appreciate women. One of the prayers spoken by male Jews of the first century was "Lord, I thank you that I am neither a Gentile, nor a Samaritan nor a woman." This, of course, is not God's view. It is not a Biblical view. But it was the view of most Jewish men in Jesus' day.

Jesus attitude toward women was completely different. Jesus treated women with the utmost respect and tenderness. When addressing someone as "Woman," the Greek term He used is one of endearment and tenderness. Even when speaking to His own mother. He used this beautiful term, "Woman" (John 2:4). Jesus treated all women with respect and courtesy and He desired to give them a freedom to be what God had created them to be. Here are tens freedoms that Jesus provided for the women that he interacted with. Do you provide these freedoms to your wife?

Freedom to Trust

To the woman at the well Jesus said, "Woman, believe Me...." (John 4:21). The Lord asks women to believe in Him. Do you feel comfortable asking your wife to believe in you?

Freedom to Ask Questions

I don't know if you ever noticed, but the woman at the well asks a lot of questions (five in my translation of John 4). Jesus patiently answers each of her questions and leads her to understanding.

This is one of the most difficult adjustments that I have had to make in my marriage. The typical woman speaks 25,000 words in a day; the typical man speaks 12,000. Most men have used up their 12,000 words by the time they come home from work. So the wife says, "I thought you might talk to me while I sew." And the husband replies, "Why don't you sew to me while I read?"

But Jesus had time to talk with women. Women need to talk. Conversation is how they establish relationships and feel secure in relationships. Do you ever get impatient with your wife's questions? Are you impatient with her need to have conversation? A husband like Jesus would sacrifice his need in order to meet wife's need to relate.

Freedom from Sickness

According to Mark 1:31, Jesus was taken to Peter's house for dinner, but they found Peter's mother-in-law sick in bed. Was Jesus upset that dinner wasn't on the table? No, Jesus "went to her, took her by the hand and helped her up." Matthew adds that Jesus tenderly "touched her hand and the fever left her" (Matthew 8:15). How do you react toward your wife when she is "under the weather"? Are you sympathetic and compassionate to her physically weak times, to her PMS, to her transition through menopause?

The same incident is recorded in all three synoptic gospels and all three verify that, after her healing, Peter's mother-in-law began to wait on them. Do you see a connection between Jesus' tenderness to Peter's mother-in-law in sickness and her serving them?

Freedom from Accusation

Jesus asked the woman caught in adultery (John 8:10), "Woman, where are your accusers?" What have you accused your spouse of lately? Jesus said to the woman, "I do not accuse you" (John 8:11). Men can be very critical and judgmental of the women in their life. We accuse our wives by criticism, put downs, and sarcasm. Your wife will wilt in this atmosphere. She needs the sunshine of mercy and encouragement to blossom. For her to grow, you need to give your wife ten compliments and encouragements, for every one criticism.

Freedom to be Wrong

In Matthew 20, we find a lady asking Jesus to allow her sons to sit on either side of Jesus Christ in His kingdom. This is a fairly prideful and theologically foolish request. Jesus cleared up her theology on this point, but HOW did He do it? Did He degrade her? Scold her? No. He simply said, "You do not know what it is you are asking" (Matthew 20:22). And then Jesus goes on to gently correct her theology.

Does your wife have the freedom to be wrong? In what manner do you discuss doctrine with your wife? Do you put her down when she doesn't have it just right? Or do you sensitively and tenderly correct her?

Freedom from Need

Even to young females, Jesus' manner is consistently loving. Jairus' daughter is an example of Jesus' love and care. To this young girl who had died, Jesus said simply, "Little lamb, arise" . . . and then he requests that something be given to the girl to eat (Mark 5:41-43). What a tender picture of provision.

At the cross, Jesus entrusted the care of His mother to the beloved disciple, John (John 19:26-27). Tradition tells us that John would not leave Jerusalem until she had died in his arms. In what ways have you provided for the needs of your wife and children? Do you force your wife to hassle money out of you for legitimate needs? Are you willing to temporarily work that second job to pay off debts you have incurred?

Freedom from Attack

It is just six days before Jesus' death. Jesus is in Bethany just outside of Jerusalem. Some of Jesus' friends hold a supper to honor Him. Mary of Bethany comes in, breaks a jar of very expensive nard, and anoints Jesus head and feet with the ointment. The gospels tell us that the disciples "rebuked her harshly" (Mark 14:5). I have this picture of Mary standing there, eyes downcast, being lectured and sneered at by twelve angry, judgmental men.

One person comes to Mary's defense. Jesus says, "Leave her alone. She has done a beautiful thing to me" (John 12:7; Matthew 26:10). "Leave her alone": Those must have been beautiful words to Mary.

Do you defend your wife from attack? Is she free under the protection of your wing?

Freedom to be Spiritual

Jesus went to visit Mary and Martha of Bethany. Martha objected as Mary sat at the feet of Jesus and listened (Luke 10:42). With a tone of patient affection, Jesus said, "Martha, Martha, although you are stressed about many things, Mary has chosen that which will not be taken away from her." One thing is essential-- that you allow your wife to sit at the feet of Jesus. Don't put down her spirituality. Don't disrupt her quiet time with the Lord. You do the housework, if necessary, so she can have time with the Lord.

Freedom to be Emotional 

Jesus had died and was laid in a garden tomb. Mary Magdalene comes to the tomb and finds it empty. She cries at not being able to find His body. As she is crying Jesus appears behind her and asks her (John 20:15), "Woman, why do you weep?" What is your reaction to the tears of your wife?

Time magazine reported a startling discover. Time magazine had a cover story stating: "men and women are different." What an insight! And Time even told us why they are different: "Because they are born that way" (Time Magazine, January 20, 1992). Another amazing insight!

What is so sad is that in our radical feminist, unisex culture we try to ignore male/female differences. Thank God we are finally awaking to gender differences! Your wife is different from you. She is different emotionally, physically, and even spiritually than you. She is not wrong. She is different. Let me repeat. This is not a matter of right or wrong. It's just different. Accept her emotional make-up. In many cases, she feels more deeply than you do. Rejoice in her ability to weep and laugh and let your world be enriched by the emotional texture of life that many men don't see.

Freedom from Sorrow

At the garden tomb Mary Magdalene cannot see clearly through her tears. She thinks Jesus is the gardener and so she says, "Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have put him, and I will get him." Jesus is so tender with Mary. He says her name with the greatest compassion: "Mary" (John 20:16). Jesus Christ doesn't want to see women grieve. What do you do when your wife is hurting? Do you ease your wife's sorrow? Do you speak her name tenderly? (Or do you just say, "Get over it!")

Conclusion

So . . what kind of a husband would Jesus have made? What is evident in every situation when Jesus interacted with women? Respect, love, tenderness, instruction tempered with mercy. Are you ministering to your wife with such qualities?

I've sketched a brief portrait of how the Perfect Man ministered to women. Now that you see His pattern of behavior, what are you challenged to change in your dealing with women in general . . . and with your wife in particular?

Jesus was tender, concerned and loving with the women in His life. Men, we need to be as tender as Jesus. Ephesians 5:25 says, "Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave Himself up for her to make her holy (special)." Now we know a little bit better how to love the women in our lives.

How are we going to do this with our male selfish, self-centered hearts? Well, we can't. We need a new heart. But this is the beauty of the gospel. We repent of what we are not doing and being and we go to Jesus, the perfect husband, and ask for a change of heart. And He changes our heart to be more like His (2 Corinthians 3:17-18). So don't just vow to be different. Believe to be different. Our Father is just waiting for you to ask.

Let me leave you with a final bit of tongue-in-cheek advice. In order to really love your wife, you need to learn how to talk to her properly. Here is a short list of phrases that you need to avoid as you speak to her . . .

She does not: GET PMS

She becomes: HORMONALLY HOMICIDAL

She is not: A BAD COOK

She is: MICROWAVE COMPATIBLE

She is not: A BAD DRIVER

She is: AUTOMOTIVELY CHALLENGED

She does not: GAIN WEIGHT

She is: A METABOLIC UNDERACHIEVER

She does not: SHOP TOO MUCH

She is: OVERLY SUSCEPTIBLE TO MARKETING PLOYS

And finally she does not: SNORE

She is simply: NASALLY REPETITIVE

Men, be tough, yet tender. Love your wife as Jesus loves her.

[The idea and some of the information for this teaching came from an article in the spring 1997 issue of MarrieD! Magazine.]

What Women Want: Listen with Your Heart

by Dr. Gary Smalley

02/07/05

Tips for Men

Make and keep eye contact. Few things assure your loved one that you are listening closely more than making eye contact. Without making it seem like you are staring through her, lock your eyes on hers and listen to what she has to say.

Cease all other activity. When your loved one wants to talk to you—when she has something very important to talk to you about and needs your undivided attention—make sure you can do it in an atmosphere free of other activity. 

Let your loved one know you are being attentive. In addition to keeping eye contact, let her know that you are listening closely and attentively by acknowledging what she's saying through head nods and other signs of attentiveness.

Speak occasional words of agreement or understanding. While you listen to your loved one, it is good to interject words that communicate that you understand how that person feels. Simple statements such as, "I can see how you would feel that way," or "I would feel the same way myself" can do much to communicate that you are listening with you heart.

Ignore all interruptions. Sometimes a man and his loved one need to get to a place where there is no chance they will be interrupted so they can jus talk. When you take the time to listen with your heart, try to do it where you won't be interrupted.

How women say men can become experts at listening with their hearts:

"Solve problems with me, not for me."

"Just listen. Give me a chance to voice my inner thoughts and feelings."

"Listen without offering unsolicited advice or blame."

"Teach me your problem solving skills."

"If you don't understand what I'm saying, ask me questions."

"Offer feedback that says you understand what I'm telling you."

"Be compassionate as you listen."

"Resist laughing or mocking me in what I have to say."

"Offer me advice with humility."

"Use facial expressions and body language so that I know you're really hearing me."

How to Make Wives Happy by Joe Crews

1 Corinthians 11:3 

Listen to the audio version Now! 

The American dream of true happiness has usually revolved around the ideal of a home and family. That dream today is rapidly turning into a nightmare for millions of couples who are desperately trying to shake loose from their marriage vows. The problem of home instability is so serious that many sociologists believe that the family unit will soon disappear as a basis of American life. Whether they are correct or not, we have to face the fact that almost half of today’s blissful brides and grooms will soon be battling to get back everything they promised each other at the wedding altar. A few years have brought incredible changes to the majority attitude toward marriage. Once it was considered an eternal, life-linking contract for both parties as long as either one lived. Today it is often looked upon as an experimental, revokable arrangement with few strings attached. 

Without doubt, broken homes and divorce after-effects are responsible for the great bulk of human misery in the world today. And it is more than coincidental that the freest nation in the world has the highest divorce rate of any country on the face of the earth. It doesn’t seem to make sense that the people with the widest possible range of free choice should choose in such a way that they create the deepest misery for themselves. But is it really the way they choose, or does it have something to do with maturity and personal responsibility? Surely all the broken marriages can’t be blamed on people choosing the wrong companions. Even in India where parents have traditionally made the choice for their children, only a fraction of our marriage misery seems to exist. 

No, the problem lies deeper than poor taste in picking the right companion to marry; although, it must be conceded that 75 percent of teenagers are ready to throw in the towel on their marriages within five years. But again, we need to ask whether it’s a mistake of the emotions or a defect in basic maturity. 

In this message on the home I want us to probe for the real secret of marital bliss. Multitudes of young couples are searching for those secrets. The honeymoon is over for them, and they are beginning to see the realities of human imperfection in the one they romantically considered to be without a flaw. Other couples who have been married for years have slipped into a monotonous toleration of each other, full of loneliness and frustration. 

Let’s face the fact that much that is wrong with marriage today is based on false mental attitudes. Many entered the union with the distorted idea that if it didn’t work for them, they could easily secure a divorce and shake loose from the marriage vows. It is likely that millions of newlyweds see no alternative to incompatibility than divorce. It’s the magic escape that’s always available if they don’t like the new arrangement. Instead of seeking for more responsible, selfless solutions, they take the simplest solution of retreat and divorce. 

Unfortunately, what they consider a simple escape often becomes an emotional trap of pain and trauma. Why should any couple consider the radical surgery of divorce for a marriage that might only be afflicted with a headache or touch of indigestion? One doesn’t get a lobotomy for a simple headache. Less drastic and more courageous alternatives need to be considered for ailing marriages, and those alternatives are what we want to spotlight in this series. 

The Bible is the greatest book on family problems available anywhere. It lays down principles by which husband and wife can play their true part in married happiness. Today I’d like to focus on the husband and what he can do and be in the ideal relationship of holy wedlock. One tremendous verse in 1 Peter 3:7 contains several principles of responsibility for a Christian husband. Listen: “Likewise, ye husbands, dwell with them according to knowledge, giving honour unto the wife, as unto the weaker vessel, and as being heirs together of the grace of life; that your prayers be not hindered.” 

The first thing I want you to notice in this text is man’s role of intelligent leadership. Peter says, “dwell with your wives according to knowledge.” This means that every husband is responsible before God for what his home becomes. This corresponds to the rest of the Bible on the same subject. For example, Paul wrote that “the head of every man is Christ; and the head of the woman is the man; and the head of Christ is God.” 1 Corinthians 11:3. Please notice that among all the levels of authority in the universe, God has set man in the place of leadership over his own home and family. 

Here we approach one of the most proverbial and devastating problems of the modern home. God never assigned women to be the heads of the homes. They were not made for the role, neither do the majority of them desire it. There are too many milquetoast men and bossy wives on the scene today—no doubt about it. But much of the problem is that husbands refuse to assume their responsibility in the family. Wives do not necessarily seek for the position, but it is forced on them through default of the husband to be the head. Now this is not always the case, of course, but I’m talking essentially to the men in this message. As sad as it is, we must face the fact that men are not taught to be men in much of American society. Many men grow up and get married, but they are nothing more than little boys still, looking for mothers rather than wives. Unless the man is willing to exert his leadership, his wife will be forced into an artificial and often unwilling role for which she is not fitted. 

A mistake made by many men is to assume only a partial or lopsided leadership in the family. They can take very seriously their responsibility to make a living and be the breadwinner, but they casually cast all the rest of the home operations upon the wife. She is left with the final word about spiritual training of the children, for example, and establishing guidelines of discipline and family order. This is a cop-out for any husband, and an absolute rejection of his primary position of authority within the family. Some wives may seem to battle for top place, but in the recesses of their minds they want their husbands to win out. It is a disappointment when their husbands refuse to assert that final authority for which they were created by God Himself. 

Now I’m sure that statement will be challenged by those who subscribe to the modern feminist movement. Their dedication to equating the roles and responsibilities of men and women completely reverses the order set up by the One who created male and female in the beginning. 

Let’s answer another question. Does this male authority assume that the husband can lord it over his wife and treat her as an object of possession or as an inferior? Far from it! In fact, Peter’s statement referred to it as “giving honour unto the wife, as unto the weaker vessel.” In fact, the entire biblical record is clear and harmonious on this issue. The man must love his wife as his own body. The Creator of the female mind knew that she needed to feel loved and wanted more than anything else. In fact, God made the woman with a nature that required love. In the Garden of Eden the Creator indicated to the woman that her need for love could be satisfied most fully from her own husband. He said to her, “Your desire shall be unto your husband.” Genesis 3:16. That statement of God has been confirmed by every marriage researcher since time began. Psychologists unanimously agree that a woman must feel secure in her husband’s affections. Because of the sensitive romantic nature with which she was endowed by the Creator, her needs for love and security are much stronger than the mans. Her self-esteem is vital to her happiness, and this largely depends upon the way her husband treats her. 

The man gets his self-esteem by being respected, but the woman gets hers from being loved. His contentment and security can be based on success in his profession or achieving financial goals. But the wife has only one source of self-esteem and security. She can cook a fabulous dinner, but it’s gone in an hour, and the family may not even thank her for it. Her best performance of household duties are not recognized or respected by the community. She depends entirely upon her man to provide the sense of fulfillment, confidence and well-being. 

This is the sense in which Peter speaks of the wife as the “weaker vessel.” His love is a necessity for her to function as a complete person, and that husband must accept it as his divine assignment to make her feel loved and honored under all circumstances. The Bible requires the quality of that love to be the same as Christ’s love for the church and equal to loving his own body. And his love for her must not be conditional. The command is, “Husbands, love your wives”—not necessarily because they are lovable or when they are lovable. 

Right here let’s take note of one of the most devastating things that can occur in a marriage. When the husband is critical, sarcastic, or scornful toward his wife, he is attacking and destroying the very emotional foundation of her life. Nothing will disintegrate a marriage relationship more quickly. 

Furthermore, wives are driven to wild frustration by the husband’s lack of tender, romantic attentions. Most men are utterly satisfied to sit peacefully watching the football game after an amiable meal. To them the romantic niceties are unnecessary; but, not so to the little women. They yearn to be the special sweethearts of their men, to be loved and appreciated tenderly. Poll after poll has shown that one of their greatest sources of marital depression is “lack of romantic love.” They can have all the material things in the world, including the most modern electronic appliances, but their real need is to be loved. 

Since man’s natural disposition is to avoid the soft and sentimental attentions, he must determine to develop those things for his wife’s sake. Unless he decides upon it as a deliberate strategy, the tendency will be to show less and less loving concern for those things that mean the most to her. Undoubtedly this is why so many, and I mean so very many, middle-age marriages are frustrated by lack of communication. Both partners seem to know what’s happening, but neither has any power to correct the course of things. The rift widens and soon the marriage counselor is on the scene trying to break through a seven-year-old, man-made wall of indifference. I use the number seven not because it’s the number of perfection in the Bible, but because the average marriage in America lasts only seven years. Apparently it takes about that time for the early attentions to dry up, and the relationship turn into an intolerable burden. 

Several years ago a humorous magazine article traced the declining order of marriage from the height of bliss to the humdrum of routine. The article was entitled The Seven Ages of a Married Cold, and graphically depicted the husband’s reaction to his wife’s bad cold during their first seven years of marriage. Husbands, wherever you are, listen to this carefully. Maybe you’ll see the history of your own changing attitudes in this little parody. 

This is the First Year: “Sugar Dumpling, I’m worried about my baby girl. You’ve got a bad sniffle. I’m putting you in the hospital for a general checkup and a good rest. I know the food’s lousy, but I’ll bring your meals in from Rossinni’s. I’ve already got it arranged.” 

Second Year: “Listen darling, I don’t like the sound of that cough, and I’ve called Doc Miller to rush over here. Now you go to bed like a good girl, please? Just for papa.” 

Third Year: “Maybe you’d better lie down, honey. Nothing like a little rest when you feel punk. I’ll bring you something to eat. Have we any soup?” 

Fourth Year: “Look dear, be sensible. After you feed the kids and get the dishes washed, you’d better hit the sack.” 

Fifth Year: “Why don’t you get yourself a couple of aspirin?” 

Sixth Year: “If you’d just gargle or something instead of sitting around barking like a seal.” 

Seventh Year: “For Pete’s sake, stop sneezing! Whatcha trying to do, gimme pneumonia?” 

Say, does that sound familiar, men? Has something quite similar to this taken place in your marriage? When love deteriorates through lack of mutual love and respect, it strikes at the very deepest emotional level of a woman’s life. She can no longer feel secure in her husband’s affection. Almost instinctively she will throw up a screen of self-protection. Unless the insecurity is remedied quickly, a wife may try to build a life for herself away from her husband—such as going home to mother, finding a new career, or creating a lavish showplace home. And all this because she has not been secure in her husband’s affections.

**The Different Needs of Men and Women

by Drs. Les and Leslie Parrott 

The other day we received this letter from a newly engaged couple.

"I hear a lot of talk about how men and women have different needs, and I am the first to admit it's true. However, I have a tough time trying to pinpoint these needs so that I can better understand my fiancée. I think she feels the same way about me. Can you help?"

As singles prepare for a loving, Christ-centered relationship, it's important that they think through the different roles each will play, as well as the differences God has built into each gender.

Every cell of our bodies as men and women differ. The skeletal structure, for example, of women is shorter and broader. Women's blood contains fewer red cells, making them tire more easily. Women have a larger stomach, kidneys, liver, and appendix, but smaller lungs. Scores of other physical differences may influence the way each person in a relationship feels and behaves. But in addition to the more obvious physical differences between the genders, societal expectations and modeling contribute to a plethora of differences between the sexes—all culminating in several gender-specific unique needs.

Many relational problems evolve because men try to meet needs they would value, and women do the same. The problem is that since the needs of men and women are often so different, we waste effort trying to meet the wrong needs. If we are truly committed to valuing our life partner, we must not only understand and appreciate our partner's differences, but we must commit ourselves to meeting his or her unique needs.

Willard F. Harley, in his popular book His Needs, Her Needs, has given us a great tool to do just that. He identifies the ten most important martial needs of men and women. You may or may not agree with all of them, but they can serve as a good discussion starter:

She needs affection—It symbolizes security, protection, comfort, and approval. A hug expresses affection. For the typical wife, there can hardly be enough of them.

He needs sexual fulfillment—Just as women crave affection, so too do men want sex. And they don't just want their wives to make their bodies available. They need to feel their wife is as invested in sex as they are.

She needs conversation—Not just talk about her husband's problems or achievements, but about her problems and her hopes. She needs quality conversation on a daily basis.

He needs recreational companionship—After sex, the need for recreation rates highest for men. He needs time spent in a mutually satisfying activity—whether it is sports, shopping, cooking, painting, etc.

She needs honesty and openness—Mistrust destroys a woman's marital security. If a husband does not keep up honest communication with his wife, he eventually undermines her trust and destroys any hope of security.

He needs an attractive spouse—A man does not need a supermodel for a wife, but he wants her to make an effort to be attractive to him. He wants her to dress in clothes he likes and do her hair in a style that is appealing to him.

She needs financial support—A husband's failure to provide sufficient income sends shudders through the underpinnings of a marriage. A woman needs to know that her husband is taking care of their family's needs and their future.

He needs domestic support—Old-fashioned or not, most men fantasize about a loving, pleasant home where few hassles occur and life runs smoothly.

She needs family commitment—Wives want their husbands to take a strong role in the marriage and express how important it is to them. They need to see evidence of a strong commitment to family life that is not overshadowed by work or anything else.

He needs admiration—Honest admiration is a great motivator for most men. When a woman tells her husband (who has been sweating it out at work) that she thinks he's wonderful, it inspires him and keeps him going.

Like we said, you may not agree with all of these "needs," but the number of people who have bought and read Harley's book is enough reason to take them seriously and discuss how each of your particular sets of needs differ.

Remember, if you commit yourself to meeting the unique needs of your partner, you will become irresistible to each other and insure faithfulness in your marriage. You will build a relationship that sustains romance, increases intimacy, and deepens awareness year after year.

Article provided by Les & Leslie Parrott, The Center for Relationship Development, www.realrelationships.com.

***Two Huge Reasons Marriages Fail!

12/19/02

In his best-selling book, If Only He Knew, Gary explains a woman's deepest needs, shows a man how to meet those needs, and gives ten simple steps to strengthen any marriage. He helps men to understand not only how to respond to a woman's feelings, but also how to make her feel important.

Using humorous and touching illustrations from his own life, as well as case histories and biblical examples, Gary maps a blueprint to a better marriage.

This article is an excerpt from this book.

1. Men and women enter marriage with "storybook" expectations and limited training.

I once asked a college girl what kind of man she would like to marry. "I'd like for him to be able to tell jokes, sing and dance, and stay home at night."

"You don't want a husband," I told her, "You want a television set."

Her visions of a husband reveal one of the most common reasons, marriages fail. We marry with unrealistic expectations and few, if any, caring skills. In fact, most of us are rather fuzzy when it comes to our mates' real needs.

Isn't it ironic that a plumber's license requires four years of training, but a marriage license requires nothing but two willing bodies and sometimes a blood test? Since most of us bounce though the educational corridors without any basic communication courses, many men marry with absolutely no knowledge of how to build a meaningful relationship. In short, most men have no idea how to love their wives in a way that makes both of them happy.

Recently I asked five divorced women, individually, "If your husband began treating you in a consistently loving manner, would you take him back?"

"Of course I would," each replied. But, unfortunately, none had hope that her husband would ever be like that.

Because I knew one of the men personally, I had to concur with his wife's hopelessness. If he were willing to try, he could win her back. Unfortunately, he wasn't interested in learning.

"What he doesn't realize is that a lot of women are as responsive as puppies," one woman explained to me. "If he'd come back and treat me with tenderness, gentleness, and understanding, I'd take him back tomorrow."

How sad that we men don't know how to win our wives back or even how to keep from losing them. How can we win their affection, their respect, their love and cooperation when we don't even know where to begin? Instead of trying to learn what it takes to mend a cracked marriage, most of us would rather hump on the divorce bandwagon.

We violate the relationship laws inherent in marriage, and then we wonder why it all goes sour. But we wouldn't wonder if the law of aerodynamics sent a one-winged airplane plummeting to the earth.

Imagine yourself an aerospace engineer working for NASA. Your job is to put several men on the moon, but something goes wrong halfway though their flight. You wouldn't dream of walking out on the entire project because something went wrong. Instead, you and the other engineers would put your heads together, insert data into the computer, and … viola! You would work night and day to try to discover the problem and make all the vital adjustments to get that spacecraft back on course or help the men return to earth. If the project had failed altogether, you still wouldn't forsake it. You would study what happened and modify it to avoid similar problems in the future.

Like the spacecraft, your marriage is subject to laws that determine its success or failure. If any of these laws are violated, you and your wife are locked into orbits, destined to crash. However, if during the marriage you recognize which law or principle you are violating and make the necessary adjustments, your marriage will stay on the right course.

2. Men and women lack understanding about the general differences between men and women.

I would venture to say that most marital difficulties center around one fact—men and women are different. The differences (emotional, mental, and physical) are so extreme that without a concentrated effort to understand them, it is nearly impossible to have a happy marriage. A famous psychiatrist once said, "After thirty years of studying women, I ask myself, 'What is it that they really want?'" If this was his conclusion, just imagine how little we know about our wives.

You may already be aware of some of the differences. Many, however, will come as a complete surprise. Did you know, for instance, that virtually every cell in a man's body has a chromosome makeup entirely different form those in a woman's body? How about this next one? Dr. James Dobson says there is strong evidence indicating that the "seat" of the emotions in a man's brain is wired differently than in a woman's. By virtue of these two differences alone, men and women are miles apart emotionally and physically.
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**How marriage uncovers the sin in our lives—and why that's a good thing.

By Gary Thomas

I've always thought of myself as reasonably patient and charitable—that is, until I got married and discovered how passionately annoyed I can become at pulling out empty ice cube trays.

When I grew up, my family had a simple rule: If you take out an ice cube, you refill the tray before you put it back in the freezer. Now I'll pull out a tray and find nothing more than half an ice cube.

It was amazing how much that small detail irritated me. I asked my wife, Lisa, "How much do you love me?"

"More than all the world," she professed.

"I don't need you to love me that much," I said. "I just want you to love me for seven seconds."

"What on earth are you talking about?"

"Well, I timed how long it takes to fill an ice cube tray and discovered it's just seven sec—"

"Oh Gary, are we back to that again?"

It finally dawned on me 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 inconvenience become a serious issue in my marriage? Was my capacity to show charity really that limited?

Indeed it was.

That's the day I discovered the truth about marriage: Marriage holds up a mirror to my sin. It forces me to face myself honestly and consider my character flaws, selfishness, and anti-Christian attitudes—even with something as trivial as ice cube trays.

Being so close to someone—which marriage necessitates—may be the greatest spiritual challenge in the world. There's no "resting," because I'm under virtual 24-hour surveillance. Not that Lisa makes it seem like that—it's just that I'm aware of it. Every movie I rent is rented with the understanding that I'll watch it with Lisa next to me. Every hour I take off for recreation is an hour that Lisa will know about. My appetites, lusts, and desires are in Lisa's full view.

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 unholiness in my life? I want to know about it. I want to change it."

This takes tremendous courage—courage I'm the first to admit I often lack. It means I'm willing to hear what displeases Lisa about me, as well as to overcome the paralyzing fear that she'll love me less or leave me because my sin is exposed.

I don't naturally gravitate toward the honesty and openness that leads to change. My natural inclination is to hide behind a glittering façade.

The first marriage was the setting 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 makeup. All of a sudden they felt kind of funny about being naked. And they started to blame each other.

An alternative to running

All of us enter marriage with sinful attitudes. When these attitudes surface, the temptation is to hide from them or even 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 married, I committed to allow myself to be known by Lisa. And that means she'll see me as I am—with my faults, prejudices, fears, and weaknesses.

This reality can be terrifying to contemplate. Dating is a dance in which we try to put the best face forward—hardly good preparation for the inevitable self-disclosure that results from marriage. In fact, I wouldn't be surprised if many marriages end in divorce because one or both partners are running from their own exposed weaknesses more than something they can't tolerate in their spouse.

But there's an alternative to running. We can use the revelation of our sin as a means to grow in humility, leading us to confessions and renouncement. Then we go the next step and adopt the positive virtue that corresponds to the sin we renounce. If we've used women in the past, we practice serving our wife. If we've been quick to ridicule our husband, we practice encouragement and praise.

We can view marriage as an entryway into sanctification—as a relationship that reveals our sinful behaviors and attitudes and give us the opportunity to address them before God. 

But here's the challenge: We can't give in to the temptation to resent our partner as our own weaknesses are revealed. Correspondingly, we give them the freedom and acceptance they need in order to face their own weaknesses. In this way, we can use marriage as a leg up, a piercing spiritual mirror, designed for our sanctification and growth in holiness.

If we approach this in the right manner and are willing to look honestly at ourselves, marriage can be like a photograph. Looking at pictures isn't always pleasant. I remember once when we looked at some new photos, and I realized for the first time how much weight I'd put on. "Whoa—where did that chin come from?" The natural inclination is to blame the camera angle, but the truth is, those 15 pounds were showing from every angle!

The same thing happens with our sin in marriage. We resent the revealed truth, and we're tempted to take it out on our spouse—the camera, so to speak.

Time for a change?

Much of our marital dissatisfaction stems in actuality 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.

The mature response, however, isn't to leave; it's to change—ourselves. 

Whenever marital dissatisfaction rears its head in my marriage—as it does in virtually every marriage—I simply recheck my focus. The times I'm happiest and most fulfilled in my marriage are the times when I'm intent on becoming a better husband rather than demanding a "better" wife.

As Christians, biblically speaking, we can't swap our spouse for someone else. But we can change ourselves. And that change can bring the fulfillment we mistakenly believe is found only by changing partners. In one sense, it's comical: yes, we need a changed partner, but the partner who needs to change is not our spouse, it's us!

I don't know why this works. I don't know how you can be unsatisfied maritally, then ask 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, only that it does work. It takes time—maybe years. But if your heart is driven by the desire to draw near to Jesus, you find joy by becoming like him. You'll never find that joy by doing something that offends Jesus—such as withdrawing from your spouse or instigating a divorce or an emotional or physical affair.

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

The choice is ours. Sin is a reality in this fallen world. It's how we respond to it that will determine whether our marriages become a casualty statistic or a crown of success.

Adapted from Sacred Marriage. © 2000 by Gary Thomas. Used by permission of Zondervan.

BIBLICAL PATRIARCHAL MARRIAGE

A Biblical patriarchal marriage is one that is biblical in nature, following the precepts of God’s law in Jewish marriage. It is not to be of the notion of Romantic Love, which is that of a mediaeval European concept. Yet it is not entirely Jewish, because it is not to follow traditions blindly, but it traces the spirit of the Law, putting into perspective the principles of God in marriage. It is Kingdom minded, at the same time maintaining the love and union of thcse man and woman in good depths. 

The Torah provides very little guidance with regard to the procedures of a marriage. The method of finding a spouse, the form of the wedding ceremony, and the nature of the marital relationship are mostly explained in the Talmud. 

THE JEWISH MARITAL RELATIONSHIP 

Marriage is vitally important in Judaism. Refraining from marriage is not considered holy, as it is in some other religions. On the contrary, it is considered unnatural. The Talmud tells of a rabbi who was introduced to a young unmarried rabbi. The older rabbi told the younger one not to come into his presence again until he was married. 

Marriage is not solely, or even primarily, for the purpose of procreation. Traditional sources recognize that companionship, love and intimacy are the primary purposes of marriage, noting that woman was created in Gen. 2:18 because "it is not good for man to be alone," rather than because she was necessary for procreation. According to the Torah and the Talmud, a man was permitted to marry more than one wife, but a woman could not marry more than one man. Polygyny among the Jews was subsequently banned because of pressure from the predominant Christian culture. It continued to be permitted for Sephardic Jews in Islamic lands for many years. To the present day, Yemenite and Ethiopian Jews continue to practice polygyny. The modern state of Israel allows only one wife, unless you come to Israel with more than one wife, in which case you can keep the wives you have but you cannot marry new ones. 

A husband is responsible for providing his wife with food, clothing and sexual relations (Ex. 21:10), as well as anything else specified in the ketubah. A married woman retains ownership of any property she brought to the marriage, but the husband has the right to manage the property and to enjoy profits from the property. 

The minimum age for marriage under Jewish law is 13 for boys, 12 for girls; however, the kiddushin can take place before that, and often did in mediaeval times. The Talmud recommends that a man marry at age 18, or somewhere between 16 and 24. 

The Torah sets forth a laundry list of prohibited relations. Such marriages are never valid. A man cannot marry certain close blood relatives, the ex-wives of certain close blood relatives, a woman who has not been validly divorced from her previous husband, the daughter or granddaughter of his ex-wife, or the sister of his ex-wife during the ex-wife's life time. For a complete list, see 613 Mitzvot (Commandments). 

The offspring of such a marriage are mamzerim (bastards, illegitimate), and subject to a variety of restrictions; however it is important to note that only the offspring of these incestuous or forbidden marriages are mamzerim. Children born out of wedlock are not mamzerim in Jewish law and bear no stigma, unless the marriage would have been prohibited for the reasons above. Children of a married man and a woman who is not his wife are not mamzerim (because the marriage between the parents would not have been prohibited), although children of a married woman and a man who is not her husband are mamzerim (because she could not have married him). 

A Biblical patriarchal marriage, in addition to companionship and procreation, considers how the union can be of a blessing to the Kingdom of God, to uphold the testimony of the abundant life in Christ by restoring the headship of Christ and the husband in the family and ministry. It will endeavor to find its specific purpose in God. 

MATCH MAKING

The very first stage of a traditional Jewish marriage, is the shidduch, or matchmaking. This means that the process of finding a partner is not haphazard or based on purely external aspects. Rather a close friend or relative of a man and a woman who knows someone who may be compatible. The meeting focuses on important issues as well as casual conversation. The Talmud states that the couple must also be physically attracted to each other. 

Whether match-make or not, the Talmud specifies that a woman can be acquired only with her consent, and not without it. Kiddushin 2a-b, Jewish law does not permit anyone to marry against his or her will. Even so, the choice is subjected to some restrictions. So in a patriarchal marriage, it should be one that would contribute to the advancement of the kingdom and not hinder it. Generally, the woman should marry upward, for the man should be someone stronger and more mature that she can look up to, and be someone appropriate to lead the family and ministry that they are involved in. 

ACQUIRING A SPOUSE 

Mishnah Kiddushin 1:1 specifies that a woman is acquired (i.e., to be a wife) in three ways: through money, a contract, and sexual intercourse. Ordinarily, all three of these conditions are satisfied, although only one is necessary to effect a binding marriage. 

Acquisition by money is normally satisfied by the wedding ring. It is important to note that although money is one way of "acquiring" a wife, the woman is not being bought and sold like a piece of property or a slave. This is obvious from the fact that the amount of money involved is nominal (according to the Mishnah, a perutah, a copper coin of the lowest denomination, was sufficient). In addition, if woman were being purchased like a piece of property, it would be possible for the husband to resell her, and clearly it is not. Rather, the wife's acceptance of the money is a symbolic way of demonstrating her acceptance of the husband, just like acceptance of the contract or the sexual intercourse. 

THE PROCESS OF MARRIAGE: KIDDUSHIN AND NISUIN 

The process of marriage occurs in two distinct stages: kiddushin (commonly translated as betrothal) and nisuin (full-fledged marriage). Kiddushin occurs when the woman accepts the money, contract or sexual relations offered by the prospective husband. The word "kiddushin" comes from the root Qof-Dalet-Shin, meaning "sanctified." It reflects the sanctity of the marital relation. However, the root word also connotes something that is set aside for a specific (sacred) purpose, and the ritual of kiddushin sets aside the woman to be the wife of a particular man and no other. 

Kiddushin is far more binding than an engagement as we understand the term in modern America; in fact, Maimonides speaks of a period of engagement before the kiddushin. Once kiddushin is complete, the woman is legally the wife of the man. The relationship created by kiddushin can only be dissolved by death or divorce. However, the spouses do not live together at that time, and the mutual obligations created by the marital relationship do not take effect until the nisuin is complete. 

The nisuin (from a word meaning "elevation") completes the process of marriage. The husband brings the wife into his home and they begin their married life together. "Elevation" also means connecting the husband and wife to God.

In the past, the kiddushin and nisuin would routinely occur as much as a year apart. During that time, the husband would prepare a home for the new family. There was always a risk that during this long period of separation, the woman would discover that she wanted to marry another man, or the man would disappear, leaving the woman in the awkward state of being married but without a husband. Today, the two ceremonies are normally performed together. 

Because marriage under Jewish law is essentially a private contractual agreement between a man and a woman, it does not require the presence of a rabbi or any other religious official. It is common, however, for rabbis to officiate, partly in imitation of the Christian practice and partly because the presence of a religious or civil official is required under American civil law. 

As you can see, it is very easy to make a marriage, so the rabbis instituted severe punishments (usually flogging and compelled divorce) where marriage was undertaken without proper planning and solemnity. 

THE RING 

To satisfy the requirements of acquisition by money, the ring must belong to the groom. It must be given to the wife irrevocably. The ring can a plain gold band without break or engraving to represent continuity, purity or can be a diamond ring to represent the value and preciousness of the relationship. The man then places the ring on the woman's finger and says "Be sanctified (mekudeshet) to me with this ring in accordance with the law of Moses and Israel." It was traditionally thought that the left-hand fourth finger is linked directly to the heart. By Jewish tradition, it is to be worn on the index finger of the right hand, the finger that points at the words when reading the Torah. Patriarchally, there should be liberty in this. 

THE COVENANT 

KETUBAH. As part of the wedding ceremony, the husband gives the wife a ketubah. The word "Ketubah" comes from the root Kaf-Tav-Bet, meaning "writing." The ketubah is also called the marriage contract. The ketubah spells out the husband's obligations to the wife during marriage, conditions of inheritance upon his death, and obligations regarding the support of children of the marriage. It also provides for the wife's support in the event of divorce. There are standard conditions; however, additional conditions can be included by mutual agreement. It is witnessed by 2 people. Marriage agreements of this sort were commonplace in the ancient Semitic world. The ketubah has much in common with prenuptial agreements, which are gaining popularity in America. The ketubah is often a beautiful work of calligraphy, framed and displayed in the home. 

In Biblical patriarchal setting, there should also be a PATRIARCHAL COVENANT in writing, stating the purpose of the marriage in God, commitment to Kingdom, specific promises of God, and personal commitment and statements to one another. 

THE 7 CIRCLES

This is the process where the bride circles around the groom 7 times. This is not to be taken as demeaning to the woman. It shows that he is now the center of her life. This is not to be taken (if the tradition so state) as a magical means of protection of creating an invisible wall to protect him from evil spirits, from the glances of other women and from the temptations of the world. Rather it is the fulfillment of Jeremiah 31:21-22 "Set up signposts, make landmarks; set your heart toward the highway, the way in which you went. Turn back, O virgin of Israel, turn back to these your cities. How long will you gad about, O you backsliding daughter? For the LORD has created a new thing in the earth-- a woman shall encompass a man." It is a demonstration of the shift of her allegiance from her parents to that of her husband. It is the restoration of patriarchy and it is good that while the woman circles round the man, the man should "circle" around God by reciting the 7 blessings. Thus God is the center of the man, while the man is the center of the woman.

THE 7 BLESSINGS

The bride and groom recite seven blessings (sheva brakhos) in the presence of a minyan (prayer quorum of 10 adult Jewish men). The essence of each of the seven blessings is: 

1.... who has created everything for his glory 

2.... who fashioned the Man 

3.... who fashioned the Man in His image ... 

4.... who gladdens Zion through her children 

5.... who gladdens groom and bride 

6.... who created joy and gladness ... who gladdens the groom with the bride 

7… and the standard prayer over wine. 

God is never a God after traditions. Thus in a Biblical patriarchal setting, the 7 blessings can be changed to reflect what is more appropriate for the couple, bearing in mind that in the case of a patriarchal marriage, God and His Kingdom are to be blessed above all.

Click Here For  7 Biblical Patriarchal Blessings 

CHUPPAH

The bride and groom stand beneath the chuppah, They are accompanied by their parents whom they will continue to honor. The chuppah is a canopy of a decorated cloth held up by four poles, symbolic of their dwelling together and of the husband's bringing the wife into his home, and it is the next phase of the marriage, "nissuin" which means "elevation" of the man and woman to God. The importance of the chuppah is so great that the wedding ceremony is sometimes referred to as the chuppah. Instead of a chuppah that may not be available to the Christians, the couple can come and stand by the altar, which represents the inner court of God, thus presenting the bride to the Heavenly Father. This is also where the Holy Communion be conducted, where the couple will drink from the same cup.

BREAKING THE GLASS

The groom smashes a glass with his right foot. Superstition has it that noises including that of a shattering glass is a deterrent to evil spirits. The traditional explanation is that the breaking of glass is an expression of regret and sorrow over the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem. But to the Christians, it is not just the temple in Jerusalem that was destroyed, the Universal Church is robbed, ravished and fragmented. Thus patriarchally, the couple would determine that their hearts would not rest until the Church is restored and the Temple rebuilt. It does make good sense to break the glass after the chuppah to be identified with the heart and burden of God.

BRINGING BRIDE HOME 

The couple retires briefly to the private room, symbolic of the groom bringing the wife into his home. A feast follows and the couple at some point returns with band or MC announcing, "For the first time, let’s welcome, Mr and Mrs …."

In a polygamous setting, it would be good and edifying if appropriate, to bring the bride to the earlier wife or wives (with due respect and consideration) who would extend a gesture of reception and acceptance by giving her an embrace and presenting her a gift token of some kind. 

A PATRIARCHAL WEDDING CEREMONY

A Biblical patriarchal ceremony should never be blindly ritualistic but intelligently conducted with some cultural adjustments and individual preferences. The following ceremonial procedure is an example of a Biblical Patriarchal Marriage that has been conducted to meaningfully maintain God’s principles of marriage for a patriarchal union. 

The day before the wedding, both the bride and the groom may want to fast. 

WORSHIP

BRIDE MARCH IN

GROOM’S TESTIMONY

BRIDE’S TESTIMONY

MESSAGE OR TEACHING

OTHER TESTIMONIES

MARITAL COVENANT READ & PRESENTED

RINGS EXCHANGE 

LIFT THE VEIL & KISS THE BRIDE

7 CIRCLES & 7 BLESSINGS & PRAYER FOR THE UNMARRIED

HOLY COMMUNION

BREAK THE GLASS

JOIN THE FAMILY (In the case of polygamy)

PRAYER OF BLESSING

PRESENTATION & MARCH OUT TO PRIVATE ROOM

RECEPTION

GROOM & BRIDE RETURN TO RECEPTION

EARLY MARRIAGE—BECOMING ONE—PRINCIPLES OF STAYING MARRIED HAPPILY

Couples who read Bible, pray and go to church have 1-1,287 divorce rate

A Harvard study reveals that couples who 1) read the Bible together regularly; 2) pray together regularly; and 3) attend church together regularly have a divorce rate of 1 in 1287 -- that's less than 1/10 of 1%. - www.marriages.net
Saying Sorry is Key to Long marriages

From CNN, LONDON, England (Reuters) -- A British couple who hold the world record for the longest marriage said their success was down to a glass of whisky, a glass of sherry and the word "sorry."

Percy and Florence Arrowsmith married on June 1, 1925 and will celebrate their 80th anniversary on Wednesday.

Guinness World Records said Tuesday the couple held the title for the longest marriage and also for the oldest married couple's aggregate age.

"I think we're very blessed," Florence, 100, told the BBC. "We still love one another, that's the most important part."

Asked for their secret, Florence said you must never be afraid to say "sorry."

"You must never go to sleep bad friends," she said, while Percy, 105, said his secret to marital bliss was just two words: "yes dear."

The couple have three children, six grandchildren and nine great-grandchildren and are planning a party soon.

"I like sherry at lunch time and whisky at night and I'm looking forward very much to my party," said Florence.

Mind Games--Take our quiz to find out how well you really know your spouse!

By Phil Callaway

For Guys Only

Guys, how much do you know about the state of your marriage and the gal you wake up beside each morning? How she thinks. What makes her tick. And why she asks you to move furniture in the middle of the night. Take this quiz and find out!

The movie your wife will most want you to rent on your next anniversary is:

A. Lethal Auto Combat 6 in 3D

B. Something with foreign people talking foreign with words at the bottom

C. Anything so romantic you won't care if you see the end of the movie

The thing your wife loves whispered in her ear is:

A. Quotations by Homer

B. Quotations by Homer Simpson

C. Sweet somethings

For your tenth anniversary, the gift your wife will want more than anything is:

A. That plaid BarcaLounger for two with his and her cup holders

B. What? We have an anniversary? When?

C. Chocolate and flowers and your undivided attention (to her, not the chocolate)

How often do you have marital relations?

A. When I say so, woman

B. We haven't had the relatives over since the Thanksgiving Jello Fiasco

C. I'd love to answer that question but my wife and I haven't seen each other in an hour and a half

Your wife asks you, "What were Humphrey Bogart's famous words to the lovely Ingrid Bergman in the romantic film Casablanca?" You respond:

A. "Go ahead, make my day"

B. "First rule of Fight Club, don't talk about Fight Club"

C. "Here's lookin' at you, kid"

The last thing you said to your wife today before you left for work was:

A. The kids are up and they're eating bowls of Mega Choco Zingo Puffs with salad tongs

B. Yikes! You may want to put some concealer on that

C. Can't wait to see you tonight

On your fortieth anniversary the song title that best describes your sex life will be:

A. "I Say A Little Prayer"

B. "Yesterday"

C. "Oh What a Feelin'" (Dancin' on the Ceiling)

How to score:

If you chose only the "A" answers, your chances of scoring tonight are not that good. Please go to the "C" section of the yellow pages, and look up "Counselor." If you gravitated mostly to the "B" responses, your funny bone is in good working order, but you could still use a little help. Please take an aspirin and renew your Marriage Partnership subscription in the morning. If you chose "C" five or more times, waytago! Sounds like some tenderness, a good sense of humor, and a servant heart are keeping your marriage fresh.

For Gals Only

The following quiz is intended to help you discover how well you really know the guy in your life. You may want to fill it out with your husband. Then again, you may want to take it into the bathroom, lock the door, and let him wonder what you're snickering about.

The gift my husband most loves to receive on his birthday:

A. Socks. Lots and lots of socks

B. Flowers and cute underwear

C. Cheesecake. Served by me—wearing only socks

After a tough day at work my husband loves it when I:

A. Gripe about the way his belt doesn't match his shoes

B. Gripe about the way my belt doesn't match my shoes

C. Ask about the big game

My husband's nickname for our bed is:

A. Old Lumpy

B. Headache Generator

C. The Hibachi

After he uses the facilities at our house, the toilet seat is:

A. Don't ask

B. Glued in the upright position

C. Like our marriage—sometimes up, sometimes down

Outside the bedroom, my husband's favorite activity is:

A. Standing near the fitting room, holding my purse while I try on outfits in multiples of five

B. Going to the video store to help me decide between all the Julia Roberts chickflicks

C. Figuring out ways to get us back in the bedroom

How do you and your husband like to settle differences of opinion?

A. We don't disagree. I'm the queen

B. He spends the night on the plaid BarcaLounger

C. A good discussion, some black forest cake, and … well, none of your beeswax

On our twenty-fifth anniversary, the song title that will best describe our sex life will be:

A. The theme from Mission: Impossible

B. "Wishin' and Hopin'"

C. "Oh, What A Night!"

How to score:

Give yourself one point each time you selected "C." If you did so at least five times, it is now safe to come out of the bathroom and show your husband what you've been laughing about. If you circled only "A" or "B," stay in there and take the test again. Collect 100 bonus points if you smiled at least twice during this quiz, and 1,000 more if you resolved afresh to love the guy God gave you.

Phil Callaway, an MP regular contributor, is a popular speaker and author of numerous books including Growing Up on the Edge of the World (Harvest House Publishers). You can visit Phil at www.philcallaway.com.

****Secrets of a Soul Mate  It may be time to become what you—and your spouse—really long for

By Tim Alan Gardner

Are you married to your "soul mate"?

Katie didn't think she was. The day she walked into my counseling office she believed that little fact was her ticket out of a passionless marriage. All she really wanted from me was confirmation that Scott was not her soul mate. Since God wanted her to "be happy" in marriage, she wanted me to bless the idea that her happiness would be found when she was freed from her current spouse to find her one, true soul mate.


A soul mate isn't something you find; a soul mate is someone you intentionally and prayerfully become. 


"I don't love Scott," she told me.

"Well, what about your three children?" I asked.

"The kids will be fine," she said confidently.

I had my work cut out for me. How could I help her see that she already had a soul mate? She just needed to redefine her understanding of what a "soul mate" is.

There's a lot of discussion about soul mates these days. It's splashed across romance novels, the main story line in movies, and all the rage among celebrities—even some Christian ones.

For many, the idea of having and being a soul mate conjures notions of God bringing together two lost hearts who experience the end to their loneliness and realize complete compatibility in all the deepest longings of their being. They experience conflict-free conversations, sometimes even without talking, discover reams and reams of shared interests, hobbies, and passions, and finally (of course), spend days upon days of heart-stopping, hand-clinching romantic walks on the beach. No hardships, no struggles, just starry-eyed wonder—for the next 80 years together!

I must admit, that does sound pretty enticing, especially the beach part; my wife and I love walks on the beach. I also fully buy into the idea of God's miracle of marriage and its God-designed intention to bring an end to loneliness. But frankly, the rest of that description sounds like something else—and that something else is just plain impossible—with anybody.

Defining "soul mate"

The philosopher Plato is often credited with the "soul mate theory." He believed that prior to birth a perfect soul was split into "male and female," and that to be complete they must find each other and "reunite their souls." That explanation fosters the notion that there's only one person in the world who can truly be my "soul mate." Furthermore, it implies that there's only one person in the whole world I could be happily married to, and therefore only one person with whom I can be "truly happy."

Thus, in the movie Jerry Maguire, we watch Tom Cruise say to Renee Zellweger, "You complete me."

And that's what Katie believed. In the midst of her career, her husband's career, three kids, multiple church activities, and a fast-paced life that had no time for the marriage, they definitely suffered a loss of passion. They had grown apart. They weren't feeling in love. No wonder they were not experiencing a "soul mate" marriage.

But what Katie and Scott missed is that a soul mate isn't something you find; a soul mate is someone you intentionally and prayerfully become.

In Genesis 2 we find the familiar first "not good" of Creation: Adam was alone. It's there we discover that God created the problem of loneliness, and it's there we discover that God created the solution to loneliness: deep, authentic relationships and, even deeper, the intimacy of marriage. 

Then throughout the Bible, God gives us the simple yet powerful details on how to have a great marriage, telling husbands to love their wives, and wives to respect their husbands (Ephesians 5:33), both intentional choices. 

Even more amazing is that out of all the possible illustrations God could have chosen, he picked the relationship between the husband and the wife to exemplify the soul-deep intimacy he desires with his bride, the church (Ephesians 5:32).

In my counseling work and in my own marriage, I've discovered that only by accepting that charge to represent Christ in our marriage can we find the soul mate experience for which we long. Our loving God wants his married children to experience deep, loving, soul-touching relationships in marriage. That kind of connection is accomplished only through committed effort.

My wife, Amy, and I are very much in love. We have a great marriage. But nobody sees us 24/7/365. They see only the "public face," not the couple zillion times I've done my "the world revolves around me" dance. They haven't seen the myriad times (I think the number's higher than Amy does) that lightning bolts have blasted out of my wife's eyes causing my head to explode and my body to incinerate right on the spot. Really. What I'm saying is this. Amy and I have a very real marriage. We disagree, we argue, and we get frustrated with each other. But even in those times, we work even harder at treating each other with love and respect.

Yes, we love each other. But we fight. We are not compatible in every way. Sometimes we think our differences outweigh our similarities. There are many times when we have to make changes and personal sacrifices for each other (one of us more than the other—and that's just because he needs to do it more). We're in love and are soul mates. Why? Because we work at it. That's why Amy and I are soul mates.

Work, what work?

Most people don't like the idea of having to work for a soul mate. But here's the reality: to have the soul mate—and the marriage—we're looking for, we must work. I hate to break it to you, but Plato was wrong. God designed real and lasting love to be something you do, not something you mystically have. Working at it is built into the system.

"Falling in love" is a great thing. When I fell in love with Amy, that "spark" in my gut was wonderful. But as everyone can attest, soon into marriage, I discovered that without working to fan the flame, that spark would die.

After the spark and the commitment of "till death do us part," we had to set our future course as husband and wife, and commit to remain soul mates. Certainly, we must talk and talk and talk—and pray and pray and pray. But we also had to learn healthy ways to resolve conflict, deal with and discuss marital expectations, take marital education courses, and even get a marriage mentor. I know it doesn't sound a lot like "just falling in love for life," but that's how we learn to stay together—and thus experience what it really means to have a soul mate.

In their book, Saving Your Marriage Before It Starts, Drs. Les and Leslie Parrott put it this way: "The sacred secret to becoming soul mates is pursuing a mutual communion with God." The key is the word pursuing. We pursue something by choice. We create a mutual communion by intentionally working at it. Couples who are true soul mates get that way and stay that way by continually choosing to go deeper in their relationships with God and each other.

The rest of the story

After listening to Katie and assuring her that I truly did care about her pain, I confirmed that God did want her to have and be married to her soul mate. I also shared that marriage is a phenomenal gift from God; there should be a connection between wives and husbands that's deeper, more intimate, more personal, and more "soul touching" than any other relationship we have. Married couples should experience a sense of being "joined at the heart," connected for a future purpose, and be "more complete" with their mate than without them. I stressed to her that yes, married couples should be soul mates.

But then I shared with her the rest of the story. If she wants a soul mate, she can look within herself and to her husband. She can use work, prayer, commitment, and selfless love. She can reignite the flame with the man God wants to be her soul mate; the man she's married to right now.

As you can guess, Katie wasn't enthusiastic about my response; as a matter of fact, she didn't like it at all. However, countering her notion that the "kids would be 'fine,'" I convinced her to prayerfully give intentionally loving, respecting, and serving her husband a 40-day try. And I meant 40 days of "regardless how you feel" purposeful choices. The result? Let's just say she's now married to her soul mate, and her children live with Mom and Dad.

So the real question isn't, "Have you found your soul mate?" The real question is, "Are you working, everyday, to become even deeper, more connected, and more in love soul mates?" God desires for us to have a soul mate. And the one he wants us to have is the one to whom we already said, "I do." 

Tim Alan Gardner, MP regular contributor and author of The Naked Soul: God's Amazing Everyday Solution to Loneliness (WaterBrook), is director of The Marriage Institute (www.marriageinstitute.org).
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Happily Even After…Decade after decade these four couples are still going strong. Here's why.

By Paul Kortepeter

Ted and Barbara Boyd, Married: April 11, 1953 

"She Was Always My Anchor"

Ted Boyd wanted to make a lasting first impression on Barbara. They were going on a first date, so Ted arrived in a red and green Christmas tree jacket with white socks. Barbara wondered, Who is this crazy guy?

The evening set the tone for their life together. Ted makes Barbara laugh with his fun-loving personality, while Barbara helps Ted keep his feet planted on the ground. Ted's the dreamer; Barbara's the realist. And that combination has worked well through good times and bad.

When Barbara landed a job in 1969 as a TV reporter for WRTV Channel 6 in Indianapolis, she broke new ground: She was the first African-American woman on television news in Indianapolis, and later she was promoted to anchor.

"Ted told me, 'Babe, take your best shot,'" says Barbara. "He was totally supportive of my career, 25 years of it, even though it meant a role reversal for him."

Ted acknowledges he was sometimes known as Mr. Barbara Boyd. "I never let it get to me," he says. "TV was just an extension of who she was at home. She was always my anchor."

But Ted became her anchor when Barbara was diagnosed with breast cancer in 1972, 19 years into their marriage. "Ted's my rock," Barbara says. "He never made me feel any less of a woman after my mastectomy. You see, marriage isn't a 50-50 proposition. It all depends on who can carry the load at the time. Sometimes it's the husband, sometimes the wife." 

Ted agrees: "When you make those vows, you've committed for life. When you say for better or worse, you better believe both will come."

Now that Barbara's retired from TV news, the Boyds stay in the public eye by performing Ted's poems and short stories together. Ted's the author of The Black Snowflake, a children's book, and Sumpin to Think About, a book of poetry. They call their act Togetherness Productions.

"We're enjoying this time in our life," Barbara says. "It's been great since the kids took off. We can run around the house naked if we want. At 77 years old, Ted's still the best lover in the world."

With a twinkle in his eye Ted adds, "Life is short. Have fun. A hundred years from now you won't know the difference."

[image: image39.png]



John and Priscilla Chesnut, Married: June 25, 1955, Hometown: Elizabethtown, New York, Children: 1 daughter, 3 sons, Grandchildren: 13

"Love You Like Fury"

By the time John and Priscilla Chesnut walked the aisle in the little stone church in Elizabethtown, New York, they'd already been through a trial by fire. A few weeks before their wedding, John was diagnosed with bronchiectasis caused by a bout of double pneumonia. He had half of a lung removed. John was just 20, Priscilla only 17.

"After such a serious operation," Priscilla says, "we never took our life together for granted. We looked at each day as the most important day of our lives."

"With my disability," John agrees, "I've been reminded every day not to lose sight of the person I fell in love with. That person's still here. There's been no one else in my life."

It's been that way since before the wedding, when John, who was in the Army, would send Priscilla letters signed, "I love you like fury." 

After they were married, John and Priscilla moved out west so the dry heat could help John's condition, but his pulmonary problems continued wherever they went. During one of the most serious episodes, John underwent 13 weeks of chemotherapy to treat Valley Fever, a fungal disease of the lungs. Priscilla remembers touching his chest and feeling the heat radiating from a large cyst through his skin. Since the chemotherapy didn't seem to be working effectively, physicians scheduled surgery to remove more of John's lung. Priscilla feared John might be too weak to survive.

The night before surgery Priscilla prayed, "God, I know John can't be healed without your help. If you heal him, I'll praise your name forever. It will be as if I'm on a rooftop shouting your goodness."

John and Priscilla decided to take a risk and trust God, so the next morning, they called off the surgery. The following week John's health improved enough for him to return to work. Three months later, a panel of specialists reviewed John's case and concluded that declining surgery had been the right decision. It was a miraculous turnaround.

"As I look back on our life together," Priscilla says, "I see where God met us in prayer. Whenever we come to a time when we don't see a solution, we pray."

They had to rely on prayer again three years ago when John was hospitalized for heart surgery—a quadruple bypass. During the operation, John's healthy lung partially collapsed. The physicians tried unsuccessfully to remove the trapped air pressing on the lung, but again God was faithful—John's body absorbed the air on its own.

While John was in the recovery room, Priscilla gave him a kiss. "All the alarm bells went off on the heart monitor," Priscilla laughs.

"The electricity's still there," John says. "Our romance is alive and well—and I still love her like fury."
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* * *John and Nelda Fisher, Married: October 11, 1952, Hometown: Bethlehem, Pennsylvania

Children: 1 daughter, 3 sons, Grandchildren: 8

"It Seems Like a Dream"

It sounds like the classic set-up for a mother-in-law joke. John and Nelda Fisher were on top of a mountain in Montana when their car's fuel pump failed. In the backseat was Nelda's mother. To get off the mountain they'd have to coast for miles down a steep, winding road with hairpin turns.

Nelda's mother didn't want to do it. She was afraid the brakes or steering would malfunction and the car would fly off the edge of a cliff. Nelda decided her husband knew what he was doing and agreed to stay in the car with him. Her mother chided her by saying, "You've always thought John was God."

Nelda chuckles at the memory and says, "Of course, I don't really think John is God. But I do think he's totally dependable. He's the gift God gave me."

When John, age 21, and Nelda, age 19, were married, they'd never dated anybody else. "We sort of grew up together," Nelda said. "We grew into one unit."

After three months of marriage, the couple was forced to endure a year of separation. John was recruited into the Army and stationed in Germany. It was the height of the Korean War and the newlyweds' only communication was daily letters.

"We were so lonely that year," Nelda said. "Ever since, we've been grateful to be together."

Following his time in the Army, John went on to a successful career as a professor of engineering at Lehigh University. His profession has taken him far from home on numerous occasions. As a specialist in steel, he was called by the Federal Emergency Management Agency to join the team studying the collapse of the World Trade Center in the wake of the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001.

The constant demand for John's services has been the couple's main source of conflict over the years—though they say it's the only thing they ever fought about. "Professional obligations took me away from family too often," John admits. "Resentment would build in Nelda and we'd argue about my absence. But we strived never to go to bed angry with each other." 

"I knew John didn't really have a choice about all his traveling," Nelda says. "He was using his talents, but it was difficult not to want more of his attention."

To resolve the conflict, Nelda began traveling with John as much as possible. When they were home they agreed not to go to bed without each other—an arrangement that's been a mainstay of their relationship.

"The past 51 years have gone by so fast," Nelda said. "It seems like a dream."
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* * *Paul and Betty Winter, Married: March 1, 1947

A Promise Kept

World War II was over and Paul Winter returned home from active Navy duty to court a wonderful girl he'd met in church. But before Betty, the future Mrs. Winter, would consent to marry him, she wanted to know if he'd someday sail around the world with her. She had romantic notions of sharing adventures on the high seas and of seeing exotic lands. What she didn't want was a humdrum marriage. Paul was in love, of course, and so he promised to take her.

Then reality intervened. Children came sooner than expected. Paul became busy with his job and Betty was often exhausted rearing the children. Paul found himself feeling unhappy and jealous that his sons were taking his wife away from him. 

"I can't imagine how families do it now," Paul says, "with both partners working outside the home."

The dream of sailing the seven seas was relegated to the back burner. In those early years, the Winters did go to Afghanistan, of all places, to teach at a technical school, but it was a tough job with two small boys. They returned home at the end of their service term and Paul settled into life as a structural engineer.

The couple found that marriage was anything but humdrum as long as they had strong interests in common. They loved to go to the symphony and theater together. As often as possible, they'd curl up next to each other and read books, so they could share interesting tidbits. And they spent many hours teaching Sunday school together.

It took 19 years, after their sons graduated from high school, for Paul to keep his promise to Betty. They sold their home in Pasadena and, along with another couple, purchased a 55-foot cutter rig. The four of them sailed to Hawaii, the Society Islands, the Cook Islands, and New Zealand.

Was it difficult to be cooped up on a boat with one's spouse?

"We did fine," Paul says. "By then, we were good friends. Friendship is such an important aspect of marriage."

Smooth sailing came, in part, from knowing that a boat can have only one captain. When two people take the role of skipper, almost everything from anchorage to reefing the sails can produce disagreement. What's true for sailing is true for marriage—only one partner can take the helm at a time.

Betty cautions, "But that doesn't mean both partners aren't important! When one spouse overruns the other, that's not a healthy marriage."

Paul agrees: "Partners should hold their own, but not be competitive. You can't always want to win."

"When you get married," Betty says, "you have to realize you're building a life together. You grow as individuals and, as long as you grow, the years can only get better."
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Paul Kortepeter, an MP regular contributor, lives with his family in Indiana.

Love Is a Decision—plan for a marriage of depth and warmth and excitement

01/13/03

If your marriage relationship doesn't have a destination, how will you know when you arrive? And why wait for love to materialize out of stardust, when you could choose excitement and romance—now?

There is a simple yet profound plan for a marriage of depth and warmth and excitement! Plan, you ask? Exactly! Good marriages are no accident. The rules are simple enough, you just need them outlined for you to follow in a profound guide. Tough times can strike any family relationship. But deciding to love—in practical ways outlined here—can result in relationships that are tougher than tough times.

Six elements to staying in love, included in Love Is a Decision, are:

1. Making your spouse feel truly honored

2. Learning the art of touching—tenderly

3. Keeping courtship alive in your marriage

4. Re-opening a heart closed by anger

5. Building—or rebuilding—trust in a relationship

6. Becoming best friends with your family

These six elements are the keys to Love. Love is not an emotion, love is not a feeling, love is not happen-stance. Love is a Decision. Love is waking up every day committed to honoring your mate by implementing the above six keys. If you want to have a great relationship, guess what, it's up to you.

We see so many couples come through our live events and counseling sessions who want us to "fix" them. They are wanting a better, more fun-filled and intimate marriage, but they don't know how to reach it. The most common and most fundamental thing these couples are lacking is the knowledge that love is a decision.

If you want to wake up each and every morning excited about your marriage, then deciding to do this is the first step. If you don't know how to make this first, most basic step, then Love Is a Decision will help you get there!

Click here to buy the book Love Is a Decision

© Copyright 2003 Smalley Relationship Cente

A decent road map will get your marriage where you want it to go 

Les and Leslie Parrott 

"That was our exit!" I pointed out to Les. "You should have turned." 

"I thought we were supposed to stay on this road until we got to a light," he said. 

It was dark and rainy, and we were desperately late for a dinner appointment at a Seattle restaurant. In exasperation, I pointed to a spot on the map. "Right here is where we're supposed to be." Les studied the map under the dome light. Then he started laughing. 

"What's so funny?" I demanded. 

"This is a map of Tacoma, not Seattle," he said, still laughing. I had to admit it was pretty funny, and our laughter was welcome relief from the anxiety and tension of being lost. 

It helps to know where you're going, especially when it comes to marriage. "Let your eyes look straight ahead, fix your gaze directly before you," counsels King Solomon in Proverbs 4:25-26. "Make level paths for your feet and take only ways that are firm." 

That's good advice whether you are trying to find your way through city streets or charting the course of your marriage. Of course, no matter how much planning you do, no marriage is exempt from a few missed turns. But you can do more than you think you can to successfully navigate the marriage journey and enjoy the comfort and confidence that comes in finding your way together. 

The answer begins with having a purpose, a shared marital mission that helps you chart a course. Too many couples get lost because they forgot why they got married to begin with. They had lofty ideals, goals and dreams when they were entering marriage. But amid the hassles of life, they gradually lost sight of their target. They end up feeling frustrated and aimless, frittering away their married life. 

We've experienced our share of matrimonial wandering. A couple of weekends ago, we were both frustrated and sulking because neither of us was getting our needs met. Leslie wanted some down time, a relaxing day with no demands. I wanted a productive work day to tackle a long-overdue household project. Here we were with a rare Saturday to ourselves, and we were pouting, whining and arguing because each of us was convinced our needs weren't going to be met. And we were probably right. 

"Why are we doing this?" Leslie finally asked me. Her question took us back to the purpose statement we worked out for our marriage over the last few years. In quiet moments of contemplation, we had drafted this statement of shared purpose: 

"Understanding that only God meets all our needs, we will love each other with empathy and try to model a healthy relationship to the young couples we mentor." That's part of our marital mission, and it reminds us that we can't expect the other always to meet our needs—only God can do that. This simple truth enabled us to set aside our bickering and salvage a weekend that was about to be ruined. Each of us put ourself in the other person's shoes, each of us made a minor compromise, and we stepped over our conflict. 

Revisiting our mission statement reminds us of the reasons we got married, a reminder we all need from time to time. But if drafting a formal statement doesn't fit your style, there are countless other ways to keep your marriage's mission on your mind. We know one husband who carries a key chain attached to a small plaque that reads, "Love is a decision." It's a meaningful reminder that he chose his marriage. And that simple statement helps him cultivate his commitment to his wife. 

We know of a woman who displays on her desk a copy of the prayer that was said at her wedding. Re-reading that prayer takes her back to the "mission" of her marriage. For some couples, the simple act of carrying a photo of each other keeps before them the reason they are married—to love sacrificially and to help each other grow in grace. Some couples repeat or revise their wedding vows every few years. Any time a significant change occurs—having children, changing jobs, any sudden turn in the road—you need to fix your eyes once again on your shared "mission." 

Aristotle likened having a purpose statement to "archers aiming at a definite mark." When we do the same, according to the Greek philosopher, we are "more likely to attain what we want." And in keeping with Solomon's wisdom, we are also more likely to fix our gaze directly before us while making a level path for our feet. And our marriage. 

Leslie Parrott, Ed.D., and Les Parrott III, Ph.D., are co-directors of the Center for Relationship Development at Seattle Pacific University. 
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**Five Things Every Marriage Needs

By Dr. Gary Smalley, excerpted from the book, Joy That Lasts,   From the Smalley Relationship Center

So where did I go wrong? How could I wind up in such despair? My derailment occurred because I was looking for happiness, not joy. There is a major difference between happiness and joy. Happiness in life is transitory, dependent on circumstances. Joy continues regardless of trials. That's especially true in marriage. When a couple discovers joy, they are free to enjoy marriage the way it was designed by God. And they are able to endure all that life throws at them.

Even though I was involved in a highly respected ministry, I failed because I didn't know the source of joy. What's more, my marriage struggled as a result. I believe I violated five principles. These are five things every individual (not just married people) needs in life, but we tend to look for them in all the wrong places. But when we have these five things, we are able daily to experience indescribable joy.

First, I Needed an Energy Source to Recharge My Spiritual and Emotional Batteries

I was looking to Bill and to my job for my energy. Everything that gave my life meaning and significance came from my friend and my work. When I was with him, I was high. When I was on the road planning an event, my life felt important. On those occasions when I was not getting what I needed from work, I would look to Norma to make up the difference. But she was busy with three kids, so my expectations often weren't met. I didn't realize that neither my job nor any person would provide the lasting fulfillment I needed. That had to come from another source.

Second, I Needed Someone to Whom I Could Pour Out My Heart and Talk to About Anything at Any Time

You might naturally think my wife would be that person, and Norma tried to help. But I knew she had expressed concerns about my being involved in this work, so I didn't feel free to completely open up to her. And the problem with having only one really close friend like Bill was that when that friendship changed, I had no one else to turn to. What I didn't know was that I did have this type of friend. He was waiting for me to open up to him, but it took me a long time to realize it.

Third, I Needed to Understand My Emotions, For They Were Warning Lights Telling Me I Was in Trouble

I didn't know it at the time, but there were numerous indications that I was in trouble. My anger at Bill and the ministry was a big one. Fear of the future was another. Loneliness should have been a clue that I was expecting too much from Bill. Depression was a major warning sign that life wasn't cooperating with my expectations. But I didn't understand my emotions, and so I suffered far more than necessary.

Fourth, I Needed to Know That There Is Meaning in the Trials We Endure

The Bible makes a promise though it is one we don't really want to claim that we all will endure trials. Trials are an inevitable part of life. But I was totally unprepared for this trauma. Norma couldn't help me either, because my trial had caused a crisis in her life. There was no way then that Norma and I could come together and gain understanding of the situation. Now I can look back and tell you that this crisis was one of the best things that happened to me and Norma. I would never want to go through it again, but I truly wouldn't trade what I learned either. The message of this book, the joy that Norma and I discovered, is a direct outcome of my crisis.

Fifth, I Needed to Have a Shared Mission with My Wife That Was Beyond Us, One That We Could Strive for Together

You no doubt noticed that Norma wasn't a part of my work with Bill. So often we segment our lives, and work stays distinct from family. But by leaving Norma out of this part of my life, I lost something of great value. Fortunately, today Norma and I have combined our talents and we are a team. You may see me in front of a crowd at a conference, but believe me, without her supportive work, there is no conference. The joy we get out of working as a team is incredible, even though it's not always smooth sailing. 
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***6 Habits of Happily Married Couples (from a Rabbi)

Success in marriage hinges on consistent performance of six key habits. 

HABIT #1 - GIVE EACH OTHER PLEASURE

Happily married couples are committed to the goal of giving each other pleasure. You must stay focused on the ultimate goal -- which is to give each other pleasure and not cause pain. It sounds simple enough, but can be very hard in practice.

For just one day, try to maintain a consciousness with everything you do, by asking yourself, "Is what I'm about to do or say going to cause my spouse pain or pleasure?"

To monitor how you're doing, each of you should make two lists: One for all the things your spouse does to cause you pain, and another which identifies what you would like your spouse to do to give you pleasure. Swap lists, and now you know exactly what to do and what not to do. No more mind reading!

HABIT #2 - CREATE MUTUALLY SATISFYING LOVE AND FRIENDSHIP RITUALS

Rituals are habits that build and strengthen a relationship. One couple had the following "greeting ritual" at night when the husband came home:

He would first greet the dog and hug the kids. Then he would go into his bedroom, change his clothes, and watch the news, followed by a visit to the bathroom. Finally he would wander into the kitchen and mutter something to his wife, for example, "Let's eat fast so we can get to the PTA meeting!" 

One might say that such a ritual was not exactly increasing their love for each other. 

How are your greeting and goodbye rituals?


So after watching how their dog greeted them every time they came home, this couple decided to come up with a new ritual. Elated dogs jump all over their masters and lick them. So they decided to greet each other like dogs. They started jumping up and down and hugging each other. They really got into it. They had fun and the kids got a kick out it, too. 

Our actions affect the way we feel. How are your greeting and good-bye rituals? 

Here are some rituals you and your spouse should consider working on:

* Daily e-mailing each other with a compliment.

* Daily phone call. (especially important for husbands to do)

* Anniversaries deserve special attention. Plan to do something both of you really enjoy, rather than feeling stuck two days before your anniversary arrives and then running out to get some flowers.

* Before you turn in for the night, try saying two compliments to each other. This means coming up with something new each night!

* It is essential to have a "date night" at least every other week.

HABIT #3 - CREATE A SAFE PLACE TO DISCUSS ISSUES OPENLY AND HONESTLY

Abusive relationships are ones in which you are afraid to express feelings and opinions. Happily married couples create a sense of safety that allows each person to feel comfortable expressing his/her feelings, problems, and dissatisfactions. This sense of safety is the foundation upon which a couple negotiates things that are bothering them. 

It's common for each person to come into a relationship with certain expectations about how things will be. But without the ability to communicate and negotiate, these issues become sources for power struggles that almost always damage the relationship.

HABIT #4 - USE GOOD COMMUNICATION SKILLS TO RESOLVE HOT ISSUES

The technique that every couple must learn is called the "listener-speaker technique." The problem with the way most couples argue is that they try to find solutions before fully giving each other the chance to say what they need to say. The speaker-listener technique ensures that before you can engage in solution talk, each person feels they have been fully heard.

Only after each person has been fully heard, do you proceed to problem solving.


Here's how it works: One person holds an object in their hand which symbolizes that he or she has the floor. While one person has the floor, the other person can only listen by repeating back or paraphrasing what the other person said. The listener can stop the speaker if s/he is saying too much for the listener to repeat back. 

When couples use this technique, it automatically ensures that each person will be able to say everything s/he needs to say without interruption, rebuttals, criticism or attack. Only after each person has been fully "heard," do you then proceed to problem solving.

HABIT #5 - CONSTANTLY TURN TOWARD EACH OTHER, RATHER THAN AWAY

When you pass your spouse sitting at her desk doing some work, do you stop and rub her shoulders, give her a kiss on the cheek, and whisper something nice in her ear -- or do you just walk on by? This is the meaning of "turning toward" as opposed to "turning away."

Happily married couples have ways to constantly be emotionally close to each other. 


Marriage research shows that happily married couples do a lot of turning toward each other whenever they get the chance. They look for ways to be physically and emotionally close to each other. Turning toward each other means making each other your number one priority. 

Another important aspect of turning toward each other is doing things together that you both enjoy. Taking walks together, drinking coffee together after dinner, learning Torah together, and listening to music together, are all examples of how couples turn toward each other. 

A powerful way to turn toward each other is to show the ultimate respect -- by standing when your spouse enters the room. Sounds old-fashioned? It is. But it's a powerful way to turn toward your spouse, make him/her feel very special.

Couples who "turn away" from each other don't develop closeness. It's a basic principle stated in the Talmud, "A good deed begets another good deed. A bad deed begets another bad deed."

HABIT #6 - INFUSE YOUR LIVES WITH SHARED MEANING

I often ask singles the following question: "After you're married, what do you plan to do for the next 40 years?" And I usually follow-up by saying, "And besides having fun, what else will you do with each other?"

The ultimate in meaning is to share a common philosophy of life purpose.


Human beings need meaning like we need water. Happily married couples enrich their relationship by sharing meaningful experiences with each other. The ultimate in meaning is to share a common philosophy of life and life purpose. This is why couples who observe Shabbat together, and learn Torah together, have great sources of meaning built into their lives. 

Some other specific ways of infusing your relationship with meaning are visiting the sick together, making a shiva call together, or preparing a meal together for a mother who just gave birth. 

When couples share truly meaningful experiences, they bond on a deeper level.

These six habits may seem small, but when practiced intentionally and consistently, they will form the backbone of a deeply fulfilling marriage. 
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***Marriage Builders Six great ways to strengthen your relationship during the parenting years.

by Susan Alexander Yates

When I heard the front door open and John's briefcase plop down on the floor, I knew I should put the spaghetti sauce aside and give my husband a big "welcome home" hug. I already heard the kids shouting, "Daddy's home, Daddy's home!"

But I didn't feel like it. I was bone tired from being cooped up with five kids, ages two to nine, all day. It seemed as though John and I just passed in the night. Our conversations revolved around matters as deep as who was going to pick up the dry cleaning; we never shared the way we used to before life got so crazy with the kids. We didn't have time or energy to connect, and I felt as though we were drifting apart.

Help, Lord, I said as I put down the spatula to go greet him. Please show me how we can grow closer instead of pulling apart.

While I love my kids, I want and need to continue to grow in my marriage. How do I do this in the midst of raising children plus handling everything else that's on my plate? Here are six actions that have helped me strengthen my marriage.

1. REVERSE THE DRIFT. Life feels crazy when you're changing diapers all day or breaking up yet another fight between siblings. Then your time becomes consumed with soccer games, homework, carpooling, volunteering, and perhaps working outside the home. When the last child leaves the nest, you wonder, What do my husband and I have in common besides the kids?

In every season of parenting, the tendency is to drift apart, to let the children's needs take over. It's so subtle, you may not even realize it's happening. That's why it's important to keep your relationship with your mate your first priority. You'll have your children at home for 18 years, but, God willing, your spouse will be there for a lifetime.

In our case, John and I realized we needed a way to let our kids know Mom and Dad's relationship came first. So when John got home from work, we began having a cup of tea together and visiting for 20 minutes. Then he played with the kids while I got dinner ready. We told the kids they could be in the same room but not speak to us during our "tea time." The first night they gathered around us and tried to monopolize things, but we held firm. When they realized we meant it, they quickly became bored and left us alone.

During our time together, we asked questions that called for more than a one-word answer—questions such as, "What is something that happened today that made you feel satisfied? How are you feeling about yourself? If we had unlimited funds, perfect childcare, and three days of vacation, what would you want to do?"

At first these questions seemed awkward, especially for John. When I asked him how he felt about himself, he responded, "I don't feel, I just do my job." However, the more we talked, the more he realized he did have feelings.

Our "tea talks" were one creative way we carved out some time each day without kids to dig deeper in our relationship and reverse our marriage drift. See what works for you and your husband's schedule.

2. TACKLE DIFFICULT ISSUES. In our marriage, our issue was our lack of time to talk deeply while raising five kids. For Sally and Jay, it was how to discipline their two preteens. Sally was more lenient, while Jay believed in firm discipline. Their different approaches caused dissension in their marriage.

If you and your husband disagree over how to discipline your kids, tackle the problem head on. Seek out a godly older couple who has raised their kids. Ask them to meet with you, advise you, and pray for you. If necessary, seek out a professional counselor who specializes in parent-child issues. You need to agree on how you operate together, or your kids will come between you.

After a couple of disasters in which I said "no" to something and John said "yes"—and we got mad at each other and the kids in the process—we sat down to determine our parental policies and actually wrote them out. We changed our policies as our kids grew, but writing them out forced us to come to an agreement rather than let the kids pull us apart.

3. STEAL TIME FOR EACH OTHER. When our kids were young, we used to trade babysitting with another couple twice a year for a weekend getaway. Once we had five kids, it was harder to find anyone who wanted to trade! But I learned the value of a few nights away alone to nurture our marriage.

On one occasion, I was exhausted and we hadn't had any time alone in a while, so we got a babysitter to come to our house and went to a motel one mile away so we could have dinner and a night alone. I had to take a nursing baby along, but at least she didn't talk! Finally, the two of us were able to speak in complete sentences.

My friend Ellen's husband travels. It can be hard when he comes home from a long trip to reconnect as a couple when the children want and need to see their dad. So, often Ellen arranges for childcare, meets her husband at the airport, then they go to a hotel for 24 hours together before they head home. This gives them a chance to reconnect and models for their kids the importance of spending time with your mate.

As women, we need to take initiative and be creative. Put young kids to bed early and plan a romantic picnic. Light candles and put on music. Dine in a skimpy nightgown. The atmosphere will have a positive impact on you, and you'll have an impact on your husband.

4. GIVE ATTENTION TO THE LITTLE THINGS. When our daughter, Allison, was newly married, I went to visit her and her new husband. I noticed how thoughtful she was of Will. She made an effort to do things for him. She asked him if he would like a cup of coffee and she fixed it for him. As I watched, it dawned on me, I used to do that, too. Now, I just figure if John wants it, he'll get it himself. I was shocked to realize I'd become lazy in being kind.

It's so easy to become overwhelmed with the demands of kids and career. With all these pressures, it's natural to forget to think of each other. Men need appreciation and affirmation. They aren't often as demanding as we are, but that doesn't mean they don't need care. Thank your husband today for something you take for granted. Tell him something you admire in him. 

5. GRAB SOME GIRLFRIEND TIME. Recently I joined ten other women for a surprise slumber party for my friend Sue's birthday. We did skits, cooked, laughed, and talked and talked. It was thoroughly invigorating. All that estrogen would have exhausted any man! Yet for us it was pure encouragement. Women need women—because we understand each other.

When my kids were little, I quickly learned I needed to be in a small group with other mothers of young children. It was all too easy for me to expect my husband to understand why I was feeling down from a long day of changing diapers, wiping noses, and breaking up sibling fights. Sometimes John just couldn't seem to understand or appreciate me. I finally realized it was unrealistic to expect him to! What I needed were other young moms who could say, "I know just how you feel. You're normal!"

We need other women to encourage us to grow in Christ and to move us closer to our husband. It's dangerous to spend time with women who bash husbands. Instead, seek one or two women who will hold you accountable for growing in your walk with the Lord and loving your husband more.

Godly girlfriends can make you a better wife and mother. Too often we look to our husband to meet needs that would be better met by going to God first and then to some other women.

6. PRACTICE FORGIVENESS. I can't tell you how many times I've had to go to my husband and my kids and say, "I shouldn't have said (or done) what I did, and I need to ask you to forgive me." I go not because I feel like it, but because God has called me to ask for forgiveness and to grant it.

Our children need to learn how to do this in their future marriages and with their children. They learn as they watch us. So when I want to lash out at my husband, withdraw from him, or blame him, I remember the kids. I know that more than anything they need parents who love each other and who work through problems. They need parents who search for little ways to strengthen communication, parents who show kindness even when they don't feel like it. And most of all, they need a strong family in which their parents seek God first.

Susan Alexander Yates, a TCW regular contributor, is a speaker and author of several books, including And Then I Had Teenagers: Encouragement for Parents of Teens and Preteens (Baker).DATE YOUR MATE—Without Leaving the House!

Try one of these budget-friendly ideas for growing closer to your spouse:

AUTHOR A LOVE LETTER. Dress for the occasion, turn on your favorite music, and place stationery and pens on a table. Then dim the lights, light some candles, and let the fun begin. Decide ahead of time if you'll read the letters aloud when you're finished, or if you'll douse them with your spouse's favorite perfume/cologne, place them in envelopes, and mail them to each other in the near future. 

FLIP THROUGH FAMILY PHOTO ALBUMS. What's your favorite memory about each child's birth? Where was your favorite vacation? How have you and your spouse changed over the years? (Don't just answer that one physically!)

GAZE AT THE STARS. If you have young children, be sure to set up your baby monitor for this one! Take blankets outside and stargaze. Look for particular constellations or just watch for a falling star. Discuss the wonders of God's creation.

KISS AND TELL. Reminisce about all the special times in your relationship. Recall your first date, first kiss, favorite date, first vacation, favorite honeymoon memory, and as many other "firsts" as you can.

INDULGE IN A NEW (OR OLD!) HOBBY. You probably have a few separate hobbies, right? Tonight, choose one of those hobbies to work on together. Collect stamps or coins, craft a wood project, or put together a jigsaw puzzle.

VIEW AN OLD SITCOM. Prior to the date, tape an old show, perhaps one you watched in your early dating days, from one of those oldies television networks. Watch the tape together and remember other TV shows you used to view.

—Julie Lavender

***Becoming One: A Foundational Principle for a Passionate Marriage

by Michael Smalley

Amy and I were locked in what felt like mortal combat. Neither was willing to give in to the other's wish. To make matters worse, both of us had legitimate needs and feelings that we were not willing to give up. This is where our true struggle began. 

It was the fall of our third year of marriage. We'd already survived several major arguments, and actually came out closer as friends and lovers. But this one was different. Before, when we argued, the resolution seemed to always make sense. Like the time we survived the big "Money Management Fight". I finally understood that it wasn't "smart" financing to not tell my wife when and how much money I withdrew from that wonderful invention, the ATM machine. Therefore our checkbook never matched the bank statement that would arrive once a month. The checkbook not matching up to the bank statement did not bother me because my philosophy for a balanced checking account was to switch banks when things got "confused"! However, Amy had a different opinion than mine. The resolution to this problem was fairly obvious, KEEP THE RECEIPTS! Though the argument we were locked in now had no possible Win/Win solution, or at least it didn't seem to have one in the beginning. 

It all started one night as I returned home from my work as a marriage and family intern therapist. I immediately sensed the mood in the room. There was a familiar aura about it, then it struck me. Before Amy could say anything, I knew she was pregnant. We were going to have our second OOOPS. You might think that after our first unplanned pregnancy we would have learned how to prevent a second, but alas, we were slow learners. 

Both of us immediately panicked. Actually, Amy had already spent the better part of the day panicked. How could we finish school with two children? I had one more year in my masters program, but Amy had just started her two-year program. That meant that Amy would be pregnant during her first year, and we would have two children during her second year in the program. 

We wouldn't be able to afford to have both children in daycare, and were not truly willing to put an infant in daycare. This meant that either Amy had to drop out of Wheaton College and attend a school closer to family in Missouri so we could both pursue our dreams, or I could take a year off from my work to stay at home full time so Amy could finish at Wheaton College. 

As marriage and family therapists, we were able to recognize that both of us had legitimate needs and feelings. I had just spent three grueling years obtaining my education and I had an intense need to use that education. Amy had a legitimate need to finish her education at an elite program in which she had already developed many lasting friendships. We were stuck. 

I felt that she was being selfish in not wanting to move to Missouri, where we could both pursue our dreams while family and friends helped with the children. She felt that I was being selfish in not wanting to stay at home for one year so she could finish her degree at Wheaton College. 

Then one day, after two solid weeks of arguing, we reached the breaking point. In a small bagel shop in Wheaton, Illinois, Amy and I exploded, only as therapists can explode. There we were quietly bombarding each other with hurtful words and false accusations, making sure no one could hear us. I finally stood up and announced, "Well fine! I have to go now and counsel couples!" I stormed out of the restaurant and headed for the counseling clinic, where I was supposed to help couples get along better! 

What happened next was nothing short of a miracle. Before I entered the counseling room, I met with my supervisor. I stepped into her office, definitely not in the mood to discuss anything close to therapy or helping people. She never looked at me, but simply said, "I think we need to just meet in silence." So there I sat, sprawled on her couch, eyes closed, and head leaned back. It was then the miracle occurred. 

Lying there on her couch, an image entered my head so clear that I nearly reached out to touch it. It was Christ gently laying down his left hand to be nailed to the cross. Next came his right hand, in the same fashion he gently laid down to be hammered to his wooden cross. It was such a powerful image that I immediately began to weep. 

This was the answer to our struggle. This was the answer to any couple's struggle. Laying down your life for the needs and feelings of your mate. Christ literally went through Hell so we might have life and have it more abundantly. I wasn't willing to give up one year of work to spend valuable time with my children and to help my wife finish her degree at a school she loved. 

If we want to have a satisfying marriage, one where the passion and excitement never end, we must be willing to sacrifice our own needs for the needs of our mate. In other words, we need to be selfless. 

When couples, much like us, are entrenched in conflict, there is one major theme pervading the problem. Neither side is willing to give up their position. How can we have harmony when we are not willing to accept the feelings of our mate? In order to successfully solve our marriage conflicts, we must be able to take on the perspective of our mate. We must be focused toward enhancing the welfare of our mate. 

When we are selfless, it is like a beautiful dance, where both partners glide around the room of marriage with utter ease and confidence. But the key is that it is a couple's dance. There's no room for stylish single's dancing. This is meant to be a Waltz, not a Mosh Pit! If only one spouse is concentrating on being selfless, the strategy will fail. It takes two to tango, and two to make selflessness work in marriage. 

By becoming selfless, we open the possibilities to truly experience the joy and satisfaction in our marriage God intended. When God said, "and the two shall become one", what do you think God meant? Our feeling is the only way we can experience the full benefit of marriage is when we give of ourselves for the good of our mate. This is the ultimate oneness! 

So how did we resolve our dilemma? After my clear image of what Christ did for me, it was simple. I told Amy I would do whatever it took to help her finish school at Wheaton College. Amy was overcome with gladness, and amazingly, so was I. 

I had no idea at the time how valuable my year would be as a stay-at-home father. One of the most amazing lessons learned from our experience was that of reciprocation. Because I was willing to put Amy's needs ahead of mine, she intern was willing to do the same for me . When couples act for the complete good of their mate, guess what, their mate wants to do the same. It's like the most infectious disease ever discovered. 

God does a funny thing when we are truly selfless; God rewards us. I know it would have been a different outcome if I was simply "giving in" to Amy just so God would reward me later. It does not work this way. Only when selflessness comes from a complete desire for the good of our mate, and not our own, will we reap the rewards for ourselves as well as the marriage. The reward will be the true intimacy and passion that God intended for marriage.

© 2002 Smalley Online. Used by permission.

***Making Couple Time (1st title-Hounded by the Foxes-Nabbing the thieves that steal your intimacy_.

By Joseph and Linda Dillow and Peter and Lorraine Pintus

When Dara and Kevin were in premarital counseling, their pastor asked them to list five habits or personality traits about the other person that they found annoying. Dara stared at her blank piece of paper and said, "Honestly, nothing about Kevin annoys me." 

By their 10-year anniversary her grievance list had grown, primarily because of the stress of managing two kids, a demanding job, a monstrous mortgage, and an incontinent cat. These made even the little problems between her and Kevin major annoyances, and left her little energy for sex. 

Every couple wishes the romance and starry-eyed love could last forever. But at some point every husband and wife must cross the invisible line between fantasy love and real life, where the majority of marriage is lived out.

Even King Solomon and the Shulammite crossed that line as problems threatened to erode their intimacy: "Catch for us the foxes, the little foxes that ruin the vineyards, our vineyards that are in bloom" (Song of Songs 2:15). She told him, "We've got problems. Can't you see those little foxes? They're going to ruin everything for us. Do something about this."

Most Old Testament scholars agree that the vineyards in this verse represent Solomon and the Shulammite's love. Everything seems perfect, except that she spies some little foxes in their vineyard, and warns Solomon of their presence. While seemingly harmless, foxes dug holes and passages that loosened the soil around the vines, preventing them from developing a stable root system. In this instance, that root system is their intimacy.

Proverbial symbols of destroyers, the little foxes in this passage symbolize the small problems that gnaw at the root of their love.

We must catch those foxes that gnaw at the root of our love, because if we don't, they'll destroy our desire for sexual intimacy. 

A recent cover of Newsweek showed a husband and wife in bed, dressed in full-length pajamas. He stares blankly at a computer on his lap while she shovels spoonfuls of Häagen-Dazs into her mouth, a zoned-out look on her face. A blaring headline reads, "No Sex, Please, We're Married." The subtitle asks, "Are Stress, Kids, and Work Killing Romance?"

The answer? Yes! Stress is eating us alive. And the two most common foxes, or intimacy killers, for married couples? Work and kids.

Intimacy stealer #1: overwork

Work, work, work. According to former Labor Secretary Robert Reich, Americans worked 350 hours more this year than last year, and this upward trend continues. And the result is neglected marriages.

John works 75 hours a week under the guise of providing for his family. Amy's request for him to spend more time at home unleashes strong emotion in them both. He's angry: "Doesn't she understand the pressure I'm under?" She's despondent: "Doesn't he see he's becoming a stranger to me?" 

Men are not the only ones who suffer from overwork. Women who are employed full time are usually still the main family and house managers. And don't forget about stay-at-home moms. 

Lynne is a stay-at-home mom. You'd think she'd have time on her hands, but she homeschools their five children, manages the household, teaches Sunday school, and sells cosmetics on the side. 

If you asked Lynne, "How's your sex life?" she'd answer, "Sex—what's that?" 

It used to be that several times a year, Americans took a vacation. They retreated to a quaint cabin (with no television) by a mountain lake, where they sipped lemonade, listened to the katydids chirp, and enjoyed the chance to get away from the phone and their daily routine. These days, instead of getting away, we take it all with us. On our last vacation, we each took a cell phone and a laptop. Count it up: between us, five days away with four cell phones, four laptops, two Palm Pilots, and two Day-Timers. 

Unfortunately, constant connections with the outside world can leave us disconnected from our mate. 

Intimacy stealer #2: children

First you married, then you had kids. Problems surface when couples reverse this order. We best serve our kids when we make our marriage our first priority. Children, while gifts from God and a joy to parents, require constant care, diminishing opportunities for intimacy. Cassie told us: "I've got three preschoolers. I'm so exhausted from kids pulling on me all day that by bedtime, I can hardly move. Then my husband wants sex, and he wonders why I'm irritated. The last thing I need is another person pulling on my worn-out body." 

Murphy's Law says, "Sex makes little kids. Kids make little sex."

Jody and Linda: Years ago, when our kids were preschoolers, we realized we needed some time alone as a couple. After years of being pregnant and nursing, Linda was beyond exhausted. So we planned a weekend away. We secured a woman to stay with our children. Everything was in place—and then the babysitter got sick. So we planned a second getaway. Again, we spent days getting every detail in place—then Linda got sick. On our third attempt, we thought, Surely this time it will happen—and the car broke down. Our attempts to be alone were adding more stress to our already stressed-out lives, but we were determined to spend time together, without kids. On the fourth try we had our weekend away. It was glorious, well worth fighting for.

Steal it back!

In our busy, stress-filled lives, we race from work to children to marriage, and in our race we end up putting out fires rather than living by priority. One couple described it this way: "We keep saying we'll find time for us—next year will be different, the kids will be older, work commitments will be different. We've been saying these things for five years and nothing has changed. We've finally realized we must find time today, this week, not next year."

Perhaps part of the problem is our perspective. It isn't about finding time; it's about making time. 

So what do we do about work and kids? How can we catch these foxes and recapture intimacy?

1. Talk to God. If your heart isn't right, you'll dismiss how to spend more time with each other with an apathetic shrug, and a "No, I don't want to do that." The starting place to create time for your mate is to ask God to instill in you a desire to make your sex life a top priority.

2. Schedule time on your calendars. Sit down together with your calendars. Across the top of a piece of paper, write the name of each family member, making a column for each. List the activities associated with each person, and how much time that activity takes each week. Be sure to include transportation time as well as time spent in planning or preparing for the activity. Your goal is to review all your current activities so you can recover a minimum of two hours a week and one weekend a year that the two of you can devote to time alone together. To accomplish this goal, you'll need to eliminate or curtail certain activities on your list. Review each activity and ask these questions: Can this be eliminated from our schedule? If not, how can we minimize its drain on our time? Discuss how you can grab two hours a week to focus on each other, and mark out that time on your schedule.

3. Interview an older couple. Invite for dinner one or two older couples whose marriages you respect. Ask them questions such as: How did you keep your marriage a priority? How did you make time for intimacy? What's your most memorable romantic time together? What suggestions do you have for us as a couple? Is there anything you'd change about the priority you placed on your relationship? 

Their wisdom will inspire you to create marriage minutes together.

4. Brainstorm with couples your age. Organize a "Potluck With a Purpose" and invite couples who also want time together. Ask every couple to be prepared to share three creative things they've done to grab marriage minutes. Compile a master list and ask the couples if they're willing to meet every six months (or year) to update the list. 

5. Fast from television for one week. You'll be shocked how much time you'll have for romance when you turn off the tube. Try it for one week and see the difference it makes in finding time to enjoy your intimacy. 

6. Hire a babysitter. Don't waste your babysitting dollars on going to see a movie! Instead, hire a sitter to take your kids to a park Saturday morning for two hours while you spend that time at home—in bed.

7. Schedule a motel date. When curious teenagers fill the house and won't go to bed before midnight, it can short circuit your love life. Leave your teens with a pizza and a good movie, pack a picnic basket filled with fun food, a CD player, candles, and scented lotion, and go to a motel from 5-11 p.m. You'll be amazed at how much loving and talking you can do with no ringing phones! It's cheaper than dinner out and a movie— and more fun! 

8. Enjoy the Sabbath rest. God asks us to take a Sabbath rest. Our bodies were made for a day of rest once a week. We encourage you to work and do activities with your kids for six days, but then take off one day. No work. No shopping. No running to sports activities. Instead, set aside the entire day to worship God, take naps, rest, and play together. This is part of intimacy—finding rest in each other, lying in each other's arms, and enjoying the closeness without the stress of life. 

Adapted from Intimacy Ignited. ©2004 by Joseph and Linda Dillow and Peter and Lorraine Pintus. Used by permission of NavPress.
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***A Time to Laugh--Why having fun keeps the joy in our marriage.

By Erin Smalley

I'm married to a joker. Greg can see the funny side of anything, even in the dead of night, or when disaster strikes. He's always playing practical jokes on me. So I was delighted the day I finally got "pay back."

My plan was simple: hide in a dark corner and ambush Greg as he walked in the house from the garage. It was perfect! While some people don't like to be scared, my husband thrives on it. I knew he'd find it hilarious—and I'd get him back for all his practical jokes.

The garage door lifted slowly as Greg's Honda Civic approached after a long day at work.

He'll never expect this, I thought, and laughed as I anticipated the look on his face.

I giggled as I hid in the corner awaiting his arrival. I remained perfectly still as the door opened. Greg took two steps in and then noticed a dark, sinister figure standing near his left shoulder. At that exact moment I leaned in toward him. Startled, Greg let out a shrieking yelp and flew back into the door.

"Sweet revenge!" I yelled as Greg massaged his pounding heart. We exchanged high-fives and embraced. "Welcome home!" I said, as we both laughed.

After Greg and I settled into a quiet evening, I began to reflect on the fact that one of my favorite things about our marriage is the fun we have together. I smiled as I remembered Greg's scream and the joy it gave me to scare him. The best part was when, later that evening, he told me how my little practical joke actually helped him feel connected to me. Who knew that my prank could turn into emotional intimacy?

During our 12 years of marriage, Greg and I have discovered that laughter is healthy, both emotionally and physically. Having a sense of humor helps keep our relationship fresh.

One of the first things that attracted me to Greg was his ability to make me laugh. Laughter brought me joy during our courtship, and it continues to bring me happiness all these years later. Often in the midst of life's chaos, a simple smile or a giggle can lighten tense situations. It creates a relaxed kind of intimacy. Greg claims that after a long day at work, coming home to an environment filled with laughter significantly eases his stress level.

Humor in marriage has always fascinated me. As I researched what the experts had to say about fun in marriage, I was overwhelmed by its importance. In his book Fighting for Your Marriage, marriage researcher Dr. Howard Markman reports that the amount of fun couples had together emerged as the single strongest factor in their overall marital happiness. Other positives were occurring in these relationships—but good relationships became great when they were preserving both the quantity and quality of fun times together.

But the sad truth is that many couples no longer share the type of fun they had when they were dating or newly married. It's almost as though the daily grind of life has zapped their ability and/or desire to have fun together. It certainly make sense: keeping up with jobs, kids, church, and friends makes it increasingly difficult to find time together. Throw conflict into the pot, and you have the perfect environment for removing the fun from life.

Greg and I made a commitment that our relationship would never lose that sense of fun. So we've made it a priority—we even schedule it on our calendars! And we protect that time. We don't talk about difficult topics or bring up subject matter that may lead to conflict.

Over the years I can recall how laughter and fun have influenced both stressful and joyful times in our home. From recovering after a C-section delivery (although that did hurt to laugh!) to roaring at the hilarious things our kids say to planning our practical jokes, laughter has continued to bring Greg and me closer in our relationship. And that, of course, has been great fun!

Erin Smalley, a family counselor at the Smalley Marriage Institute (www.smalleymarriage.com), lives and laughs in Missouri.
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***Joy Ride

Mike and Amy Nappa found out what makes marriage fun 

by Annette LaPlaca


Mike Nappa grew up without his dad around, so he never lived up close to a marriage. As a boy watching the adults around him, it seemed that couples were always bickering, always struggling. He wanted to get married—for the love, the companionship—but he was gearing himself up to grit his teeth and endure the hard stuff. 

Then he married Amy and got the shock of his life. "The biggest surprise was that marriage is so much fun," he says now. "I'd rather be with Amy than with anybody else. I didn't expect marriage to be such a blast." 

It's not that Amy is a paragon of perfection or that Mike is the most easygoing husband in the world. They're human—complete with pet peeves and personality quirks. And it's not that their nearly 13 years of marriage, most of them spent working together, have been pain-free. But by God's grace, the Nappas have uncovered a few secrets for creating fun and enjoying each other. 

Talk about Impulsive
While Mike and Amy were students at Biola University in Southern California, Mike missed a day of class and needed to borrow somebody's notes. When he took the notes back to the girl he'd borrowed them from, her roommate, Amy, answered the door. 

"I thought, 'Wow—who's this?'" Mike says. 

"We'd already met a few weeks before in the school cafeteria," says Amy. "He just forgot." 

"Sometimes second impressions are stronger," he insists. 

They ran into each other occasionally because of mutual friends, and then school let out. Amy was sticking around for the summer semester before her senior year, and she got a job at Zale's Jewelers at a nearby mall. She hadn't counted on Mike being the assistant manager. 

"It was part of my job to train every new employee," says Mike, as if he needed an excuse to pay attention to Amy. 

"After a week, he asked me on a date," explains Amy. "Ten days later he asked me to marry him." 

And she said yes? "He was serious about living for God. That attracted me," Amy explains. "For example, almost every guy I'd dated (even at a Christian college) only seemed to care about sex. So once we'd started dating, I kept waiting for Mike to try to get me alone. Finally one night he pulled me into the dark dorm kitchen. I thought 'Uh-oh!' But then he said, 'I want you to pray with me.' He was different from every other guy I'd known." 

Of course, she thought he was "fun and creative and handsome" too. "But mainly," she insists, "I could see he was already living a godly, consistent life—the way I'd want a husband to live." 

And how did Mike know Amy was right for him? "Oh, Amy is so easy to love," he says. "She had everything I wanted in a wife. It was a matter of choosing. I chose to love her, and after that my impatience kicked in. I thought, 'We love each other, let's just get on with the marriage." 

Three months later they married. Amy finished her senior year while Mike dropped out to work full-time. Then they both worked while Mike finished his degree. 

Fun and Games
The Nappas started out broke. "We were so poor," says Mike, happily. "All we had was each other. No money for a TV, no money to go out to dinner or the movies. We ate a lot of macaroni and cheese … " 

"A lot!" agrees Amy. "We played board games constantly. That first year we played Boggle—until Mike had the nerve to start beating me. We could afford those games and walks in the park and having friends over. We didn't even have money to pay for long-distance calls to our families. It was a good time for us to learn to depend on each other." 

Amy took it for granted that their home would be a place of fun, games and laughter. "My dad laughs all the time and tells jokes," she explains. "My mom is the prankster. The first time she met Mike she tried to dump an ice cube down his back. My childhood memories are joyful—not memories of fighting." 

"We are our own entertainment," says Mike. He and their son, Tony, who was born when they'd been married three years, love to make up new games and then talk Amy into playing with them. 

"They've only rarely broken the furniture," says Amy. "One of their favorites is the Elvis Olympics, which involves a lot of dancing and Elvis impersonating. We have to close the curtains." 

"I'm ashamed to confess I've passed a love of Elvis on to my son," says Mike. "And now to Tiffany too." Tiffany is Mike's 10-year-old niece, who's living with the Nappas. 

"We've found we have to plan to have fun," says Mike. "If I want to go do something fun, I think, 'Why should I do this alone?' We like to say to each other, 'You know what was best about this or that? That you were there.'" 

"Whenever Mike and Tony were cooking up some new game, he'd come and say to me, 'Want to come join us?'" says Amy. "Then, once when Tony was tiny, he made a slip of the tongue. He said, 'Want to come enjoy us?' We liked that so much, we still say it. Sharing the fun is so much about enjoying each other." 

Ups and Downs
But Amy's and Mike's joy goes deeper than fun and games. These two have found a secret contentment, no matter what challenges come along. Their marriage has encountered its fair share of tough times. 

After conceiving Tony easily, the Nappas struggled for years with secondary infertility. After miscarrying when Tony was a toddler, Amy felt confident that they'd have more children. It got tougher as time went by and they didn't conceive. "I got bitter about it," she admits. "I thought, 'God, I kept a good attitude despite that miscarriage—and you never rewarded me for that.' Eventually I started realizing that God didn't owe me anything. If anything, he'd given me everything!" 

When Tony was seven, they had already made plans to adopt a child when Amy found she was expecting again. "We were thrilled," says Mike. "We thought, 'Great. It'll be like having twins.'" 

But Amy miscarried again. Then, two weeks before the baby they planned to adopt was born, the birth mother opted to keep her baby. 

A few months after that, another adoption fell through. "This time, Tony really went through the disappointment too," remembers Mike. "He'd cleared all his toys out of his room to make half the room a nursery. He was so excited. I had to go in at bedtime one night and tell him we weren't getting the baby. He sat up, didn't say a word, and tears started streaming down his cheeks. I held him for two hours 'til he cried himself to sleep." 

After two more failed adoptions, the Nappas got off the emotional roller coaster. "First it was doctors," says Amy, "then it was social workers and scraping to afford the expense of adoption. We love our son. We agreed that if we can only have one kid, Tony's a great kid to have." 

A second big hurdle the Nappas have had to jump is that of Mike's chronic nausea. Two years ago he underwent routine gall-bladder surgery and didn't recover as he should have. Instead he was constantly sick to his stomach, throwing up two or three times a day and often bedridden by extreme nausea. 

"Unfortunately, I've always been impatient with people who are sick," says Amy. "I have this two-day limit. I can be nice—bring in a book to read, a glass of juice—for two days. After that, I expect people to get better and get on with life. Then Mike was sick month after month after month. I had to fight against resenting him, reminding myself, 'He doesn't want to be sick.'" 

Their joy goes deeper than fun and games. 

The Nappas found a secret contentment. 

No one knew what was causing the nausea. "They kept telling me it was psychosomatic," says Mike. "But I knew it was real. I couldn't even drive to the grocery store without stopping to be sick. The third doctor I saw diagnosed it. The bad news is that it's something we're probably going to deal with for the rest of our lives. But medication helps." 

Mike will always have a low nausea threshold. "I can't ride in a car without being the driver. Otherwise I get sick. Bad smells make me sick. If someone's house is too warm I get sick. I had long hair for years, but I had to cut it because I'd get nauseous during the time it took to wash and rinse my hair." 

The condition has changed the Nappas' lives. "We've learned to enjoy the good moments," says Mike, "the times when I don't feel sick. Sometimes I'll say, 'Hey, I feel great right now. Let's go play basketball,' because I may be sick an hour later." 

Side by Side
Not only are the Nappas partners in life, they're also business partners. Through Nappaland Communications, based in Loveland, Colorado, they write magazine articles, together and separately, and they are the authors of several books, including A Heart Like His (Barbour). 

These days, Mike works on a laptop from bed, where he got most comfortable during his long days of illness. Amy works on her own computer. 

"She's such a good editor, I don't send anything out without running it past her first," Mike explains. "Some times I'm too flowery, too wordy." 

"And sometimes I'm too dry and practical in my writing," says Amy. "He'll say, 'What can we do to make this more attractive, word-wise?'" 

They complement each other well. "I love not having to go through a long litany of details about office stuff just to explain why I'm having a hard day or a great day," says Mike. 

"When Mike first started working from home, we had to balance things," Amy continues. "I was used to having the car, having the computer on my schedule. But now I'd never want him to leave." 

They agree that working together is a "great arrangement for family life," leaving time for Mike, Amy, Tony and Tiffany to enjoy plenty of Elvis Olympics. 
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***Exposed!How marriage uncovers the sin in our lives—and why that's a good thing.

By Gary Thomas

I've always thought of myself as reasonably patient and charitable—that is, until I got married and discovered how passionately annoyed I can become at pulling out empty ice cube trays.

When I grew up, my family had a simple rule: If you take out an ice cube, you refill the tray before you put it back in the freezer. Now I'll pull out a tray and find nothing more than half an ice cube.

It was amazing how much that small detail irritated me. I asked my wife, Lisa, "How much do you love me?"

"More than all the world," she professed.

"I don't need you to love me that much," I said. "I just want you to love me for seven seconds."

"What on earth are you talking about?"

"Well, I timed how long it takes to fill an ice cube tray and discovered it's just seven sec—"

"Oh Gary, are we back to that again?"

It finally dawned on me 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 inconvenience become a serious issue in my marriage? Was my capacity to show charity really that limited?

Indeed it was.

That's the day I discovered the truth about marriage: Marriage holds up a mirror to my sin. It forces me to face myself honestly and consider my character flaws, selfishness, and anti-Christian attitudes—even with something as trivial as ice cube trays.

Being so close to someone—which marriage necessitates—may be the greatest spiritual challenge in the world. There's no "resting," because I'm under virtual 24-hour surveillance. Not that Lisa makes it seem like that—it's just that I'm aware of it. Every movie I rent is rented with the understanding that I'll watch it with Lisa next to me. Every hour I take off for recreation is an hour that Lisa will know about. My appetites, lusts, and desires are in Lisa's full view.

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 unholiness in my life? I want to know about it. I want to change it."

This takes tremendous courage—courage I'm the first to admit I often lack. It means I'm willing to hear what displeases Lisa about me, as well as to overcome the paralyzing fear that she'll love me less or leave me because my sin is exposed.

I don't naturally gravitate toward the honesty and openness that leads to change. My natural inclination is to hide behind a glittering façade.

The first marriage was the setting 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 makeup. All of a sudden they felt kind of funny about being naked. And they started to blame each other.

An alternative to running

All of us enter marriage with sinful attitudes. When these attitudes surface, the temptation is to hide from them or even 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 married, I committed to allow myself to be known by Lisa. And that means she'll see me as I am—with my faults, prejudices, fears, and weaknesses.

This reality can be terrifying to contemplate. Dating is a dance in which we try to put the best face forward—hardly good preparation for the inevitable self-disclosure that results from marriage. In fact, I wouldn't be surprised if many marriages end in divorce because one or both partners are running from their own exposed weaknesses more than something they can't tolerate in their spouse.

But there's an alternative to running. We can use the revelation of our sin as a means to grow in humility, leading us to confessions and renouncement. Then we go the next step and adopt the positive virtue that corresponds to the sin we renounce. If we've used women in the past, we practice serving our wife. If we've been quick to ridicule our husband, we practice encouragement and praise.

We can view marriage as an entryway into sanctification—as a relationship that reveals our sinful behaviors and attitudes and give us the opportunity to address them before God. 

But here's the challenge: We can't give in to the temptation to resent our partner as our own weaknesses are revealed. Correspondingly, we give them the freedom and acceptance they need in order to face their own weaknesses. In this way, we can use marriage as a leg up, a piercing spiritual mirror, designed for our sanctification and growth in holiness.

If we approach this in the right manner and are willing to look honestly at ourselves, marriage can be like a photograph. Looking at pictures isn't always pleasant. I remember once when we looked at some new photos, and I realized for the first time how much weight I'd put on. "Whoa—where did that chin come from?" The natural inclination is to blame the camera angle, but the truth is, those 15 pounds were showing from every angle!

The same thing happens with our sin in marriage. We resent the revealed truth, and we're tempted to take it out on our spouse—the camera, so to speak.

Time for a change?

Much of our marital dissatisfaction stems in actuality 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.

The mature response, however, isn't to leave; it's to change—ourselves. 

Whenever marital dissatisfaction rears its head in my marriage—as it does in virtually every marriage—I simply recheck my focus. The times I'm happiest and most fulfilled in my marriage are the times when I'm intent on becoming a better husband rather than demanding a "better" wife.

As Christians, biblically speaking, we can't swap our spouse for someone else. But we can change ourselves. And that change can bring the fulfillment we mistakenly believe is found only by changing partners. In one sense, it's comical: yes, we need a changed partner, but the partner who needs to change is not our spouse, it's us!

I don't know why this works. I don't know how you can be unsatisfied maritally, then ask 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, only that it does work. It takes time—maybe years. But if your heart is driven by the desire to draw near to Jesus, you find joy by becoming like him. You'll never find that joy by doing something that offends Jesus—such as withdrawing from your spouse or instigating a divorce or an emotional or physical affair.

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

The choice is ours. Sin is a reality in this fallen world. It's how we respond to it that will determine whether our marriages become a casualty statistic or a crown of success.

Adapted from Sacred Marriage. © 2000 by Gary Thomas. Used by permission of Zondervan.

The Four Relational Germs

01/16/03

Dr. Howard Markman and Dr. Scott Stanley have discovered through over 20 years of research that there are four main risk factors (germs) that can lead to divorce. In their excellent book, Fighting For Your Marriage, they share that we greatly increase our chances of staying in love and in harmony if we avoid these four negative patterns. Here are the four main "germs" that can produce too much anger and possibly lead to divorce:

1. Withdrawal during an argument. Here one mate closes the other person out after an argument starts. For example, statements like:

"I'm not talking about that any more, it's too hurtful."

"I'll just leave the house if you continue talking about this. End of discussion; it's over."

"That subject is not open for discussion."

2. Escalating during an argument. Here, the argument can get ugly. Escalation is when a person starts defending or trying to win an argument. Here, he or she volleys back and forth with shame and defensive statements. For example, shouting, blaming each other, using degrading names directed at your mate and trying to win the argument instead of cooperating as a team to solve the disagreement. Statements like the following might be used during escalation:

"Don't you ever accuse me of that again!"

"It's your fault that he talks to me like that, you're a great example!"

"Forget it then. Go out with your friends, see if I care! Stay out all night, you like them better than me anyway."

There is usually an over use of the word "you" in an accusatory manner.

3. Belittling each other during an argument. Here, one mate accuses the other of being "dumb" or "stupid" in their thinking or feelings. Somehow, one mate is trying to belittle the other and prove that he or she is better than the other is. This is the most destructive potential divorce risk pattern. It is also the opposite choice of honor.

"That's the dumbest statement I have ever heard."

"When will you ever get it right?"

"You've been thinking from the wrong part of your body."

4. Having exaggerated or false beliefs about your mate during an argument. Here, one mate may believe that the other is trying to ruin or weaken the marriage on purpose.

"You're always including your family. They've been between us our whole married life!" "You don't see it do you? You're too negative and it's driving me away!" "You say you're sorry, but you keep doing the same mean things over and over. You'll never change!" The major problem with this fourth germ is that what humans believe about another, they tend to see and hear even if it isn't true. In other words, what you believe about another person (positive or negative), you will find evidence of that belief in everything he or she does or says.

Supplementary Resources

Secrets to Lasting Love Video Series—Dr. Gary Smalley

Making Love Last Forever book—Dr. Gary Smalley

Bound By Honor book—Dr. Gary Smalley & Dr. Greg Smalley

Fighting For Your Marriage book—Markman & Stanley

A Lasting Promise book—Dr. Scott Stanley & others
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4 Key Words To A Happy Home!

The home should be the happiest spot we can ever know on earth. In it we have the very closest and dearest relationships, and it can be the constant source of strength and inspiration. But to create and preserve the happiness of the home requires certain qualities and attitudes which may be designated by four key words. 

The first and most important of these is LOVE.

Ideally it is an unselfish love that brings a man and woman together to form a home, and ideally, it is love which increases that happiness of the home with children. The love which binds a family together is partly an impulse of nature, but in the Christian home, it is far more unselfish than a mere natural impulse. In Ephesians 5:25-31, the Apostle Paul says, "husbands, love your wives, even as Christ also loved the church and gave himself up for it; that he might sanctify it, having cleansed it by the washing of water with the word, that he might present the church to himself a glorious church, not having spot or wrinkle or any such thing, but it should be holy and without blemish. Even so ought husbands to love their own wives as their own bodies. He that loveth his own wife loveth himself: for no man ever hated his own flesh, but nourisheth it and cherished it, even as Christ also the church . . . For this cause shall a man leave his father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife; and the two shall become one flesh". This kind of love would lead a man to sacrifice his own pleasures, even his life, to assure the happiness and welfare of his wife. And who can doubt that the same unselfish love which a man should have for his wife, the wife should also have for her husband, and the parents should have for their children. 

Unfortunately, however, love can wither and die. To keep it alive and warm requires close association, attention and care. When parents both work and have little time for their children, they become in a measure strangers to them. By nature, children love their parents and long for their parent's love in return. Two teenagers, whose parents after work and the evening meal usually sat glued to the television till bed time, have testified that they felt so frustrated and bitter that they even wanted to put a bomb under the TV; yet they could not tell their parents how they felt. Warm personal love which expresses itself in affectionate association, care, and attention prevents such estrangement's and bitterness, and is the single greatest source of happiness in the home. No amount of money, fast cars, gifts, and gadgets can substitute for it. 

The second key word to happiness is FAITH:

Faith, in all its aspects trust, confidence, reliance brings happiness. If a home is to be happy parents must conduct themselves in such a way that they can have implicit faith in each other and inspire such faith also in their children. The basis of such mutual trust, however, is a faith in God and in all the attributes we associate with Him truth, integrity, fairness, compassion, mercy. If parents by their lives show their loyalty to God and his nature, they instinctively win the confidence of their children, and children likewise hold the confidence of their parents. They believe in one another. 

The third key word to happiness is SELF-DISCIPLINE:

Self-discipline is acquired only gradually and sometimes painfully through external discipline. A generation ago we entered the age of permissiveness, when children were allowed to make their own decisions, do their own thing. Today psychiatrists are almost universally agreed that instead of making children happier, this permissiveness has been a tragedy for both children and parents. It has led to drinking, drug abuse, crime, broken homes, and an alarming increase in teen-age suicides. Until children reach enough maturity in judgement and character to administer self-discipline, they must be guided by their parents. In Ephesians 6:1-3, the Apostle Paul says, "Children obey your parents in the Lord: for this is right. Honor thy father and thy mother (which is the first commandment with promise) that it may be well with thee, and that thou mayest live long on the earth". Obedience implies definite restrictions. Parents must emphasize with children that some things are right and some things are wrong, and must see that their children observe the limitations. But when instruction fails and discipline seems necessary, it must never be done through frustration or anger, but always with love. The apostle says in Ephesians 6:4, that -fathers are not to provoke their children to wrath, but nurture them in the chastening and admonition of the Lord. If this is done right, children actually love and respect their parents more, for they realize their parents love them enough to worry over and correct them. As the writer of Hebrews says in Chapter 12:9, our fathers chastised us, and instead of being estranged we "gave them reverence". Thus, chastening one in the right way may for the moment seem "grievous", yet the writer says it "yields peaceable fruit to them that have been exercised" by it (Chapter 12, verse 11). 

The fourth, key word to happiness is RESPONSIBILITY:

Responsibility grows naturally out of the first three. If a home is filled with love, with mutual confidence and trust, and has had the guidance and correction necessary to develop self-discipline, the natural result is a recognition of responsibility. Each member of the family feels a responsibility to the others, a responsibility to merit confidence and truth, a responsibility to keep one's promises, to carry out duties and assignments. As this sense of responsibility becomes a habit, it carries over to those outside the family, to employers, associates, and friends. 

When the members of a family have little or no confidence in each other, when they can seldom depend on their doing what they are supposed to do, you have the making of inevitable unhappiness and tragedy. But when the members of a family have full confidence in each other, and when through self-discipline they have formed the habit of responsibility, you have the sure foundation, not only of a happy family, but of successful lives. 

 Top 10 list of marriage mistakes:

1. Refusing sex when demanded. 1 Cor 7 

2. Creating a dependency link between the two roles of husbands loving their wives and of wives submitting to their husbands. 

3. Husbands failing to unconditionally love and honour their wives, even when they rebelliously refuse to submit. 

4. Wives failing to unconditionally submit to their husbands, even when they are treated badly. 

5. Limiting the extent of submission to "just the big stuff" instead of 100% of the smallest judgement areas. The wife may be the manager of the house, but the husband is the manager of the wife. 

6. Going to bed without resolving a problem. Harboring a grudge or anger from the previous day. 

7. Thinking that professional, certified marriage councilors or Ph D level psychiatrists will help at all. 

8. Thinking that a spouse may separate or divorce without sin. 

9. Wives who address their husbands above a "quiet, respectful, submissive, whisper", at any time. 

Refusing to physically discipline children with spankings from time to time, as needed.

**Love Is a Decision

If your marriage relationship doesn't have a destination, how will you know when you arrive? And why wait for love to materialize out of stardust, when you could choose excitement and romance—now?

There is a simple yet profound plan for a marriage of depth and warmth and excitement! Plan, you ask? Exactly! Good marriages are no accident. The rules are simple enough, you just need them outlined for you to follow in a profound guide. Tough times can strike any family relationship. But deciding to love—in practical ways outlined here—can result in relationships that are tougher than tough times.

Six elements to staying in love, included in Love Is a Decision, are:

· Making your spouse feel truly honored

· Learning the art of touching—tenderly

· Keeping courtship alive in your marriage

· Re-opening a heart closed by anger

· Building—or rebuilding—trust in a relationship

· Becoming best friends with your family

These six elements are the keys to Love. Love is not an emotion, love is not a feeling, love is not happen-stance. Love is a Decision. Love is waking up every day committed to honoring your mate by implementing the above six keys. If you want to have a great relationship, guess what, it's up to you.

We see so many couples come through our live events and counseling sessions who want us to "fix" them. They are wanting a better, more fun-filled and intimate marriage, but they don't know how to reach it. The most common and most fundamental thing these couples are lacking is the knowledge that love is a decision.
If you want to wake up each and every morning excited about your marriage, then deciding to do this is the first step. If you don't know how to make this first, most basic step, then “Love Is a Decision” will help you get there!

Click here to buy the book Love Is a Decision
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***Discovering Your Mate's Built-In Marriage Manual

by Dr. Greg Smalley

Do you ever do something you feel is loving for your mate, but he or she does not respond in a positive manner? One day, a well-meaning husband ran into this same frustration. The man wanted to do something special for his wife so he left work early and bought his wife some flowers, candy and a card. When he arrived home, with great pride, he presented the gifts and exclaimed, "Hi honey! I love you so much!" 

Immediately his wife started crying. "Everything's gone wrong today," she explained sobbing. "The baby's grouchy, the dishwasher won't work, and now you come home drunk!" 

As illustrated by the wife's reaction, sometimes we can do things for our mate to demonstrate our love, but it's not want they need. Many of us understand what we need to feel loved. However, what we may need isn't necessarily what our mate requires. For example, my wife Erin, likes me to compliment her appearance. On the other hand, if Erin never mentioned my appearance I wouldn't give it a second thought. Therefore, since I don't need Erin to compliment my appearance to feel loved, I then have a tendency not to notice her appearance. This is a common problem couples face: we have a tendency to demonstrate our love in the same manner that we like to receive it. The problem is that our mate may need something totally different than what we may provide. One important factor in marital satisfaction is discovering the specific things that your mate needs to feel loved. In other words, discovering his or her built-in marriage manual.

One simple way to uncover your mate's marriage manual is by making a list of what he or she needs to feel loved. I encourage you to set aside several hours of uninterrupted time and write down these specific things. As you construct your list, remember not to judge, disagree, or invalidate the things that your mate says. Remember, this is what he or she needs to feel loved. Also, write down things which are observable. In other words, instead of writing down "I want intimacy," write, "I need you to say you love me at least once a day," "We will make love twice a week," and "I need you to ask me about my day." These behaviorally specific statements can help your mate to translate vague statements into specific behaviors.

After you understand what your mate needs to feel loved, then you need to be held accountable to follow through. Your spouse has given you a tremendous gift by listing what he or she needs to feel loved. You literally now possess your mate's marriage manual. I strongly encourage you not to let this precious information go to waste. One of the best ways to be accountable is by asking a very simple question. On a regular basis, ask "On a scale from zero to ten, with ten being the best, how have I done this week in making you feel loved according to your needs?" As you consistently ask this question, you will be able to love your mate according to her needs and not your own.
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**Confessions of a Former Perfectionist--How four discoveries helped me realize my unreasonable expectations of my husband
By Kathy Collard Miller

One evening when I returned home from shopping, my husband, Larry, met me at the door, grinning. What's he up to? I wondered.

He led me into the kitchen and announced, "I did the dishes for you!"

As I hugged him and exclaimed, "Thank you!" I looked over his shoulder and noticed crumbs and drops of liquid on the counter.

But you haven't wiped the counter, I thought. You haven't finished the dishes! Before I could chastise him, I remembered how my struggles with perfectionism and impatience robbed me of enjoying and appreciating my wonderful husband. I thanked him again, determined not to allow his "mistakes" to bother me.

The next evening Larry did the dishes again. I realized he wouldn't have washed them a second time if I'd criticized him the day before. I witnessed again the power of affirming his attempts—even if they didn't meet my expectations.

Someone once said that a perfectionist is a person who takes great pains and passes them on to others. I would have given my husband a great pain that evening if I'd discounted his effort. Yet that's exactly what perfectionism does: It brings pain and destruction to our lives and marriages.

Throughout the first seven years of our marriage I struggled with perfectionist tendencies. Nothing Larry did was good enough. He wasn't a good enough provider—even though he worked two jobs to support our family while I stayed home with the kids. He didn't talk enough to me; he didn't help properly with the housework; he wasn't as concerned about my desires and expectations as I was. The list went on and on. My standards were set so high that Larry couldn't win—ever. Since Larry didn't meet all my needs, I believed I couldn't give him credit when he showed me love. Instead I focused on his inadequacies. No matter how Larry tried to please me, I found fault and pointed out his shortcomings to "motivate" him. I "punished" him with my displeasure by withholding sex, affection, joy.

My demands and impatience were destroying my marriage! Larry began to work more overtime, and when he was home, he tuned me out by reading or watching TV. My sense of failed expectations became so bad that I felt I didn't even love him anymore!

Then one day during my devotions, God opened my eyes to what I was doing. My behavior wasn't getting me what I wanted. So why was I continuing it? I'd thought, When Larry changes and meets my needs, then I can be joyful and content. But I realized he might never change! God wanted me to be joyful and content regardless.

From that day on I worked to reverse my attitude, become more patient, and strengthen our relationship by putting these four ideas into practice.

It's okay to give yourself a break.

I realized I couldn't give Larry a break, because I couldn't give myself one. Perfectionism can be called a kind of "dys-grace" or "ungrace" because it's the opposite of grace. Perfectionism says, I need to earn approval, while grace offers approval as a free gift.

I expected myself to be perfect because I felt God—and others!—required it. That pressure spilled into my marriage. From my perspective, I was striving for perfection—so my spouse should too!

Granting myself grace has been a gradual growth process. But if we believe that God understands our mistakes and messes—that he's willing to forgive—then we can stop expecting too much from ourselves and our spouse. In Philippians 1:6, the apostle Paul assures us God knows our weaknesses and won't give up on us: "For I am confident of this very thing, that He who began a good work in you will perfect it until the day of Christ Jesus" (NASB). As Christians, because we accepted that Jesus bore our sins when he died on the cross, you and I are already perfect in God's sight. We have nothing to prove; we're accepted.

It's okay to give your spouse a break.

Once I was able to understand that God grants me grace, I was able to offer grace and patience to my husband.

One day God helped me put that into practice. Larry, an amateur pilot, was out flying his plane while I was home cleaning the house. I sensed God say, "Tell Larry you love him." I was shocked. No! I thought. I don't love Larry. My unmet expectations had squelched my love—because love and a perfectionist attitude can't really coexist.

Besides, I thought, I haven't said those words to him in more than two years. If I say them now, he might think I approve of his negligence toward me and the kids. In my perfectionistic thinking since I didn't feel love for Larry all the time, I couldn't say I loved him.

Finally, I felt God whisper, "Think it the next time you see Larry."

That's strange, I thought. But if he doesn't hear me, then he can't use it against me. All right, Lord, I'll do it, even if it isn't true.

That evening when Larry returned, I stared at him, gulped, and thought, I love you … but I don't really.

Even though I obeyed God begrudgingly, an amazing thing happened. Over the following months, as I continued to think the words I love you whenever I looked at Larry, I began to feel love for him. I also recognized that I'd been holding Larry responsible for my happiness. As I received grace for myself and then offered it to Larry, my "all or nothing" thinking changed. I accepted the truth that Larry couldn't meet all my needs—only God could. In time, Larry noticed that I wasn't as angry and demanding. And our marriage became more comfortable and enjoyable for both of us.

It's okay to give positive feedback.

I remember one time when Larry was hanging pictures, I refrained from saying anything positive until all were placed precisely the way I wanted. I reasoned, If I tell Larry he's doing a great job before he's finished, he'll get lazy and not complete the project the way I need it done. I didn't realize I was discouraging him; I thought I was motivating him.

But excellence is doing our best with the resources at hand. Positive feedback is what really motivates my spouse—even in the middle of a project or when it may not be done as "perfectly" as I'd like! That's why I could say "thank you" the day he did the dishes, even though he hadn't wiped the counter. Years ago, I would have felt it was my duty to correct him immediately, withholding approval until the job was done exactly to my specifications.

When I sense the need to correct my spouse and withhold praise for the job he's done, I ask myself these questions: Is it really that important? Can I wait until another time when he isn't basking in the glory of his accomplishment? Waiting helps diminish those perfectionistic tendencies.

Once I began to lighten up, Larry confessed, "I used to think, Kathy is never satisfied no matter what I do, so I might as well give up trying to please her. I don't think that anymore. Now I want to please you because I know you'll appreciate it."

It's okay to be different.

While this is an obvious statement, it was a shocker for me to grasp: My spouse views life differently than I do. I always believed Larry saw life from my perspective. And since there was only one way of doing things, he should do them the right way—my way!

My viewpoint took a 180 degree turn, however, after a friend gave Larry and me a personality test. After we finished, we discovered our temperaments and learning styles are different. 

My temperament, combined with my perfectionism, makes me want to over-analyze all the facts before making a decision. And then I constantly second-guess myself. Larry's temperament enables him to make fast decisions and feel confident about them. Before, I'd thought fast decision-making indicated he wasn't sensitive to my opinions.

The test stressed that different is different; it's not necessarily wrong. It didn't mean he was insensitive to my opinions. As I recognized that Larry and I view situations differently—and that's okay!—I became more patient, loving, and kind toward him. I have to remind myself that there are several ways to do something—not just my way. As someone once said, "Two plus two may equal four. But so does three plus one."

While sometimes it still frustrates me that he "can't get his act together," I rely on patience and grace. I ask myself, Is this because we define "act" differently? Are different motives energizing us? Then I take a look at my answers. Usually, I'm the one who's more rigid, so I stop taking his behavior personally, back off, and accept our differences.

Now that Larry and I have been married 35 years, we look back on that time 28 years ago when my perfectionism brought "great pains" into our relationship with gratitude for God's healing. By changing my viewpoint and giving grace and patience to myself and to my husband, I've learned to appreciate him. Now I express my love many times a day—and so does he. And yes, we even rejoice in our differences!

Kathy Collard Miller is author of Partly Cloudy with Scattered Worries (Bethany House). Visit Kathy at www.KathyCollardMiller.com.

Copyright © 2005 by the author or Christianity Today International/Marriage Partnership magazine. Click here for reprint information on Marriage Partnership.

Fall 2005, Vol. 22, No. 3, Page 47

We Are So Different!
by Michael Smalley, M.A.
12/19/02

When Amy and I first started dating we could do no wrong. If I forgot my wallet and she ended up paying for dinner it was, "Cute". If she made sure her apartment was tidy before we left for a date it was, "well organized". Somehow, after we say those magical words, "I do", something begins to change. Now I'm no longer, "cute", I'm "irresponsible", and Amy is no longer "organized", she is "obsessive compulsive!"

How do we end up being irritated by the very things that used to attract us to our loved ones? It's simple, TIME! We are now living 24 hours-a-day, 7 days-a-week with each other, and we just get tired of the same things. We no longer valued our differences, and these were the same differences which used to be incredibly attractive!

Being different from each other is what helps a couple balance their relationship. Diversity makes us stronger, not weaker, and the intent of this series of articles on personality is to help each of you understand one another more intimately, and to help you see the value in your differences. I want to take this series to help explain why each personality is vitally important to the diverse makeup of people. Each personality has its own unique strengths, communication style, needs, and potential for balance.

The Test

Personality tests have been around for thousands of years. Psychology narrowed down all human behavior into four basic styles of being. However, typical to philosophy and psychology, the word usage in these tests has been complicated. So we developed our own wording and descriptive language for helping people get a better understanding of their personality with easier words to comprehend. Simply put, nobody wants to be a phlegmatic type person. Phlegmatic, you see, was one of the early descriptors of the organized and serious individual. Do you know where the term "phlegmatic" came from? Phlegm or mucus, that's right, they actually named a type of person after a bodily fluid!

Following you will see our personality test, it should only take you about 5 to 10 minutes to complete the test, depending on what type of personality you are J It always seems accurate to say that Clowns will finish very fast and Accountants will end up taking the full 10 minutes to make sure they answered correctly! But this is an important point. There are no wrong answers when it comes to taking personality tests or inventories. This is the one test you can't possibly flunk, unless you don't answer any of the questions. So enjoy yourself and don't worry about what you come out with, all it means is who you are, which is very valuable!

"L" is for Lion
Relational Strengths: Strengths Out of Balance:

Takes charge. Problem solver. Competitive. Enjoys change. Confrontational. Too direct or impatient. Too busy. Cold blooded. Impulsive or takes big risks. Insensitive to others.

How does a Lion Communicate in a Relationship:

· Direct or blunt 

· One-way 

· Weakness: Not as good a listener 

What Does a Lion Need from Others in a Relationship:

· Personal attention & recognition for what they do 

· Areas where he or she can be in charge 

· Opportunity to solve problems 

· Freedom to change 

· Challenging activities 

How a Lion can Achieve Balance in the Relationship:

· Add softness 

· Become a great listener 

"O" is for Otter
Relational Strengths: Strengths Out of Balance:

Optimistic. Unrealistic or day dreamer
Energetic. Impatient or over bearing
Motivators. Manipulator or pushy
Future oriented. Avoids details or lacks follow-through

How does an Otter Communicate in a Relationship:

· Can inspire others 

· Optimistic or enthusiastic 

· One-way 

· Weakness: High energy can manipulate others 

What Does an Otter Need from Others in a Relationship:

· Approval 

· Opportunity to verbalize 

· Visibility 

· Social recognition 

How an Otter can Achieve Balance in the Relationship:

· Be attentive to mate's needs 

· There is such a thing as too much optimism 

"GR" is for Golden Retriever
Relational Strengths: Strengths Out of Balance:

Warm & Relational. Attract the hurting or few deep friends
Loyal. Missed opportunities
Enjoys Routine. Slow to change or stays in a rut
Peace-Maker. Sacrifice own feelings for harmony
Sensitive Feelings. Easily hurt or holds a grudge

How does a GR Communicate in a Relationship:

· Indirect 

· Two-way 

· Great listener 

· Weakness: Uses too many words or provides too many details 

What Does a GR Need from Others in a Relationship:

· Emotional security 

· Agreeable Environment 

How a GR can Achieve Balance in the Relationship:

· Learn to say "NO" … establish emotional boundaries 

· Learn to confront when own feelings are hurt 

"B" is for Beaver 

Relational Strengths. Strengths Out of Balance:
Accurate and precise. Too critical or too strict
Quality control. Too controlling
Discerning. Too negative of new opportunities
Analytical. Lose overview

How does a Beaver Communicate in a Relationship:

· Factual 

· Two-way 

· Great listener, especially in relation to tasks 

· Weakness: Desire for detail and precision can frustrate others 

What Does a Beaver Need from Others in a Relationship:

· Quality 

· Exact expectations 

How a Beaver can Achieve Balance in the Relationship:

· Total support is not always possible 

· Thorough explanation isn't everything 
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**Marriage & Relationship Advice  What makes a relationship successful?

Recently I was on a radio talk show out of New Orleans called "The Andre' Show"  discussing "What Makes a Marriage Successful". The producers had seen my column in the New Orleans paper and decided to create a talk show topic from the column. So now I'll create a column from the talk show.    Are you with me so far? 

OK.

The format of the show was for the host and I to talk about what makes a successful marriage, my upcoming book, "The Seven Seeds for Growing a Healthy Marriage" and to take calls from the listening audience. We received dozens of calls from listeners on what had made their marriage successful, and we  were not able to get to them all. I was on as the supposed "marriage expert", the real experts were the people calling in to offer what had made their marriage a success through the years. 

Let's take a closer look at the themes and the advice of these experts on creating a successful marriage.

Commitment

The strongest theme throughout all the calls was the notion of commitment, both to the other person and to the marriage. This came from callers who had been married anywhere from ten to fifty years. And these were not people who had stayed together "for the kids" or because it was the "right thing to do." These were people who seemed to actually be enjoying marriage and their partner after so many years.

Many of these callers spoke about how rough it was in the beginning. They each spoke about how it was  their commitment that held them together through the early rough spots. As one caller stated, "The beginning can be rough, but staying through the tough times to get to the good times has definitely been worth it. Besides, it's what we said we would do in our vows."

Shared problem-solving

One of the key factors that seemed to keep the commitment alive was the notion of shared problem-solving. One caller shared the traditional cliche "We just don't let the sun go down on our anger." My comment was that there might be many people who never got any sleep with that notion! But what the caller went on to say was this, "We don't have to think alike, we have just learned to think together". Excellent advice.

Another caller made this interesting distinction about arguing and problem solving - " We always make sure to argue as 'friends' and not as 'husband and wife.'" This one had me really curious, so I aked the caller two questions, 1) could they elaborate,  and 2) could I use this notion in my work. They said yes, I could use it and went on to explain how when arguing, they focus on holding each other in the high esteem of a long time best friend, and not in the position of someone who is trying to beat them in an argument. The notion seems to work  for them and also seems to be working  in my office so far.

Humor and Laughter

Many of the successful couples had found a way to use laughter and humor to keep the spark alive and move through some of the rougher waters. As one woman put it "we have learned to take our marriage seriously, but not ourselves." What an interesting notion. 

Putting your spouse first

One gentleman said that he believed that one of their secrets to success was that early on he decided that "whatever is good for my wife is good for me." Now the pop psychology of the '80's and 90's would say that this man is codependent, that is, too dependent on his wife, etc., etc. While there is a useful place for the notion of co- or over- dependency on someone, it's a notion that has been taken to an unhealthy extreme. 

Just  think about it , you are "co-dependent" on the chair you are sitting in to read this newspaper, for goodness sake. What I believe this couple has discovered is the power of "interdependency", the ability to trust and depend on each other. 

He sounded very happy, and I'm willing to bet his wife is pretty happy as well.

I received quite an education while in my supposed expert role, and these are just a few of the themes that came out on the program.. What I've come to  believe is  that the real experts are  those folks out there who have created successful marriages. So here's a question - "What are the things that have made your marriage so successful?"   What's the difference that makes the  difference? Let us hear from you. After all, you are the real experts!

***A Better Marriage

By: Sally Hohnberger

“Lord I want a better marriage! I have a good marriage by the world’s judgment but I want a better one.” Strong emotions on the subject of desiring my spouse to be priest of our home, not me, was the reason for my unrest and out cry, years ago.

The Lord encouraged me with this text, “I will instruct thee and teach thee in the way which thou shalt go. I will guide thee with mine eyes.” Ps 32:8. I sensed this thought in my conscience was from God. Will I act on God’s suggestion or just continue to go my own way?

I chose to put this emotionally charged desire in God’s hands, for I couldn’t change my husband. I had to trust God could change his heart, and take this burden from me. Rest came to my soul to my surprise. Friends, while my emotions indicated they were in unrest I chose thusly, “Lord, I know you can change my emotions and show me what you’d have me to do. Help me be aware and sensitive to the influence of your Holy Spirit directing me. Whatever it takes Lord, I am truly willing to cooperate with You, to obey your will, that I

may have a better marriage.”

Well it wasn’t very long and my chance came. God is a faithful Teacher. I was reading John 17 at the time, trying to apply this text to me personally. When I came to verse 19, I asked God, “What does ‘for their sakes I sanctify myself’ practically mean to me today?”

“For your sake Sally, I gave you an example of dying to self. I chose to do My Father’s will, against the fleshly nature to do otherwise. As I overcame, in My Father’s power not My own, so may you. It’s the best way I can help you and it is the best way you can help your spouse, your marriage or anyone else to make any real lasting changes in their lives. Let Me have your heart fully.”

I pondered, “What can God do with a heart fully surrendered to Him? Anything, everything! If I let God change my thoughts, my words, and my deeds how am I helping my husband change?”

“When a spouse or anyone sees you change in your weak areas, your wrong reactions or habits, they can be encouraged that they too can be changed by coming to Me. Many do not change because they don’t know how. Many haven’t found the way that works consistently. Many can be benefited by just seeing someone live that life of grace truly in Me. Many will just observe, desire, and imitate what they see.

You are helping your spouse by letting Me change you.”

“So I must decide to follow You and not wait for my spouse to join me in this commitment.”

“Not until you fulfill and do your part, can I can fulfill Mine! Without your cooperation of obeying Me, you are left in your sins and old ways and that doesn’t help your spouse. I will teach you, if you let Me. You can best help your husband, by letting Me have control over your thoughts, feelings, words and deeds. It will require a discipline of choosing to surrender every moment of the day, if you want Me to work this redemption from sin’s power in you. When I have you, I’ll reach out to your spouse through you.” Jesus did His Father’s will, and lived by His Father’s divine power, not His own, and it was in this surrendered, cooperative relationship He was enabled by His Father’s grace to live above the pull of the fallen nature. Jesus was showing all of us the way to come out of self-serving. Self-serving

destroys marriages.

By experience, I truly saw that the grace available in an abiding walk with Jesus could do nothing to redeem me from this fallen nature, until I was willing to die to self and live for Jesus. If I am willing to die to self that Jesus may live in me, I can have a better marriage. If I don’t cooperate in dying to self, He can’t change me or my marriage. God brought these thoughts to my heart, daily and moment by moment. God is calling for your heart as well.

“Lord I’m willing, show me what I must do with my bundle of choices today.”

“The first change is you must stop dwelling on your husband’s faults, mulling how awful they are, how awful he is, how much you want

him to change and be priest. Instead put your spouse in My hands in a positive prayer life - not the negative one to which you are

accustomed. Filter through Me before you speak. Be content to take worship. Be cheerful in this task, turn to Me to change those wrong

thoughts and feelings and I will.” I took His hand and began learning how to follow Him, how to die to self and live for God.

“Sally, remember you can’t choose for your spouse to change but you have the power to choose to let Me change you. Cooperating to let Me change you will change your marriage, you’ll see. Dwelling on what you can’t change can only tempt you to despair. Rather dwell on what you should do in Me. In that way you recommend the religion of Christ as nothing else can.”

“Lord that makes a lot of sense. Let me see; for my husband’s sake I sanctify myself, for my boys sake I sanctify myself, for my extended family and friends I can best help them if I let You sanctify (make upright) my thoughts, words, and deeds. In this way I am recommending in the strongest way, that if Jesus can change me, He can change you too.” “Yes, Sally. You have it down clearly in theory, but now we need to help you gain some experience.” The Lord spoke with much compassion, as He knew that knowing and doing are two very different schools and the latter is the greater test of the two.

These principles work not only for the wife but for the husband as well. “Whatsoever He sayeth unto you, do it” John 2:5. See if the Lord can make your marriage better.

The choices I had to make against my nature, my inclinations, my emotions were many in the next few months and went something as follows.

One day I was ironing and irritated over some little thing my husband said. “Sally, you don’t need to complain about him, and rehearse his faults this way, these thoughts destroy marriages, instead follow Me. In everything give thanks. A merry heart doeth good like a medicine, a broken spirit drieth the bones.” Prov 17:22. God reasoned with me in these thoughts. God led me step by step and I surrendered choice by choice against my feelings, and my thoughts, which were compelling me in the opposite direction. It was hard in the moment but what a joy when I sang the “happy song” and Jesus had transformed my disposition, my thoughts and even my feelings. Grace can work only when and if I cooperate. Jim was a better husband in my eyes, my thoughts, yet he did not change. God changed me! When my husband came into the room it was possible and enjoyable with Jesus leading, to respond pleasantly. Love for him filled my heart where once was resentment, sadness and hurt. God called me out of complaining into complementing my husband. “Tell him how much you appreciate his management of your finances.” He did a good job here but at times I resented his saying “no” to my wants. This was a present point of contention. I chose, surrendered, followed Jesus and found divine thankfulness. “Tell him how thankful you are for his watching the boys so you can have a tub bath.” “Tell your spouse how sweet he is to tickle your arms a few moments while you are doing his typing.” Expressions of gratitude and admiration of our spouse’s attributes has a positive effect on our minds and dispositions as well as theirs. Kindness awakens kindness. Complaining is the path to the pit of despair. Rehearsing wrongs is the shovel deepening the pit of hopelessness. Everyday we should do something to please our spouse; do a favor, give a thank you or compliment, or help with their project. To die to self requires us to live for others daily.


God called me out of independence from Him. “Sally, in that argument self responded, you didn’t filter through Me what you should say. The flesh led you and you obeyed. Choose Me and I’ll lead you instead. Respond to My call to your heart. I’ll direct you through these conflicts in a better manner and in time we can eliminate most of them. Take my hand and follow Me.”

God always called for my surrender. “Oh Lord, all you ask is directly opposed to my nature, to my inclinations and habits. Cooperating in You sanctifying me is not an easy work, it takes effort to die to self!”

“Anything good takes effort. Sally, filter your thoughts through Me before you speak, I’ll direct you aright to speak or not to speak. Don’t correct your husband when he leads out in worship, you’re hindering him, you don’t understand his struggles. If you follow Me, I can redeem you from self ruling you. Leave him with Me. When he surrenders to Me I will make him the priest of your home.” I tried God’s way, died to self, filtered through Jesus what to say, surrendered to be led and did His will. My husband became priest of our home as a result. Letting God cleanse my heart, my words and my responses was the way to a better marriage. Do you long for a better marriage? Try God’s way.

The grace of Christ working in me, changed my thoughts, feelings, and my responses. My thoughts and feelings greatly influenced my responses. For example, instead of thinking hopeless thoughts or getting angry, God led me to put my energies into crying out to and counseling with Jesus, “What wilt thou have me to do?” Acts 9:6 KJV. As I did my part, Jesus faithfully instructed me what to say or not to say in the moment and thus our marriage improved. My joy was not dependent upon my spouse changing any more. My joy was that God was working a change in me. God asked me to confess my wrong, to apologize for my 5% wrong in an argument. I argued with God this was unfair, he needed to apologize to me! “Follow Me Sally. Trust this is in your best interest. It doesn’t matter if it appears to give your spouse an advantage, all I ask of you is to follow Me, to give Me your heart.” 

I did God’s will and my husband drew closer to Jesus because I changed. As a result he apologized in time for his wrong, truly a miracle at that time. God knows what’s best to get their heart. As I trusted to follow God, our marriage improved that day. I repeated this experience with greater confidence in Jesus each opportunity. In the next few weeks, God taught me how to have real positive, intercessory prayer for my husband. This had a profound, powerful, and positive influence in our marriage. He suggested that I commit 15 minutes in prayer, daily for him. Jesus taught me how to pray for my husband as he can be in Jesus. It was quite a new exercise of my thinking. Instead of rehearsing his faults to God in prayer which awakened a “pity party,” I saw him as he would be when he surrendered to God; I saw him leading out cheerfully in family worship. These thoughts engendered love, respect, and positive emotions towards my spouse. I went away from prayer hopeful, not heavier burdened as before.

In doing intercessory prayer my emotions were changed. Hope replaced despair, love replaced anger, and God led responses replaced humanistic responses. I became content to lead out in worship, no longer resenting or longing for release from it. Many a miracle had God wrought out in me. I became sensitive to my words and expressions. God led me to avoid saying “you always,” “you never,” and untrue or exaggerated illustrations of his wrongs. Self must die and I would choose to live for Jesus instead. I had to learn to condense my talk while my spouse had to learn to say more. Inclinations, habits, and cultivated tendencies did not need to be heeded in conflicts or disagreements, rather just obey the voice of God. Communing with God before my spouse was vitally important. This can make or break a marriage. The blessings of obedience to God was that our communications improved drastically. Conflicts would arise at times, but I had God to lead me through them, eventually to a solution. A better marriage came in due time but peace came in the moment of following Jesus.

There was a joy in having power to do the right over the wrong. When I would yield to and follow the flesh or my inclination the fruit was a lot of hurt and emotional heartache. Going my way is always a curse. I hurt, my husband hurt, and the abyss between us widened. Choosing to serve God and right, and dying to self are the best things we can do for our marriages. Miracles were wrought in my husband as well. As I put my needs of a priest before Jesus, God laid the conviction upon my husband’s heart, and he became restless, irritable, and troubled. Not until my spouse decided to follow Jesus and do His will, did he find peace. He struggled with his struggles but at last surrendered to Jesus’ call to his heart. Jesus empowered him to face thoughts and feelings of inadequacy. My husband took up his priestly duties to be priest and has never laid them down since. Jesus can change your marriage too! Are you willing to daily die to self?

Once I learned the power of intercessory prayer I took many problems to Jesus. I became very comfortable in placing my problems at the feet of Jesus and letting Him present these things to my spouse’s heart. God did a much better job. I never liked conflicts anyway and this way I didn’t have to face them any more! Or did I? About the time one is comfortable with a method God uses, He changes the program to keep us dependent on Him and not on a method. It was not the method that transformed our marriage but it was Christ directing the method. There is a time to be quiet and there is a time to speak, and to challenge.

I was sitting on the back porch enjoying the green of the grass, thinking it represents faith and all green things pointed up to God in heaven, the object of my faith. The blue of the sky represents obedience and obedience is possible when I connect with the Creator behind the blue of the sky. Just then a thought came into my mind. “Sally you need to tell your husband that he is wrong in this area of thinking.” No, no not me Lord!! This isn’t You is it?” Three times the Lord affirmed the same thought and I was convinced this was God asking me to confront him face to face; this would be a conflict, I was sure. My inclinations and emotions inclined me to avoid these issues. In a short time, I chose and leaned on Christ’s strength, wisdom, and promise to lead me.

We went for a walk and I told my husband what was on my heart. My mind began to go blank like paper being eaten in a paper shredder. This meant I wouldn’t be able to put any two thoughts together if I let go. It was a problem solving technique I had developed over the years and it spared me some hurt. God called to my heart, “Don’t let go, die to self’s way – choose! Take My hand. You need not loose your ability to think and speak.” A struggle ensued over who would I obey? Who will be Lord in my life right now? I chose God and cried out for His help. I restated my thinking to him and he didn’t agree with me. I did God’s will and joy was in my heart. Not loosing control was a new experience for me. The next morning we talked and he was convinced during his time with God that morning that I was right in what I said. “Wow, Lord You’re great!”

Following God called me to die to self by being quiet at times, not arguing or defending myself. Following God also called me to die to self by speaking and confronting with God directing my words and responses. This is truly letting God be Lord in my life.

This was the beginning of God teaching me how to communicate with my spouse when we don’t see things the same. I needed the experience of God leading my mind and controlling my emotions that I was free to serve God, to do the right. This made my marriage better. God wanted to teach both my husband and me how to filter our thoughts through Him before we spoke to each other. In this way we could resolve any difficulty or misunderstandings in the marriage. It’s great to resolve issues and be free to love one another freely.

We established daily swing time in order to allow for each other to share our concerns. This would eventually break down all the barriers in our marriage. One would air a concern about the other, and present a solution to the problem. I had to learn to be solution orientated. The other learned to listen, to hear the spouse’s perspective honestly, and not pick on the words or illustrations but hear, I mean hear, what the other was trying to say. Self had to die in both of us to bring new life into our marriage. Changes were made on both sides. God became very real, truly a present help in trouble. God helped me express myself more concisely. God helped my spouse express himself more fully. Each of us learned to express things delicately, honestly, and give space and time when that was necessary. All in all we learned the art of communication, led of God. Communing with God before communing with your spouse is an excellent discipline to a better marriage.

Jim summarizes our ground rules in communication on a cassette tape entitled, “Reasoning One With Another,” in the series “Liberty One to Another.” If you want more details on this area, write for the set.

Swing time was a difficult and emotional experience in the beginning while we were learning the art. But in due time, the rewards began to grow and blossom. It was well worth the effort to speak or be quiet, to express oneself honestly, to really listen, and to die to self. Today our marriage is far better, far higher than I ever dreamed or imagined possible.

The freedom we experience between husband and wife is heaven born and lovely. This freedom to love and be loved is available to you, to anyone that seeks God and learns to cooperate.

Swing time isn’t just expressing concerns, it is also a time for having fun. Expressing sweet little nothings, reminiscing, laying plans for vacation trips, laying plans for child training, planning family councils, or the how to’s of helping a neighbor. All are good positive discussions that give balance to swing time.

A better marriage, better communication in the marriage, a sweeter atmosphere in the home is available to all who will seek God and let Him lead you and be your Lord in this life. What will you do? God awaits your cooperation to bestow this great transforming blessing of Christ, into your marriage.
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How to Love a Woman—Biblically based Advice

By: Dr. David M. Curtis DD   from  http://www.theloudcry.net/ 

Audio Sermon: How to Love A Woman (November 22, 2004) 

Inspiration... What is it? I was reading tonight from the 1828 Webster's Dictionary and it said the following.

INSPIRA'TION, n. [L. inspiro.] 

The act of drawing air into the lungs; the inhaling of air; a branch of respiration, and opposed to expiration.

2. The act of breathing into any thing. 

3. The infusion of ideas into the mind by the Holy Spirit; the conveying into the minds of men, ideas, notices or monitions by extraordinary or supernatural influence; or the communication of the divine will to the understanding by suggestions or impressions on the mind, which leave no room to doubt the reality of their supernatural origin. 

So why do I begin this article with such thoughts? Ask yourself, what experiences cause us to feel inspiration? My favorite book begins with these words, "Nature and revelation alike testify of God's love." Steps to Christ p. 1. What excels above all that exists of what causes us to feel inspiration. Love! 

When I think of what inspires me I think of things that are noble valiant and courageous. When I feel inspired I want to be something greater than I am. What inspires me to want to be a better person than I am today? It can all be summed up in one word, Love. Love challenges us to grow. Love penetrates the depths of the soul and melts away all fears and insecurities. Love is not a mere want or desire, love is a need. Love is the need for another. Love is as essential as the air we breathe or the water we drink. There is but One source of true love. “Beloved, let us love one another: for love is of God; and every one that loveth is born of God, and knoweth God. He that loveth not knoweth not God; for God is love.” 1 John 4:7,8 “Love is a precious gift, which we receive from Jesus.” The Adventist Home p. 50. 

The Bible does not discuss a theory of love, but the very essence of what true love is. I speak not of a sentimental idea, but of the most endearing of all principals. The Lord shares these things in His word so that all who lern these truths may know that we all may be vessels filled with this love to overflowing for the purpose of sharing this same love with everyone. The Lord gives revelations of His love so that it may become inspirational to us, to challenge us to grow and become more like the One who is Love. 

There is but one Way to receive, possess and share true Heaven sent love. “The love of God is shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy Ghost which is given unto us.” Romans 5:5. Imagine with me a love that fulfills every need of your soul, which satisfies your every craving bringing you peace and joy unspeakable. Imagine your self being transformed by this love, “Therefore if any man be in Christ, he is a new creature: old things are passed away; behold, all things are become new.” 1 Corinthians 5:17. 

Most of us including myself have hopes of finding true everlasting love. A love that will stand the test of storm and time. “True love is a high and holy principle, altogether different in character from that love which is awakened by impulse, and which suddenly dies when severely tested. "Patriarchs and Prophets," pp. 175, 176. 

The following is one of my favorite quotes. I have pondered its meaning for 8 years now. “Only by love is love awakened.” Desire of Ages p. 22. If you and I desire true everlasting love we must first possess within us love, understand what it is and know how to share it with someone else. Only by possessing true love can we awaken this same endearing quality in another. A woman has one true desire, it is not for wealth or fame. A woman’s true desire is to be loved. The trouble is that most men are too self-centered to realize and fulfill the most basic need of a woman, which is to be loved. 

In the 1880’s Christian churches were alarmed that 5 out of every 100 marriages ended in divorce. Today, the ratio of marriages to divorces is 2 to 1, and society increasingly believes this is normal and that things have always been this way, and that nothings is ever going to change that. A recent study conducted by the Centers for Disease Control reported that the older the bride is, the longer the marriage will last. A disturbing trend is that sadly men and women are abandoning faith in the ideals of love and marriage. The number of unmarried live-in couples is increasing steadily. Children who live with only one parent has increased from 9% in 1960 to 28% in 2002. Of those 84% of the children live with the mother. Brothers and sisters all of this is a result of a lack of love in our nation. 

There is a Bible promise that is rock solid against all these statistics. “Love never fails” 1 Corinthians 13:8. Let’s repeat that. LOVE NEVER FAILS! What is the divorce rate where true love toward God and each other dwells according to God Himself? 0 out of 100 marriages! Why? Brothers and sisters love NEVER fails. The remedy for our failing marriages and broken homes is love! Sometimes a remedy requires tough medicine. So men here it is. I repeat what I shared a moment ago. “The trouble is that most men are too self-centered to realize and fulfill the most basic need of a woman, which is to be loved.” 

Before I go any farther let me share with the men reading this that is exactly what scripture says. So if you disagree with me you must like Jacob wrestle about that with God. Let’s take a look at this scripture that reveals the number one reason for all the perilous times we now live in. “This know also, that in the last days perilous times shall come. For men shall be lovers of their own selves,” 2 Timothy 3:1,2. I hope I have your attention men because I want to share with you who we are supposed to love. “Husbands, love your wives.” Colossians 3:19. 

Selfishness and self-centeredness is a childish character trait. Men and women who cannot see past themselves and there own needs have not yet matured. The ability to place the needs of another especially your mate above your own is the test of maturity. Without this quality true love simply does not exist. The death of Christ on the Cross demonstrates this truth. 

Let’s look at the law of contrast to reveal what true love is. First lets read the Bible text we looked at a moment ago. “This know also, that in the last days perilous times shall come. For men shall be lovers of their own selves,” 2 Timothy 3:1,2. Now lets examine its polarizing opposite. “Fulfil ye my joy, that ye be likeminded, having the same love, being of one accord, of one mind. Let nothing be done through strife or vainglory; but in lowliness of mind let each esteem other better than themselves. Look not every man on his own things, but every man also on the things of others. Let this mind be in you, which was also in Christ Jesus.” Philippians 2:2-5. That scripture is the best description in the Bible of what true love is. 

Jesus Christ is the greatest man who ever lived. He is a real man. Every man who wants to be a “real man” should seek to be like Jesus. This scripture challenges us to be like Christ, “Let this mind be in you, which was also in Christ Jesus.” Men if you and I are to fulfill a woman’s true desire, which is for us to truly love her, we must love her as Christ loves her. “Husbands, love your wives, even as Christ also loved the church, and gave himself for it.” Ephesians 5:25. 

What were Christ’s thoughts as He gave Himself? Were His thoughts about Himself or for the ones whom He gave Himself? Ponder the last words of Christ with me. From the moment Jesus was crucified to the moment He died Jesus spoke seven times. The first time He spoke was to ask forgiveness for the Roman soldier. The second time was to promise Heaven to a dying thief. The third was to comfort His agonizing mother. The fourth was to comfort His disciple, the fifth was to express His eternal love and desire for His Father when He cried out, “My God, My God, why hast thou forsaken me!” The sixth time was to fulfill Scripture when He spoke of His thirst. The seventh and final time Jesus spoke He was thinking of all that He came to save when He cried out with a loud voice, “IT IS FINISHED!” 

Think about this, the unredeemed thief was thinking of himself. “And one of the malefactors which were hanged railed on him, saying, If thou be Christ, save thyself and us.” Luke 23:39. He was a self-centered man thinking only of saving himself. This was not the attitude of Christ in His agony, He was thinking of everyone but Himself. Praise His name! Let us take another look at this section of scripture describing the mind of Christ. “In lowliness of mind let each esteem other better than themselves. Look not every man on his own things, but every man also on the things of others.” This was the way Christ gave Himself for the church. This is the way for a man to truly love a woman. ““Husbands, love your wives, even as Christ also loved the church, and gave himself for it.” Ephesians 5:25. 

Christ upon the Cross demonstrated the ultimate love described by the Apostle Paul, “in lowliness of mind let each esteem other better than themselves. Look not every man on his own things, but every man also on the things of others.” How justly is the command given, “Let this mind be in you, which was also in Christ Jesus.” Through the words of Christ on the Cross we can see the very mind and character of love that Jesus possessed in His heart, and mind. This is the high and noble principal of love.

In return for a man’s self-sacrificing love a woman is to also practice self-denial to truly love a man. How does the Bible say to do this? “Wives, submit yourselves unto your own husbands, as unto the Lord.” Ephesians 5:22. Before I upset all those involved in the women’s lib movement, stop and think about this with me. What woman would not find it her greatest joy to submit to a man who loves her the way Christ loves her? What woman would not rejoice in her heart and quiver inside herself to know that her man’s greatest need is to love her and bring her happiness even before himself? 

The very essence of love requires self-denial, placing the needs of the other before your self. A man must seek to “please his wife” 1 Corinthians 7:33, and a wife must seek ways to “please her husband” 1 Corinthians 7:34. This is the circle of love. The Bible also says “Submitting yourselves one to another in the fear of God.” That involves submission of both the man and the woman. Submission is the act of love. Submission and humility are of the same substance. Submission is placing the other before self. Both the husband and the wife are to have this attitude toward each other. 

What is the cure for strife? The answer is right here. “Let nothing be done through strife or vainglory; but in lowliness of mind let each esteem other better than themselves.” Strife occurs when two are self seeking and unwilling to compromise. Each is esteeming their own needs as greater than the others. One can not understand why the other does not ”love” ME by placing MY needs first. Stop and ask the question why not love the other by placing their needs before your own? In most cases where both have this quality of selfless love toward the other a compromise can be reached, satisfying each other’s needs. Even if not should not the principal of love be followed even if it causes you to deny your self to satisfy the needs of the other before you self? Remember, “only by love is love awakened.” The Marriage vows does promise to “love” the other until death do you part? 

Television, music and novels have been feeding women with a lie. Women have been programmed by media to think that their greatest need is to be desired by men. That is Satan’s lie counterfeiting the truth. So what is the truth? A woman true desire is to be loved. There is a difference between being desired and being loved. The quest to be desired has left many women feeling empty, used and broken hearted. Scores of women have come to the conclusion that love does not even exist. This is the way Satan would have it. Most women have experienced what it is like to be desired by a man. Ladies, desire is not love. Desire and lust are synonymous. Please do not misunderstand. Physical attraction is important in seeking a mate, but in the quest to find true love physical attraction cannot be the only factor in making a decision to marry. 

“That love which has no better foundation than mere sensual gratification will be headstrong, blind, and uncontrollable. Honor, truth, and every noble, elevated power of the mind are brought under the slavery of passions. The man who is bound in the chains of this infatuation is too often deaf to the voice of reason and conscience; neither argument nor entreaty can lead him to see the folly of his course. True love is not a strong, fiery, impetuous passion. On the contrary, it is calm and deep in its nature. It looks beyond mere externals, and is attracted by qualities alone. It is wise and discriminating, and its devotion is real and abiding. Love, lifted out of the realm of passion and impulse, becomes spiritualized, and is revealed in words and acts. A Christian must have a sanctified tenderness and love in which there is no impatience of fretfulness; the rude, harsh manners must be softened by the grace of Christ.” Adventist Home p. 51.

So how do two people grow from desire and physical attraction to a mature selfless love? “Likewise, ye husbands, dwell with them according to knowledge, giving honour unto the wife, as unto the weaker vessel, and as being heirs together of the grace of life; that your prayers be not hindered.” The answer is to only dwell together as husband and wife when that decision can be made, “according to knowledge.” “Love is patient” 1 Corinthians 13:4. True love honors God, your parents and each other by taking the time necessary to know each other waiting for marriage for physical intimacy. True selfless love takes time. It is not impulsive. It does not engage in a marriage simply to secure a sexual mate that you find attractive. Love, “looks beyond mere externals, and is attracted by qualities alone.” 

Let’s return to our original thoughts about inspiration and a quote we read together earlier. "Nature and revelation alike testify of God's love." Steps to Christ p. 1. Through the Bible and creation God desires to inspire man to love Him and to love one another. Woman is the crowning act of creation designed above and beyond all other of God’s creation to awaken love in man. Marriage is one of only two institutions that still exist from the Garden of Eden. God’s purpose for marriage is that man might learn to be more like Christ as he learns to practice self denying love toward his wife the way Jesus loves her. What greater joy can man and a woman experience than heavenly love between each other? Nothing! Except to experience love from Jesus Christ personally. 

Last night, as I went to bed I thought about the life of Jesus. Ladies think about this with me. Imagine a man who would devote His whole life to serving your health and happiness. A man who would work with sweat dripping down his face long hours at the carpenter’s bench, to provide for his widowed mother. A man who fasted 40 days, and all that time all He could think about was spending eternity with you. A man who walked hundreds of miles from village to village; All that time He was searching for you. There was no guarantee of whether or not you would even accept Him. Once He found you and told you He loved you, you might reject Him. All He could think about was sharing His love with you forever and ever. 

In His search to find you He was mocked, He was betrayed, He was lain naked on a Cross with a back beaten by the scourge. He was Crucified and on the Cross. He still had no guarantee whether or not you would accept His love. All He knew for certain was that He loved you. He may be sacrificing all these years searching for you to share His love with you in vain. Yet He persevered. Motivated by His love for you He would travel any distance sacrifice everything He had even His life to offer you His love. 

I want to remind the men reading, that this is how we are to love our wives. Let me ask the women reading this, if you had a man who loved you like this, how would that make you feel? Is there anything you would not do to show him your love in return? What can be more romantic than this love Jesus demonstrated to His woman the church? 

Jesus is a true gentleman, He is a gentle man. He is kind and is a good listener. He is faithful in His love even when the one He loves is not at her best toward Him. He does not hold grudges and is forgiving. He is longsuffering. Every man who chooses to love a woman needs that quality. He does not seek to puff Himself above you. Jesus desires to humble Himself by washing your feet. Every man could learn a lesson from that! Men should love their wives and be willing to do the same. Women love to have their back, shoulders and feet massaged! 

Jesus is always attentive listening to the church’s prayers, even in the middle of the night. In the same way men should be attentive to listen to His wife’s feelings and try to understand her. When approaching Jerusalem Jesus wept. Men should not be afraid to be vulnerable and share their feelings with their wives. This does not mean that men should seek from their wives the love their mothers neglected to give them as a child. That would be both unfair to your wife and wrong! 

There is another area when examining the love of Christ that we can not leave out. Jesus is self-sacrificing in giving of His love this is true. There is nothing He would not give or sacrifice of Himself to show this love. Despite this fact, Christ is not a wimpy bow to every wish man. Jesus is a man, He is a King, He is a leader. In return for His love He demands loyal obedience from His followers. Now brothers and sisters before I say any more, do you remember the statistics we looked at earlier? Can we all agree that something has happened in our society the past 115 years that has corrupted the family circle and is working to destroy it? What ever that is we need to be honest and look at it and with courage be willing to resist it and overcome it if our families are not going to be succumbed to it. 

One destructive force in today’s world is a woman seeking to be the leader of the family. Ladies, you want a man who makes you feel like a woman right? Trust me, men want a woman that makes him feel like a man. When a woman tries to control a man he does not feel manly. This robs him of his masculinity. A woman does not feel feminine when her husband cowers to her like she was his mother. Let’s look at the example of Abraham and Sarah. 

Abraham was a man of God and Sarah was a godly woman. God chose Abraham to be the father of his people for the following reason. “For I know him, that he will command his children and his household after him, and they shall keep the way of the LORD,” Genesis 18:19. Abraham was a man. Sarah became the mother of God’s people. How did she treat her husband? “Even as Sara obeyed Abraham, calling him lord: whose daughters ye are, as long as ye do well...” 1 Peter 3:6. 

There is one striking example of decision making in the home of Abraham and Sarah that all husbands and wives would do well to learn from. Sarah was deeply upset. She wanted to send away Abraham’s first born son Ishmael and his mother the Egyptian handmaid Hagar. This was a difficult choice for Abraham to make. Please remember that the decision was entirely his to make. He was the patriarch of the family and Sarah would have to submit to his decision. After praying about it, God guided Abraham in a decision to fulfill Sarah’s request. Did Abraham want to do this? No! He loved Ishmael and cared about the welfare of Hagar. Abraham made the tough decision of denying his own feelings. He chose to esteem his wife’s needs before his own. This is the perfect model for husbands and wives today. The Bible says that women should have “a meek and quiet spirit, which is in the sight of God of great price. For after this manner in the old time the holy women also, who trusted in God, adorned themselves, being in subjection unto their own husbands.” 1 Peter 3:4,5. The Bible says, “Let all your things be done with love.” 1 Corinthians 16:14. Men are not to abuse this authority, but are to like Abraham esteem their wives needs before your own. 

Jesus left the glory of heaven and was born as a man living a life of poverty seeking to offer you love. You can choose to reject his love. We may have an established relationship with Him and later choose to reject Jesus through our behavior, by refusing to obey him. In the same way a woman can be in a marriage with a man and still reject him, by refusing to acknowledge him as the man and leader of the home.

Let’s look again at my favorite quote, “only by love is love awakened.” The Bible says, “We love him, because he first loved us.” 1 John 4:19. The moon reflects the light of the sun upon the earth. In the same way a woman reflects her husbands love or lack of it on to her family. A woman is like a cup. Her cup is either full of love and overflows to everyone around her or it is empty (or somewhere in between). When a woman is not given love, she can become moody, depressed, aggravated or any number of things. When her heart overflows from love she is sweet compassionate and giving. Any man who fails to love his wife makes his own home miserable. The man is the lover; the woman is the beloved. When a man is self-centered and fails to be a lover the woman becomes neglected. Is it any wonder that she reacts the way she does? She is trying to get her husbands attention, and love. Men simply do not understand her. Again I repeat, “The trouble is that most men are too self-centered to realize and fulfill the most basic need of a woman, which is to be loved.” 

Today the roles of a man and woman have slowly become reversed. Men have ceased to be lovers and as a result women have ceased to be the respected cherished, beloved. Let me clarify this. In yesteryear the family ideally imitated how the moon reflected the light of the sun onto the earth, by the mother reflecting the love of her husband onto her children. Today women have become the sun and the men the moon. Grown men are seeking a motherly love from their wives, and women are seeking to be the leaders of the home. Women are depressed and angry, men are uninvolved with there children and inattentive to their wives. The cycle is ruthless and vicious, it can only make society more broken, miserable and immoral unless men once again become lovers and women once again become the cherished and beloved. 

We had to look at some tough medicine for the men, Ladies now it is your turn. In the great love chapter 1 Corinthians 13 we read that love “rejoiceth not in iniquity, but rejoiceth in the truth.” Let me share with you what this means to me. Love does not dwell on ones vices, love dwells on the good in someone. Prior to marriage, a time of initial fascination or infatuation occurs. Flowers and gifts are shared. Romantic letters are written. Candle light dinners. The phrase “love is blind” is experienced where both seem to only see good qualities in the other. All we can see is our own desire being fulfilled in the other. With this state of things we do not want anything to “burst our bubble.” 

Once married, love does not seem as blind as it was before. Reality sinks in. We discover the one we married has some less desirable qualities. We still do not want our bubbles popped. So subtly over time we consciously or unconsciously come to believe we can make changes in the others behavior, thus making them the perfect mate we believed them to be while still dating. When this does not work, we begin feeling frustrated. So we come to think that verbal reminders will work. Overtime when our mate does something we do not like we decide to point it out to them. Before we know it we have been doing this for years. We cannot understand why our mate doesn’t seem to get the message. They do not seem to ever change. You become even more frustrated. Subtle reminders become insatiable nagging. 

Let me ask you a question? Who do you want to be around? Someone who makes you feel good about who you are, or someone who always points out your vices to you? The Bible says, “a woman that feareth the LORD, she shall be praised.” We all love compliments, and want to be around people who believe we are special. It is a fact that children try to do better in school, when their parents express a positive message of confidence in them. Let’s look at these examples. “I know math can be challenging. Son I believe in you, you are so talented. I know you are capable of passing that tough test. If you study hard and pass that test, I am going to plan something very special for you and I to do together this weekend. You can do it, I love you son.” Now compare that with a message like this one, “Your grade in math is terrible, you better improve and pass that test or I will ground you this weekend. Any idiot can pass that test, and get a better grade than you have.” One message is positive and the other is negative. The motivation behind both messages is for the child to pass the test and get a better grade. There is plenty of negative nagging that comes from a good-hearted motive. Sadly negative messages no matter how good the motive behind them have negative influences on relationships. 

When two people meet and like each other, they tell each other how pretty or how handsome each other is. We compliment even the little things, and this makes us feel good inside. We like how the other makes us feel. Praise and compliments bring two people together. After marriage, complimenting turn into “constructive criticism.” To the other if repeated frequently it sounds like nagging, and this works towards separating these two people. Compliments bring together, nagging seperates. With this in mind lets read this verse again, along with my interpretation of it. Love “rejoiceth not in iniquity, but rejoiceth in the truth.” Love does not dwell on ones vices, love dwells on the good in someone. Remember LOVE NEVER FAILS!

Even if two people are at each other’s throats, on the brink of divorce, if nagging is turned into positive messages of confidence in the good qualities of the other a miracle will take place. Love never fails. Ladies, there is not a man out there that does not want to be near a woman who believes in him and thinks highly of him and expresses all the good qualities you see in him. What is the alternative if nagging does not stop? “It is better to dwell in the corner of the housetop, than with a brawling woman and in a wide house.” Proverbs 25:24. If nagging does not stop you will drive him away. You can attract more bees with honey. Try being sweet to him. Remember the child in our example above. Let your man know you believe in him, stand by him, encourage him. A woman will either make or break a man. Behind every great man has been a great woman who believed in him and let him know it. 

In 1997 I met a minister and his wife who had been married for 67 years. I had the honor of visiting this couple in there home one afternoon. They said they had not had a single argument in 40 years! This intrigued me. I asked them if they had moments when they got on each other’s nerves. He said, “of course we have.” I asked him what there secret to getting along was. At that moment I received the all time best marriage advice I had ever heard. He said, “When we get on each other’s nerves we hold each other’s hands and get on our knees and pray to the great marriage Councilor in Heaven about our problem until we find peace with God and each other.” I liked that, how about you? It worked for them and it will work for you too. 

Ladies, you want a man to respect you right? First you must respect yourselves, and honor God and your parents! Be modest in the way you dress, and wait for marriage. There is one of two messages a lady can send to a man in the way she dresses. Immodesty sends the message, I am cheap, it is ok to use me and throw me away. Modesty sends the message, I am valuable, I am worth keeping, but first you must respect me, if you want me you must treasure me and win my heart. A virtuous woman also sends the message that if you want my body you must love me and marry me first. Which message do you want to send to men?

Remember the old show "Father Knows Best?" Well our Father in Heaven knows best. This is what He says, "In like manner also, that women adorn themselves in modest apparel, with shamefacedness and sobriety; not with broided hair, or gold, or pearls, or costly array" 1 Timothy 2:9

Take a look at the conception of a embryo with me. Millions of little warrior sperms seek an entrance into the woman’s egg. Once one has victoriously penetrated the egg a protective membrane surrounds that egg so that it becomes impossible for any other sperm to get inside. This reflects a man’s true desire. When a man becomes fascinated with a woman and has feelings for her he wants to gain an entrance into her heart. Once inside he wants a wall of protection to surround your heart so that no other man could possible get in.

Nothing makes a man truly feel like a man more than the feeling that he has won the heart of a woman he loves. He must feel like he won her heart through conquest and pageantry; in other words through romance love and courtship. The honeymoon is the ultimate victory for a man, that even he can not fully realize until that moment. When two lovers wait for marriage that magical feeling can be shared together forever. When a woman gives herself to a man outside of a marriage that feeling is forever robbed from him. He won her flesh but not her respect, as he would have had they waited.

According to Christ there are only two foundations two can build a home on; solid rock or sinking sand, obedience to God or sin. Remember the marriage divorce ratio? I the 1880’s it was 5 out of every 100 marriages ended in divorce, Today it is 50%. There was much less premarital sex in the 1880’s than there is today. Premarital sex is a sin. Premarital sex lays a foundation of sinking sand, for the home two may seek to build. You may say, yes David I know that but we “love each other.” Oh really! The Bible says that no one who practices premarital sex will enter the Kingdom of God (Galatians 5:19-22; Remember Christ forgave the harlot saying to her, “go and sin no more,” there is hope for all who repent). Think this through with me. If you truly love each other would you commit an act that will keep that person not to mention your self from heaven? "But whoso committeth adultery with a woman lacketh understanding: he that doeth it destroyeth his own soul" Proverbs 6:32. Is that act love? Any action you make that would keep another from heaven can not be love. Call it what you will, but in the judgement of God premarital sex is not deemed love. Is an act like fornication that causes a soul to die the second death in the Lake of Fire and Brimstone an action esteeming the eternal wellfare of the other before your own desire? Love waits for marriage. Period!

Some couples can feel at times that their spouses are the enemy, and may not know what to do to stop the arguing. Next time a fight occurs think about Stephen as his enemies stoned him to death. “And they stoned Stephen, calling upon God, and saying, Lord Jesus, receive my spirit. And he kneeled down, and cried with a loud voice, Lord, lay not this sin to their charge. And when he had said this, he fell asleep.” Acts 7:59,60. Remember the principal of love is to esteem the other before your self. Stephen Like Christ on the Cross, was not thinking of himself, He was thinking of his murderers. Jesus said, “But I say unto you, Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them which despitefully use you, and persecute you.” Matthew 5:44. If an unfortunate argument erupts the Bible’s answer is right here, think about these scriptures. 

“Not rendering evil for evil, or railing for railing: but contrariwise blessing; knowing that ye are thereunto called, that ye should inherit a blessing.” 1 Peter 3:9. 

“Wherefore, my beloved brethren, let every man be swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath:” James 1:19.

“He that answereth a matter before he heareth it, it is folly and shame unto him.” Proverbs 18:13. 

“Whoso keepeth his mouth and his tongue keepeth his soul from troubles.” Proverbs 21:23. 

“A soft answer turneth away wrath: but grievous words stir up anger.” Proverbs 15:1. 

In conclusion, ladies you need to let your husbands once again wear the pants in the family. Men you need to get over your self and learn to love your wives, and your families. If you do not what will be the result? The results are all around us, the destruction of all that is good in the family. Does not the following verses completely fit the description of American Television icons like “The Simpsons” and “Married with Children” (Al and Peggy Bundy). This is the state of many families today. 

2 Tim 3:1 This know also, that in the last days perilous times shall come. 

2 For men shall be lovers of their own selves, covetous, boasters, proud, blasphemers, disobedient to parents, unthankful, unholy, 

3 Without natural affection, trucebreakers, false accusers, incontinent, fierce, despisers of those that are good,

4 Traitors, heady, high minded, lovers of pleasures more than lovers of God; 

My heart breaks, how much more the heart of Jesus at the state of our families today. I challenge every man reading this to stand up and be a man; a real man like Jesus is. If God grant you the blessing of finding a wife then love your wives, listen to her feelings, be considerate of her needs, be willing to travel any distance sacrifice anything you have, suffer any injustice with humility to bring her happiness. Place her needs before your own. Forgive each other. Do not go to bed angry with each other. Bear each other’s burdens care deeply for one another. Try to “out love” one another. Do not seek to puff your self above your mate, humble your self for loves sake. Take walks together, read together, go to church together, and sing together, read the bible together, pray together. Hold and cherish each other, for love’s sake. When in doubt love your mate the way Jesus does. Love never fails.

In Search of the Good Marriage

It's not just couple-centered.

By Lauren F. Winner

A few days after I got engaged, my mother presented me with a Barnes & Noble gift card, which a colleague had given to her. "You can have this gift card," she said, "but you must promise to buy that book that was just on Oprah, the one with the list of questions engaged couples should discuss." I knew just what book she meant—The Hard Questions: 100 Essential Questions to Ask Before You Say "I Do" had become a minor sensation. So I took the gift card. Mom said I could use the change for a mystery or a magazine or a cappuccino, whatever I wanted, so long as I didn't leave the bookstore without The Hard Questions.

The Hard Questions—ranging from "Who prepares the meals?" to "What if one of us is attracted to someone else? Superficially? Deeply?"—is just one of a truckload of books designed to help couples get married well, be married well, and stay married well. Many of these marriage books, like other staples of the self-help genre, codify their wisdom into a simple program comprising seven (or nine, or 100) easily digestible (and often alliterative) rules. To wit, The Good Marriage, by Judith Wallerstein and Sandra Blakeslee. Wallerstein, who is best known for her studies on the impact of divorce on kids, optimistically asserts that good marriages are possible, and suggests nine steps couples should take to protect their nuptials. "The first task in any marriage … is to separate psychologically from the family of origin" (don't give your mom a key to your new marital home). Step two is "building togetherness and autonomy, … [that is,] putting together a shared vision of how you want to spend your lives together." Good marriages have a strong sense of "we," but, following Kahil Gibran, good marriages also have space in their togetherness. Then comes having children, coping with crises, and "build[ing] a relationship that is safe for the expression of difference, conflict, and anger." Tasks six and seven are to "create a loving sexual relationship and to guard it so that it will endure," and to laugh and ward off boredom and ennui. Finally, in good marriages, partners nurture each other emotionally, and they "hold onto … idealized images of courtship and early history along with a realistic view of the present."

In a similar vein, psychotherapists Linda and Charlie Bloom sketch out 101 Things I Wish I Knew When I Got Married: Simple Lessons to Make Love Last. Their lessons are indeed a little simpler than Wallerstein's. The Blooms urge couples to remember that "there's a difference between judging and being judgmental." They call for good communication (this sounds like presidential candidates saying they're pro-education—is there a marriage counselor anywhere who celebrates bad communication?), and suggest that spouses refrain from issuing ultimatums.

All those singletons who successfully followed Ellen Fein and Sherrie Schneider's The Rules—a blockbuster that coached women in "how to captur[e] the heart of Mr. Right"—can now avail themselves of The Rules for Marriage. Here Fein and Schneider lay out precisely 43 rules, including the seemingly contradictory "Don't Use the D Word (Divorce)," but then "Divorce with Dignity." (Fein is herself divorced. As she explained in one interview, "I was very happily married for many, many years before the book came out. The sudden rise to fame and overnight celebrity was just too much for me and I filed for divorce when I just felt like it was all too much. I had stopped going out on date night and was too tired to do all the things I used to do, and it was so overnight! Rather than filing for divorce, a few weekends away alone would have been better!")

In the main, The Rules for Marriage (and "Rules," by the way, is trademarked) is consistent with the original dating rules, which are all about manipulating the guy and appearing not to need or desire anything on your own terms. Dating women are instructed, for example, to let their hair grow, because men prefer long tresses. Husband-hunters are told "don't call him and rarely return his calls," and advised not to accept invitations issued at the last minute—you wouldn't want to appear to have anything other than the fullest dance card. Once you are married, you should practice a machiavellian submissiveness: Do not, for example, return the gifts hubby gives you "unless you absolutely can't look at them and are positive that you will never wear them." Calling him at the office is forbidden (but since you didn't call him while you were dating, you probably won't even be tempted). Oh, and also you're to "keep … to yourself … how not in the mood you are to make love," and you're to have sex whenever he wants: "When it comes to sex in a marriage, husbands rule the roost. Whether you like it or not or think it's right or fair, your husband determines your sex life."

Animating all these tips, suggestions, rules, and questions is a vision of what the good marriage is. So one might expect Christian marriage guides to differ markedly from their secular counterparts. And in some respects they do. Consider my three favorites.

Les and Leslie Parrott's helpful Saving Your Marriage Before It Starts rehearses many solid and standard marriage basics—learn to fight well, learn to communicate, cultivate intimacy and commitment. But the Parrotts also insist that men and women can't make marriages work by themselves. "On our own," write the Parrotts, " … We can't … look all the uncertainty of life full in the face and say, 'I will make one thing certain: my faithfulness to my partner.' " That proclamation relies on God's faithfulness, without which "marriage would have no hope of enduring." Walter Wangerin's wonderful As For Me and My House insists that sin has distorted God's ideals for marriage, and hence Wangerin puts the practice of forgiveness at the center of married life. And Mike Mason's The Mystery of Marriage, which has a cult following in some corners of the kingdom, is shot through with the understanding that marriage is not "in any sense separate from or subordinate to the life of faith." Marriage is a "practicing … for Heaven," an institution in which God disciples us, "helping men and women to humble themselves, to surrender their errant wills."

And yet, alongside these distinctives, there are some underlying assumptions about marriage that are common to almost every marriage self-help book I've read, secular or Christian, and these assumptions are, I think, questionable.

The first has to do with eros—or, more plainly, sex and romance. It's no surprise that many of the current marriage guides focus on sex: According to The Sex-Starved Marriage (and according to a lot of shopworn jokes), married couples are in an outright crisis of libido. Twenty percent of married couples have sex less than once a month. Couples are harried, busy, stressed, exhausted. They're clinically depressed, or their hormones are out of whack, or they're dealing with childhood sexual abuse. Whatever the cause, married folks don't seem to be having much sex.

So don't worry if your sex life has gotten a little humdrum—you're not alone. What's more, these guides suggest, a solution is staring you in the face. You need only "work hard" at creating a romantic atmosphere and cultivating sexual desire.

As Marg Stark puts it in What No One Tells the Bride, "brides and grooms are working, cleverly and secretly, at their sex lives. … Couples have to work at it, especially today . … with the average couple marrying in their mid-twenties, when the demands of burgeoning careers can overtake even the raging hormones of youth." So if your libido is low, consider escaping for a romantic weekend; going to a sex therapist; hiring a babysitter and checking into a Motel 6 for the afternoon. To prevent sex from becoming routine, alternate the time of day in which you make love. What No One Tells the Bride suggests that couples "Buy some 'dirty dice.' Roll them on the sheets of your bed and then do what they say to do" and tells women to "Wear the thong even though it's lace and really scratches." The Rules for Marriage warns that wives who "do not take date night … seriously" are likely to end up in marriages where "the couple starts to act like roommates, not lovers." A host of Christian sex guides (think Alex Comfort meets the Song of Songs) echo the theme. Linda Dillow and Lorraine Pintus' Intimate Issues, for example, lays out three different types of sex—hors d'oeuvre sex ("it satisfies and whets the appetite for a good, regular meal"), home-cooked sex ("fifteen minutes to a half-hour of warmth, foreplay, and intercourse"), and gourmet sex ("long, lazy, luxurious romance with no responsibility except loving"); husbands and wives are encouraged to plan at least one round of gourmet sex a month.

It is, of course, a salutary thing to suggest, as Stark does, that our frantic jobs are less important than the fabric of our marriages. But is the "solution" to America's married sex "crisis" really simply to work harder at sex—an idiom that befits a society in thrall to advanced capitalism? Maybe roommate-like status is not what we ought to be aspiring to in marriage—but neither is the thrill and romance that one associates with one's fondly remembered dating days. (Why bother with marriage if the romance of dating is all you're after?) Surely what married people should aspire to is, well, living as husband and wife.

Enjoy the occasional weekend getaway at a B&B, sure, but create an eros situated squarely in the household. That means not just sex and candlelight, but much more often sex and domesticity, sex and routine, sex that is part of, rather than abstracted from, the day-to-day life that is marriage. Our task, then, may not be to "work harder" at romance and desire, but rather to reconceptualize eros. Our task may be to move away from the logic that tells us that erotic love is the thing that married couples try to approximate at the end of their date nights, and to adopt instead a robustly domestic and household sexuality. Our task may not be to cultivate moments when eros can whisk us away from our ordinary routines, but rather to love each other as eros becomes imbedded in, and transformed by, the daily warp and woof of married life.

Lurking underneath the romanticized eros is a certain individualism, and, indeed, almost all of today's marriage guides frame marriage strictly as an individual project. The marriages that emerge from the pages of these books are marriages of two people who rarely engage their communities. Marriage is figured as something that is undertaken by, and that serves, only the husband and wife. None of the books' rules, guidelines, or suggestions urge couples to understand marriage in the context of the communities to which they are committed.

Consider, for example, the Blooms' endorsement of fidelity: Having enjoined married couples, "If you chose monogamy, keep your agreement," the Blooms go on to suggest that "Ultimately the question of monogamy … [is] a matter of enlightened self-interest. Keeping the agreement to monogamy provides a container within which we are able to experience greater depth and fulfillment in our marriage and greater levels of self-awareness and self-development." Fidelity, then, is not a social good; it is not a discipline that fosters goodness; it neither draws on nor offers anything to neighbors. It is merely good for the folks practicing it; it helps them attain self-fulfillment. 

Even Judith Wallerstein, who aims to shore up good marriages and prevent divorce, seems to assume that marriage begins and ends with the couple. None of the nine tasks she lays out for married couples put husbands and wives in relation to a larger community. Her married people don't even seem to have friends. They have each other, and some kids; that's where their community begins and ends.

And, yet, marriage is meant to be communal as well as couple-centered both in its means and its meanings. At the most practical level, it is our friends, our brothers and sisters in the church, our aunts and uncles and colleagues, who can remind us why we got married in the first place. It is this community that, when we lay our marriages bare before them, are able to hold us accountable, and also celebrate with us. This is what the Book of Common Prayer's Order of Marriage is getting at when it prompts the celebrant to ask the congregation if "all of you witnessing these promises [will] do all in your power to uphold these two persons in their marriage?" The congregation's response is a hearty "We will." If we Christians want to get our divorce rates down below the national average, rendering our marriages visible to our communities—opening ourselves up to our friends' support, prayers, questions, and rebuke—would be a good place to start.

But recalling the communal dimension of marriage is not merely a strategy for sticking it out and navigating the rough patches. It is rather an assertion of God's purposes for marriage. Our surrounding society tells us that marriage is a private endeavor, that what happens between husband and wife behind closed doors is no one else's concern. But in the Christian grammar, marriage is not only for the married couple. Insofar as marriage tells the Christian community a particular story, marriage is for the community. It reminds us of the communion and community that is possible between and among people who have been made new creatures in Christ. And it hints at the eschatological union between Christ and the Church. As Catholic ethicist Julie Hanlon Rubio has put it, "marriage consists not simply or even primarily of a personal relationship. Rather, it crystallizes the love of the larger church community. The couple is not just two-in-one, but two together within the whole, with specific responsibility for the whole. … They must persevere in love, because the community needs to see God's love actualized among God's people." 

The inflections of community are important because they get at the very meanings of marriage. Marriage is a gift God gives the church. He does not simply give it to the married people of the church, but to the whole church, just as marriage is designed not only for the benefit of the married couple. It is designed to tell a story to the entire church, a story about God's own love and fidelity to us. 

Lauren F. Winner is the author of Girl Meets God (Random House).
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**Joy in the Journey-The relational glue that helps us pursue oneness

By John and Nancy Ortberg

Psychiatrist William Frey spent years studying the dramatic impact that laughter, humor, and joy have on our lives. He found that joy increases our pulse rate, blood circulation, and oxygenation. Joy causes remarkable relaxation. Frey discovered, "Humor banishes the tightness and the severity necessary for anger. If mirth is experienced, rage is impossible."

Joy is a kind of relational glue. It gives us intrinsic motivation to pursue intimacy and oneness in marriage. Bill Bright says it this way: "As long as you're going to be married the rest of your life, you might as well enjoy it." In other words, marriage is supposed to be a source of joy.


"Joy does two things for our marriages. It causes us to remember the good. And it causes us to live in the present." 


And it's God's plan for marriage. Throughout the Bible marriage is used as a picture of joy that God feels for his people. For instance, the prophet Isaiah tells us, "As a bridegroom rejoices over his bride, so God will rejoice over you" (Isaiah 62:5). 

Joy does two things for our marriages. It causes us to remember the good. When something wonderful or fun or funny happens, as we go through the years together, we often look back on that experience and have almost as much joy reliving it. But joy also causes us to live in the present. That's a place far too few of us live often enough. For just a moment when we're experiencing joy, thoughts of what's to come and all the things we need to do vanish. That's a great gift to give our marriages. 

How does joy come? It comes by making a pledge to pursue oneness in marriage. Through commitment and fidelity. Commitment isn't just about avoiding divorce. The kind of commitment God calls people to make isn't just to say, "I'll try to get to the end of my life without having had sexual relationships with somebody other than my spouse." It's a commitment every day, every hour, every week and month and year to pursue greater oneness. And in the commitment to pursue oneness is also a commitment to pursue joy. 

Make joy your goal

In Philippians 4:4 the apostle Paul tells us, "Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!" It's a command. Often we take that verse in an individualistic way and think, I'm supposed to rejoice through the day. Although that's certainly true, Paul also aimed it at the community—of which marriages are a part. As a married couple part of our job is to pursue joy, to rejoice together, and to bring joy to each other.

Often we run across articles that ask, Are you intentional about saving enough money for the end of your life? You know the kind of stories, where you're supposed to put so much money aside per month, and if you don't you're going to end up on the streets.

Rarely, though, will you see an article that asks the question for you as a couple, Are you invested enough in joy? Are you setting aside enough joy so that when you get to the end of your life you'll be able to look back and say about it what God said about his creation—it's very good?

Recently a newspaper ran a letter a wife wrote to her husband reflecting on the fact that in one month was the date he'd always said, This is when I'm going to retire so I can enjoy my family. Only he passed away three years earlier. That date came and it brought great pain to her. Her husband had waited for the end of his life to make a commitment to pursue joy. And it was too late.

We want to challenge you as a couple to make your life-goal to become the primary joy-giver in your spouse's world. 

We often get caught in a vicious circle, which goes like this: How can I get my spouse to make me happier? With that mindset, I keep track of what my spouse does for me and what I do for my spouse. It's a game where I'm motivated not to do more for her than she does for me. 

The challenge is instead to make it a benevolent circle, where we say, How can I give more joy to my spouse? And then your spouse's response will probably be, How can I give more joy back?

Last week Nancy called me (John) during the day and said, "There's a surprise waiting for you on the kitchen counter." I couldn't wait to get home—the thought of my surprise brought me such joy! When I walked in the kitchen that evening, there was a newly published book by one of my favorite authors. Nancy knew that would bring me joy.

Joy flows out of a commitment to bring a gift to another person. 

Be willing to laugh—at yourself

If there's going to be joy in your relationship, start with yourself.

We have funny things in our family that have become traditions now as a result of stupid things I (Nancy) have done. I'm notorious for whipping up a loaf of banana bread, which my family loves. But I've been known many times to put a loaf in the oven and leave the house, only to come home several hours later and wonder why all the firemen are there. 

When my family looks to see how I will respond, I've learned the importance of laughter. So now if somebody is doing something that isn't well thought out we say, "I think you're leaving your banana bread in the oven too long." It's a way to laugh at myself and then make it something that can bring joy to the rest of my family.

When you poke fun at yourself, you're saying to your family, I'm not the center of the universe. I'm not even the center of this family. This situation I'm in is not going to change my life, so let's all laugh about it.

Enjoy simplicity

We can find such joy in simple pleasures. If we find joy only when we experience lavish, expensive outings, then the amount of joy in our life is going to be greatly reduced. 

The first year John and I (Nancy) were married we lived in Scotland. He was going to graduate school. I got on the bus every day and worked as a maid. We had no money. We had no car. We were in a foreign country. And every weekend with the few pence I made scrubbing other people's homes we'd take the bus downtown and wander through stores we couldn't afford to buy anything from, then order take-out Chinese food, and go back to our dorm room. Those were times of great joy. We were experiencing a new adventure together. 

Sometimes we'll take a picnic to a lake, go to a three-dollar matinee, and end the day with dogs and suds. Those simple pleasures allow us to experience joy in the moment. They have a profound impact on our relationship. They communicate, I love you. I love being with you. This is fun. 

Create a culture of two

In Genesis, the author tells us that a husband is to leave his father and mother and be united to his wife and the two will become one flesh. This means we create a culture of two. You pursue joy by pursuing a private world the two of you alone share that helps make you one.

A culture is a combination of languages, rituals, activities, values, and pastimes that creates a common environment and allows people to interact with and relate to each other. In his book A Severe Mercy, Sheldon Vanauken recalls the early days of his marriage when he and his wife would focus on what they called "the shining barrier"—this wall that at a certain level would separate the two of them from the rest of the world. There are a variety of ways to create a shining barrier. 

Nicknames. Often when couples fall in love they give each other nicknames. It's a way of reinforcing the idea that the two of us know each other in a way that nobody else knows us. We have an identity that nobody else can share.

Shared rituals. Some couples have breakfast together on Saturday mornings at a special place, or they have a night in the week that's their date night, or one weekend a year that's a special weekend. Some couples read together. Sometimes the rituals are goofy. For instance, if we're walking and Nancy trips, we'll kiss each other. It's just a silly, almost embarrassing thing, but that little ritual infuses moments of lightness into the routine of life. 

Memories often have that kind of impact. That's why couples will talk about their song or a particular restaurant that's special to them. It's creating their own world, a culture for two.

Sexuality intimacy. In the Old Testament, in the Hebrew language, one of the words for sexual intimacy is to know someone. In that kind of sexual intimacy there's a way of knowing the other person, of experiencing him or her physically that's reserved only for a husband and a wife. Nobody else can share that, and it has, among other things, this power to help make two people one.

Marriage is one of our first steps into the kingdom of God. It's well and good that we do kingdom work for other people, but if we don't do it for our spouse, we need to question the good of what other things we do in God's kingdom. Are you in the kind of relationship where you love without thought of return? Where you rejoice in your mate? Ultimately, when we pursue joy, we move toward oneness and intimacy, and we more clearly see who God is. That was his idea in the first place.

John Ortberg is author of God Is Closer than You Think. Nancy Ortberg is a former teaching pastor at Willow Creek Community Church. The Ortbergs live in California.
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**Irreconcilable Differences—So? Why you don't need to see things the same way.

By Mark Galli

It didn't take long into my marriage to discover how incompatible my wife and I were. One reason I was attracted to Barbara in the first place was her apparent interest in theology. We'd spent many happy hours in college taking Bible and religion classes together; we even co-wrote a mediocre paper on the Reformation! Few people have my nutty interest in theology, so I felt especially blessed to have discovered an eligible woman who shared that interest. I proposed as quickly as I could, and I was ready to live happily ever after.

Some days into the marriage I was shocked to discover the truth about Barb. I'd just finished some weighty tome—such as Dietrich Bonhoeffer's Creation and Fall—and encouraged her to read it. She said she wasn't interested. When over the next week I suggested another theology book, and then another, and was turned down repeatedly, I asked what was going on.

"I really don't like theology all that much."

"But what about … ?" I stammered.

"Once in awhile it's okay. But most of the time I find it too dry."

I was floored. Here was the woman of my dreams telling me she wasn't really the woman of my dreams.

That was the first of many shocking revelations. As the years unfolded and we each matured in our own way, the differences became more marked. She liked to get up early; I liked to stay up late—so when exactly were we supposed to have sex? She stayed politically liberal as I became more conservative. She enjoyed being laid back; I liked to plan way in advance. She's energized by a room full of people; I'm drained. She thought the kids should be given a break for being kids; I thought they should be disciplined more. And we couldn't even argue on the same page—I liked to get things out in the open; she liked to do anything but that.

Years ago, we compared our Myers-Briggs personality scores. The literature that interpreted the results was fairly pessimistic about our future. 

But surely after 30 years of marriage, things have gotten better, no? I recently took an online marital compatibility test to see whether time has made a difference. We scored a 60 percent. The test maker said, "If you're less than 70 percent compatible you may have to struggle hard to maintain a long-term relationship."

It appears that Barbara and I are simply not compatible. Some would say we have irreconcilable differences. But there's a mystery here: though we're as incompatible as ever these days, we find ourselves happier than ever, as well.

Mired in the self Like nearly every couple in self-absorbed America, Barb and I originally thought marriage was about mutual self-fulfillment. We mouthed all the Christian platitudes about serving God and each other, but when we first got married, we predictably focused on how much fun it was to be together: companionship, sex, increased income, someone to listen, sex, another shoulder to cry on, someone to go on vacations with, sex, and so on. Early marriage for most couples is very much about mutual emotional masturbation. 

As long as we have so much in common, the relationship can blissfully proceed. The problem is that only the rare marriage can be continually compatible. 

People grow, mature, and change—or at least we all hope they do. Invariably the person we eye across the table at anniversary 10 will be different from the person we walked down the aisle with. And that different person will just as likely be less compatible. 

Though compatibility is good and enjoyable as far as it goes, it never goes far enough to make a successful marriage. That's because it stays mired in the self. 

Compatibility is ultimately about finding someone who is compatible with me. Compatibility is about my feeling good about being with someone else who shares my interests, blends with my personality traits, shares my values. 

Biblical marriage is something altogether different, but at the core isn't much different from the rest of the Christian life: "Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others. Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus" (Philippians 2:3-5). Jesus, in fact, had little in common with the people on planet Earth. The chasm between him and us is the difference between the infinite and the finite, holiness and sinfulness, God and man.

But he didn't count compatibility with God a thing to be grasped, Paul says. Instead he emptied himself, taking the form of a servant, of those who were markedly incompatible with him.

Lesson in martyrdom After a few years of marriage, when couples stare into the abyss of their non-compatibility, they generally panic and try to create a new compatibility. My wife increasingly demanded that I listen with deep sincerity to all the little details of her life. I really tried. Couldn't do it.

For my part, I insisted that my wife go to a driving range with me, and I tried to teach her how to hit a golf ball. We ended that experiment in spouse abuse after lesson one.

The more we tried to find areas of compatibility, the more miserable we became. I remember sitting on the bed beside her after another failed sexual adventure (an activity at which we were no longer compatible, either, it seemed). I began to mull over all our differences: politics, kids, remodeling, attitudes toward in-laws, money issues, spirituality—the list was endless. On and on my mind raced. I was overcome with a profound sense of how utterly different we were, and how it was simply impossible for us to reconcile those differences.

But Barbara and I are compatible on one thing: divorce isn't an option. So we simply decided we were going to make this thing work in spite of the fact that we were so incompatible. We didn't decide it in a day, and we didn't decide it with gusto and optimism. We simply felt we had no choice but to learn how to live with a person so utterly alien to us.

And it was in that period that we began to learn about martyrdom, about the death of the self, about giving up the desire for compatibility. If marriage wasn't about how my spouse could make me happier, we each concluded, then it must be about each of us trying to make the other happier.

One morning on vacation on the beach, she asked if I wanted to go for a walk and look at the tide pools. This isn't my instinctive idea of a good time, but she wanted companionship while she did something that was interesting to her. So I went and entered into the experience as best I could. I didn't get nearly the enjoyment from it that she did, but I was happy she enjoyed it so much. 

One evening on the same vacation, after a long and busy day, she suggested we go out to eat. She was exhausted, and the last thing she wanted to do was cook over a hot stove to prepare a meal for our family and the extended family with us. I, however, grimaced about the cost of going out. She responded by saying she'd go to the store and whip something together. While this wasn't something she wanted to do, she knew it would make me happy.

These are simple, ordinary acts of martyrdom, the giving way of self for the sake of the other. Every marriage has plenty of such moments. They can be resisted with complaints—"Why don't you ever do what I want to do?" and "Why don't you consider my feelings?" Or they can be submitted to with grace. 

This forsaking of compatibility is slow and painful to learn. At the end of the day, Barb and I each feel a sense of regret at not having done more for the other. But every morning there's a new vow to give it another shot. 

And here's the crazy thing: the more we stop trying to get each other to be compatible, the happier our marriage has been. Instead of our differences being insurmountable obstacles to happiness, they're simply facts that make our relationship interesting—aggravating at times, to be sure, but ultimately more fascinating. 

And one more not unimportant thing: the more we've learned to love each other despite our differences, the more we've been able to love and serve those outside our marriage, most of whom are different from us in so many ways. 

Certainly Barb and I share many things in common. But I doubt we share any more than we do with anyone on the planet. Two human beings are going to share some things in common, no matter how different they are. 

But that's not what holds a marriage together. Irreconcilable differences are key—at least how we deal with them and learn to love in spite of them.

Mark Galli, managing editor of Christianity Today, is author of Francis of Assisi and His World (IVP).
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**Secret One: Put the marriage first(BEFORE the kids) 

As a more mature person, you can do it right this time. You are en- titled to another chance at happiness, but this time the love that you start your marriage with has to be big enough and wise enough to embrace a ready-made family. Divided loyalties, guilt, unreasonable expectations, unscrupulous people, and manipulative children, even your own, can be obstacles in your way to a successful remarriage. Anticipating them and understanding them will help you to achieve your goals. 

While it's true that all families have a past, blended families have a more complex one-the ghosts of marriages past. These ghosts of prior marriages and divorces can haunt your house and everyone in it, even ruin your present marriage. 

"After we returned from our honeymoon, my husband's two children from his first marriage came to visit for the weekend," says one distraught second wife. "I had no idea what I was getting into. I was so emotionally drained after their visit, I almost packed my bag and left, except that it was my house, and I certainly didn't intend to leave my own house. Had I been living in my husband's home, I probably would've left, and that would've been the end of a very short marriage." 

Today, when we talk about the blended family, we mean parents and the children and stepchildren from the various marriages. But the distressing fact is that former in-laws, present in-laws, your ex, and your spouse's ex are as much a part of your new family as the cantankerous old uncle or boozy cousin who used to disrupt every family gathering. This may not be the news you want to hear, but it's a reality that cannot be ignored. They are and will remain the extended family. 

The emotions generated from this archive will invariably spill over into your new family. How much should couples allow this history to penetrate their new lives together? As little as possible. But there's the rub, because sometimes the new family is virtually held hostage by ex-spouses and ex-grandparents and the damage they can cause, not only to the adults of the remarriage but to the children. Sadly, the children themselves are often enlisted to play the role of saboteurs. It's true. That kid you love can be out to destroy your new happiness. 

Wittingly or unwittingly, ex-spouses, natural children, stepchildren, former in-laws, as well as present in-laws, can trigger unlovely emotions in you, too. Jealousy, unreasonable expectations, divided loyalties, and guilt are common even in the most well-adjusted adults. Those are the obstacles we put in our own way. Typically, these emotions lead to defensive or manipulative behavior as one attempts to eliminate these new intruders from one's life or, at the very least, to minimize the damage they can cause. 

Human relationships work like the law of physics-matter cannot be created or destroyed. It's the same way with a previous marriage. It cannot become a marriage that never existed; the ex-spouses never disappear, and the kids are never unborn. Maybe your husband's ex-wife is still pining away or showing up at odd hours to peek in your windows or calling at the last minute to change visitation dates. 

In the stories that follow, heightened emotions of family members are vividly illustrated by the events of the blending process. You will see that when you put the marriage first, you benefit the blended family far more than if you as a newly married couple had focused only on the children's adjustment to your new relationships. SAcred Vows 

Ancient words of wisdom from the Bible advise newlyweds to place their loyalties to their spouse-"leave your father and mother and cleave to your [spouse.]" (Gen. 2:24) If it were written today, I believe the adage would certainly encompass second marriages, where the stakes are even higher and where many more people have claims on the time, attention, and emotions of the married couple. 

With first-married couples trying to form an independent family, they must renegotiate relationships with parents and extended family. And since those bonds took years to form, the process of breaking away to create a new unit isn't automatic. It's an ongoing task. But we don't break away from children, so the challenge of forming a solid and loving marriage must include the connections to children from prior marriages as well as to the people who are related to those children. 

A successful remarriage is a gift to everyone concerned, and particularly to children who have already suffered through the death of a parent or through a failed marriage. They don't need another loss or failure. Experts who advocate that the children must come first are losing sight of the effect another divorce would have on the children. Nevertheless, it's not unusual for children of divorce to view the new marriage as a threat to achieving their fantasy-getting their natural parents back together, restoring what they have sadly lost, and maintaining the close and loving relationship they had with a parent who is now in the throes of love and passion with a new partner. This means that putting the marriage first is, in every sense, the ultimate challenge of most remarriages with children. 

The first remarriage I'll discuss began with an adulterous affair. This is not the best way to begin blending a family, but it happens more often than most of us would care to admit. It is a particularly interesting story because so many of the people involved agreed to be interviewed-the remarried couple as well as a child from each of their prior marriages. It is also a microcosm of the multiple problems that can plague a blended family. The "Spookaboos" of Previous Marriages 

At the time of our interview, Cynthia, a vivacious fifty-year-old woman, had been married to her second husband, Ted, for over twenty years. Cynthia and Ted have two children each from their first marriages. 

"My dream all through childhood was to have a family of my own," Cynthia told me. "I was the third child in my own family, the youngest by eleven years, so I always felt like an only child, with much older parents who had little time or patience for me. What I saw in other families was warmth and a sense of belonging that I never felt. 

"As soon as I graduated from college, I rushed into my first marriage, because that was what my friends were doing, but I really didn't know my first husband very well. I married for all the wrong reasons, not the least of which was to get away from home and because, as I said, it was the thing to do at the time. 

"We turned out to be totally mismatched-different values, interests, and different goals for the future-only I didn't know that when we got married. After five years and two children, I knew that I wanted a divorce, but I didn't have the financial means to go it alone. Besides, if we divorced, my husband's alimony and child support payments would be very limited. That's when I decided to become a real estate agent. For the next five years, I worked hard and built a good career. My husband and I tried to get along, but we just couldn't." 

To understand the problems that developed in Cynthia's second marriage, it's important to know the circumstances of their lives when she and Ted first met. 

"Ted was married but wasn't living with his wife. We both got our divorces and married about a year later. During the early years of our relationship, his first marriage was always a 'presence' in our home. It was as if his first wife, Valerie, was literally haunting us." 

What Cynthia wasn't prepared for was the shock and difficulty of dealing with some very troubled people. When she got to know Ted's children, she understood what the late Ann Landers had to say on the subject: "The biggest cause of the breakup of a second marriage is the children." 

"Ted's two children were the same ages as my children, which could have been an advantage, but it wasn't. It only aggravated the problem. Ted's twelve-year-old daughter, Rose, was hell-bent on destroying me, destroying our marriage, and getting her father to go back to her mother. With her mother's prompting, Rose told terrible lies to her grandmother-Ted's mother. She made up a story about my husband and me having sex in front of her and the other children. She accused me of using foul language and inflicting cruel punishments. At first I laughed at the absurdity of the accusations-until I realized how damaging they were, mainly because my husband's mother wanted to believe they were true. In fact she did. That way she could convince herself that her son had married a depraved woman with monstrous kids who were having a destructive influence on her precious grandchildren. By playing into Valerie's strategy and collaborating with her, my new mother-in-law could insure that her regular weekend visits with her grandchildren continued, instead of their coming to visit us. 

"Having children of my own, I should've realized when divorced people marry each other, they're getting involved with all the people from both former marriages. But when Valerie managed to drag my ex-husband into this test of wills, I thought I would lose my mind. She persuaded him to participate in her plan to destroy us as a couple. 

"Despite the fact that my ex-husband knew me well enough to know there wasn't any truth to these stories, he was so angry about my leaving him, and about his financial obligations to the children, that he was willing to collaborate with Valerie, even if it hurt our children. 

"So, when my two children were with him for weekends or other visits, he vilified me. My daughter began to resent him. She refused to go with him when he came to pick her up. My son was too young to understand what was happening, so he continued his visits, and had to listen to all the vitriolic lies about me. When my daughter told me what her father was saying, I should've tried to stop it. But I'm not sure what I could've done, short of going back to court and having my daughter testify as to what was going on. And that was also true for Ted, because Valerie and his mother were doing the same thing-poisoning his daughters against us. There were times when I wanted to call it quits, but I loved Ted and knew that he loved me. We felt we deserved a chance to have a good life together. We hoped that our love for each other and for the children would save the day." 

My interview with Ted filled in the picture of his first marriage. "My wife came from a broken home. She was raised by an aunt and uncle, both staunch fundamentalists who believed spare the rod and spoil the child. I believe it had a very damaging effect on her. The first few years of our marriage were fine; then Valerie developed a serious drinking problem. When she was drunk, she became physically abusive to me and to our two daughters. We fought all the time, though it was usually Valerie screaming at me, and me taking it. I usually didn't respond. That only made her angrier until she became physically violent. I should've left her years before I actually did, but I was afraid to leave the kids in her custody, and I certainly couldn't work and take care of them." 

Nonetheless, when Ted divorced Valerie, he made no attempt to gain custody of his two daughters, then nine and twelve years old. He wanted to avoid a jury trial and the ugly revelations of Valerie's alcoholism, the abuse, and her repeated infidelity. Instead, he agreed to a generous property settlement, alimony, and child support. 

Though Ted was no longer living with Valerie when he met Cynthia, Valerie believed Cynthia was the cause of her marriage breakup. In the months before Ted and Cynthia's marriage, Valerie began her campaign of vengeance. She placed an "anonymous" call to the Family and Children's Service accusing Cynthia of abusing her own children. Cynthia hired a lawyer, who obtained a copy of the taped call. Valerie's voice was unmistakable. Nevertheless, it triggered a full and humili- ating investigation of Cynthia's home life, which ultimately came to nothing. 

To avoid an escalation of the problem, Cynthia and Ted chose not to retaliate against their former spouses. All four children were being used as pawns in this dangerous game, particularly Ted's older daughter, who had nothing but contempt for Cynthia. 

The vicious intrusion from their prior marriages into their newly reconstituted family created an anguished environment for Cynthia and Ted. They would have been better off if they could have relocated to another city, but their careers and the visitation agreements precluded such a move. After three years of enforced visitation, Ted's two children stopped seeing him. 

"There was no point making them do something they didn't want to do," he said. "And their visits just caused havoc for all of us, so I decided to let it go." 

Both Cynthia and Ted say if they had it to do over again, they would still marry each other even if it meant going through the torment of those first few years. But they both admitted how naïve they had been. "What we needed," Cynthia said, "and didn't have was someone to tell us what we could expect. We were both blindsided." 

Once Ted's children stopped visiting, Valerie became less of a problem, though she still made drunken calls in the middle of the night. Although Cynthia and Ted finally settled into a comfortable and relatively happy marriage, the fallout for the children had left indelible scars. Cynthia's older child, Amanda, remains close to both of them. One of Ted's daughters remains distant to him and to her mother and sister. Cynthia's son is not close, but Amanda believes it is due to the "years of awful lies my father told about my mother." Amanda was old enough to see through them, but her younger brother was "easily brainwashed." 

When Amanda stood up for her mother, her father cut her out of his life forever. "I'm just glad I have my mother and Ted," Amanda told me. "He's been a wonderful stepfather. Both of them have done everything for me." 

"In families like ours," Cynthia said, "bitterness, revenge, and anger are constantly threatening to undermine the new family. Even destroy it. I'm just so grateful that the children have thrived and that Ted and I have had so many wonderful years together." 

Many Perspectives 

What could Ted and Cynthia have done to prevent these painful and enduring family rifts? Were they truly helpless in face of the damage that was being inflicted by their former spouses and even Ted's mother during the early years of their marriage? 

One answer lies in Ted's handling of his relationship with Rose, his older daughter, who had worked so tenaciously to break up her father's marriage to Cynthia. She tried to turn into reality what many children fantasize about-that their parents will get back together again and reestablish the home that was broken. Right at the beginning, Ted should have sat down with Rose and explained to her that many times a married couple find that they are unable to live together anymore but that it doesn't mean they love their children any less. This is particularly important for the parent who has moved out, since the children will inevitably experience a sense of rejection, abandonment, and jealousy of the new spouse. Rose's world had fallen apart, so she tried to manipulate the situation in order to get her family back-the only family she ever wanted. And this was the time when Cynthia needed to show her new stepdaughter some real understanding and greater affection, though it was the hardest time to do both. 

Ted's younger daughter, Paula, shed additional light on the situation. In our interview, Paula blamed her mother for most of the problems but said she resented that her father had given up so easily when she and her sister had stopped their visits with him. She felt that he should have tried to gain custody of her. 

"My father knew how destructive my mother was when she was drinking, and that was most of the time. But he did nothing. He was too passive. Rose was the one who told all those lies, but it was at my mother's instigation. Rose became a very mean-spirited person, a lot like our mother." Paula also felt that Cynthia didn't seem to want anyone in her life except Ted and her own children. 

Paula admitted that Cynthia had tried hard to make the new family work, "but I could tell how angry she was at my sister-she had good reason to be angry, and I know Cynthia was relieved when we stopped coming to the house for visitation. I don't blame her. She had it pretty rough with all that my mother did to her." 

When asked if she wanted to build a closer relationship with her father, Paula said yes. "He did a lot of harm by never letting me know that I meant something to him, but I love him and know he loves me." 

Both Ted and Cynthia should have been more realistic about the potential fallout from their quick remarriage. According to one Episcopal priest I consulted, Ted and Cynthia should have put their relationship on hold, properly divorced their spouses, and then allowed themselves more time to heal their first families before marrying. "The stigma of Cynthia being viewed as the home wrecker might have been avoided. The fury of both ex-spouses might have been lessened had they waited an appropriate amount of time before beginning their courtship." 

In response to this advice, Cynthia said, "We loved each other and didn't want to wait. For too long, we'd both been through hell. We felt we deserved some peace. Granted, we were foolish to not get ourselves better prepared to deal with all these heightened emotions, but I suppose because we were in love, we expected too much. And Ted couldn't handle the guilt he felt about leaving his kids, but he thought fighting for custody was out of the question. We just wanted to be happy." 

A different perspective comes from Jean Rosenbaum, M.D., a psychiatrist and author of Stepparenting. "Those marriages that are broken over love affairs were probably not very satisfactory to begin with. It is rare for happily married people to risk spoiling a marriage by having affairs." However, even if the divorce was inevitable, the ex-spouse is likely to perceive the current spouse as a home wrecker, triggering "the wrath of the [spouse] scorned." And, as in Ted and Cynthia's case, the children are frequently brought into the crossfire. 

Dr. Rosenbaum urges that the spouse labeled the seducer or home wrecker not become overly defensive, because "people's gossip will quickly fade. They will become bored with the first mate's endless idealizing of the old, long-dead marriage. Time will reveal to all that you and your mate are actually happy." It's still important, however, to empathize with the abandoned ex-spouse, who may be glorifying a failed marriage to shore up sagging self-esteem. 

Yet another opinion was voiced by a marriage counselor who heard the taped interviews. She concluded that both Ted and Cynthia were so damaged by the unhappiness of their first marriages that they were really incapable of handling this reconstituted family without the help of an experienced therapist. There were too many issues-divided loyalties, guilt, and power plays-in this situation. Also, Ted's passive nature was a major contributing factor in perpetuating the damage to himself, first in his long-term endurance of his first wife's abuse and then in allowing his children to walk out of his life rather than maintaining contact with them, even if it meant less frequent visits that wouldn't have included Cynthia. By not seeking to enforce visitation, he conveyed the wrong message to his children-that is, they didn't matter to him enough to fight for them. Unfortunately, Ted saw adversity as inevitable while, at the same time, he retreated from it. 

"When people are being edged off their territory, battles begin," Ted said. "There's nothing much to be done about it." 

Despite the problems with two of the four children, Cynthia and Ted's remarriage can be called "successful" by the definition offered in the introduction-the marriage endured happily and the children grew up to lead productive lives. Some people might not agree with these criteria for success, but what other measurement could there be? Even in nuclear families there are estrangements, unhappiness, and sibling rivalries that continue through adulthood. The fact that Ted and Cynthia loved each other and made their marriage a priority ultimately worked toward the good of the children. 

Missteps 

In her book Family Politics: Love and Power on an Intimate Frontier, Letty Cottin Pogrebin says of children in stepfamilies: "Beyond the complex interactions is one stunning surprise: The stepfamily configuration seems to increase the power of the child. That is to say, compared with other parents, remarried parents seem more desirous of their children's approval, more alert to the children's emotional state, and more sensitive in their parent-child relations. Perhaps this is the result of heightened empathy for the children's suffering, perhaps it is a guilt reaction; in either case, it gives children a potent weapon-the power to disrupt the new household and come between the parent and the new spouse." 

Jealous children can do unscrupulous things, even when they are motivated primarily by a need to protect themselves from the wrenching dislocations taking place in their lives. You do your children no favor to allow them to engage in destructive behavior. Certainly you can try in positive ways to make up to them for the hurt you may have caused. But that doesn't mean buying them off, nor does it mean ruining your new marriage to satisfy their need to get back at you. You can teach them to treat you and your new spouse differently. Let them know that whatever they're doing to hurt you is destructive not only to you, but also to them. Most children don't enjoy being hateful. What they really want is the feeling that they are loved and secure, with clear parame- ters and structure. This was a lesson that Joyce and Leonard learned the hard way. 

The Taming of a Step-Brat 

Leonard married Joyce after a long and loving courtship. He felt close to Joyce and looked forward to being a good stepfather to her thirteen-year-old daughter, Elise. He wanted to give them all the things they could not afford on Joyce's small salary and the inadequate child support she received from her first husband. Leonard had never been married before, though he'd been engaged to a young woman who had died of cancer before their marriage. Leonard fantasized that Elise would be happy to have a stepfather who was eager to look after her and provide some of the luxuries she had never had. Elise was polite but aloof during the two years of her mother's courtship with Leonard. 

Just before Joyce married Leonard, Elise begged her not to go forward with the marriage. Joyce was shocked to discover that Elise didn't want anything to do with Leonard as a stepfather, that what she really wanted was to have her mother all to herself. And that Leonard's presence made Elise feel disloyal to her own father, who couldn't give her all the "nice things" Leonard could give her. "Once," Joyce said, "Elise told me she felt that Leonard was trying to buy her away from her father." 

Joyce knew that Leonard was a kind and gentle man and felt confident that Elise would eventually learn to love him. Certainly Elise was old enough to understand and respect the marriage. Wisely, Joyce refused to allow her daughter to stand in the way of her happiness. But she underestimated Elise's desperation and determination. 

After the wedding, Elise's politeness vanished, and what emerged was a pattern of rejection of Leonard's attempts to be a good stepparent. She ignored him and spoke only to her mother. At mealtimes, she treated him as if he weren't there, or she was hostile and rude to him. She typically acknowledged his presence only with the phrase "Oh, he's here." Every time Leonard entered a room where Elise was, he received her hateful stare. He ignored Elise's bad behavior. Eventually, she began to bait him into disciplining her by attacking her own mother with angry outbursts in Leonard's presence. 

Leonard's hopes of becoming a wonderful new father figure were quickly diminished. Joyce, not knowing what to do to keep everything from falling apart, wondered if she'd made a big mistake by marrying Leonard while Elise was still going through adolescence. But because Leonard was a mature and patient man, he continued to be affable while ignoring the spiteful behavior of his stepdaughter. Joyce was increasingly saddened and anxious in her own home. 

One morning after Leonard had gone to work, Joyce finally confronted her daughter. "Elise, you're behaving like an ungrateful, spoiled brat. No matter how badly you treat Leonard, he is always kind and giving, which only makes me love him more. I'm not going to subject Leonard to your rudeness at the dinner table. Frankly, I'm embarrassed by your behavior. You can have your dinner before we do and then go to your room." 

Joyce's clear boundary setting resonated with Elise-it jarred the girl's fear that she might lose her mother's devotion. 

Elise didn't suddenly love Leonard, but she did stop treating him like the enemy. Joyce regained control of her own home, and her marriage to Leonard thrived. After a couple of years, Elise not only accepted Leonard, but actually grew fond of him. He harbored no resentment toward her, understanding that she was an adolescent who had had her mother's undivided attention until he'd come into their lives, and a feeling of disloyalty to her biological father. Stepparents should expect that the children will be jealous of the relationship between their parent and the new stepparent. This jealousy abates as the children begin to accept the presence of the stepparent as routine, and actually begin to receive some emotional benefit from the relationship. Leonard was mature enough to understand that. Everyone learned something valuable-that it takes a family time and patience to blend, and if the new marriage is successful, ultimately everyone benefits. 

What About the Kids? 

Do we actually know whether the children of divorce are better or worse off if their parents remarry? Without consulting the data, we can easily construct an argument for how children benefit when their parents enter a new marriage. First, the presence of a new parent helps relieve the stresses and demands of single parenthood. Someone else is around to share the household responsibilities and help raise the children. Second, the remarriage can bring another earner into the family. A stepfather's income can reverse the economic slide that afflicts many divorced mothers and their children. According to Greg Duncan and Saul Hoffman, the authors of Economic Consequences of Marital Instability, children in remarriages are almost as well off economically as children in first marriages. 

But a counterargument can be made: Adjusting to so many new relationships and having the natural parent's attentions diverted may add a layer of problems over and above that of divorce. 

Though there are comprehensive studies of families after divorce, there have not been comparable studies of blended families done in the United States over the extended period of time needed to evaluate children growing to adulthood. We can extrapolate from a landmark divorce study done in this country by researcher E. Mavis Hetherington (now an emeritus professor of psychology at the University of Virginia), because she includes children who have been raised in stepfamilies after divorce. And there are two studies of stepfamilies, one by James Bray, Ph.D., a psychologist at Baylor College of Medicine in Houston, and the second, an extensive research project done in Great Britain. 

As reported in For Better or for Worse, Hetherington's research study followed 1,400 families, including adult children from stepfamilies. Hetherington's most notable findings challenged earlier warnings about the negative long-term effect of divorce on children. These, she asserted, have been "exaggerated to the point where we now have created a self-fulfilling prophecy." Her conclusion: "Most of the young men and women from my divorced families looked a lot like their contemporaries from non-divorced homes." However, some of her most disquieting interviews revealed the pain and confusion felt by those living in stepfamilies. Fifty percent of the remarriages she studied failed. Nonetheless, 75 percent of the youngsters in her study ultimately did as well as children from intact families. 

Outcomes, Hetherington says, depend on many factors: the rea- sons for the divorce; parenting skills; the level of support both adults and children receive from family and friends; the individuals' willingness to change and grow in the face of new challenges. "Although [children] looked back on their parents' breakup as a painful experience," Hetherington writes, "most were successfully going about the chief task of young adulthood: establishing careers, creating intimate relationships, building meaningful lives for themselves." 

James Bray's study, which was funded by the National Institutes of Health, followed one hundred white, middle-class stepfamilies and one hundred comparable non-divorced families over a nine-year period. His book Stepfamilies focuses primarily on stepfamilies consisting of a natural mother and stepfather. He concludes that stepfamilies are happiest when the husband and wife view their relationship as a "partnership" rather than as a "matriarchal" family. Like Hetherington, he also found that though children in stepfamilies tended to have behavior and emotional problems, 75 percent of stepchildren did well, compared with 85 to 90 percent of kids in non-divorced families. 

The largest study involving stepchildren is the British National Child Development Study, which was based on a long-term survey of seventeen thousand children born in 1958 who were followed through adulthood. The authors of this study (two family therapists, a research professor, and a child psychiatrist) identified fifty subjects who had become stepchildren by the age of sixteen. When these children reached age twenty-three, the researchers conducted "lifestory interviews," which took two to six hours. 

The goal of the study was to gain an understanding of the long-term effects of children's growing up in nuclear families that transitioned to stepfamilies. What is remarkable, especially given the real hardships faced by the people interviewed, is how well they fared, in both love (all but seven had married, with three-fourths of the ever-married still in a first marriage) and work. Almost all of these young people were thriving in their careers and had risen above their own parents' level of achievement. 

Overall, the study presents a positive picture of a stepchild's ability to adapt to the remarriage of one or both of their parents. The authors concluded that children in blended families are generally doing well and that the most important factor in determining the impact of stepfamily experience for children was the quality of their relationship with their remaining natural parent. 

The findings also demonstrate how important it is to communicate with children about the transitions taking place in their lives during divorce, death, and remarriage. Talking openly and supportively lessens the confusion and fear that usually accompanies these profound alterations in a child's life. 

Researchers consistently tell us that family structure itself-nuclear, single-parent, or blended family-does not determine how happy, how socially well-adjusted, or how academically successful children will be. From the available research, it would be safe to say that children from nuclear families do not fare that much better overall than those from second-marriage families. What experts in the field continue to report is that exposure to prolonged conflict is harmful to children and that it is the quality of relationships, not the type of family, that makes a difference to children's psychological well-being. Where a stepfamily is loving and nurturing, and where the children are able to continue good relationships with their natural parents, they will thrive almost as well as children from intact families.Excerpted from Remarried with Children by Barbara LeBey Copyright © 2004 by Barbara LeBey. Excerpted by permission of Bantam, a division of Random House, Inc. All rights reserved. No part of this excerpt may be reproduced or reprinted without permission in writing from the publisher.

About the Author:

Barbara LeBey is a lawyer, former judge, and a wife, mother, and grandmother. Her first book, Family Estrangements, was featured in People magazine, as well as on Good Morning America and The Today Show.

***Why A Great Woman Is Behind Every Great Man

(note: someone should write one of these for men too.  But, so far haven’t been able to find one. Let me know if you find one.)

By Carmine Gallo

Success Correspondent - Every 2nd Saturday

Consider this article a tribute to women who are smart, independent and, yes, supportive. My wife is my biggest fan, my most avid supporter and the most important factor in the success I've enjoyed to date -- of course, she'll be the first to tell you as much! But it's no secret that the world's most successful men have supportive spouses. 

While it's certainly not a requirement for career success, a supportive life partner can propel you professionally and make life richer and more meaningful. Here are some of the things that a good woman can do for you. 

She provides self-confidence

By praising what you do and not demeaning your ideas or vision, a great woman can stroke your ego and give you the confidence you need to succeed. The marriage of Ronald Reagan and Nancy Reagan has been described as one of the great love stories of the century. Reagan knew it. From the 1950s to the '90s, before Alzheimer's slowly took his life, Ronald wrote devoted love letters to his wife, expressing his gratitude for her support. These letters were later published in Nancy Reagan's book, titled I Love You, Ronnie. 

In one of the book's letters, written while he was Governor of California, Reagan expressed how much he valued his partner: "There are no words to describe the happiness you have brought to the Gov. It is no secret that he is the most married man in the world and would be totally lost and desolate without you." 

She feeds ambition & drive

Women enjoy men who are fueled with ambition, drive and dedication. Hillary saw something special in Bill Clinton when the two met at Yale's law school. She shared the vision he had for himself, and provided a sounding board for his ideas and actions in all of his political campaigns. All too often, our ambition consumes us, and leads to hasty decisions. An intelligent spouse can help refine and focus that drive. 

She offers solid support

A great wife is there to listen to you and help you deal with issues. She offers emotional support which makes you feel better about yourself. It's well known that Laura Bush single-handedly persuaded her husband, George W. Bush, to lay off the bottle when he was in his early 40s. By being an emotional rock when her husband needed it the most, Laura helped Bush get back on his feet. 

Thanks to Laura's emotional strength, Bush went on to become the Governor of Texas and the President of the United States. In addition to fulfilling our professional goals, we need to occasionally refuel our emotional tanks. A loving and intimate life partner will be there for you. 

She let's you take risks and she's got your back in public...

People who avoid risk rarely become successful. By providing a stable personal life and encouraging your vision, a supportive spouse can give you the confidence to take the risks necessary to reach the next stage in your professional life. Much has been written about the love between Napoleon and Josephine. They were married in March of 1796, just before he marched off to conquer Italy on behalf of France. In letters, Napoleon gave Josephine credit for fueling his confidence. And this from a guy who's renowned as one of the greatest military minds in history! 

Most of us need some sort of stability. If our personal lives are disheveled, it's hard to make our professional lives work. A spouse who cares deeply for you and shares your dreams (yet maintains her independence) will give you the confidence to take on more ambitious professional challenges. 

Remember the great quote from Robert F. Kennedy: "Only those who dare to fail greatly can ever achieve greatly." Business success involves risk. A wonderful life partner will let you reach for the stars, but be there to catch you if you fall back down to earth. 

She provides public support

A great wife champions your ideas. She will support you in public, acting as an evangelist for your personal brand. When Arnold Schwarzenegger won the gubernatorial election in California, he gave proper credit to his wife, Maria Shriver. During a time in the campaign when Arnold had been accused of questionable conduct toward women, Maria stepped up and aggressively defended his character to all who would listen. But Maria, a Democrat married to a Republican, doesn't always agree with her hubby. Not by a long shot. Yet when she does disagree, Maria doesn't disparage him in public. She simply is harder to pin down. 

For example, during a campaign for several propositions in California, Maria kept a very low profile, refusing to voice her opinion on the subject or get involved in discussions on the topic. She champions her husband, his character and his ideas when she believes in them, but refuses to demean him when she doesn't. How many women do you encounter who take public swipes at their husbands? All too many, I'm afraid. 

She gives life perspective

A loving spouse helps you to see what's really important in life. Bill Gates had become the richest man in the world before marrying Melinda, but some argue that it was Melinda's influence that convinced Gates to spend billions on world health issues. The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation has been endowed with close to $29 billion to solve global health and education crises. As ambitious men, we can literally work ourselves to death and miss out on what is truly important -- faith, friendship, community, and public service. It's these things that make the world a better place, not how many dollars you've accumulated when you leave it. 

Here again, we can look to Arnold and Maria. Arnold has been very public in expressing his gratitude to Maria for turning his attention away from himself and toward the groups who need his help -- namely, disadvantaged youths and the Special Olympics, two causes he strongly supported before his run for Governor. 

She carries the household

By no means does this imply that successful men should have spouses that stay at home. A strong woman maintains her own identify and supportive husbands recognize, accept and encourage it. But let's face it, guys: A woman's touch does wonders for the household! It was Jacqueline Kennedy who updated the White House and turned it into a showcase for design, fashion and art, while her husband, John F. Kennedy, tackled the political crisis of the early '60s. In a column for New York's The City Review, Michele Leight writes of Jacqueline, "Her impact on American culture was significant. She took America out of the staid and conservative 1950s and into the world of classy international elegance and also became an important champion of the arts and historic preservation." 

In addition, let's not forget another notable achievement. Jacqueline is the one who brought up two amazing children, Caroline Kennedy and JFK Junior, both of whom were anything but the spoiled, ungrateful and shallow brats we see in most rich and famous households. 

Always by your side

The term "trophy wife" has a negative connotation and deservedly so. A woman is not a trophy for achieving financial or professional goals. But life with a strong, independent, loving, nurturing, and supportive spouse carries its own rewards for both partners. 

Carmine Gallo is a business presentation coach and author of 10 Simple Secrets of the World's Greatest Business Communicators.

How one wife finally put her husband in his place!!!
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A Sunday school teacher went over to visit one of her new pupils named Katrine, one summer's afternoon. The family had immigrated only five years earlier from the "home country". The mother was warm and friendly, even her house exuded hospitality. What was most impressive though was the woman's constant references to her husband. Whenever there was a lull in the conversation a little 4 year old boy would ask, "Is it almost time for papa to come home?" Later, the other children came in from school, greeted me politely and went to their chores. The oldest daughter said, "I'm going to start some of Papa's favorite muffins for supper," as she headed for the kitchen. As the teacher got up to leave, Katrine asked, "Can't you wait a small moment and meet papa?" By this time the teacher was very curious about this remarkable man who commanded such love and respect from all his family. The shock of meeting Papa was almost too much for the teacher. Instead of a well-dressed man of brilliant speech, a small man, twisting nervously at his mustache and talking in the broken accent of his native tongue, greeted "the teacher of his leetle Katrina." For some time the teacher pondered the mystery of this man's place in his home. Suddenly it dawned on her. It's not who or what the father is personally, but the mother's attitude toward him that makes all the difference. A husband can only take their proper place at the head of the house when wives respect and honor their wishes, thereby giving our children the desire to do likewise. 

*CLEAVE TO WIFE, NOT MOTHER

COMMUTER MARRIAGE

Theme of the Week: A Relationship Redefined

Monday, December 12

Key Bible Verse: This explains why a man leaves his father and mother and is joined to his wife, and the two are united (Genesis 2:24). Bonus Reading: Genesis 24:50-61

Doug's dad had deserted, leaving his mom to sacrifice for her son's welfare. So when Lisa, Doug's new wife, began experiencing tensions with her mother-in-law, Doug sided with the woman who'd always been his hero—his mother. Whenever Doug suggested to Lisa changes in her behavior, she suspected he was parroting his mother's concerns, and resisted. The icy intensity between wife and mother grew.

"How can I get Lisa to make these reasonable changes my mother wants her to make?" Doug asked his valued friend Sam.

"It sounds to me like you need to run away from home," Sam said, quoting Genesis 2:24. "You've been trying to live in two homes. When you got married, you moved your stuff in with Lisa, but your heart never left your mother. This is your deal, my friend—not Lisa's. Until you completely move in with Lisa, you'll never get this fixed."

Doug resolved that whenever Lisa and his mother were on opposite sides of an issue, he'd side with Lisa. Over the next months, Doug's mother tried anger, tears, and guilt. Competing with Lisa, he told her, was a battle she'd lose.

—M. Robert Wolgemuth in The Most Important Year in a Man's Life

My Response: Have I declared my primary loyalty to my wife in a way that's clear to both her and my parents?

Adapted from The Most Important Year in a Man's Life (Zondervan, 2003) by permission.

*Taking Your Marriage to ‘Extraordinary’ 


Written by Rodney and Selma Wilson 


There was a book written several years ago about a veteran sailor who launched by himself off the coast of Portugal heading to western Africa. Suddenly a storm hit. It was the storm. As he was abandoning his sinking boat he grabbed his life raft and a few other necessities. The sailor was officially “Adrift” (the title of his book by Stephen Callahan).

For 76 days this man floated. He survived, but he could not control where he wanted to go. He was at the mercy of the wind and the waves. The book concludes with his being picked up by some fishermen – in the West Indies.

A marriage that has no plan is a marriage adrift. It merely floats. It may survive, but like the sailor, it simply exists. The danger of a marriage in that shape (as so many are) is that the couple is at the mercy of the winds and waves of our society. And when your marriage is controlled by the political correctness of the world, that’s a dangerous place to be! 

On the other hand, a marriage that has a plan has focus. It isn’t a perfect marriage but it knows what it wants and both mates have laid out a strategy for getting there. That kind of relationship has purpose, and is extraordinary! It is led by the Lord, who wants the couple to have a full life together (John 10:10b). Plus, the God who wants this purposeful marriage for us is quite capable of providing it (Ephesians 3:20).

So how does a couple develop this marriage plan? They start with where they are today. Jot down some words to describe your marriage relationship right now. Don’t judge. The words can be positive or negative. You are merely assessing where you two currently are. Here are some suggestions, but feel free to use your own: growing, silent, fun, disconnected, hopeful, confused, energized, drifting, wonderful, frustrated. You get the idea. Begin by discovering where you are.

Now, for those words you chose that indicate a need for growth, discuss what you’d like the outcome to be after working on them. Here is an example:

Descriptor:  disconnected          

Preferred future: spend more time together, talking and doing life together.

Dream Time

Take a little time and dream up things that you would like to one day do with your mate. Dream big!  At this point, don’t get too practical here, like asking yourself, “How are we ever going to find time to do this?” Right now, just dream! Here are some examples:

Have a weekly date, write a book together, learn to snow ski, build a house, go on a mission trip, make decisions without arguing, buy a convertible, adopt a child, travel to Europe, live in another country, you get the idea! Whatever your dreams for your marriage, remember, God can do more. Much more!

Then, the planning begins. Together, look at one or two things you could begin doing in the next 30 days. Are there any you could complete in the next month? Make a “30-Day” category and write your action plans for the activity you want to begin or complete in the next 30 days.

Do the same for “60-Day” and “90-Day” categories. If needed, throw out an ambitious goal and put it under a “One-Year” category.

Don’t look now, but you are no longer drifting. Your marriage is beginning to find some direction. Your target is coming into focus. You are taking the first steps to developing a marriage plan!

The above exercise is just the tip of the iceberg in creating a marriage plan. There are several areas of planning that couples can do together. For example, there are spiritual, emotional and physical plans to consider. Formulating a plan for these and other issues are discussed in detail in Extraordinary Marriage: God's Plan for Your Journey.

May God’s blessings be on your marriage as all three of you (you, your mate, and the Lord) develop His plan for your marriage. With His involvement, your marriage can truly become extraordinary.

Married for 28 years, Rodney and Selma Wilson are sought-after leaders of Marriage Enrichment events, co-editors of  HomeLife magazine and co-authors of “Extraordinary Marriage: God's Plan for Your Journey.”

Extraordinary Marriage: God's Plan for Your Journey - Learner Guide 


Author:

Wilson, Rodney 


Our Price: $9.95 


See Description 


http://www.lifeway.com/lwc/shopping_product_page/0,1711,I%253D0633197874%2526M%253D50005,00.html
ADVICE ON SOLVING THE MAJOR PROBLEMS OF MARRIAGE

As Rick Warren said, there are 5 major problems that many marriages face:  communication, money, sex, kids, in-laws.  A 6th very common one is lifestyle and personality differences.  And a 7th and probably most important is spiritual life and what each partner believes is right and wrong to do. An 8th is going through hard times.  This section has ideas about working through these problem areas. 

SPIRITUAL ISSUES & DISAGREEMENTS

**The Prayer God Loves to Answer

When you make this request, the results may surprise you

by Gary Thomas

Every day, millions of couples wake up and evaluate their marriages by asking themselves (consciously or unconsciously), "Am I happier today than I was yesterday?" But I think there's a better and healthier question to ask. Actually, it's more of a prayer: "God, how can I love my spouse today like she (or he) has never been loved?"


God places us within marriage to learn the importance of serving by giving us someone to serve every day 


You know what I've found? This is a prayer God loves to answer, in very practical ways. He delights in finding someone willing to be his agent to fulfill this quest. This prayer has the added benefit of creating an environment for the soul satisfaction that comes from sacrificial service.

One morning I prayed this prayer and shortly afterward felt as though I needed to take my daughter to her physical therapy session that afternoon. Normally, my wife, Lisa, takes on this four-hour task, and my day was packed with work responsibilities. I wanted to argue the point, but the more I thought and prayed about it, the more I became convinced God wanted me to do this—even though it would blow a hole through my work schedule.

When I mentioned my plans to Lisa, her response was a tepid, "Okay, whatever."

I was expecting something a little heartier, such as, "You know, I could search the world over and not find such a generous, loving man as you, one willing to give up his work time so that I can have an afternoon off." But I'd already made the offer, so I was stuck.

As the morning wore on, Lisa began to feel ill; she actually took a nap after lunch, something she almost never does. Then her sister called and mentioned that she was coming to visit from out of town. We'd recently moved into our house and none of Lisa's siblings had seen it—so Lisa went on a tear to get the house ready for the next day.

When I prayed that morning about loving Lisa, and God answered with a practical suggestion, neither Lisa nor I knew she was going to become ill—but God knew. Neither Lisa nor I knew her sister would call about an unexpected, last-minute visit. But God did. And he wanted to love my wife through me by removing a major time commitment from her day.

God had gently led me into what I believe is the mark of Christian marriage: sacrificial service.

Spouse equals servant?

What does it really mean to be a husband or a wife? In biblical terms, I believe both "husband" and "wife" are synonyms for "servant."

The apostle Paul talks about the importance of servanthood when he writes: "Be imitators of God … as dearly loved children and live a life of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God" (Ephesians 5:1). Later, in that same chapter, Paul brings that sacrificial service theme into a marriage context. "Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her …" (5:25). Paul states clearly that our love as husbands must cost us something if it's to rise to the standard of biblical love and marriage. That's why I thought it sounded just like God when he asked me to give up an entire afternoon to serve my wife.

An accurate description of the wife's call to service comes from her creation: "It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for him" (Genesis 2:18). 

What does "help" mean, other than, in some way, to serve? Genesis reveals a man who was created with an acute vulnerability. He isn't self-sufficient; he needs someone to come alongside him, to live this life with him. Being able to help assumes, in one sense, that you have something the person you're helping lacks! 

In God, we have an excellent example, for the Bible describes God as our helper: "My father's God was my helper" (Exodus 18:4); "He (the Lord) is your shield and helper" (Deuteronomy 33:29); "You have been my helper" (Psalm 27:9).

Can there be a higher calling for us as Christ-followers than to serve? And God places us within marriage to learn the importance of serving—by giving us someone to serve every day. 

In marriage, we are called to be each other's servant. But rather than seeing sacrificial service as our society sees it—something to avoid as we look out for "me first"—God places a high priority on it. In fact, Christ calls himself the sacrificial servant! 

Serving or helping our spouse can take different forms, but it's always motivated by the other person's good. To willingly assume the role of mate means we are pledging to spend a good deal of effort and time on the welfare of our husband or wife.

How often do we wake up and think, How can I help my husband today? or How am I going to love my wife today in such a way that it's costing me something?

In both instances, marriage tutors us in one of the most fundamental Christian disciplines: service.

The ultimate servant

Jesus lived a selfless life: "The Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve" (Matthew 20:28). And Paul says a selfless life is the essence of faith for Jesus' followers. He urges us to do nothing (and that would certainly include marriage) "out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others" (Philippians 2:3-4). In this, Paul is simply calling us to emulate Christ, who, though he was "in very nature God," "made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant."

To be a Christian is to be a servant. It's not sufficient merely to voice our assent to a few choice doctrines. We're called to act in such a way that we put others above ourselves. Marriage is one of God's primary schools to teach us this vital, soul-stretching truth.

It's precisely this servant-call that makes marriage so beneficial spiritually, and so difficult personally. When I asked my wife to marry me, my decision was based almost entirely on what I thought she'd bring to the marriage. She looked beautiful; 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 me? Do I find him attractive? Would he be a good father? 

Be honest: didn't you get married largely because you believed your life would be better living with this person than without him or her? Our motivations for marrying are often selfish. But regardless of why we got married, once the ceremony is over, if we want to enter a truly Christian marriage we have to stop evaluating our spouse and start evaluating ourselves with the pertinent question, "How can I serve my mate?"

Theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote "Christian marriage is marked by discipline and self-denial … Christianity does not therefore depreciate marriage, it sanctifies it." To sanctify fully the marital relationship, we must live it together as Christ lived his life—embracing the discipline of sacrifice and service as a daily practice. As Christ gave his body for us, we are to lay down our energy, bodies, and lives for others, beginning with our spouse.

So if we want a truly Christian marriage, we must stop obsessing over the world's favorite question: "Am I happier today than I was yesterday?" and start praying the prayer: "How can I love my spouse today like he's never been loved?"

Just imagine how your marriage might change if, before your mate returns home from work this evening, you spent some time asking God that question, and listening for his response. The answer might be practical: take over a chore, say something encouraging, offer a back or foot rub. Or it might be romantic, or over-the-top creative, or generous, or simple.

Ask God to help you. Partner with him to build and encourage the person with whom you've chosen to spend the rest of your life.

When we focus on what we can do, it's amazing how little time we have left to become consumed by our disappointments. And along the way, we'll become a little more like the loving One who gave himself so generously, so selflessly, and so sacrificially, for us.

Gary Thomas is author of Sacred Marriage, Authentic Faith, and Devotions for a Sacred Marriage (all Zondervan). He and his wife, Lisa, have been married more than 20 years.
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Spiritually Lacking--Our marriage was good, so we put God on the back burner. Big mistake.

By Susy Yates Anderson

When I was single, I began each morning on my couch, tea in hand, my journal, Bible, and Bible study piled onto my lap. I soaked up the peace and quiet of time alone with God. Responsible to no one but myself, it was easy to spend consistent time reading the Bible and praying.

My husband, Scott, also considered himself a disciplined person when it came to his spiritual life. He'd take an early jog and pray. Feet pounding the pavement, he unloaded to God all that was on his heart and mind.

This time alone was something we loved and respected about each other.

Then we got married. 

Rather than hopping out of bed at the first sound of the alarm, I cuddled close to my new husband—just five more minutes! And instead of lacing up his jogging shoes, Scott reciprocated. 

God will understand, I reasoned. He knows it's important for newlyweds to bond. 

Morning after morning we stayed in bed until the last possible moment, during the day we called each other, then after work rushed home to be together again. And God got pushed to the side without a thought.

A few months passed. While I loved spending every moment with my husband, I began to feel an emptiness in my spirit. It was as if I'd replaced God with my husband: Scott was my best friend, my companion, my confidant. But the truth was, he simply couldn't meet all my needs. I found myself talking to Scott, rather than God, when I was discontent or unhappy. Many times, however, Scott just didn't understand. He'd try to encourage or challenge me, yet I often wound up feeling more frustrated. I looked to Scott to bring me contentment and joy—and when he didn't, I felt a void. Deep down, I knew filling that void wasn't Scott's job. 

One day Scott asked, "Have you spent time with God today?" 

"I wanted to, but I just didn't have time."

"Me too. I need to get back into that." 

But we never did. Day after day we had the same conversation: Have you prayed? No, but I wanted to.

Finally, I couldn't ignore the gnawing feeling that I needed to put time alone with God back on my priority list. 

Scott also grew convicted. "It's been weeks since I spent time with God," he confessed. "I don't know how to make it happen like I did before we were married."

"I guess we have to commit to figuring out a way to make it happen," I replied. 

It was clear that early morning wasn't going to be the best time for either of us to connect with God. Instead, I turned off the car radio during my long commute to work and spent that time in prayer. During my hour-long lunch break, I read my Bible. It was nice to have that quiet time in the midst of my busy workday! 

Scott discovered the best time for him was in the evenings, when he first came home from work. While I made dinner, he slipped away to read his Bible and pray. 

To get into a routine of praying together, Scott and I decided to combine it with two of our favorite things—getting coffee and walking on the beach. We made a commitment to hit the local Starbucks first thing Saturday morning and then head to the beach to walk and pray together. 

Although it took us a while (and we still have plenty of days of inconsistency), it was important for us to realize that our time with God was going to look different as a married couple.

Setting aside time with God has given us a new perspective. By realizing only God can meet our deepest needs, we cultivate more realistic expectations of each other. It's freeing to know we're not solely responsible for each other's happiness! Our individual quiet times also open the door for God to show us things that are pertinent to each of us individually. My struggles are different from Scott's, yet as we share the things God is teaching us, we can learn from, and be challenged by, each other. 

As newlyweds, it's easy to fall into the mindset that everything is about us—our time, our relationship, and our desires. While God delights when we prioritize time together, he also knows that our marriage will be that much richer if we seek him daily.
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COMMUNICATION TOOLS-COMPLIMENTING--RESOLVING DIFFERNCES

**Lift Lines--Questions to take your marriage to higher levels 

by Dr. Gary and Barbara Rosberg

Just as ski slopes progress from bunny hills to black diamonds, so conversation starters in marriage range from simple to sizzling. But with greater risk comes greater adventure. So hit the "slopes" with these questions on your next date and watch your relationship take off!

Level 1: Put on those skis

What's your favorite hobby?

Tell me about the best vacation you ever had.

If you won an all-expense-paid trip to anywhere in the world, where would you go?

When do you feel most glad that you married me?

What's the best compliment I could give you?

How do you like to be pampered?

What are your favorite hymns or choruses? Why are they your favorites?

What one question do you want God to answer?

What new Thanksgiving or Christmas tradition would you like to start this year?

Who are your heroes or people you've looked up to over the years?

What really gets on your nerves?

Do I touch you enough? In what ways would you like me to physically show my love for you in public?

What stresses have you been feeling the last few months?

Did your parents pray for you? What did that mean to you?

Level 2: The bunny hill

Do you feel that I spend enough of my free time with you? What things cut into our time together?

What do you enjoy most about your life? What would you like to change?

Describe two of your favorite memories of things we've done together.

What types of little gifts would go a long way toward showing you how much I love you? 

Do you think you spend most of your time doing what you're well suited to do? If not, what needs to change? What would you most enjoy doing on a daily basis?

What do you think your spiritual gifts are? How can you work at developing them? How can I help? 

Tell me again how you became a Christian.

What helps you grow closer to Christ? What things interfere with that process?

If you could meet anyone in the Bible, whom would it be? Why? What would you ask?

How well did your parents communicate?

Do I say "I love you" enough? If not, how often should I say it? When?

Level 3: Intermediate slope

When you were a teenager, how important to you was being popular?

Describe some dream accomplishments for yourself at ages 40, 60, 80.

If we were to read a book together, what kind would it be? Why? Should we make that happen?

Do you ever feel that I'm critical of you? How can I avoid that?

When was the last time you cried? Why?

What one thing that I do for you makes you feel truly loved?

What are you learning in your times alone with God?

What do you think it means to be "called" by God to do something? Have you ever felt that calling?

At what times do you feel overwhelmed? What can I do to help?

Do I ever give you the silent treatment? If so, how does that make you feel?

When we have an argument, does it seem as though I'm really listening to what you say? Or am I more interested in what I have to say?

Do you ever sense that I put conditions on my love for you? If so, what are the conditions you feel I place on you?

Level 4: Rough terrain ahead

Describe three ways we can enjoy each other more.

In what ways do you look forward to growing old together?

How can I be a better friend to you?

When you try something and fail, how should I respond?

What gives you the motivation to get up in the morning?

In what areas of your life do you feel most insecure? What can I do to encourage you?

What can I do to help you bring out your natural talents and abilities?

Are you satisfied with the time we spend together reading the Bible and praying? What can we do together to meet each other's needs in this area?

Do you ever have doubts about God's character? About the Bible? How do those doubts affect you?

How are we doing in terms of resolving our conflicts? What can we do better?

What do you think "marital intimacy" means?

In what three ways can I become a better listener?

When are times when you especially need my love?

Is there any emotional baggage we've brought into this marriage that needs to be unpacked? Would that require professional help, or can we handle it ourselves? In what ways can I help in this process? 

Level 5: For experts only

What do you think prevents couples from becoming (or staying) best friends?

Do you trust me? If not, why not? What can I do to help you trust me more?

How can we affair-proof our marriage?

Is there anything about life in general or our current circumstances that discourages or disappoints you? What can I do to help turn that around?

What are some ways I can help you reach your full potential?

In what ways am I encouraging you in your spiritual walk with God? What else could I do?

How can we improve our prayer life together? Individually?

Do you think we're honoring God in the way we spend, give, and save our money? How could we do better?

What things can we do to help our children grow in their faith?

Do you ever feel I'm more "at one" with my job, the kids, or a hobby than I am with you? What makes you feel this way? How can I be more "at one" with you?

Have I ever broken your heart? If so, when? How could I have handled that situation differently? What can I do to heal that situation? 

Adapted from 40 Unforgettable Dates with Your Mate. © 2002 by Dr. Gary and Barbara Rosberg. Used by permission of Tyndale House Publishers.
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**Honor—The Fuel that Runs a Healthy Relationship!

by Dr. Gary Smalley

01/09/03

Captain Johnny Ferrier, a pilot for the famed Blue Angles, shreds across the blue sky. Onlookers at the national air show notice smoke billowing from the back of his Navy jet. On the radio, his superior pleads for Johnny to save his life. "Bail out, Johnny, Bail out! You've still got time!" His superior shouts through the receiver. But Johnny doesn't make his move. He knows that if he bails, thousands of innocent bystanders will lose their lives in the crash.

"Bail out!" his superior tries again. Nothing. The stress of the G-force only allows Johnny to answer his superior by blowing three puffs of smoke, just to let him know that he was alright; that he was under control. The crowd watches in amazement as Johnny courageously steers his plane to the only place not occupied by people. A small meadow is where Johnny makes his final statement to the world.

Captain Johnny Ferrier's statement was one of ultimate honor for the people down below him. His courage to take his own life, for the lives of others, might be hard for people to understand; especially in light of Johnny's beautiful young wife and children he left behind. However, the card his wife found tucked away in his wallet the day of his death explains why he gave his own life. It simply read, "God first, others second, and myself third". This is the I'm Third principle Johnny learned as a child. It means that you put others before yourself. This is the model we must follow for our marriages.

We must learn to place high value upon our mate. We call this concept, Honor. Johnny honored the people below, he placed immeasurable value on their lives when he crashed into the vacant meadow. We might never have to literally die for our mate, but we must practice the example Johnny left us on a daily level.

What does honor look like in the daily life of a couple? For starters, it means waking up in the morning and deciding that our mate is the most valuable person on earth to us. It is deciding that we will look after our mate's needs before we worry about ours. Honoring our mate on a daily level is all about priority.

Imagine you are meeting the president of the United States. What might be going through mind, how might you be acting? You would probably be smiling, and maybe slightly shaking from the excitement the President encompasses. Your mouth might even be open in awe of meeting such an important person. This is what we need to have for our mate. That feeling we are in the presence of greatness. When was the last time we looked at our mate, mouths open in awe of his or her presence?

So how do we honor our mate? The following are the four faces of honor:

Meaningful Touch

Pictures a Special Future

Active Commitment

Expressing High Value

These four elements are what make honor possible for a couple. They are the driving force to healthier, more exciting marriages. In fact, Dr. Scott Stanley, a well known marital researcher, said that honor is what drives a couple to take the necessary steps toward marital satisfaction. If we do not have honor, then we can not have a satisfying marriage.

© Copyright 2003 Smalley Relationship Center

**How to Solve Family problems the Bible way! 

United Press International recently reported that in Bloemfontein, South Africa, a man built a wall through the middle of the house and told his wife to stay on the other side. This is the kind of wall which one cannot break through physically. But many people have built walls which cannot be seen, but which prevent people from communicating emotionally and spiritually. 

The statement of the Apostle Paul in Galatians 6:2, which states: "Bear you one another's burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ", must certainly include the family relationships, but only when we are in an authentic dialogue will we know the burdens that others bear. Only when we are willing to reveal our burdens, only when we are truly sensitive to the burdens of others, only in a relationship of genuine openness can we "Fulfill the law of Christ". It is a truism that you cannot really love another person unless you know that person's needs and help fill those needs. Yet, too often people fail to reveal their needs to members of their own family. Too often, others are not listening with sufficient attention to notice the needs of others. 

It is not always wise to "smooth things over". There are worse situations than conflict: hidden resentments are worse; silent bitterness is worse; hypocrisy is worse. When the Apostle Paul had a grievance against Peter, he "withstood him to the face" (Galatians 2:11-14). More face-to-face frankness in the right spirit would help many a parent-child relationship and many a marriage. 

In Matthew 18:15-17, Jesus said that a person who has been wronged should go to the one who offended him and discuss the matter directly. Surely, this must apply to the family as well as to other human relationships. When your child, your parent, or your marriage partner does bring a grievance, try to be "quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger" (James 1:19). Allow the other person to express fully whatever he feels. Too often, we cut each other off and give hasty advice. Too often, we resent hearing about grievances. When we are "slow to hear and quick to speak", we reverse the Biblical teaching and we disobey God. Have we thought, instead, of listening lovingly as part of our Christian way of life? 

When James wrote "confess your faults one to another" (James 5:16), there is little doubt that he included all Christian relationships. Fathers and sons, mothers and daughters, husbands and wives, should be able to express their weaknesses to each other. A life of pretense can be an unbearable burden. Besides, those closest to us usually know our strengths and weaknesses anyway. It helps when we ourselves are frank about them. 

Honesty and courage about acknowledging your faults will encourage others in the family both to understand you better and to talk freely about their shortcomings. In this sharing, we learn to love and help each other more beautifully than in a "closed circuit" situation. In Ephesians 4, we are exhorted to "be kind one to another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, even as God for Christ's sake hath forgiven you Part of forgiveness, and part of genuine dialogue involves acceptance. The Father of the prodigal son accepted his boy completely, compassionately, joyfully. He expressed unconditional love. In true family dialogue, we do not expect perfection in the other, even as we know we are not perfect. Rather, we receive the other with sympathy and unconditional love. When a person finds that he is accepted, he is able to grow into an increasingly meaningful and strengthening dialogue. 

So do not allow a wall to be built inside your house. Share your real feelings. Share your burdens. Share your needs. And share the emotions and burdens of everyone in your family. In doing so, you will build a family circle which cannot be broken. 

**The Secret of Happiness—Complimenting—Great ending illustration

From the sermon: Happy Home - Part 1


Genesis 2:21, 22 

Listen to the audio version Now! 

We are going to talk about the secret of a happy home today, and I want to begin with this subject where the Bible begins with it: right back in the beginning of things in the book of Genesis. I don’t want you to take my word for these things; I want you to read them for yourself from the pages of your own Bible in the quietness of your own home. 

Genesis 2:18: “And the Lord God said, It is not good that man should be alone. I will make an help meet for him. And out of the ground the Lord God formed every beast of the field and every fowl of the air and brought them unto Adam to see what he would call them. And whatsoever Adam called every living creature, that was the name thereof. And Adam gave names to all cattle, and to the fowl of the air and to every beast of the field. But for Adam there was not found an helpmeet for him.” Just get the picture: back there in creation, in the very beginning of time, God made a beautiful garden with everything perfect. Then he made man. The animals had already been created. God had them pass before Adam and as he looked at them, I suppose he saw the different characteristics and he gave each one a name. He thought of something as he saw these animals pass by in review. He noticed that they went by in pairs: each animal had a mate. He looked around and there was none to stand opposite him. That is exactly what the Bible says, “But for Adam there was not found an helpmeet for him. And the Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall upon Adam and he slept, and he took one of his ribs and closed up the flesh instead thereof.” 

Now this piece was taken out of Adam’s side. I think there is something significant in that. When God made woman, He did not make her out of a foot of man. She was not a creature to be trampled under his feet. He did not make her out of a bone from his head to stand over him and rule him; but out of his side, a rib. Woman is to stand at the side of man as his companion. “And the rib, which the Lord God had taken from man, made He a woman, and brought her unto the man. And Adam said, ‘This is now bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh. She shall be called Woman, because she was taken out of man. Therefore shall a man leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave unto his wife and they shall be one flesh.’” This is a wonderful love story, isn’t it friends? The very beginning of love in this world of ours; this was the beginning, the awakening of true love. God made all things perfect. There was a beautiful garden in which He made man. But still creation was not complete; something was missing. As the crowning act of creation, God formed woman and brought her to man. That was God’s wonderful gift to man. A Christian with deep spiritual insight expresses it this way, “Love is a precious gift which we receive from Jesus. Pure and holy affection is not a feeling but a principle. Those who are actuated by pure love are neither unreasonable nor blind. Taught by the Holy Spirit, they love God supremely and their neighbor as themselves.” We see that love is a precious gift that we receive from Jesus. 

Too often, however, marriage brings disillusionment. Lovers thought they would find a harbor in the storm of life, but instead they find a storm in the harbor; so much disillusionment, discontent, unhappiness, heartaches untold. Some young women marry into homes where the shadows are never lifted, where there is really never any true happiness. Holy wedlock too often becomes unholy deadlock. We actually find that within many, many homes are two hostile camps. Husband and wife are lined up against each other, sometimes not even understanding why they feel this way toward each other. They go on a barren treadmill of existence and finally come to the point where one of them says, “I can’t take it any longer,” and they run to the divorce courts. They feel as somebody said, “Marriage is like a belt. If you are not satisfied with it you can unhook, you can unbuckle, and take someone else.” Of course, divorce is not the solution. I think that the divorce we see in the world today is simply a sad commentary on the times in which we live. 

Friends, Jesus Christ is the great center around which all marital plans should cluster. And the moment a person breaks away from that he faces the beginning of the end, so far as happiness is concerned. Too many young people go into marriage with hardly a thought about what part Christ will play in the home. A young girl in the church tosses caution to the winds and gives her heart to a young man who does not love God. He is not a member of the church and therefore, after marriage, there is that division because she loves God and he doesn’t love God. Then there is friction because there cannot be true happiness in that kind of relationship. The warning comes to us from God in 2 Corinthians 6:14: “Be ye not unequally yoked together with unbelievers.” Christ must be the very center of all plans for marriage. If He is not then trouble is the result. 

I believe much of marriage failure is actually courtship failure—hasty marriages, ill advised, readily entered into with little thought of the consequences, little preparation. Young people who really do not know each other decide to bring their lives together and live together, and yet they are totally unprepared for it. They mistake infatuation for love. They fail to realize that a person actually doesn’t fall in love. Love is something that grows. You have heard it said that it was love at first sight. But actually it wasn’t so. You say, “Just a minute, I know it is so because that’s the way it was in our case.” I don’t want to disagree with you. Let’s consider it for a moment. First of all there is attention, then there is attraction, and then there is affection, and that grows into admiration and respect which develops into love. Sometimes a person mistakes the emotion of affection for true love and feels that it was love at first sight, but love is something that grows. It’s something that develops and we need to make it grow. 

It takes time to understand love and to test and to tell whether two people are really in love. There are no rules that I can give. Too often we look for a formula. We say, “What is the solution to this thing? Give me some formula so that I will know just exactly what I ought to do about courtship and engagement and marriage.” I can’t give you that, but I do know this: those who have studied marriage failures and marriage success have discovered that when a courtship is two years long and engagement about one year, there is much greater chance for true happiness. It is the sensible thing to do—give it the test of time. Learn to know one another well before such a step as marriage takes place. Isn’t it better to wait one year than to spend many long years in unhappiness? I think that is just common sense, isn’t it? You need to know yourself, you need to know the loved one, you need to know the parents, too, because we marry a family more than we realize. We need to become acquainted with them. 

Young people need to seek the counsel of their elders. Mark Twain said he didn’t want to counsel with his parents when he was 17 because they didn’t know enough. He said when he was 17 years old his folks didn’t have a lick of good sense. But when he was 24 he was surprised to discover how much they had learned in the last 7 years. 

Now I want to talk about happiness for husbands and wives—some practical suggestions. For those of you who are planning marriage, looking forward to marriage, you want to be sure to pick out a good husband or a good wife. If you are married—keep the one you have and follow these suggestions! I want to talk to the men for a little while. You women can listen. I think the trouble with us men is that we pass a lot of compliments around before marriage and then we don’t pass any around after marriage. That can cause trouble. Some men will go to a marriage counsellor because their marriage is on the rocks. They don’t know what to do about it. The marriage counsellor will ask them some questions and will indicate that they are big strong he-men; they are not sissies; they don’t go in for any mushy stuff. They may say,, “Doc, my wife is too mushy.” But it is interesting to know that he didn’t think so before they were married. It’s well for us to remember how we conducted ourselves when we were courting our wives, and not forget some of those early attentions. It’s strange how married men who have been married for several years don’t know how to kiss. Maybe there was too much kissing before marriage, perhaps that is part of the problem. But isn’t it strange that after their marriage they forget how to put their arms around their wives. I’ll tell you, when they were going with those girls they knew every trick in the book. They were so subtle about the whole thing, so sweet. They knew exactly how to slip their arms around the girls and make them like it. But now they are married. There is no point in a man putting his arm around his wife. “She knows that I love her. Why should I put my arm around her?” The point I am making is this, men, let’s not forget those early attentions. 

A few compliments go a long way to lift some marriages out of the doldrums. Now take her cooking, for instance, men. I realize that for the newlyweds that’s quite a problem. You say, “How can I compliment that?” Some young men have a burnt offering morning and evening for the first few weeks, and it’s a little rough, but be sympathetic and compliment just the same. You can say, “Honey, this is the best meal you have ever cooked.” And that will be the truth and every meal she will improve a little bit and things will get better. You know, if you give her compliments like that she will turn heaven and earth and the kitchen upside down to make it so. Let her know how much you appreciate her and give her a good honest compliment every now and then. These are simple things. That is probably the reason that they are overlooked so much. Tomorrow morning, men, when you get up and your wife is in the kitchen slaving away, say something nice to her. It will surprise her, it may shock her, but it will surely do her good. She will love you for it. 

Now the same is true for wives. A woman came to Dr. George Crane, marriage expert, one day and said, “I want to do something to hurt my husband.” He said, “Tell me a little more about it.” “Oh, he’s become interested in another woman and I want to do something that will just hurt him terribly.” “Well,” Dr. Crane said, “What do you propose to do?” “I want to divorce him?” “Why,” he said, “Do you think that would hurt him? That’s what he wants, that wouldn’t hurt him at all. He wants you to divorce him so he can go off with the other woman. That wouldn’t hurt him in the least. That’s just giving him what he wants.” “Oh,” she said, “Well, what can I do to hurt him?” He replied, “Make him fall madly in love with you again, and then divorce him and you’ll really hurt him.” “Oh,” she said, “That would be wonderful but how can I do it?” “How can I make him fall in love with me?” Dr. Crane said, “It is very simple. Just give him three sincere compliments every day and he’ll fall madly in love with you in 6 months.” “Hm,” she said, “What can I find in him to compliment? That old rascal, I couldn’t find anything in him to compliment.” “Oh, is that right?” Dr. Crane said. “Tell me, is he good looking?” “Oh, is he good looking? He’s handsome!” Dr. Crane asked, “Why don’t you tell him; the other woman is telling him.” “Oh,” she said, “I hadn’t thought of that.” “Is he a good dresser?” “Oh yes, he’s always just spiffed out just like he came out of a band box; he’s a good dresser!” “Why don’t you tell him so, the other woman is telling him.” “Oh, I see!” “Is he a good provider?” “Yes, he is a good provider, why I have no complaints, plenty of money, everything; oh, he is a good provider!” Dr. Crane said, “Why don’t you tell him so, the other woman is telling him that he is providing too much and you don’t appreciate it! Why don’t you tell him so?” “Oh,” she said, “I see!” Dr. Crane said, “Now, you go home and you give your husband three sincere compliments every day and come back in 6 months and I’ll tell you what to do.” 

Six months later she came bounding into the office and said, “Dr. Crane, it works, it works; my husband is madly in love with me—it’s wonderful.” “Now,” he said, “You divorce him!” “Oh but, Dr. Crane, I don’t want to divorce him. I’m in love with him too.” It will work every time. Compliment one another—love one another!

***Discussions That Go Wrong-and how to handle them

Why is it that differences of opinion between a husband and wife so often lead to arguments and a breakdown in communication? Usually the differences are not life and death matters. They aren't even right and wrong matters. They're just different ways of seeing things or handling a situation. At such times the couple's communication skills are tested. (Dr Ed Wheat) 

Have you found as a married couple that it's difficult to discuss your differences without feeling like you need to "win" your spouse over to your way of approaching things? To help us get beyond this, we'll be sharing insights from the great book, "The First Years of Forever" by Dr. Ed Wheat, published by Zondervan Publishing, www.zondervan.com. 

One of the things Dr. Wheat says is: "When a disagreement occurs, it's important to defuse its explosive potential by reducing what's at stake. When your attitude changes from win/loss, I'm right/you're wrong position to a 'Let's talk this over, but it doesn't affect our love and respect for one another' perspective, you've won the real battle." 

Dr. Wheat goes on to reveal some of the ways our conversations may go wrong (and insights we may want to consider for each): 

1. A War to Be Won: The disagreement becomes a war to be won—a power struggle. But the fact is that no one wins in an argument. Your goal should be to win by reaching an agreement or an understanding, while maintaining your good feelings for one another. 

2. A Personal Rejection: The disagreement is taken as a personal rejection. Unfortunately, people often confuse rejection of their ideas with rejection of themselves. You can benefit in marriage from bringing your varying viewpoints together and discussing them, finding a solution, and gaining a deeper appreciation for one another at the same time. 

3. A Change of Weapons: People change the subject and drag in other issues to use as weapons against their partners, instead of limiting the discussion to the original disagreement. As soon as one feels attacked and reacts with defensiveness, communication and loving intimacy are on the way out the door. If you want to avoid this and resolve the issue, agree ahead of time to discuss only the matter at hand. Let the law of kindness be on your tongue. The Bible says that words can pierce like a sword, but the wise tongue brings health and well-being. 

4. Sweeping Generalizations: People, frustrated by their inability to make their point, resort to sweeping generalizations characterized by the use of these expressions: "You always ..." and "You never ..." These are "fighting words" and there is almost no adequate response to them. The temptation is to stoop to the same tactic and argue, "I do not! You always..." or "You never..." 

5. Shouting or Siberia: People sometimes respond to disagreements in even more inappropriate and childish ways. One wife wrote us, "I wish my husband could discuss matters without shouting. He seems to think that talking loud and fast is the only way to communicate." A husband told us, "My only option is to agree with my wife on every point. Otherwise, she sends me to Siberia and for weeks at a time." 

6. Yes, But ..: People often pull out this prize communication stopper: "Yes, but..." which simply escalates the argument. Once we recognize how thoroughly annoying and disheartening this reaction is we can choose to learn other ways of responding when we disagree. Here's how: Refuse to use those two words in combination again. Learn to make your point differently, beginning with a favorable response, such as "That's an interesting way of looking at it. I hadn't thought of it that way." Or, "I see what you mean." Move right on smoothly into your point, presented as a question, "Do you think that...?" 

In other words, present your original reaction in the framework of a measured and respectful response to the other person's idea by taking it seriously. Then tactfully offer your question in such a way that it is not regarded as an attack or a put-down. The discussion begins without ever using a "but" and your partner will feel more like rethinking the issue because you've recognized the validity of his or her position. 

All these childish attempts to "win" the disagreement can be changed, if there is a genuine desire to learn to communicate. Excitable people can learn to talk more slowly and calmly, to take deep breaths while they're talking, and to stop to listen. People who pout, who use the deep freeze to express their displeasure, can learn that often honest discussion has its rewards. Most importantly, marriage partners can learn to appreciate the peace which comes when they respect one another's right to hold different views and express those views in a calm discussion.

When a disagreement occurs, it's important to defuse its explosive potential by reducing what's at stake. When your attitude changes from win/loss, I'm right/you're wrong position to a "Let's talk this over, but it doesn't affect our love and respect for one another" perspective, you've won the real battle. Here are some additional principles to follow:

EIGHT WAYS TO REPLACE ARGUMENTS WITH COMMUNICATION 

• Response, Not Reaction: Don't interrupt. Listen carefully before you respond. Don't react. Respond. Keep the discussion squarely on the issue at hand. You need to agree, long before disagreements arise, that you will limit any discussion to the present, leaving the past out of it, and limit the discussion to the one issue, refusing to allow side issues to enter in. 

• Disagreement, Not Disapproval: Acknowledge that you understand what your partner is saying, even though you disagree. Show him or her respect. Don't let your disagreement of this issue sound like disapproval of your partner. 

• The Gift of Empathy: Make it a point to share your feelings, but not in such a way that your partner feels criticized. Encourage your partner to share feelings and respond to them lovingly. Give him or her, the gift of sympathy and empathy. This is one way to teach each other to give what you both are longing for. 

• Carefully Clarify: Carefully clarify what you're both saying so there can be no misunderstanding. Take turns doing this, with no interruptions. 

• Truthing in Love: Speak the truth in love. The original expression in the New Testament (Ephesians 4:15) is literally truthing in love—maintaining truth in love, both with your speech and with your behavior. Honesty and love are needed, so speak the truth but speak it gently. 

• Say "I Need You": Be willing to show your vulnerable, needy side to your partner. Don't be afraid to say "I need you." Sometimes we want to conceal our feelings to protect ourselves, but when you begin communicating, you learn the value of being honest, even about your own weaknesses. Real communication means revealing yourself even at the risk of rejection. When both are willing to do this, you are well on your way to building loving intimacy in your relationship. 

• Surprise and Disarm: Stop being defensive when the issue is a personal one. Surprise and disarm your partner by agreeing there is wrong on your side, since there always is (even if you don't wish to admit it). Be specific. "I was wrong" can stop a fight and demonstrate to your partner how to admit wrong, too. 

• Apply the B-E-S-T: Apply the B-E-S-T principles in your communication. As you talk with each other, bless with your words; edify (or build up) your partner by what you say and by your interest in what your partner has to say; share openly and honestly; and touch affectionately while you talk. Bless, edify, share, and touch —communicate the BEST to your mate. 

You can reduce tensions by recognizing and correcting the communication practices that cause frustration and by learning to fight the biblical way—a way that deals constructively with anger, resentment, and hurt feelings.

We pray the above thoughts will help and bless your marriage. Our love and prayers are with you, 

Steve and Cindy Wright

***(Nagging) A Piercing Silence--What I learned when I finally got quiet enough to let God speak 

By Renny Gehman

When we were newly married, my husband, Bob, joined the Air Force and was accepted into the accelerated master's program in management at MIT—and the Air Force was paying for it. The opportunity awed and excited us. 

Then classes started. All of a sudden study habits loomed large. Our days became filled with the same conversation: "Bob, don't you need to study?"

"I'll get to it."

"Bob, isn't that finance paper due Friday?"

"Stop bugging me about it!"

I was afraid for the future—what if Bob failed a course? Would the Air Force court-martial him? I didn't think so, but I didn't want to find out!

My fears crystallized around Statistics and Probability, a self-paced, pass/fail course in which you studied a chapter, took the test, and moved on if you passed. Bob hated the course; to his engineer's mind it was "voodoo math" and not worth his effort. So he avoided it. Although he went to class, he barely cracked a book.

So here we were, days before the term's end, and Bob had 15 chapters to finish. I was frantic.

"Bob, aren't you going to work on Stats?"

"Nope."

"What if you don't finish?"

"I'll finish."

"What if you get an F?"

"Then I'll get an F."

"But what will the Air Force do?"

"Probably nothing," he said, becoming frustrated.

"Don't you care about our future?"

"Would you leave me alone!"

I stormed to bed in tears. Bob stayed at the table, working (not on statistics, I'm sure). 

"I'm so afraid and angry, God!" I prayed. "Bob is so insensitive. He's being unreasonable and careless with this great opportunity." On and on I complained about Bob's shortcomings.

I'd worked up quite a stew when, softly but forcefully, I heard, "Will you be quiet!"

It wasn't Bob; it was a small voice inside my head.

I stopped my list of grievances and heard the Holy Spirit whisper, "You're making so much noise that Bob can't hear me!"

The image was clear: Bob studying in his chair, me chattering into one ear, God standing patiently by the other trying to get a word in. He couldn't, of course, because I kept interrupting!

I was stunned as I realized I was part of the problem. For the first time in a long time, I sat quietly and listened to what God had to say—mainly, that I wasn't my husband's conscience or his Holy Spirit.

"You're right, God," I whispered. "It's your job to make sure Bob graduates. Our future is in your hands, not mine."

Then I picked up my Bible to see what else God had to say about silence. I discovered the writer of Ecclesiastes had something to say about my predicament: There's "a time to be silent and a time to speak" (Ecclesiastes 3:7). I'd overdone the speaking, leaving no time for silence. With no balance in our communication, I'd put us out of step with each other. I'd destroyed the rhythm of our communication.

So for the rest of the semester, I studied being quiet. Some days I wasn't sure if I'd pass or fail. But I was determined to commit to the lesson.

The day after my meltdown, the professor removed five chapters from the required course work. Bob finished the remaining chapters with a day to spare, aced the course, and graduated nine months later with high honors. God taught me my first lesson in communication—be silent and let him work.

Catching the rhythm

Bob and I love to sing. We know that in music the rests are just as important as the notes—miss a rest and your rhythm is off. I've performed accidental solos that way!

Just as it takes both silence and sound to create great music, it takes talking, listening, and just being quiet to develop great communication. God uses that same rhythm with us.

Before the great communication of the Incarnation, there were 400 years of silence. Those years emphasized the importance of what was to come. Sometimes he just wants our silence: "Be still, and know that I am God" (Psalm 46:10). Those times of stillness become the moments when God emphasizes who he is and what he can accomplish through us and through our marriage.

I also discovered marital silence comes in many forms. 

Cherishing silence. The silence I learned at MIT was a cherishing silence. This is the silence of patience; the kind that gives God time to work on our weaknesses. When I'm stressed, I like to talk; worried, I want to share; afraid and I want immediate reassurance! Fear is poor motivation for communication. Because Bob wasn't living up to my expectations, I was afraid he'd fail—and take me with him. So I resorted to nagging. Nagging kills communication. Praying instead of nagging allowed us to communicate at a deeper level.

When I prayed for Bob, I stopped seeing him as the problem. God worked on me, cleansing my heart of the fear and selfishness that kept me from communicating my love.

In The Power of A Praying Wife, Stormie Omartian writes, "When you pray for your husband, the love of God will grow in your heart for him. Not only that, you'll find love growing in his heart for you, without him even knowing you're praying. That's because prayer is the ultimate love language. It communicates in ways we can't."

When I nagged, Bob's ears had an auto-off switch that activated instantly. I knew I wasn't getting through! When I stopped trying to make Bob work on my timetable, he was free to respond to the Lord's leading and discipline. Giving my expectations to God let me rest. I had to trust that God would get through to Bob. If he didn't, then there was certainly no way I'd be able to.

Love sometimes is best displayed by cherishing silence. And that's a better motivator than fear!

Confident silence. Sometimes, though, we need confident silence—the kind that appreciates unchangeable differences. It says to your spouse, "I recognize your strengths and trust your judgment." It's easy to do this when you both agree. It's more difficult when your personalities, backgrounds, or experiences clash. Then we need a quiet spirit. The prophet Isaiah said, "In quietness and trust is your strength" (30:15). A quiet spirit is a teachable spirit. Because I watched Bob study, I'd assumed I knew as much about his courses as he did. Wrong! I had my perspective, but only Bob had inside knowledge. 

My criticism demonstrated a lack of respect for his judgment. He's slow, deliberate, and intense. I'm quick and push limits. Together we cover all the bases—as long as we remember to support each other. Because Bob didn't work the way I felt he should, I caused added tension in our marriage. I was unable to be confident.

Comforting silence. Later that year at MIT the pressures of his dissertation consumed Bob's time, energy,and attention. I couldn't remove that pressure, but I could love him through it. I practiced a different kind of silence and offered the comfort of food, typing support, and hugs. 

There will be times in marriage when there's nothing you can do or say. There are some situations that cannot be fixed, avoided, or changed. Illness, death of a loved one, job loss—all these situations call for a comforting silence. 

This silence puts arms around your spouse and offers love without selfish demands. It performs acts of service unnoticed. It's empathy; a quiet that waits until the time is right to offer words. When my mother died Bob offered this same loving silence to me, knowing that comforting silence is the silence of hope, which believes, We'll talk again in a while.

Companionable silence. Like all couples, life (even at MIT) wasn't all work. Sometimes we just enjoyed each other. Our daughter was born during that same year of dissertations and Statistics classes. There were many times during those months when Bob and I shared a companionable silence. 

We didn't need words to communicate our contentment. I'd be feeding Rachel and Bob might be working, but our communication was there in the loving looks we shared, the smiles we exchanged, even in the warmth of our bodies side by side.

Sitting quietly together, working separate projects side by side, communicating with eyes and heart in the presence of others—a companionable silence is the glue of the secure couple. Words, although welcome, are unnecessary. 

We could share this silence because we'd already shared our thoughts and feelings. It's the rest between resolved conflicts, conquered problems, hectic seasons. Companionable silence needs to be built into marriage—it doesn't just happen. It's the reward—the rest—granted after the hard work of love is done. It's God's blessing that says, "This is good."

Cherishing, confident, comforting, companionable—notice there's no critical silence. Silence is misused when wielded as a weapon or in manipulation. There are no Scriptures that support sulking. In Seeking God Together, Dr. David Stoop writes that silence "helps you focus more on what God wants you to hear and understand about him and about yourself, your relationship with him, and your relationship with your spouse." Use silence to enhance your relationship—not destroy it.

I'm so glad God told me to be quiet that day. With my silence came understanding, compassion, and a deeper love for my husband than I had ever known. 

Renny Gehman is a freelance writer who lives in Texas.
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When Silence Is Golden--Six times when it's best not to say a word

By Les and Leslie Parrott

Stop talking. We mean it.

Having a tug-of-war with your partner about where to go on your next date? Whether to relocate for a new job opportunity? How to discipline your kids? Ask anyone with an opinion and they'll tell you the same thing: "You've got to talk it through." 

Yes, there are times to talk. But there are times when conversation isn't necessary, and is even hurtful. There can be power and wisdom in not talking—in biding your time, walking away, or simply shutting up and getting on with things.

So try not talking during these times:

1. When one of you isn't ready

Wife: "We need to figure out how we're going to handle childcare for Thursday night."

Husband (while balancing the checkbook): "What?"

Wife: "Sara can't watch the kids, but Amy can. But the boys are never well behaved when Amy watches them. Don't you think we should pass on Amy?"

Husband (eyes still on the checkbook): "Umm, what's this about now? Amy who?"

Wife: "Sarah can't watch the kids."

Husband (making eye contact): "When?"

Wife: "Why don't you ever listen to me?"

He may not be listening because you're talking when he isn't ready. I (Leslie) have learned and relearned the price of this mistake. I can't count the times I've tried to converse with Les when he was in the middle of a task, and I ended up getting my feelings hurt. So take it from me, if you have something on your mind and your partner isn't ready to discuss it, clam up. Let him or her know you want to talk. Say something such as, "I need to talk to you about childcare when you're ready. Will you have some time before dinner?" That's all it takes to make sure your partner's mind is in a receptive place.

2. When you've said it a million times

If you've been telling him for eight years not to put his jacket on the back of the dining room chair, or you've been suggesting ways to curb her tardiness since your honeymoon, it might be time to take a permanent break from the conversation. Spewing endless critiques or advice in a vain attempt to change your partner isn't going to provide the solution.

This isn't about giving up. This is about nagging. If you've asked, cajoled, threatened, and analyzed your man on the subject of not hanging his coat in the closet, and he never does, you have some options: (a) you decide to hang it for him and say no more about it; (b) you leave it there and say nothing; or (c) button your lip and pray about it.

The bottom line is that you need to give up the conversations you keep having over and over and over. They'll grind both of you down.

3. When you need time to think

Recently, we were talking with a friend who works as a management consultant. He told us that "power stalling" is common practice in every company, and he asked if we used it in our marriage work. We were intrigued.

"On the job," he said, "if someone runs a new idea past me in the hall, I say, 'That's interesting. Let me think about it.' But somehow if my wife runs one past me, I'm apt to snap, 'No, I don't like that.' It's as though I become a five year old at home."

We immediately knew what he meant. The idea of reining in feelings is anathema to most couples. If he proposes a whitewater rafting trip, you come back immediately with a tirade of how you've had your heart set on a resort. If she proposes an outing to a friend's barbeque, you hurl protests that you'll be bored, and you don't even know her friend.

But wait. Instead, why not say, "Let me think about that and get back to you"? This buys you a cooling-off period, time to weigh how you feel about something without the pressure of having to give an immediate reply. And it gives you time to compose a thoughtful response.

4. When one of you is being unreasonable

Maybe she had a bad interaction with the kids. Maybe his boss yelled at him. Whatever the explanation, you've initiated a discussion about finances, and he starts to complain about your attitude and how you're attacking him. "You always criticize me, and you never appreciate what I do for you."

At this point, the wisest tack is to discuss neither the new budget nor his behavior, but to say as calmly as you can, "I'm going to give you some space right now." You don't need to be judgmental. Just set a boundary by clamming up until things calm down.

Of course, the same holds true when the shoe is on the other foot. When you're feeling a little insane and your emotions are like a ticking time bomb, you need to give yourself some space.

Too many couples try to have rational conversations when one of them is in an irrational place. It never works. 

The next time one of you is being unreasonable, hold off on conversing and provide a space for sanity. Once you've both taken a bit of refuge from each other, you're bound to have a more reasonable conversation.

5. When you've forgotten the problem

Les and I were having a reasonable conversation about how to arrange the furniture. With the addition of a second baby and soon-to-be toddler to our family, we both agreed it was time to convert the formal living room into a play space. As we jockeyed the furniture around, we realized some pieces would have to go.

"I've never really liked that antique table we put all the photos on," said Les.

"You're kidding?!" I responded. "That's my favorite piece of furniture."

"You like it because you like the photos on it," Les protested.

"Excuse me—I know what I like, and I like the table."

"Well, we could keep the table and put the toys on top of it," Les suggested.

"Why don't we get rid of your bookshelf?" I countered.

"Suddenly it's my bookshelf?"

"You know I never wanted it in here." 

"Well, what about the painting upstairs I can't stand?" asked Les.

"The one your parents gave us? That's your issue …"

"Okay, you want to bring parents into this discussion …"

"Wait a second, time out, what are we doing?" I asked. "What are we even talking about?" 

Ever had one of those? We've all had conversations that get derailed. You start out talking about what color to paint the kitchen, and suddenly you're fighting about ice cream and the proper temperature for the freezer.

When you can no longer remember what exactly you're trying to decide, when you have to ask, "What are we arguing about?" take a timeout and cool down. We have a phrase we use to help us stay on track: "Let's cool our heads and warm our hearts." This simple reminder keeps us from being swallowed by a conversation that's turned silly and is bordering on becoming vicious.

6. When it's to avoid doing

Whenever we talk about something we need to do instead of actually doing it, we may believe we're getting closer to taking action. But we aren't. We're in denial.

The subject of sex is a good example. When partners talk about why they're not having much sex in their marriage, their very conversation can keep them from acting. It creates more pressure. Their lack of sex has now become an "issue." And issues need to be explored, right? So they examine every side of the problem and become more inactive with each conversation. They fall victim to the "paralysis of analysis." Their discussions lead to terminal inaction. In the time they spend talking about why they're not making love, they could be making love.

So if you're using your conversation to avoid action, don't delay. Stop stewing and start doing.

William Penn, the founder of Pennsylvania, was imprisoned during the fifteenth century for his Quaker beliefs. While in prison, he wrote, "True silence is like rest for the mind." Indeed it is. A moment of quiet reflection at the right time nourishes and refreshes the spirit of communication.

Adapted from Love Talk ©2004 by Les and Leslie Parrott. Used by permission of Zondervan Publishing House.
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Dealing with Guilt in Relationships

by Claire Colvin

Have you ever found yourself turning to your special someone and saying "If you loved me you would" or ending an argument with "don't worry about me" and sighing deeply? If so, you may be using guilt as a weapon. 

Using guilt as a weapon may get you what you want in the short term, but it is a dangerous tactic that will undermine your relationship and rob you of intimacy with your partner. 

Using guilt against your partner destroys intimacy by making love conditional. If you manipulate your partner with guilt you are telling them that unless things are done the way you demand you will stop loving them. You set yourself up in a position of power that can only be sustained by keeping the other person down. Guilt attacks both your partner and your relationship.

Guilt sets-up tests. Guilt-tripping your partner often takes the form of "if you loved me you would" or "I don't see why you can't just" statements. Both of these set up tasks that your partner must perform to your satisfaction in order to be accepted and worthy of love. Setting up tests like this says to your loved one "I don't believe that you love me. Prove it." It attacks your partner and requires that they start from the beginning and prove their love all over again. 

Guilt destroys trust. Guilt attacks a person with the intent to harm them. It is a disciplinary behavior designed to cause pain so that the other person will change their point of view or behavior. 

How can you expect your partner to trust someone that is intentionally wounding them? Without trust, a healthy relationship is impossible because trust creates the environment where intimacy can grow. It is the basis for honesty, openness and vulnerability. You cannot develop emotional intimacy with someone you have to protect yourself from. 

Guilt refuses to forgive. One of the most painful ways to wound your partner with guilt is to bring up past hurts and wrongs. No matter what your partner has done in the past or how sorry they are for doing it, there is absolutely nothing they can do today to take it back. Bringing up past behavior is a cruel way to punish someone. If you choose, you can torture them with it forever and it will never go away. Loving someone requires forgiving the past and letting it go. If you honestly can't let go of something that has happened then you cannot be in a relationship with that person. It simply does not work. 

Why Do We Use Guilt?

Using guilt is never an act of love, it is always an act of violence. It may masquerade as 'brutal honesty' but the true intention of guilt is always to wound, to hurt and to break down. Whatever it is we're after, guilt aims to make the other person suffer. So why do we do it?

We often resort to using guilt when we feel threatened, unloved or unworthy. Something in the relationship -- or in our past -- makes us feel vulnerable and we resort to guilt to in an attempt to regain control of the situation. Unfortunately, using guilt never gives us what we're really looking for. Instead of building the intimacy we crave, attacking our partner with guilt pulls us apart. 

In healthy relationships there is no position of power. Both partners are genuinely interested in the other's well being and so there is no reason to feel threatened, no fear of attack. Both partners can be open and honest in a safe environment where they are valued and cared for. 

Getting Past Guilt

If you find yourself using guilt as a weapon in your relationship, the answer to why you're doing it is in you, not your partner. Ask yourself why you feel threatened in this relationship. 

Is there something in the past that you cannot forgive? 

Is there a good reason for you to be afraid? 

Do you have trouble trusting people? 

Do you suffer from low self-esteem? 

Do you feel that the relationship is moving too quickly? 

Take some time to get to the root of your fear and ask yourself :

Is this relationship worth it? 

Do I really love him/her? 

Do I want to be in this relationship? 

What is holding me back? 

If your partner is using guilt as a weapon against you, find out why you are allowing yourself to be treated this way. Love isn't suppose to hurt. It's not supposed to make you feel small. If you have made a mistake in the past, that doesn't give your partner the right to punish you for it forever. It may mean that you cannot be together, but better to be alone than to be in an abusive relationship. If you feel that you deserve to be treated this way, I encourage you to seek out a counselor to find out why. 

A relationship is only worth being in if both partners are free to be who they are. You cannot love or be loved properly in an environment where guilt is used as a weapon. It cannot last for the long haul. Emotional intimacy doesn't just happen because you are in a relationship with someone. Intimacy, like trust, has to be built. It takes conscious choices and effort from both partners, but the result is definitely worth it.

Claire is the Editor of Women Today Magazine. She has a B.A. from Trinity Western University and thinks people should go bare foot more often.

**Husband Bashing-When I joined in on a gripe-fest about spouses, God taught me a lesson I'll never forget.

by Rhonda Rizzo Webb

It was Girls' Night. There we were, five 30-somethings munching on snacks while Sleepless in Seattle played in the VCR. We ate. We giggled. And we complained … about our husbands.

It all started when one of the girls said, "The other day Scott didn't come home from work until 9 o'clock! Then he got on the phone with his old college roommate, and they were still gabbing when I went to bed. Has he forgotten he has a wife?"


"Part of me still wants to say, "Lord, if I don't point out his shortcomings, how will he ever change?" 


The rest of us giggled and muttered, "Men!"

"Scott's an angel compared to my husband," someone else chimed in. "On Thursday, he worked late and went straight to the tennis courts. The kids and I were all in bed before he came home. No call, nothing."

Again we muttered, "Men!"

Then it was my turn. "Jimmy has what I call the Peter Pan Syndrome: He won't ever grow up! It's always something—golf, tennis, hunting … " 

Everyone agreed. We were on a roll, and our gripe session ended up lasting almost three hours.

Innocent girl-talk?

It never occurred to me that our conversation might not be pleasing to God. I figured it was just innocent girl-talk. Jimmy knows I love him, and hey, everybody else does it, right?

But on my way home, I started to think about Jimmy's every flaw. In the following days, I found myself criticizing him more often—and compounding the problem by complaining to the other women.

I soon realized that griping about my husband wasn't honoring to him. I felt like a traitor, especially after reading Christ's words in Matthew 7:3-5: "Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother's eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye? … First take the plank out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother's eye."

Ouch. That hit me between the, well, eyes. I wanted to pray, "But, Jesus, you don't know my husband." But I knew that wasn't true. I wanted to say, "There's no plank in my eye!" But that wasn't true either.

God started to reveal my own many faults. I soon realized, I'm not dealing with a mere plank. I have an entire lumberyard to clear! As I took an honest inventory of all that "lumber"—especially with the ways I was treating my husband—I began to see Jimmy as less flawed. I realized I'm not the only one in this marriage who has something to complain about!

I constantly lose things, but Jimmy never complains. I forget to do things that are important to him; he doesn't complain. I sometimes spend money foolishly; no complaints. I withhold my feelings, bottling them up until I finally explode. Still, he never complains.

Jimmy puts up with a lot being married to me.

Pulling the planks

I asked God for forgiveness and decided I wouldn't badmouth Jimmy anymore. And I took Jesus' advice to concentrate on my own "planks," which turned out to be a full-time job.

The Bible tells me to honor, respect, and love my husband. As I began to focus on those things, I discovered I didn't have time to worry about Jimmy's failures.

I also had to admit Jimmy's failures weren't ultimately my problem. They're between him and God—just as my failures are between God and me. While I can pray for Jimmy, if he's not the husband he should be, he ultimately must answer to God. Just as I must answer to God for how I treat my husband.

Not until I have sorted out my own sin can I lovingly speak the truth to Jimmy about his—and then only if God leads. I must pull the plank from my eye before picking at the speck in Jimmy's.

Part of me still wants to say, "Lord, if I don't point out his shortcomings, how will he ever change?" But surely the God of the Universe can reveal Jimmy's weaknesses to him without my help. I just have to trust God.

Whew! What a relief—to me and to Jimmy. No longer do I nag him about every little issue. And no longer do I whine about him to my friends.

Now, when the other girls are grumbling about their hubands, I just say, "I can't complain. I'm just grateful he puts up with me!"

Rhonda Rizzo Webb is author of Words Begin in Our Hearts: What God Says About What We Say (Moody). Visit Rhonda at www.rhondawebb.com.
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**Poisonous Putdowns 

Have you ever been stung by your spouse saying something to you so hurtful that it was like a poisonous assault to your feelings? What's so devastating about this is when we say "I do" when we marry, this is not one of the things we think we've agreed to be a part of-and it isn't supposed to be-not by God design. 

The Bible says, "Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen" (Ephesians 4:29). 

With that said we would like to address the issue of poisonous putdowns—communicating with each other in ways that insult and assault rather than build each other up and encourage each other to live as Christ would have us. 

Marriage and relationship expert, Dr Gary Chapman addressed this topic in the summer 2004 issue of Marriage Partnership Magazine www.marriagepartnership.com that we'd like to share with you that hopefully will give light to a sinful spiritual stronghold that needs to be looked at and rooted out in every home in which it occurs. Harsh words can destroy your marriage. Here's how to defuse verbal abuse: 

"He makes me feel stupid—like I can't do things right." "She talks so condescendingly to me in front of others." 

Physical abuse in marriage is devastating. But verbal abuse—putdowns, blame, harsh or bitter words, profanity—can be just as destructive. 

Verbal abuse uses words as grenades—designed to punish the other person, to place blame, or to justify actions—it's a poisonous putdown that one spouse uses to make the other feel bad, appear wrong or inadequate. 

The book of Proverbs is filled with warnings against unleashing poisonous words: "Do you see a man who speaks in haste? There is more hope for a fool than for him" (29:20); "A fool gives full vent to his anger, but a wise man keeps himself under control" (29:11); "The tongue has the power of life and death" (18:21). Clearly the Bible warns against verbal abuse. 

Confront lovingly. Marilyn and Jeff struggled with this issue. Jeff would make cutting, nasty remarks if he didn't like what Marilyn was doing. She finally came to me for counseling. 

I encouraged Marilyn to confront Jeff lovingly. Later that night after the children were in bed, she told him, "I've been thinking about us. I remember how kind you were to me when we dated: your tender touch, your kind words, and the fun we had. Sometimes, though, I lose that vision when I'm hurt by your verbal attacks. I believe that gentle, loving man—the one I married—is the man you really want to be." 

Take time away. Two weeks later Jeff exploded again in harsh words to Marilyn. Since confrontation needs to be progressive, I encouraged Marilyn to up the ante. 

Marilyn had another conversation with Jeff: "I've made a decision. I've explained how deeply I'm hurt when you lash out at me with critical and demeaning words. It takes me days and sometimes weeks to get over the pain. I've decided that the next time you lose your temper and yell at me, I'll take some time away from you in order to recover. I'm not abandoning you; I'm trying to take constructive action. I'm sharing this with you because I believe in you and want to improve our marriage." 

"Your leaving isn't going to help," Jeff scoffed. "Perhaps not," Marilyn said, "but at least it's a step in the right direction." 

A week later when Jeff erupted, Marilyn packed up their children and spent three days with her mother. That's when Jeff got serious about his destructive behavior. He sought counseling and started down the road to recovery. While not all spouses will respond as quickly as Jeff, most will face reality when confronted with tough love. 

Don't give in. We must never allow verbal abuse "to work" for the abuser. Giving in encourages that negative behavior to continue. If you recognize this in your marriage, you might say, "I realize I've encouraged your verbal outbursts by caving in. I understand now that this is wrong. In the future I will no longer be responsive when you lash out. If you want something, ask nicely, and I may well do what you desire. But I won't give in when you rant and rave." Then be consistent in following through. Love confronts and love is consistent. 

Pray. Loving confrontation is best accompanied by prayer. We aren't praying simply for our spouse. We're asking for God's wisdom that we may know how to be constructive in our situation. We're asking for emotional strength to take positive action and not become victims of our spouse's wrong behavior. 

Does the above approach guarantee your spouse will eliminate the abusive behavior? No. We can't determine another's choices. We can, however, be responsible even when our spouse is being irresponsible. Retaliation (fighting fire with fire), capitulation (giving up and becoming a doormat), and denial (acting as though nothing is wrong) are all common responses to verbal abuse. None of them, however, are Christian responses. The Christian response is loving confrontation. 

"If someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently. But watch yourself, or you also may be tempted (Galatians 6:1).

**Are You Saying … ?--Make sure you hear what your spouse really means.

by Gary D. Chapman

The placard read: "I know you believe you understand what you think I said, but I'm not sure you realize that what you heard is not what I meant."

I read it and smiled, because I've been there. Communication is never as easy as it seems. My most recent misunderstanding was about a skirt! My wife and I were staying in a hotel, and early one morning I headed for the shower when I heard my wife say, "Honey, please hang my skirt on the back of the door." 

"Sure," I responded. I took her skirt and hung it on the rack in the closet with the rest of our clothes. That mission accomplished, I proceeded with my shower.

Later when my wife entered the bathroom she said, "Gary, you missed the whole point!" 

"What point?" 

"My skirt." 

"No, I hung it out with the rest of your clothes so it wouldn't get wet!" 

She sighed. "I told you to put it on the back of the door. I wanted the steam to take out the wrinkles." 

"Oh!" Now I understood what she meant. 

It was true that she said, "Hang my skirt on the back of the door." But I heard, "Please get my skirt out of the bathroom so it won't get wet."

Trying to be a loving husband, I honored what I thought was her request! 

I'm sure my wife was wondering, How long will it take for my husband to understand that what I say is what I mean!

It's a fact of life: sometimes we mean what we say and become upset if people don't take our statements literally. But then sometimes we don't mean our words literally and don't understand why people can't read our minds. Is it possible to prevent such misunderstandings? We usually can when we practice the art of clarifying.

While clarifying isn't difficult, it does require time and thought. Because each of us has unique thought processes, vocabulary, and patterns of expression, we cannot assume that what we hear is really what's in our spouse's mind. 

The most common method of clarifying is "reflective listening." You listen to what your mate says and then tell him what you heard, giving him a chance to clarify. For example, if I'd said to Karolyn, "Are you saying you want me to get your skirt out of the bathroom so it won't get wet?" she would have said, "No, I want you to hang it on the back of the door so the steam will take out the wrinkles." Clear communication accomplished!

Clarification helps us make meaningful and supportive responses.

Clarifying questions can take many forms:

"Are you saying … ?"

"What I hear you saying is …"

"Does that mean … ?"

"Let me make sure I understand you."

"It's really important to me that I understand what you mean. Could you say that another way?"

The Bible encourages us to practice clarifying: "He who answers before listening—that is his folly and his shame" (Proverbs 18:13); "Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak" (James 1:19). There cannot be clear communication without real listening. Real listening is more than remaining quiet while your spouse talks. It requires giving the attention necessary to hear what is said, and then seeking to clarify what your spouse really means.

Misunderstandings sometimes cause intense emotional pain. "I think we need to get on a diet" is what he said. "He thinks I'm fat and ugly" is what she heard.

"I wish you wouldn't drive so fast" might be her attempt to keep him from getting a ticket. What he heard was, "She thinks I'm irresponsible, so she has to be my mother." 

Neither understood what the other meant, and their misinterpretation caused pain and resentment for days. Their intimacy has been diminished by lack of clarity. Taking time to clarify your spouse's meaning can heal an emotional infection before it becomes serious.

Gary D. Chapman, Ph.D., a marriage and relationship expert, is best-selling author of The Five Love Languages (Moody) and Covenant Marriage (Broadman & Holman).
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PARENTING ISSUES

Secrets of a Made-to-Last Marriage --Why warm and cuddly trumps hot and heavy 

By Denise Schipani, Parenting 2006 

I think of the birth of my two sons as hurricanes — gale-force winds and lashing rain that buffeted the "house" of my marriage. Three years into parenting, I can now say that our home was built strong enough to withstand our two little whirling dervishes, Hurricane Daniel and Hurricane James.

I have the best kind of husband — faithful, funny, sensitive, a natural father, kind to a fault, and totally even-tempered. He makes me laugh, and he never makes me cry. I never worry about our relationship. Which is good, because I have a list as long as my arm of other things to worry about.

And yet…shouldn't my marriage be better than good? While it's not bothersome right now that we routinely forgo sex in favor of sleep, or a babysitter and a movie in favor of saving money, might these wait-for-later routines trip us up down the line? Could all the times my husband graciously takes the boys to help me out, or I take them to help him out, also render us relative strangers in the one-on-one department? Are we spending enough time together? Are we really, really talking?

Surely, I'm not alone in wondering whether my hurricane-proof marriage might have a couple of shutters in danger of falling off, or a leak I've been steadfastly ignoring. But when I start to go down this path in my head, a couple of other thoughts leap in. First, my husband is just as child-focused as I am right now — no one's complaining or sitting in petulant judgment. And, for heaven's sake, our boys are just helpless babies we are totally in love with. If we're neglecting our marriage a bit for their sakes, isn't that exactly what we're supposed to do?

"Of course," says Aline Zoldbrod, Ph.D., a psychologist and sex therapist in Lexington, Massachusetts. "Babies require an intense physical and emotional connection in order to survive and thrive. It's hardwired into us to give them that attention." But the trap many parents fall into, she and other experts say, is that they devote so much love to — and get so much love from — their children that they detach themselves from each other.

Denise Schipani and her husband just took their first mini-trip without their kids. Everyone did fine.

At times, the problem lies in loving your partner from afar — across the chasm of children and their needs, a home and its needs, and work, work, work. "Lately, my and my husband's job schedules have been insane, and Jim's been out of the house a lot. I joke that he'd better come home for dinner or the boys will forget what he looks like," says Lisa Latham, mom of Ian, 7, and Jamie, 4, in Pacific Palisades, California. "I understand it, yet there are moments when I start to feel hostile and alone. My mind starts telling me lies like 'It'll always be this way' or 'It would be easier to do this alone,' which I know, of course, it wouldn't be."

Marital love isn't any more logical than baby love. It can be as needy as a newborn, yet marriages don't "cry" for attention the way a baby does — not until something's seriously amiss. Good-enough marriages kind of... float. When you're in one, it's easy to believe that the love you shared with your partner prebaby is enough to coast on.

The reality: It is and it isn't. While many marriages can muddle through the rush and tumble of early parenthood without lasting damage, they can't be totally abandoned for long — any more than your baby can.

The back-burner syndrome, says Susan Shapiro Barash, author of The New Wife: The Evolving Role of the American Wife, may be more common these days, with children's needs at the center of most families' focus. "We pay excruciating attention to every little change and aspect of development," she says. As a result, kids are catered to at the expense of marriages. Do you recall your parents "shushing" you and your siblings at the dinner table so they could talk? In many cases, yes. Can you imagine yourself doing the same thing? No, huh?

Most nights in our house go like this: 

Baby bathed, nursed, and in the crib at 8 p.m.

Toddler bathed, pj'd, and wrestled into bed by 9 p.m.

Mom and Dad in bed by 10 p.m., to read for a scant few minutes before lights-out.

It sounds pathetic, but it's not. There are times, as I look at the man drifting to sleep beside me, that I think we have all the time in the world. We at least have tomorrow, and maybe tomorrow will be the day we make a conscious effort to inject an already loving marriage with romance.

Then again, I'm wary of putting that kind of pressure on things. "Putting the spark back in your marriage" leaves me cold. I don't want a "sparky" marriage, and I don't want to follow someone else's checklist — chocolate-dipped strawberries? a drop of perfume on the lightbulb? — to create it. Plus, who the heck really wants to recapture, in a marriage seasoned by kids, that fresh-from-the-altar feeling?

Rather than pining for hot honeymoon nights, I prefer to savor occasional, rejuvenating glimpses of the couple we used to be. So does Debra Witt of Center Valley, Pennsylvania, mom of Leo, 2, and Lucy, 8 months. "I make less-obvious gestures — for example, I'll clear the magazines off the dinner table. Otherwise, we'd both sit there and read in silence while we eat," she says.

There's another, albeit ironic, way to feel like a couple: Arrange for each of you to have some alone time. When my husband can read a week's worth of neglected newspapers or I can chat with my sister on the phone, we find something essential in that space. We find that we need — surprise! — each other.

So there it is, the secret to staying married — reasonably happily married, that is — after kids turn your lives upside down. Let go every so often, and at other times, recognize that a little hand-holding can go a long way for now.

Couples in good-enough marriages know all about hurricane season, including that it does eventually blow out to sea. Says Lori Seto of New York City: "We didn't know what would happen after we had kids, but we knew we'd become these different people. We have the kind of track record that tells me we'll be okay in the end."

Last year, when our older son was not quite 2, my birthday went by without much fanfare. It took us three more months to call my sister to come babysit, and go out to dinner. This year, we cut the lag time down to just two months: We booked theater tickets, dropped the boys at my in-laws', and headed into the city for lunch and a matinee. Not bad. And for me — for us — good enough.

DEALING WITH THE IN-LAWS

DEALING WITH  TOUGH TIMES

***Don't let tough times rob you of joy 

by Les and Leslie Parrott

What makes happy couples happy? Allen Parducci, a prominent UCLA researcher, asked that question and found that money, success, health, beauty, intelligence or power have little to do with a couple's "subjective well-being." Instead, research reveals that the level of a couple's joy is determined by each partner's ability to adjust to things beyond his or her control. Happy couples learn to find the right attitude in spite of the conditions they're in. 

Can you imagine how the Christmas story might have been written if Mary and Joseph had not had the capacity to adjust to things beyond their control? Joseph's fiancée was pregnant. He could have had her stoned or banished to some distant city. Before he could break with her, however, God sent an angel to tell him that Mary was with child by the Holy Spirit. So instead of sending her away, Joseph married her. 

It's difficult to imagine any couple entering marriage with more challenges than Mary and Joseph faced. On top of waiting for the birth of a child, they were trying to establish their home, run a business and learn how to live with each other. Further, they were forced to close down their business and travel to Bethlehem as the first step of a Roman plan to raise taxes. Just what they needed! 

Mary made the trip on the back of a burro. (Some women can hardly ride in a Buick when they are several months pregnant, let alone on the back of a donkey!) With Bethlehem visible in the distance, we can imagine Mary looking up at her husband and saying something like, "I'm going to sit down under this olive tree while you go into town to get us a room. I'd like one in the front so I can watch the crowds go up and down the street until the baby comes." 

Her anxiety level must have risen as she waited and watched, eagerly scanning the crowded road for Joseph's familiar figure. Finally, her husband returned, his shoulders drooping. 

Happy couples learn to find the right attitude in spite of the conditions they find themselves in.

"I went to the main hotel, but all the rooms were already taken. Then I checked every inn and bed and breakfast. There just weren't any rooms available. Finally, I persuaded an old man to let us stay in his barn. He promised to clean out the manure and cover the floor with fresh straw." 

Their hearts heavy, the couple made their way to the stable, thankful at least for a shelter from the cold wind. They had adjusted to a growing number of unpleasant developments. And that night a miracle occured: the Son of God was born. 

Mary and Joseph were obedient to God, even when it led to inconvenience and hardship. They did what they could to meet one another's needs. But they also realized they had to rely on God to get them through their beyond-belief ordeal, just as we have to. If we are to enjoy happy marriages, we all must develop the capacity to adjust to undesirable circumstances. 

When trials come our way, we have a choice. We can throw up our hands in frustration, give in to self-pity and become mired in resentment and defeat. Or we can raise our hands to God in prayer, search out alternatives, move ahead and ultimately trust the Lord to carry us through. 

If your hearts are heavy this Christmas, take a lesson from Mary and Joseph and learn to adjust to adverse circumstances. It's the secret to having a truly merry Christmas—not to mention a happy marriage. 

Leslie Parrott, Ed.D., and Les Parrott III, Ph.D., are co-directors of the Center for Relationship Development at Seattle Pacific University and the authors of more than ten books, including Saving Your Marriage Before it Starts and Like a Kiss on the Lips (both published by Zondervan).

***Love Being Married--5 great reasons why I do—and you can, too!

by Jane Johnson Struck

With two decades of marriage to my husband, Rich, under my belt, I've learned marriage is a wondrous mix of joy and sorrow. Rich and I have struggled through the challenges of raising teenagers, battling cancer, surviving a layoff, losing a sibling, undergoing a relocation that didn't pan out, and a number of other ups and downs. We've been childish, selfish, and said things we both regret. Those are the times when we grit our teeth and hold tight to the commitment we made before God, friends, and family so long ago. 


You enjoy the privileges of a club in which you and your spouse are the only members.


The truth is, Rich and I don't have a perfect marriage because we're imperfect people. We each entered into our union with unique baggage and unrealistic expectations that still crop up after all the years. But if given the opportunity, I'd marry Rich again in a heartbeat.

There are so many reasons why I treasure this wonderful, God-given gift of marriage—from the silly to the sublime to the deeply spiritual. Here are five that might help you celebrate being married to your mate. 

1. Exclusive Membership

There's a Woody Allen flick from the '70s titled Annie Hall, in which actress Diane Keaton plays Annie, the sweetly offbeat, goofy girlfriend of Allen's nerdish, neurotic character, Alvy Singer. Two similar movie scenes speak volumes about relational chemistry. In the first, Annie and Alvy go on a beach getaway and decide to cook a live lobster. Allen goes into his manic shtick as they attempt to toss the lobster into boiling water, and Annie joins right in. The rapport between the two is obvious. Fast-forward several scenes later: Annie and Alvy have broken up, and Alvy's taken his new date to the beach house. Once again, Alvy goes into comic overdrive about boiling a lobster—while his date stares at him as if he's some alien. She just doesn't relate to him. 

These scenes from Annie Hall demonstrate the importance of finding someone who gets you—quirks and all. And that's one of the great things about marriage! You enjoy the privileges of a club in which you and your spouse are the only members. After all, no other human being knows better what I like, what I worry about, what I cry over, and most importantly, what makes me laugh, than my husband—and vice versa. 

While Rich can't read my mind, he does know how to read my body language. He knows the particular glance I use at social functions that says, I'm ready to book out of here immediately! He recognizes the powerful phrase we always use as an ice-breaker after an argument: "Do you love me anyway?" Together Rich and I have coined funny nicknames for ourselves, our kids, even our dog ("triangle head"—don't ask). We have private jokes that crack us up—and only us. Through the years, we've created an elaborate context of Rich-and-Jane-isms that demonstrate one way we've become one flesh (Genesis 2:24). After all, part of what binds you together are the unique looks, gestures, phrases, and memories you build together. 

2. Double Your Pleasure

Remember that Doublemint chewing-gum ad with the slogan, "Double your pleasure, double your fun?" I've learned that my spouse's passions and hobbies can expand the scope of my interests and double my fun. 

For instance, my husband, Rich, and I eagerly planned the Colorado vacation we took in August. We didn't arrive there by car. Oh, no—we were dressed in black leather, riding on our motorcycle. 

If you'd asked me years ago if I ever envisioned myself a "biker babe," I'd have scoffed at the possibility. But then Rich purchased a motorcycle six years ago. While I was nervous at first (the phrase "road pizza" ran through my mind), I hopped on the back, clutching my husband for dear life—and had a blast! We've been hitting the roads ever since. But would I have jumped on the back of a bike on my own? Never. It was only because of my husband's newfound love of biking—and my choice to sidestep my innate timidity.

What interests or passions do you bring into your marriage? My friend Sharon and her husband, Phil, realized they lacked some shared couple fun, so they tried photography lessons. It never clicked. Then they tried golfing lessons, but their interest waned. Convinced couple time was important, Sharon finally decided her husband's love of fishing was worth investigating. So now they're doubling their pleasure when she joins him on an occasional Saturday morning to help him hook "the one that got away." 

3. The Power of Two

I'm grateful for the way God wired my husband, Rich. He's what I often call "stoic." But at times his detached manner can frustrate me to no end. I typically react to circumstances based on feelings, while he depends on logic. I bring fun and enthusiasm into our relationship; he brings reason and practicality. But then I also excel at envisioning worst-case scenarios, while he excels in staying even-keeled and optimistic. 

The reality is, our traits have upsides and downsides. But amazingly, most of the time we balance each other (thank goodness, because when I get hyper before company comes over for dinner, Rich can calmly vacuum while I frantically race around the kitchen). Individually, we're imperfect human beings, but together we comprise a pretty good team, whether it's serving together at our church's annual food drive, ushering at church, or parenting our kids. That attests to the wonder of God's design for marriage—to take two struggling people, bring them into intimate community, and transform them into a unit with the potential to accomplish so much more than they'd ever be able to do alone. 

4. A Shoulder to Lean On

Right now we're feeling a little bruised by life: Rich's been having back problems, we've experienced a boatload of car repairs and other unanticipated expenses, and we're both still struggling with grief over the loss of my husband's brother last year. 

That's why it's so healing to start and end each day in each other's arms. When circumstances drag us down, strip us of self-confidence, or pile on the stress, it's wonderful to know we have each other on which to lean. There's great comfort in knowing that in marriage, we don't have to face hardships alone. If Rich feels battle-weary, I'm right there on the frontline with him, ready to buffer the blows for a while. And he'll do the same for me.

Yesterday I had an off day—nothing major, just ordinary crummy. I couldn't find my favorite pair of reading glasses. Then I stubbed my toe on something. Next I noticed our teen had left the washer and dryer filled with laundry in various stages of completion. Then I ended up with the mother of all migraines. Rich listened to me vent, demanded our daughter finish her soggy laundry, ordered some take-out for dinner, brought me water and ibuprofen, and then let me sleep off my headache. How comforting it was to have his sympathy!

We're not perfect comforters for each other; only the Holy Spirit can be. But I love the intimacy of finding and giving comfort to the one who loves me—warts and all.

5. Higher Goals Marriage

for marriage's sake is self- serving. But for believers, marriage has a higher purpose, a larger mission in life than a series of acquisitions or accomplishments, or an attempt to end loneliness. It's to reflect Christ's relationship with his church to a watching world.

I'm convinced God intends marriage to stretch us in ways it's hard to experience otherwise. After all, you're in the trenches of living daily with another flawed human being in need of grace, forgiveness, patience, and love—just as you are. Through the years I've been married to Rich, I've been caught short by my appallingly selfish and controlling nature … and exhilarated by moments of utter selflessness. As I'm willing, God can use the most mundane aspects of our life together—my frustration over having to wait for a longed-for home improvement, or a minor clash over disciplining one of our kids—to transform me into someone who's more Christlike.

The great thing about marriage is that even during those tough moments of life together, it teaches me constancy, commitment, and faithfulness. I love being married—and watching God at work! 

Copyright © 2003 by the author or Christianity Today International/Today's Christian Woman magazine.
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***Loaded Question--Asking it could make your marriage dynamite! 

By Eva Marie Everson

With one question I opened Pandora's Box.

"What, if anything," I asked my husband, "could I change about me to make you happier?"

It wasn't that we were unhappy or that I perceived he was unhappy. But after nearly 25 years together, it doesn't take a rocket scientist to realize that while we may adjust to certain "things" about our spouses, we'd be happier if those things could change.

Hubby cut a sideward glance at me. "What?"

I smiled lovingly as I repeated the question. Surely, I thought, this isn't too difficult a question to answer.

"You're kidding me, right?" 

"No," I replied. "I'm serious."

He thought for a few moments. "Nothing." 

I frowned. "Are you lying?" 

"Yes."

"I'm serious. It has to be something changeable, though. Just name one thing—"

"Just one?" He looked at me then, the twinkle in his eyes indicating there are a host of things he'd like to see changed. Ah, the truth comes out.

"One," I affirmed.

"Okay," he said. "I'm sick of seeing you wear those overall shorts every day."

My cute little overalls? I thought. Perfect for sitting at the computer and typing all day? "And with what, pray tell, shall I replace them? I'm not comfortable sitting in jeans all day," I argued. "Surely you don't expect me to dress as though I'm heading for a downtown office."

"No. Just something besides those overalls."

I huffed. I loved my overalls! Still, I had asked—and this was something that was changeable. Suddenly I brightened. "This calls for shopping!" I declared.

It also called for compromise. I offered a simple solution: 

I would wear the overall shorts while working (I own several pair, by the way), but would change into something a little more "fetching" when my husband returned home from work.

A few weeks later, I discovered an ironic thing had taken place. Previously, when my husband returned home from work, he'd take a shower and slip into something just perfect for bumming around. But with my change came his change; he became more attentive to his appearance for me. Rather than putting on some old shorts and a holey t-shirt, he put on a sports shirt and a pair of his dress shorts I'd pressed and hung in his closet. We've become quite the fashion statement in the privacy of our home, reminiscent of the days when we'd dated and were attempting to impress each other. And we found our marriage heading toward a new level—a better level—a level of mutual compromise and greater intimacy.

And all it took was a change of clothes!

Issuing the challenge

Several weeks later, while dining with some of our couple friends, my husband and I mentioned the question I'd asked and the changes that had come about. One couple, Ron and Dana, looked at each other with mischief in their eyes. "Honey," Ron said to his wife, "what would you like to see changed?"

"It has to be changeable," I interjected, excited to see another couple getting into the swing of things. "It can't be something like his mother, the color of his eyes, or his height. Nothing like that."

Dana thought for a moment, studying her husband. "I wish you'd listen to what I say from start to finish."

"That's fixable," I spoke up. "Why is that significant to you?"

"Because it says I'm important to him," Dana answered. "I'd feel more appreciated and understood."

I felt like a marriage counselor. "Ron," I asked, "what do you say? Can you do that?"

"Sure," Ron said. Now it was Ron's turn. At first he struggled, saying he loved Dana so much, he couldn't imagine anything about her he'd like to see changed. But as soon as I turned toward the next couple, he interrupted, "Well—sometimes I wish she wouldn't have so many little projects. It drives me crazy looking at all the stacks of stuff lying around the house."

Dana sighed. "It's called laundry, Ron," she informed him.

We all laughed. "But is it fixable?" I asked.

"Sure," Dana said. "I just didn't know it was so important."

Soon the other couples piped in. Some of the answers had us nearly rolling on the floor in amusement. One husband said he wouldn't mind his wife not giving him such a list of "to do" things, to which she replied, "But you look so lost without something to do!" When our laughter subsided, he added, "That's because I'm not sure how much time I have before you give me something to do."

Other requests were more poignant. "I wish," one wife said, "he'd follow through on what he says so I'll feel as though I matter."

Why ask the question?

In Romans 12:18 the apostle Paul writes: "If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone."

About two years ago my lower back began to bother me. After a visit to the doctor, the end result was this: according to my physician, my middle had gotten a little fluffy (which is why I love those overall shorts so much!). This was putting strain on my spine, which pretty much holds me together. (This, too, is changeable. I'm now walking three miles a day to reduce the fluff.)

The middle of things is awfully important, and so it is with the verse in Romans. "As far as it depends on you."

It's so easy to get comfortable with the "little irritations." They're like paper cuts. At first they sting and we're constantly aware of them. Eventually, however, we manage to continue doing whatever it is we do without noticing or even feeling the little slice in our flesh. But the cut remains, and infection can easily set in.

Infection isn't good; it leads to destruction of the body as a whole.

A friend of mine shared with me that when she and her husband were sitting in an airport (she was wearing her trademark jeans and t-shirt; he was dressed more sporty), he pointed to a well-dressed woman and said, "Now that's the way I'd like to see you dress."

My friend tells me she was floored. She had no idea that her cute little jeans weren't pleasing to him. Why? Because he'd never told her—and she'd never thought to ask.

Should you try this at home …

We've all seen the ads that read: Do Not Try This At Home. So you may think that about asking your spouse that little question. You may wonder, What would my spouse say if I asked the question, "What can I change—that's changeable—that would make you happier?'" My hairstyle? My choice of clothing? My keeping the toilet seat up or my attempt to control every free moment?

Don't just sit there. Ask! But remember, this isn't an invitation to throw darts. This is an opportunity to grow more intimate as a couple, because in showing that you care about the "little things," you're telling your spouse that he or she is important.

It's also not a chance for you to say what you'd like to see changed. (My husband didn't ask me for months what he could change, and the one thing I requested didn't get changed—but I can live with that.)

This is an opportunity, a chance for things to be better "as far as it depends on you."

Eva Marie Everson is a speaker and author of such books as True Love: Engaging Stories of Real Life Proposals and One True Vow: Love Stories of Faith & Commitment (both Barbour Publishing).
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Women Are from the Classroom; Men Are from the Playground

by Gary Smalley

05/29/03

One of the simplest ways to note the differences between men and women is to watch them with their children. If you've ever left the children with Dad or watched your brother handle his children, you know what I'm talking about.

It isn't that men aren't loving and concerned; we are. Truly. It's just that the chemical differences in our brains mean we handle children in a fatherly, not motherly, fashion. Keep in mind that we're talking generalities here, but they are generalities that apply to the majority of guys.

A mom's day with the kids includes:

· Nearly laid out clothes

· Matching socks

· Clean underwear

· Clean hands and face

· Structured, timed activities all within predetermined safety standards

· Planned meals pulling foods from all major food groups, including carrots and broccoli

· Specific bedtimes

· Chores and predetermined rules about running in the house and jumping on furniture

· A standard cleanup time that involves all children

A dad's day with the kids includes:

· Mismatched clothes

· Mismatched socks

· Dirty clothes

· Dirty hands and faces

· Questionable, sometimes dangerous activities

· Questionable food, including Twinkies, soda pop, and candy necklaces, moments before dinner

· Loose bedtimes

· Loose house rules

· Few cleanup guidelines

Or, as Bill Cosby once said while imitating his children's reaction to a day alone with him, "Dad is great! Gives us that chocolate cake!"

Granted, the children love the idea of spending a day with Dad. The above activities make for a day filled with laughter and fond memories … and one that will require two days to follow-up once Mom's back in the picture. One man I counseled put it this way.

"When my wife's gone and I'm alone with the kids, I like to have fun and play hard. I never understand why she's upset when she gets home. The kids are safe; we've had a good time. What's the problem?"

The problem is, when analyzed through the eyes of a woman, the actions of a man can seem careless, potentially dangerous, or almost childish. Would it amaze you to know that th eman you love—this unique creation of God, whom you are trying to understand—might have a reason for the way he acts? Could there be a scientific basis for why he responds the way he does? Why he sayd the things he says? We'll get to that in just a minute. But first let's take a brief glimpse at the man's man hall of fame.

Scripps-Howard News Service, 1992—A Colorado man drove out of a gas station near Washington, Pennsylvania, and continued on through West Virginia and part of Ohio without realizing that his wife—the mother of their two children—was still back at the gas station in Pennsylvania. In Ohio, the man pulled over and—assuming everything was well in the back of the van—decided to take a nap. It was only ninety minutes later that he awoke and recognized the fact that his wife was no longer in the vehicle. At this point he turned around and began driving frantically back east on Route 70 getting as far as Wheeling, West Virginia, where he hit a deer. The crash damaged the van, so he hoofed it to a truck stop where a trucker helped reunite him with his wife. This happened on Mother's Day.

Okay, so you believe me already. You could write stories of your own about strange situations or odd behaviors exhibited by the man you love. The question is this: Why are men so different? And the answer is simple: testosterone.

Click here to buy this new book Connecting With Your Husband
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The Secret to Contentment

When Joyce Meyer took a risk to love and be loved, she discovered something deeper than happiness.

By Corrie Cutrer

Forty years ago Joyce felt trapped at the bottom of a dark, deep pit of despair. Walking away with her baby son and only what she could carry, she'd just divorced her husband of five years who'd cheated on, manipulated, and abandoned her. Prior to her marriage, she'd grown up in a home where for 18 years her father sexually abused her and routinely beat her mother. With no place to go, the broken home of her childhood was the only place she now had to turn. 

Yet in the months following her divorce, God led Joyce to meet a gentle man named David Meyer, a Christian who'd been specifically praying for God to send him a wife. At first Joyce was harsh and sarcastic toward him, not willing to trust any man. But Dave was patient and Joyce eventually agreed to go out with him. Five dates later, Dave asked Joyce to marry him.


"If God asks us to do something, he gives us the grace to do it. So if God is asking a person to stay in a difficult marriage, he's not asking them to stay and be miserable. He'll give that person what they need to make it." 


"For my part, I certainly did not know what love was, and was not eager to get involved with another man," Joyce recounts in her book Beauty for Ashes (Warner). "However, since things were getting even worse at home, and since I was living in total panic all the time, I decided that anything would be better than what I was going through at the moment."

Joyce's marriage to Dave didn't solve all her problems, though. She'd become a believer as a child, and with Dave's prompting began attending church. Yet she still struggled with anger, fear, and discontentment that stemmed from her painful past. 

"I was making the frustrating, tragic mistake of trying to find the kingdom of God—righteousness, peace, and joy—in things and other people," Joyce writes. "What I did not realize is, as Paul points out, the kingdom is within us: Christ in you, the hope of glory (Colossians 1:27). My joy had to be found in him."

Slowly, God began to restore Joyce. He also began to show her how her own painful story could help others. Today, she heads Joyce Meyer Ministries, speaks to millions worldwide through her television, radio, and conference outlets, and has authored 75 books.

Marriage Partnership spoke with Joyce about how she's found joy in her life and in her marriage to Dave, and how other married couples can experience lasting joy as well.

After such a rocky first marriage, how were you able to find joy in your relationship with Dave?

Joyce: In order for you to have joy in your marriage, you must first have joy within. In my case, because I was sexually abused by my father, I had a shame-based nature. I grew up with a record playing in my head that continuously asked, What's wrong with me?

When you get married you're supposed to love each other. Scripture teaches to love your neighbor as yourself. But if a person never accepts God's love and learns how to accept herself, then she doesn't really have anything to give away. It's the same with joy in marriage. I can't have joy in my relationship with Dave if I don't have joy within myself. One of the greatest things that helped my marriage was learning how to accept, love, and be content with myself.

How did you do that?

Through studying Scripture and realizing that I've been made right with God through the blood of Christ. Years ago, even though I was already a Christian, I still often felt as though something was wrong with me. Many people with whom I speak today feel the same way. They're trying to be like someone else; they're comparing or competing. They're always taking inventory of what they've done wrong. And yet the Bible tells us that when we make mistakes, if we admit them and repent, then we're totally forgiven. God remembers our sin no more. And we have right-standing with him.

God also showed me that I'm responsible for my personal joy, and that my joy has to be in him—not in people or in circumstances. Satan can play around with our circumstances. So if I'm waiting for my circumstances to give me continual joy then I'm going to be in a difficult condition, because nobody ever knows on a given day what's going to happen.

Also, people are always going to disappoint us from time to time simply because they're people. It helped my marriage when I stopped expecting my husband to be perfect. So often we pick our spouse apart and try to change him rather than enjoy him. I don't think we can enjoy our marriage if we don't learn how really to enjoy our spouse. That doesn't mean that your spouse is perfect and doesn't need to change. But it's not our job to change people. It's our job to pray for them and it's God's job to change them.

Many spouses expect their partner to be a source of joy for them.

When Dave and I first got married, I was a mess. I didn't know what love was. I was selfish, self-centered, controlling, angry, and filled with shame. I was always looking for Dave to make me happy, and when he didn't, I'd often become angry. But the thing I noticed about Dave was that no matter what I did, he wouldn't let me steal his joy. He was solid and stable, one of the hallmarks of a mature Christian. I learned a lot from his example. 

So often we get things backward. Jesus taught we should do unto others as we'd have them do unto us. If we'd take this principle and put it into practice, then we'd experience more joy in marriage. Most of us get up everyday hoping somebody else will make us happy, rather than looking for ways we can make someone else happy.

Jesus teaches our joy is found in giving our life away. When we try on our own to make our life good, we thwart God's power. I believe firmly that what you make happen for someone else God will make happen for you. Even if you're married to a first-class jerk. If you live your life trying to be a blessing to others, God will bring you joy—if not from your spouse, from other relationships. Or he'll impart it to you himself. A lot of people say, "I'm in this marriage and I believe God wants me to stick it out. But I'm just miserable." Yet I believe that if God asks us to do something, he gives us the grace to do it. So if God is asking a person to stay in a difficult marriage, he's not asking them to stay and be miserable. He'll give that person what they need to make it.

What distinguishes joy from happiness?

Happiness is based on what's happening in your life. It's an emotion. Joy is a fruit of the Holy Spirit (Galatians 5:22), therefore it's dependent on the Spirit and not on our circumstances. It's planted in us as a seed when we accept Christ. Then it has to be grown. I began to realize this at one point in my life as I faced hardships. I could be facing a real problem, and as long as I was thinking or talking about that problem I'd feel upset. Yet if I could get my mind on something else, or even just throw myself into a task around the house, without purposing myself to do it, I'd find myself humming a song, at peace. I thought, This is coming out of my spirit. This is the joy that's in me. In Romans 15:13 the apostle Paul tells us joy and peace are released through believing. So if we're trusting and believing God during a problem, we're going to have joy. Even though the circumstance hasn't changed, to us it's as if it has, because we're trusting God to change it.

How can we experience more joy every day with our spouse?

I experienced more joy in my marriage when I began to recognize my unrealistic expectations about Dave. Women in particular desire and expect their husbands to read their minds. We expect men to notice when we're a little down, perhaps, and desire comfort. Yet men don't notice it at all. They're just not wired like women. We can walk around mad and hurt all day because our spouse didn't give us what we expected when really they didn't know we needed something or expected it in the first place. Recently I told Dave, "It would be nice if you'd buy me a present once in a while." And he replied, "What's the point? You're not going to like it, and you'll take it back anyway." We've had to learn that even if I have to take it all back, I still need him to go get it. He does that now, but we've been married almost 40 years and it took him 37 years to realize it!

The other thing that was a huge help for me was understanding that Dave and I have different temperaments. I've got a strong, take-charge, "type-A" personality, and Dave is laidback. His main need in life is peace, where mine is accomplishment. When I realized God created him this way, I stopped judging him, trying to change him and expecting him to be more like me. I learned that a lot of life is about adapting. In Romans 12:16 Paul tells us we're to strive to have peace, and that we're to adapt ourselves to people. That verse became life-changing to me because previously I didn't want to adapt to anybody. I wanted everyone to adapt to me. And when I started adapting, my peace level changed and my joy increased.

Corrie Cutrer, a freelance author, lives in Illinois.
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**The List That Saved My Marriage--What an inventory of my husband's shortcomings taught me

By Becky Zerbe

The day had come. I'd lasted as long as I could in my marriage. Once my husband, Bill, left for work, I packed a bag for myself and our 14-month-old son and left our home. It was the only year in our married life when we lived in the same town as my parents. Obviously the convenience of being able to run to Mom and Dad made my decision to leave Bill easier.

With a tear-stained, angry face, I walked into Mom's kitchen. She held the baby while I sobbed my declaration of independence. A washcloth and cup of coffee later, Mom told me she and Dad would help me. I was comforted to know they'd be there for me. 

"But before you leave Bill," she said, "I have one task for you to complete."

Mom put down my sleeping son, took a sheet of paper and pen, and drew a vertical line down the middle of the page. She told me to list in the left column all the things Bill did that made him impossible to live with. As I looked at the dividing line, I thought she'd then tell me to list all his good qualities on the right hand side. I was determined to have a longer list of bad qualities on the left. This is going to be easy, I thought. My pen started immediately to scribble down the left column.

Bill never picked his clothes off the floor. He never told me when he was going outside. He slept in church. He had embarrassing, nasty habits such as blowing his nose or belching at the dinner table. He never bought me nice presents. He refused to match his clothes. He was tight with money. He wouldn't help with the housework. He didn't talk with me.

The list went on and on until I'd filled the page. I certainly had more than enough evidence to prove that no woman would be able to live with this man. 

Smugly I said, "Now I guess you're going to ask me to list all Bill's good qualities on the right side."

"No," she said. "I already know Bill's good qualities. Instead, for each item on the left side, I want you to write how you respond. What do you do?"

This was even tougher than listing his good qualities. I'd been thinking about Bill's few, good qualities I could list. I hadn't considered thinking about myself. I knew Mom wasn't going to let me get by without completing her assignment. So I had to start writing.

I'd pout, cry, and get angry. I'd be embarrassed to be with him. I'd act like a "martyr." I'd wish I'd married someone else. I'd give him the silent treatment. I'd feel I was too good for him. The list seemed endless.

When I reached the bottom of the page, Mom picked up the paper and went to the drawer. She took scissors and cut the paper down the vertical line. Taking the left column, she wadded it in her hand and tossed it into the trash. Then she handed me the right column.

"Becky," she said, "take this list back to your house. Spend today reflecting on these things in your life. Pray about them. I'll keep the baby until this afternoon. If you sincerely do what I ask and still want to leave Bill, Dad and I will do all we can to assist you."

Facing facts

Leaving my luggage and son, I drove back to my house. When I sat on my couch with the piece of paper, I couldn't believe what I was facing. Without the balancing catalogue of Bill's annoying habits, the list looked horrifying. 

I saw a record of petty behaviors, shameful practices, and destructive responses. I spent the next several hours asking God for forgiveness. I requested strength, guidance, and wisdom in the changes I needed to make. As I continued to pray, I realized how ridiculously I'd behaved. I could barely remember the transgressions I'd written for Bill. How absurd could I be? There was nothing immoral or horrible on that list. I'd honestly been blessed with a good man—not a perfect one, but a good one.

I thought back five years. I'd made a vow to Bill. I would love and honor him in sickness and health. I'd be with him for better or for worse. I said those words in the presence of God, my family, and friends. Yet only this morning, I'd been ready to leave him for trivial annoyances.

I jumped back in the car and drove to my parents' house. I marveled at how different I felt from when I'd first made the trip to see Mom. I now felt peace, relief, and gratitude. 

When I picked up my son, I was dismayed by how willing I'd been to make such a drastic change in his life. My pettiness almost cost him the opportunity to be exposed daily to a wonderful father. Quickly, I thanked my mother and flew out the door to return home. By the time Bill returned from work, I was unpacked and waiting.

A new outlook

I'd love to say that Bill changed. He didn't. He still did all those things that embarrassed and annoyed me, and made me want to explode.

The difference came in me. From that day forward, I had to be responsible not only for my actions in our marriage, but also for my reactions. 

I think back to one of the items: Bill slept in church. The minute he began to doze always marked the end of my worship time. 

So often I thought he was rudely uninterested in the message—and my dad was the preacher! It didn't matter that Bill was unable to stay awake any time he sat for a longer period. The entire time he spent nodding, I spent fuming. I'd squirm in the pew, feeling humiliated. I'd wonder why I ever married this man. I knew he didn't deserve a wife as godly as I was.

Yet now I could see myself as I truly was. My pride was hampering a valuable portion of my life—my worship. This problem wasn't Bill's; it was mine. When Bill fell asleep in church, I began to bathe that time in gratitude and prayer. I took my eyes off Bill and myself and looked to God. Instead of leaving the services in anger, I left in joy.

It wasn't long before Bill noticed a difference. He remarked at lunch one Sunday, "You seem to be enjoying the services more lately. I was beginning to think you didn't like the preacher." My immediate instinct was to explain how he'd ruined so many services for me. But instead, I accepted his statement without defense.

Remaking the list

There have been many times through the years I've had to remake the list. I've continued to ask God to forgive my pathetic reactions and give me his wisdom in dealing with my marriage.

Fifteen years later, at the age of 49, Bill was diagnosed with Alzheimer's disease. He had to quit his teaching job, leaving me to support our family, which has led to trying days and nights of worry. Watching him fight to maintain abilities to function daily has been inspiring to my sons, as well as to me. We've had to depend on our faith that God is in control—especially when we feel so out of control. We've searched the Bible for answers to questions we struggle to understand. We've spent hours with every emotion from anger to grief. We've asked, "Why?" We've claimed God's peace that passes all understanding.

Regrettably, many days I've run short on patience, even though I know Bill can't prevent himself from doing things that try my nerves. I realize my responsibility is to respond with the love God would have me show. I cry to God to love through me—because I know I'm not capable of loving Bill as God is capable of loving him.

Many times I've thanked God for a mother who was a spiritual mentor. Though she must have been tempted, she didn't preach to me or offer her opinion on my behavior. She guided me in discovering a truth that's saved a most treasured possession—my marriage. If I hadn't learned to respond as a Christian wife to Bill's small problems, I wouldn't be able to respond appropriately to his larger ones now.

My son came home one day and asked, "Mom, what are we going to do when Dad doesn't remember us?" My reply was, "We'll remember him. We'll remember the husband and father he was. We'll remember him for all the things he's taught us and the wonderful ways he's loved us." 

After my son left the room, I chuckled. I was thinking of all the things I'd remember about this man who loved his family and his God. Many of those enduring memories are those same annoying little habits that made their way onto a list of bad qualities so many years ago.

Becky Zerbe is author of Laughing with My Finger in the Dam. Becky has been married to Bill for 29 years.

**Fire! (forgetfulness)--Yes, I nearly burned down the house. But I was more worried what my wife would do.

By Gary Smalley

Norma and I enjoy hosting cookouts for family and friends. Our large backyard is great for entertaining. And the best part is the gas grill—big, shiny, with stainless steel covers on the burners.

One beautiful afternoon, we invited our kids and grandkids over for a barbecue. Norma was still at work, so it was my job to get the grill ready. We hadn't used it all winter, so I put all four burners on high to get rid of any residue. I planned to scrape it and spray some oil on it so it would be in prime condition for the cookout. I went into the house to wait for it to heat up. And being ADHD, my mind immediately jumped to a new idea—why not ask the kids if they'd like to go boating?

I called, and they took me up on the offer. So I walked the two blocks to the dock, revved up the boat, and we zoomed off.

Two hours later, as I was docking, my cell phone rang. The caller was sobbing so much that I couldn't figure out who it was.

"Please calm down and tell me who you are and why you're crying," I said.

Finally she regained enough composure to wail, "This is your wife, and the house is on fire!"

I wasn't even wearing shoes, but I sprinted home. The grill and the wooden area beneath it were in flames, and Norma was frantically spraying it with a hose. The grill's knobs had melted so we couldn't turn off the gas—it was coming out full blast, in flames. Thankfully, Norma had called 911; the fire department arrived just as I did. They put out the fire while I comforted my nearly hysterical wife. One of the firemen told me that if Norma had been 15 minutes later, we'd have lost our house. 

As I held Norma, I realized with a nasty jolt that I was responsible for the fire. Weighed down with guilt, I confessed.

"I'm so sorry. We could have lost the house because of my stupidity."

Norma forgave me immediately and without recrimination. "Thank the Lord for insurance," she said. "This all can be repaired."

I was overwhelmed by her forgiveness, especially in light of how upset and frightened she'd been. Tightening my embrace, I vowed I'd grant her the same understanding the next time she made a mistake. 

The same thing happened three months later! I turned on the grill, got distracted by a phone call, went to help one of our kids, and promptly forgot all about it. When I came back, the new grill was incredibly hot—I'm surprised it didn't explode! Fortunately we'd prepared for just such a situation and removed all the wood surrounding the grill. I turned it off and went inside to tell Norma.

"You won't believe this," I said. "I did it again."

"No!" she said, and went to look. Rather than berating me for making the same dangerous, thoughtless mistake, she laughed and high-fived me!

"Our safety measures worked!" she said.

I wish I could say the two mishaps with the grill were isolated incidents. But I'm easily distracted and I forget things—a lot. I don't mean to leave on the grill or forget to go grocery shopping, but I do such things on a regular basis. Norma has every right to be infuriated by my frequent mess-ups, but fortunately for me and for our marriage, she's chosen to extend forgiveness instead. Rather than rebuking me, she accepts me—burns and all.

Reading me the riot act for my barbecue mishap, though deserved, wouldn't have changed a thing. The damage (literally) had been done. But accepting my apology with grace and humor strengthened our marriage. I'm secure in the knowledge that when I make a mistake—or a lot of them—Norma will respond with forgiveness. That's great to know, because with my track record, I'm going to need it!

Gary Smalley, Ph.D, founder and CEO of the Smalley Relationship Center (www.smalleyonline.com), is author of The DNA of Relationships (Tyndale). Visit him at www.garysmalley.com.
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*My Obsession with Work

My wife thought it was a problem. Since nagging didn't work, she found another method to get my attention.

by Gary Smalley

Early in our marriage, Norma came to the unpleasant realization that I was also married to my work. The long hours I spent at the office frequently included evenings and weekends. This left Norma alone a great deal of the time in the trenches with our three endlessly energetic kids.

When I was home, my mind was filled with all things work, which again, left little time for our marriage. Understandably, Norma would tell me. She'd point out that I wasn't there for her needs or to help with the parenting. But to me, it sounded more like nagging, so I ignored it—as many men do!

So imagine my surprise when one day I came home and sensed a calm spirit in our home. Norma's face was peaceful, not tense as it usually was. Instead of the customary harsh words, her conversation was quiet, and she was more interested in asking me how my day had gone. 

A few days later, with peace still in our house, I asked what had happened.

"I got tired of fighting you," she explained. "I realized I wasn't trusting God with our marriage, so I decided to stop complaining and start praying. I've told God I'd like you to spend more time at home and help with the kids. Since God knows my needs, I know he'll make the necessary changes."

I was instantly convicted. Her quiet words forced me to look inside myself and see that my priorities were wrong.

A higher power

Norma realized she couldn't change things on her own. She needed help from God. So rather than complain to me, she started to pray. I was fascinated by her immediate change in attitude, so I asked her what exactly she'd prayed.

She told me, "I prayed, 'Lord, you know I want a good relationship with Gary, and that I want him to spend more time at home. You also understand that I'm not strong physically. I'm so tired I don't feel I can last much longer under this strain. I'm coming to you with these requests because you can make it happen. Or you can take away my desire for him to be home. I'm going to stop fighting Gary and instead ask you either to change him or to meet my needs in some other way.'"

Norma stopped expecting life from me and started expecting it from God. She realized I not only would not, but could not energize her, so she went to the Source of life.

Some may think Norma just disguised her selfishness by asking God to change me instead of nagging me to change. I disagree. Some may also think I was in the wrong—that I was the one who really needed to change. To that, I agree. But Norma wasn't the one, as admirable as her desires were, who could procure a change in me. Only God could handle that task.

I encourage wives to ask God for a good relationship with their husbands. And vice versa. That request isn't selfish. A good relationship benefits not only the praying spouse, but the entire family's health, the Christian community, and ultimately our nation and the world. It also glorifies God, because a godly marriage is a picture of our relationship with Jesus Christ.

When we're in the habit of seeking fulfillment from the world, we won't learn overnight to look to God as the source of life. It took Norma and me several years before looking to the Lord became our natural, first response. And occasionally, we still catch ourselves focusing on someone or something other than God.

But when we really seek to connect with God individually, we unleash a powerful force in our lives and our marriages. Norma told me how glad she was that she stopped nagging me and started praying for change. "I have more energy," she said, "and I enjoy the time we spend together. That would never have happened had I kept trying to change the situation myself."

Gary Smalley, Ph.D, is founder and ceo of the Smalley Relationship Center (www.smalleyonline.com) and author of The DNA of Relationships (Tyndale).Visit him at www.theDNAofRelationships.com.
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SEXUAL ISSUES

More Sex, Please--Churchgoers want more sermons on sexual issues than pastors think they do.

If you're unsure what to preach next Sunday, consider something from Song of Solomon. Almost half of churchgoers want to hear more scriptural teaching on sex (44%), twice the number of pastors who feel they should spend more time on the subject (22%). An equal number of parishioners say they're satisfied with the frequency of sermons addressing sex (44%), according to a new survey by Leadership publisher, Christianity Today International.

The discrepancy between congregations' expectations and pastors' assessments of the need is also in the ear of the beholder. Some 85 percent of pastors say they speak about sexual issues at least once a year, but only 63 percent of the listeners say their pastor preaches on sex at least once a year.

Among congregants who want more teaching on sexual issues, only 47% claim their pastor brings up this subject once or more per year. CTI analyst John LaRue says, "Perhaps this desire for more biblical exposition on sexual issues exists because pastors are not speaking forcefully or clearly enough, while exposure to sexual images and messages in today's media is ever more heightened."

More gaps: Pastors and their parishioners were given a list of damaging sexual issues. Pastors were asked to choose those they believe affected their congregation, while parishioners were asked to choose those affecting them personally. This should show how well pastors know their congregations. Addiction to pornography was rated number one by both groups (57% of pastors to 36% of parishioners), but there were significant gaps in other rankings.

Churchgoers were more likely to consider abortion for unwed mothers a serious sexual issue (27% vs. 3% of pastors). Churchgoers were more concerned about homosexual behavior (22% vs. 3% of pastors) and sexual abuse (17% vs. 9% of pastors).

About one-third of respondents in both groups agreed sex outside marriage is an issue, but more church members were worried about teen sex (34% vs. 28% of pastors). 

CTI conducted mail and Internet surveys of 680 pastors and 1,972 churchgoers, with a margin of error of plus or minus 4 and 2 percentage points, respectively. The full 53-page report can be downloaded for $19.95 at www.bclstore.com/chandsex.html.

—with reporting from John LaRue and Your Church magazine (Jan/Feb 2005)

****How to Make Sex Good for your Bride  (EXPLICIT but respectful and important)

From www.themarriagebed.com
Coming up, at the request of a wife reading her husbands tips, some words about making sex good for your bride.
Better sex for her-1, This idea speaks to sexuality.

From time to time I get an e-mail from a wife who is distressed by her sex life.  Sometimes, as is the case with an e-mail I received this week, the woman has been reading the Generous Husband tips, and hopes I will tell the husbands something that will make them better lovers.  I hope those of you who are convinced your wife would like to live the rest of her life without sex will stay with me here - a part of why she feels that way may be found in what I will share the next few days.

First let me say that when it comes to sex, no news is NOT good news.  Most women are very hesitant to say anything remotely negative about sex, and often when they try to communicate a problem or need they do so in a way that a man will not understand.  Once this starts, it tends to just get worse and worse.  She says nothing about a problem early on either because she blames herself, or because she thinks he will some how just "get it" one day.  He on the other hand takes her silence as an indication that it's all good.  After months, or years, of not saying anything, how can she suddenly say "that's not working for me, and by the way it never has"?

A lot of women think that we guys have very fragile egos, and that suggesting we are not perfect in bed will result in a lot of hurt feelings, anger, depression, or other negative things.  Sadly, this impression is not without truth for many of us.  The first step to making sex better for your bride is putting her pleasure ahead of your ego.  A good second step  is convincing her that you have put her pleasure ahead of your ego - but doing that will take far more actions than words.

Better sex for her-2

In order to learn how to make sex better for her, you first need to unlearn any bad examples you may be working from.  There three major sources of bad examples: 

· Sexual encounters with other women - Women are extremely individual when it comes to sex.  Breast stimulation that is incredible for one woman is too weak for a second and painful for a third.  Things like mental state, amount of foreplay needed, duration of intercourse needs/desires, positions likes, and on and on are going to vary widely from one woman to another.  Being an expert lover to one woman does not make you an expert lover for all women, and past experience can do more harm than good because it can keep you from looking for what works best for her. 


· Pornography - Pornography is to real sex and real woman as B-grade science fiction is to real science and real people.  If you have learned anything from porn, it's hurting your sex life - and if you've watched porn, you've learned from it whether you think you have or not.


· Past sex with her - That's right - what sex was like with her a decade ago has very little to do with what she wants and needs today.  Her body has changed, her mind has changed, and your relationship has changed.  What she loved in the past may do little for her now, and what did not interest her in the past might thrill her no end today. 
Being a good lover is a life long job, and it involves a moving target.  If you are looking for a challenge in life, satisfying your wife sexually is about as challenging as it gets - and the rewards are very nice!

Better sex for her-3

The dictionary defines foreplay as "erotic stimulation preceding sexual intercourse".  I would call it what you do to get her body aroused.  But before we get to foreplay, what about her mind?  If her mind and heart are not ready for sex, nothing you do is going to get her body where it needs to be.  If you somehow manage to incite physical arousal and even if you get her to orgasm, she won't enjoy it or be glad it happened if her heart and mind were not in the right place.  

How do you get her mind to be ready for sex?  It varies from woman to woman, but she needs to feel safe, respected, and loved.  Those aren't things you can accomplish with a few words or actions an hour before you want sex - you have to live a life of making her feel loved, safe, and respected.

In part it's going to be about her love language - if you are meeting her needs in the area she most feels love, you are well on your way to having her mind ready for sex.  Beyond that, she needs to feel important to you, and she needs to know that her needs, desires, concerns and dreams are important to you.  If you have kids she needs you to be a good dad.  She needs to see you as a real Christian.  She needs you to take your job and caring for the home seriously.

She also needs you to communicate with her.  In her new book, The Female Brain, Louann Brizendine, M.D. says that "Talking activates the pleasure centers in a girl's brain. We're not talking about a small amount of pleasure. ... It's a major dopamine and oxytocin rush, which is the biggest, fattest neurological reward you can get outside of an orgasm."  So, a good talk is the next best thing to sex for a woman - don't you want to be the one giving her some of that talk pleasure?  And won't doing that line her up for wanting to be sexual with you?

Better sex for her-4

Okay, you've been loving and supportive, you have communicated with her and met her other needs, you are in bed, and she is willing - so how do you get her body interested?

Unfortunately I can't give you a handful of great moves that are guaranteed to work.  Each woman is different, and what thrills one bores another.  Here are some generalities that should help:

· Kiss - No, not Keep It Simple, Stupid, but the action.  Kiss her.  Kiss her again.  Keep kissing her.  Most women would like more kissing than they get.  Kissing can really get a woman going, and it should not be seen as something to be done only at the beginning of sex.


· Top down - Start with her face, and slowly work your way down her body.  Face, lips, breasts, inner thighs, and then where you want to be.


· Be gentle - Her body is not as tough as yours.  Her breasts are sensitive, and her vulva has far more nerve endings that your penis has.  Start light and gradually increase speed and pressure.  If she's not giving you feedback, limit yourself to half of what you think would be right - then ask her about it after sex is over.  Too little is less of a problem than too much, and she's more likely to say "do it harder" than "do it softer".


· Breasts are not toys - It's common for a woman to complain that her husband is too rough with her breasts, or that he is forever "grabbing" them.  Excessive fondling outside of sex may put her off any breast stimulation at any time.  Sudden grabbing is no fun - move slowly and give her a chance to register what is coming.  The nipples can be injured if you are too rough with them.  A woman who has nursed may have lost sensitivity in her nipples - this may mean she feels little unless you hurt her, or it may mean that she wants stronger stimulation.  Breasts change sensitivity significantly through her cycle - the same touch that is too much at one point is perfect or even too light at another time.  Her breasts may be too tender to be touched at all as she nears menstruation.  Some women don't enjoy breast stimulation, and she may "put up with" it because she knows you enjoy it.  That's fine, but if that's the case limit breast play when your goal is arousing her.


· There's more down there than her clitoris - In the last few decades man have gone from not knowing where the clitoris is to assaulting it.  Her entire vulva is sensitive to touch, and starting with the labia is far better than going straight to the clitoris.  Unless she's strongly aroused, prolonged stimulation of just the clitoris is more a problem than a pleasure, so move around some.


· Play by play is not desired - Most women are not aroused by a play by play description of what is being done or how what is being done is effecting you.  However, most women like to hear that they are loved, that they are special, and so on.


· The vaginal entrance is delicate - The vagina is pretty tough, and has few nerve ending, but the entrance can be easily roughed up.  If you are sending a finger in make sure the nail is well trimmed, be sure there is adequate lubrication, and go slow.  Most women don't get much out of vigorous vaginal stimulation - just add a bit of penetration to what you are doing to her vulva.


· Oral - for her or for you? - Yes, oral sex is a good way to get her body going - but not if she is uptight about her body, how she smells, or has fears that oral sex is dirty, unnatural or sinful.  You may find her body getting more aroused while her mind is getting turned off.  


· Time pressure kills her sexuality - She knows your ready - you don't have to say anything, your erection is communicating it loud and clear.  Let her know by both your words and your actions that she can have all the time she want to both "get ready" and to just enjoy.  If she indicates she's ready for intercourse don't immediately jump like you've been dying for the chance - give her a bit more foreplay and some good kissing before you move to enter her. 
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You ever find yourself involved in sex with your wife, and you have no idea where she is?  It would have been nice if God had installed a gauge or at least a couple of idiot lights for us to follow!  My wife has already nagged the ladies about communicating - but odds are many won't heed that advice.  Women always want to communicate - until they are having sex.

I'd like to give you some sure fire signs for knowing how you are doing - but as with all things sexual in woman it varies from lady to lady. Still, there are some things that you can perceive by paying attention to her body.

First and foremost let me dispel the "wet means put it in" myth.  A woman can be very wet and not at all ready for intercourse either physically or mentally, or she can be on the dry side and ready for you right now.  A great number of things can influence how much she lubricates - time of the month, birth control, pregnancy, position, medications, how long it's been, and on and on.  If you really pay attention to the details, lubrication can be a guide, but it's not a sure guide.

That said, her vulva goes through an amazing range of changes as her arousal level changes.  Her changed are not as noticeable and sudden as yours, but they are actually far more varied and thus a better gauge.  If you can catch a good look, her colour will tell you a lot - darker is more aroused.  You can also tell how she is progressing by touch - her entire vulva swells significantly as she becomes aroused.  When she is highly aroused it may feel almost like rubbing on a water balloon inside of another water balloon.  


The clitoris also changes, but not as you might expect - as she becomes very aroused the clitoris becomes very sensitive.  To avoid over stimulation, the clitoris becomes less pronounced at this point.  In other words, "loosing" her clitoris is a good sign.


Other signs of arousal begin when orgasm is approaching.  Breathing is deeper, muscles become tense, her legs may open wider, and she may make small hip moments that push her pelvis against you.  Her eyes will most likely close and or roll back in her head a bit.  She may make moaning noises, and her hands may close or grasp.

Then the big question - how do I know when/if she climaxes?  Some women leave no doubt, but others either climax without much sound or movement, or make about the same sounds and movements for several minutes prior to climax.  The surest indication is contractions of the vagina, but these are not extreme and may be difficult to feel.  Nipple erection at climax is common, but not universal, and nipples may erect prior to climax.  A sudden perspiration or a rash like flush on her neck, upper breast and in her cleavage are good signs of orgasm, but not all women do these things.  A fairly rapid drop in body tension is a good indication.


If you're not sure - then what?  Since she is theoretically able to climax more than once you can ask is she wants more, or if she is done yet, or quip "say when".  Grilling her about it then and there is probably not much help - if she has she may feel annoyed, and if she has not she may feel pressured.  Better to discuss it some other time - let her know you want to give her all she wants, but you are often unable to tell if she has climaxed or if she is fully satisfied.  Ask her to help you know when to stop.
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Is intercourse the main event?  Should it be?

In recent years there has been what seems almost a secret plot to make intercourse less and less practiced.  We are told how intercourse is what men want, but women dread.  We are told only a very lucky few women have any chance of ever climaxing during intercourse.  We are sold the idea that other forms of sex are more desired by, and more fair to women.  Is it true?

I can't prove it biblically, but I am convinced that intercourse is an important part of what God intended married sex to be.  It's not one option, it's not just for procreation, I think it is the primary "act of marriage".  I am not saying it's the only allowed act, far from it, but I see it as a vital part that should not be ignored or down played.

While I can't support that idea from the Bible, there is a growing body of evidence that intercourse is "better for us" than other sex acts.  From a biological and medical standpoint all sex is not the same, and intercourse is the clear winner for the one act that is best for our bodies, minds, and even our marriage relationship.  This is true for men and women, but much more true for women!

What about these women who just don't enjoy intercourse?  From our experience, there are very few woman who enjoy sex that don't enjoy intercourse.  Eliminate those who have some pain issue, and you will hard pressed to find a woman who likes sex with her husband who does not enjoy intercourse.  Intercourse is desired even by women who rarely or never climax from it!  Why?  Because intercourse is very personal, and it connects two people in a way no other act can.  It also feels good even without climax, and the act of intercourse does nice things for a woman hormonally even without climax.

Tomorrow - can she or can't she?
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So, is the ability to orgasm during intercourse really reserved for the fortunate few?  The idea that "only 30% of women are able to orgasm during intercourse" is one of those lies that had been told so many times it has become all but truth.  This claim came from a poorly done, statistically flawed and demographically useless "study" done three decades ago.  The scientific community dismissed the study, but the popular media took it up as some sort of a battle cry.

Even if the statement was valid, saying "only 30% of women can climax during intercourse" is kind of like saying "only 30% of teenagers can do a hand stand" - most who can't do it could learn, particularly if they had some good motivation to learn.

The problem is that the 30% has been so repeated that most women have heard it.  If a woman has bought into this lie, and she does not early on reach orgasm during intercourse, she may decide she is in the 70% majority and stop trying.  Like those teenage kids, she probably could learn if she kept at it - it's her belief in a lie that keeps her from succeeding.

Unfortunately it's not as easy as telling her she's bought into a lie.  Women often feel pressured sexually, and when they "fail" they feel like a failure.  Deciding she might be able to is difficult, because it sets her up for failure.  We guys have a way of making that worse - it may not be our intention, but we tend to make it seem like a pass/fail kind of thing, and we can easily put pressure on them.  It's hard to want sex, much less enjoy it, when you feel you're being graded on your ability to climax when your husband thinks you should!

With those words of warning, there are some things you can do to improve your wife's odds of reaching climax during "the main event". 

· Foreplay - We hear it over and over - "I need more than five (or three, or two) minutes of foreplay.  Most women need a least twenty minutes of good foreplay, more than half of it genital, to have a good shot at climax during intercourse.


· Lubrication - If she's dry it hurts, and if she'd not wet enough it's not really comfortable.


· It's not friction - You climax because of the friction of your penis in her vagina - but that's doing just about nothing for her because she does not have the nerve endings to get anything out of it.  What gets her there is her clitoris, even during intercourse.  If she's properly aroused, any movement of any part of her vulva or vagina will cause clitoral stimulation.  It's like a full motion water bed - you can't move without moving everything else on the bed.  You give her the best stimulation when you are fully inserted, and short deep strokes will do far more for her than what feels best to you.


· Ladies first - If you want her to climax, you need to hold way back.  Don't try to pace her, you will get too close and lose it.  The closer you are to climax, the more difficult it is to slow down.  Besides, the closer you are, the less able you are to focus on her.


· Feel her rhythm - It may be subtle, but if you pay attention you should be able to discern her rhythm of movement.  It may take a while for her to get going, and it will change as she progresses.  If you can figure it out, you can move in a way that accentuates what she is doing.  In this dance, it's best for her to lead!


· Look up to her - The best way for most women to climax during intercourse is to be on top.  This allows them to move as they desire, and provides a form of stimulation that is better for them.  As a bonus, the stimulation is less intense for you, which can significantly prolong your stay.


· Beyond the genitals - Once intercourse starts, most men are focused about 99.3% on their penis.  For women sex (and orgasm by the way) is much more full body (this is not theory, there are brain scans that support this).  That means that touching her body just about anywhere can help her to progress towards orgasm.  Her face and buttocks are especially good, and her breasts may be excellent. Where, how and how firmly she likes to be touched will probably change as her arousal progresses - learn her secrets and you can really give her a push in the right direction.


· Know when to stop - It's not an endurance contest, and she's not automatically going to climax if you can last a certain amount of time.  Continuing once she'd decided it's not going to happen is only going to add to her sense of failure, and will probably annoy her.  If she indicates it's time for you to go on without her, honor her request, and while you're at it, enjoy yourself.  If she won't communicate it's difficult - asking her if you should finish will likely pressure her.  Let her know sometime when you are not having sex that you will try to go till she either climaxes or tells you to do so.  If she won't communicate at all, do your best to try and discern where she is, and climax if you think she's had enough.


· Finish her quickly - Don't fall over and "rest" for more than a few seconds.  You've got her pretty worked up, and you need to finish her off as quickly and easily as you know how.


· No Monday Quarterbacking - "Maybe next time" is NOT good after talk.  She knows she did not climax during intercourse, and she really does not want to talk about it right now. 

Tomorrow: After glo..zzzzzz
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The entire sexual process causes our bodies to release hormones and other chemicals into our bloodstreams.  As arousal increases, the level of chemicals increases, and at orgasm we are flooded with hormones, endorphins, and a host of other things.  Since our brains are basically chemical computers, the surge of hormones et al, causes us to feel, react, and even think differently.  What is released into your body and her body is similar - not identical, but similar.  The levels released are less similar, and the effects these chemicals have on male and female bodies is significantly different.  This is why most men lose both the interest and ability to have sex once they climax, while women can retain both.  It's also why she wants to talk, and you want to sleep.


That's right, your overwhelming desire to sleep is not proof that you are selfish, unloving or afraid of intimacy - it's what the chemical bombardment that accompanies orgasm does to you.  However, your wife is being differently effected - she is feeling closer and more intimate than at any other time, and she desperately wants, and needs, to connect with you.


I could suggest to you that generosity should move you to fight the desire to snore so you can give your loving bride what she wants.  But let's look at this in a more selfish way - if you meet her post sex snuggle and talk need, she will be more likely to be sexual with you in the future.  For her orgasm does not a full sexual experience make - without some after glow it's incomplete and less than fulfilling.  Give her all she wants, and she will want it more.
Be blessed, be generous, and women first!
<>< Paul 
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A final thought as I close this series.  Married sex is (supposed to be) a life long thing.  What you do today will impact your sex lives for years or decades to come - will it be a good impact, or a bad one?  Selfish motives and words spoken in anger or frustration always cost us, but when these things occur in the marriage bed the cost can be extremely high.

If you want a good sex life now, and a better sex life in the future, the "big head" has got to be in control.  Going where your penis urges, without checking it with your brain, may feel good now, but you may regret it for a very long time.  When in doubt, back off or go with what she wants - in the long run it will be not only the right thing to do, but also the best thing for both of you.

Finally, a personal observation.  Lori and I have been married for over 21 years, and our sex life is still getting better and better every year.  This last year I have enjoyed sex more than in any other year of our marriage, and I fully expect the same to be true next year.  No, that's not easy, and it does not just happen, but when you make your marriage and your sex life a priority, both will improve year after year.  When I look back and consider what I might have done to make sex better, I see a lot of things I wish I had not done, and very few things I did not do that I wish I had done.

My prayer for all of you is that you will have the wisdom to bless your wife in every way, and that the next year will be the best ever for both of you in and out of bed.


Be blessed, be generous, and be a blessing!

   She's worth it!  
<>< Paul 
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**Don't touch me, and forget about sex! (more tips for husbands on sex)

My Friday and Saturday tips sometimes result in me getting e-mails from some of you saying "My wife is not like that" or "My wife does not want to be touched" or "We have sex once a month".

First let me say I understand the frustration. Before my dear wife dealt with some junk from her past, our sex life was inconsistent and not nearly frequent enough. So I am not speaking here based on what I've heard someone else say - I've lived it.

There are a number of reasons why a woman does not want sex, or does not want much sex, or does not enjoy sex. In order to deal with the problem, you need to try and find the root of it. I realise she probably does not want to, or refuses to talk about it, so here are some reasons for you to think about - maybe you will see her, or yourself, in one of these.

Sexually painful past: Obviously sexual abuse fits into this category, but there are other things that can fit here. If she was in bad relationship, married or not, that was sexual, she may have deep sexual wounds. If she was sexually teased a great deal, even without any sex occurring, that can leave wounds. Even what seemed to be consensual sex can be harmful, as many women feel they can't say no to sex without destroying any chance of getting dates or getting married. If you had sex with her prior to marriage, she may be hurting about that.

Sex is dirty: This idea is alive and well, especially in "good church girls". Unfortunately the message is not that sex outside of marriage is wrong, but that sex in general is wrong. When a woman buys into this, she feels bad if she has sex often, even in marriage. She may also struggle with the fact that she enjoys sex - that makes it even worse, she is a "slut" for enjoying sex. Some women avoid sex because they do want and enjoy it.

Stress and exhaustion: Women do not have as strong a sex drive as we guys have, and things that wear on their bodies or minds destroy both their desire to have sex and their ability to enjoy it.

It's only physical: A woman needs sex to be more than a mind blowing orgasm - she needs it to be emotional, romantic, and loving. When it's only about the physical, she loses any interest in it. Please note that an orgasm proves nothing - orgasm is a physiological reaction to stimulation, and given enough stimulation a woman can have an orgasm that she neither wants nor enjoys.

Relational problems: It's unusual for a guy to be so angry or upset with his wife that he will turn down sex; but women are not this way. Sex when she is hurt or angry is more painful than enjoyable. Additionally, she needs a good overall relationship with her husband in order to want or truly enjoy sex.

Sending a message: A woman who decides that sex is all her husband cares about (her perception is her reality) may withhold sex, or have sex but withhold herself from really getting into it, to send a message. Or, she may avoid sex because she thinks that having sex sends the message that everything is okay
First things first
One of the first things a guy hears when he complains about a lack of sex is "are you giving your wife what she needs?" If you are meeting her needs, that question is aggravating at best - but it's a very valid question.

Some men have seen a change in their wife, complete with sexual changes, as a result of some long term selfless giving. Please note this does not mean doing the right things for a week and then expecting sex - this is a long term thing. Even if it "doesn't work", it's the right thing to do, and it removes an excuse for her to not want or have sex.

Are you being loving and generous? Do you help her out, say nice things to and about her, and spend plenty of non-sexual time with her? Do you romance her, massage her, and give her little gifts? Do you take care of the things that bother her, help with the children, and take up the slack when she is too busy, sick or tired? Do you consider her interests and preferences when you make decisions large and small? Do you take into account her energy level and mood?

Where it counts
Giving to your wife is not worth much if you are not giving what she wants and needs. This is the whole idea of The Five Love Languages book by Gary Chapman. For instance - my wife is very much into the practical and acts of service. My keeping the grass mowed means more to her than than diamond jewelry, and taking the trash out weekly makes her feel more loved than a weekly date.

If you are feeling sex starved, could your wife get that off your mind by cooking your favourite meal for you, or giving you a nice back rub? You would enjoy those things, but it would not be what you really wanted and needed. When deep needs are not being met, anything else that is done is of little use. Same thing for your wife - it's not how much you give her, it's giving her what she needs.

My wife and I once ministered to a couple that was in trouble because of something like this. He was unhappy about a growing lack of sex, and she was just unhappy. He told me about all the great gifts he gave her, often in very creative ways. He also talked about the fact that he often complimented her, both publicly and privately. When I explained to him that his wife needed time with him and acts of service, he told me he was a very busy man and did not have time for these things. I fear that his sex life will only get worse and worse, and I pray he decides to change before he does great harm to his wife, and irreparable damage to their marriage.

If you start to give your wife what she most deeply wants and needs, you will most likely see a response. Even if it's not a conscience choice, she is likely to respond to having her needs met in ways that will bless you. Give it a shot - you have nothing to lose, and a great deal to gain.
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****TO WIVES: Why is Sex so Important?
-By Shaunti Feldhahn 

What kinds of emotional needs does your sexual interest meet for your man? In written survey comments and in my interviews, I noticed two parallel trends—the great benefits a fulfilling sex life creates in a man's inner life and, conversely, the wounds created when lovemaking is reluctant or lacking.

Benefit #1: Fulfilling sex makes him feel loved and desired
Not surprisingly, the first thing surfaced from the survey comments was that having a regular, mutually enjoyed sex life was critical to the man's feeling of being loved and desired. One eloquent plea captured it perfectly:

I wish that my wife understood that making a priority of meeting my intimacy needs is the loudest and clearest way she can say, "You are more important to me than anything else in the world." It is a form of communication that speaks more forcefully, with less room for misinterpretation, than any other.

The reason why this message is needed is that many men—even those with close friendships— seem to live with a deep sense of loneliness that is quite foreign to us oh-so-relational women. And making love is the purest salve for that loneliness.

One man told me, "I feel like I go out into the ring every day and fight. It's very lonely. That's why, when the bell rings, I want my wife to be there for me."

Another related that sentiment to the power of fulfilling sex. "A man really does feel isolated, even with his wife. But in making love, there is one other person in this world that you can be completely vulnerable with and be totally accepted and non-judged. It is a solace that goes very deep into the heart of a man.

This is one reason why some men may make advances at times that seem the furthest from sexual. One woman relayed a story about her husband wanting to make love after a funeral for a close relative. Making love was a comfort and a way of being wrapped in her love.

Benefit #2: Fulfilling sex gives him confidence
Your desire for him goes beyond making him feel wanted and loved. Your desire is a bedrock form of support that gives him power to face the rest of his daily life with a sense of confidence and well-being.

By now most of us have seen the television commercials for Viagra in which a man's colleagues for friends repeatedly stop him and ask what's "different" about him. New haircut? Been working out? Promotion? Nope, the man tells them all, with a little smile.

One man I interviewed brought up those ads. "Every man immediately understands what that commercial is saying —it's all about guys feeling good about themselves. The ad portrays a truth that all men intuitively recognize. They're more confident and alive when their sex life is working."

Once my eyes were opened to this truth, I realized how often I'd heard the "man code" for this fact, but failed to understand it. When men had told me they "felt better" when they got more sex, I had just assumed they meant physically better.

But as one husband told me, "What happens in the bedroom really does affect how I feel the next day at the office." Another wrote, "Sex is a release of a day-to-day pressures and seems to make everything else better."

Wound #1: "If she doesn't want to, I feel incredible rejection."
As much as men want sex, most of them would rather go out and clip the hedges in the freezing rain than make love with a wife who appears to be responding out of duty. My husband, Jeff, explained: "The guy isn't going to be rejected by the hedges. And that's the issue. If she's just responding because she has to, he's being rejected by his wife."

Again, keeping in mind that what he wants most is for you to desire him, try to see what he wants most is for you to desire him, try to see this rejection issue from the man's point of view. If we agree, but don't make an effort to get really engaged with the man we love, he hears us saying, "You're incapable of turning me on even when you try, and I really don't care about what matters deeply to you." On the other hand if we don't agree at all, but throw out the classic "Not tonight, dear," he hears, "You're so undesirable that you can't compete with a pillow... and I really don't care about what matters deeply to you."

Although we might just be saying we don't want sex at that point in time, he hears the much more painful message that we don't want him.

Here's what the men themselves said on the survey:

•  "She doesn't understand that I feel loved by sexual caressing, and if she doesn't want to, I feel incredible rejection."

•  "When she says no, I feel that I am REJECTED, 'No' is not no to sex—as she might feel. It is no to me as I am. And I am vulnerable as I ask or initiate. It's plain and simple rejection."

•  "She doesn't understand how even her occasional dismissals make me feel less desirable. I can't resist her. I wish that I, too, were irresistible. She says I am. But her ability to say no so easily makes it hard to believe."

This feeling of personal rejection, and a sense that his wife doesn't really desire him, tends to lead a man into darker waters.

Wound #2: your lack of desire can send him into depression.
If your sexual desire gives your husband a sense of well-being and confidence, you can understand why an ongoing perception that you don't desire him would translate into a nagging lack of confidence, withdrawal, and depression.

The men I talked to scoffed at my tentative suggestion that a string of similar rejections wouldn't necessarily mean that their wives were rejecting them as men. They warned that any woman sending those signals would undermine the loving environment she wants most because, as one man said, "She is going to have one depressed man on her hands."

A man can't just turn off the physical and emotional importance of sex, which is why its lack can be compared to the emotional pain you'd feel if your husband simply stopped talking to you. Consider the painful words of this truly deprived husband—words that other men, upon reading them, call "heartbreaking":

We've been married for a long time. I deeply regret and resent the lack of intimacy of nearly any kind for the duration of our marriage. I feel rejected, ineligible, insignificant, lonely, isolated, and abandoned as a result. Not having the interaction I anticipated prior to marriage is like a treasure lost and irretrievable. It causes deep resentment and hurt within me. This in turn fosters anger and feelings of alienation.

...If you view sex as a purely physical need, it might indeed seem comparable to sleep. But once you realize that your man is actually saying, "This is essential to my feeling of being loved and desired by you, and is critical to counteract my stress, my fears, and my loneliness," well... that suddenly puts it in a different category. So how might you respond?

First, know that you're responding to a tender heart hiding behind all that testosterone. If at all possible, respond to his advances with your full emotional involvement, knowing that you're touching his heart. But if responding physically seems out of the question, let your words be heart words—reassuring, affirming, adoring. Do everything in your power—using words and actions your husband understands—to keep those pangs of personal rejection from striking the man you love. Leave him in no doubt that you love to love him.

And remember, if you do respond physically but do it just to "meet his needs" without getting engaged, you're not actually meeting his needs. In fact, you might as well send him out to clip the hedges. So enjoy God's intimate gift, and make the most of it!

...I recognize that some women might very much wish that they could respond more wholeheartedly to their husband's sexual needs, but feel stopped in their tracks for various personal reasons. I don't want to add any more frustration. I do, however, want to encourage you to get the personal or professional help you need to move forward. The choice to pursue healing will be worth it, both for you and the man you love.

Make sex a priority 
An excerpt from a Today's Christian Woman article captures this issue—and provides an important challenge to change our thinking. The author starts by admitting that although her husband really wanted to make love more often, it "just wasn't one of my priorities." She then describes a subsequent revelation:

I felt what I did all day was meet other people's needs. Whether it was caring for my children, working in ministry, or washing my husband's clothes, by the end of the day I wanted to be done need-meeting. I wanted my pillow and a magazine. But God prompted me: "Are the 'needs' you meet for your husband the needs he wants met?"

If your daughters weren't perfectly primped, he didn't complain. If the kitchen floor needed mopping, he didn't say a word. And if he didn't have any socks to wear, he simply threw them in the washer himself.  

I soon realized I regularly said "no" to the one thing he asked of me. I sure wasn't making myself available to my husband by militantly adhering to my plan for the day... Would the world end if I didn't get my tires rotated? I'd been focused on what I wanted to get done and what my children needed, I'd cut my husband out of the picture.

Are the many things that take our time and energy truly as important as this one? Now would be a good time to reevaluate priorities with the help of our husbands so they know that we are taking this seriously.

... Having heard from so many men on this, I would urge you: Don't discount it. It's more important to him—and to your relationship and therefore your own joy in marriage—than you can imagine.

Now that you understand the tender places in your husband's heart, hopefully you have developed compassion for him and the way he is wired. 



The above article comes from the terrific book, FOR WOMEN ONLY... What you Need to Know about the Inner Lives of Men -by Shaunti Feldhahn, published by Multnomah www.multnomahbooks.com, ISBN 1-59052-317-2. This is a GREAT book (which has much more insight on this and many other subjects) to help women learn about what motivates men and their thought processes behind their actions (or non-actions). Shaunti had interviewed over 1000 men in researching this book. As a result she found that she didn't know the mind of her husband and others like she thought she did. So what she does in this book is reveal the findings her research brought out so that other women can better understand the men in their lives (i.e. husbands, sons, dads, brothers, friends, etc.) which will help them to better interact with them. 
Shaunti makes it very clear that this isn't a "male-bashing" book. It's also not written to justify what men believe, it's written to reveal what they believe. As she says, not all men think the same — there are always exceptions to everything. But as Shaunti explains, this book will help women to better understand most men and most likely her husband.
It helps women to see how differently we're wired psychologically. When you better understand that, you're better able to work with things the way they ARE rather than how you think they should be. As she says, "I hope that this book is not just about learning fascinating new secrets. The more we understand the men in our lives, the better we can support and love them in the way they need to be loved. In other words, this revelation is supposed to change and improve us."


There is also a For Women Only Discussion Guide available, written by Shaunti Feldhahn along with Lisa Rice, which is published by Multnomah www.multnomahbooks.com, ISBN 1-59052-546-9. It's designed to be used by book clubs, in small groups, or even for having a one-on-one dialogue with the man of your life. Many women, after reading the For Women Only book may wonder, "So what do I do with the information I've just been given?" This discussion guide is designed to answer that question. It contains personal stories, questions, and situational case studies to help equip you to apply the truths you learn in your own life. 
**HOW MUCH SEX IS NORMAL? (& making decisions about sex to please your spouse increases your own desire) 

The following article came from The Mercury News— Feb. 14, 2003, and was entitled,Is it the New Epidemic? written by Julia Prodis Sulek Mercury News. It's not written from a Christ-follower's view point but we think it's very sound advice.
So, you haven't had much sex with your spouse lately, huh? Well, one in five couples are living in "sexless" marriages, sex experts say, meaning having sex fewer than 10 times a year. And one-third of married couples struggle with the problem of mismatched sexual desire.

It's the main reason couples seek counseling. And here in Silicon Valley, [California] where couples are working long hours to pay high mortgages or are desperately searching for jobs during a recession, fatigue and stress only make matters worse.

"I've been married 10 years. There were times when once in three months was a good thing," said a 33-year-old Santa Clara County employee who didn't want her name used. "It's feeding the kids, getting them to bed, all after putting in a full day and commuting. I have a 'no-sex-after-8 o'clock' rule. When I crawl into bed, I want to go to sleep."

Low sex drive is such a problem, said Al Cooper of the San Jose Marital and Sexuality Centre, that it's considered the "common cold of sexual issues of the new millennium."

Whether sex drives are lower in general now than in years past is uncertain. But one thing is sure, Cooper said: "Women are complaining more." When it comes to seeking counseling, it's the women who are dragging the men into sex therapy offices. And in these instances, contrary to popular belief, it's the husbands with low desire. "In our society, it's more culturally acceptable for the woman to have no sex drive," Cooper said. "When the man has no sex drive, it's more upsetting to both of them."

Sexless marriages seem to be the constant talk these days, from Oprah and Dr. Phil (who calls it an "undeniable epidemic") to numerous books climbing the bestseller charts, including "The Sex-Starved Marriage'' by Michele Weiner Davis. New York Magazine wrote a recent story about "Generation Sexless" — young New Yorkers so busy with their careers and demanding toddlers they have little time or desire for sex.

So, how much sex is "normal"? Sex experts are reluctant to quantify how much sex is enough sex (it could make some couples feel wholly inadequate, and some couples get along just fine without much sex). But while fewer than 10 times a year is considered sexless, having sex once or twice a week is considered average.

"Unlike vitamins, there are no daily minimum requirements," said Weiner Davis, who wrote "The Sex-Starved Marriage,''. "If both spouses are satisfied with having a sex-lite marriage, that's great. However, it's much more often the case that couples are polarized, that one person is unhappy with the quality and quantity of their sex life and the other is saying, 'What's the big deal? Get a life.'"

Only 40% of married couples say they're very satisfied with their sex lives, Weiner Davis said. While medical problems and some medications can cause loss of desire — including some antidepressants and some birth control pills — most problems revolve around differing and unfulfilled expectations.

Heather and Jarad, who have been married for 5 years and have a 6-month-old daughter, say it's hard to squeeze in time for sex, or even work up the desire, in their hectic lives. The couple, who commute to San Jose from Hollister each day, say they're lucky to have sex twice, maybe three times, a month. "It's the game of trying to slip it in when the baby's sleeping," Jarad said. "It's a fight for time." "There are times when I may want to and he may not," Heather added. "It's important for me to have that time to remember I'm not just a mother, I'm his wife."

Dramatic changes in men's and women's roles over the past decades also have altered expectations of marriage — and corresponding feelings about sex.

"I look back to my parents' generation; they had it a little easier. Their roles were carved out," Weiner Davis said. "Now in relationships, although we have a lot more freedom, it's hard, because everything is up for grabs: Who takes the garbage out? Who gets up with the baby? In a sense we have to invent our marriages, and with that freedom comes conflict.''

In addition to stress and exhaustion, experts say, anger and resentment can build to the point where sex stops. Other factors in sexless marriages include subverting one's sex drive to, say, pornographic Internet sites or affairs with other people. "I saw a doctor last week who wasn't having sex with his wife but was looking at pictures of big-breasted women on the Internet," Cooper said. "We see this a lot in the valley."

In general, however, a couple's problems are often less about sex, per se, than getting to the sex, Cooper said. No couple's willingness for sex at any given time lines up perfectly, he said. The key is how well a couple negotiates the times when one initiates and the other refuses.

"If it becomes a major battle every time, the person with the lower sex drive feels constantly barraged and harassed about sex. The one with the high sex drive feels constantly deprived, and the fights get more intense each time,'' Cooper said. "We see there that the sex just drops away." And when the sex stops, often the casual affection stops: the hand-holding, the laughing at each other's jokes, the sitting next to each other on the couch. When relationships become that icy, they risk infidelity and, ultimately, divorce.

About half the population needs to make a real effort to feel desire, Weiner Davis said. A reluctant spouse must make a "decision for desire," she said. "If you wait for the feeling to sort of wash over you, when the dogs are out of the house, the phones are not ringing, the kids are in bed, you're never going to have sex." Couples need to put as much energy into their sex lives as their job and children, she said. Set the mood early in the day with simple flirtations around the house, a patting on the rear end, complimenting the spouse's appearance. And of course, avoid bickering before bedtime. Couples with more deep-seated problems should seek counseling.

"I wish I had a dollar for everyone who said 'I wasn't in the mood when I started, but I really got into it,'" she said. "One of the best ways to make it happen is to be receptive to your spouse's advances."

It's advice that the 33-year-old woman with the "no-sex-after-8" rule didn't take. She and her husband are separating. "The world is just very busy," she said. "You need to have a two-income household. You pay a price for it."



We, at Marriage Missions, don't feel that God would have us "pay the price" of sacrificing our marriages because we're too "busy" to have sex. Scripturally we feel that God wants us to work with each other, as long as it doesn't go against scriptural grounds, to accomodate each other's sexual needs. 
The scriptural basis we see for this can be found in the Bible in 1 Corinthians 7:3-5 where it says, "The husband should fulfill his marital duty to his wife, and likewise the wife to her husband. The wife's body does not belong to her alone but also to her husband. In the same way, the husband's body does not belong to him alone, but also to his wife. Do not deprive each other except by mutual consent and for a time, so that you may devote yourselves to prayer. Then come together again so that Satan will not tempt you because of your lack of self-control."
**SEX: When a Woman Doesn't Want it 

-By Deb Kalmbach and Heather Kopp

I have already gotten settled in bed, wearing my flannel nightgown and reading my book. Now that you're in the mood, I'm not sure I want to go to all the trouble… (A paraphrase of Song of Songs 5:3, 6)
Sometimes the well-worn excuse, "I've got a headache, honey," is actually true. Just the thought of having sex makes your head hurt, and maybe your heart as well. It's hard to feel amorous when you're angry or disappointed, and it's equally difficult to desire your husband sexually if you're not attracted to him.

Many women in difficult marriages lack a desire for sexual intimacy with their mates—and you don't have to look far to understand why, at least in part. We're all aware that women are wired differently than men when it comes to sex. While men are aroused by physical and visual stimuli, women usually need to feel affection and trust in order to be responsive to a man's sexual advances. When a wife receives her husband during intercourse, she is, in a sense, allowing herself to be invaded by him—not just physically, but on emotional and spiritual levels, as well.

Wives who feel loved and secure welcome this invasion as an opportunity to experience intense intimacy and pleasure with their husbands. But wives who lack sexual desire or who feel animosity toward their husbands often experience sex as a violation rather than as loving communion.

Many women in difficult marriages find sex undesirable. So, if you have problems in this area, know that you're in good company—and that you can take steps to have a more satisfying and healthy sexual relationship with your husband.

You may be surprised to learn that Scripture can shed some insight into why you may be feeling resistant or resentful when it comes to lovemaking. In a well-known but often misrepresented passage about marriage, Paul writes, "The husband should fulfill his marital duty to his wife, and likewise the wife to her husband. The wife's body does not belong to her alone but also to her husband. In the same way, the husband's body does not belong to him alone but also to his wife" (1 Corinthians 7:3-4).

These verses have been used to browbeat wives into feeling guilty for not wanting to have sex or for avoiding it. But notice that Paul doesn't say a wife's body belongs only to her spouse. It says it belongs also to her spouse. As "one flesh," a wife shares her body with her husband. Bible commentaries also point out that when Paul says we "belong" to one another, he's not just emphasizing our ownership rights over one another, but he's also clarifying that our exclusive conjugal rights belong to each other—no outsiders allowed.

This passage does not teach that a wife (or husband, for that matter) should submit to sex whenever, wherever, and however our partner demands it, no matter how we feel. Rather, it teaches that since my husband's body belongs to me, I should care about it enough to give it pleasure whenever I possibly can, and he likewise with my body. In the same way, since my husband's body belongs to me, I should also be understanding and generous when it's not "in the mood," and he likewise with my body. The emphasis is on mutuality, not selfishness.

At first reading, this passage may also seem to teach that sex is a duty, a required act. But duty is better translated as sacred responsibility. Paul is advising couples to continue to have sex on a regular basis because sex is at the heart of our sacred oneness and helps to protect our fidelity. The intent of this duty isn't that a wife complies with a husband's selfish appetite for sex on demand or vice versa, but to fulfill her sacred obligation to meet her husband's sexual needs, keep the marriage bed pure, and keep each other free of sexual temptation.

Let's look at another passage. In Ephesians, husbands are told to love their wives "as their own bodies" (Ephesians 5:28). "After all, no one ever hated his own body," Paul writes, "but he feeds and cares for it, just as Christ does the church" (v.29). God describes a husband who loves his wife so much that he puts her needs as high on the chart as his own bodily needs! In regard to sex then, if a husband loves his wife this way, there's no danger that he'll mistreat her or take sexual advantage of her, because that would be like hating his own body.

In God's ideal picture of marriage, if a wife wasn't feeling up to sex, for whatever reason, the husband would honor and respect her feelings as if it were himself who wasn't in the mood. If a husband doesn't love his wife this way, he—not she—is sinning when he expects his wife to be available for intercourse on demand and without regard to her feelings.

Okay, so now we see that God didn't intend for a wife to be a slave to her husband's sexual needs. However, on the other extreme—saying that a wife has no responsibility or can shirk her obligation to nurture a healthy, ongoing sexual relationship—is equally wrong and unbiblical. A wife who regularly refuses to have sex or is only willing to be intimate with her husband on her terms is also acting selfishly. If you consistently rebuff your husband's sexual advances and resent intercourse, you need to take active, positive steps toward restoring consistent and mutually satisfying lovemaking to your marriage.

Here are some suggestions to start you on the path to discovery and change. For starters:

Tell your husband that you want to improve your lovemaking and you're actively pursuing positive changes. Assure him that you understand that you have a part in the sexual problems in your marriage. Be sure he knows that your goal is for both of you to be sexually satisfied.

Take a "time out" from sex. Paul said not to deny each other except for a time of prayer (1 Corinthians 7:5). The reason for a sexual hiatus isn't to avoid sex—it's to pray and take active steps to bring about change. It's not to stop resentment from building; it's to bring healing so that resentment is no longer an issue. Talk about this with your husband. Tell him what you're doing and why. If he knows the goal isn't less sex, but more and better sex, he'll likely feel less threatened by a tome out and be more willing to see a counselor together, read books together, or otherwise, explore the problem. If he gets angry or refuses to respect your wishes, talk with a counselor in order to gain wisdom and support for what you can do.

Educate yourself. There's not enough room here to address the myriad of emotional and physical aspects of sexual dysfunction, and there are plenty of good books available. One or both of you may have grown up with ideas or teachings about sex that are inhibiting you now. Some good Christian books include:

•  Restoring the Pleasure by Clifford L. Penner and Joyce J. Penner 

•  Intimate Issues by Linda Dillow and Lorraine Pintus 

•  Intended for Pleasure by Ed Wheat.

Check your history. Could it be that past sexual relationships are interfering in your present one? Were you involved in sexual activities earlier in life that you left feeling resentful and used? If you have a history of any kind of abuse, chances are great that you need healing from these hurtful experiences before you will begin to have a healthy attitude about lovemaking. Since this is a complex issue, you should seek help form a professional as soon as possible.

Rule out physical problems. Sometimes physical problems, such as hormone imbalances, inhibit a woman's desire for sex. If your troubles have more to do with a lack of physical responsiveness than with emotional resistance, see a physician who specializes in sexual dysfunction and explore possible cause and solutions. You should also visit your doctor if you don't experience orgasms, if you lack lubrication, if you find intercourse painful, or if you are on medications that might be interfering with your sexual drive.

Experiment with being the initiator. In most cases where a wife is reluctant to have sex, the husband is the designated initiator, which can lead to an unhelpful pattern in which the problem only gets worse. Authors Clifford and Joyce Penner point out:

Because the wife doesn't show her interest in being together sexually, the husband begins to believe she has no interest in him sexually. His insecurity is triggered by her apparent lack of interest, so he anxiously beings to initiate sex more often than he would want it if he were feeling sure of himself in relation to her. She feels pressured by his initiation, so she begins to avoid him or pull away sexually. The more he approaches, the more consistent is her avoidance. The more frequent her avoidance, the more anxious is his approach. It becomes a negative spiral.

Talk with your husband about waiting for sex until you approach him. Many men, once assured that sex will take place, aren't put off at all by waiting for the wives to signal their readiness. If you are the initiator it may remove some of the feelings of pressure and duty you experience. Instead, it becomes something you are giving, versus something he is always approaching you to take.

Spell it out for him! "If she [a wife] feels uncared for, she may believe the only interest her husband has in her is sex," write the Penners. "He comes home from work, turns on the television, sits quietly at dinner, and watches television after dinner. Then at bedtime he becomes friendly—and her anger sizzles."

Sound familiar? Tell your husband exactly what it takes to please you in bed and to make you feel happy to be invited there. You'd be amazed how many men just don't realize that a wife needs to be courted during the day, instead of only five minutes before lovemaking. And chances are, it probably doesn't take that much: a midday phone call, kisses on the way out the door, a long hug when he gets home. Be specific about what you'd enjoy and list for him several small things he could do to help you be in the mood more often.

Consider sexual therapy. For some couples, the road to a healthy sex life may require outside help. Often sexual therapy involves literally starting all over again with a clean slate. Couples typically follow a program that begin with nonsexual touching; over the course of weeks, homework assignments build back up to intercourse (Restoring the Pleasure contains a step-by-step program). If your husband is unwilling to see a counselor with you, consider seeking help alone. You'd be surprised how much progress you can make this way. A therapist may not only be able to help you deal with your own issues pertaining to sex, but may also help you find non-threatening ways to talk about them with your husband.

Be honest about turnoffs. It's important to find a way to let your husband know what dampens your mood. For years, Catherine's husband Jason had no idea that his wife was repelled by the smell of a prescription lotion. When she finally mentioned it one night, he was hurt that she'd never been honest before. Now he never applies his bedtime dose of lotion until he's sure that they won't be making love.

If it's something he can change, let your husband know that while you accept and love him as he is, you'd think he were sexier if he could deal with this particular problem. If it's not something he can change, the problem then becomes yours. In truth, your sexual responsiveness to your husband, if all else is well, shouldn't be dampened by baldness, graying, or wrinkled skin. If they trouble you, you need to deal with your own thought patterns and values and try not to let them detract from lovemaking.

Making changes in your sex life won't necessarily come easily. Some changes might not come at all. However, never give up or relegate sex to the old days. A healthy sex life is foundational to every marriage. The Penners put it this way: "How important is sex in marriage? A simple answer is that when sex is compared to an automobile, sex is to the marriage what the oil is to the combustion engine. At least a little oil necessary to keep the engine running—without sex, one's marriage will eventually break down."

Dear Lord,
  Thank You for the gift of sex! I want to become more and more grateful for this miracle of oneness You created. Help me, I pray; to do everything in my power to make my love life with the husband You gave me all that You would have it be. Restore our passion, revive our affections, and fill us with mercy and grace for one another. Amen. 


The above article came from the book, "Lovers for Life" which is published by Christian Publications, Inc. www.christianpublications.com ISBN 0-87509-994-7. This book is an interesting compilation of writings from over 30 different authors on the subject of marriage. Kenneth Musko is the compiler and Janet Dixon is the editor. Some of the contributing authors include: Gary Chapman, Kevin Leman, Cheri Fuller, Willard Harley Jr., Steve and Annie Chapman, and Bob and Yvonne Turnbull. What's great about this book is that you get the benefit of reading on different aspects of marriage from many different angles because of the variety of authors that are included in it. Some of the authors are well-known and others are lesser known —which is great because it doesn't really matter how well-known the authors are, it's the substance of what they have to teach us. And many of the authors have some great things to say in this book.
There was more in this particular chapter that we wanted to include but we needed to respect the copyright of the book itself. We know this article will give you some help on this subject but you need to get the book to get the rest of the information. Also, this chapter is taken in part from the terrific book, Because I Said Forever, by Debbie Kalmbach and Heather Kopp (which we give further explanation of in the Resources part of the "Troubled Marriages" section). 
**What Every Woman Needs to Know about Sexual Satisfaction

by Joyce J. Penner
So you've never had an orgasm.

Or you're not sure if you've been orgasmic. Or you haven't been able to have an orgasm in some way that you wish you could. Or you used to be orgasmic but now you aren't. What can you do? What can your husband do?

An orgasm is a reflex response that gets triggered when there is enough build-up of sexual tension from effective stimulation and freedom to go after it without inhibition or fear of being out of control. We cannot "will" an orgasm, but we can encourage it or resist it.

Sexual arousal and release (orgasm) are controlled by our involuntary, or autonomic, nervous system. Arousal, getting "turned-on" or sexually excited, is controlled by the passive branch of our involuntary nervous system. Arousal happens early in sexual play, in our sleep and even throughout the day. Nipple erection and vaginal lubrication are indications of arousal. To get aroused, we have to be relaxed and soaking in pleasure, because the passive or relaxed branch of our involuntary nervous system has to dominate.

Orgasm, however, is controlled by the active branch of our involuntary nervous system. As arousal builds to the point where we are just about to go "over the edge," our body shifts from the parasympathetic nervous system (the relaxed side of our involuntary nervous system) being dominant to the sympathetic nervous system (the active branch of our involuntary nervous system) being dominant. So to have an orgasm, we have to get active and go after it. Many women who struggle to be orgasmic tend to remain passive during their sexual experiences, so they don't help their bodies make the shift to the active nervous system's control.

Sexual arousal and release are conditioned responses. If, as a child or young adolescent, you learned to block intense sexual feelings that would have moved you toward orgasm because of guilt or shame, you may, as an adult, continue unknowingly to stop your arousal before it leads to orgasm. Perhaps you learned to be orgasmic by rocking on your pillow to help you fall asleep as a child and now you have no clue how to transfer that form of stimulation into sex with your husband. Or perhaps you were exposed to pornography or had your first orgasm in response to a negative stimulus, and now you may have to picture that same stimulus to have an orgasm. You are left in a lose-lose dilemma: to have an orgasm and feel guilty about the images in your mind or not have an orgasm and feel sexually unsatisfied. Fortunately, if we have learned to respond or not respond in a certain way, we can retrain our bodies to respond differently.

Even though our bodies have been designed for sexual arousal and release, various factors may interfere with our ability to respond orgasmically. These reasons must be identified and corrected. Any difficulty or inability to reach orgasm after adequate sexual stimulation can be caused by our passivity or previous conditioning, by emotional or sexual trauma, or many possible medical factors.

Releasing Responsiveness

How important is it for you to have orgasms? How do you know if you have ever had one? What happens when you are orgasmic? What if you have been trying and nothing seems to work? These are frequently asked questions that need to be answered as an introduction to releasing orgasmic potential.

First, the importance of orgasms is evident because rarely does a woman keep interested in sex if she is not orgasmic. Initially she will be excited and enjoy sex with her husband, but over time she will allow less and less sexual intensity to build and start having sex primarily for him. God designed our bodies to respond sexually, and Scripture teaches that men and women have sexual drives that can be fulfilled in marriage. Having sex for the other person falls short of the mutuality spouses can share together, as taught in 1 Corinthians 7.

How do you know if you've had an orgasm? You know if you have had one by understanding what happens when you do. Arousal builds to a certain intensity causing engorgement, or a building of sexual tension, in the genitals and throughout the body in general. The engorgement triggers the reflex of the orgasm. The orgasm reflex sets into motion contractions in the lower part of the vagina, as well as of the uterus. Think about sneezing: When we sneeze, engorgement in the nasal passages and tingling sensation precede the sneeze. The sneeze releases the build-up in these passages. The same thing happens with an orgasm: the tension build-up in the genitals is released and you feel relaxed and satisfied afterward.

What if you have been trying and nothing seems to work? Stop trying and follow some important steps toward releasing responsiveness. If you are a woman in search of an orgasm, you can find what you are seeking.

1. Obtain a medical evaluation. If something is wrong physically, all the efforts in the world will never produce an orgasm. Start with a hormonal evaluation. You may need to request that your physician have your estrogen, progesterone, total testosterone, and free testosterone levels measured. If you are menopausal, hormone replacement therapy may prove beneficial. If you are on a birth-control pill that is high in progestins, which suppress sexual desire and response, you should switch to a pill that is higher in estrogen and androgen (testosterone) activity. An estrogen cream inserted into the vagina with an applicator will increase lubrication and enhance sensation. A 1 percent testosterone cream applied on the outside genitals around the clitoris will increase both desire and responsiveness. Your physician will have to order and manage these possibilities.

Other factors that may interfere with orgasm and require medical attention include childbirth trauma or pelvic surgery. Low blood flow to the genitals due to smoking or cardiovascular problems may be successfully treated with Viagra or other drugs that increase blood flow. Medications for other conditions may suppress your sexual response. For example, Prozac and other antidepressants slow down a man's ejaculation and do often make it difficult for a woman to have an orgasm. Work with your physician to find a medication that treats your depression, but doesn't suppress sexual response. Celexa, Serzone, and Wellbutrin often work well.

2. Pursue self-discovery. Learn to know your body and what feels good to you. Start with a genital self-exam as directed in the book I wrote with my husband, Restoring the Pleasure (Word). Then share that discovery with your husband and teach him what type of touch brings you the most pleasure. Discover what conditions you need for sex be the best it can be for you. As you know and take responsibility to create these conditions, you will more easily free yourself to release your responsiveness. You may resist self-discovery or avoid taking responsibility for your conditions because you believe the myth that if your husband truly loved you, he would automatically know how, where, and when you wanted to be touched and would produce your orgasm for you. Since we as women are much more complex and changeable than men, no man can know and meet our complex and ever-changing sexual needs unless we know ourselves and communicate what our body hungers for in the moment.

3. Listen to bodily sensations. To know your body and communicate what you need sexually, you have to be attuned to your body's sexual messages. You can learn to listen to your body and to become the best authority on your body and your sexuality. Listen all day long. Listen in the shower, when you are exercising, and if you have even a flicker of sexual sensation. Listen during sex. Both you and your husband will be happier when you learn to listen to your body and go after what you need while he learns to listen to you and respond to your desires.

4. Lead by invitation. Sex works best and responsiveness is most likely when the woman leads with her sexuality, not with pressure from her husband. That is because a turned-on woman is usually a turn-on to a man, but a turned-on man can be a demand or pressure to a woman. If you feel like he is typically ahead of you in both sexual activity and intensity, you may shut down because of the demand you feel to catch-up. Demand always stifles a sexual response.

5. Distract from watching. As the saying goes, a watched pot never boils. Even so, a watched woman will not respond sexually. Questions and evaluations either by your husband or by you will put pressure on you and interfere with your natural bodily response. The best distraction is to focus on the sensations of where you are being touched, on the enjoyment of your husband's body, and on the receiving of your husband's enjoyment of your body. You must redefine your goal to go for higher levels and longer times of pleasure rather than for release.

6. Get active and go after. Are you withholding from your pleasure because going for your orgasm would be giving in to him? Go for it! Maximize your pleasure. You cannot will an orgasm any more than you can a sneeze, but you can encourage it. When your body gets to the point when it feels like you are about to go over the hill, rather than trying to have an orgasm, work with your body. Practice what we refer to as the orgasmic triggers: when you feel like breathing, breath heavier; when you start gasping, gasp louder; point your toes; throw your head back; make facial grimaces; tighten and relax your vaginal muscles; and thrust your pelvis.

7. Be deliberate about sex. Most couples need to make time for physical connection if they are going to learn what the woman needs to build her arousal and release her responsiveness. Yet, couples often resist scheduling their times together. They may believe that spontaneity is better. Our consistent finding is that the anticipation of planned sexual times together builds quality and the allotment of those times increases quantity. It is important that some of these planned encounters be for connecting, cuddling, and passionate kissing without intercourse or the building toward release. Freedom to enjoy each other without any expectations is a prerequisite to you getting to know your body and your sexuality. Sex doesn't always have to mean SEX!

8. Kiss passionately every day. Daily passionate kissing keeps the pilot light on so that you can more easily turn up the flame. We recommend fifteen minutes a day of face to face intimacy—sharing spiritually and emotionally—that ends in thirty seconds of passionate kissing that does not lead to sex. Many times women stop kissing passionately because they fear it will lead to sex and they do not want to go there.

9. Learn to have fun and play together. Focus on what is working rather than on what isn't. If you have needed a fantasy that leaves you feeling bad, have fun creating new and exciting fantasies with your husband. Plan creative and experimental times.

As you are able to affirm God's design of your sexuality, eliminate all physical barriers, and pursue mutual pleasure with your husband, over time you will have longer and more intense pleasure and eventually you will release all the sexual potential God intended for you with your husband.

Joyce J. Penner, M.N., R.N., and her husband, Clifford, are authors of several books, including, Men and Sex (Thomas Nelson) and Restoring the Pleasure (Word).

Copyright © 2001 by the author or Christianity Today International/Marriage Partnership magazine. Click here for reprint information on Marriage Partnership.

***Better Sex for Him
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Some husbands are having a lot more fun in bed than the average man. Are these fellows really different, or can other men enjoy the same things? We are convinced most men could enjoy sex a lot more. Based on our conversations with couples, we think that the primary requirements for extraordinary male sex are a very active sex life, a lack of inhibitions, and most importantly a wife who is eager to both experience and give all that sex can offer. So wives, encourage your husband to try new things, and help him explore the possibilities. 

Part of the problem is that there is a great deal of misunderstanding, and misinformation, about what men's bodies can and can't do sexually. Many men have never even tried things they could actually do because they just don't "waste time" trying things they are convinced they can't do. With this in mind, let's start with some biology, then we will look at how that biology can be used to make sex better.



A man may be able to get a second erection in a very short time. 

First we need to understand that orgasm and ejaculation don't always go together. Ejaculation without orgasm is technically possible, but it's not an issue in what we are discussing here. Orgasm without ejaculation, however, is something which some men learn to do; more on that later. When a man has an ejaculation (not just an orgasm), it starts what is known as the resolution phase. The resolution phase lasts from minutes to days depending on the individual. As a man ages his refractory period gets longer, but two men the same age can have very different refractory periods. Resolution is often wrongly defined as the period of time during which a man can not get another erection; more accurately it is the period of time during which he can not ejaculate again. A man may be able to get a second erection in a very short time, but not be able to ejaculate again for a while.

It is also known that the intensity of the male orgasm is directly related to how much fluid he ejaculates; the more he ejaculates, the better it feels. Two thing which increase the quantity of ejaculation are prolonged abstinence, and prolonged stimulation prior to climax. The intensity of an orgasm is also affect by the strength of the contractions, and this is in part a function of how strong the PC muscles are. 

It's also necessary to understand that ejaculation starts shortly before semen is squirted from the body. Once the various internal organs being to empty their fluids into the urethra, the ejaculation process has started, and nothing will stop it; even if stimulation ends, semen will be ejaculated a second or two later. This is refered to as "ejaculatory inevitability," or "the point of no return." 




Men have very pleasurable orgasm-like sensations just before ejaculation. 

In addition to the pleasure that accompanies orgasm, there are intensely pleasurable orgasm-like sensations just before a man ejaculates. Many men describe these "pre-ejaculation" sensations as being about half as good as orgasm itself. These sensations can be reached without going past the point of no return, opening a way to have more pleasure.

Now let's put all that information to work making sex better for him:

· Build up those muscles: When a man or woman has an orgasm, the pubococcygeus (PC) muscles contract. Strengthening these muscles results in stronger, more pleasurable orgasms. See the article on Kegel exercises for more information. Since proper excersie of the male PCs involves an erection, ask him to "workout" while you watch!

· Increase quantity of ejaculation: Because more semen ejaculated means a better orgasm, going a week without sex will result in a powerful ejaculation accompanied by a very pleasurable orgasm. Few men see this quality for quantity trade off as a good deal, but there is another way of increasing the quantity of semen ejaculated. The seminal vesicles and prostate produce fluid all the time, but during times of strong arousal they kick into over drive. This means that prolonged high-level arousal before climax will result in a much more pleasurable orgasm. Stimulation of the penis during foreplay will have the desired affect, although he may need a bit of practice to learn how to control that arousal once intercourse starts. Another way to increase his ejaculation is to tease him during the day, getting him aroused by what you say or show, or how you touch him. Each time you do this, you will cause his body to produce extra fluid for his next ejaculation.

· Peaking: While orgasm is certainly the most pleasurable sensation of sex, it's not a sudden enjoyment preceded by no pleasure. Stimulation of the penis produces pleasurable sensations 

Doing this repeatedly will be a mind blowing experience he will never forget. 

from "start to finish." The feelings get better and better as the man approaches climax, and shortly before orgasm the sensations are very, very pleasurable. With some practice a wife can learn to take him to that pleasurable "peak," and then back off just enough to avoid causing orgasm. Doing this repeatedly will be a mind blowing experience he will never forget. You can also learn to take him to the peak and keep him there for a much longer time than would normally occur. Making this happen just takes practice and attention to what you're doing. Watch his body, especially his genitals, and learn to read the signals about how close he is to climax (see the article on arousal). Initially peaking will need to be done during manual simulation, but once you know his body's responses well you can probably do it during intercourse too.

· Taking it slow: A variation of the above can also be very nice. The woman takes the man close to orgasm, then continues stimulation at a very low level. She continues to reduce stimulation as he gets closer and closer to orgasm, drawing out the pleasure. Eventually she reaches a point where the only way to prevent orgasm is to stop all together. She can then stop and restart, or she can carry him thru what will be a powerful climax.

· Orgasm without ejaculating: No one knows why ejaculation causes the resolution phase, but it is known for sure it is ejaculation, not orgasm, which causes it. Boys who discover masturbation before puberty can't ejaculate, but they can have orgasms. They can also have multiple orgasms like women can, but then lose this ability when puberty adds ejaculation to their orgasms. Some adult men learn how to separate orgasm and ejaculation. Because these men can have orgasms without ejaculation, they can keep going, and can easily have more orgasms. Normally a man who can do this will have several non-ejaculatory orgasms, then finish with a "full orgasm" including ejaculation. The non-ejaculatory orgasms are said to be different and not as strong as an ejaculatory orgasm, but very real orgasms all the same. Most men who develop this ability do so by extensive masturbation training, but we believe a wife could provide the manual stimulation for such training. While some men do learn to have non-ejaculatory orgasms during intercourse, it's essentially impossible to develop the ability during intercourse. Learning how to do this takes a lot of practice, and the details are beyond the scope of this article. The books we are aware of which teach how to do this are full of eastern mysticism, so we can't recommend that approach. We hope to have more on this soon. We do know that very strong PC muscles are important to having non-ejaculatory orgasms, so a couple interested could start with strengthening those muscles, and then work at slow, prolonged manual stimulation in an attempt to learn how to separate orgasm and ejaculation. The wife is an important part of this, as she has a perspective he does not, and can learn to adjust what she does to help him.

· A series of ejaculatory orgasms: As noted above, a man may be able to get a second erection very shortly after ejaculating. Some men can even maintain enough of an erection after ejaculation to continue intercourse, and if their refractory period is short enough they may have two ejaculations during a single prolonged act of intercourse. While there are some limits on this, many men can have two full orgasms in a short period of time. This is especially true if the man's wife is willing to take a bit of extra effort. 

Many men can have two full orgasms in a short period of time. 

Oral sex seems to be the surest and fastest way to give a man a second erection, but it may not be enough to bring him to orgasm. Stimulation will need to be stronger and last longer, especially if he has three or more climaxes in a short time, so be sure to provide adequate lubrication to avoid excessive soreness the next day. Repeat orgasm by intercourse is possible, but he may need the stronger stimulation of the missionary or rear entry position. To give you an idea of what a man may be capable of, we have spoken to couples (who's honesty we trust) who report 2 orgasms in 10 minutes, 3 orgasms in 30 minutes, 5 in three hours, and up to 9 in 24 hours (And all of this in men age 35 to 45!).

· Prolonged orgasm: A man can not stop an ejaculation simply by clenching his PC and other muscles, but he can delay it for as long as he can hold the muscles tightly. This extends the length of the orgasm. Some men learn to release the muscles and quickly re-tighten them, allowing them to ejaculate in a few short bursts instead of all together. Once again, strong PC muscles are the starting point, and the wife can significantly improve his pleasure by learning to vary how she stimulates him as he reaches orgasm. 

Each man is different, both physically and mentally, so consider these things as starting points. Experiment and play, and see where it takes you. The more you learn, the better you will be able to improve sex for both of you! For more ideas on making sex better for your husband, see our article How to Turn on a Sexually Indifferent Husband. The article is written specifically for women trying to get their husband to have more sex with them, but there are some ideas that will be enjoyed by any man.
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***How to Turn on a Sexually Indifferent Husband (or arouse any husband) (EXPLICIT but respectful and important)
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This article is written primarily by Paul; it's a male look at how men view sex, and it's rather blunt. So buckle up and hang on!

It is becoming increasingly common to hear of women who want sex more often than their husband. In part this is the result of a greater willingness to speak up about the problem, but given the growing number of couples where one feels sexually starved by the other, it is a problem which is actually affecting more and more women. 

The reasons for this lack of male sex drive are many, and a check list of sorts can be found at our Lack of Desire article. The purpose of this article is to give frustrated wives some practical ideas that may help them increase their husband's interest in have sex with them. If your husband is afraid that his sex drive makes him a monster, suffers from sexual guilt, or is concerned you don't really want or enjoy sex, these suggestions should either get him past his hang up, or create a crisis that will bring the hang-up to light. If you husband is suffering from a low sex drive, or is just too busy, these ideas may be very effective. If these ideas don't help, you have a serious problem, and it's probably time to seek help. 

Because men have a wide variety of likes and dislikes, and a wide variety of sexual baggage, you will have to pick and choose from the things suggested here. But don't assume you know what he will like, and don't assume his first reaction to something reveals his true feelings. If you want to precipitate a change you're going to have to be bold and take some risks. 

The male brain is wired a certain way when it comes to sex, and regardless of how strong or weak a man's drive is his basic sexual wiring is the same. In a nut shell men like to see sex organs (breasts and genitals), like to see those organs doing something, and men like variety. The idea here is for a woman to learn how to use these things to arouse her husband. 

Before we start, you need to ditch any worries you have about not looking good, or being able to visually arouse your husband. First realize that most women are far more attractive than they think. Second realize that most men are not really concerned with the things women think they are concerned with. The looks of the average centerfold or porn star are icing on a cardboard cake. If you are going to look at a two dimensional image of something you can't have, you care about every little detail; but when you are having real sex with a real woman those things are not important. And third realize that men are practical, the wife you have is better than the woman you don't have. To be blunt ladies, it's not what you've got, it's how you display and use what you've got. A woman who is way over weight, flat as a board, or otherwise not up to some worldly standard of sexy, can still drive her husband crazy with lust (it's okay for him to lust for you) if she knows how to do it. Your biggest block to making this work is worrying about looking or acting silly. You have nothing to lose, so abandon shame and embarrassment and get out there and turn your man on! 

Don't wait till you want sex to start turning him on. For men arousal is a building experience. Get a man turned on then walk away, and his conscious awareness of his arousal will fade, but his body and his mind have been primed. Then the next time he is aroused the response will be faster and stronger. Nudity, hints of nudity, and making him think about your sexuality are all good ways to prime the pump before you get him to bed. Here are some ideas to get you started - I've listed a good many, hopefully it will help you understand the mind set behind these things: 

· Lift your skirt for a couple of seconds to show him sexy panties, or no panties.

· Tell him you are not wearing panties. Whispering this to him in public is especially good.

· Go to the bathroom, remove your panties, and hand them to him when you come out. Again, this works especially well in public.

· Buy (or make) panties that tie on the sides - you can untie and remove them discreetly in a theater or at a restaurant table.

· While in the car, remove your bra from under your clothes.

· In the car, lift your skirt or dress up high on your leg. When stopped at a light and sure no one can see, put his hand between your legs. A dress or skirt with buttons down the front gives a similar oppertunity by undoing one or two buttons.

· Flash a breast at him at a stop light.

· Wear a blouse of shirt that hangs open when you bend over, and flash him.

· Flash your panties, or lack there of, by sitting across from him. Be sure no one else can see, but if you can pull this off in public it will really affect him.

When you are at home you can be even more direct, especially if you have no kids around. Even if you have kids, you can find a moment her or there. 

· Walk into the room naked from the waist up, or the waist down.

· Buy some really sexy undies (black or red, crouchless, a thong) and make sure he sees you put them on in the morning, or before you go out together.

· Server him a multi course dinner. Each time you bring in a dish you are wearing one less item of clothing. By dessert you are naked.

· Serve him breakfast in bed wearing nothing but an apron.

· Without warning, while he is watching, lift your shirt, massage your breasts (getting your nipples erect is especially good) then lower your shirt and go on like nothing happened.

· Do some exercising naked. Stretching out naked is also good. Or tease him by doing it in just panties, or nothing but a tee-shirt.

· Take pictures of yourself naked, especially close ups of your more sexual parts (Polaroid, or digital camera). Make sure they remain private between the two of you, but use them to add to his arousal. Put a picture on his dinner plate. Tape one to the bathroom mirror. Set one as the desk top for his computer, or make a series of them his screensaver. (Windows has a photo screensaver.)

· Buy some sexy, revealing, totally immodest clothes you would never wear in public, and wear them just for him. Second hand and thrift shops are great for this. The kind of provocative clothing worn when he was in high school is likely to be particularly effective, and dangerously high heals also get a guys attention.

What you say can also affect him. No doubt these sound corny to you, but try some and see what happens. By the way, most men are grabbed by "slang" terms, so if you don't have a problem using them in their sexual way, try it. 

· "I've been thinking about your penis all day."

· "I was thinking about having sex with you, and now I'm all wet."

· "My mind keeps drifting .... to your crotch."

You can also arouse him by touching him. His penis is the center of his sexuality, so go there if you can. 

· Feel him up at a stop light.

· Sit across from him at dinner, slip off your shoe, and massage his crotch with your foot.

· When he hugs you, or you hug him, feel his buns or penis though his clothes.

· Come up behind him and slip your hands up his shirt. Then move downwards.

Masturbate: Did you know 98.4% of men would like to see their wife masturbate? And the other 1.6% want to, but feel to guilty to admit it. Okay, I made that statistic up, but the fact is watching a woman masturbate is extremely arousing to virtually all men. Even pretending to do it will get a guy turned on. So abandon self consciousness and go for it. You can "play with yourself" a bit to turn him on during the day, or you can go at it more seriously to get him to want sex right then. Once you have his attention, ask if you should finish or let him join in. Initially he will probably want to see you masturbate to orgasm, but even that should work for you as it will get him aroused for then and/or later.

Sleep naked: Wear socks if you must, but be sure he gets as much naked skin as possible. Wear something sexy to bed, then remove it in his sight. Do this every night, not just when you want sex - you are building arousal.

Get a video camera: Capture your love making on tape. One sexually frustrated wife who tried this reported that hubby wanted to watch the tape right after it was made, and this resulted in them having sex a second time - something that had not happened in many, many years. You can also make a video tape of yourself masturbating, or better yet ask him to be your camera man for such a video.

Variety: Most of us would get bored if we ate the very same thing day after day - no matter how good it was or how much we initially enjoyed it. Sex is the same way for most men. Adding variety is not really difficult, once you get your mind out of any ruts. If you always have sex in the dark, turn on the lights, if you always have the lights on turn them off. Try having sex at a different time - Saturday morning is good, or lurer him into the bedroom before dinner, and as you undress tell him you have been thinking of him all day and you have to have it right now. Try other positions. Have sex in other rooms - on the kitchen counter (you seated, him standing) on the dinner table, couches and chairs, the floor, what ever. If you have a garage, have sex in the car. Try "making out" someplace that is private enough for some clothed or under clothes grouping, but not private enough for intercourse (the back patio maybe?). When you can't stand it any more, head for the bedroom - or agree you are going to "finish" as best you can where you are. Shave off some or all of your pubic hair - or ask him to do it for you. If you can get him to do the every other day shaving it will mean he spends time looking at and touching your vulva, and that will arouse him. Buy a sex toy - an egg vibrator is a good starting place. Or get some flavored lubricants. (Book22 has such items without any nudity.) If you have not tried oral sex, do so. Start by doing it to him, after a few times see if he will return the favor. Learn to drive him crazy with your hands - with some practice you can make him beg you to finish him. Use a good lubricant, and try various ways of touching and stroking.

Just Do It! Don't ask if he wants or will have sex, just start doing it. Get your hand between his legs and see if you can cause an erection. Keep going once he is erect until you think he is getting fairly horny, then climb on top of him and enjoy yourself. Starting the process with your mouth may work even better. Try catching him as he gets out of the shower - kneel in front of him and use your hands and mouth to get him so aroused he asks you to make love.

If you think he often feels "pressured" about sex try using you hands or mouth to give him a "no strings" orgasm - meaning you don't ask him to do anything for you afterwards (you could ask him if he minds you masturbating next to him afterwards if you like). This is a bit of a long term thing, as you are working to change a mind set.


Convince him his drive and desires are okay with you and God: It is not uncommon for a Christian man to worry that his drive is too strong (he wants sex too often) or too kinky (anything other than missionary in the dark). This creates a powerful dilemma for a man - each time he has sex he is trying to restrain his natural (and God given) drive and desires. He can not enjoy when you are worried and holding back, and he may come to dread sex for fear of doing something wrong.

There are two possible factors here: his fear that what he wants is wrong before God, and his fear that you will be hurt, offended, or angry by what he wants. Usually the problem is a combination of the two factors, but for most men I think the concern about their wife is much larger. If this dilemma is limiting your husband sexually, your job is to convince him that his drive and desires are holy and good, and not offensive to you. It is possible he wants something that is outside of what God allows, but in reality God's boundaries for sex in marriage are very broad, and the odds are he does not want something sinful. Getting past this problem is likely to take some time, especially if he has been fighting it a long time. He will need to hear over and over that it's okay, that you are not offended by his sexuality, and that you do not think what he wants is wrong.

Start by praising his sexuality. Tell him how much you enjoy his body, and specifically his sex organs. Tell him how good it feels when he is inside you, and how he fulfills you and makes you feel like a woman when he makes love with you. During both foreplay and intercourse be sure to be vocal and active yourself - showing him you really like it may help him let go. Tell him you want to fulfill his sexual wants and desires completely. When he is having sex with you encourage him to let go - say things like "harder", "faster" or "let go". As he is about to climax "command" his orgasm in explicit slang terms. Slang terms, if you do not have a problem with them, may really help him because they break the "good girl" image. Many of the ideas above can also be used to convince him that you are not the uptight sexually limited woman he has imagined.

Ask him to let you watch him masturbate. This is likely to be very difficult for him, but if he can do it and see that you don't hate him for it, it may help him a great deal. Be sure to tell him you enjoyed it, and that it turned you on. If he starts but can not bring himself to finish, take over for him.

Talk to him about what you want, about wanting more sex, about more variety, and be specific and graphic. Try to find out what he might like by suggesting you want to try things. If you have never tried oral sex, tell him you really want to use your mouth on his penis. If you get any hint he likes the idea, ask specifically if you can do it the next time he is aroused; or just do it without asking. Try writting a sexual story about the two of you, and introduce some things you want or think he would like. If you write from the first person perspective you can give your thougts about his sexuality, how sex feels to you, and how much you enjoy him sexually.



Other things he may secretly long for: 

· Performing oral sex on you. Get some ice cream syrup, apply it to your breasts, and ask him to lick it off. Then apply some a bit lower, working towards your genitals, asking him to lick it off each time.

· Rear entry (doggie style). Get in position and ask, or tell, him to do it. Help guide him in.

· Sex with you on top.

· Bondage. Nothing kinky, just one of you tied down. When he is tied, he can relax and enjoy whatever you do because he is "not in control". You can fake bondage by tying him with yarn he could easily break, or by putting his hands on the headboard and telling him he is not allowed to let go.

· Sex toys. Men particularly like to penetrant their wife.

· Watch you masturbate.

Apologize: If you regularly rejected his sexual advances in the past, this may be a major factor in his lack of interest now. Maybe it's retaliation, but it's more likely he's put his sexual energies into something else (work or hobby) and is not interested in changing. He may be afraid you will lose interest again, and then he would get hurt all over. Or maybe he just got so burned out by sexual rejection that his sex drive just died.

If there is a significant ongoing disagreement between the two of you this can also harm his desire/ability to be sexual with you. Hurt feelings may continue even after something is resolved or buried, so past problems could be an issue too. If he feels you take him for grated, don't respect him, or expect unreasonable things from him, these can all hurt his sex life with you.
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**How to Make Love To Your Wife

By Kevin

This article is not exactly about sex, guys. But in reality you do get more sex by loving your wife more - by making her feel cherished. This is all about how to improve your marriage, and to be the man of her dreams.

However, each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must respect her husband.
Ephesians 5:33

We are commanded to love our wives. Also note here that our wives are supposed to respect us, but it does not say that we are to make her. We can control ourselves, but we can't control our wives.

Be a man of God
One of the best things that you can do it to become more like Jesus. If you have never accepted Jesus as your savior, now is a great time. If you don't go to church every week, start going. If you do go to church, but don't read your bible on a regular basis, then start reading a few days a week. One of the best ideas is to have quiet time with God every day. Most people prefer the mornings. Guys, you are the spiritual leader of your house. Your wife wants you to lead. Don't let her down. Start having a family devotion time every day. What works for me is that my wife and I get up early every weekday and spend some time reading sitting next to each other and reading our bibles or a devotion book over coffee. We do not read the same thing, but we read and pray separately.

Eliminate Major Sin
Hopefully most people reading this can skip this section entirely. But, if you have a major recurring sin in your life, it will kill your marriage. Things like adultery and addiction to drugs, alcohol, gambling, or pornography are major obstacles that need to be overcome. If you are truly blessed with a wonderful woman, then she may stick it out with you, but I guarantee you that you will destroy her little by little. If this describes you, then seek help first from your local church. Your pastor should either be able to help you or direct you to resources where you can get help.

Another wonderful resource is New Life Ministries. They can hook you up with counseling, workshops, and a library of wonderful books. They also have a daily call-in radio talk show which you can also listen to over the internet. For those struggling with sexual purity (and that, more or less, describes all of us), they have a book called "Every Man's Battle" that is worth checking out.

Be an awesome father
Another way to really turn your wife's knees to Jello is to be an awesome father. There are plenty of resources to help with this, including the Focus on your Child section of Focus on the Family. I would love to give you some wonderful advice on this, but I struggle with this one myself. Sometimes I get too grumpy with my young children. I'm giving it my all though, and my wife appreciates the effort.

Read a relationship book
The marriage relationship is so important to women. Be each others recretional companions. Yes, by all means, take your wife shooting, fishing, or hiking. But then pay her back by watching a romantic movie, talking about your feelings,or listening intently to her dreams. One surefire way to score brownie points is to offer read a relationship book together.

We have several relationship books available through our store, but I just wanted to point out one. "The Five Love Languages" is an awesome book. The basic idea is that there are five different ways that people feel love. One person may feel loved when you give them presents. Another may feel loved when you spend time with them. Yet another may feel loved when you give them "acts of service" (do chores for them). If you bring your wife candy and flowers, but she would rather spend time with you and take a walk in the park, then you are wasting your time and money. This book is all about figuring out what your wife really wants. If you read only one relationship book, read this one. By the way, they also have a "Five Love Languages of Children." This falls under the "Awesome Father" section above.

Another book to pick up is "Every Man’s Marriage," also from New Life Ministries. You should also check out anything by Gary Smalley. He has an excellent video series. It is quite expensive, but your church may have a copy.

Also note that most of these books mentioned so far are also available as an audio CD. If you have a long commute to work, this may be just the thing.

Get Dishpan Hands
Some women think that the sexiest thing on a man is dishpan hands so, dive in and offer to do some extra household chores for your wife. Some women may appreciate this more than others (as explained in "Five Love Languages"). Or, you could fix all of the little things that keep on breaking around the house.

Give her a Massage
Some women love to have a nice massage. I am not talking about the sexual kind of massage here. I am talking about a deep massage of the back, shoulders, neck, hands, and feet. Keep your hand off of anything that would be covered by a bikini. Of course, if she wants to make love afterwards, great! But let it be her idea.

Watch a "Chick Flick"
Watch a "chick flick" with your wife. Ask her to choose. If you watch one of these movies with your and actually put effort into enjoying it, your wife will appreciate it. Just brew an extra pot of coffee to keep yourself awake.

Flowers and Candy
Yeah, it sound trite, but some women really love these tokens of affection. It shows you were thinking about them when you were apart from each other. Take time to know her likes and dislikes and put work into a gift that really shows you thought about it.

Listen to Her
Talk to your wife. Spend time together talking. Listening does not just mean listening to her words. It means valuing her opinions and letting her express herself. I did that, and now my wife runs a business selling romantic supplies and sex toys.

Respect Her
After you listen, what do you do with the information? You should always think about how your wife would feel about what you are doing. I made the mistake once of not considering how my wife would feel on a big decision. I once fell in love with a baby ball python at a pet store. I brought this beautiful creature home, and my wife was horrified. Well, I eventually had to get rid of the snake, and my wife's feelings were hurt. If you ever find yourself thinking "it's better to seek forgiveness than ask permission," then you are likely heading for trouble.

Best Friend
Finally, your wife should be your best friend. If you spend more time with your TV, your boat, or your deer stand than you do with your wife, then you should re-think your priorities. All of that other stuff is fun, but time with your wife is both fun and fulfilling.
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***WHAT IS NOT OKAY IN BED?

-By Linda Dillow and Lorraine Pintus 
"If both partners agree, is anything taboo?" "What about the use of vibrators?" "Is oral sex okay?" [These are just a few questions that Christian women asked about the sexual relationship in marriage from a survey that the authors conducted.] But at the heart of each of these questions were two concerns: What does God prohibit in the sexual relationship between a husband and wife, and what does God permit? 

We read the Bible from Genesis to Revelation and compiled a list of every scriptural reference to sex. As we reviewed our list it became apparent that God gives tremendous sexual freedom within the marriage relationship. But God also sets forth some prohibitions that we must honor.

These are the ten things God forbids: 
1. Fornication: Fornication is immoral sex. It comes from the Greek word porneia which means "unclean." This broad term includes sexual intercourse outside of marriage (1 Corinthians 7:2, 1 Thessalonians 4:3), sleeping with your stepmother (1 Corinthians 5:1), sex with a prostitute (1 Corinthians 6:13, 15-16), and adultery (Matthew 5:32). 

2. Adultery: Adultery, or sex with someone who is not your spouse, is a sin and was punishable in the Old Testament by death (Leviticus 21:10). In the New Testament, Jesus expanded adultery to mean not just physical acts, but emotional acts in the mind and heart (Matthew 5:28). 

3. Homosexuality: The Bible is very clear that for a man to have sex with a man or woman to have sex with a woman is detestable to God (Leviticus 18:22; 20:13; Romans 1:27; 1 Corinthians 6:9). 

4. Impurity: These are several Greek words which are translated as "impurity." To become "impure" (in Greek, molvno) can mean to lose one's virginity (Revelation 14:4), or to become defiled, due to living out a secular and essentially pagan lifestyle (1 Corinthians 6:9, 2 Corinthians 7:1). The Greek word rupos often refers to moral uncleanness in general (Revelation 22:11). 

5. Orgies: For a married couple to become involved in sex orgies with different couples is an obvious violation of (1), (2), and (4) and needs no discussion. 

6. Prostitution: Prostitution, which is paying for sex, is morally wrong and condemned throughout Scripture (Leviticus 19:29, Deuteronomy 23:17, Proverbs 7:4-27). 

7. Lustful passions: First, let us tell you what this does not mean. Lustful passion does not refer to the powerful, God-given sexual desire a husband and wife have for one another. Instead, it refers to an unrestrained, indiscriminate sexual desire for men or women other than the person's marriage partner (Mark 7:21-22, Ephesians 4:19). 

8. Sodomy: In the Old Testament, sodomy refers to men lying with men. The English word means "Unnatural sexual intercourse, especially of one man with another or of a human being with an animal." Unfortunately, some Christian teachers have erroneously equated sodomy with oral sex. In the Bible, sodomites refer to male homosexuals or temple prostitutes (both male and female). In contemporary usage, the term sodomy is sometimes used to describe anal intercourse between a man and woman. This is not the meaning of the biblical word. 

9. Obscenity and coarse jokes: In Ephesians 4:29, Paul says, "Let no unwholesome word proceed from your mouth." The Greek word for unwholesome is very descriptive and literally mans "rotten" or "decaying." In Ephesians 5:4, the Bible warns us to avoid "silly talk" or, as it is called in some versions, "coarse jesting." We have all been around people who can see a sexual connotation in some innocent phrase and then begin to snicker or laugh. This is wrong. However, this does not rule out appropriate sexual humor in the privacy of marriage, but rather inappropriate sexual comments in a public setting. 

10. Incest: Incest, or sex with family members or relatives, is specifically forbidden in Scripture (Leviticus 18:7-18; 20:11-21). 

God leaves much in our sexual relationship with our husbands up to our discretion. In all likelihood, the questions tugging at the back of your mind were not even touched upon. When she read this list, Shelby commented: "It's helpful to know what God says is wrong, but I still sometimes wonder if what my husband and I are doing is right. We have a great time together in bed, but every now and then, this nagging doubt comes—does God approve?" 

To help you and all the Shelby's, we will get more specific and address the questions we are constantly asked. 

IS ORAL SEX PERMISSIBLE? Clifford and Joyce Penner, in their excellent book The Gift of Sex, give this definition of oral sex: "Oral sex or oral stimulation is the stimulation of your partner's genitals with your mouth, lips, and tongue. The man may stimulate the woman's clitoris and the opening of the vagina with his tongue or the woman many pleasure the man's penis with her mouth." This sexual stimulation may or may not lead to orgasm for the husband and wife. 

What does Scripture say about this sexual activity? Most theologians say the Scriptures are silent about oral-genital sex. Some believe two verses in the Song of Solomon may contain veiled references to oral sex. The first is Song of Solomon 2:3: 

Like an apple tree among the trees of the forest, so is my beloved among the young men.
In his shade I took great delight and sat down, and his fruit was sweet to my taste. 

Throughout the Song of Solomon, the word fruit refers to the male genitals. In extra biblical literature, fruit is sometimes equated with the male genitals or with semen, so it is possible that here we have a faint and delicate reference to an oral genital caress. 

The second possible veiled reference is found in 4:16 (KJV): 

Awake, O north wind; and come, thou south; blow upon my garden, that the spices thereof may flow out. Let my beloved come into his garden, and eat his pleasant fruits. 

These erotic words spoken by Solomon's bride are at the culmination of a very sensuous love scene. Shulamith asks her husband to blow on her garden (a poetic reference used throughout the Song for the vagina) and cause its spices to flow out. Of course one cannot be certain, but it is possible Shulamith is inviting her husband to excite her by caressing her with his mouth. She then invites him to enter her and feast on the pleasures waiting in her "garden." 

Dr. Douglas Rosenau believes Scripture is silent on the topic of oral sex. "This does not make it right or wrong," he says. A key emphasis in the New Testament is Christian liberty. Nothing is unclean in itself, says Paul (Romans 14:14), and this presumably includes sexual variety. Lewis Smedes, professor of theology at Fuller Seminary, amplifies Paul's statement abut nothing being unclean. 

Christian liberty sets us free from culturally invented "moral" taboos; and since there is no rule from heaven, it is likely that the only restraint is the feeling of the other person. For example, if one partner has guilt feelings about oral sex play, the Christian response of the other will be to honor the partner until they adjust their feelings. On the other hand, if the partner has only aesthetic reservations, and if these are rooted in some fixed idea that sex is little more than a necessary evil anyway, they have an obligation to be taught, tenderly and lovingly, of the joys of sex in the freedom of Christ. 

In Intended for Pleasure, Dr. and Mrs. Ed Wheat says that oral sex is a matter that concerns only the husband and wife involved. If both find it enjoyable and pleasant, then it may properly fit into the couple's lovemaking practices. One goal of lovemaking is to fill a treasure trove of memories with delightful love experiences that will quicken your responses during your future times together. 

One minister's wife blushes happily as she recalls a memo her husband sent requesting her presence for an urgent "appointment." 

RUN DON'T WALK! YOU WON'T WANT TO MISS THIS EXCITING, DYNAMIC, RIPPING, SLEEP-DEFYING MEETING. Details follow: Would you like to have a meeting in the bathtub? (Loving massage and oral sex included.) 
I love you,
Your husband 
One woman might feel horrified by the above playful interchange between a husband and wife. To her, oral sex is repulsive. Another may think the minister and his wife have a gloriously free, creative, and fun sexual relationship. She sees that oral sex adds a beautiful dimension to this couple's lovemaking. 

Before we go any further, let us clarify our intent in this chapter. Are we suggesting you incorporate oral sex into your love play? No. We are not making recommendations. Instead, our purpose is to set out for you what Scripture prohibits and to encourage you to seek God's wisdom concerning His personal recommendations for your marriage. 

Each couple is different. Each husband and wife is unique. Because Scripture is either silent—or veiled—concerning this practice, the only way to discover what God allows for you is for you to ask Him. If you've never talked to God about your sexual relationship, now is a good time to start. You will not shock God. Remember, sex was His idea. God is a God of wisdom (Daniel 2:20). He promises that when we lack wisdom, if we ask Him, He will give it to us (James 1:5). 

As you seek God's wisdom, you might find it helpful to ask these three questions about any sexual practice you and your husband are considering: 

• Is it prohibited in Scripture? If not, we may assume it is permitted. "Everything is permissible for me," (1 Corinthians 6:12, NIV).

• Is it beneficial? Does the practice in any way harm the husband or wife or hinder the sexual relationship? If so, it should be rejected. "Everything is permissible for me—but not everything is beneficial." (1 Corinthians 6:12, NIV). 

• Does it involve anyone else? Sexual activity is sanctioned by God for husband and wife only. If a sexual practice involves someone else or becomes public, it is wrong based on Hebrews 13:4, which warns us to keep the marriage bed undefiled. 

Let's see how these questions can help when it comes to making decisions about certain sexual practices that are not specifically spelled out in Scripture. 

ARE VIBRATORS PERMISSIBLE? Some couples enjoy incorporating the use of sexual aids such as vibrators into their lovemaking. To find out if the use of vibrator is right or wrong, let's apply the three questions. Is the use of a vibrator prohibited by Scripture? Is a vibrator beneficial in lovemaking? Does the use of a vibrator involve anyone else? 

As we look at the list of ten prohibitions, we see that there is no scriptural reference that would prohibit the use of a vibrator. So if a vibrator enhances a couple's lovemaking and is used exclusively for the couple's private enjoyment, then it is permitted. Does this mean we are suggesting you run out and buy a vibrator? No. Again, we are not recommending any sexual practice. We are only trying to help you discern what is best in your marriage as you seek the wisdom of God. 

WHAT ABOUT X-RATED VIDEOS? Obviously videos did not exist during biblical times, so we will not find "Thou shalt not watch X-rated videos" in Scriptures. (The same is true for vibrators.) But as we read through the list of the ten prohibitions, a red flag is raised. In number two on the list, adultery is defined as "looking on a woman to lust" whether the woman (or man) is on a video, in a picture, or in the living flesh. Secondly, number four on the list describes impurity as "moral uncleanness." X-rated would qualify as "morally unclean," thereby making them something God would disdain. 

Now let's apply the questions:

•  Are X-rated videos prohibited by Scripture? Yes, based on (2) and (4).

•  Are X-rated vides beneficial? Anything that promotes "moral uncleanness" is not beneficial.

•  Do X-rated videos involve someone else? Yes. You bring the man or woman on the video into your lovemaking.

Based on these answers, we could conclude that God wants us to stay away from X-rated videos.

We have considered three "gray areas," oral sex, vibrators, and X-rated videos. There are many others. We encourage you and your husband to prayerfully seek God's wisdom, study the list of ten prohibitions, and use the three questions to help you discern what to do in your specific situation.

As Christians we are simultaneously free and responsible. We are responsible to seek the best of the one we love, to think more highly of him and his desires than our own (Philippians 2:3-4). But we are also free to explore new territories of sexual delight.

According to Dr. Lewis Smedes, "The Christian word on trying out a sexual practice that is not prohibited in Scripture is 'Try it. If you like it, it is morally good for you. And it may well be that in providing new delight to each other; you will be adventuring into deeper experiences of love.'" 

God has given you great freedom in your sexual relationship with your husband. Remember His words to Solomon and Shulamith: "Eat, friends; drink and imbibe deeply, O lovers" (Song of Solomon 5:1). 



The above article comes from the book, Intimate Issues... Conversations Woman to Woman, published by WaterBrook Press, ISBN 1-57856-149-3. This is powerful-one of the best "no-holds-barred books on intimate issues that's available for Christian women (if not THE best)! It addresses 21 questions that Christian women ask about sex and contains so much practicality, healing sensitivity and spiritual wisdom on each subject. The authors present the union of two people so attractively, excitedly, and sacredly that it may be one of the most important books out on the market for Christian women to read because it honestly addresses the real sexual concerns of women. We can't recommend this book highly enough. 
***JUST DO IT (great letter from a wife on choosing to give her husband enough sex as I Corinthians 7 says to do)

(Based on a letter sent to therapist Michele Weiner Davis in response to advice Michele gave on her web site and in her book, The Sex-Starved Marriage. This is a true testimonial that we thought you might find helpful if you find yourself in a simular situation.)
Dear Michele, I just had to share my success story with you. Last year my husband of 21 years confronted me with his unhappiness with our sex life. I was defensive at first, telling him that I couldn't help the fact that my desire wasn't equal to his, and that this was something he'd just have to live with. 

Thankfully, before any further harm was done I realized how much I really loved him and that I had better find out quickly how to remedy our problem. I found www.divorcebusting.com and was determined to work hard and put your principles in practice. It was hard at first, but I wanted us to have the best marriage possible.

First I had to completely change my way of thinking about our marriage. Then I had to change my behavior. This was hard work. But I feel it wouldn't be as rewarding as it has been if I hadn't had to work hard for it .

It's been over a year now and a wonderful pattern to our life has emerged. I tried many different things but in the end I'll tell you what really worked. I determined that I'd enthusiastically initiate sex every other night. That way my husband would never again have to worry about whether or not he was having sex. He could be content in knowing that he just had wonderful sex, or he'd be having wonderful sex tomorrow. Now he could really relax and enjoy life.

I also determined in my mind that I'd never refuse to have sex with him. If he desired to initiate sex on the "off" night I'd gladly have sex with him. I never sat down and told him these things. I just started to do it. Looking back at our marriage I realized that although my husband loved having sex, he didn't like to initiate sex, I believe because of fear of rejection. Our frequency wasn't that great because he'd be somewhat reluctant to initiate and I could take it or leave it, so I hardly ever initiated either. But that has all changed completely. We're having sex regularly, about 4 times a week.

I can tell he's very happy, and we're having a great time making love. It was hard work, learning how to initiate sex, when sometimes I wasn't really "in the mood". But I realized that "being in the mood" is a big lie. The truth is I love my husband and I have the power to triumph my mood. I've determined to always be in the mood to love him. 

A wonderful side effect of all this hard work is the enjoyment and pleasure I feel when we're making love. First I learned how to please my husband and now it's become very pleasurable for me. He sees how much I want to please him, he pleases me in return. The change is remarkable and I'm thankful that we're both able to love each other the way God intended it to be. - XXX 



Even though this is not written from a Christ-follower's perspective, the advice is still very sound and very good. That is why we wanted to include this article on our web site. Michele Weiner Davis www.divorcebusting.com deals with this issue and other similar issues in her book, The Sex-Starved Marriage ... A Couple's Guide to Boosting Their Marriage Libido , published by Simon & Schuster, ISBN 0743227328. Again, this is not a Christian book, so you need to read it accordingly but we have heard some very good things about the helpfulness of its content. 
The scriptural basis we at Marriage Missions see for this type of advice can be found in the Bible in 1 Corinthians 7:3-5 where it says, "The husband should fulfill his marital duty to his wife, and likewise the wife to her husband. The wife's body does not belong to her alone but also to her husband. In the same way, the husband's body does not belong to him alone, but also to his wife. Do not deprive each other except by mutual consent and for a time, so that you may devote yourselves to prayer. Then come together again so that Satan will not tempt you because of your lack of self-control." 

3 Fibs and a Truth About Sex--Help for married pastors when talking to single adults.

by Lauren Winner

Something is going wrong in Christian communities. We say that we care very much about premarital chastity, and yet anecdotes and studies alike show that many Christians, even in churches that teach sex is only for marriage, have premarital sex.

The statistics on unmarried Christians and sex are both hard to come by and not wholly reliable—people tend to fudge when talking to pollsters, presenting their lives as they wish they were, not as they actually are, so the single Christian talking to a pollster may pretty things up a bit. Still, a few snapshots from the field:

• Three surveys of single Christian adults conducted in the 1990s determined that approximately one third were virgins—meaning, of course, that two thirds were not.

• In 2003, researchers at Northern Kentucky University showed that 61 percent of students who signed sexual-abstinence commitment cards broke their pledges.


We hear that "sexual experiences don't ever go away totally. They live on, like ghosts, in all future relationships, and can do real damage there." 


• Of the remaining 49 percent who kept their pledges, 55 percent said they'd had oral sex, and did not consider oral sex to be sex.

And yet, pastors (and Christian writers) spend a lot of time talking about sex. Indeed, the cultured despisers of Christianity often accuse us of being obsessed with regulating people's sex lives!

So what is going on?

There are, of course, many reasons that trying-to-be-faithful, believing Christians engage in sexual sin. (The number one reason is the Fall.) But I think pastors and writers and other Christian leaders bear part of the blame. We mean well. We desperately want to counter the decidedly un-Christian messages our surrounding society sends about sex. But in combating them, we often tell a few fibs ourselves. We say things about sex, and sexual sin, that are untrue and unhelpful.

Fib #1: Premarital sex makes you feel lousy

Ask Christian teens what their youth pastor has told them about sex, and you'll probably hear "If I have premarital sex, I will feel bad."

To be sure, that is sometimes true. At times, after a one-night stand, or after sex with your girlfriend of two years, or after even kissing a guy you don't know very well, you feel lousy. Ashamed, or alienated, or lonely, or just plain down in the dumps.

But sometimes, it is not true. Sometimes, even after sinful sex, a person will feel fantastic. Or maybe blasé. You don't necessarily feel devastated.

When we tell our unmarried listeners that they'll feel bad if they have premarital sex, we are making two different mistakes. For starters, we are making a pastoral error. Let's imagine Jason, 27, who has heard since puberty that premarital sex will leave him feeling like trash. For years, he walks the chaste straight and narrow, but at some point he stumbles and has sex with his girlfriend.

Does he feel horrible the next morning? Maybe; maybe not. If he doesn't, he may find himself thinking "Hmmm. My pastor has been telling me for a decade that this would feel horrible, but it doesn't. Maybe he's wrong, too, that God wants sex only in marriage." If guilt is the only resource the church has given Jason for diagnosing sin and remaining chaste, in the absence of guilt, he will simply keep having sex; not to mention doubting the authority of the pastor.

Jason's feelings, of course, were deceiving him—and that is exactly the point. Insisting that premarital sex will make you feel bad misstates the nature of sin. When we consider deception, or sloth, or gluttony, or any other sin, we know darn well that these don't always make us feel bad. The harlot in Proverbs may, in fact, be bitter as gall, but she appears to drip honey—and we, in our state of sleepwalking, are not always equipped to tell the difference between honey and gall. As Proverbs tells us, the man who follows her does not know that it will cost him his life.

This is the way sin works—it tells us that something not good is very good indeed. Our feelings are not always reliable—before or after sinning. This is precisely why we need the witness of Scripture and the Church to help us know what to do. If our feelings were always in line with God's reality, there would be no need for "Christian ethics."

Jesus understood that we are often out of touch with our sins. He makes the point in the parable of the Prodigal Son. The turning point of that story is Luke 15:17: the prodigal, Jesus tells us, "came to himself." Before this moment of turning, of awakening, the prodigal was not in himself at all. And we are often not in ourselves, not aware of our fallen state or the sins we cycle through.

What the church means to say, I think, is that premarital sex is bad for us, even if it happens to feel great. This is a harder teaching. It requires more nuance, more backdrop of the nature of sin and self-deception and ethics and the Fall. But it is also more pivotally responsible, more effective, and truer to Scripture.

Fib #2: Women don't really want to have sex

Okay, I admit it: this is a fib that really ticks me off. Many folks in the church insist on perpetuating this false idea that women don't have libido. One example: in a chapter called "What Girls Need to Know Before They Start Dating," one Christian parenting book reminds readers that "From early childhood, [girls'] fantasies are of Prince Charming and motherhood, not sex." By high school "a boy's sex drive … may be the strongest driving force in his mind. While girls may have an increase in libido, their thoughts are about nonsexual socialization, dating, fun, parties, holding hands, and maybe kissing. Every mother … should teach her daughter what boys are like." The rest of the chapter details just that, telling us that "Boys are high-octane sexual creatures." Moms must tell their daughters "not [to] fall for a boy's lies or lines."

Apparently moms don't need to talk to daughters about how to control their own desires—just how to fend off the raging bundles of hormones that take their daughters to the movies.

The idea that women aren't that interested in sex is certainly not new; nor is it uncontested. For much of Western history, women were thought to be less rational, and therefore more likely to abandon themselves to passion, than men.

But beginning in the seventeenth-century, women (in particular, white women) came to be seen as less passionate, less interested in sex, frankly less carnal, than men. Women might dispense conjugal favors, but they didn't crave sex.

Current opinion—popular and social-scientific—suggests the opposite. In their study The Good Marriage, Judith Wallerstien and Sandra Blakeslee found that in a quarter of marriages wives wanted more sex than their husbands, and in another quarter, men wanted more sex, and half "were evenly matched in desire."

The point is not to get into a debate about whether men or women are more interested in sex. The point is to recognize that when we follow the advice of the parenting guide I quoted above, we fail to prepare women for some of the real challenges and pressures they will meet as they try to live chastely—the pressures of their own desires.

Fib #3: Premarital sex leaves permanent scars

Recently, a friend of mine—a 25-year-old single man whom I'll call M—wrote me an e-mail. M, a med student who became a Christian a few years ago, recently met a woman at a coffee shop. They chatted, and then she scribbled her address on a napkin and said, "If you're not doing anything late-ish on Friday night, drop by." M knew this was a proposition. He e-mailed me to ask why he should pass up the opportunity:

I know that as a Christian I'm not supposed to have sex before marriage, but you and I both know I've already had sex before marriage. Why shouldn't I have sex if I'm already "used goods"? I've often heard that you should "save yourself" for your wife, that remaining a virgin will make you a better husband. I'm apparently already destined to be a lousy husband, so what does it matter if I have sex again a few more times?

M has picked up a message that is common in the church: sexual sin scars you forever. We hear that "sexual experiences don't ever go away totally. They live on, like ghosts, in all future relationships, and can do real damage there." We read that if we have premarital sex, then, on our wedding day, the images of the other people we've slept with will hover around our betrothed like specters.

This language suggests that sexual sin is worse than other sins, that its consequences stain us forever, that somehow, Jesus' saving work on the Cross does not cover this.

Those suggestions, of course, are false. As Scripture promises, "though our sins are scarlet, they can be made white as snow; and as far as the East is from the West, so far has the Lord removed our transgressions from us."

In Mere Christianity, after dwelling at length on sexual morality, C. S. Lewis chastises the Christian who would suggest that illicit sex is the singular, unforgivable sin. "If anyone thinks that Christians regard unchastity as the supreme vice, he is quite wrong. The sins of the flesh are bad, but they are the least bad of all sins. All the worst pleasures are purely spiritual: the pleasure of putting other people in the wrong, of bossing and patronizing and spoiling sport, and back-biting; the pleasure of power, and hatred. … [Thus] a cold, self-righteous prig who goes regularly to church may be far nearer to hell than a prostitute."

This is not to say that sexual sin, like other kinds of sin, doesn't form us. Sinful sexual behavior can, indeed, teach us some false and destructive lessons about bodies and sexuality. Using pornography, to take just one example, teaches people that sex is autoerotic, that it is about instant gratification. It teaches people to see other people as objects. It removes sex from the context of a relationship and places it in the context of the laptop. These are serious lessons, and simply confessing sin does not unlearn them. But they are not scars that defy healing. Jesus' blood, not to mention the discipleship of church community, is big enough to, over time, unlearn these lessons. We distort the gospel when we focus on the long-term effects of sin at the expense of forgiveness.

So … that's what not to say. What, then, should we say when teaching about chastity?

What TO say

Speaking honestly about sex and sexual sin is difficult and scary. It's scary because it requires more than soundbites. It requires us to take on the big themes of the Christian story.

What might honest, helpful talk about sex look like? For starters, it might begin with a rich theological context. Rather than simply quoting a verse from Paul on fornication, we can begin with Genesis. For Paul's familiar injunctions against porneia were not innovations—they were riffs on the basic sexual vision laid out in Genesis 1 and 2. God created sex, and he created it for marriage. Indeed, chastity invites good, basic teaching about how to read Paul—not as a first-century killjoy, but rather as a saint who sought to preserve God's intent for creation.

Honest, helpful talk about sex also involves honest, helpful talk about the way sin works, and a recognition of just how fallen we are. The topic of sexual sin gives those of us who are pastors, teachers, and writers an opportunity to underscore how morally and spiritually unformed all of us really are.

Most American Christians don't really believe that the effects of sin mark us in our daily lives; most of us, I think, believe we are basically able to make good decisions—that our reason and perceptions are basically intact. Teaching about sexual sin necessitates teaching about just how distorted we really are.

I've found it useful to turn to the writings of great Christian saints when teaching on sin and the Fall. Augustine, for example, or Teresa of Avila, Thomas Aquinas, Ignatius of Loyola—they are always saying how worthless they are! They are always comparing themselves to worms! Their writings make great teaching tools.

"Why are these sainted masters of the spiritual life insisting they are clueless, wormy, and pathetic?" I ask. "Are they being disingenuous?" This leads to a discussion of how very fallen we all are, and how one of the fruits of the great saints' years of prayer and sanctification was a deeper recognition of our own worminess. This consideration of the effects of the Fall helps our people see that we don't have the ability, on our own (that is, without the witness of Scripture and the Christian community) to tell the difference between good and bad behavior, to differentiate between shades of black, white, and gray.

Honest, helpful talk about sex involves speaking not only about the will (as in, "Just keep your pants zipped up," or "Just walk away from that Internet porn," or "Just go for a run or take a cold shower when you feel like masturbating"), but also about grace.

Disciplining strong bodily urges like sexual desire is never possible simply though the will; it is possible only through the overflowing of God's grace.

And honest, helpful talk about sex involves not cheap scare tactics, but rather a presentation of Christ's offer of salvation, and of the joy that is possible through repentance and forgiveness. So rather than talk primarily about the ways sinful sexual acts might mark us, we can talk about the kind of people God wants us to be. We can retell the story of Jesus and the woman at the well. What is miraculous about that story is not merely that Christ knows and forgives the sinful woman, but that his forgiveness makes it possible for her to go forth and sin no more.

Pastoral talk about sex is scary, yes, but it is also an opportunity, for good pastoral talk about sex invites us not only to teach people chastity but also the essentials of the gospel. Robust teaching on sex will lead us inevitably into the great themes of Creation, Fall, and Redemption; of repentance and forgiveness; of formation and discipleship; indeed, of Christ's saving work on the Cross.

Lauren F. Winner is the author of Real Sex: The Naked Truth about Chastity (Brazos), from which this article is adapted.
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***Holy Sex--How it ravishes our souls. (by Philip Yancey)

by Philip Yancey | posted 09/30/2003

A PHYSICIAN FRIEND OF MINE spent two months in a remote part of the African nation Benin. The airplane on which he traveled home was showing current movies, and after two months away from all media, he found them jarring. Each movie centered on sexual intercourse, as though this were the only significant topic in the world, whereas David had just been dealing with weighty matters—disease, poverty, hunger, religion, death—while relating to colleagues in a way that had nothing to do with sexual intercourse. When the plane stopped for refueling at the Brussels airport, David saw rows of magazines for sale featuring women's breasts in various stages of exposure. That, too, seemed odd, for he had been working in an area where women commonly uncovered their breasts in public, not for sexual arousal but to feed their children. Welcome back to Western civilization, he thought to himself.

I know no clearer example of the modern, reductionistic approach to life than human sexuality. We survey people about their private sex lives, and write manuals based on data gained by watching people perform sex in a laboratory setting. To junior high students we teach details of sexuality forbidden to previous generations.

At the same time, I know of no greater failure among Christians than in presenting a persuasive approach to sexuality. Outside the church, people think of God as the great spoilsport of human sexuality, not its inventor. The pope utters pronouncements, denominations issue position papers, and many Christians ignore them and follow the lead of the rest of society. Surveys reveal little difference between church attenders and non-attenders in the rates of premarital intercourse and cohabitation. Surveys also show that many people have left their churches in disgust over hypocrisy about sex, especially when ministers fail to practice what they preach.

Nothing intrinsic in human sexuality keeps a person from experimenting with multiple partners, both genders, even children, close relatives, or animals. Yet every tribe studied by anthropologists has taboos that fence off some of these practices. As if by instinct, the most "primitive" of humans recognize in sex something beyond a merely physical act.

Only in technologically advanced cultures do people reduce sex to an act of pleasure we perform like any other animal. Music gives us away. A popular song by Bloodhound Gang urges, "You and me, baby, ain't nothin' but mammals, so let's do it like they do it on the Discovery Channel." Why not? The Discovery television channel often portrays close-up detail of sex in the animal kingdom.

The attempt to reduce human sex to a merely animal act, however, runs into unexpected problems. The more we learn about human sexuality, the more it differs from how the animals do it. Most obviously, humans come vastly over-equipped for sex. The human male has the largest penis of any primate, and the female is the only mammal whose breasts develop before her first pregnancy. Virtually all other mammals have a specified time in which the female is receptive, or in heat, whereas the human female can be receptive anytime, not just once or twice a year. In addition, the human species is one of very few in which females experience orgasm, and humans continue to have sex long after their child-bearing years have passed. Why are we so oversexed?

Relationship is the key. Human beings experience sex as a personal encounter, not just a biological act. We are the only species that commonly copulates face-to-face, so that partners look at each other as they mate, and have full-body contact. Unlike other social animals, humans prefer privacy for the act. In many species, females openly advertise their receptivity with swollen, colorful genitals, and the male and female mate in full view of the group.

Zoologists puzzle over the oddities of human sexuality, unable to find any evolutionary advantage in sex that does not directly lead to reproduction. Some conclude that for humans sex represents a huge waste of time—certainly true if the point of sex was fertilization rather than relationship.

In every feature, human sexuality encourages relationship. Humans negotiate a contract between consenting parties—a contract as simple as a marriage vow, a tourist paying for an hour of a prostitute's time, or as complicated as a Shakespearean love triangle. Unlike domestic bulls or rams, which service every receptive female within sniffing distance, mating humans demand some sort of mutual consent. When none exists, we call that rape and punish it.

Some people try to treat sex as an animal act. In a scene from the movie A Beautiful Mind, the brilliant but socially inept mathematician John Nash approaches an attractive woman in a bar: "Listen, I don't have the words to say whatever it is that's necessary to get you into bed, so can we just pretend I said those things and skip to the part where we exchange bodily fluids?" He learns quickly, from the imprint of her palm on his face, that reductionism does not work well as a pickup line.

Schizophrenic is the best way to describe modern society's view of sexuality. On the one hand, scientists insist that we are organisms like any other animal, and that sex is a natural expression of that animal nature. The pornography industry (which in the U.S. grosses more money than all professional sports combined) happily complies, supplying sexual images of the famous and the anonymous to anyone willing to pay.

But when people truly act out their animal natures, society frowns in disapproval. John Nash gets slapped for telling the truth. A few states in the U.S. allow legalized prostitution, but no parents encourage their daughters to pursue such a career. Hollywood may glamorize adultery onscreen, but in real life it provokes pain and a rage sometimes strong enough to drive the wounded party to murder the rival or jump off a bridge.

The root cause of this schizophrenia is the attempt to reduce sex between humans to a purely physical act. For humans, unlike sheep or chimpanzees, sex involves more than bodies. In A Natural History of Rape, Randy Thornhill and Craig T. Palmer report that only 22 percent of rapes involve "gratuitous" violence beyond what is necessary to subdue the victim, yet any rape counselor knows that the real violence occurs on the inside and may lead to years of depression, nightmares, memory loss, and sexual dysfunction. Victims of abusive relatives and pedophiliac priests testify that something far more than a body gets hurt when a trusted adult abuses a child sexually. Decades later, suffering persists.

In 2002 the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that Congress cannot outlaw "virtual child porn," consisting of computer-generated images on the Internet, since no one gets harmed in its manufacture. Their decision neglects the harm done to the people feeding on such images, for the real damage in sexuality occurs inside. Sex may engage our bodies, but unlike such bodily functions as excretion, sneezing, and burping, it also touches our souls—as tenderly, and as precariously, as they can be touched.

WHY DOES SEX PLAY SO MUCH LARGER in modern cities than, say, in the villages of the Amazon? Clothing fashions, billboards, and ads on the sides of city buses give human sexuality a prominence it never attains in the naked jungle. The French sociologist Jacques Ellul saw our modern fixation with sex as the symptom of a breakdown in intimacy. Having detached the physical act of sex from relationship, we can only work at perfecting the "technique"—hence the proliferation of sex studies, sex manuals, and sex videos, none of which address the real source of our pain.

When a society loses faith in God, lesser powers arise to take God's place. "Every man who knocks on the door of a brothel is looking for God," said G. K. Chesterton. In modern Europe and the U.S., sex has a near-sacred quality of mythic, numinous power. We select our sexiest individuals and accord them the status of gods and goddesses, fawning over the details of their lives, broadcasting their bodily statistics, surrounding them with paparazzi, rewarding them with money and status. Sex no longer points to something beyond; it becomes the thing itself, the substitute sacred.

The very word sex comes from a Latin verb that means to cut off or sever, and sexual impulses drive us to unite, to restore somehow the union that has been severed. Freud diagnosed the deep pain within as a longing for union with a parent; Jung diagnosed a longing for union with the opposite sex. The Christian sees a deeper longing, for union with the God who created us.

Unfortunately, few people look to the church for perspective on the true meaning of human sexuality, since they view the church as an implacable enemy of sex. It should be obvious why the church so often falls on the side of repression, rather than celebration, of sexuality: No human longing is more powerful, more difficult to rein in. Sex has enough combustive force to incinerate conscience, vows, family commitments, religious devotion, and anything else in its path.

How the church got its reputation as an enemy of sex is a long story, in some ways shameful and in some ways understandable. Every society sets boundaries, or taboos, around sexuality, and in Western civilization Christianity was the main force to set those boundaries. Against the background of pagan Greek and Roman culture, which incorporated temple prostitutes into worship activities, the early church went through a period of purging.

Saint Augustine, converted out of that pagan background and tormented by his own guilty past, connected the transmission of sin with the act of intercourse and proclaimed that sex for any purpose other than conceiving is a sin. He came to regret that God had created sex in the first place.

Augustine's contemporary, Jerome, went much further. Plagued by sexual fantasies, he often found himself "surrounded by bands of dancing girls."

He turned to studying Hebrew as form of sublimation. His scholarship resulted in the Latin Vulgate translation of the Bible used by the church for a thousand years, but did little for Jerome's attitude toward sex. "I praise wedlock, I praise marriage; but it is because they produce me virgins," he said, and proceeded to give prison-like rules to the mothers who raised these virgins. To husbands he declared, "Anyone who is too passionate a lover with his own wife is himself an adulterer."

In the succeeding centuries church authorities issued edicts forbidding sex on Thursdays, the day of Christ's arrest; on Fridays, the day of his death; on Saturdays, in honor of the Blessed Virgin; and on Sundays in honor of the departed saints. Wednesdays sometimes made the list too, as did the 40-day fast periods before Easter, Christmas, and Pentecost, and also feast days and days of the Apostles, as well as the days of female impurity. The list escalated until, as John Boswell has estimated, only 44 days a year remained available for marital sex.

The Protestant Reformation brought about a shift in attitudes toward sex. Luther scorned the church's proscription against marital sex for the sake of pleasure, and transferred to the home much of the respect that had been accorded the nunnery. When secular revolutions swept across Europe in the 18th and 19th centuries, the church's position as guardian of sexuality faded. Yet in England and America, Victorians brought back an ethic of repression, even to the extent of covering the legs of furniture lest they arouse impure thoughts.

I dwell on the church's severe attitude toward sex because I believe we Christians bear heavy responsibility for the counter reaction so evident in modern society. Jesus treated those who had fallen into sexual sins with compassion and forgiveness, and reserved his harshest words for the hidden sins of hypocrisy, pride, greed, and legalism. How is it that we who follow him use the word "immoral" to signify sexual sins almost exclusively, and reserve church discipline for those who fail sexually?

Perhaps worse, though, the church in its prudery has silenced a powerful rumor of transcendence that could point to the Creator and originator of human sexuality, who invested in it far more meaning than most modern people can imagine. We have de-sacralized it, in effect, by suppression and denial, and along the way our clumsy attempts at repression helped to empower a false infinite. Sexual power lives on, but few see in that power a pointer to the One who designed it.

UPTIGHT CHRISTIANS forget the fundamental fact that God created sex. Having studied some anatomy, I marvel at God laboring over the physiology of sex: the soft parts, the moist parts, the millions of nerve cells sensitive to pressure and pain yet also capable of producing pleasure, the intricacies of erectile tissue, the economical and ironic combination of organs for excretion and reproduction, the blending of visual appeal and mechanical design. As the zoologists remind us, in comparison with every other species, the human is bountifully endowed.

A connected view of life assumes this is God's world, and that despite its fractured state, clues of its original design remain. When I experience desire, I need not flinch in guilt, as if something unnatural has happened. Rather, I should follow the desire to its source, to learn God's original intent.

"You have heard that it was said, 'Do not commit adultery.' But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart." In this, the Bible's strongest statement about sexual desire, Jesus cuts to the heart of the matter. He affirms that sexual desire affects the inside of a person ("in his heart") whether or not anything takes place externally. He also connects sexual desire with relationship, startlingly, by linking lust and adultery. The voyeur wants to keep his desires both discreet and discrete, disconnected from any actual personal contact; Jesus exposes the deception.

Recently I came across Martin Luther's pastoral advice about lust:

But some might say, "Waiting for marriage is unbearable and aggravating!" They're right. It's very similar to other difficulties requiring patience that believers must face, such as fasting, imprisonment, cold, sickness, and persecution. Lust is a serious burden. You must resist it and fight against it. But after you have overcome it through prayer, lust will have caused you to pray more and grow in faith.

It struck me that most of the difficulties Luther mentions—fasting, imprisonment, cold, persecution, even most sicknesses—no longer confront Christians in prosperous democracies. We have eliminated many of the spiritual burdens common to our forebearers. Lust, however, we have perfected. In Luther's day, a teenage boy might get a glimpse of a girl's bare legs as she stomped on grapes or bent over to draw water from a well. He did not face the temptation of MTV reports on coeds who flash their breasts on the beach during spring break; he did not have photos of Britney and J-Lo and Anna Kournikova streaming digitally over his DSL line in the privacy of his bedroom. In modern lust, people sit in living rooms or even office cubicles watching strangers undress and make love. Yielding to such unattached desire can become addictive, and often damages true relationship. A wife who discovers her husband fawning over pornography may well feel rejected and devalued, her feelings of intimacy betrayed.
Flannery O'Connor's short story "A Temple of the Holy Ghost" tells of a precocious 12-year-old girl and two country boys who have come to court her visiting cousins. The girl overhears her teenage cousins mock a nun, Sister Perpetua, who has suggested a formula to use in fending off fresh young men in the back seats of cars. "Stop sir! I am a Temple of the Holy Ghost!" the nun taught the girls to say. The cousins think such advice hilarious. The girl, however, is moved. The news that she is the dwelling place of God makes her feel as if somebody has given her a present.

The nun's formula comes from a passage, 1 Corinthians 6, that is among Paul's strangest. In trying to shock the Corinthians out of their wild behavior, Paul uses this astonishing argument: "Do you not know that your bodies are members of Christ himself? Shall I then take the members of Christ and unite them with a prostitute? Never! Do you not know that he who unites himself with a prostitute is one with her in body? For it is said, 'The two will become one flesh.'"

Whether or not such an argument might deter an adolescent's groping hands—much less the Corinthians' worldly escapades—Paul does reveal something of the multi-layered nature of desire. The biology of sex has a seamless integration with the deeply personal (Paul quotes God's original formula for marriage in Genesis) and also the spiritual. We cannot simply compartmentalize sexual desire. Luther correctly identified lust as a spiritual battle, not merely a physical one.

IN A REMARKABLY CANDID BOOK, Jean Vanier, founder of the worldwide l'Arche communities where the author and priest Henri Nouwen spent his last years, discusses what he learned in many years of working with the profoundly retarded. Man and Woman He Made Them (Paulist Press, 1986) describes men and women so disturbed or mentally challenged as to be incapable of a normal relationship with another human. Some cannot speak. Some are blind. Some cannot control their spastic movements. Some seem unable to process any sensory data from the outer world.

Still, most of the damaged people Vanier works with experience sexual desires. One young man masturbates almost constantly. Others "fall in love" with other residents, though they lack the social ability to express that love, and want to get married. Others have no comprehension of marriage and simply want to have sex.

Meanwhile Vanier, a lay minister, tries to live out his chosen life of celibacy. He confesses the difficulty of that struggle, a struggle to which many others succumb. He tells of the loneliness on the road, away from the supportive community he serves, when he feels most vulnerable to seduction.

Vanier admits that his life of celibacy includes very real suffering. Yet he prefers his own suffering to the suffering of those who exercise genital sexuality without responsibility or commitment. In his vocation, he has heard many of their stories in confession. Often they end up disappointed, and more isolated than ever. Relationships based primarily on sex do not wear well, for when the physical attraction fades, so does the love.

For Vanier, a commitment to purity is a sign of hope, an effort to bring personal order into a disordered world. Purity can be sought as a celibate single person or as a married person. Either state involves loneliness and sometimes anguish as well as hope. "Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God," Jesus promised. Note the extent of the promise: not that they will find complete sexual fulfillment and solve all loneliness, but that they will see God.

"We all have to choose between two ways of being crazy," says Vanier: "the foolishness of the Gospel and the non-sense of the values of our world." Both Jean Vanier and Henri Nouwen (who looked upon Vanier as a mentor) cast their lot with the foolishness of the Gospel, leaving prestigious careers and living in community with some of the saddest, most neglected human beings on earth. To those who have known these men, however, the choice looks like wisdom and not foolishness.

At times I have given in to lust. I cannot deny that nude women, whether in art museums or magazines or over the Internet, exert on me a power like gravitational force. Our culture has mastered the disconnected "technique" of sex, and I have fallen victim. I must also say, though, that when I resist the temptation, and pour sexual energy into my marriage—a much more complicated and less selfish transaction, to be sure—the obsessive power of sexuality fades away. The air clears. Marriage becomes more of a haven. My life with God yields unexpected rewards.

LYRICS FROM THE LOVE SONGS broadcast on pop radio stations tap into romantic yearnings but promise more than any person can deliver. "You are my everything." "I can't live without you." Sexual desires and romantic longings are a kind of debased sacrament. If humanity serves as your religion, then sex becomes an act of worship. On the other hand, if God is the object of your religion, then romantic love becomes an unmistakable pointer, a rumor of transcendence as loud as any we hear on earth.

I credit three things—classical music, the beauty of nature, and romantic love—as responsible for my own conversion. The first two convinced me of the goodness of this world, and prodded me to search for the One who had made it. The third convinced me of the possibility of change in myself. I met a woman who saw worth in me where I had seen little. The hard, cynical shell I had carefully cultivated as a form of protection split apart like a carapace, and to my surprise I discovered that vulnerability need not mean danger.

Romance gives intriguing hints of transcendence. I am "possessed" by the one I love. I think of her day and night, languish when she leaves me, perform brave deeds to impress her, revel in her attention, live for her, even die for her. I want to be both heroic and meek at the same time. For a time, and only for a time, I can live on that edge of exaltation. Then reality sets in, or boredom, betrayal, old age, or death. At least, though, I can see in it a glimpse of God's infinite capacity for such attention. Could this be how God views us?

Charles Williams, a colleague and close friend of C. S. Lewis, wrote that romantic love gives us a new vision of one other human being, an insight into his or her "eternal identity." For a brief time, at least, romance gives us the ability to see the best in one other person, to ignore or forgive flaws, to bask in endless fascination. That state, said Williams, gives a foretaste of how we will one day view every resurrected person, and how God now views us. Romantic love does not distort vision but corrects it, in a very narrow range. The Bible uses explicit romantic images to describe God's love for us: What we feel in passing for one person, God feels eternally for the many.

DOSTOEVSKY'S Notes from the Underground contains a chilling scene in which the underground man, a disturbed egoist, visits a prostitute. He pays his money, she performs, and then the two of them lie there in silence. Suddenly he looks to the side and sees two wide-open eyes staring at him. "The look in those eyes was coldly indifferent and sullen, as though it were utterly detached, and it made me feel terribly depressed." Then it occurs to him that for two hours he has not said a word to the naked creature beside him, and has not even thought it necessary.

Now, however, I suddenly saw clearly how absurd and hideous like a spider was the idea of vice which, without love, grossly and shamelessly begins where true love finds its consummation. We went on looking at each other like that for a long time, but she did not drop her eyes before mine, nor did she change her expression, so that in the end it made me for some reason feel creepy.

An extraordinary conversation takes place. The underground man asks the prostitute's name. "Liza." He inquires about her nationality and her parents. He speaks of a funeral he observed that morning. He asks about her profession, and they discuss love, sex, and married life.
Gradually the two, who have wordlessly completed the most intimate act of physical union, become human to one another. A relationship, guarded and manipulative but a relationship nonetheless, stirs to life. In the remainder of the book, a plot plays out in which Liza penetrates the underground man's armor of cruel egoism by responding to him with tenderness and selfless love. "Something was not dead within me," he finally realizes; the prostitute Liza, a person even more pitiable than himself, has coaxed it out.

A few mysterious passages in the Bible hint that, besides being a token of human intimacy, sex has layers of further meaning. Weddings often include the passage from Ephesians in which Paul declares, "After all, no one ever hated his own body, but he feeds and cares for it, just as Christ does the church—for we are members of his body. 'For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh.' This is a profound mystery—but I am talking about Christ and the church.' "

In one sense, we are never more Godlike than in the act of sex. We make ourselves vulnerable. We risk. We give and receive in a simultaneous act. We feel a primordial delight, entering into the other in communion. Two independent beings open their inmost selves and experience not a loss but a gain. In some way—"a profound mystery" not even Paul dared explore—this most human act reveals something of the nature of reality, God's reality, in his relations with creation and perhaps within the Trinity itself.

I will go no further because to do so seems a kind of sacrilege, an ignorant probing of what we cannot possibly comprehend, an attempt to reduce an irreducible mystery. Simply recognizing the sacramental nature of sex does, however, shed light on some of the sexual taboos of the Bible. I now see them not as capricious rules to spoil our sexual adventures but rather as guidelines protecting something of great value that can only be realized in an exclusive, covenant relationship.

Confining sex to marriage does not guarantee that we will realize anything beyond physical gratification in our sex lives. It may, however, create an environment of safety, intimacy, and trust where the true meaning of sex, the sacramental meaning, may at times break through. Marriage provides the security we need to experience sex without restraint, apart from guilt, danger, or deceit. Teenagers worry that they will miss out on something if they heed the Bible's warnings against premarital sex. Actually, the warnings are there to keep them from missing out on something. Fidelity sets a boundary in which sex can run free.

I ONCE HEARD AN ACTOR being interviewed on late-night television. "Tell me," said David Letterman. "You're a sex symbol who plays all sorts of exciting roles with gorgeous women. How does that compare to your real life, off-screen?"

The actor reminded Letterman that he had been happily married for 20 years. Then he said, "Here's the difference in a nutshell. In the movies, life is mostly about sex and occasionally about children. Married life is mostly about children and occasionally about sex."

Sex is such a powerful force that a young person may have trouble understanding how anything else could ever eclipse it. Most married people, like the actor, will tell you that sex within marriage is neither as easy nor as important as they had imagined before marriage. It expresses intimacy, yes, and provides pleasure. But much of marriage consists in making day-to-day decisions, managing the complexities of careers and schedules, rearing children, negotiating differences, juggling finances, and all the other effort involved in keeping a home running.

Marriage strips away the illusions about sex pounded into us daily by the entertainment media. Few of us live with oversexed supermodels. We live instead with ordinary people, men and women who get bad breath, body odors, and unruly hair; who menstruate and experience occasional impotence; who have bad moods and embarrass us in public; who pay more attention to our children's needs than our own. We live with people who require compassion, tolerance, understanding, and an endless supply of forgiveness. So do our partners. Such is the ironical power of sex: It lures us into a relationship that offers to teach us what we need far more—sacrificial love.

Philip Yancey is a CT columnist and author of Rumors of Another World (Zondervan, 2003), from which this article was adapted with permission.

**AUGUSTINE’S FALSE VIEW OF SEX—COMMENTS ON DA VINCI CODE (by Tony Campolo)

THOUGHT ON DAVINCI CODE by Tony Campolo

The film, The DaVinci Code, is bound to upset a lot of Christians. Personally, I think the plot is absurd for a number of reasons, but the most obvious is that a host of Christians, including all but two of the apostles, died martyr’s deaths in the firm belief that they were giving their lives believing in a crucified and resurrected savior. This would have never happened if Dan Brown’s made-up story was true. 

There is good reason, however, for Christians, especially Roman Catholics, to be outraged by the film. That is because it proposes that the hierarchy of the Church has conspired over the centuries to lie to Christendom in order to perpetuate a religion that gave them wealth, power and prestige. Such a judgment is disingenuous and pejorative, to say the least. It is the epitome of cynicism to suggest such a thing. 

What should not upset Christians is the idea that Jesus, whom they believe to be God incarnate, could not have been married and have had children, which the plot of the movie contends, and still have been divine. I must raise the question: “Why not?” 

Is there something sinful about having sexual intercourse? 

Is marriage something that lessens a person’s spirituality? 

Is having children something that would keep the Son of God from being wholly submissive to His Father? 

The answer to all of these questions is “No.” 

I have asked several prominent theologians if getting married, having sexual intercourse, and fathering a child would have diminished, in any way, the sacredness of Jesus. There was unified agreement that there is no reason to suppose that it would have. To answer otherwise would be to suggest that there was something inherently evil about marriage. To propose that sexual intercourse cannot be a holy act would be to contradict all the good things that Christian ethicists have been trying to tell us about sex for the last several centuries. But, in spite of what these scholars say, there are still negative connotations to sexuality in the minds of most Christians, and that is why so many are angry about a movie that makes Jesus into a married man. 

The blame for such erroneous judgments about sex and marriage can be traced back to influences that Greek philosophy has had on Christianity. Theologizing, as they did, within the context of a Hellenistic culture, the Church Fathers, during the centuries following the first century church, adopted ways of thinking that had more in common with Plato than with the Hebrew tradition that had birthed Christianity. 

Those in the Platonic tradition taught that, prior to birth, each of us was a pure and perfect disembodied spirit. Then, at birth, that spirit (i.e., the soul) was imprisoned in human flesh. The ancient Greeks believed the flesh was inherently evil. They held to the belief that the human body, with all of its appetites, was a sinful thing. Simply put, the Greeks thought that the spirit was essentially good and, in this life, would have to war against the desires of the flesh. 

No theologian gave better expression of this kind of thinking than the third century St. Augustine. Augustine taught that the sex act (a bodily thing) committed by Adam and Eve was the “original sin” that was responsible for “the fall” of creation. Christianity has been trying to undo the damage done by that neo-Platonic church father through the many centuries since he gave us his theology. 

If Christianity is understood to be, as most Bible scholars agree it should be, as Hebraic in its antecedents, then sex and marriage would end up judged in dramatically more positive ways. The Jews considered the human body, with all of its functions, as a good creation of God. In reality, the Jewish tradition made marriage such a blessed elevation of persons that in ancient Israel a man was not considered fully actualized until he took a wife. Having children, for the Jews, was deemed an affirmation of goodness from God.

If Christianity is understood to be, as most Bible scholars agree it should be, as Hebraic in its antecedents, then sex and marriage would end up judged in dramatically more positive ways. The Jews considered the human body, with all of its functions, as a good creation of God. In reality, the Jewish tradition made marriage such a blessed elevation of persons that in ancient Israel a man was not considered fully actualized until he took a wife. Having children, for the Jews, was deemed an affirmation of goodness from God. 

Given that Jesus was Jewish, and that the Biblical message must be understood from a Jewish perspective, there is no reason why Christians should go ballistic at the thought of Jesus being married or having children, as the DaVinci Code erroneously declares. If you are a Christian and you are upset with such thoughts, get over it. When sexual intercourse occurs in the context of marriage, it is a sanctified act. And having children is a holy calling. 

There is a great deal of confusion that will be generated by this film, but if it forces us to think about what the Bible really teaches us about sex and marriage it may do us all a great deal of good.

Married…with Passion--Why a good sex life is worth forethought as well as foreplay.

By Kevin Leman

Think about it: 90 percent of life is filled with mundane tasks, such as changing dirty diapers, cleaning up countless spills, paying the bills, going to the grocery store, filling the gas tank. And many men and women have financial obligations that require them to work in deadly dull jobs.

Into this world of obligation and responsibility, God has dropped something absolutely fabulous into our laps. At the end of the day (and sometimes at the beginning!), when our work is done and the kids are in bed, we can touch, kiss, and pleasure each other in such a way that the world feels light-years away.

A fulfilling sex life colors the marriage from top to bottom and is a powerful marital glue—even stronger than children, common values, faith, or dreams.

The kind of sex I'm talking about takes work and forethought—but the dividends are worth the effort. 

Women: Why you want to make hubby happy

1. A sexually fulfilled husband will do anything for you.

Sex is such a basic need for men that when this area is well taken care of, they feel immense appreciation and act accordingly. A sexually fulfilled man drives to work thinking, I'm so glad I married that woman. I must be the happiest man alive! And then heads home thinking, What special thing can I do for my wife this evening? If you want this kind of loyalty and appreciation, meet your husband's sexual needs; no other need generates such deep thankfulness.

Some wives may be thinking, I tried that, and it didn't work. You can't just "try" this; it has to become a way of life. One good time of sex will make a man thankful—for a while. But if he's turned down the next five times, he'll think about the five rejections, not that one special night.

For the majority of men, this sexual need is the primary request they seek from their wives. You can be the best cook, and a fantastic conversationalist, but if you put no effort into your lovemaking, your husband will feel disappointed. Conversely, if you give your husband a thrilling sex life, you might be surprised at how little he cares about other things that go wanting.

2. A sexually fulfilled husband is a scriptural mandate.

In 1 Corinthians 7:3-5 the apostle Paul writes: "The husband should fulfill his marital duty to his wife, and likewise the wife to her husband. The wife's body does not belong to her alone but also to her husband. In the same way, the husband's body does not belong to him alone but also to his wife. Do not deprive each other except by mutual consent and for a time, so that you may devote yourselves to prayer. Then come together again so that Satan will not tempt you because of your lack of self-control."

While I don't pretend to be a Bible scholar, I can give you the Leman translation: Paul is telling us he wants us to do it. And if we want to stop for prayer, that's okay. And then what I love about this great saint of the church is that he wants us to do it again!

Now, if talking to your husband, I'd remind him that one of the all-time great biblical lines is, "Love does not demand its own way" (1 Corinthians 13:5, NLT). When a guy tries to use 1 Corinthians 7 to get his wife to do something kinky or distasteful to her, that's not what Paul is talking about.

Marriage is an exercise in mutual submission. Admittedly, there are times you're too pooped to whoop; but if you're the only one too pooped, you may be willing to whoop anyway because you know that will please your spouse.

Here's a common scenario: a husband wakes up early with incontrovertible physical evidence that Mr. Happy is ready to go "dancing." He looks over and there's his wife, sleeping. With a glance at the clock, he notices that it's 6:15 and they don't have to get up until 7:00.

Forty-five minutes! he thinks. Man, what I could do in 45 minutes!

He then starts to communicate in a way only a man would think effective—he reaches his toe over to his wife's side of the bed and pokes her. When that doesn't work, he might become more direct and grab a breast, fully expecting, even after 15 years of marriage, that this grab will turn her into a raging sex kitten: "Why honey, I was waiting all night for you to wake me up by grabbing my breast!" Or—my favorite—he'll look at a woman who's snoring like a donkey and ask loudly, "Honey, are you asleep?"

If the marriage is a selfish one, the man will hear all sorts of defenses: "We'll wake the children." "I'm tired."

If the marriage is a selfless but nonfulfilling one, the wife may acquiesce with all the enthusiasm of someone reading the phone book.

If the marriage is a satisfied one, both parties will see the other's side. The man may realize his wife needs her sleep and, because of his love for her, lets her get that sleep. Or the wife may sacrificially decide that giving her body with joy to her husband is more important than those few minutes of slumber.

Some of these interludes, although they may start off rocky, can end up being great. But in so many marriages, when a spouse gets turned down, the seeds of bitterness are planted to the point where, later that day, the wife asks the husband to go to the grocery store and he says, "No, I can't."

"Why not? You're just watching the game."

"I'm busy."

"You don't look busy." 

"I don't care what I look like, I'm busy." 

What's going on here?

It's a delayed reaction. Admittedly, while it's a cheap shot, it happens all the time. The husband thinks, If she turns me down, I'll turn her down.

Proverbs 13:12 tells us, "Hope deferred makes the heart sick." When a man's hopes are regularly beaten down, anger, hostility, and resentment will eventually fill that house. A lot of us have unrealistic hopes that need to be challenged: I thought I'd have sex every night of my marriage, and it didn't take too long to figure out that wasn't going to happen! That's why it's important to talk about your expectations with your spouse—before your marriage, at the beginning of your marriage, and all throughout your marriage. It's the only way to find out, as a couple, which needs are unrealistic, and which are legitimate. Hopes that are legitimate shouldn't be simply tossed aside; if they sour, they'll affect every aspect of your relationship.

3. A sexually fulfilled husband will feel good about himself.

So much of who we are as men is tied into how our wives respond to us sexually. While this may surprise some of you wives, as a psychologist I believe that every healthy man wants to be his wife's hero. While he's delighted that you're experiencing an ecstatic orgasm, he's also watching you thinking, I did that to her, thank you very much.

He may not be the top dog at work, he may not have the fastest car, his hair may be falling out while his gut is getting bigger, but if his honey loves him enough to occasionally lose control in the heat of passion, he'll still feel like the king of the world. Why? Because he can please his woman. 

Men: Make your wife happy

1. Sex is better when it's offered.

The best sexual satisfaction comes from satisfying someone else, not in being satisfied.

"But Dr. Leman," some men may protest, "talking about my wife's sexual needs is an oxymoron—she doesn't have any!" It may be that your wife has no interest in sex the way you want to have it. Have you ever considered that if you finished up the dishes and put the kids to bed while she soaked in a tub, then rubbed some lotion into her feet, and read to her or talked to her about her day—that's what sex means to her? This needs to become a way of life before your wife will feel rested enough and appreciative enough to open up more sexually.

Learn to find your satisfaction in your wife's orgasm, and you'll change your love life. Instead of making sex something you demand, make it something you offer. You've got to make it enticing to your wife. Find out what gets her purring, and pursue that.

2. Who's winning in the marriage?

Control wreaks havoc in a marriage, and control is where most men fail. Because a man is often expected to be the physical aggressor, it's easy for him to develop a controlling position in marriage by "proving" his masculinity every time he has sex.

You know what? Sometimes a woman enjoys being "vanquished" in the midst of a healthy, loving, and committed marriage. But I've never met a woman who wants sex to be like that all the time, or even most of the time.

If sex becomes a problem issue in a marriage, it's often a power struggle over "who's the boss." And men are adept at the subtle ways they wield power. In fact, a woman can be "controlled" by a man who never approaches her for sex. He may always insist that his wife initiate sex, so he never risks being turned down. There's a psychological MO at play: for him to have emotionally satisfying sex, it has to be on his terms.

A much healthier model is one of mutual submissiveness. Mutual submissiveness insists you die to your self. Marriage is about learning to put someone else's needs above your own, and this goes far beyond the bedroom. It's about graciously doing the mundane, everyday things as part of being a couple, developing a friendship, and caring for each other.

If you "win" in your marriage, you'll lose at life. Give up control. Use your power to serve, protect, and pleasure.

3. Sexually pursue your wife outside the bedroom. Good sex is an all-day affair. You can't treat your wife like a servant and expect her to be eager to sleep with you at night. Your wife's sexual responsiveness will be determined by how willingly you help out with the dishes, the kids' homework, or that leaky faucet that drips.

This is difficult for many men to understand, in large part because we remove sex from every other part of our life. We think sex fixes things on its own—but it doesn't do that for a woman. The context, the history, the current level of emotional closeness—all that directly affects your wife's desire and enjoyment of sexual relations. A good lover works just as hard outside the bedroom as he does inside it.

Marriage and marital sexuality require a lot of trust. That's why the marriage bed is usually an accurate picture of what else is going on in the marriage. The degree to which a couple is vulnerable to each other eventually plays out in the bedroom. If trust isn't built, the marital bed will grow cold. Conversely, when trust is lovingly handled, marital passion heats up. Success in the bedroom then spills into other areas of the relationship; the wife and husband are kinder to each other and treat each other with greater respect.

When you improve your marriage, you'll usually improve your sex life. When you improve your sex life, you'll improve the rest of your marriage. The two are intricately entwined, so making more effort in any one area is a good investment.

Wives, do you want your husband to be a better father? Do you want him to spend more time at home? To listen to you more carefully? Work at helping him become sexually fulfilled.

Husbands, do you want a wife who has less stress, who's more appreciative and respectful of you? Learn what pleases her sexually.

Every couple can benefit from improving their sex lives. It's pleasant work, and in my experience there are few things that produce such amazing fringe benefits.

Adapted from Sheet Music. © 2003 by Kevin Leman. Used by permission of Tyndale House Publishers.
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***Sex Through The Decades--What you need to know now—and later

Sex Through the Decades
What you need to know now—and later
By Shay and Robert Roop
Forewarned is forearmed, and it's helpful to know what each decade may bring sexually. A tablespoonful of attention, a dash of appreciation, a cupful of communication, tossed lightly with creativity and a good sense of humor is a great recipe for "good lovin" in any decade.

20s: Sex, sex, sex
This is the decade of lots of sex, and often. Many couples marry out of college or later in their twenties, and are "rarin' to go." They have time and no major responsibilities, such as children, to deal with. They're unencumbered, and everything about the relationship is still fresh.

That was Heather and Mark's experience. They were married right out of college. Heather's heart beat faster when Mark entered a room. She loved the smell of him, and felt her stomach flip-flop when he kissed her.

While it was difficult, they'd waited to have sex until after their wedding. At their wedding reception, all Mark could think about was, Tonight's the night!
And that's pretty much what he continued to think every night through this decade. That's when their differences began to surface. Soon, Mark felt as if he always wanted sex more often than Heather. His raging sex drive produced an unyielding longing for sex.

Heather, however, was satisfied with making love two to three times a week. "Is sex all you ever think about?" she'd ask him when his affections turned inevitably to foreplay. And often that foreplay turned into arguments about sexual frequency.

What's up with that?
• Couples first notice libido differences, often creating pressure for the female and frustration for the male.

• While a man's sexual peak is during his late teens and early twenties, it can easily stay charged well into his late twenties. He feels driven by his body. Thus it's called a sex drive.

What women need to know
• As the twenties progress men become more able to slow down. That means they don't have to recite the Gettysburg Address to stave off an orgasm while they're waiting for you to climax. They're more ready to listen to what will pleasure you.

What men need to know
• Men can become aroused in 2 to 3 minutes (and sometimes 30 seconds!)—but women take 10 times as long. That's 20 to 30 minutes to become as aroused as her man. Marriage won't turn a Crock-Pot into a microwave! Remember, the first description of love in Corinthians 13 is, "Love is patient."

• You'll get further in the sexual department if every affectionate moment doesn't turn into a sexual overture.

What can we do?
• Talk to your spouse about sex! The wife needs to communicate where and when are her best times for sex, as well as what turns her on and what makes her climax. Communication will improve sex better than any book on technique. The biggest obstacle to good sex is silence.

• Don't just say no. The best thing for your marriage is to negotiate your sex life. Compromise times and types. Try these times: early in the morning, Saturday afternoon, right after work, a specific day. Try these types: quickies (one person gets an orgasm); no-frills sex (both get an orgasm but no extras); gourmet sex (sex with all the trimmings: candles, music, massage, and anything else that makes sex a feast).

30s: Career vs sex
This decade often finds couples settling into their "life's work." Careers and kids, houses and stuff. Often sex gets pushed to the side.

During Sandy and David's thirties, life demanded limitless energy. Sandy rebounded from two C-sections, worked part time, and taught Sunday school. When David spontaneously wanted sex sometimes, Sandy refused. "I'm worn out!" she'd admit. "After dealing with a busy schedule and caring for the kids, I'm too tired." Plus she felt insecure and less sexy about her body now that she'd had two babies and gained 15 pounds.

David's life had also changed from the lightheartedness of the twenties to greater responsibility and a promotion at work. Whenever he felt overly tired or stressed, he became alarmed by a sluggishness in the erection department. Replacing the spontaneity he thought would never end were the demands of work, children, and their busy lives.

What's up with that?
• One of the main problems of the thirties is time pressure and busyness.

• Because of fatigue, work schedules, PMS, and sick kids, "thirtysomethings" move from spontaneity to planned outings.

• Sex may become the last priority on the list or begin to get stale, especially if the same tired agenda is always used to reach orgasm.

What women need to know
• Men hate giving up the idea of sexual spontaneity.

• Because of stress or fatigue, men can become more sluggish with their erections, which can lead to his avoiding sex altogether.

• You may say, "I don't want to have sex," but your husband hears, "I don't want to have sex with you." Saying, "Not now" instead of, "No" lets your husband grasp it will happen, just not at that moment. But be sure to make time for intimacy within the next 24-48 hours or your hubby will start to believe that "not now" is the same as "no." Another characteristic of biblical love is that it is kind, and kindness is essential when turning down your mate for sex.

• Most women think gaining weight is a major turn-off to their mates, so they allow their own ideas and misconceptions to make them feel insecure. In many studies, however, a wife's weight gain doesn't affect her husband's sexual fires at all. 

What men need to know
• Begging for or pouting over sex doesn't entice your wife to be more willing. But accepting "not now" will.

• Planning intimacy doesn't ruin it; it insures it will take place.

• Women need a great deal of affirmation about their bodies, especially after childbirth or if they've put on a few pounds. Try telling your wife, "You will always look sexy to me, and I can't get enough of you."

What can we do?
• Spice things up! Don't settle for the same old/same old. Get creative: change positions, try sex in different rooms (when the kids are asleep or out of the house!). Have fun!

• Husbands, give your wife a break from the kids. Let her go out for some "girl time" or treat her to a nice, quiet restaurant or an overnight stay at a local hotel. That refreshment can earn you more passion and a sexier attitude.

• If your hubby is slow "getting out of the gate," spoil each other with erotic touching or massage. Cuddling is a great way to show affection without the pressure of sex.

40s: Mid-life sex
This decade is a tenuous time because of so many changes. Suddenly you need glasses. Your tooth pain is gum disease. And your doctor informs you check-ups for prostate, cervical, and/or breast cancer will be done on a regular basis for the rest of your life! Often aged parents begin to need help, and you awaken to face your own mortality.

Sandy and Grant began having sexual problems after Sandy started experiencing "empty nest" syndrome. She turned to Grant to have her emotional and sexual needs met, but he'd just been made vice president of his computer company and was working more than ever. Sandy felt as though she was in her sexual prime, but Grant wasn't interested in sex and treated it more like an obligation than a desire.

Sandy then turned outside her home and began to volunteer at the local hospital. She confessed to Grant she'd been having coffee with a doctor every day and was developing feelings for him. They began counseling immediately and processed what had gotten them to that point.

What's up with that?
• This decade is typically a woman's sexual prime.

• This is the most dangerous decade for mid-life crisis—for both men and women.

• Unmet intimacy needs equal frustration. Fulfilled intimacy needs equal contentment.

• Most people develop a newfound awareness of the effects of gravity and the ticking clock. They look to their mates to affirm their continued attractiveness and desirability.

• Lovemaking during this decade can be savored like Godiva chocolate, not gulped like water on a hot day.

What women need to know
• Good communication is vital when husbands aren't meeting intimacy needs. Be honest and upfront. Men won't understand subtle, vague, or mixed messages.

• Men have their own insecurities as their hair becomes thinner, their abs become flabs, and they worry about enough money for retirement.

• A man needs affirmation for his sexual prowess, his attractiveness to you, and your sexual need for him.

What men need to know
• Pay attention! Recognize your wife's natural sexual prime and celebrate it with her. Try to remember what your sexual prime felt like.

• Real communication is only 7 percent words, so it's important to look at your wife's face and body language and listen to her tone of voice to get the message she's sending.

• Attention from her husband is a women's top intimacy need, and attention is spelled T-I-M-E.

What can we do?
• Women: throw out your sleep shirt and shake the dust off the black teddy in the back of the drawer.

• Men: Reinstate date nights.

• Practice slow lovemaking. Read together the beautiful erotic poetry of the Song of Songs.

50s+: Slower times
Fact of life: our bodies aren't 20 anymore. Everything moves a little slower, including our libidos.

Amy and Doug couldn't believe they were fiftysomething. They were shocked when they received their application to AARP! They still felt young and had always had a satisfying sex life. Lately, though, Amy wasn't as interested in sex and complained that it hurt her at times. She also noticed she was having difficulty lubricating and reaching orgasm. She'd gone through menopause with no problems, so she couldn't understand her body's disinterest in sex.

Doug had been pondering some changes in his sexuality as well. He had difficulty getting a hard erection without direct tactile stimulation or longer foreplay. Now his "repeat performances" were usually the next day, not the next hour. And he wasn't as interested in having sex.

Amy visited her gynecologist and discovered that she was deficient in vaginal estrogen and testosterone. She was surprised to learn that testosterone was the hormone of desire in both men and women. Her physician prescribed testosterone gel, applied to her thighs at night, to help reinstate her libido, and vaginal estrogen to nourish and moisturize her vagina.

Doug saw his urologist and was relieved to learn his sexual concerns were typical changes of aging and not a sign of a physical problem. However, his physician changed his blood pressure medicine because of erection problem side effects, and prescribed Viagra for those times of performance uncertainty.

Once Doug and Amy understood how their aging bodies worked, and what they could do about it, they were happily back to a normal sexual regime.

What's up with that?
• Bodily and sexual response changes are more noticeable.

• Women and men both have a reduction in the hormone of desire, testosterone.

• Women may need vaginal estrogen to moisturize the vagina and testosterone gel to reverse a loss of desire.

• Men may experience normal changes such as slower erections, lack of firmness, fewer orgasms, longer recovery time, and no ejaculations with some orgasms.

• Many medications have sexual side effects that your physician or pharmacist may not mention.

• Couples who remain sexually active live longer and healthier lives. Some studies even suggest that sexuality promotes brain function in seniors.

What women need to know
• There's a myth that seniors who are sexual are "dirty old men or women." Don't believe it! Sex is for married couples of all ages.

• Men need more foreplay and more direct stimulation to their genitals to become and stay erect.

• Men may need more atmosphere and anticipation than before. Sexy whispers about the evening, seductive touching in the afternoon, or some sheer lingerie could do the trick.

What men need to know
• Sometimes penile-vaginal penetration may cause your wife discomfort, so go slow and work up to deeper thrusts.

• Even with the estrogen cream and the testosterone gel your wife may need longer foreplay to become aroused, so be patient with her, as she is with you.

• Typically, the ceremony and foreplay men need in their fifties and sixties elicits empathy for the struggles their wives have had through the earlier decades.

What can we do?
• Apply any lubricants or gels in private to preserve the romance.

• It's okay to check out medications such as Viagra to help keep your sexual relationship sizzling.

• If either spouse is on a medication, check with a physician to determine if the side effects are impacting sexual drive or responses.

Shay and Robert Roop are Christian sex therapists in private practice. Shay is author of For Women Only: God's Design for Female Sexuality and Intimacy (AMG).
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I Know What You Did Last Night (guys need intimacy more than sex)

A recent survey demonstrates that college guys, especially, struggle with Internet pornography. This reprint from Boundless Webzine takes a closer look. 

 

 
 
by Steve Watters, M.A.

Ken* struggled to adjust to the dorm scene his freshman year. Guys dropped by his room all the time, but not to see him. In fact they ignored him as they hung out with his roommate who seemed to be adjusting just fine. Ken hoped to simply get by - going through the motions of college and often bypassing the social scene around him. At this tough time, pictures of naked women seemed to be faithful friends. When he felt lonely or frustrated, he knew exciting images were only a few clicks away on the Internet. The rush they provided dulled the drudgery of sitting in class and the awkwardness of social time between classes.

Ken knew it wasn't right. He struggled with pornography throughout high school and going to a Christian college didn't change things, but he thought it was just a private little habit he'd have to work on. Until his habit was exposed. Some guys on his hall - the same ones he hadn't been able to fit in with - caught him in the act. They spread the word and seemed to enjoy the embarrassment it caused him. It made him mad. He denied viewing the porn even though he had been caught. He lost his temper and started pushing people around. When the pushing led to a fight, Ken got kicked out of the dorm.

Out from the shadows

Ken's not the only one whose problem is now public - he's part of a trend identified at several Christian college campuses. Sixty-eight percent of the guys surveyed at five religiously affiliated schools recently said they had intentionally looked for porn online.** In that survey by the National Coalition for the Protection of Children and Families, 10 percent said they viewed porn frequently and five percent thought they had a problem with it.

The wiring of Christian colleges for Internet over the past few years pushed the issue into public view. School administrators can no longer deny a porn problem when they review logs of campus Internet activity filled with porn sites or watch late night spikes in telecom demand as students plug their modems into dorm room phone jacks. Additionally, campus pastors and counselors can't ignore the problem as more and more students come by telling how their old smut habits were accelerated via the convenience and affordability of Internet porn.

Talk about porn on the campus of a state school and students will say, "What's the big deal? It's not hurting anybody." Christian students usually know better. The same survey that looked at porn exposure on campus also asked about attitudes. While a majority of those interviewed had seen porn, they also agreed on three facts: Porn can be addictive, porn hurts relationships, and viewing porn is a sin that damages relationship with God.

So that means a lot of Christian students have a gap between their beliefs about pornography and their behavior. Like Paul, they do the things they don't want to do and are not able to do what they would like to do. Recognizing this gap, many Christian colleges now install filters on their Internet service, but they also go the next step and try to help students do the equivalent of installing a filter on their hearts. "This is a problem that can't be solved with technology alone," says David Tilley, Vice President of Student Life at Lee University in Tennessee.

Lee, along with Taylor, Wheaton, Biola and several other schools now look to special chapels, accountability groups, and innovative dorm programs to address sexual purity and to provide guys like Ken with a safe place to confess their struggles. Their effort is paying off. During a recent revival at Biola University, several students confessed their Internet porn problem and were finally able to work towards freedom from a lifelong struggle.

A Longing for Intimacy

Like those at Biola, many students have discovered that confession can break the cycle of shame driving their porn habit. "What drew me in deeper to pornography was the secrecy, shame, and guilt that is usually associated with it," says Brad* who struggled throughout college. "I felt like I couldn't tell anyone about my problem, and this began to snowball. The deeper I became involved in pornography, the harder it was to climb out."

Here's how the cycle works. Whether they recognize it or not, guys like Ken and Brad need relational intimacy - they need for people to know them and like them. Early on, however, they realize that relationships can be awkward and complicated. Meanwhile, their needs are still strong and they see that pornography can at least give them some sense of satisfaction without all the complications of human relationships. Now they have a secret - a dirty little habit they don't want anyone to know about. They still need intimacy, but they think, "if anyone knew what I did last night, they wouldn't love me." And so they build walls that make it even harder to be known and loved.

Guys aren't known for sitting around and talking about an underlying need for intimacy. More often they can be found in testosterone-fueled conversations about the more physical aspects of sexuality. But intimacy - that experience of being known and loved - is a powerful need that nevertheless drives sexual desire. That's why the act of intercourse was once described as "being known" (as in "David took her into his tent and knew her.")

But who is "knowing" anybody when a guy stares at an airbrushed image on a computer screen? The tragedy is that pornography pretends to meet a need for intimacy while systematically making intimacy impossible. In his book, The Centerfold Syndrome, Dr. Gary Brooks explains that pornography erodes a man's ability to relate to a woman in an intimate and honest way because it "pays scant attention to [his] needs for sensuality and intimacy while exalting [his] sexual needs."

An image of a woman without her clothes creates sexual excitement, but disconnected from marital closeness, it fails to deliver the closeness and oneness that complement visual stimulation. C. S. Lewis paints a great word picture for this in Mere Christianity. "You must not isolate [sexual] pleasure and try to get it by itself," he says, "any more than you ought to try to get the pleasures of taste without swallowing and digesting, by chewing things and spitting them out again."

Worried that his porn habit had damaged his sexual appetite, a student named Tyler* vowed he wouldn't take a porn problem into his marriage. It wasn't easy, though. His commitment required him to fight back years of experiencing sex as a selfish and controlling act through pornography and masturbation and to replace it with a selfless and intimate view of sex in the context of serving his wife. "Marriage won't cure a porn addiction, so don't wait until then to address it," Tyler says, "It isn't fair to your future wife and it shortchanges the relationship that God has for you."

The notion that intimacy heightens sexuality even made it to the hip and worldly pages of Men's Health magazine recently. In a surprisingly critical look at Internet porn surfing, the writer questioned the value of sexual pleasure that is disconnected from a committed and intimate relationship. One of his better quotes comes from Carl, an oceanographer, who says, "It is a constant battle to remind myself, when arousal material is so easily accessed, that to attain a higher level of real sexual fulfillment takes intimacy."

One concept Men's Health magazine probably won't tackle however, is the idea that real intimacy begins with God. In a fallen world, anyone who desires to be known deeply and loved deeply will inevitably be disappointed by his or her relationships. Only God can know you and love you completely. Think about that. He's the only person who sees you around the clock and knows your every thought. He sees all the good things in you that you want the world to see, but He also sees all the bad stuff you want to hide. And remarkably, He loves you unconditionally.

In response, God asks that you love the people around you in the same way He loves you. Instead of being focused on having your needs for love and intimacy met by others, God calls you to receive His love and then focus on loving others. So what it comes down to is this. Pornography promises something like intimacy and then cheats you of real intimacy twice. First it pushes a wedge between you and God - the only one who can know and love you completely. And secondly it gets you so focused on your own desires that you are unable to know and love anyone else in an intimate relationship.

C.S. Lewis provides another illustration offering a clear distinction between the brief and counterfeit pleasures of pornography compared with the eternal and abundant promises of intimacy with God. "We are half-hearted creatures," he says, "fooling about with drink and sex and ambition when infinite joy is offered us, like an ignorant child who wants to go on making mudpies in the slums because he cannot imagine what is meant by the offer of a holiday at the sea." His next line is the clincher: "We are far too easily pleased."

* Not his real name 

** The National Coalition for the Protection of Children and Families conducted this survey among 857 college students and released the results November 13, 2000. The five colleges involved asked not to be identified. The survey can be found online at www.nationalcoalition.org. 

First appeared in Boundless Webzine on January 10, 2001. Copyright © 2001 Focus on the Family. All rights reserved. International copyright secured.

**Sex after Kids?—Learning to Please Each Other Sexually

Don't settle for a life of celibacy. Reinvigorate your love life with these sizzling suggestions 

by David and Claudia Arp
Have cotton nightshirts replaced sexy lingerie? Have Teletubbies or Pokémon jingles replaced your favorite love songs? Are romance, intimacy and uninterrupted lovemaking just vague memories? Then you must be married with kids. 

As soon as the baby arrives, nearly every aspect of your relationship changes—including your love life. At a recent seminar, a mom named Helen asked us for advice. "My husband and I had a great love life before we had kids," she said. "But now we have a problem. Frankly, after three preschoolers climb on me all day, I just don't want to be touched. I'm exhausted and want my 'personal space' back. I end up making myself be intimate because I know my husband wants sex. He senses my reluctance and that doesn't help things. Any tips on how we can reignite a faltering love life?" 

Our advice to Helen applies to all couples struggling with getting their sex life back on track after kids arrive. You need to give yourself permission to prioritize your marriage—and that includes finding the time and energy to love each other. One warning: don't wait for spontaneity or you'll end up waiting a long, long time. Your marriage needs to come first, and here's why: your kids will wait while you build your marriage, but your marriage won't wait for your kids to grow up. Ask any couple whose marriage ended just as their kids left home. 

Couples with children become concerned about the loss of the easy intimacy they enjoyed earlier in their marriage. It's a common struggle but certainly not hopeless. We know; we've been there. 

When we'd been married four years, six pounds and seven ounces of dynamite blasted into our lives, blowing away our sex life and causing mass confusion. As new parents, we were overwhelmed, exhausted and insecure. We kept waiting for life to return to normal. It never did. When I (Claudia) went back for my six-week post-partum checkup, the doctor told me we could resume sex as usual. Whom was he kidding? After delivering an almost-seven-pound bundle of energy and nursing a ravenous baby several hours a day, I was exhausted and wanted sleep, not sex. 



Your kids will wait while you build your marriage,
but your marriage won't wait for your kids to grow up. 



Although I (Dave) was tired too, I didn't understand why Claudia and I were so out of sync. Our easygoing, relaxed routine was history. Then after we added two more kids to the mix, we almost gave up on both sex and sleep. Our sexual fantasy boiled down to eight hours of uninterrupted sleep. 

Becoming parents should not make us celibate, so how can couples have kids and still maintain a sex life? It's not easy, but it is possible, especially when you understand that great sex is much more than the physical act. We're talking about developing and nurturing a love life. 

Light Up Your Love Life
It didn't happen overnight or even in a few months, but with stubborn determination we found ways to reignite our love life. If you've just had a baby, your journey back to a healthy sex life will take time. Consider these factors: the type of birth (Caesarean or vaginal) and the difficulty of the delivery, the temperament of the child and the parents, the amount of support you get from family and others and your job situation. 

Our initial rebound from temporary celibacy was followed by years of working at maintaining an intentional love life. You can do it too. Here are four tips. 

1. Get some rest. Sleep-deprived spouses are not sexy, so before you can revitalize your love life you'll need to get some rest. Take a nap. Go to bed tonight when you get the kids to sleep. We actually have advised parents to have a sleep date. Get away for 24 hours, but spend the first part of it sleeping. Until you overcome some of your sleep deprivation, you won't be alert enough to concentrate on loving each other. 

2. Practice love talk. With adequate rest, both of you will be better able to talk about what you expect from your sex life. It's necessary to discuss each spouse's expectations because they're almost certain to be different. Talk about it until you understand each other. Initiate this intimate conversation in an atmosphere of trust, unconditional love and acceptance. If one partner is reluctant to talk, the other needs to be patient, gentle and accepting. The following questions may help you get started: 

• What do you think of when you imagine intimacy and closeness? 

• What is romance to you? Do you need romance to set the mood for sex? 

• What are the positive factors about your love life? 

• What brings you the most sexual fulfillment? What do you think brings your partner the most sexual fulfillment? 

• How often would you like to make love? 

• How much hugging and cuddling do you need before and after intercourse? Define this in minutes if necessary. 

• What are the fantasies you have been hoping to fulfill with each other? 

• What changes do you need to make to keep sex fresh and growing? 

3. Take marriage vitamins. After you understand each other's expectations, romance your mate at least one time each day by giving each other marriage vitamins, such as these: 

• Kiss for ten seconds (this is longer than you think!) every morning when you say good-bye and every evening when you say hello. 

• Hug each other for 20 seconds each day. 

• Flirt with each other. Even when there isn't time for sex, make sure your mate knows you want to. 

• Leave a romantic message on your partner's voice mail or e-mail. 

• Daydream about making love while doing the laundry, dishes and so on. 

• While getting ready for bed, light a scented candle and play romantic music on the radio or CD player. 

• Give your spouse a one-minute shoulder rub. 

• Rent a romantic movie and watch it together after the kids are in bed. 

4. Schedule time for sex. Yes, actually put it on your calendar (in code, of course). When our children were young, our working schedules were flexible. With the help of a wonderful Mom's Day Out program, we scheduled a couple of hours each Monday morning when we could be alone. This was our time to learn how to be great lovers. While our weekly Monday-morning trysts eventually ended, over the years we have continued to schedule time for lovemaking. Becoming great lovers is an acquired skill—but it is one you can develop if you schedule time for practice. 

The Bright Side
Since children present obstacles to finding time alone together, look for creative ways to get together. Use the challenges, delays and separations to fuel your romance. Because it's more difficult to make time for sex, you also appreciate it more when your plans for love succeed. 

Remember that sex is God's idea. He is the one who put the passion and desire in your heart for each other, and he wants you to celebrate your sensuality by loving each other with abandon. In a recent survey, we asked parents around the country to share tips for how to remain lovers while parenting their children. Here are their best suggestions: 

• Hire a sitter to take the kids to the park on Saturday morning for a couple of hours. 

• Have a weekly date night. This standing date isn't necessarily for sex, but it adds romance to your marriage. 

• On Sunday afternoons, save a favorite video for the children to watch while mom and dad "take a short rest." Then lock your bedroom door. 

• Let the kids spend the night at a friend's house. 

• Take a 24-hour getaway every couple of months. During these brief rendezvous, you can enjoy the spontaneity that just doesn't happen at home with kids around. 

• Put the kids to bed early and have a romantic candlelit dinner at home. 

A Lifetime of Love
If you're thinking "Hey, this is a lot of work!" you're right. But trust us, it's worth it. We've logged more than 30 years as lovers and parents. These days our home is quiet, yet in the recesses of our mind we can still hear the echoes of happy children. 

Now our sons are grown and have families of their own. And every now and then we hear little voices in our home, when our precious grandchildren come to visit. We see again the stresses, strains and joys of parenting through the bloodshot eyes of our children. Our wish for them and for you is to seize the day. In the middle of your hectic lives as you parent your kids, keep grabbing time to love each other. Not only can you have kids and a love life too—you can be lovers for a lifetime. 



Claudia and David Arp, MSW, lead Marriage Alive seminars across the country and are the authors of numerous books, including Love Life for Parents and 10 Great Dates (both Zondervan). Visit their website at www.marriagealive.com or e-mail them at mailine97@aol.com.

**How to Have a Lousy Sex Life

by Greg Kriefall 

Everyone thinks about sex.

Well, I shouldn't say everyone thinks about sex. There are those people who are dead. And then there is the 5 percent of the population who say they do not think about sex at least once a day. 

Not only do people think about sex, but there's a great majority of our culture that wants to improve their sex life. Go to any magazine rack and look for an article about sex. Cosmopolitan, Details and even Reader's Digest regularly include articles on sex--how to improve your love life, make it better, more exciting. 

Out of all these magazine articles, I've yet to see one that actually promises a lousy sex life. Life has taught me a few lessons about sex--good and bad. Just apply the following ideas to your own life and you, too, can have a lousy sex life. 

Lousy Sex Tip #1: 

Don't Communicate

Communication brings a whole lot of stuff into the relationship. You start to get to know the person more deeply, what they're like--their thoughts, feelings, desires. 

Quality communication also naturally leads to an understanding of the opposite sex--something you don't want if you desire lousy sex. 

Bad communication is key to bad relationships. Breakdown in communication was the No. 1 reason given for divorce in one survey. Maybe that's one reason why men and women are having such a hard time creating satisfying relationships. Misunderstandings, anger, and jealousy abound. These things happen when there's bad communication. 

A good sex life just might be a consequence of good communication. Good communication might cause you to start understanding and caring about the needs of your boyfriend or girlfriend. Caring leads to whole host of other problems--respect, commitment, love, intimacy. 

Good communication leads to a better environment for relationships. A better relationship makes for better sex. Stay away from communication. 

Lousy Sex Tip #2:

Don't Show Respect to Your Partner

Showing respect for someone really isn't that hard to do. It's just treating someone the way you want to be treated. But if you want a lousy sex life, be inconsiderate and rude and don't pay any attention to how the other person feels. 

Showing respect for another person sexually means respecting their boundaries when it comes to setting standards for sex. When we respect our boyfriend/girlfriend, we are saying they have feelings and they have value as a human. 

One psychologist put it this way, "A respectful person listens to you and cares about your feelings. Anyone who would reject you just because you don't take care of his or her sexual needs is making a totally self-centered statement." 

Respect also includes regard for yourself. That means you don't compromise your own standards either. Someone stated, "Don't depend on your partner to provide protection or good judgment in all sexual situations. She may put pressure on you when drunk or high or particularly horny. You need the courage to stand firm even if you are begged or threatened." 

To respect yourself is to stick to your convictions. To respect your partner means you care enough to respect the boundaries of your partner. 

Communication and respect--two things to avoid if your goal is still lousy sex.
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Lousy Sex Tip #3: 

Don't Pursue Intimacy

Intimacy is something to be feared, not embraced. You'll do fine without it. Or will you?

Let's define the term intimacy so we'll both be on the same page when we talk about it. Intimacy refers to communicating our most private or personal thoughts and feelings, a total life sharing. To know someone intimately is to know that person totally. 

Dear Abby once asked her female readers this question: "Would you rather have intercourse with the man you love, or sit on a couch and have a meaningful conversation with him?" More than 80 percent of her respondents said they would prefer the meaningful conversation. Intimacy without sex? What do these women know that most of us don't adhere to? 

Intimacy is scary. I have a natural tendency to shy away from it. And you're probably afraid of it too. There is this tension within us--we want others to know who we really are, and at the same time we are afraid to let others know who we really are. That's a problem. 

Intimacy with another person also carries the fear of rejection and the subsequent pain when we are rejected. Like a friend told me once, "The No. 1 reason we fear rejection is that it's happened to us before. And we remember what it feels like." 

And who wants to risk rejection? A person's got to be crazy to try it! But then again, maybe intimacy would be great for enjoying sex. Maybe there's something to enjoying sex in an intimate committed relationship. Then there wouldn't be the fear of performance because of the commitment between the partners. The insecurity would lessen because there wouldn't be the threat of rejection. 

When I was in college, I heard this speaker say, "Sex isn't what you really want. What you really want is intimacy." And I sat there thinking, Well, no, sex is what I really want. It's the intimacy part I can live without. At the time, I believed I knew myself better than this guy did. I see now that there is some truth to what he said. Sex is not intended to be a substitute for intimacy. 

Sharing my whole life with a person. Intimacy demands that. Intimacy is another thing to keep away from if you want lousy sex. 

Lousy Sex Tip #4:

Don't Worry About the Risks 

Here's that communication thing again. Maybe my partner would rather not know about the risks. Maybe my partner would rather not know about my past sex life. Besides, wouldn't it be an invasion of privacy to talk about past sexual experiences with my partner? 

But then again, there is a high risk of contracting something, especially since 75 percent of high school students have already had sex. And 20 percent of those have had at least four partners already. Imagine what it's like now that many of these students are in college. The risks of disease increase with the number of partners. 

It's hard to deny the facts. They are more than statistics. They are people. Some of them are students. Consider that: 

1 in 4 new HIV infections in the United States are estimated to occur among people under the age of 21. 

According to the Center for Disease Control, about 12 million cases of sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) are reported in the United States each year. 

Roughly two-thirds of those 12 million cases are reported in individuals under the age of 25. Many of these young people will suffer long-term consequences as a result. 

And, don't believe everything someone tells you: 

34 percent of men and 10 percent of women have told lies in order to have sex. 

68 percent of men and 59 percent of women have been involved with more than one person that their current partner doesn't know about. 

Just the thought of discussing these potential risks with a partner takes all the spontaneity out of sex. Then again . . ignorance is bliss. It could also permanently damage or kill you. Then you'd really have a lousy sex life.
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Lousy Sex Tip #5:

Don't Commit to Anything

Committing yourself to a relationship is similar to begging for a complicated life. Commitment takes work and sacrifice. You can really get to know the person to whom you are committed. Since that person is committed to you, fear and insecurity, especially about sex, become less a part of the relationship. 

A few years ago I started dating "Megan." We got serious very quickly, even though we never really talked about our feelings for each other. We started haphazardly planning a wedding and a future together. I know now that its supposed to be the other way around. First comes love and commitment, then comes the wedding plans. 

Eventually I did tell Megan that I loved her. But our relationship soon fell apart and we broke up a couple weeks later. I had mistakenly believed that if I said, "I love you" then a commitment would follow. There really was no commitment on my part to follow through on what I said. 

Though both of us were very hurt, we maintained a friendship and kept in contact. About two years later, we were having lunch, and she said something that surprised me, "I think one of the reasons we're still friends is that we were never physically involved." I think that's a wise insight on her part. Today Megan is married to a great guy who has since become my friend as well. 

Finding satisfaction in sex unfortunately takes commitment. Many people have concluded that the best sex is enjoyed in a committed relationship with one person. 

Look at what one therapist said: "Based on my fifteen years as a practicing Masters and Johnson-trained therapist, I have put together a book which . . . has a revolutionary premise of its own: that lifelong committed sex [with one person] has the potential to be more thrilling, more varied, more satisfying in every way than any other sexual arrangement you can think of." 

A totally committed relationship between two people equals the best sex. That sounds like marriage. It is marriage. Just recently, an extensive survey was done to find out which couples enjoy the best and most satisfying sex. The answer? Married couples committed to monogamous sex with each other. 

I believe in marriage. That's one reason why I have a lousy sex life--or more accurately stated . . . no sex life. I'm waiting for someone I can love and commit to. I'm waiting because of what I've learned from one of the most opular sex manuals ever written--the Bible. I've learned that it is God's desire for me to wait for sex until I'm in a committed, marriage relationship. It is in that quality of relationship that I'll experience the safety and intimacy needed for a good sex life. I'll say more about this later. 

Maybe I shouldn't have brought up the whole marriage thing. Commitment doesn't have anything to do with sex. Or does it? 

Lousy Sex Tip #6: 

Don't Bring Love Into the Relationship

Avoid love if you want to have a lousy sex life. Love is usually thought of as an emotion, equated with feelings. If the sparks are gone, then love is gone supposedly. 

Actually, love is a choice. While feelings are certainly important, you choose to love someone even when the emotions aren't there all the time. 

Love includes everything that we talked about already. It's communication--seeking to know the other person. Love is a commitment that also respects the other person. It's intimacy--seeking to know and be known by the other person. Love also does not live in ignorance. 

When it comes down to it, anyone can have lousy sex. Most people do. Great sex, on the other hand, is the byproduct of the positive side of what we've talked about--a loving, intimate relationship between two people. And the way to ensure this will be part of your life is through the bond of marriage. 

There is a quality to love that I believe all of us long for. It's one that goes beyond sex. The love we long for is a deep, unconditional love--to be loved for who we are.
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There is a quality to love that I believe all of us long for. It's one that goes beyond sex. The love we long for is a deep, unconditional love--to be loved for who we are. 

To understand sex, we must understand its connection to love. To understand love, we must know where that love we long for comes from and how we can get it. 

A deep longing to be fully known and yet fully accepted exists in all of us. In a relationship with God through Jesus Christ we can be fully known, yet fully accepted, no matter how bad we think we are. 

Jesus is a person who knows all about you--your past, your present. And still he loves you. Believe it or not, he's interested in your sex life. Through him we can experience the deep love we long for and the forgiveness we need. 

He created sex, not just for making babies, but for our enjoyment. And the reason he desires that we save sex for marriage is to provide for us the best sex life when we're married and to protect us from disease, unwanted pregnancy, and heartache from broken relationships. 

Perhaps you are wondering how you can know this person Jesus Christ. To know someone is to have a relationship with that person. It only takes a moment to begin a relationship with Christ. 

When I was young, I first realized my need for God. I didn't consider myself religious, nor do I now. But someone had told me about Jesus Christ in a way that made sense then, and still does today. I was told that I only needed to tell God that I needed him to forgive me of my sin and come into my life. To do this, I just needed to receive him and what he did for me by dying on the cross for my sin. That same relationship is available to you right now.

Anyone can have lousy sex. It's not that difficult. But, to tell you the truth, I do want you to have a great sex life. I believe the best sex I'll have is in a marriage relationship. But if you are genuinely interested in having a lousy sex life, follow my easy instructions and soon frustration, loneliness and heartache will be yours. Good luck.

Three secrets to x-ceptional sex: 3 (the guy's guide to sex and cars)

For parts 1 and 2, click here. 

Let's face it, guys. We probably know more about cars than women. So here are some racing tips:

Admire your vehicle! Men, approach your wife as if you were in a new car show room. Take time to admire her aerodynamic design. (Kicking tires is not a good idea! Like all illustrations, this will break down as sure as a Yugo.) 

And women, forget the paycheck-per-ounce perfume. Simply hang a "new car scent" air freshener around your neck to arouse your spouse's passions.

Keep up with routine maintenance. Do you know what is Lois's greatest "turn-on"? Putting away the dishes in the dishwasher! I was hoping for something a bit more erotic, but she claims that's one of the best ways to show her that I really love her. Often it's the little acts of kindness that women find so attractive. (And, hey, it's a lot cheaper than dinner and a movie!)

Wash, wax, and polish your beloved wheels . . . and wife. Sex researchers call this "pleasuring." It is physical touching that doesn't necessarily lead to intercourse--but certainly puts one in the mood for it later. Back rubs, stroking the other's hair, taking a long bath or shower together. Discover what--and where--produces the greatest amount of pleasure in your partner.

Masters and Johnson developed a three-stage method of "sensate focus" for couples with sexual problems. (Basically "sensate focus" is simply the old-fashioned "making out," but it sounds much more scientific, doesn't it?) First, non-genital pleasuring of partner's body for several days. Then, genital touching and caressing without intercourse for several days, and finally, non-demanding sexual intercourse with the goal of pleasure rather than performance.

According to Mildred Hope Witkin of the Human Sexuality Training Program at Cornell University Medical College, the average woman needs a "good twenty minutes--some up to an hour--of clitoral stimulation to reach orgasm."11 Dr. Merle Kroop, also of Cornell, treated only one woman who remained non-orgasmic following sensate focusing.

Remember guys, we tend to be quarter-mile dragsters; women are Indianapolis 500 drivers. Seven seconds--or even seven minutes--of squealing tires may be satisfying to a male, but females prefer the long distance races. A survey by Pittsurgh's Western Psychiatric Institute found that nearly one half of women (46%) reported having trouble reaching orgasm, and 15% unable to reach orgasm. Out of that number, however, 99 percent didn't climax because they are not given enough time. So plan to devote a good deal of time at the race track.

So, guys, it's important to give the engine time to warm up.

Watch your speed limit. Again, men, this is not a quarter-mile straightaway! It's a two and a half mile oval. Don't finish the course without your racing partner! This requires the kind of physical and mental discipline of great race drivers to not run out of gas on the first lap! (Over-forty male drivers are actually better at distance racing since their carburetors are set lower than newer models.)

Go for the checkered flag!

If you and your partner find yourself in the pits, rather than the winner's circle, here are some additional tips:

Don't drink and drive. Researchers believe 25 percent of sexual problems are caused or complicated by medication. Antihistamines, sedatives, tranquilizers, anti-depressants, high blood pressure medications, and arthritis drugs can create sexual problems. Illegal drugs are even more disasterous. Heroin addicts are usually impotent, and cocaine use initially increases sexual sensation, but eventually can result in impotence for men, and anorgasm in women. Even a few drinks of alcohol before sex can cause less firm erections and ejaculation difficulties for men and interfere with orgasm for women.

Avoid a smoking engine. Tobacco can cause toxic changes in oxygen levels and blood stream can affect blood flow to vital engine parts.

So, see your neighborhood mechanic to make sure your vehicle in good shape. He has items in the rest room that can . . . (Oops, another metaphor misfiring!) What I meant to say is see your family doctor or a certified therapist for a tune-up.

Copyright © 1995 James N. Watkins. All rights reserved.

SEX IS EXCITING AND BEAUTIFUL AND DANGEROUS (long)

Everything created by God is good, and nothing is to be rejected, provided it is received with thanksgiving; (1 Timothy 4:4) 

You are altogether beautiful, my love; there is no flaw in you... Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth! For your love is better than wine... How beautiful you are, my love, how very beautiful! Your eyes are doves behind your veil. Your hair is like a flock of goats, moving down the slopes of Gilead. Your teeth are like a flock of shorn ewes that have come up from the washing, all of which bear twins, and not one among them is bereaved. Your lips are like a crimson thread, and your mouth is lovely. Your cheeks are like halves of a pomegranate behind your veil. Your neck is like the tower of David, built in courses; on it hang a thousand bucklers, all of them shields of warriors. Your two breasts are like two fawns, twins of a gazelle, that feed among the lilies. (Song of Songs 4:7, 1:2, 4:1-5) 

My beloved is all radiant and ruddy, distinguished among ten thousand. His head is the finest gold; his locks are wavy, black as a raven. His eyes are like doves beside springs of water, bathed in milk, fitly set. His cheeks are like beds of spices, yielding fragrance. His lips are lilies, distilling liquid myrrh. His arms are rounded gold, set with jewels. His body is ivory work, encrusted with sapphires. His legs are alabaster columns, set upon bases of gold. His appearance is like Lebanon, choice as the cedars. His speech is most sweet, and he is altogether desirable. This is my beloved and this is my friend, O daughters of Jerusalem. (Song of Songs 5:10-16) 

When a man is newly married, he shall not go out with the army or be charged with any related duty. He shall be free at home one year, to be happy with the wife whom he has married. (Deuteronomy 24:5) Enjoy life with the wife whom you love, all the days of your vain life that are given you under the sun, because that is your portion in life and in your toil at which you toil under the sun. (Ecclesiastes 9:9) Husbands should love their wives as they do their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself... Each of you should love his wife as himself, and a wife should respect her husband. (Ephesians 5:28,33) 

The husband should give to his wife her conjugal rights, and likewise the wife to her husband. For the wife does not have authority over her own body, but the husband does; likewise the husband does not have authority over his own body, but the wife does. Do not deprive one another except perhaps by agreement for a set time, to devote yourselves to prayer, and then come together again, so that Satan may not tempt you because of your lack of self-control. (1 Corinthians 7:3-5) 

For this is the will of God, your sanctification: that you abstain from fornication; that each one of you know how to control your own body in holiness and honor, not with lustful passion, like the Gentiles who do not know God; that no one wrong or exploit a brother or sister in this matter, because the Lord is an avenger in all these things, just as we have already told you beforehand and solemnly warned you. For God did not call us to impurity but in holiness. (1 Thessalonians 4:3-7) 

So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do everything for the glory of God. (1 Corinthians 10:31) 

..... 

Sex is a dynamic force in our lives and in our culture. Our society is obsessed with sex, but there is gross ignorance about 'good sex'. Young people are under great sexual pressure - from peers ('you haven't done it yet?'), and from the media and entertainment industries - to 'do what comes naturally'. 'If it feels good, why not?' In the old days there were three fears which inhibited sex before or outside marriage - fears of detection, infection, and conception. Except for the second, with the prevalence of AIDS, those fears have been neutralized with greater modern mobility and access to contraception. 

Someone has summarized the Christian teaching about sex in four propositions: God's standards are right for us; God's standards are good for us; God's standards are difficult for us; and God's standards are possible for us. 

The Bible is clear that chastity outside marriage and fidelity inside marriage are God's intention for us. Selfish or unhealthy sex is a distortion of God's will for us, destroying intimacy and sometimes becoming addictive. The biblical writers are unanimously against fornication (which may refer to immorality generally, but specifically sexual relations between an unmarried person with someone of the opposite sex), adultery (sexual relations with someone other than one's spouse) and homosexual practice. 

Now Christians have differing views on what all this means for us today. An American Presbyterian Church report asserts that because sexual gratification is a human need and right, it ought not be limited to heterosexual spouses or bound by 'conventional' morality. A couple of decades ago a British Quaker report said something similar: sexual behaviour ought not to be governed by rules or laws. Those who espouse so-called 'new morality' ethics say 'nothing is prescribed except love'. 

At the other end of the spectrum are the Pharisees who are utterly prescriptive and highly selective in their indignation against sins of the flesh rather than sins of the spirit. Jesus got very angry with this sort of hypocrisy. 

Chastity and fidelity are prescribed in the Old Testament, and it's interesting that our Lord (a celibate single) made it even tougher: we are to keep to these not just in deed, but also in thought. When the tempting thought is nourished into covetous desire, adulterous transgression is at work, as it is at the end of that road in genital intercourse. That's frankly pretty hard, with the sort of films we see, and the freedom single adults have these days. 

But God is no wowser. He's made us as sexual beings. Nowhere does the Bible say 'sex is sinful'. The very first commandment says 'Be fruitful and multiply' - ie, 'Have sex!' God's in favour of sex. He doesn't make laws to spoil our fun but to protect us from our worst selves and our potential for self-destruction, and to provide stable, loving homes in which children can be secure and grow into emotionally healthy adults. A book Sex and Culture by J D Unwin, examines 80 different societies and 16 'civilizations' throughout 4000 years of history and comes to this conclusion: 'Any human society is free to choose either to display great energy or to enjoy sexual freedom; the evidence is that it cannot do both for more than one generation.' [30] 

These biblical standards are difficult for us. But in the ministry of Jesus we hear him saying to a woman caught in the act of adultery: 'I do not condemn you; go and sin no more.' Moralistic wowsers - then and now - either cannot say with conviction 'Neither do I condemn you' - or they reverse the order ('When you repent and behave yourself we will stop condemning you!). Be like Jesus: have a clear understanding about what God wants, but also a strong love for all who have sinned. Avoid the disease of 'moralism' like the plague! The Samaritan woman had had five husbands, and the man she was living with was not legally married to her, but although Jesus knew this and told the woman he knew it, she stayed and talked with him. Prostitutes knew Jesus loved them. He did not approve of their lifestyle, but he honoured them as people. It would be good if Christians followed his example. 

So our sexuality must be held in tension between law and love. Law is to love what railway tracks are to the train: the tracks give direction, but all the propulsive power is in the train. 

Jesus and Paul introduced a new ethic of love into male-female relationships. Jesus, unlike his religious male contemporaries, treated women with great respect. Paul exhorted husbands to love their wives as Christ loved the church (and gave his life for it, Ephesians 5:25). Peter similarly commanded husbands to treat their wives with understanding and respect (1 Peter 3:7). 

Psychologists suggest that many male-female relationships are based on a 'sex-love bargain'. He wants sex, she wants love, and one is given for the promise of the other. Which explains why it's most often the male who comes on with the line 'If you really love me you'll do it...!' 

When we come to the question 'Well, what part does a physical/sexual relationship play in a friendship between unmarried people?' my response is that of Walter Trobisch in several of his books. If you are committed Christians and heading for marriage all aspects of your relationship - spiritual, emotional, and physical - should be 'in sync'. If one gets ahead of the rest the relationship is awry. Each couple should talk freely and frankly about all this, and realize that, sexually, the woman will usually have her foot somewhere near the brake if he's got his on the accelerator! 

To be more specific, as a father giving guidance to our two teenage daughters, I've made this suggestion: 'His hand shouldn't reach beneath your bikini unless and until you are firmly committed to one another and definitely planning marriage. And keep full sexual intercourse for the honeymoon...' Old-fashioned? Well, perhaps. But I've found that Christians who practise this sort of discipline have higher self-respect and are more healthily disciplined in other areas of their lives. 

Walter Trobisch (I Married You) suggests six tests of 'true love': the sharing test (the desire to give to the other); the strength test (experiences together help each to have greater spiritual and psychological energy); the respect test (not for the other's giftedness, but for their personhood); the habit test (accepting the other with their habits, rather than wanting to change them); the quarrel test (the most important premarital experience is the ability to forgive and be reconciled); the time test (time to see the other at work and play, in stress and calm, groomed and untidy etc.). Notice SEX IS NO TEST OF LOVE. 

So the issue of sex and the single adult is a complex one. I believe sexual satisfaction is not a basic life need. It is a modern myth that the sexual appetite must be satisfied. It doesn't. A commitment to celibacy is OK. Abstinence won't kill you. 

There are some dangers in stress-related sexual behaviours. I have known missionaries who have engaged in homosexual/lesbian activity and later regretted it, but they were lonely in the early years of adjusting to a strange culture. An initial decision to avoid homosexual practice is an anchor in times of pressure: make a deliberate decision to abstain from homosexual activity, or heterosexual intercourse outside marriage; such a decision can be a great strength when the test comes. Many who say 'It can't happen to me!' are later disillusioned. When you are lonely or stressed, sexual temptations can be overpowering. 

A quote from a doctor who counsels missionaries, Dr. Marjorie Foyle: 'Masturbation, another problem area, is in my view often no more than a pressure cooker blowing off steam. Usually some life adjustment resolves the problem... [in times of tension] the pressure cooker blows: in anger, in masturbation, or in other ways.' ('Overcoming Stress in Singleness', EMQ, April '85, pp. 141-2 [41]). If a habit like masturbation becomes compulsive, get professional advice. 

Sex seems to get more people into either joyful ecstasy or deep trouble than any other human experience. When sex is good it's very good, and when it's bad it's awful. In our culture, sex is no longer taboo; the entertainment and advertising industries are sex-saturated. And popular sexual mores have moved well away from Judeo-Christian ethics: someone calculated that 90% of TV references to sexual intercourse depict out-of-marriage experiences. 

Here are some notes from my recent counseling (the names and some details have been changed to preserve confidentiality): 

* 'Jack and I want to keep full sexual intercourse until we're married - not just because we're Christians and we believe that's right, but it's a 'mystery' and a 'self-respect' thing for us. We want to discover each other slowly, and enjoy the process. But we are finding it hard. We resolve to cuddle each other to a certain point and seem to get carried away. What can we do?' 

* Jill and Andrew, married for about five years, had just had a blazing row. She had thrown some plates at him and told him to get out. His mother-in-law suggested they see me. We talked about their histories, the psychological 'baggage' they had brought into their marriage, and their apparently incompatible expectations about some things. And when we came to talking about sex he said 'She is not usually creative, but it's not just the 'headache' excuse - she must have about 100 reasons, or combinations of reasons why we can't have sex tonight. Eventually I get cranky and she gives in grudgingly, and I feel I'm making love to a piece of meat. Why is she like that?' We soon discovered some complex reasons explaining why she was like that: a mix of past bad experiences in her childhood and her failure to resolve her guilt and pain, plus his insensitivity (compounded by problems at work, or rather, lack of work) plus an inability to understand each other's expectations in this complex area. 

* Lurline (aged about 30): 'We have different reasons for not enjoying sex: he comes home tired from work, and just dozes off. I'm emotionally drained after caring for our three pre-schoolers, and at night I don't need another demand on my body. What can we do?' 

* Tom is about 45, with a bad back, and has just lost his job: 'Our sex-life is almost zero. I can't get an erection, and she puts impossible demands on me, so I just give up.' 

* Jane, a pastor's wife (in her fifties): 'I masturbate most Thursdays: that's the day I spend by myself. We enjoy occasional sex but for some reason I need to comfort myself. Why do I do this?' 

My estimate would be that only about one in five married couples have what they would regard as a highly satisfactory sexual relationship. 

Reasons? Probably the most common are emotional rather than physical causes. If there is unresolved anger or conflict, or one partner feels 'used', or there are lifestyle changes (working late, tiredness from getting up to the kids in the night etc) or some other needs are not met, spouses find themselves creating distance from each other. Often women tell me their man 'wants to experiment' sexually in what to them are repugnant ways, and they react by withholding sex. Physically, maybe she is putting on weight and is less 'attractive', so he ogles other women or comments on the shape of Elle Macpherson, and his wife is further demeaned. Now I believe a husband and wife should do their best to stay healthy and attractive for one another: and if it's a self-esteem problem that's causing the over-eating or the lack of exercise see a counselor. If we don't find intimacy with our spouse, we are vulnerable if another person comes along and 'understands my needs'. 

To be honest, Christians throughout history have found sex to be a problem. A US News and World Report article on sex and Christianity began: 'The history of western religion is a dramatic chronicle of conflict between the sexual and spiritual sides of human nature' ('The Gospel on Sex', 10 June 1991, p.59 [20] ). Some of the early church fathers (like Augustine) believed that sex and conception transmitted original sin, so sex was, at best, a necessary evil, for procreation, not pleasure. 

But the Bible has a different emphasis. We were created by God with bodies. (When God wanted to communicate with us he came in the person of Jesus, with a human body). When God made us this way he pronounced his creation 'good'. We were made for intimacy, and the trust and self-disclosure involved in a sexual embrace enhances intimacy. Then, as CS Lewis observed somewhere, sexual attraction is the essential spark that gets the engine of marriage going in the first place, even though it is a quieter, steadier agapic love that fuels it for the long run. Eros is an important kind of loving (though dangerous without agape). The Song of Solomon in the Old Testament is a wonderfully erotic love-poem; the church in the New Testament is described as 'the Bride of Christ'. Sex is a good gift - for procreation, yes, and to enhance the intimacy of the man/woman relationship. 

What are the ingredients for terrific sex? 

1. The couple is committed exclusively to one another (in my view, for life, within a legally-recognized marriage). 

2. Sex is more than the 'rub and tickle' of two bodies. A wife told me: 'I wish he knew that foreplay begins in the morning.' The husband's response: 'I reckon sex brings us closer together; she believes it works the other way around - if we felt closer, sex would be better.' 

3. Sex is more, much more than romance, but romance 'colours' sex: so soft lighting, quiet mood music, allowing enough time, mutual massaging and stimulation, nice perfumes/after-shave etc. are all nice touches for 'colouring' sex. 

4. Talk to one another about what pleases you. You have not inherited an intuitive knowledge about the other gender's body: you have to learn. So don't be bashful about giving information. Read a book every second year about sex and talk about it. 

5. If possible, be uninterruptible. Shut the door and lock it. (If necessary, get an intercom to hear the baby, and switch on the telephone-answering machine). John said to me: 'We went on holidays and she wouldn't make love.' Jenny responded: 'It was because the other couple were in the next room, and they would hear everything!' There are some creative ways around that one. 

How about non-sexual touch between unmarried males and females? Great - and good - but I frankly think there isn't any such thing between heterosexuals as 'non-sexual touch'. That said, we all need physical touch, but we have to be careful. Even the church at one stage had to define exactly what a 'holy kiss' was. Some women - and men - are not 'huggers', so let us be careful and sensitive to one another's feelings on this score. Some guys I know think they're God's gift to women and go around greeting them with a hug or kiss when it's entirely inappropriate. Some of you girls need to know that when a fellow cuddles you, it may be more of a 'sexual' act for him than for you. Be aware of that possibility. 

..... 

Sexuality is a figure or symbol of our ultimate destiny with God, because it is a search for the other. We feel that it is not good for us to be alone. We feel mysteriously incomplete, so all our life is a searching for a remembered unity we have never yet known. Sexuality is one of the modes of our search; it is both a symptom of our incompleteness and a sign of our fulfilment. For the Christian, therefore, there are two ingredients in sexual experience. One is clearly a participation in the joy of God. We need not be afraid to rejoice in the pleasures of our bodily nature, but we must remember that these pleasures are the sign and seal of unity, relatedness, bondedness. For the Christian, sex should be a part of a covenant between two persons, because it is a reflection or earthly representation of the Godhead, and it is a reflection or earthly representation of the covenant or marriage between God and his people and Christ and his Church. Sex is the outward and visible sign of the mutual commitment that is achieved in a true relationship. 

Richard Holloway, Anger, Sex, Doubt and Death, Great Britain: SPCK, 1992, pp.34-35. [192] 

Most people have owned a cheap bomb of a car at least once in their life. My second car, an old Ford station-wagon, fitted that description admirably. Because it wasn't worth that much, I'd lend it to my friends as often as they wanted to use it. But if I owned a brand new Porsche, there's no way I'd lend it out to just anyone. In fact, I'd probably be scared to drive it myself. But I'd certainly have particular guidelines for using something so precious. The media is selling us a cheap old-Ford view of sex. Lend it out whenever, to whomever - it's not worth that much. In contrast, God has a very high view of sex. It is so special and wonderful to him that there are guidelines for its use, so it isn't cheapened and demeaning. For Christians, our sexuality goes well beyond physical gratification. It is intrinsically tied to our being. 

Angus McLeay, 'Let's Talk About Sex' in On Being, Vol.19 No.4, May 1992, p.17. [157] 

God did not wince when Adam, in seeing Eve, was moved to get close to her. Male and female were created sexual to be sexual together. When Adam and Eve, Ish and Ishsah, clung together in the soft grass of Eden, until wild with erotic passion, and finally fulfilled their love, we may suppose that God looked on and smiled. We may suppose, too, that it never entered God's mind that when those two created beings were sexually aroused they were submitting to a demonic lust percolating up from some subhuman abyss to ensnare their virgin souls. Body-persons have a side to them that is wildly irrational, splendidly spontaneous, and beautifully sensuous. This is not a regrettable remnant of the beast in human beings, a fiendish enemy in humanity's personal, inner cold war. It is a gift that comes along with being body-persons. God did not stick with making angels. God was delighted to have body-persons... 

As persons they were [also] summoned to make free decisions of obedience to the God who made them. They were given work to do in the garden so that it would not turn into a jungle. They would exercise responsibility for their whole of the created world. They were then, not to be merely sexual creatures; they were to be sexual persons, responsive to God's will in their development of God's garden; and they were to be in personal communion with each other and their personal Creator. 

Lewis Smedes, Sex for Christians, Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdman's Publishing Co. 1976, pp.29-30. [244] 

Philosophy is the most practical of all disciplines, because ideas determine in large measure what [we] do. If there is no objective truth about ethics, as millions now believe, there can be no adequate reason to suppose that any one act is better than any other. If all that we have is a set of personal preferences, no solid basis of ethical judgment is possible. Why trust anyone who claims that no ethical proposition is either true or false, but that each is purely personal choice... In many university communities, the combination of ethical relativism and subjectivism is almost universally accepted and accepted without examination or criticism. What this means is that people are convinced that there is no real right independent of subjective wishes. The Golden Rule thus becomes 'There is nothing good or bad but my thinking makes it so.' Since there have always been people in the world who have maintained this position, the novelty appears only in the fact that the number has suddenly been multiplied. The multiplication has been made easier by a combination of Playboy Philosophy and Feminism. In this combination divorce increases enormously because the philosophy makes people feel justified in giving up limits on their freedom. 

D. Elton Trueblood, 'The Family in Crisis', Closing address at SBC Convention in Atlanta, Georgia, June 1978, quoted in The Australian Baptist, July 26, 1978, p.7. [204] 

In spite of the claims made by sexual utopians in the 1960s, sex is never value-free, never without its human and emotional consequences. Sex may be fun, but it is unpredictable and mysterious fun. Mary Calderone put it well when she said, 'The girl plays at sex, for which she is not ready, because fundamentally what she wants is love; and the boy plays at love, for which he is not ready, because what he wants is sex.' Sex is not just about sex. That is why all societies and religious systems have sought some kind of control and ordering of the thing. 

Richard Holloway, Anger, Sex, Doubt and Death, Great Britain: SPCK, 1992, p.53. [104] 

[We make a positive idol of sexuality]... by first isolating one dimension [of it] - the genital. Then we expect everything from it that we need to be happy. One harmful illusion is that if we find the one sexual partner made in heaven for us, our genital experience will bring heaven on earth. Of course this places a burden on genital sex that nothing, not even the most ecstatic orgasm in history, can bear. How can you be sure that your partner is giving you everything you really need or might want? Or how can you be sure that you are providing your partner with his or her great expectations? The biblical statement about the folly of trusting idols is an apt warning about illusions concerning sex. 

Lewis Smedes, Sex for Christians, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976, pp.50-51. [120] 

The sexual revolution has exacted a heavy price - particularly from women. Nearly half of the women entering an abortion clinic have had prior abortions. In most cases they are driven to this traumatic 'solution' because the men in their lives have abandoned them and have run from their responsibilities. Rates of pelvic inflammatory disease among women, a leading cause of sterility, have soared in recent years. 

As arresting as the numbers are, they give only a hint of the emotional damage. Margaret Liu McConnell, writing in Commentary, referred to the impact of the new sexual ethic on women as a 'demeaning and rather lonely treadmill' of meaningless sexual encounters, unintended pregnancies, and abortions. 'Having premarital sex,' one girl wrote, 'was the most horrifying experience in my life. It wasn't at all emotionally satisfying or the casually taken experience the world perceives it to be. I felt as if my insides were being exposed, and my heart left unattended.' 

Josh McDowell and Dick Day, Why Wait? What You Need to Know about the Teen Sexuality Crisis, San Bernadin, Calif: Here's Life Publishers, 1987, p.15. [158] 

In a broken-down world, sex invites two extremes: avoidance or worship, The first has to do with fear; the second, lust. In The End of Sex, George Leonard maintains that sexuality, with its powder kegs of guilt and disillusionment, is simply not worth the trouble. Add on top of that the fear of disease, a broken heart, and a failed marriage or two, and sex simply makes people too vulnerable. 

The other extreme is excess. The attitude toward sex today is often one of worship. The thirst for intimacy and transcendence, lacking better options, gets routed into the closest thing many can come to a miracle: sex. 

When intimacy and community disappear from a culture, sexuality is often pushed past its limits. It is like a starving man who, finding no real food, eats a handful of dirt because, if nothing else, it temporarily fills his stomach. Because such sex is mostly disconnected - from values, partners, and the movement of life - it often leads to promiscuity. It is the act of sex that matters. Promiscuity of this kind is a modern mutation of the classic idolatry, a commitment of spirit to something that cannot bear its weight. 

Philip Yancey, 'Not Naked Enough', Christianity Today, 19th February, 1990, p.48. [198] 

Do you remember when the movie ET was the rage back in 1982? There was a brief scene in the film where the extra-terrestrial was given a few pieces of the candy, Reese's Pieces. The brand was not named, but children recognized it during its few seconds on the screen. In the months that followed, the sale of Reese's Pieces went through the sky. Isn't that a clear example of a movie's influence on children's thinking? Why do advertisers spend billions of dollars to put their products before the people if what we see and hear does not influence our behaviour? Why do schools and colleges purchase textbooks for children and young adults if what they read does not translate into influence of one form or another? Of course they are vulnerable to what they witness! We all are. How much greater impact is made by dramatic, sexually oriented, no-holds-barred musical and theatrical presentations that are aimed at the hearts and souls of our kids? Who are we kidding when we say they are not harmed by the worst of it? 

James Dobson and Gary L. Bauer, Children at Risk: Winning the Battle for the Hearts and Minds of Your Children, Dallas: Word Publishing, 1990, pp.68-69 [183] 

Australian adolescents are trained for sex almost from the moment they first gurgle in their cradles. As a result, a great many more Australian teenagers are saying 'yes' rather than 'no', than was the case even five years ago. The pressures on young people to engage in casual sex in this country are enormous if not frightening... 

The old ideal of the virgin bride is long since dead. If a girl is still a virgin past the age of 18, and is unfortunate enough to have her 'friends' find out about it, she is teased mercilessly. It is even worse for a boy. If he remains a virgin past school-leaving age, there is something 'wrong' with him in the eyes of his peers. He's apparently supposed to live up to a general male adolescent reputation of being 'sex-mad'... 

Said one girl aged 16 from Melbourne: 'It's bad enough having your boyfriend put pressure on you to have sex with him - especially when he tries that old line "but you would if you loved me..." But if your friends find out you're a virgin, heaven help you.!' 

Toni McRae, Parental Guidance Recommended: The Explosive Report on Teenage Sex in Australia, Adelaide: Rigby Publishers, 1982, pp.12-13. [190] 

Sexual dreams don't always become reality. Many people have unrealistic expectations about sex: 

* Sex will bring joy, passion, and unending ecstasy to my life. * Sex will solve my problems or depression. * Sex will make me feel constantly bonded with my husband. * Sex will stop me from masturbating. * Sex will make life all seem like a fairy tale, complete with a happy ending. 

Let me tell you, sex is not the cure-all for our problems; moreover, it takes work, discipline, spiritual maturity, and honesty to provide the environment for our sexual competency to mature. We will often fail. Good sex, the kind that outlives infatuation and expresses oneness of souls, rarely comes easily. Most couples have the scars to prove it. 

Bill Hybels and Rob Wilkins, Tender Love, Chicago: Moody Press, 1993, p.83. [121] 

A man needs respect and admiration, to be physically needed, and not to be put down. The woman needs understanding, love, to be emotionally needed, and time to warm up to the sexual act. 

The man's sexual response is acyclical, which means any time, anywhere. The woman's response is cyclical, which means she goes through times when she is more interested in sex than others. A man responds sexually by getting excited quickly, while the woman is much slower. 

During sex, a man is single-minded, while a woman is easily distracted. The woman wants to know, 'Are the kids all asleep?' 'Have you checked to see if they're all covered?' 'Is the door shut?' 'Is it locked?' 'Are the windows closed?' 'Are the blinds down?' 'I think I hear the bathroom tap dripping.' 

Dennis Rainey, Staying Close, Dallas Texas: WORD Inc., 1989 pp.254-256. [134] 

How we have been trained and how we feel in deep ways will affect our freedom in [a] loving relationship. We must be able to allow ourselves the right to receive pleasure. God has already given us that right; if we do not experience it, it is because of our own insecurity. When we deeply believe that pleasure is a possibility we will be open to variation and experimentation. We will not be limited by rules about right and wrong, but will rather be guided by our own internal desires and urges. This is one of those dimensions of life that the Bible has left open to our own desire and discretion. We have to be guided from within ourselves. 

Recognizing this, we are forced to accept what the apostle Paul teaches regarding our sexual equality. We are not expected to do something for our partner that her or she is not responsible to do for us. Sex is not something we do 'to' someone, neither is it something we do 'for' someone. Rather, sex is a 'with' experience. This is a tough balance to find. It is easy to come to the marital bed with strong expectations for one's self as well as for one's partner, rather than letting the feelings flow freely out of one's body. When we can let those feelings flow, we accept the individual differences between two people and the differences between men and women. These will not be troublesome to us, but will rather be used as an additional form of enhancement, delight, and variety. We will not think of our partner in terms of stereotypes or cliches that usually begin, 'Well, men always...' or 'Women always...' We will let the other be a person who is taking responsibility for himself or herself as he or she gives to us. 

Clifford and Joyce Penner, The Gift of Sex: A Christian Guide to Sexual Fulfillment, Waco, Texas: Word Books, 1981, p.342. [306] 

Many... live with a list of myths about infidelity that can catch them off guard. How many of these do you believe? 

1. 'Lust is the basis for the majority of affairs.' All the other reasons far outweigh this one. 2. 'You can inoculate yourself against an affair by a strong Christian faith.' It will reduce it but we are all still vulnerable. 3. 'If you have a good marriage you don't need to be concerned since affairs rarely happen in good marriages.' Unfortunately, affairs are likely to occur within 75 percent of the marriages of young and middle-aged couples! 4. 'If the unfaithful person is an evangelical, a strong biblical confrontation will usually be all that is needed to stop the affair.' Rarely does this work. 5. 'An affair is an indication that the unfaithful person's spouse is not an adequate partner.' An affair can point up difficulties but it does not always indicate something is wrong with the unfaithful partner's spouse. 6. 'A man almost always chooses a woman who is physically more attractive than his spouse.' In many cases the woman is less attractive. The emotional attraction is a stronger incentive. 7. 'Most affairs end in divorce.' Divorce from an affair occurs in about 50 percent of the general population, but with Christians a majority are able to work out their problems. 8. 'If you are certain that your marriage is solid and 'affair proof' then it could never happen to you.' If you believe this you are in trouble. 9. 'A Christian woman who is a close friend of another Christian woman would never have an affair with that woman's husband.' Yes, this does happen. 10. 'Affairs can improve a stagnant marriage.' Affairs are painful and destructive. 11. 'If a man has an affair, that proves he does not love his wife.' Only in a few cases is this true. 12. 'When you discover an affair, it is best to act as though it is not happening and avoid an upset.' This is definitely not true. 

Henry A. Virkler, Broken Promises, Dallas Texas: WORD Inc., 1992 pp.4-9. [327] 

SEX OUTSIDE MARRIAGE DISCONNECTS A PERSON FROM HIMSELF OR HERSELF In psychological terms, this phenomenon is known as shame, alienation, and fragmentation. It is impossible to walk away from sex unchanged, for sex is, by definition, the giving of the essence of oneself to another person. In sex outside marriage, you leave part of yourself with that sexual partner.... 

SEX OUTSIDE MARRIAGE DISCONNECTS A PERSON FROM GOD In theological terms, this is known as guilt. And sin, as we know, separates a person from God. But sexual sin has an incalculable power to make people feel alone, stained, and incapable of connecting with God... For Christians, the guilt of falling to sexual sin is often overwhelming... 

SEX OUTSIDE MARRIAGE DISCONNECTS A PERSON FROM HIS/HER FUTURE SPOUSE Time and again, I have counseled with couples whose story goes something like this. Female: 'I don't feel I'm connecting with my spouse in sexual intercourse. It feels like only a fraction of him is present.' Male: 'I just can't seem to get my former sexual encounters out of my mind'... 

SEX OUTSIDE MARRIAGE WARPS GOD-GIVEN DESIRES When sex occurs outside God's design, it is always reduced. When we buy into such a reduction, we often risk trading love for lust, a longing for intimacy for an obsession with pleasure, and a lifelong fulfillment for a series of thrills... the reduction of sex also leads to the distortion of values. Pornography, addiction, perversion and abuse are natural outcomes of disconnected sex. 

Bill Hybels and Rob Wilkins, Tender Love, Chicago: Moody Press, 1993, pp. 75-76. [249] 

* Nearly 90% of American college women are sexually active 

* More than 50% of all American married men and women - some surveys give figures as high as 66% - have had an affair. The rates for men and women are now virtually identical 

* The average American male has had seven sex partners during his adult life 

* Four different nationwide support programs patterned after Alcoholics Anonymous, have been established for sex addicts 

* There are more hard-core pornographic stores in the U.S. than there are McDonald's outlets 

* Madonna's book Sex sold more than half a million copies in one week 

* The American pornographic industry has become a $6 to $8 billion a year industry, most of it controlled by the Mafia and tax free 

* Virtual reality allows you to 'make love' with a partner lying somewhere in cyberspace 

* More than 12 million Americans contract a sexually transmitted disease each year 

* The failure rate of condoms to prevent pregnancy has been reported somewhere between 15 to 26 percent 

Bill Hybels, Tender Love: God's Gift of Sexual Intimacy, Chicago: Moody Press, 1993, pp. 17-23. [157] 

Love is of God, and true love is always giving. God's love desires to satisfy the object of his love. 'For God so loved that he gave...' God is love. Love gives. But lust wants to get. It is basically selfish. Love gives - lust gets... When a man or woman is lusting they desire to satisfy themselves at the expense of others... When they are loving, they desire to satisfy the loved one at the expense of themselves. 

A man may be married but lust for his wife sexually when he only cares about satisfying himself, and leaves her unfulfilled and unsatisfied. It's obvious that the young man professing love for the girl is only lusting when he satisfies himself sexually, and leaves her to face pregnancy alone and fearful. 

Or, a woman is lusting when she uses credit cards to run up bills that her husband cannot pay... Professing love, she is really lusting. Corporations lust, one against the other. Even nations lust against each other. 

Edwin Louis Cole, Maximized Manhood: A Guide to Family Survival, Whittacker House, Pittsburgh and Colfas Streets, Springdale, Pennsylvania, 15144, 1982, pp.18-19. [167] 

Rape... is a violent act of power, anger, and control, rather than an expression of uncontrollable sexual passion. The confession of a convicted rapist confirms this new awareness: 

'It was one of the most satisfying experiences I have ever had. I got more pleasure out of being aggressive, having power over her, her actions, her life. It gave me pleasure knowing there was nothing she could do. My feelings were a mixture of sex and anger. I wanted pleasure, but I had to prove something, that I could dominate a woman. The sex part wasn't very good at all.' 

Marie Marshall Fortune, Sexual Violence: The Unmentionable Sin, New York: Pilgrim Press, 1983, p.9. [ ] 

Each year, of the approximately 11 million adolescent girls [in the U.S.] who are sexually active, about 1 million become pregnant. Of these pregnancies, approximately 40 percent are aborted, 10 percent end in miscarriage or stillbirth, and 50 percent result in live births (roughly one-fifth of all births annually). Approximately 93 percent of unmarried adolescent mothers who give birth choose to keep their babies. Adolescent pregnancy rates in the United States are highest among the western nations and are, in fact, twice as high as England and five times as high as Sweden and the Netherlands. This is in spite of the fact that rates of adolescent sexual activity are similar among all four countries, and Sweden's rates of sexual activity are actually higher. 

Presbyterians and Human Sexuality 1991, Published by the Office of the General Assembly Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), Lousiville, KY, p.44. [120] 

The underlying dynamics of [sexual] maladjustments are similar... Voyeurism [may result from] a serious feeling of inadequacy in the sexual role, or from a lack of wholesome sex knowledge and attitudes. Sadism - the receiving of pleasure from inflicting pain upon others - [may] result from feelings of hostility, [particularly] towards parents of the opposite sex... Masochism, in which a person receives sexual gratification by suffering physical pain, [is also] based on distorted sexual attitudes... Fetishism, where an individual gains stimulation through contact with various articles of clothing or parts of the body [is also associated with] strong feelings of [sexual] inadequacy or poor sexual education. Transvestism, in which an individual dresses in clothing of the opposite sex... is indicative of an inability to accept one's sexual role... A pedophiliac [who] attempts to gain sexual gratification by engaging in sexual activities with children... has failed to develop adequate adult heterosexuality. Bestiality - sexual contact with animals - [happens when] a person feels inadequate and insecure in sexual adjustment and is not comfortable in human relationships. Rape [is] forcible sexual intercourse against the will of another person... A man with unresolved anger and resentment toward his mother may vent this hostility by raping an unsuspecting victim... 

Many individuals with these disturbances suffer from serious feelings of guilt and rejection... The process of talking about one's maladjustment gives the person some relief from feelings of anxiety and constitutes an important step toward recovery. 

Clyde M. Narramore, Encyclopedia of Psychological Problems, Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1973, pp.212 ff. [237] 

Petting is a common activity among nonmarried people. Unlike foreplay which is a tender preparation for sexual intercourse, petting is a tender exploration of one another by two people who may not intend to have intercourse. Petting has many risks, spiritual and psychological. One of the adverse effects of heavy petting is illustrated by the 'law of diminishing returns.' This psychological and biological principle holds that with constant repetition over a period of time, the effect of a stimulus on an individual tends to decrease. To keep the same effect the stimulus must later be increased. Petting is physical stimulation of this variety. After reaching a certain point of intimacy, a couple almost always finds it difficult to retreat to a less intimate level of involvement. Petting also may create the desire for more intimate sexual union. In advanced stages, petting is especially difficult to stop and may result in frustration, tenseness and irritability. The lack of release may unleash bitterness against the other partner as well. 

Gary Collins, Christian Counseling, Waco Texas: Word Books, 1980, pp. 294-295. [167] 

Christian counselors differ in their view of masturbation. It has been called 'sin', 'a gift from God', and an issue which is 'no big deal... on God's list of priorities.' Masturbation can... produce guilt; can be a means of escaping from loneliness and interpersonal (including sexual) relationships with others into a world of fantasy; can increase self-centredness and lowered self-esteem; and can stimulate and be stimulated by lust... Masturbation is rarely helped by a direct determination to quit. This focuses attention on the issue, increases anxiety, and makes failure more incriminating. Masturbation can be reduced by prayer, a sincere willingness to let the Holy Spirit control, involvement in busy activities involving others, an avoidance of sexually arousing material (such as erotic pictures or novels), a practice of not dwelling on harmful sexual fantasies, and a recognition that sin (including lust) will be forgiven when it is confessed with sincerity and sorrow... When there is open communication on the subject of sex, including masturbation... it will... not become a major problem... It's high time we stop making such a 'big deal' out of masturbation and give it the well-deserved unimportance it merits. 

Gary Collins, Christian Counseling, Waco Texas: Word Books, 1980, p.296. [194] 

There are many Christian ministries that attempt to provide opportunities for growth and healing for the homosexual. Many of these groups are represented by the umbrella Exodus International organization or use the 12-Step methods of Homosexuals Anonymous. These groups offer a variety of approaches, but generally agree that change from homosexuality is a difficult and painful process of renouncing sinful practices and attitudes and reaching out to grasp the promise of God's help. These groups suggest that struggling with homosexual attraction is a life-long task, but that the person who takes on that struggle can expect gradual change. Some aim for conversion to heterosexuality; others aim at freedom from overpowering homosexual impulses and increasing capacity to experience life fully as would be desired for any Christian single person. 

Presbyterians and Human Sexuality 1991, Office of the General Assembly Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), Louisville Kentucky, pp.116-117. [129] 

According to the Westminster 'Dictionary of Christian Ethics' there are four broad attitudes to homosexuality among Christians. First of all, there are the punitive rejectors who would treat it as both a crime and a sin and punish it, though it is doubtful if many of them would actually insist upon the implementation of the Levitical purity code in sentencing to death homosexuals caught in flagrante delicto. Next there are the non-punitive objectors who would always treat homosexual relations as sinful, but not as criminal. An apt parallel would be adultery, which is no longer a statutory offence in this country, though the Christian Church and most public opinion holds it to be a sin. The third group are qualified accepters who would probbly seek to apply the norm of monogamous sexuality to gay people, as well as to heterosexuals. And they would claim that by this acceptance or permission, many gay people have established stable relationships that have rescued them from loneliness and the promiscuity that has often characterized their search for love and companionship. Finally, there is a group, probably a small group, of total acceptors, who believe that gay people should create their own norm and not be dictated to by a section of the population that can have no real inner knowledge of their condition. 

Richard Holloway, Anger, Sex, Doubt and Death, Great Britain: SPCK, 1992, pp.47. [220] 

AIDS brings together in one potent package the two greatest fears of our culture: sex and death. Now they have been united. Because of these deep fears, because of the already marginalized character of the disease's major victims, because of the ways in which this illness has been moralized, because of the extraordinarily complicated public policy issues - for all these reasons, in addition to the concrete suffering of countless people, AIDS is a major new challenge for us. And particularly for men, for we men have had great difficulties with sex and death. 

James B. Nelson, The Intimate Connection: Male Sexuality, Masculine Spirituality, Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1988, p.81. [93] 

Homosexuality must be regarded as a problematic erotic orientation that contemporary social science can help us understand. One can take such a stand without regarding it as a psychopathology per se. Such a stance permits one to support the ordination of celibate persons of homosexual orientation who are otherwise suited and called to the ministry, in that homosexual orientation cannot be equated with diagnosing the individual as 'neurotic' or 'psychotic.' 

Stanton L. Jones and Don E. Workman, 'Homosexuality: The Behavioral Sciences and the Church,' Journal of Psychology and Theology 17, no.3, Fall 1989, p. 213-225. [70] 

When all is said and done... the struggle for Christian freedom is not between men and women, nor even between feminists and traditionalists. The struggle is within each one of us, male or female, between the old person and the new person, between the flesh and the Spirit, between the impulse to be the first among all and the call to become the servant of many. Debates about sex and gender will be around for a long time to come, both in the community of the church and the community of social science. But long after our current questions have been settled or forgotten the radical words of Jesus to his followers, both women and men, will ring down througn history from the Gospel of John: 'Unless a grain of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it cannot bear fruit.' And this is a saying which will rightly continue to offend us all. 

Mary Stewart van Leeuwen, Gender and Grace: Women and Men in a Changing World, England: Inter-Varsity Press, 1990, p.250. [154] 

..... 

Creator God, Thank you for the gift of sex, for maleness and for femaleness; for making man and woman sexual as part of your good creation. 

Thank you for my own sexuality: for its beauty and its usefulness, for its ecstasy and intensity and intimacy, for love, and care, and pleasure and fulfilment. 

Thank you for marriage, when a woman and a man leave parents, cleave to one another and become one flesh. 

Lord keep me faithful to you and to your will for me. Keep me faithful to the one I promised to love and cherish all our lives. 

So that our pure loving may reflect just a little your love for your people, and Christ's love for the church. 

Amen. 

..... 

A Benediction 

May God, who created us as sexual beings, and designed marriage and community for our wholeness and the well-being of children, loved ones and friends, make your home a colony of heaven. May his peace rule in your hearts; may his grace enable you to accept one another as you have been accepted; may his love empower you to serve and forgive others; may his Spirit give you a disciplined will to obey his Word. For Christ's glory and our wholeness. Amen. 

CAPSULE 12: CHILDHOOD SEXUAL ABUSE 

* 'Cynthia', a university student wrote: 'When I was sexually abused as a child and raped as a young girl, I felt numb. Feeling was just too much. After the first sharp jolt, I realized that this was just too much for me to bear, and I left my body. I felt scared and confused and ashamed. I couldn't trust anyone, but was terrified of being alone. Most of all, I felt worthless. I hope for change. I work on healing myself and other women. I try to protect myself. If I feel safe, I will tell other people about my experience, with the hope that they will understand. With the hope that if they understand, they will not allow this horror to continue.' 

* Between the ages of five and nine Jane (not her real name) was looked after by an uncle when her parents were sometimes away, working on a distant farming property. This man used to bath her, play with her sexually, and sometimes have full sexual intercourse with her. He would rationalize what he was doing ('lots of people enjoy tickling each other like this') but he would threaten her with dire consequences if she told anyone ('this is our little secret'). She became very fearful, but couldn't scream when it was happening. The parents were so preoccupied with their work they didn't take any action when their daughter became depressed ('she'll grow out of it'). Now, aged thirty eight, she has terrible nightmares, every night, with dark monsters coming at her with knives and other fearful objects. She 'puts up with' the sexual side of their marriage, but uses all kinds of excuses to avoid sex if possible. She has been hospitalized regularly for severe depression. And she feels 'cheap and nasty', and very angry with the uncle who abused her. Except for a high school girlfriend, she had never told anyone else about these events, until her GP referred her to me. She remembered everything, she thinks, but it took three or four sessions before she could talk with some freedom about what happened... On one occasion I suggested she pretend her uncle was sitting in a chair across the room and tell him precisely how she felt. She spoke to a large cushion we have, and after ten minutes of pouring out her pain and anger she turned to where I was seated and, even more angrily cried out 'And where were you God when this little girl was being raped? Did you care?' (How would you have responded?) 

Recently I received a letter from her. Here are some excerpts: 'For the past few weeks I have been praying that God will bring to the surface all the painful things that happened to me as a child. I have suppressed so much of my past. I want everything to come out because I know that if it doesn't it will destroy me and I will never be free to leave the past where it belongs. The nightmares won't go until I bring everything out... [As I talk] more things are coming out about the sexual abuse. I have held so much in out of fear and guilt. I feel so unclean and hate myself for what has happened. I know my anger should be released and redirected towards the one who did it all to me but I find it so hard to do. It seems easier to punish myself. I can't scream because I'm still afraid. I feel choked and nothing comes out. Yet I long to scream to let everything out... This past week all I seem to have done is cry and have panic attacks. The memories are so painful. I keep on getting hurt. My uncle hurt me so badly... There are no excuses for my uncle sexually abusing me. He should have been there to protect me. Sorry for rambling on. I can't even write this letter without stopping and crying. Thanks again for listening...' 

What can we say to Cynthia and Jane, and to many others like them? 

# You are not dirty, cheap, 'damaged' or to blame if you were abused as a young child. The abuser was to blame; you did not deserve it. 

# Small children feel they're responsible for what was done to them: that is what the abuser tells them. The child is afraid, because they are usually threatened with dire consequences if they tell anyone. You were also fearful because you were weak and helpless through the process. 

# Victims of abuse tend to have low self-esteem: so you are not unusual there either. Periods of your childhood may be totally forgotten. Abused children are very angry, but generally direct their anger inward. They get depressed, experience severe mood swings, and suffer from one or more phobias. They usually have severe sleep disturbances and often have terrible nightmares. They have an inability to trust others, and have problems figuring out their various roles. Addictions (eating, drugs, alcohol, spending) are common. 

# Until they are healed, sex is unpleasant, to choose the softest word. They have problems becoming aroused, and find some forms of sexual activity repugnant, or emotionally and even physically painful. Adults who were abused as children may become promiscuous, or addicted to pornography or other forms of aberrant sexual behaviour. 

# Every victim of child abuse I have counseled has been suicidal, or at least prone to self-destructive behaviours. 

# How then are these sinned-against people healed? First, by affirming they were not to blame. Then, face what happened squarely. Talk it out with a counselor. Write letters to the one you are angry with - even if you do not post them. When and if you are ready, face the abuser with another person. The abuser will generally deny everything, but the benefit in this process is for you not the abuser. At some stage (for many it takes years) you might go through a process of forgiving the one who violated you, and about the same time pursue a 'ritual of release and healing' where you say good-bye to every aspect of the hurt and trauma. Perhaps you can imagine Jesus accompanying you on a journey through the events of your past, cleansing you of guilt and healing you of pain. Then prepare for a new identity. Shed the old self. Prepare for more negative and destructive thoughts and behaviour, and have a plan for dealing with these. Write down half a dozen encouraging Scripture passages and say them aloud to yourself when you are tempted to 'cave in' to feeling sorry for yourself (eg. Philippians 4:13, Jeremiah 33:3, Jeremiah 29:11 etc.). Live a day at a time, and perhaps before you retire tell yourself how you went that day - emphasizing particularly the positive aspects. 

# Why do people do this to defenceless little children? Put simply, incest is a destructive example of love gone wrong. The adult is emotionally immature, unable to develop a mature love and closeness with other family members without genitalizing that loving. As one psychologist put it, 'Sexually abusive persons do in the family what millions of persons do outside the family; they "use" someone for the "act" of love in a misdirected and desperate search for a sense of true loving and for safety from their fear of true intimacy.' The person wants to connect and share with another, but doesn't know to do it responsibly. The most frequent form of incest is between brother and sister, then between father and daughter or male family members and younger girls and women. The least frequent form of incest is between an older female and a female child... Because male-initiated incest is more common, this means that sexism, power and control are behind these corrupt interactions. 

# 'Where was God when I needed him?' is a common question. There is no simple answer; but he suffered too. The abuser did it, not God. That's the kind of evil world we live in. 

# 'But that person messed up my life.' True and false. Certainly your childhood was spoiled, but you can be healed. 

# How long does it take to be healed? Usually two or three years of solid work. But weigh that against the alternative: what will you still be like in a few years if you don't work on the problem? 

# Write down something like this and repeat it to yourself every day: 'I was sexually/emotionally abused, but I was not to blame. I will therefore not carry the responsibility for this violation of my personhood. The abuser will have to answer to God and their conscience for this atrocity. Although I was the victim, I am not going to let those events cause me to live in the 'victim-mode' now. I will not allow the past to govern how I feel in the present or the future. I am going to get on with my life, and with the help of God become a whole person.'

**Oxytocin in Women: The Bridge Between Touch and Sex

 Paul 

Touch is so vital to humans, and most of us don't get nearly enough of it. Babies deprived of touch don't develop normally because certain connections in the brain actually disappear. Orphans who receive very, very little touch often die as a result, and those who survive can experience permanent physical and mental retardation.Kids who don't get enough touch grow up to become aggressive and antisocial adults. Older adults who don't get enough touch also suffer, becoming senile sooner, and dying earlier. We're all affected by touch, and it's not "all in the mind"; rather it's the result of complex hormonal responses which actually change our bodies and brains. 

Oxytocin makes us feel good about the person who causes the oxytocin to be released. 

Touch causes our bodies to produce a hormone called oxytocin. Not only does touch stimulate production of oxytocin, but oxytocin promotes a desire to touch and be touched: it's a feedback loop that can have wonderful results. Oxytocin makes us feel good about the person who causes the oxytocin to be released, and it causes a bonding between the two persons. Nursing a baby produces oxytocin in both mother and child, and this is a major part of what initially bonds the mother and her baby. Even thinking of someone we love can stimulate this hormone; when women in good marriages were asked to think about their husbands, the level of oxytocin in their blood rose quickly.

There's more. Oxytocin plays a significant role in our sexuality too. Higher levels of oxytocin result in greater sexual receptivity, and because oxytocin increases testosterone production (which is responsible for sex drive in both men and women) sex drive can also increase. Moreover, this hormone does not just create a sexual desire in women, coupled with estrogen it creates a desire to be penetrated (that is, it makes her want intercourse).Oxytocin increases the sensitivity of the penis and the nipples, improves erections, and makes both orgasm and ejaculation stronger; it may even increase sperm counts. And while oxytocin can move us towards sex, sex increases production of oxytocin: nipple stimulation, genital stimulation, and intercourse all raise the level of oxytocin in men and women. Orgasm causes levels to spike even higher, three to five times normal, creating the "afterglow" closeness that is experienced following lovemaking. The fact that sex increases oxytocin levels can be helpful for women who complain they "never feel like sex." Having sex, even when you don't have a drive to do so, will actually affect you in ways that will result in a greater sex drive. This also explains, at least in part, why many women find that the more sex they have, the more they want, and the less sex they have, the less they want.

Oxytocin has a special relationship with estrogen ... women have much higher levels of estrogen than men. 

Of course no hormone acts independently. Hormones amplify or reduce each other's effects, and increase or decrease production of other hormones. Among other things, oxytocin increases the production of both estrogen and testosterone. Oxytocin has a special relationship with estrogen. Oxytocin is virtually powerless with out estrogen, and oxytocin's affects are increasingly powerful as estrogen levels rise. This explains why women are far more affected by touch than men. Women have much higher levels of estrogen than men. This also explains why women respond to the same touch differently at different times of the month. When her estrogen is high (ovulation) even a slight touch can have a strong affect; when estrogen is low (menstruation) it will take more touch to get less of a response.

Another interesting effect of oxytocin is that it decreases mental processes and impairs memory. This is why hugging and touching can help us recover from an argument. The oxytocin helps us to stop thinking about it, and even forget some of the pain we felt. While hugging may not be a natural response during conflict, it can quickly cool things off.

A woman who is not receiving enough touch ... can become strongly, even violently opposed to sexual touch. 

While most of us suffer from living in an anti-touch society, women tend feel more touch-starved than men, probably due to the fact that they have more estrogen. A woman who is not receiving enough touch becomes withdrawn and even depressed. In this condition a woman can become strongly, and even violently opposed to sexual touch. If the situation continues, she may become so withdrawn that she is no longer open to the very touch she needs.

So how do we touch more? Mostly we need to be aware of the need. We need to retrain ourselves and look for opportunities to touch. Even a gentle brief touch has an effect, and the more the better. Learn to walk hand-in-hand or arm-in-arm. When you go to church, or watch TV, or sit talking to friends, sit close enough to touch each other. When you're both reading find a way to be in contact with each other ... even sitting at opposite ends of the couch with your feet touching will work. When you are eating together play footsies. Rub each other's shoulders or feet, or give a long massage. Do anything which brings your body into contact with your spouse, and do it often. And don't forget your kids, they need touch too!!

**Lack of Desire

 Lori 

There are a number of reasons a person mightlack sexual desire for their spouse. When you consider that sexual desire starts with what happens between your ears and then is greatly influenced by the marriage relationship itself, it is understandable that most of what is going to stall desire will be personal or relational in nature. There are, of course, some physical problems that can affect sexual desire too.

The following list can be used to identify problems or potential problems.

PERSONAL / EMOTIONAL ISSUES

Feeling bad about how we look steals our sex drive. 

poor self image, poor sexual self image, inhibitions - Our culture and, sadly, the church have played havoc with how we see ourselves and our sexuality. Feeling bad about how we look or how we might perform sexually can fill some with dread that steals sex drive. Being ashamed of our body, or feeling one part of it is too small or strange looking, is counter productive to sexual desire.

fear of intimacy - wounds from past relationships can be carried into present ones, making it difficult to desire intimacy and oneness. Men may fear intimacy because they think it's "weak" or unmanly.

childhood sexual abuse, molestation, rape - In order to dull the pain, fear and shame associated with a previous sexual experience, many victims repress or fight their natural sex drive. (see Childhood Sexual Abuse)

lack of privacy - living in close quarters with parents or (foster, natural, or step) children. This is more likely to effect women than men.

guilt from (false or genuine) sexual sin - guilt over masturbation, playing doctor, promiscuity, abortion, premarital sex with your spouse, non-marital sex before you met your spouse, viewing pornography, adultery, etc. can make approaching sex very painful. Growing up in a strict anti-sex household can make people feel guilty about normal and natural sexual thoughts and desires. Some even feel guilty about their desire for their spouse. Still others feel guilt over things they want to do with their spouse; things they themselves believe are wrong or "kinky," or believe their spouse would consider weird or sinful.

busyness, stress, anxiety - it takes a certain amount of time and relaxation to make sex work. Always being stressed out or having too much to do will eventually wear out your sex drive.

depression - depression puts the skids on everything in your life, including sex drive.

unforgivingness, deep grief, bitterness, fear, anger, hate - strong negative emotions stealemotional energy from the rest of your life. These emotions don't even have to be directed toward your spouse to have them affect your sex drive.

Anything that ties up your time and emotions can damage desire your spouse. 

other outlets - Investing large amounts of time into work or being emotionally involved with other people (real or not) can tie up the desire and energy that you need for your spouse. This may sound fairly simplistic, but it represents a host of problems - workaholism, a too busy lifestyle, preferring friends (male or female)over your spouse, an over active fantasy life, adultery, romance novels, pornography, masturbation and other sexual addictions - anything that ties up your time and emotions to the degree that it drains dry what you need to emotionally and physically desire your spouse. 

When lack of sexual desire is grounded in a personal or emotional issue, it is helpful to talk it out. Pray and seek out encouraging folk (your spouse, a friend or counselor)who will help you face and deal with the problem in an atmosphere of safety and understanding. 

As the problems are faced and dealt with, the natural sex drive will begin to assert itself (or your natural drive can be more correctly directed toward your spouse). You may need to concentrate on your sexuality for awhile until it feels more natural for you.

RELATIONAL ISSUES

lack of nonsexual intimacy - it's difficult to desire someone that is a stranger to you. Over the long haul of marriage, your sex drive needs something relational to work with (Paul's always saying that the time you spend in nonsexual interaction becomes the building blocks for sexual intimacy). 

lack of sexual intimacy, sexual dysfunctions, frustration, disappointment - repeatedly being rebuffed sexually can emotionally, and eventually physically, stall your sex drive. The same can happen for repeated lack of orgasm, impotence, premature ejaculation,retarded ejaculation, or other disappointments in the bedroom.

A lack of understanding of gender and personality differences can cause a good deal of friction in and out of the bedroom. 

poor sexual technique, lack of knowledge about sexuality - a lack of understanding can cause things to go poorly in the bedroom. This canopen the door to repeated disappointment and frustration which can in turn cause a lack of interest. A lack of understanding of gender and personality differences can cause a good deal of friction in and out of the bedroom.

lack of trust, betrayal, adultery - intimate relationships need a certain level of trust and commitment to operate well. When one spouse has abused the trust of the other, desire for intimacy is diminished.

lack of respect, abuse, manipulation, selfishness - it is extremely difficult to desire intimacy with someone who does not show genuine love or who consistently diminishes your worth and value in some way.

boredom - Most of us wouldn't get excited about eating the same thing everyday for years; sex is no different. Fear about what the other would think can keep these feeling from being expressed, and the boredom just grows. 

Relational issues are a bit tougher to resolve as they involve two people, rather than one. But if both people are willing to work at it, difficulties can be resolved. Pray over your marriage. Read good marriage books and implement their advice or visit and learn from a happily married couple. Sometimes it is helpful to seek out a counselor to resolve particularly difficult problems.

PHYSICAL ISSUES

medical conditions - anaemia, high blood pressure, diabetes, multiple sclerosis, and hemochromatosis among others. Undiagnosed thyroid disease is suspected by some doctors to be responsible for a significant number of cases of low sex drive. 

medicine, medical treatments and drugs - alcohol, prescription drugs, and street drugs are probably the single most common causes of low sex drive. Chemotherapy, high blood pressure medicine, antidepressants, tranquillisers and other medicines andmedical treatments can affect sex drive. It may be possible to correct much of this by changing medications and/or dosages, so let your doctor know about the problems. Alcoholism is a very common sex drive killer in men.

hormones - a woman's natural hormone cycle gives her periods of greater and lesser sexual desire. Hormones can also affect sexual drive during pregnancy, lactation and at menopause. Low testosterone reduces sex drive in both men and women, but this is actually rare in men.

In men exhaustion can impair erection even if the man desires sex. 

exhaustion - being occasionally tired happens to us all, but chronic exhaustion means you need to check your priorities. Eat well and get adequate rest and exercise (cut back or cut out the smoking and drinking). In men exhaustion can impair erection even if the man desires sex; similar impairment of function is believed to occur in women who are too tired.

painful sex - infections, a poorly healed episiotomy, endometriosis, back problems and other conditions can cause sex to be uncomfortable or painful, making sex undesirable.

For health related problems, see your doctor! Change your lifestyle to take care of yourself and get educated about the physical / technical aspects of sexual intimacy (see the TMB Bookstore).

Now, y'all, don't use this list to beat each over the head with. :) Take the time to prayerfully look at what you contribute, both positively and negatively, to your marriage. Then look to see how you can help your spouse with what they bring to it also. Think: prayer, forgiveness, encouragement, creative ideas ...

IN NO WAY SHOULD THIS WEB SITE BE CONSIDERED AS OFFERING MEDICAL ADVICE! The content on the Marriage Bed web site is provided for educational and informational purposes only, and is not intended to be a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis or treatment. NEVER DISREGARD MEDICAL ADVICE OR DELAY IN SEEKING IT BECAUSE OF SOMETHING YOU HAVE READ ON THIS SITE!

*Desperate Times-How did sex become just skin-on-skin instead of soul-to-soul?

A Leadership Forum

If only sex were as simple as "the birds and the bees." And perhaps it is. Like the creatures of nature, sex is a part of God's good creation. Yet, just as birds drop and bees sting, human sexuality can create sudden messes and unanticipated pain in many lives.

Today's ministry leaders are not immune to the stains and stings of sexuality. In fact, we are called into the middle of them as we attempt to help people live faithfully and well within a sexually charged culture.

Leadership's Marshall Shelley and Chad Hall invited three Christian leaders to the campus of Duke Divinity School to discuss ministry in our decidedly post-Eden world.

Bruce Marcey is lead pastor of Warehouse 242, a church in the uptown area of Charlotte, North Carolina, and known for being culturally engaged while placing a high value on communicating theological truth.

James Emery White founded Mecklenburg Community Church in suburban Charlotte in 1992 and has written widely on the intersection of church and culture in works such as Rethinking Church and Serious Times. He also serves as adjunct professor of theology, culture, and apologetics at Gordon-Conwell Seminary's Charlotte campus.

Lauren Winner serves on the faculty at Duke and is the author of a memoir, Girl Meets God, and, more recently, a critically acclaimed book about chastity, Real Sex. She attends St. Luke's Episcopal Church in Durham, North Carolina.

What's an example you've seen in the last week that we live in a sexually charged culture?

James Emery White: I was stunned by the Kaiser Family Foundation study that came out this week that found that the number of sexual encounters on television programs doubled between 1995 and 2004. This sexualized culture is becoming mainstream.

Lauren Winner: I see it in the lack of clothing on college campuses. For both women and men.

Bruce Marcey: I see it in the skyrocketing occurrences of oral sex among high school kids. Even in many Christian circles, it's seen as being okay.

White: It's not even perceived as sex.

Marcey: Exactly.

Is this sexual climate unprecedented, or is it similar to conditions in other times?

Winner: There's always been premarital sex. There have always been children conceived out of wedlock. But in earlier times, you were supposed to be ashamed about it. What's unique today is society's utter acceptance of premarital sex. The key change is not simply that premarital sex is common, but that it's good—it's not just normal but normative. Today something is considered wrong with you if you're not having sex.

Marcey: What's considered taboo has totally reversed. I mean, think of the movie, "The Forty-Year-Old Virgin." Being a virgin is now a stigma. The culture now assumes, How can you be a healthy person if you're not having sex?

White: We asked people at our church to submit questions for a Q&A session dealing with sex, and the questions we got were ones you would not have gotten five years ago: "We both had affairs, and we have no idea how to restore intimacy." It's almost like an affair for one or both partners is almost becoming the norm. Questions like "Why on earth would you say pornography is wrong?"

I don't think you would have gotten some of those questions five years ago. It reminds me of a passage tucked away in Jeremiah that talks about people who have forgotten how to blush. That marks our society.

What is driving this overt sexuality today?

Marcey: Well, the sexual and sensual longings are real. The Fall has marred it, but God made us to experience satisfaction. The reason we long for sex is both the intimacy and the pure joy that results. Sex is a beautiful thing, a pleasurable thing. In a sense, Chesterton was right when he writes that the knock on the door of a brothel is, in a sense, a knock on the door of heaven.

White: That's true, but I think there's a more superficial answer. When kids walk around trying to emulate Britney Spears or Paris Hilton, I don't think they're doing it out of a longing for intimacy. I think it's because our culture has made sex the benchmark of what it means to be successful, to be popular.

Our culture has made celebrities of those whose only basis of fame is their ability to be sexual. I mean, Paris Hilton has no basis for celebrity other than sexuality.

It's not educators, inventors, politicians, or even athletes so much who gain attention. Our culture is celebrity-driven. So when kids go through those awful years of puberty, and they desperately want to fit in and build their self-image, they naturally turn to being sexual.

Marcey: That doesn't sound superficial at all. It's an issue of identity.

Winner: All this sexual craziness would be unimaginable without our hyper-individualism. Most of us never even imagine that what we do with our bodies might not simply be our individual decision. The idea that your community has claims on your body is unintelligible to most Americans, even in the church. We've lost the sense that sexuality is actually an issue the community has claims on. We've so exaggerated the notion of ourselves as autonomous individuals, and our bodies as our own, that we assume, What I do with my body is none of your business.

White: Individualism is so ingrained that many people don't even worry about their partners. There was a great line in Vanilla Sky where the woman who was stalking Tom Cruise said, "Don't you know that when you sleep with someone, your body makes a promise whether you do or not?" What an incredible line in a movie for our day.

Winner: Pauline theology from Cameron Diaz's lips.

What impact is this new climate of sexuality having on the people you see?

Marcey: The culture has tried to devalue shame and has tried to take it away, yet people still do feel shame. A song by Bloodhound Gang says, "You and me, baby, ain't nothing but mammals. Let's do it like they do on the Discovery Channel." We're being told it's just a physical act, but people can't accept that. They actually feel the shame.

Winner: I don't think people necessarily feel shame. One of the poisonous fruits of participating in sexual sin is that you do desensitize yourself and lose the ability to sense what normal is, and therefore you desensitize yourself to shame. In the church I think sometimes we're too quick to assume that people really do feel shame about sex. We don't typically say that about most other areas of sin—in general, we recognize that the Fall is so profound that even our feelings are distorted, so we can engage in a sinful act and not feel bad about it. That lack of awareness of what's real is itself a fruit of sin. Thus, when it comes to premarital sex or pornography or even adultery, pastoral strategy of emotional scare tactic—"You're going to feel terrible if you do this"—is not particularly effective.

White: I think what's really coursing through people is a sense of a loss of intimacy. It's less "I want to cover up my shame" than "I'm finding this overt sexuality to be terribly empty." People are thinking, Tell me there's more. I've taken this sexual thing as far as it can go, and … this is it? They're finding it didn't have the payoff that it lured them into believing it would have spiritually and emotionally.

Marcey: I agree. The key isn't telling people, "If you do sex, you're going to feel bad." It's acknowledging that underneath it all, they actually do feel like something is missing.

We did a series of surveys and found people feel two things when it comes to sex. First, they feel, This was supposed to be more than this. What they're looking for, they're not getting.

The other thing is a sense of dirtiness. They sense something is wrong. There's a sense of hiding, especially among men. From those I talk with, a large percentage are involved in some sort of sexual sin. And their feeling is one of I don't want anybody to know about this. And that sense is pretty profound.

So I'm not trying to shame them, but I do think, deep down, they have a sense that something's really wrong.

Let's talk about the individualizing of sex. Not only has sex been separated from procreation (by the pill), it's been separated from a living human relationship (by pornography). What is the relational impact of that?

White: As a pastor I'm seeing that it's destroying intimacy within marriages, partly because it's desensitizing men and women toward sexual acts and sexual deviation.

I was part of a radio interview with a guy named "Jimmy D" who produces pornography. And I'll never forget that he said, "There are things I'm doing now that sicken me. It's almost like we're having to get harder core and we're having to get more base in order to keep up the titillation because the more people are exposed to pornography, the less it titillates, and the more we have to go into shock, gore, crude value." And then he said, "I wish I could just have an erase button for my memory."

Winner: The fundamental thing about porn—even before the widespread use of internet porn—is that pornography removes sex from a relational context. Anything that tells you that sex can happen outside of a real live relationship, with all its blessings and strains, is telling you a lie about sex.

This false story damages our ability to connect with an actual human being. The live person probably has cellulite; the live person probably had a bad day at work; the live person may have a father who has cancer. And when you have sex with that live person, the bad day and the cancer and the cellulite all become part of the sexual experience.

Porn, which says you can have sexual pleasure whenever you want it, totally on your terms, destroys a person's ability to have sex as part of a living, complicated relationship.

So where is the church's voice in this sex-crazed culture? What do we have to say?

White: When we did a series on sex, I was amazed at the reaction. Particularly the secular media: "Why are you talking about porn? Why are you talking about sex?" They didn't see a connection between the church's agenda and sex.

Marcey: We got that, too, during my five-week series on sex: "Why does it take five weeks to say 'No'?" Evidently we've lost our voice in part because all we've been heard saying is No.

Maybe we've also caused people to believe Church is a place where we don't talk about those sorts of things. At Warehouse, if I talk about sex in a way other than simply saying No, I need to go into some detail. I need to be relatively explicit. And there has been in America the notion of church as a sacred place, and so you can't talk about certain things in church. The sense of inappropriateness mutes any message we have.

Winner: My observation is that churches don't talk about these issues theologically. So we don't make the very robust and sometimes obvious theological connections, which provide a legitimate response to those who wonder, Why are we talking about this stuff in church?

White: You're onto something very significant here, Lauren. We need to lay a theological framework by which we can talk about these issues and engage culture.

Of all the doctrines, of all the theological issues, the one most neglected, but the one that is in the vanguard of most of our issues today, is the doctrine of humanity. That deals with homosexuality, with abortion, with bioethics, with sexuality, with when does life begin?

Yet the church seems caught like a deer in headlights because it lacks theological moorings here.

Winner: Even more basic is the doctrine of creation—one must have a doctrine of creation before one can think theologically about humanity. Until you render explicit a basic understanding of Creation, Fall, Redemption, the church loses its voice on these matters. If we don't start with a theological conversation, we have nothing to say.

When it comes to sex, it seems to me the church has absorbed some of the views of our surrounding society. I think our acceptance of premarital sex for the last 40 years has deeply changed our understanding of what married sex is supposed to look like. We've absorbed the idea that married sex is supposed to be a constantly mind-blowing, chandelier-swinging kind of experience. We've agreed with society that sex really doesn't exist well in a domestic context.

That's a drastic mistake. If the church has something to offer the broader society, it's going to be a positive vision of everyday, married sex.

Marcey: That's right. We've allowed ourselves to get trapped into just saying no to the wrong forms, but we haven't painted this alternate picture of what faithful Christian domestic sex looks like.

Winner: And the positive vision of sex is not just you can have mind-blowing sex with your spouse. Although that is sometimes true, of course! The positive vision must depict why is it that we want sex to belong in marriage. It's not just that kids come from sex, and kids do better with married parents. It's not just because of the emotional risks you take when you have sex with someone.

It's that sex is actually radically reconfigured when there are kids down the hall and dirty dishes in the sink. And I think we in the church have a real obligation to articulate what is beautiful about that. Why don't we let sex be ordinary? What's wrong with sex being ordinary? The fact that you and the person with whom you're having sex also share children and a domestic life reconfigures what sexuality looks like, but that ought to be good news.

White: And when we talk about older Christians mentoring younger Christians, sex is not often part of the mentoring process. My wife and I have been married 22 years. We've got four kids. We've been in that real-life mode. And it's rare that a couple pulls us aside and asks us for the real scoop on sexual intimacy. "What's it like when you've had three children and you're pregnant with your fourth?" Well, we know. "What's it like when you've got three of your four kids still in diapers?" We know.

We also really need to talk about the beauty. What is the beauty of being sexually intimate with the same person year after year, decade after decade? Is there a sweetness and a beauty to that? There sure is.

The church has traditionally found sex difficult to talk about, and you've all taken steps recently to correct the silence. Where are you now? Would you say you're talking about sex too much, not enough, or about the right amount?

Marcey: I would say it's still not enough. We just did five weeks on sex. Five 30-minute talks with creative media elements around it. But our community of people lives in a seven-day-a-week, 24-hour-day world that is awash in cultural lies about sexuality.

White: I agree that we're not talking about it enough. I think that it probably needs to be formally addressed through some type of weekend series dangerously close to annually, because we are in such a sex-saturated culture, there's such sexual confusion, and the misinformation is coming at us so fast and furious.

Marcey: You can't just do five weeks on sex and figure you're done. Now we're taking it through our small group network, and we're trying to weave this throughout the entire community—in how we relate to people, our spiritual formation material, everything. I think that's the thing that will get us talking about it not just more, but more effectively.

White: In our midweek series, we tend to go through entire books of the Bible, verse-by-verse. Right now we're going through Proverbs. So we are naturally led to an awful lot on sex. We're also addressing it in small groups. We also have The Institute, kind of the community college dynamic of our church, where we offer a wide range of classes and seminars, and we're intentionally addressing sexual issues there. So we're going at it in a multi-pronged approach—weekends, mid-weeks, institute classes, recovery groups, small groups.

Winner: It seems to me that if the church talked about sex better, we could talk about it less. And part of "better," to me, is being more robustly theological and not just simply plucking verses here and there, or being bad sociologists who spend our time condemning the way Hollywood depicts sex.

Marcey: You're right, Lauren. During our five-week sex series, we walked through the Bible chronologically to show that the Bible deals with sex in a robust and a rich way. It wasn't "here are a few verses that mention sex," but "here's the story of Creation, Fall, and Redemption in the area of sex." We want to bring the full well of the theological perspective of God's design to each of the issues.

White: You are getting into a much larger crisis for the church. The church is not doing the hard spadework of developing a biblical worldview in people's minds where they're able to thoughtfully engage culture as a Christian and think about it in light of that. And so we are almost like cut flowers.

We're trying to engage issues like sexuality independent of a rooting and a biblical worldview. We are not developing a Christian mind where we're thinking Christianly about all of life in light of what Flannery O'Connor called "Christian realism." This idea that Creation, Fall, Redemption is as real as the laws of physics. It is reality, and it infuses every single thought and action.

Winner: I spent six years writing Real Sex, so obviously I think chastity is an important, even crucial, part of Chrisitan discipleship. But I will still say that sex is a "second order" issue. I care much less about what someone is doing in bed than I care about how they're engaging creation and their Maker. And what they're doing in bed is one expression of that.

In the life of the local church, we always have to make choices. You only have so many Sunday mornings or Wednesday nights, and it is pretty challenging to simultaneously "engage the culture" and do basic catechesis. Not that I want to draw too sharp a distinction between culture and theology, but where is the basic theological formation happening? We cannot address these second order questions well if the essential theological and scriptural story is not in place. 

What kinds of relationships within a church community lead to a healthy sexuality? Is accountability the answer?

Marcey: Though Gen-Xers talk incessantly about their desire for relationships, these relationships and community have to be formed by biblical norms. And the Bible says more than just "be accountable." Especially when it comes to sex, we have to get beyond programs and accountability.

Winner: We use the word accountability too much. Community gets reduced to an accountability group. And yes, accountability is important but so also is blessing. Particularly when it comes to sex, community has to be more than saying, "Come confess to me that you used porn again yesterday." Community is life together. It is blessing where God is present. Frankly, I think we should put a moratorium on the word accountability for ten years.

What's wrong with "accountability"?

White: It can become a euphemism for all sorts of toxic things. A great example came to light this past week. There is a software that men can download to provide accountability in terms of the websites they visit on their computers. And they agree to list each other as the one who gets the report on all the sites visited. And …

Winner: Sorry to interrupt, but already that story is so weird. Talk about denatured and disembodied!

White: Wait; it gets worse. They do this in the name of accountability. Then a wife comes to me in shock saying, "I have discovered pornography on my husband's other computer." All he's done is to use another computer that doesn't have the accountability software.

In such "accountability," if you want to get around it, you're going to get around it. And if this relationship is a "sin patrol" kind of thing, it's very unhealthy. It can also just be a euphemism for control.

Marcey: Such "accountability" doesn't support the gospel, because it turns spirituality into reverse Nike: Just don't do it. And so it does not encourage coming out of hiding; it actually encourages hiding.

Accountability that's stripped of an actual relationship takes the gospel out of the picture. What I want is a relationship with someone who is going to attempt to be with me like Jesus was. Someone who's going to look at me and I'm going to be able tell him what's going on. Someone I can come out of hiding with.

And when I come out of hiding with him, he's going to say, "Now, even though you know this is wrong, why do you think it is that for the last 12 weeks you've come in and you're dealing with the same thing? What's the question behind the question? What's the real issue? What are you getting from this?" We never seem to ask those kinds of questions in accountability. We never ask, "What are you getting from this?"

Speaking of not hiding, and making things easier for people to talk about, how do you handle self-disclosure, especially from the pulpit, on sex-related topics?

White: I probably err on the side of not disclosing enough. And what's ironic is that much of this is personality driven and very much in the eye of the beholder. For instance, I'll share something that I don't think is self-disclosing, and people will say, "Oh, thank you for sharing that. That must have been hard." It wasn't.

I don't tend to share the things that for me would be hard to share, and I do tend to share the things that are easy for me. And a lot of that's driven by what I am insecure about, what I'm not, and my own sin issues, and what I'm comfortable bringing out of the closet. But I probably err on the side of simply not sharing. When it comes to sexuality narrative, I'll pull something that Lauren shares in one of her books.

Winner: Well—I'm in the Episcopal Church. Disclosure is not what we do! Nor would I say the main thing Episcopalians need more of is disclosure! I'm actually not interested in hearing someone's disclosure if it is not rooted in a biblical story. Disclosure needs to serve a larger purpose, which is part of the biblical kerygma.

Marcey: If personal narrative isn't finding meaning with biblical narrative, then it really serves no purpose.

I have a group of people who every week critique what I say in my sermons. Their role is not to tell me what a great job I did. But to say things like "I don't think you should have said that" or "I am not sure you needed to reveal that much." And I've learned some of this the hard way. I can say things flippantly off the cuff, and I have to beware of that. I still find there to be a tension.

Over time, a rhythm develops where you can feel that this won't be so much information that it makes the congregation lose confidence, but it's enough information that they know I'm a real person. They understand that I'm not telling them everything about my life.

White: But the more I share personally, as pastor, the more it becomes legal to talk about. For example, if I were to share in a marriage series that my wife and I experienced Christian counseling over a particular issue, all of a sudden it's okay to start talking about Christian counseling, and people feel greater freedom to do that without stigma.

If I were to share a struggle with a sexual issue, if I were to share a financial struggle—death, credit card, whatever—all of a sudden it's okay to talk about. And we need to do that with a Christian vision of sex.Leading Sexual Indicators

Percent of Americans describing themselves as sexually adventurous: 42 

Percent who've had sex on a first date: 29

Average number of sexual partners men have in a lifetime: 20

Women: 6

Number of adults who visit adult-only websites in a typical week: 11 million

Percent of adults who view magazines, movies, or videos containing sexual images weekly: 20

Number of adults weekly who have sexual encounters with someone other than their spouse: 26 million

Percent of American teenagers who have had sex by the time they finish high school: 65

Number of sexual scenes per hour on the top rated television shows among teenagers: 6.7

Overall percentage of television shows that feature sexual content: 70

Sources: Items 1-4, ABC News Primetime Live Poll: The American Sex Survey, Thursday, October 21, 2004. Items 5-7, The Barna Update, "Fragmented Populations Require Diverse Means of Connection," June 23, 2003. Item 8, Rutgers University, www.marriage.rutgers.edu/Publications/SourcesThings4teens.htm Items 9-10, Ann Oldenburg, USA Today, "Study says there is more sex on TV," November 9, 2005.

Copyright © 2006 by the author or Christianity Today International/Leadership Journal.

Click here for reprint information onLeadership Journal.

Winter 2006, Vol. XXVII, No. 1, Page 30

**The Best Sex (Survey) Ever! From Christianity Today

Ever wondered how your sex life compares to that of other readers? Sure, you have! So read on.

By Cindy Crosby

The Basics

How satisfied are you with your sex life?

Very satisfied
30%

Satisfied
33%

Neutral
15%

Dissatisfied
17%

Very dissatisfied
5%

* 63 percent have a good sex life!

If you're not satisfied, why?

Our busy schedule
38%

Sexual inhibitions/dysfunction
62%

Stress
50%

Kids
38%

Marriage troubles
15%

Illness (me or spouse)
13%

* Our sexual relationships are heavily influenced by other relationships. Only 20 percent of our readers with children living at home are "very satisfied" with their sex life, compared to 42 percent of those with no children, and 45 percent of those with kids living away from home.

How often do you have sex?

Once a day
5%

2 or more times a week
33%

Once a week
18%

2-3 times a month
21%

Once a month
9%

A few times a year
7%

Sex? What's that?
7%

How satisfied are you with that frequency?

Very satisfied
19%

Satisfied
36%

Neutral
20%

Dissatisfied
20%

Very dissatisfied
5%

How satisfied is your spouse with that frequency?

Very satisfied
16%

Satisfied
38%

Neutral
17%

Dissatisfied
22%

Very dissatisfied
7%

If you could change it?

Make it more frequent!
58%

Don't change it
40%

Less frequent
2%

* A higher frequency of good sex seems to be good for us.

"More frequent sex in the relationship and more frequent orgasm for the female partner strongly increase emotional satisfaction and physical pleasure."—Edward O. Laumann and Robert T. Michael, authors of Sex, Love, and Health in America

Secrets of the O

Any inability to achieve orgasm? 

Yes, me
14%

Yes, my spouse
13%

Yes, both
8%

No
65%

How did you both deal with it? And if so, was that way successful?

Discussed it together

It helped …
76%

68%

Took prescription remedies (i.e. Viagra)

It helped …
29%

46%

Sought professional help

It helped …
18%

16%

Took non-prescription remedies

It helped …
6%

3%

Sex Talk

How often do you and your spouse talk together about sex?

More than once a month
48%

Once a month
14%

A few times a year
25%

Once a year
7%

Never
6%

* When we talk about sex with our spouse, our chances for marital satisfaction improve.

Fifty-eight percent of readers who are "very satisfied" with their marriage talk with their spouse about sex more than once a month.

Seventy-one percent of readers who are "very satisfied" with their sex life talk with their spouse about sex more than once a month.

Sex and the Church

How often does your pastor address sexuality or sexual temptation?

Several times a year
28%

Once or twice a year
36%

Less than once a year
19%

Never
7%

Don't really know
6%

New to our church
4%

Do you want to hear more or less on sexual issues from your pastor?

More
46%

Same
42%

Less
1%

Don't Know
11%

* "Our culture is out of control sexually, and the church has a great opportunity to talk frankly and kindly about how we live as believers in such a culture"—Jenel Williams Paris, author of Birth Control for Christians 

Does your church offer an accountability group for sexual issues?

Yes
20%

No
60%

Don't Know
20%

On the Wild Side

Do you and your spouse have oral sex?

Did once
5%

Did more than once
38%

Do regularly
40%

Have not done at all
17%

Do you and your spouse have anal sex?

Did once
11%

Did more than once
11%

Do regularly
1%

Have not done at all
77%

Do you and your spouse use pornography?

Did once
10%

Did more than once
15%

Do regularly
1%

Have not done at all
74%

Do you and your spouse use sex "toys"?

Did once
5%

Did more than once
10%

Do regularly
8%

Have not done at all
77%

* MP doesn't condone these activities but seeks to reflect readers' lives.

"The Bible explicitly calls some practices wrong. But some churches propagate false guilt about practices the Bible is neutral on: masturbation within the couple's lovemaking, oral sex, sex with the lights on. False guilt has no basis in biblical fact, perpetuates shame, and damages the marriage for years." —Shay Roop, author of For Women Only: God's Design for Female Sexuality and Intimacy

Sexual Temptations

Do you have a close friend of the opposite sex ?

Yes
18%

No, but I did in the past
23%

No
59%

If no, is this a conscious choice to avoid potential emotional/sexual temptation?

Yes
53%

No
47%

Have you ever fantasized about someone other than your spouse?

Once
10%

More than once
57%

No
33%

Do you talk to your spouse about any sexual temptations you experience?

Yes
10%

Sometimes
24%

No
66%

Have you ever committed adultery?

Yes, once
6%

Yes, more than once
4%

No
90%

If yes, why?

Physical attraction
63%

Emotional attraction
48%

Marital dissatisfaction
48%

I was seduced
19%

Did your spouse find out?

I voluntarily confessed
44%

I was found out
16%

No
40%

If yes, what eventually happened?

Marriage improved
87%

Other marriage difficulties
17%

Separation
13%

Nothing
13%

Divorce
10%

Lost job
3%

*"People who have had affairs and worked through them have had to do some serious soul searching and dealing with issues they have long denied.

"But when they do, they can get real and honest with their partner for the first time in their married life." —Shay Roop, Christian counselor and sex therapist

Do you have someone—other than your spouse—with whom you can discuss sexual temptations?

Yes
50%

No
50%

Was he or she helpful?

Yes
96%

No
4%

Have you ever sought professional help for marital or sexual issues?

Yes
35%

No
65%

Really Personal Info

How satisfied are you in your marriage?

Very satisfied
57%

Satisfied
28%

Neutral
9%

Dissatisfied
4%

Very dissatisfied
2%

* Eighty-five percent of you like your marriage!

How often do you and your spouse argue about sex?

More than once a month
5%

Once a month
7%

A few times a year
29%

Once a year
14%

Never
45%

Ever done anything sexually that made you feel guilty or ashamed?

Yes
20%

No
80%

If yes, how did you handle the guilt?

Prayed about it
67%

Sought biblical answers
31%

Sought counseling
16%

Stopped the practice
58%

Talked with my spouse
67%

Have done nothing about it
2%

Cindy Crosby, an MP regular contributor, is author of By Willoway Brook: Exploring the Landscape of Prayer (Paraclete Press).
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DEALING WITH MONEY

**Holy Matri-Money

When it comes to finances, Marriage Partnership couples have plenty to say about their spending habits and attitudes.

By Kate Bryant

When my husband, Paul, and I went through pre-marital counseling nearly 20 years ago, our pastor told us something surprising—the number one reason couples get divorced is financial disagreement. I found this difficult to believe, but as we settled into married life, started a family, purchased a home, accumulated debt, and felt the pull of financial tension, our pastor's statement didn't seem that far fetched. "It's absolutely true—and documented," says Christian financial counselor Dave Ramsey. "The arguments may not appear to be directly about money; ultimately you're fighting about priorities, values, dreams, trust. But it's all linked with finances." 

Pastor Rich's premarital counseling was good for Paul and me—products of the Baby Boom—to hear. Our parents' generation had enjoyed great prosperity after World War II, but they also saw the genesis of credit cards and had no idea how enslaving they could become. In fact, when I graduated from college and got my first job, my father gave me this advice: "Get a credit card from a major store like Sears. Make a fairly large purchase—such as a TV—then pay it all off the next month. That way you'll establish a good credit rating for yourself." Well-intentioned, says Ramsey, but bad advice "unless you want to be in bondage to credit for the rest of your life." 


"The very process of establishing a workable budget can help a hurting marriage simply because of the level of communication and cooperation it takes."

—Dave Ramsey 


The credit card was a luscious answer to Americans' hunger for convenience and has become a staple of our financial diet. The problem with convenience is that it makes it too easy for us to redefine necessity. Mark Stevens, a systems administrator, says, "My wife and I used to use them for convenience, but lately they feel like more of a necessity to get from one paycheck to the next." Today, according to a 2004 PBS "Frontline" report, "The Secret History of the Credit Card," the average American has eight credit cards and owes more than $8,000 in credit card debt. No wonder countless marriages have fallen apart because of financial tension! 

But there's good news. Last fall, Marriage Partnership surveyed nearly 2,900 married people about their finances. If the financial attitudes and practices of our survey's respondents are any indication, the tide is slowly turning, and married couples are starting to guard against financial and marital doom.

What's mine is yours …

Most couples take a partnership approach to handling their money. In two thirds of U.S. married couples, as well as our survey respondents, both spouses are employed. Perhaps that's one reason why MP couples see the money as "ours" versus "yours" and "mine." Even though the majority of the husbands in these dual-income households bring home the larger paycheck, our respondents feel that both spouses should have equal input into financial matters. In fact, 56 percent of them answered "equal" or "depends on the topic/situation" when asked which of them has the better financial judgment, and in half of all the marriages represented, the wife handles the day-to-day finances. Even in households where only one spouse is employed, 6 out of 10 report no feelings of resentment that one of the spouses does not bring home a paycheck. 

Tell me no lies …

Honesty and trust abound among our survey respondents. Are honesty and trust reasons for their financial cooperation, or byproducts? Probably both. Regardless, nearly two thirds say they never lie to or withhold spending information from their spouse, and only 11 percent say they have money stashed away that their spouse isn't aware of. Almost 8 out of 10 trust their spouse "completely" or "for the most part" when it comes to money, and their perception is that their spouse feels the same way. 

No doubt trust and honesty are enhanced by the fact that the majority of these couples share all their bank accounts, and both paychecks in dual-income marriages go into a common household fund. "There's no point in having separate bank accounts in a marriage," says Ramsey. "You are one. When you share all your accounts, you can develop a game plan together. Separate accounts only set you up for division and distrust. In many marriages that fall apart, one of the spouses is lying or withholding financial information from the other—perhaps he or she is carrying debt or has money stashed away without the other spouse knowing. It's dangerous." 

Communicating about finances: priceless

Three quarters of our respondents discuss finances together once a month or more. They may not be long, in-depth discussions—maybe just about checks that have been written, ATM transactions, or giving to a ministry—but it makes a huge impact. Even tense communication can be fruitful.

Three out of 10 say they argue about finances more than once a month, and 22 percent of those who discuss their finances more than once a month also argue about them more than once a month. Mostly they argue about debt, day-to-day spending, and priorities. 

"Our discussions about money can get pretty stressful," says Marlene Coe, a bank clerk. "My husband tends to see the glass half empty, and I see it half full; the different perspectives cause tension. I never want to discuss finances because of that; but when we do, I feel better that we did." 

When it comes to making large purchases, more than 8 out of 10 of these couples discuss and pray together about the decision. Becky Barrow has been married to her husband, David, for more than 30 years. "We definitely have come to a place in our marriage where we both have agreed to talk it over before we make big purchases. This came after many years of hard knocks, though." But Becky and David are not the only ones who benefited from those hard-learned lessons. "Matt and I always talk before making large purchases," says Becky's daughter Yvonne, who has been married less than 10 years. "We review our budget and do lots of research before we buy." Apparently, healthy financial practices beget healthy financial practices.

Ramsey says there is a "huge danger" in one spouse making purchasing decisions independently of the other. "When you got married, the pastor said you were one. So if only one of you is making the purchasing decision, you're using only half your brain, which means you're more likely to make mistakes."

Budget is not a dirty word

Half of our survey respondents use a budget to manage their household finances, and 80 percent of them say they stick to their budget more often than not. In fact, the presence of a budget and the degree to which it is followed had a more far-reaching impact on financial attitudes and issues than any other factor. Couples who use and adhere to a budget were more trusting and honest, discussed more and argued less about finances, were not as likely to spend impulsively, and could live longer on their savings in an emergency. Dave Ramsey says just the act of putting together a budget is healthy for a marriage, apart from the financial benefits. "The very process of establishing a workable budget can help a hurting marriage simply because of the level of communication and cooperation required."

It's never too late to start a budget, but it will take some time to set it up and tweak it until it works. "It takes about 90 days to get to the place where your budget is workable," says Ramsey. "Be patient with it and yourself, and leave yourself some room. If you estimate that groceries will cost X dollars, add 25 percent right off the bat—things always cost more than you estimate." And leave room for many "budget adjustment meetings."

Still, there are those cards …

Unfortunately, slightly more than half of our respondents carry credit card debt equal to the national average ($8,000). Ramsey is pretty blunt about credit card use: "It's stupid and not necessary! I've met thousands of millionaires, and not one of them has said to me, 'Dave, I made my money using credit cards.' I don't care how many frequent flyer miles you earn using a credit card—you're not going to get rich off that." Why is credit card use so dangerous to our financial health? "It's tough to budget with credit cards in the picture—there's nothing to limit your spending, and no accountability." In other words, couples can easily make believe they have more money than they actually do.

Six billion of these plastic slave masters are sent out each year, says Ramsey, and all they do is keep us in bondage. "Marketing has normalized credit card use to the point where people think they can't live without them." Truly, we can. Ask the 12 percent of survey respondents who have made that choice or the 26 percent who use credit cards but pay them off every month. 

Charity wins

One of the best things we can do financially is align our mindset to the biblical perspective: it's not ours anyway. When 73-year-old Martha Hobbs looks back over her marriage, she sees years of saving, remaining debt-free, clearly communicating money issues with her husband, and most of all, her charitable giving. She lost her husband, Dan, a year and a half ago, but thanks to their diligence, is now reaping the benefits of applied financial wisdom and planning. She summarizes what she learned about money in 35 years of marriage: "Lay all your desires out before each other—where do you want to end up? Set goals and be willing to compromise at times. Be honest even when it hurts—that's how you learn to trust each other. Budget. Regularly save, no matter how little. And above all, tithe." It's our way of saying to God, "I trust you," and he blesses that.

Kate Bryant, a freelance writer, lives in Illinois.

Q: How do you feel when your spouse gives you an expensive gift?

Almost an equal percentage said they feel loved (45 percent) as concerned about the cost (42 percent). Twice as many women (11 percent) than men (6 percent) said an expensive gift makes them feel guilty.

Q: In an emergency, how long could your family live on your savings?

Less than a month: 43 percent

1 to 3 months: 28 percent

4 to 6 months: 13 percent

7 to 12 months: 6 percent

More than a year: 10 percent

Average: 3.5 months

Q: Do you currently have credit card debt?

Yes: 56 percent

Q: How much do you trust your spouse when it comes to money?

"Completely" say 58 percent of husbands, and 40 percent of wives.

Major Money Concerns

Having enough to pay the monthly bills 

Wives: 29 percent

Husbands: 21 percent

Having enough for retirement

Husbands: 26 percent

Wives: 16 percent

Go Figure

One third of those who never discuss finances also never argue about finances. Presumably, they aren't talking about finances at all.

Budget Bickering

Those who stick to their budget very consistently say they argue about money half as many times per year (4.2) as those who stick to a budget very inconsistently (8.7). 
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Managing Money Together

She Said: "He spent our money without telling me"; He Said: "I thought it was a good investment"

by Lisa Preuett

Lisa's side: He spent our money without telling me.

A few months into our marriage, Jim excitedly told me about a home-based business a friend had mentioned. The business consisted of selling new weight loss products on the Internet.

"We have to invest only $600 to get started, and we don't have to do much work to make a profit," Jim said confidently. 

I was hesitant about taking money out of our savings for something we knew so little about.

"Let's take some time to think and decide later," I responded. 

About a week later, as I was updating our checking account, I came across a receipt that showed Jim had paid the investment fee for the business three days earlier. How could he do this? We'd agreed to wait! 

My anger built as I waited for him to come home from work.

"How could you go behind my back and spend this money?" I yelled. "I thought we were going to discuss this and decide together!" I expected Jim to apologize or give me a rational explanation. Instead, he clammed up.

"Well?" I demanded. "Don't you have anything to say?"

"I won't talk to you about this when you're yelling at me!" he snapped. 

We didn't speak for several days.

What did he expect after he betrayed me? I had every right to yell!

Jim's side: I thought it was a good investment.

I feel responsible for our financial future, so I'm always on the lookout for ways to supplement our income. When a business associate told me about her new home-based business, it sounded like a great idea. I couldn't wait to tell Lisa about it and get involved immediately. But because she was apprehensive, I agreed to wait until we could discuss things further.

But a few days later, while out of town on business, I ran into this business associate again. She warned that I had to act immediately if Lisa and I were to benefit from this great deal. The initial investment fee was about to increase by $200, and the deadline to pay the lower fee was that day. Although I'd promised Lisa I wouldn't act until we talked things through, I didn't want to discuss it over the phone. Not only does Lisa's job as a teacher make it difficult to speak with her during the day, I thought she'd respond better face to face. Anyway, I was sure she'd want to save $200! I decided I'd explain it to her when I got home two days later. She'd understand once she knew the situation. 

Before I could explain, though, she found the receipt and attacked me with heated criticism. I was so offended and hurt I didn't want to talk to her until she calmed down. While I knew I owed her an explanation, I just couldn't do it when she was angry. 

What Jim and Lisa did

After a few days of strained silence, Lisa approached Jim. "I'm sorry I yelled at you, but I felt as though you betrayed my trust," she confessed. "When you wouldn't talk to me, I just became angrier. I need to know why you made that decision without consulting me." 

She listened as Jim explained the dilemma he'd been in. "I knew we agreed to wait," Jim continued, "but I just didn't want to pass up a great opportunity. I did it for both of us."

"I'm glad you're concerned for our future," Lisa said. "But it's our money, and I should have an equal say in how we spend it."

Jim understood. "I was so focused on the 'deal' that I neglected to think about Lisa's feelings," Jim says. "I was wrong not to consider her opinion seriously. I didn't respect her through this process."

Jim suggested they create a plan for how they'd handle financial decisions from that point on. Anytime a major purchase was going to involve removing money from their savings account, they needed to discuss it together before making a final decision. Period. No rushed, individual decisions. "We have a budget for our everyday living expenses," says Lisa, "and we don't need to discuss every detail of spending money for gas, food, and household items." 

"But if something comes up that would take us outside our budget, we definitely get together and decide what's best," says Jim.

Their resolution was put to the test six months later, when their home-based business ended in failure. 

"The business required a lot more work than I'd thought," Jim says. "With Lisa working full time, and my business travel, neither of us had the time or energy it required. I had to admit I'd blown it by failing to get all the facts up front." 

"Although it was wrong of me to harbor resentment, it wasn't easy to get over my anger," Lisa admits. "I'd bring up the issue every time we discussed finances, or when Jim would tell me we didn't have the money for something I wanted."

While it's taken time, Lisa and Jim were able to put the incident behind them. "The system we created because of this fiasco has really worked for us," says Lisa. "I'm also learning not to rub in Jim's well-intentioned mistake. I try to listen to his side and not take the attitude that says, 'You messed up, so let me handle this!'"

"At the same time," says Jim, "I'm realizing we need to act as a team when trying to be good stewards of the money God has entrusted to us. Sometimes that means we each take time alone to pray and focus our thoughts. Then when it's time to make a decision, we make it together." 
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REAL PEOPLE’S EXPERIENCES—You’re not alone in your difficulties

Bryan’s Testimony of Finding Love in Answer to Prayer (and principles of finding your spouse)

DATING & LOVE: CREATING A LITTLE BIT OF HEAVEN ON EARTH  (SLIDE)
1. It’s a privilege to be with you tonight.  My name is Bryan Bissell and I’ve been an English/Bible teacher and missionary for about 12 years in Korea.  I have really enjoyed my time here and think that Korea is “Da-Bong”!  I’ve even married a wonderful Korean girl and have a baby who shares the Korean heritage!  (SLIDE:  Wife and Baby)
2. I was actually planning to speak to you about the worldwide campaign against poverty that is killing 30,000 people everyday.  Many churches started this campaign and this year millions of people are working together to greatly reduce this evil.  I hope I have a chance to share that with you sometime.  
3. But, your leaders said that you would like to hear about dating and love first, so I’m happy to share a few of my experiences and Bible principles about this topic that we worry about far more than any test we have to take in school! (!  

4. I have often wondered why we spend 16 years studying to get a job...and yet there are only 1 or 2 classes on dating and marriage life.  It doesn't make any sense since these are actually much more important for our lives and happiness. 

5. (SLIDE:  Dating/Love: Creating a little bit of heaven) So, tonight I hope that we can discover a few of God's principles for dating and marriage and how to experience a little bit of heaven in God's incredible gift of love!

6. (SLIDE: Ming dynasty)The Ming Dynasty was worried.  Mongol emperors had ruled China for almost 200 hundred years and the Ming were determined that foreigners would never again rule China.

7. (SLIDE:  Great Wall pics) So, they fortified the Great Wall of China with stone and extended it.  It is expensive, impressive and the largest civil engineering project in history. 

8. (SLIDE: General Wu) General Wu was in charge of guarding the gate at the Shanhai Pass. It was a strategic location and easily defended. No one had been able to break through.

9. But, one year, a peasant rebel named Li Zicheng captured Beijing.  General Wu was thinking of about joining him, but then he heard that Li had taken his favorite concubine, the Lady Chen..famous as the round faced beauty. 

10. Wu was enraged and did the unthinkable.  He opened the gate and let the enemy Manchu army through without a single fight.  

11. (SLIDE: Manchus) Wu and the Manchus defeated Li and the Manchus became the next Chinese dynasty. 

12. The greatest civil engineering construction failed..but not because of any weakness in the construction.  It failed because of a pretty face and love.

13. (SLIDE: pictures of love and art) Love is powerful.  It inspires music, poetry, art, ambition.  It conquers nations.  It even caused the God of the universe to become a man. 

14. But, how can we experience a love that is stronger than the Great Wall of CHina?  How can we find someone to love us like General Wu loved Lady Chen? How can we experience the purpose of  love that God intended in Eden. 

15. I've only been married for 3 years and I can remember very well asking questions like, “How long will I be the King of ‘Jak-sarang’?”, "Does God want me to stay single or marry?", "Should I break up or keep on dating my current girlfriend?" "Will she love me if she finds out who I really am?" and many others.

16. I'm sure some of you are asking similar questions now.  In one meeting, we are not going to solve all these questions.  And I can't guarantee that that Miss Korea or your Prince charming is going to fall in love with you tomorrow. 

17. But, I do guarantee you that if you both follow God's principles of love in the Bible, that they will bring great joy and happiness into your relationships and you will have a foretaste of heaven in this world.  

18. (SLIDE: abundant life) John 10:10 says, "I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full." and this is especially true in the area of dating and marriage.

19. We're going to look at one Bible story from Genesis 24 and find some principles from it that can help to guide us in searching for love and who to marry. 

20. The man was wealthy, an only child, 40 years old, and worked in his father's livestock business.  And he was ready to marry.  But, Miss Right was nowhere to be found.

21. So his father sent his old faithful servant to a bride for him.  The servant went to the father's hometown, wondering how he should go about finding the girl who would match his master's son.  He prayed and thought of a test. If he asked for a drink of water, the right girl would offer to water his camels too.  

22. A young woman came and she was gorgeous. He asked her for a drink of water. Amazingly, she not only gave him water, but she watered all his camels, no easy task.  Then, she invited him home.

23. After talking a bit to her relatives, the old man told his mission and "popped the question".  

24. He told how Rebekah had passed the test that he had asked of God and asked if Rebekah would come with him to marry a Isaac, a man she had never seen.

25. Would you?  It was the biggest decision of her life.  Would she?  Yes, she would.

26. This was how Isaac and Rebekah became wife and it provides an example of how God can lead 2 people together and you can read the full story in Genesis 24.

27. (SLIDE: 3 points MBC) There are 3 points that I'm going to make today.  #1)  MOVE AROUND & TRUST GOD'S LEADING   #2) CHOOSE A BELIEVER    3) MAKE CHARACTER A PRIORITY-ESPECIALLY SERVICE. In short, you can remember them by MBC

#1) MOVE AROUND & TRUST GOD'S LEADING

23. Abraham, his father, knew that the girls living near Isaac were not right for him.  So, his father sent his servant to another place to find a bride.   

24. Sometimes you might find that there is no possible dates or marriage partners in your circle of friends or clubs or church.  What should you do?  Move around and follow God's leading.  Get to know other people.  

25. (SLIDE: Bryan Single) In February 2002, I was single and 32.  I was ready to marry, but I was living in Kimhae, teaching children and going to a church where there was no one my age at all.  I was single with no hope of even dating where I was.  I prayed a lot about my love life, but nothing seemed to be happening. Finally, I prayed, "God if you want me to be single, I'll submit to that.  But, if you want me to be married, could you help me to meet my wife next month?"  

26. (SLIDE: lottery) Near that time, I heard a joke about a man named Sam. Sam had prayed to God to help him win the lottery and he was sure that God would help him.   He waited a week, but nothing happened.  Another week.  Again nothing.  A 3rd week, and nothing happened.  

27. Finally in desperation, he cried out to God, "God you said you would help me win the lottery."   

28. God replied, "I'd love to help you Sam, but please, buy a lottery ticket!"

29. This is just a joke, but it made me realize that if I was praying for a wife, but not putting myself in places where I could meet possible spouses, nothing would happen.  

30. All through the Bible, we see this principle.  The Israelites fought in Canaan and God worked miracles.  David trained with a sling and God helped him defeat Goliath.  Nehemiah organized the Israelites to build Jerusalem with God's help. We must do everything we can to prepare for success.

31. (SLIDE: quote) One Christian writer says this, "What human power can do divine power is not summoned to do. God does not dispense with man's aid. He strengthens him"

32. (SLIDE: dating places) So, I began going to youth programs, church campouts and meetings and games and service projects and Bible studies at a church in Somyon with lots of youth my age and tried to make friends with different girls.  I even joined an online dating service. 

33. I put myself where I could meet a Christian girl and I was willing to follow God's leading whatever happened.

34. (SLIDE: Mi-ae) On one church campout, I began talking to Mi-ae.  I had liked her for a couple years, but she was always dating someone else.  But, finally she was single.  

35. We talked very deeply about important issues in our lives during that campout.

36. She was almost everything I wanted in a girl.  She was committed to God, we could talk deeply and comfortably with each other and she was very pretty.  

37. We began dating in March.  Life was full of happiness and I loved everyone, even the naughtiest brats in my class!

38. (SLIDE: wedding) In June of that year we were married and now we have a 2 year old baby, Destiny.  There have been times of great happiness and also very big challenges and difficulties. But, I'm very thankful for God's miracle and YES answer.  But, it only happened when I united my efforts with His power and waited for the right time.  This is principle that's important for you too if you are wanting to find love.  Move around and Follow God's leading in your life.

#2)  CHOOSE A BELIEVER
41. (SLIDE:  Find a Believer) The main reason Abraham sent his servant to his hometown was to find a girl who truly loved God. 

42. These days though many university students in my classes and in my church amazingly understand the importance of this. 

43. They say, "Oh, religion doesn't matter...if we have love, that's enough".  I'm sorry, but that's a false deception from Satan and one that has ruined many lives and some people will even be lost because of choices like that.

44. (SLIDE: verse) God says very clearly in 2 Corinthians 6:14 "Do not be yoked together with unbelievers." And he said it for a very good reason.

45. I went through a very painful experience in business that showed me the truth of this.

46. I started a mission school in 1999 a Korean Christian partner.  In 2001, he wanted 2 friends to join us.  He told me they liked spiritual things and would support mission projects.  They had helped us and they were studying the Bible and they were having great difficulties. So, I decided to be kind and let them join us. 

47. But, as time went by, I realized that they weren't really Christians and we had many disagreements.  We disagreed about paying tithe to God .  We disagreed about what activities to do on the Sabbath Day.  We disagreed about investing money in mission activities.  And finally they refused to let a trained missionary joined our school to improve evangelism. 

48. I finally had to decide whether to buy or sell that school and I finally sold out and gave up that dream.  It was very painful.  But, it showed me clearly that your religion and worldview determine your choices and the way you spend your money, time and talents. 

49. If you marry someone who does not share your belief, there will be many conflicts about how to spend money, how to raise children, what is right and wrong to do, what things you should watch, education, entertaiment and many other things. 

50. (SLIDE: Solomon) And we learn from Solomon's experience of marrying many ungodly women that it can sometimes cause the believer to stray from following God.

51. I have a couple friends who married non-believers.  In their case, their husbands are nice men. But, the women have great sadness and regret because they can't share their deep spiritual experiences with their husbands. It's a constant regret that they are not united in spiritual experiences.
52. God gave us this principle of marrying believers to protect us from much sadness, stress and pain.  God says that he never takes away any good thing from our lives and it's also true in this case.  

53. (SLIDE: quote) Marriage and Divorce magazine states that one out of every three marriages ends in divorce, but when the couple is married in a church ceremony, and they attend church regularly, and they pray and read the Bible together, then the chances for divorce drop to one out of 1,105." - Rick Warren   ****
54. Listen to God's advice and the example of Isaac and be sure you marry a Christian who believes strongly in God.  It will help you avoid much sadness.

#3) TEST THE CHARACTER-FIND SERVICE
53. (SLIDE:  TEST CHARACTER—LOOK FOR SERVICE)
54. Why did Abraham's servant test Rebekah by seeing if she would water his camels?  That's very strange.  I believe the reason is very important though.  He wanted to see if she had a heart of service--a heart that would look for ways to help.

55. Our world today is very self-centered.  Most people think, "Is she beautiful enough for me to love?"  "Can he provide enough money for our family?"  These things may be important but far more important is to have the character of Jesus, the character of service. The following story is the way many people live. 

56. A woman went with her husband to the doctor's office. After his checkup, the doctor spoke to the wife alone. He said "Your husband is suffering from a very severe disease. Your husband will die if you don’t do this.

(SLIDE:  woman helping husband) "Each morning, fix him a healthy breakfast. Be pleasant, and make sure he is in a good mood. Prepare delicious food for every meal.  DON'T burden him with chores. Do everything he asks of you. And MOST importantly, make love several times a week. If you can do this for the next 10 months to a year, I think your husband will regain his health completely."

On the way home, the husband asked his wife: "What did the doctor say?" "You're going to die," she replied.

57. (SLIDE:  verse) We laugh because it’s true that men and women both follow our feelings. But, in fact, this woman was violating important Bible principles of marriage. Christ was not controlling her life.  For example, Ephesians 5:21 says, "Honor Christ and put others first.."  

58. Several times I've discussed this and they've said that it is very very hard to submit to our spouse's desires and put them first.  Yes, it is. But, the Bible tells us that we belong to each other..not just to ourselves…

59. (SLIDE:  verse Ephesians 5:22 say this to women (CEV), “22A wife should put her husband first, as she does the Lord.”  This applies also to dating.  Put your boyfriends and husbands first in your lives after Christ.  
60. (SLIDE:  verse) Many guys wish Paul had stopped writing there.  But, he didn’t.  He continues in 25, 28, “25A husband should love his wife as much as Christ loved the church and gave his life for it. In the same way, a husband should love his wife as much as he loves himself. A husband who loves his wife shows that he loves himself. “  
61. Guys, your job is to sacrifice for your wife.  How did Christ sacrifice?  He taught, he healed, he suffered and eventually died to give His people truth, wisdom, an example of service and humility and most importantly eternal life. 
62. Jesus did everything he could for the best future for His people, without regard for his personal difficulties.  How many of you guys treat your girlfriends in this way?
63. More important, why should we follow this?
64. Think of the above woman who said you’re going to die.  What will happen if she doesn’t do those things?  Her husband will die.  She will lose his financial support which will take away a lot of her time with the children.  She will lose the deep friendship of marriage and romantic pleasure.  She will lose a partner.  The statistics on single parents are frightening in everything from their children’s IQ to diseases and future relationships.
65. (SLIDE:  service) If a man usually thinks of himself first, his wife won’t be interested in cooking delicious food or in a romantic date or in giving him a massage.  If a woman usually puts herself first, her husband won’t be very interested in helping with the household chores or kissing or maybe even in taking care of the children. 

66. The only possible result of following feelings and refusing to submit like this is a breakdown in the relatioship. But by submitting, work is reduced, love is strengthened, and both partners in many ways.

67. It’s normal to think that way and it’s a struggle to submit. But in this area as in many others...God's way may seem hard...but the world's way is harder. 

68. (SLIDE:  quote) Understanding the opposite sex is difficult.  Sigmund Freud once said, "Despite my 30 years of research into the feminine soul, I have not yet been able to answer the great question: What does a woman want?" Do you guys know what your girlfriend or wife really wants? Do you women know what your boyfriend or husband really likes? 
69. One of the most famous books on relationships lists 15 needs.  Let's see if you can guess which needs are most important to guys, to girls or to both?  Tell me which one you think is right
(SLIDES for each question)

1. A: MEN:__B: WOMEN:__ C: BOTH:__  need to feel security and safe, especially financial security.


2. A: MEN:__B: WOMEN:__ C: BOTH:__  need to have an attractive spouse and sexual fulfillment. 
3. A: MEN:__B: WOMEN:__ C: BOTH:__  need intimacy.

4. A: MEN:__B: WOMEN:__ C: BOTH:__  need to feel affection often.
5. A: MEN:__B: WOMEN:__ C: BOTH:__  need to engage in significant and meaningful conversation. 
6. A: MEN:__B: WOMEN:__ C: BOTH:__  need to have someone to do things together, share activities.
7. A: MEN:__B: WOMEN:__ C: BOTH:__  need to be known and accepted/understood. 
8. A: MEN:__B: WOMEN:__ C: BOTH:__  need to know that they are admired/respected.
9. A: MEN:__B: WOMEN:__ C: BOTH:__  need to be respected. 
10. A: MEN:__B: WOMEN:__ C: BOTH:__  need to have an attractive spouse.
11. A: MEN:__B: WOMEN:__ C: BOTH:__  need to have autonomy, peace and quiet…time alone.
12. A: MEN:__B: WOMEN:__ C: BOTH:__  needs to see commitment to the family and feel that the family is #1.
13. A: MEN:__B: WOMEN:__ C: BOTH:__  need to be cherished, to feel as #1 in their partner’s life.
14. A: MEN:__B: WOMEN:__ C: BOTH:__  need companionship.
15. A: MEN:__B: WOMEN:__ C: BOTH:__  need to feel that they are totally trusted.

70. (SLIDE:  making a marriage manual 1) A relationship expert in America talks about finding our lovers marriage manual, what he/she needs to feel loved.  He says that a very good way to find out our lover’s needs is to set aside several hours of uninterrupted time and ask each other about your needs and what makes you feel loved.
71. Girls, you want your boyfriend to be romantic and know what you want without telling him?  WAKE UP!  This is almost never going to happen. 
72. Guys have a hard enough time figuring you out without you being silent about what you need.
73. Guys, it’s the same for you!  When you like something your girlfriend does, tell her about it.  Whatever you praise is very likely to be done more.  If you don’t say how much you like that neck massage, there’s good chance you won’t get another one for a long time!
74. (SLIDE:  Don’t disagree/judge) As you talk, don’t judge, disagree, or invalidate the things that your date says. This is what he or she needs to feel loved. 

75. (SLIDE:  write down things that they like)Also, write down things which you see that they like.  And be specific. Don’t just say, “I want intimacy," write, "I need you to say you love me at least once a day,".  Don’t just say, “I want romance.”  Say,  “I really like it if you write love letters to me every week.”  Or "I need you to ask how my day went." 

76. These behaviorally specific statements can help your date know what to do to make you feel loved.
77. (SLIDE:  ask how you’re doing)After you know what your girl/guy wants, then check up on yourself.  Every week or two, ask something like, “How do you feel about our relationship?”  or “What makes you feel that I love you?”  Or “How have I done this week in making you feel loved?" 
78. As you consistently ask this question, you will be able to love your mate according to her needs and not your own.

79. The Bible has told us to submit and to serve one another.  And the reason it is so wonderful is because the needs of both partners are then met and the strength and beauty and happiness in the relationship grows tremendously.  And isn’t this what we are all wanting?
80. (SLIDE:  summary) So, I encourage you to look for these characteristics in your future spouse and to strengthen your character to become this kind of person.  Remember the MBC:
#1)  MOVE AROUND & TRUST GOD'S LEADING   
#2) CHOOSE A BELIEVER    
#3) MAKE CHARACTER A PRIORITY-ESPECIALLY SERVICE. 

81. (SLIDE:  love and heaven)  If you both follow these principles and others that God has given in the Bible, your love will truly be stronger than the great wall of China and it will be a little foretaste of heaven!  I hope that all of you experience the beauty and blessing and happiness of love that God designed for each of you.

TALK END

Rick and Kay Warren’s Marriage Experience—hit all 5 major difficulties in first years

Written by Sam House 

This article is courtesy HomeLife Magazine.

Rick and Kay Warren have been married for almost 30 years, and Rick calls Kay his best friend. But they’ve had to work hard to build a marriage that glorifies God. And at times, perseverance was the only thing that held their marriage together.



“Our first two years of marriage were the most difficult,” says Rick. They were really tough. And we would have divorced, except a) we were both committed to Jesus Christ and b) we both agreed divorce is not an option.”    

Today Rick is pastor of Saddleback Community Church in Southern California, one of the largest Southern Baptist churches in the country. He is also the author of the bestseller, The Purpose Driven Life.   

Rick and Kay don’t pretend to have a perfect marriage. They’re honest about their struggles and God’s faithfulness. They also have a compelling burden to help others find real meaning in their marriages.

Finding Purpose in Marriage

So what is a purpose driven marriage, and how do couples find it? “It starts with a purpose driven life,” say Rick and Kay and three couples from Saddleback who recently studied The Purpose Driven Life. They agree that for couples, the result of two spouses’ living purpose driven lives should be a purpose driven marriage, one that serves and honors God.   

According to The Purpose Driven Life, God put each of us on earth for five purposes: to serve, to share, to worship, to grow, to connect. “Life is simpler than you realize,” says Warren. “[God’s purpose] is what matters. This is what’s going to last for eternity.”

Holy Rather Than Happy

On their journey from a toxic marriage to a godly one, Rick and Kay learned how to have a marriage that not only matters, but also serves God’s purpose.

“A few years ago, Rick and I read Sacred Marriage by Gary Thomas,” says Kay. “I can’t remember the exact quote, but the book brings up the idea that perhaps marriage was meant to make us holy rather than happy. That was like running into a brick wall for us.   

“We learned earthly relationships are never enough. They leave you hungry. They leave you dry and empty sometimes, even in the best of human relationships,” says Kay. “So coming back to the idea that marriage is perhaps to make us holy rather than happy, we realized that even with struggles and conflict, even as much as we loved each other and cared for each other, there were still times when it just wasn’t enough. That drove us back to God.”   

“God’s purpose is to make us like Jesus,” says Rick. “God didn’t exempt His own Son from criticism, misunderstanding, loneliness, and fatigue. If He didn’t exempt Jesus, why should we expect Him to exempt us?   

“When people say, ‘Why am I having all these problems?’ I answer, ‘Because it’s earth! This is not heaven, OK?’ God is not promising heaven on earth if I become a Christian.   

“God is far more interested in my character than in my comfort, and that is particularly true in marriage. I am convinced that the number one way God makes me like Jesus is through marriage. Nobody has a greater impact on me than Kay.”

Marriage Is Hard Work

Rick explains the unusual start of their marriage. “When we married, we were in love. We knew God put us together, but we didn’t know each other. We got engaged real quick, after eight days.  

“Then I moved to Nagasaki, Japan, as a summer missionary. She went to Birmingham, Alabama, as a summer missionary. When that was over, she moved back to Fresno to finish college, and I moved to inner city Los Angeles to be a youth pastor.  

“So we spent our entire engagement apart from each other. And when we got married, it was like, ‘Now, who are you?’ We discovered we are opposite in every fiber of our being except our commitment to God and His purposes for our lives.”  

“For awhile, nothing worked — absolutely nothing!” Kay adds. “We fought about everything we could possibly fight about.”  

“About big things,” Rick affirms. “Communication, in-laws, sex, money, and children. And we were striking out on all five.”  

“We were and are such different personalities. I’m intense, and I kept trying to get him to talk to me. But the more I tried, the more he went in some other direction,” Kay reflects. The only thing that kept their marriage together was agreeing that divorce would never be an option. Learning to appreciate their differences was hard work.   

Kay says, “We certainly were not thinking, Oh, God is using this to make us holy. We were saying, ‘God. What’s going on? We love You, we love each other, we’re trying to follow all the rules, and we try to do everything [right] — and this is our reward?’ There was no sense of ‘God is doing something great here’ as much as it was survival.”

From Pain Comes Great Ministry

Rick points out, “The Bible says you are shaped to serve God, and one of His purposes is ministry. Your greatest ministry, without a doubt, comes out of your greatest pain. God never wastes a hurt.   

“Second Corinthians 1 says God takes us through problems and comforts us so we can then turn around and comfort others. Well, now we know why we had all those marriage problems. God gave us a ministry of helping thousands of other marriages. And we decided from the very first that we were never going to fake it, that we weren’t going to pretend we had this perfect marriage, but that people would grow better out of our weaknesses and out of our authenticity.”   

“People will say, ‘You don’t know what it’s like,’” adds Kay. “We can say, ‘I do know what it’s like to wish with my entire heart that one of two things would happen: either he would die or God would say divorce is OK.’ And I know what it feels like to believe there is no hope; it will never be different; we are doomed to live this way; things are unbearable; and there’s no way out. I do know that. I don’t know anyone else’s exact circumstances, but I am here to tell you God has an answer, and there is definitely hope.”

We’re Created for God’s Pleasure

Glenn and Elizabeth Styffe were among the first to see how the message of The Purpose Driven Life impacts marriage and family.  

“The goal of a lot of Christians is to have a good marriage and good kids. Those are fine goals. But the truth is, you can spend all your time doing what is good and miss the fact that your purpose is to bring God pleasure,” says Elizabeth. “I am designed to bring pleasure to God. I mean so much to God that He wants to spend eternity with me. If I value my husband and children the way God values them, I will see them [that way]. This helps me realize that this is not all there is. Life is preparation for eternity with God. My job as a parent is to prepare [my children] for eternity.”   

Glen echoes the impact of this perspective on their marriage and family. “As I become more aware of my broken state — not acting as if my brokenness is in the past — I become more dependent on God. I’m not going to be whole until eternity, yet God loves me anyway, right now — even through all of that. Knowing that I’m a current recipient of God’s grace gives me more patience with my children and my own imperfections, and deepens my love and tenderness for my wife.”

What Will the Neighbors Think?

Saddleback couple Butch and Lisa Yellot say one way you can tell if you have a purpose driven marriage is by the fruit it bears.   

“It doesn’t just happen. It has to be your lifestyle. We started praying for our kids before we even had them. And we see in them the fruit of our marriage, a reflection of what God has done and is doing in us.”   

Butch talks about yard-work evangelism. “We used to live across from some folks, and we’d speak when we were watering our lawns. We weren’t really good friends with them at first, but they ended up coming to our small group after three or four years. One night during our small group, they shared their testimony of how they came to know Christ. They said they had been observing us … ”   

“…watering our lawn,” interjects Lisa.   

“And,” continues Butch, “they said they decided they wanted to have ‘whatever Butch and Lisa had.’ They knew from talking to us that we went to Saddleback, so they started going, too, which led to them accepting the Lord.”  

“It had to be the Holy Spirit,” Lisa says. “We didn’t even know any of this was happening.”   

Butch continues. “Now they’ve moved to another community where they probably have their own small group and are doing the same thing themselves. But it wasn’t part of our big plan. God used our purpose driven marriage as a light in their lives to bring them to that opportunity of accepting the Lord.”   

“And it’s impacting more than just their lives,” says Lisa. “It’s impacting our kids. I know our kids are watching us very closely. And even my parents, who don’t go to church, are watching us. They see us, they see how we’re raising our kids, how we interact with each other. People are watching, so we live honestly.”

For the Sake of the Family

Another Saddleback couple, businessman-turned-seminary-student Dick Whitton and his wife, Evelyn, work with young couples, helping them see how God has provided a blueprint in the Bible for a purpose driven marriage. “We don’t want to do the ‘Dick and Ev Show,’” says Evelyn.   

She says when she shares the message of the gospel with people, “I don’t want them to believe me because I don’t want them to believe anybody else that comes to their door. I want them to believe God’s Word. The Holy Spirit can use the Bible and convict them of its truth. It’s the same thing in these couples groups. It’s not us. It’s what we’ve learned from God’s Word, and we’d like to share that experience with them so they can have it, too.”   

With the desire to see the couples groups they lead result in purpose driven marriages, Dick and Evelyn feel a strong imperative to reach couples for the sake of their families.  

“In one of the groups we led recently, there are 23 children now,” says Evelyn. “We phase out of the groups [to start new ones], but they stay together, and we get invited back for all the parties. When we go, we meet parents, brothers, and sisters of people in the group, but we also see how these young families have become community, spiritual family, for each other.”

You Need Two Things for Balance

Rick Warren is adamant about God’s desire to use believers. “We believe you need a ministry in the church and a mission in the world. Those are two things you need for balance. Your ministry is your service to believers, and your mission is your service to unbelievers.   

“The way we say this is, ‘The Great Command of the Great Commission will produce a great Christian.’ If you want to summarize the purpose driven idea, it is: a great commitment to the Great Commander and a great commission will produce a great Christian and a great church. It also produces a great marriage.” He continues, “I think the church and marriage are two tools God uses to balance His purposes in our lives so that we do both the Great Commandment and the Great Commission.”

Fitting Into God’s Will

What advice does Rick give Christian young adults as they try to gain perspective on all the possibilities of a purpose driven life — and a purpose driven marriage? Rick says, “When kids like my son Josh and his friends get to the young adult stage, the most important questions are: How do I find God’s will in a marriage partner, and how do I find God’s will for a career?”  

Those are the two biggest issues, but according to Rick, they are really secondary: “Given the right situation, there might be 20 or 30 different people for you to marry, although there is no one right person. If that were true, all it would take is for one person to marry wrong, and the chain would be broken. So there is no one person for you to marry, and the same is true of careers. There’s no one right career. There might be dozens of careers that would all be in God’s will for you. God would say, ‘Your choice — doesn’t matter.’  

“What’s more important,” Rick continued, “is, are you fulfilling God’s purposes? Are you marrying someone who’s going to make you more like Christ? Are you getting a career that’s going to make you more like Christ? That’s going to give you a ministry and give you a mission, allowing you to share with a world of believers and unbelievers?  

“Take the focus off of God’s will for my partner and God’s will for my career, and start focusing on what you know to be God’s will already. God wants me to become like Him. God wants me to love Him. God wants me to love other believers. God wants me on a ministry and a mission. If I focus on those things, then there’s a lot more freedom.”

Serving God’s Purpose

Rick claims Acts 13:36 as his life verse. “It says that David served God’s purpose in his generation and then he died. I like that verse because it says what David did: He served God’s purpose. He did what was eternal, but he did it in a contemporary situation, in his generation. He did what never changes in an environment that was constantly changing. Then he died. The only thing that matters, period, is that I complete my mission. That’s a purpose driven life.”   

Marriage is a tool God can use in a purpose driven life. If you are married, you probably have a great story about how you met or decided to marry your spouse. Your choice to marry your spouse expressed your love in the most profound way you could. You believed life would be better, different, matter more if you were together. As great as all of that is, the key to having a marriage — and a life — with purpose starts with God’s purpose and His desire to treasure you and see you live to serve and honor Him now and in eternity. God wants you to have a purpose driven marriage. 

Sam House is editor in chief of HomeLife.

The Speed of Life—Ben and Candy Carson

Ben and Candy Carson's day races along with marriage, three kids, music practice and an unrelenting schedule of neurosurgery. Then they have lunch 

by Caryn D. Rivadeneira

The day Ben and Candy Carson squeezed in some time to talk to Marriage Partnership was not just busy, it was crazy. They had scheduled our interview in Chicago just a couple of hours after Ben was interviewed on Good Morning America in New York and Candy had dropped off a son at music lessons in Maryland and just two hours before some radio interviews. After those interviews, Ben was off to Atlanta for more engagements before meeting Candy and their three sons back home in Baltimore, where their days would return to normal. 

Of course, the Carsons' "normal" schedule may not sound normal to you. Ben is director of pediatric neurosurgery at Johns Hopkins Hospital, where he routinely puts in 16-hour days. And that's before he squeezes in his speaking engagements, board meetings at Yale University and the Kellogg Company and work on his latest book. Meanwhile, Candy is an accomplished concert musician and helps manage the Carson Scholars Fund. 

You'd think that when they finally found five minutes free of any demands, they'd just relax, maybe engage in some casual chit-chat. Not so for the Carsons. 

"Have you ever played 'Taboo'?" Candy asks before hauling the game cards from her purse. And so, instead of catching their breath before their next appointment, we play the word game. And I use the word "play" with reservations. The Carsons both exude a sense of competitiveness—his more cool, hers more ferocious. I'd never actually felt intimidated playing a game before, but never had I played with two super-smart people who either sat up, leaning toward you or settled back, slyly eyeing you (Candy and Ben, respectively), waiting to catch you "cheating." I lost, I think. 

no time to waste

Idle time is foreign to the Carsons' way of life. Candy gets up early, preparing breakfast, packing lunches and making sure their three sons, ages 12, 13 and 15, squeeze in music practice before school. Ben sits down for breakfast, usually taking advantage of the chance to chat with at least one of their sons. Then he leaves for work as their sons head off to school. 

"A typical day for me," says the world- renowned neurosurgeon, "would be get to work, do two or three operations after checking on the sickest patients and making rounds. Any free time at all would be a meeting scheduled with somebody from the laboratory or one of my patients. Or I'll have to give a lecture to medical students and then deal with all my physician assistants, who take most of the clinical phone calls and are lined up at the door all the time to tell me about different problems. Then we have to go make rounds and come back and review X-rays. Then I may do a little work on a manuscript." 

That would be a manuscript for one of Ben's medical journal articles or for his latest book. He has written three already, including his most recent, Big Picture (Zondervan), co-authored with Gregg Lewis. 

The Carson's schedule shames those of us who've

whined a time or two about being too busy for

quality family time. 

Meanwhile, Candy concentrates on the home front. She plays the violin in the Carson family string quartet with her three sons, works with their family's Carson Scholarship Fund and acts as general back-up for her brain-surgeon husband. She takes the kids to their music lessons (in some cases an hour-and-a-half drive each way), makes sure they finish their homework early and cooks dinner. This way, when Ben comes home at eight or nine at night, they can spend time together doing what they love: playing pool, watching movies or playing a board game. 

Busy? You could say that. But you'd also have to admit that the Carsons' schedule shames those of us who've whined a time or two about being too busy for quality family time. In fact, they seem to thrive under this hectic pace. 

"I think you get used to the schedule," Candy says. "I mean, you just kind of go with the flow, what the Lord puts before you. I get to do my own thing. The kids and I hang out." 

Sure, their family weekends and "monthiversary" celebrations have to be scheduled by one of Ben's four secretaries. And no, Candy and the boys don't enjoy as much face time as other wives and children do with their husbands and fathers. 

"Of course, I'd like him to be home longer," Candy says. "[But] he's doing what he's got to do." 

And since they got married after Ben's second year in medical school, he says, "We have really never known anything else." 

right from the beginning

It's hard to believe, but life was even busier for the Carsons just after they married. In those early days, sharing quality time may have meant Ben practicing a mock lobotomy on Candy, but she welcomed any free moments to see her husband. 

"If he had five minutes, he would let me know," Candy says. "We lived right across the street from the hospital, so I'd have dinner ready and run it across the street." 

During Ben's residency at Johns Hopkins, Candy filled up her "free time" by taking advantage of her status as a university employee (she worked as an editorial assistant for a chemistry professor) and as the wife of a resident to go back to school for free and receive her master's degree in business. It was partly because Ben knew she wouldn't mind the inconveniences of being married to a neurosurgeon that he realized Candy was the woman for him. 

"If [while dating] I had picked up on the fact that she was going to be always bent out of shape because I wasn't there," he says, "I would've known that she wasn't the right person." 

Friends at Yale, where the Carsons met and earned their bachelor's degrees, cited a different reason for why the two were a perfect match. It wasn't their shared faith in God or their competitive spirits or their love of music. 

"It was the corn," Candy says. They both laugh at the same corny jokes. (Brain jokes are particularly popular—anyone with half a brain could figure that out.) 

But after they started dating, a decidedly unfunny moment cinched their relationship. While Ben and Candy were driving back to New Haven, Connecticut, on a Yale student-recruiting trip, Ben dozed off at the wheel at close to 90 miles per hour. When the car skidded along on the shoulder of the highway, the vibration woke him up. 

"The Pinto veered off the road," Ben writes in his book Gifted Hands (Zondervan), "the headlights streaming into the blackness of a deep ravine. I yanked my foot off the gas pedal, grabbed the steering wheel and fiercely jerked to the left. … Because of my over-correction with the steering wheel, the car went into a crazy spin . …" 

Seconds after the car finally stopped in the lane next to the shoulder, a truck zoomed past them. The Carsons were convinced that God had miraculously spared their lives and that he had special plans for them. 

the skills to succeed

Those who knew Ben as a child wouldn't have guessed that God had anything special planned for the young boy born poor in inner-city Detroit. Certainly not that he would become famous for separating conjoined twins and performing hemispherectomies (a life-saving procedure in which half of the brain is removed). No one, that is, except his mother, Sonya. 

After his father abandoned Ben and his older brother, Curtis, Sonya Carson raised them alone but equipped her sons with the skills to succeed. To improve Curtis and Ben's slipping grades, she limited their television time and made them read two books a week and hand in book reports. At the time the boys resented the extra work, but the emphasis on learning paid off when Yale University came courting Ben. Curtis went on to become an engineer. 

Ben and Candy were convinced that

God miraculously

spared their lives

and that he had special plans for them. 

The work ethic that his mother instilled has served Ben well. He knows maintaining a marriage takes as much work as anything else. With schedules as harried as theirs, Ben and Candy know that planning time together is essential. Each month, they have two standing dates— so-called monthiversaries. One is on the sixth (they were married on July 6); the other is on the 28th (their lives were spared in that Pinto on November 28). They save these dates every month to thank God for their lives and for each other and to celebrate their blessings. 

Ben also credits his ability to switch gears from work to home quickly with helping him spend more quality time with his family. 

"The Lord has blessed me with a shut-off valve," he says. "If I worried about all the stuff that was going on all the time I'd be a wreck. I come home and we have dinner and play pool or whatever. I forget about what's going on at work. I may get a call, and I'll answer it and then go back to what I'm doing." 

Ben's shut-off valve does have a down side for Candy, however. Ben almost never talks about work at home. 

"I would love to hear all that stuff, but I don't bring it up," Candy says. "He's been living it for 12 to 16 hours that day. I don't want to press him!" 

She usually hears stories about Ben's operations when she listens to him make speeches, which is partly why his family tries to travel with him as much as possible. But after their Chicago stop-over, Ben is going on alone to finish up a media tour in Atlanta and Candy is heading back to Baltimore to make sure homework gets done and instruments get played. 

But just like in their early years, they'll take whatever time they can together. And for now, a late-night call from Atlanta telling her he made it safely will do. 

Copyright © 1999 by the author or Christianity Today International/Marriage Partnership magazine. Click here for reprint information on Marriage Partnership.
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**Jammin' by Mary Beth and Steven Curtis Chapman

Tough times forced Mary Beth and Steven Curtis Chapman to learn the art of improvisation -by Joan Brasher 
At first glance, you'd think Steven Curtis Chapman was still a teenager—or at most a college student. But the popular recording artist, husband and father of three has accomplished more in 34 years than his boyish looks reveal. 

Hundreds of thousands of fans have attended Chapman's sold-out concerts. He has sold millions of albums and won two dozen Gospel Music Association Dove Awards and three Grammy Awards. And the love song "I Will Be Here," which he wrote for his wife, Mary Beth, has become a mainstay in the wedding soloist's repertoire. 

However, Chapman's life outside the limelight hasn't gone nearly as smoothly. In typically candid fashion, Steven will tell you that he and Mary Beth spent the first few years of their marriage making a number of painful discoveries about themselves. 

Chapman, Meet Chapman
Their story begins back in the early 1980s at Anderson College in Anderson, Indiana. Since Steven and Mary Beth already shared the same last name, they were assigned the same mailbox. So it was only a matter of time before they met. 

Actually, Mary Beth had already observed her mailbox mate without realizing it. In fact, she had enjoyed a good laugh at his expense. 

"My roommate and I attended a freshman orientation event where a band was playing," she recalls. "The guitar player was wearing cowboy boots and had a green guitar! We couldn't stop giggling at this hillbilly." 

A good laugh never hurt anybody, and Steven and Mary Beth became fast friends once they actually met each other. However, they never intended for it to evolve into a serious relationship. 

"But every time I looked into the future," Steven says, "I saw us [together]." By the end of his junior year—and Mary Beth's freshman year—they were engaged. 

Steven spent the summer traveling with a college singing group, and Mary Beth headed home to plan their wedding. Just prior to their fall 1984 wedding, Steven was hired as a staff songwriter with Benson Music in Nashville. So they came up with a plan: Steven would write songs and complete his degree at Belmont University while Mary Beth would work in the Benson office. With all their hopes and dreams ahead of them and $50 in their pocket, 21-year-old Steven and 19-year-old Mary Beth were ready to take on the world. 

Pass the Hamburger Helper
"We drove away from our wedding in a green Pinto with a sign on it that said, 'Just married. Please don't hit us in the back!'" Steven says with a laugh. "We went to the Cincinnati Zoo for our honeymoon. We had just enough time to visit the zoo, spend the night and then drive back to Nashville." 

"I had to get back to work," Mary Beth says, "and he had to go to school. All the way home from our honeymoon we cried." 

"It wasn't regret," Steven explains. "It was more like the 'day after Christmas' feeling. So much emotion had gone into our wedding, and now we were driving back to reality—an apartment with two boxes of Hamburger Helper in the cupboard! In those first years, we learned a lot about trust and faith." 

Like many newly married couples, the Chapmans struggled with finances. It wasn't unusual for them to kneel down in prayer with a stack of bills, asking God for a miracle. 

"I remember checks coming in just days after we would pray," Steven says. "They were just enough to cover our bills with a little left over." 

Then came a miracle neither of them expected. Just four months shy of their first anniversary, Mary Beth learned she was pregnant. Fortunately, Steven's songwriting career was beginning to take off, allowing them to save some money for a downpayment on a house. Shortly after Emily was born, the Chapmans headed out for a day of house-hunting. They couldn't have predicted that the day would end as it did. 

"I can still remember coming home, rounding the bend and seeing all the fire trucks," recalls Mary Beth. "We didn't say a word. But as we got closer, Steven yelled out, 'Those fire trucks are at our apartment!'
" 

Shock turned to panic as they realized their apartment had been destroyed by fire. They didn't have renter's insurance, and what wasn't burned in the fire was severely smoke-damaged. Bewildered by the loss, they salvaged what they could and moved in with friends. 

The hardships caused by the fire were partially offset with the good news that Steven's songwriting talents were being noticed by artists such as the Imperials, Glen Campbell and Sandi Patty. But that wasn't all. Steven's down-home personality and undeniable vocal talent caught the attention of Sparrow Records. He signed a recording contract and released his first album, First Hand, in 1987. 

The Silent Treatment
Within the first few years of their marriage, Mary Beth and Steven learned that life's catastrophes were easier to deal with than life's daily routine. They differed significantly in their definition of "normal family life," and heated arguments over their conflicting expectations continually cropped up. 

Growing up as the daughter of a factory worker, Mary Beth's family life was disciplined and followed a set routine. 

"Her father would walk in the door at the same time every day, and dinner would be ready," explains Steven. At the opposite extreme, Steven was accustomed to the laidback approach set by his father, who ran a music store. 

"Steven was allowed to make a lot of his own decisions as a kid," Mary Beth says. "He went to bed when he was tired. He had a lot of freedom." 

Mary Beth found stability in structure. But being married to a musician, whose work often took him away from home for days on end, was the farthest thing from the security she sought. And to make matters worse, the Chapmans started running into a brick wall whenever they tried to deal with the growing conflict in their marriage. 

Mary Beth had grown up in a family that shut down communication whenever things got tense. Steven's approach was just the opposite. He had adopted his parents' literal adherence to the verse that commands: "Don't let the sun go down upon your wrath." 

"He came from a family that talked and talked," Mary Beth says. "So he'd say to me, 'talk! ' And I'd say, 'I can't!' I often fell asleep during our late-night discussions. Boy, was that the wrong thing to do. The sun had gone down! The next day he'd still be angry, and I'd feel fine. 

"He would say to me, 'I don't understand. We didn't resolve anything.' And I'd say, 'But it's a new day!'" 

Their seemingly endless arguing continued until the Chapmans received the ultimate wake-up call. 

Love and Learn
Three years into their marriage, Steven's parents called with the devastating news that they were divorcing. When the Chapmans saw 28 years of what was once a successful marriage fall apart, they feared they might be walking blindly down the same path. 

"We had looked to my parents' marriage as the kind we wanted to have," recalls Steven. "My folks seemed so committed to one another, to us and to the Lord." 

As he explored the reasons behind his parents' breakup, he came to some sobering realizations. "While my parents had done many things right, there were also some unhealthy patterns that I had already started repeating in my marriage. I had some wrong ideas about what being the 'head of the household' really meant, and basically began to see how much I had to learn." 

The Chapmans were determined to search out ways to strengthen their marriage and to deal with their conflicts and differences in a healthy way. They went to their pastor for counseling and have remained under his watchful eye ever since. They also began to develop an important network of friends—couples who aren't afraid to step in and mediate when discussions get heated and the Chapmans reach a stand-off. 

"Over the years, we've learned to find middle ground on our differences, and we've started to bend when we would actually prefer to be selfish and in control instead," says Mary Beth. "In fact, we've almost flip-flopped on how we discipline the children. For example, I have loosened up on bedtimes and things like that, and Steven is becoming more of a disciplinarian." 

Keeping It Together
As his popularity increases, Steven spends more and more time on the road. He does as many as 90 concert dates a year, which makes for a sometimes disjointed family life. Although Mary Beth and their children, Emily (10), Caleb (6) and Will Franklin (5), occasionally join Steven on the road, school and extracurricular activities usually keep them close to home. Mary Beth says that when Steven is away, things at home often go awry—things like one of the kids getting sick or needing to go to the emergency room. But even when he is home, life isn't what you'd call "normal." 

"When Steven is recording an album, every note has to be perfect," she says. "It's almost like he's in a fog for four months straight. In fact, while recording his last album, he went without sleep for three nights in a row." 

Mary Beth admits she isn't always gracious about her husband's periods of putting work before family, but she's making progress. Described by Steven as the "queen of nesters," Mary Beth puts tremendous energy into her home and family. And after 12 years of marriage, she still struggles with an "it's not fair" attitude. 

"As good as it may be to write songs that encourage others in their faith, the creative process has the potential to consume me," admits Steven. "People see me from a distance and admire what I do, but my definition of success is to have the love and respect of those closest to me." 

The balance Steven needs comes from having Mary Beth in his life. "I'm blessed to have her. She reminds me that I can sing about all the great things I want, but what is most important is being there for my family." 

Redemptive Struggles
The Chapmans' divergent temperaments—her administrative nature and his artistic perspective—are the forces that both draw them together and make the sparks fly. Though they agree their life has been blessed, they are quick to point out that marriage is no easier for them because of Steven's success. Maintaining a marriage—often over long-distance phone lines—the Chapmans know the value of a quick and grace-filled reconciliation. 

"Sometimes, when Steven's on the road, we'll get into an argument about how to deal with something one of the kids has done," Mary Beth says. "I'll hang up mad, and then he'll call me back and we'll try again. Sometimes we just have to say, 'You're there. I'm here. Let's just get this thing resolved.' We find a decision we both can live with, and that's that. Sometimes one of us has to say 'you're right,' and that's pretty hard for each of us to do." 

The Chapmans find perspective in a phrase their pastor has used to describe their life and marriage. It's the idea of "struggling redemptively." 

"We are not just beating the air, wrestling for the sake of wrestling," Steven says of their marriage. "We are fighting for a cause, for a relationship that is second only to our relationship with God. 

"For those who think marriage is too hard, that they can't handle it, we are here to say, 'God is faithful.' Those aren't just words for us. God has sustained Mary Beth and me through some deep valleys—as well as taken us to some incredible mountaintops—and he'll continue to do so." 

Joan Brasher is a freelance writer living in the Nashville area. 
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When Marriage Feels Like War! (Chapman)

The greatest joys in our marriage don't come without a fight.
By Steven Curtis Chapman with Mark Moring
The war started long before Mary Beth and I met.

I grew up in a home buzzing with open, honest, spill-your-guts conversations. And when there was an argument, we talked it out—even yelled it out—till, by golly, we reached a resolution … no matter how long it took.

They did things a little differently in Mary Beth's family. They seldom talked about much more than the superficial, and arguments were rarely resolved. Instead, they swept conflicts under the rug, woke up the next day, and pretended nothing ever happened.

So it's no surprise that when we got married, we had decidedly different ideas about how to approach a spat.

I remember one heated discussion early in our marriage. I don't remember what we were arguing about, but I told Mary Beth, "Scripture says we can't let the sun go down on our anger." I took that verse literally. I was determined to resolve it before the sun went down.

Mary Beth apparently felt differently. She just sat there on the bed looking at me while I kept yapping away. I said, "We can't let the sun go down on our anger!" And she said, "Yes, we can. Just watch."

Then she fell asleep, just when I was making my final point. I was enraged!

I'm ashamed to say this, but our first apartment ended up with a perfectly round, fist-sized hole in the drywall of our bedroom. Later, Mary Beth told me she was praying I'd hit a stud.

It wasn't the last time Mary Beth fell asleep during one of my soliloquies. She says it's a coping mechanism. All 

I know is that it drives me crazy.

Well, I can drive her crazy too. That's all part of the war.

Into the fire
Don't get me wrong. We don't fight all the time. We have plenty of fun, and the big picture of our marriage is a happy one. But it's not without its battles.

It seems as if Mary Beth and I were destined to deal with stress and struggles right from the start.

We were really young—I was 21, she was 19—and immature when we got married. We certainly weren't ready for the challenges we'd face, especially early in our marriage.

We had only been married six months when Mary Beth got pregnant. That certainly wasn't in our five-year plan.

Then we had another surprise, just five weeks after Emily—the oldest of our five kids—was born. Our apartment burned down, and we lost all our possessions. Money was tight, insurance was nil, and tensions were high.

Mary Beth, who was still a "daddy's girl" at that time, called her father in tears, begging for help. Her mom and dad came as quickly as they could.

But I told my parents not to come. I said, "We've got all the help we need, and you'd just be in the way."

My mom was in town a few days later visiting my brother, and she dropped by just to check on us. Mary Beth's parents were still there, and stress levels were soaring.

Mary Beth was still sorting out the raw emotions of being a brand-new mom. We were both grieving the loss of our apartment and our stuff. Mary Beth's parents were doing everything they could to help us, and they couldn't understand why my parents hadn't been there all along to help too—even though I'd told my parents we were okay.

Then all those emotions blew up into a huge argument. I'm not sure what all was said. But the picture I remember was my wife standing on one side of the room with her parents, and they said, "Well, we may just take our daughter back to Ohio." My mom was on the other side, crying and saying, "Then we'll just take our son back to Kentucky."

For me, it was a moment of truth. I could see that an enemy was trying to destroy our marriage. My in-laws weren't the enemy, and my parents weren't the enemy. Then I did something that freaked out everybody, including myself. I screamed at the top of my lungs, "Satan will not have this family!"

Everybody just got really quiet and stared at me like I was some kind of weirdo. But it was something I had to do.

Mary Beth and I have talked about that day many times. She agrees that Satan was trying to wreck our marriage.

That intense scene helped us define our role as a couple, as an entity separate from our families. Mary Beth was still a daddy's girl, and I was wondering when I'd get to take over the role of being the man in her life.

I got my answer that day. After all those emotions were exposed, I sat down with Mary Beth, my in-laws, and my mom. I also called my dad so he could be part of the conversation. I said, "Dad, something important happened today, and you need to understand I'm really leaving you and Mom and I'm cleaving to my wife. Mary Beth has to know where my loyalties lie, and I hope she does the same thing."

She did. And still does.

That battle won, we then turned to finding a new home and building our lives together. But the war wasn't over. Still isn't.

Not without a fight
I've come to realize that marriage isn't the neat and tidy, happily-ever-after business of fairy tales. Unfortunately, Cinderella and the Prince didn't go on to write about how they dealt with realizing they were two very different people with quirks and warts. We never find out how they dealt with in-laws, diaper duty, challenges with careers and callings, different seasons of life and the devastating changes they can bring, past wounds and scars, and the list goes on and on.

I have to challenge the whole "happily-ever-after" idea. The greatest joys in our marriage have not come without a fight. In fact, there's not much in our marriage that hasn't come without a fight.

And yet I'm the first to say I'm happily married. Mary Beth and I still feel giddy about each other, and our love grows daily. But we fight. And yes, sometimes our marriage is war.

But we shouldn't be surprised. From the first pages of Scripture, w e find that God put us in relationship—first with himself, and then between man and woman. Then the great enemy of relationships moves in, and the war begins. What Mary Beth and I now understand is that there really is an enemy who is out to destroy marriages and families, and he'll stop at nothing.

But we recognize that enemy. And we will not let him win.

When we got married, Mary Beth and I made an agreement: Divorce is not an option. And we're sticking to that agreement, no matter what.

Sometimes it's hard, especially for Mary Beth. She's often home, holding down the fort with five kids, while I'm traveling. That brings all kinds of challenges into our family. Sometimes, in the heat of the moment, we've said, "You know what? It would be a whole lot easier just to chuck the whole thing."

We never used the word "divorce," but we did say things like "maybe we should just chuck it." But we won't chuck it. Never.

Preventive maintenance
Mary Beth says she's "1,000 percent" sure that people will never read in the headlines that we're getting a divorce.

And I agree with her. But I'm not naïve, either. Even though we say divorce isn't an option, we know it's not outside the realm of possibility.

I found that out the hard way. My parents had the greatest marriage in the world. It was definitely one of those till-death-do-us-part relationships. They always said divorce wasn't an option.

But apparently it was. After 28 years, the unthinkable happened: Mom and Dad divorced. I couldn't believe it.

Mary Beth and I hadn't been married long when my parents split up. And right away, we decided to take whatever precautions we could to keep the same thing from happening to us. We figured, if it can happen to them, it can happen to anybody.

We surrounded ourselves with good friends to hold us accountable, people who aren't afraid to ask us the tough questions about how things are going. And we realized we needed counseling. We've continued to get counseling all along. We laughingly say now that we probably know most of the good Christian counselors in Nashville, and we've worn them all out.

But that's a good thing. Counseling keeps our marriage strong. We don't do it because our marriage is in trouble. Mary Beth calls it our "preventive maintenance plan." After 19 years together, we're happy to say, it's still working.

A couple of characters
There's one other thing we've noticed about the ongoing "war" of marriage: It's God's way of revealing character.

When we got married, I was clueless. I had this fairy tale image of a wife with angelic wings who was always polishing her halo, getting more lovely every day. But I soon found out that the only person I was really good at loving was myself. All of a sudden I had all these opportunities to actually live out the truths of Scripture—dying to self, taking up the cross, living for another person. And that's so much harder than either Mary Beth or I ever imagined.

But that's what makes it so rewarding. We're both seeing the person God intended each of us to be, slowly coming to the surface. No one else in the world could have ever found all those buttons to push in me, revealing what God really sees when he looks at my heart. But I also realize there's no other person who could bring to the surface what I've become as a husband and father, as one who loves his family, who loves others, who loves Christ. And prayerfully, I'm bringing those things to the surface in her too.

Mary Beth says our marriage is a journey of "struggling redemptively" as our relationship grows. I like the way she puts it.

We certainly have our differences, but we love each other dearly, and God teaches us through our struggles. We've still got lots more to learn, but seeing how far we've come is a source of joy that goes deeper than words can express.

To reach over and hold Mary Beth's hand as we drive along, without saying a word, knowing the flames and the floods we've walked through together, is a happiness that Cinderella and the Prince will never know.

Yes, marriage is sometimes war. But Mary Beth and I wouldn't trade ours for anything in the world.

Steven Curtis Chapman, a Christian singer/ songwriter and winner of multiple Dove and Grammy awards, lives in Tennessee with Mary Beth and their five children (two adopted). Learn more at www.stevencurtischapman.com.
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Husband Camps Out on Roof to Get His Bed Back

His Two Kids Sleep in the Bed With Him and His Wife

James Wilson is camping out on his roof to protest his wife allowing their children to sleep in bed with them.  

March 29, 2006 — James Wilson has been camping out on the roof of his home and calling himself "not only the CEO and director of the National Association of Desperate Husbands," but "also a card-carrying member." 

So what will it take to get the 33-year-old independent marketing consultant from Redford, Mich., to come back down? 

"Well, it is going to take for my wife to finally give in and remove the children from our bedroom, put them in their rightful places, in their own bedroom," he said.

James Wilson and his wife, Valentina, have a 3-month-old daughter, Jayla, and a 2-year-old son, James III. Valentina Wilson says the children will remain sleeping in the marital bed for now.

"Wait until my daughter gets older and he can get the bedroom back to just us," she said.

James Wilson, who has been chronicling his woes on his website www.husbandonstrike.com, says the children are causing an intimacy issue, but his wife says that's not the case.

"We get all the intimacy we need, you know," Valentina Wilson said.

Valentina Wilson said she was prepared to let James stay up on the roof because she was confident that he would return home on his own.

"I think he will come around," she said. "It will get cold up there. He will miss us and will get hungry. He will come back home."

Her husband said that he chose the roof as his place for protest instead of simply hanging out at a friend's house because he wanted to grab his wife's attention.

"I just decided I didn't want to protest using any normal striking method," he said. "I wanted to be as unique as possible.

Tortoise and Hare

Was I too fast or was he too slow?

By Sarah Sanderson

During our engagement, I remember gushing to an older married couple that ours would be an idyllic marriage because, "Jeremy and I are so similar!"

They smiled at each other, and the husband said, "You have plenty of time to discover your differences."

At the time, I wondered where those distinctions might lurk. In a preference for 1 percent milk, perhaps, or an expensive commitment to recycled paper towels? Surely any inconsistencies in habit or taste would be smoothed over by our harmonious personalities and identical perspective on life.

Now, after two years of marriage, we've caught on to the fact that our most challenging difference is rooted in the rhythms of our lives: I sprint, while Jeremy saunters.

If I'd been awake to these things, I would have noticed the sharp contrast between my husband's stride and mine long before our engagement. For one thing, it took Jeremy three years of friendship to decide he wanted to date me, whereas I was convinced after a few months that we'd be married.

After marriage, our tempos showed up in the kitchen. Jeremy can't stand to watch my blitzkrieg approach to cuisine, which involves using every dish in the house and usually results in food that's still hard, raw, or frozen in the middle. For my part, I've not learned to hold my tongue when I see Jeremy methodically washing and putting away each kitchen tool while his meal simmers into mushy oblivion.

I tend to make decisions in a heartbeat, speak before I think, and multi-task with the best of them, while Jeremy thinks (and thinks, and thinks!) before deciding anything, speaks with care, and spends hours just being with people, no "to-do" list in sight.

While these distinctions were imperceptible to us as lovestruck spouses-to-be, they'd blistered into major frustrations by our first anniversary. To celebrate that anniversary, we spent 10 days hiking the 96-mile Wonderland Trail around Mt. Rainier. Day two of our trip brought 7.4 miles of irritation. It began when I complained about Jeremy's laborious obsession with cleansing each speck of dirt from our tent before repacking it.

"This tent has to be clean before we repack it!" Jeremy said. "Can't you see that doing things carefully is better than going too fast and messing up? It's not just a 'different way of doing things'—it makes life go the way it's supposed to!"

"I think it's better to move quickly so you can actually get something done," I retorted.

For miles, we attempted to convince each other that our individual pace was the most sensible. Our conversation was significant not just because it was an argument, but because it was so value-laden. Neither of us wanted to admit that the other person's style might be okay, no matter how different from our own. It's not surprising the day's discussion ended at an impasse: we both knew the other person wasn't going to change, but we couldn't help wishing they would.

By the end of the trip, however, after Jeremy had slowly guided us across a rushing river where the bridge had been knocked out, and after I had reacted quickly enough to snap a photo of a bear as it lumbered through the woods, we began to see the value of being different. As Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 12:4, "There are different kinds of gifts." And marriage is like that 10-day hike: over time, both of us use each aspect of our divinely-crafted personalities for the good of the team.

This year, our anniversary "trip" is a more permanent one: we're moving from Seattle to Princeton, New Jersey. In making the decision to go to graduate school, Jeremy slowly and carefully put in the consideration such a move deserves. And Jeremy knows my quick, task-oriented nature will be an asset as we get our things packed into boxes and onto the moving van. Together, we form a partnership that's stronger because of our differences. And that's just the way God intended marriage to be.

----------

He's Consumed by Work—and I'm Jealous

Q. My husband eats, drinks, and breathes work. He is constantly thinking and talking about it, even on vacations. I'm glad he is dedicated to his job, but sometimes, I feel a little jealous of his work. I know I am more important to him than his career, but it doesn't always feel that way. Can his job really mean that much to him?

A. More time and energy are spent at work than any other waking activity. Sixty-eight percent of us spend more than nine hours each day on the job, including getting to and from work. More than one in five of all employed adults bring work home at least twice a week.

Work is consuming. We complain about work. We try to avoid work. We call in sick to get out of work. But the truth is that we need purposeful work—not for the money alone, but for a sense of personal worth.

Work provides more than financial rewards. It provides spiritual, psychological, and emotional support as well. Sigmund Freud said that to live well we must learn to love well and to work well. Kahlil Gibran said, "Work is love made visible."

For most of us, work, whether paid or unpaid, gives us a sense of our identity. Work brings personal fulfillment. Leigh Hunt said, "Occupation is the necessary basis of all enjoyment."

We love to hate work while we hate to admit we love it. Cartoonists and story tellers have assumed that most people who toil for their daily bread fantasize about winning the lottery, telling the boss what he can do with his old job, kicking the Xerox machine, packing up their Rolodex, and hitting the road. But this is a false picture. In a national survey, more than three-fourths of the respondents said they would choose to remain in their same jobs even though they had, by good fortune, received enough money to live comfortably for the rest of their lives.

Perhaps you are thinking people need to say that to feel good about their jobs. Maybe you are wondering what they would really do if it actually happened. The Institute for Socio-Economic Studies in White Plains, New York, wondered the same thing. They looked up more than 1,000 people who had won a million dollars or more in a lottery. Only sixteen percent actually retired from work altogether. And four out of ten kept working at the same job they had even though they had no need for the income.

What then draws people like your husband so strongly to work? An important part of the answer is found in relationships. Marsha Sinetar, author of Do What You Love and the Money Will Follow, writes, "Through work and relationships the individual finds a place in the world, belongs to it, and takes responsibility for himself and for others. Work becomes his way of giving of himself. His work or vocation provides him with a way of dedicating himself to live."

It is only natural to see your husband's obsession with work as a kind of threat to your marriage. But if you remind yourself of how strongly his career is linked to his sense of identity and self-worth, it may help you put it in perspective. At the same time, you should feel free to call his consuming tendencies into question when they are interfering with times you are relaxing together (such as while on vacation).

Leslie Parrott, Ed.D. and Les Parrott, Ph.D., are co-directors of the Center for Relationship Development at Seattle Pacific University and the authors of Saving Your Marriage Before It Starts, Becoming Soul Mates, and When Bad Things Happen to Good Marriages (all Zondervan). Visit Les and Leslie at www.RealRelationships.com.

---------

No Time Together

Q. My husband works a 12-hour night shift. If I'm lucky, by 11 p.m., I get a quick "good night" before I go to bed. Then I don't see him again until 4 p.m. the next day. On weekends, when he's awake, he spends most of his time with our two children, who are 3 years old and 9 months, because he never sees them anymore. Then he spends time with the TV because he never sees that anymore either. When I try to connect with him, he doesn't want to communicate. I miss my husband! What should I do?

A. You might be surprised to learn that the toddler twilight zone is one of the most challenging seasons of any marriage. Between a husband and wife having to redefine their roles, the pressures of making enough money to support the growing family, and the challenges of parenting little ones, many husbands and wives find themselves drained, discouraged, and disoriented. 

The inherent danger during this season is that couples will drift apart and become married singles—couples who live together but who aren't growing together.

Your first step is to let him know you love him, what you miss about your couple times, and your hopes for the future. We've learned that frustration can lead to nagging and accusations, which build walls rather than bridges. Whenever appropriate give him a "real" kiss—you know, one that lasts longer than two seconds!

The next step is to seek the support of some moms who can walk with you and pray for you during these difficult times. If your church has a MOPS or similar group, we'd encourage you to attend regularly.

Sometimes couples can begin to reconnect just by being together. Join him in playing with the kids or watching TV. Set aside a month where you, with God's help, choose not to accuse or complain but rather focus on opportunities to encourage and validate him. Men are more likely to respond when they feel safe.

Carrie Oliver is a marriage and family counselor. Gary J. Oliver Ph.D., is executive director of The Center for Marriage & Family Studies at John Brown University in Siloam Springs, Arkansas. Visit Carrie and Gary at www.liferelationships.com.

---------

My Husband Has Lost Interest

Q. My husband and I just celebrated our first anniversary—but the honeymoon ended long ago. He's so detached. He doesn't want to talk, we spend most of our time doing separate things, we argue more than ever, and he's lost interest in me sexually. He says he can never do enough to make me happy, so he's stopped trying. When I try to talk about it, he just gets upset. I'm desperate for things to change. What can I do?

A. Unfortunately, many couples find themselves in similar situations. It's a far cry from your dreams at the altar and a far cry from what God designed marriage to be.

There may be several contributing factors to your problem.

If your husband's more of an introvert and you're more of an extrovert, you have two different ways of communicating, problem solving, focusing, and recharging yourself. Learning about personality types really helped us understand each other better, and we know hundreds of couples who've benefited from learning how to understand and value their partner's uniqueness.

It also sounds as if you've gotten into the pursuer/distancer dance. It's a common dance for many couples, without them even knowing it. In this dance, Partner No. 1 (usually the more extroverted one) approaches Partner No. 2 (usually the introverted one) with a desire to chat and relate. That seems harmless enough. But when Partner No. 2 isn't ready to chat and goes into his or her cave, Partner No. 1 goes in after them. The more one pursues, the more the other distances, and after a few rounds you've perfected a dysfunctional and mutually frustrating dance.

You say you're desperate for change. Do you really mean that? Are you desperate enough to make a unilateral decision to change, regardless of what he chooses to do? Are you desperate enough to start every morning for the next 30 days reading 1 Corinthians 13, the "love chapter," and asking God to help you apply it in your marriage? Are you desperate enough to stop focusing on how your needs aren't being met and concentrate on how you can apply the New Testament in your marriage—especially the verses that talk about serving, building, nourishing, cherishing, encouraging the other person?

Many have found this simple approach a helpful first step. Give it a try. Once he sees you changing "the dance," he may be more willing to discuss what's really going on within him. And he may become more willing to change his attitude as well.

---------------

We're Both the Boss!

Q. My wife and I have problems agreeing on many things. For example, even though my wife is ready to have kids, I don't want to because we disagree on child rearing and financial responsibilities. She wants to have the authority to discipline our children without calling me at work first. I don't think it's too much to have her call me before disciplining the children. My wife wants to be in charge of bill paying. I think we should sit down every month and do it together, like my parents did. She thinks this is impractical. What can we do to start agreeing?

A. While it may seem as if your problem is about not being able to agree, the real issue is that you and your wife are experiencing a continuous power struggle. Marriage is a place where two people come together, bringing their history, background, upbringing, gender, personality, bad habits and good habits, gifts and talents. In other words, marriage is a coming together of many differences. God then says we are to become one. Easier said than done! The good news is we have the lifetime of marriage, the promises of God's Word, and the power of the Holy Spirit to help us accomplish that.

Whenever there is a conflict, our immediate response is to try and solve it—which means we want our spouse to see things the way we see them. Rather than focusing on agreeing, we would encourage you to focus on learning how to listen to each other.

Power struggles come out of insecurity and are about the need for control. Giving up control for some people seems risky because it feels unsafe. Building intimacy is risky business! We'll make mistakes, we'll get hurt, and at times we'll fail. Having control will never prevent failure but we guarantee it will prevent intimacy. Decide right now to let go of some of your control. It takes two to have a power struggle.

Then choose to listen and understand your mate. Do you really hear and care about the concerns of your spouse? Researchers tell us that we listen five times as fast as someone speaks, so when someone else talks, it's easy for us to get distracted. The most effective listening involves making eye contact with the person and letting her talk without interrupting to make suggestions or to help her finish a sentence. When you really listen, you don't think about what you are going to say when the other person stops talking.

What would it look like for you to develop a "couple" view of some of the issues you argue about? Both of you seem to be holding on to what you learned growing up, and certainly there is value to that experience. But becoming one means taking a look at how you and your wife can create your own unique ways of making decisions and setting policies in your marriage. Becoming one is a process that takes time and energy, and requires giving up control to be truly loving and understanding. And there are few things God has called us to do that pay greater dividends throughout our lives than a strong, healthy marriage relationship.

The War of the Words

Q—My husband and I fight constantly. When I express the hurt and anguish I am feeling, he starts defending himself. He also accuses me of mothering him. How can I communicate my hurt and anger without becoming more hurt and angry? And what can I do to get him to listen to me? 

A—It's a common marital conflict for one spouse to want to talk about problems (the confronter) while the other prefers to avoid problems (the withdrawer). This often happens when opposites attract. People from two different backgrounds get married and then run into trouble in the area of communication. 

It sounds like you're a confronter. It's likely that you grew up in a family where problems were brought out into the open and worked through. If your husband is a withdrawer, it may be that his family swept problems under the rug in the hope that time would take care of them. 

As painful as this problem is, it is exactly the kind of relationship snag that a counselor can help you both get past—maybe in only a few sessions. So my initial advice is to get some help identifying your communication styles and learning to talk and listen in ways that work for both of you. 

However, if you're not able to see a counselor together, you can still work on improving the communication with your husband. You say he feels like you're "mothering" him. Think about what that means. A mother checks up on a child because she lacks the confidence and trust that the child is mature enough to get things done. Whether or not you actually think your husband is trustworthy and mature, something (perhaps his own insecurity) is making him feel mothered. 

In light of that, a good rule for communicating with your husband right now would be: a lot of affirmation, a little confrontation. If you can provide big assurances of your love for him and your trust in him, then give only small doses of criticism, you may find him more receptive to what you really are saying. He would understand that you are not attacking him or his competence, but that you just want to deal with a particular irritation or problem. 

Eventually, as your husband feels less threatened and more assured of your confidence in him, he may be able to handle bigger doses of "reality"—talking about problems and your painful feelings.

Choosing Mom Over Hubby

Q. My wife and I have been married three years. She talks to her mom every day on the phone, and when we visit her parents, it's as if I don't exist. Is this normal, or am I correct to feel defensive?

A. Based on the clear teaching of Scripture as well as the results of relationship research, we know that one of the essential ingredients to a healthy marriage is that we "leave" our family-of-origin and "cleave" to our spouse. While it sounds simple, for many it's much easier said than done.

It's always tempting to see these situations as a problem to be solved rather than an opportunity to grow. It's great that your wife and her mom have a close relationship. However, it's time for her primary relationship to be with you rather than her mom. 

Women, as well as men, find camaraderie with each other, and the relationship with her mother must be a significant source of comfort and security to your wife. If you haven't had an intentional talk with her about your feelings, it would be wise to do so. Write out and rehearse what you want her to hear and understand. What's the "bottom line" of your concern? 

As you talk with her, let her know you value the fact that she and her mother are close, but sometimes you don't know what to do or how to feel when they're together. If you want to be included in at least some of their conversation, tell her. You might want to explore whether her reliance and dependence on her mom is keeping her from developing that with you. Are there things she could be discussing with you that don't need to be shared with her mom?

This is a delicate conversation, and if you've prayed and prepared, she'll be less likely to feel attacked and respond with defensiveness. Let her know you aren't accusing her, but that you feel left out and want to have the best marriage possible. If the primary message is your love for her, your desire to understand her, and your commitment to become one in Christ, she'll be more likely to respond well.

"He Won't Touch Me"

By Louis and Melissa McBurney

Q. My husband won't touch me in public and rarely tells me he loves me. I've told him how important those things are, but he just shrugs them away. Now it's affecting my desire for him. What should I do?

A. We wonder how he came to be so undemonstrative. Have you two ever discussed your childhood experiences in regards to affection? Many families are non-touchers, either specifically deriding shows of affection or simply not modeling physical expressions of love. Those impressions are deeply ingrained, so your husband may feel embarrassed to touch you or fear he won't do it right.

Exploring a person's learning experiences can break the ice. Just asking questions about his feelings rather than focusing on your frustration can minimize his defensiveness. Hopefully his "shrugs" can give way to honest conversation. A question that may open the door is, "How did your parents show affection?" We'd be surprised if they were much different from their son. Understanding his heart can give you a different attitude toward him.

A further approach is to write him a love letter. Review your initial attraction to him, and describe the excitement of your courtship. Talk about the passion that's smoldering inside you and the triggers that will re-ignite those flames. While he may be resistant to shows of affection, he still needs to think of himself as a potent male. It may be safer for him to read a letter than try to talk about a fearful topic.

She's too modest

Q. My wife is still shy about exposing her body to me. Although she's never shy while we make love, before and after, she covers quickly and won't let me look at her. How do I help her realize her body is nothing to be ashamed of?

A. One of the differences between men and women is that men are "soul" modest and women are "body" modest. Men are reluctant and fearful to let their wives see their emotions, and women are shy about exposing their bodies. Sounds as though you're in the normal pattern. In our current culture, it's refreshing to hear that body modesty hasn't disappeared.

However, it's important for a wife to understand her husband's wiring and recognize the thrill it gives him to enjoy her physical beauty. It gives him not only sexual arousal, but also a special feeling of being honored. He can know he's the only man who's allowed inside her private and protected territory. You could explain these things to her and let her know that the way you see her body is probably different from the way she sees it. Most women are overly critical of their bodies. Your wife needs to hear you express how you see her so she can begin to believe it.

There's also a sense in which her modesty will preserve the mystery and romance of your sexual intimacy. Then, on those infrequent times when she lets you see her, you can recognize again the prize you've won!

And baby makes three, baby in bed interferes with sex

Q. We have a one-and-a-half-year-old baby who shares our bed. Our child is interfering with our sex life—and what's worse is my wife doesn't seem bothered by it. What should I do?

A. There are widely divergent theories and cultural norms about mother-infant bonding. It seems obvious that your wife has deep concern and strong attachment for your baby. While an infant needs security, attention, and physical affection, he or she also needs healthy separation. Interaction that's too intensive can create insecurity about "self" apart from mother. Particularly now at a year-and-a-half, the baby needs to develop the sense of comfort in separation from Mom. 

A crucial message for your children is that Mom and Dad's relationship is the firm foundation of your family. Throughout development a child will test that bond, wanting to be number one with a parent. Allowing him to supplant one of you can give a damaging sense of power to him while eroding his perception of marital intimacy.

Talk to her about her supposed need to keep the baby between you. If she remains steadfast, we'd recommend a visit to a marriage and family therapist.

"Body Conscious"

By Louis and Melissa McBurney

I prefer to make love in the dark. But my husband always wants it in broad daylight with his eyes wide open. I'm just not that comfortable with my body. What should I do?

A.Many women are "body modest" while men are "soul modest." Your discomfort about getting naked in broad daylight is normal. Chances are you were taught at an early age to guard your body from exposure. Unfortunately that wise teaching doesn't usually carry the one exception: sharing your secrets with your husband. Add that to the inevitable comparison of your body with the sex goddesses of Hollywood and it can cause a real reluctance to be seen in the nude.

It's important to understand that it's okay to allow your husband to see you naked. So how do you gain that liberation?

There are two steps. The first is to accept your body's fantastic beauty. You are woman, a captivating package of sexual mystery, the crowning glory of God's creation, and the private personal prize of your mate. Find time to be alone, take a warm, perfumed bubble bath, then step in front of a full length mirror and take a look. You're beautifully made, each part purposefully designed for your pleasure and his.

The second step is to realize the immensity of visual stimulation for your man. Yes, he'll be aroused by your touch and sound and fragrance, but not nearly as intensely as by seeing your body. That's the way God designed him. Don't believe it? Read the biblical book Song of Songs. The visual imagery is enticing.

Think of what a compliment your husband is paying you! He wants to see you naked. He's chosen you and wants to enjoy feasting on your beautiful body. That's nothing to be ashamed of!

Pelvic workout

After several years of marriage and children, my vagina isn't as tight as it used to be. While I understand it won't be the same as our first encounter, is there something I could do to improve the situation?

A.Try Kegel exercises. These are designed specifically to strengthen a woman's pelvic musculature. Basically, this involves contracting the pelvic sling of muscles as you would to stop urination. 

Tighten your pelvic muscles and hold for several seconds. Obviously, the more you exercise the tighter those muscles will become. Practice this throughout the day, and try to repeat it 300 times. The great thing about Kegels is that you can do them anywhere and in any position. Some women set aside specific times and do 50 repetitions each time. Just like any other exercise, it takes several weeks to see results, so don't give up after two days!

As strength and control of the muscles increase, you can "squeeze" your husband's penis, which gives the sense of vaginal embrace. We're sure both you and your husband will appreciate and enjoy those embraces.

Multiple orgasms

Q.I read somewhere that women can have multiple orgasms. Is that true? And is there a way I can learn to have them?

A.It's true that women can have multiple orgasms. The normal female sexual response includes arousal, plateau, orgasmic release, and resolution. These are the same phases for men, but men tend to lose their erection once they have a release, thus it's more rare for them to experience multiple orgasms. In women, continuing clitoral stimulation immediately after her climax can produce a second and subsequent orgasms. Some women enjoy this experience and others find the clitoris hypersensitive after an orgasm and too intense to be pleasurable.

Experiment with your husband to find your degree of sensitivity. You may need to allow some time after your first orgasm for further stimulation to bring you to climax again.

A word of caution: Having multiple orgasms is not a measure of your sexual worth as a woman. Nor is it a measure of your husband's prowess as a man or his love for you. Many couples are so spent and satisfied after an orgasm that it's difficult to summon the energy to continue lovemaking. If it does happen and is pleasurable, that's great, but it needn't become a goal of your sexual relationship.

The wild side!

Q.Whenever I try to have sex with my wife in a place other than our bedroom, she says no. She's afraid the kids will wake up and see us. But I think it would be great to try a different location, say the shower, the kitchen, or even on top of the dining room table. How can I bring out her wild side?

A.Many men are a bundle of boundless sexual energy and adventure. In our counseling we frequently hear men express fantasies of sex in the sand dunes, out in the forest, underwater, in front of a glowing fire on the den floor, in the back seat of the car, sky diving, or running the rapids in a canoe. Meanwhile, most wives prefer safer, more securely private places for sex. It just seems to be the way we're wired. Call it the risk factor. It doesn't mean a husband is a "pervert" if he wants to do "risky" sex with his wife in a hot tub or on the kitchen counter. It just may be a little more uncomfortable!

If you want to bring out your wife's wild side, consider creating an atmosphere that could reduce her inhibitions and kindle her desire for passionate abandon. When the kids are gone to Grandma's, the romantic mood just right, and privacy is assured, more of those "risks" can happen. Then, look out. You may be surprised at her voracious appetite for sexual delights. Just don't let her drag you onto the front lawn. You could be arrested! 

Melissa and Louis McBurney, M.D., marriage therapists and co-founders of Marble Retreat in Marble, Colorado, are authors of Real Questions, Real Answers About Sex (Zondervan).

DIVORCE—STORIES AND STATISTICS ON THE RUIN IT CAUSES 

INFIDELITY: Affairs of the Heart 

8 Comments 
“It was devastating,” were the first words she replied when I asked Julie about her divorce. “Of course the divorce was difficult to handle, but it was actually the deception of the affair that really tore me apart.”
After only three years of marriage, Julie learned that her husband John had begun having an affair that had been going on “right under her nose” for at least 6 months.

“I was so angry,” she explained. “I felt violated, humiliated, and really, really, really stupid for ignoring all the signs. I experienced a full range of emotions when I learned about the affair, but the feeling that was totally foreign to me was the desire to hurt someone, or something.”
“I’m not a violent or angry person by nature,” Julie assured me. “But suddenly I was so angry that I lashed out at anyone that came anywhere near me.” “Since John wasn’t around,” Julie admits “I took my anger out on my friends, my children and my co-workers —then, when the people who were left behind wouldn’t tolerate my anger any longer, I began taking it out on myself.”
Julie isn’t alone. In a country where almost half of all marriages end in divorce, and [a huge number of them] involve an extramarital affair, it wasn’t difficult to find people like Julie to talk with.

Cheryl, a manager of a local retail store simply stated, “Honestly, I just wanted to kill him.”
Gerard, whom everyone believed to have ‘the perfect marriage’ for almost 20 years adamantly stated, “The affair was the ultimate betrayal, I’ll never trust anyone again.”
Of the people interviewed for this article, the comments maintained a common thread of betrayal, loneliness and distrust. Julie admitted, “In a time when I needed people the most, I pushed them away. As things progressed I started to realize that if I was wrong about trusting my spouse, then who else was I wrong about? I got to the point where every relationship I had was severely affected because of my inability to put my trust in anybody else.”
Julie never dreamed that the list of people she could not trust would ultimately include herself. “Let me tell you,” Julie stressed, “This world is impossible to operate in with a total inability to trust your own judgment. When you go through this type of betrayal, you lose your direction and the results have some pretty severe consequences.”
The Children of Affairs Unfortunately, another common thread within the people interviewed for this article, was the ability to tell themselves: “Hey, kids are just kids — right? They’re young, they bounce back, and they don’t really understand everything that’s going on anyway.”
Amazingly, nearly every individual I spoke with admitted that while they were going through the ‘hell’ of the extramarital affair (either discovering, or being discovered ) they found it easier to tell themselves the above statement about their children, despite the fact that they knew it to be completely untrue at the time.

“If I could go back,” Gerard explains, “I would have tried more to help my children cope with the pain that my wife’s affair had all of us —but, I was so focused on my own pain during the divorce, that it was hard to focus on anyone else.”
Gerard’s son Jason, now a 21 year old victim of his own parents bitter divorce state, “Marriage is stupid, you just wind up choosing someone else down the road anyway.”
Not surprisingly, many children are affected just as dramatically as the parents when a divorce ends due to an extramarital affair. The lessons these children learn from their parents’ actions are scary: how to lie, how to deny problems, how to be selfish, and ultimately, how to never trust.

The feeling of betrayal extends to all participants of a divorce due to a cheating spouse. Is there any wonder why children of affairs and divorce have a hard time with future relationships?

Why do Spouses Cheat? According to local family counselor Jeff Parziale, Ph.D., “Most people don’t actually want to have an affair. Spouses cheat for a variety of reasons, with a big reason being boredom in their marriage.”
What seems amazingly contradictory to Dr. Parziale’s statement is a series of well-known surveys conducted between 1990 and 2002 by the University of Chicago, which revealed:

• 30% of all adults who say that their marriage is not too happy report having an extramarital affair.

• 17% of all adults who say their marriage is pretty happy report an extramarital affair.

• And a surprising 10% of all adults who say their marriage is really happy , also admitted to having an affair.

With over 50% of the participants of this survey admitting to extramarital affairs, it’s hard to believe that having an affair isn’t a conscious decision making process. So, if people don’t actually want to have an affair, why do these affairs actually happen?

“Today’s marriage take work”, Dr. Parziale explains. “There are many factors in today’s society that influence the success of a marital relationship. Many people cheat because they did not ‘intend’ not to. To avoid affairs, we must have strong boundaries in place to avoid sharing too many intimate details with friends or coworkers. In other words, cheating for many is more about ‘not’ having a plan on how ‘not to’ cheat.”
Shirley Glass, a well-known psychologist who strove to redefine the nature of infidelity prior to her death in October 2003, wrote articles, books and appeared on television programs to examine how the emotional intimacy of the workplace and the Internet had led even people in successful marriages to slip into emotionally intense relationships that could easily lead to affairs.

Dr Glass said that even if these intense relationships did not lead to sex they were a threat to marriages and part of what she termed “The new crisis of infidelity.” The reason, she said, is that the emotional intimacy with the friend gradually, almost invisibly, supplants that with the spouse.

Avoiding the Betrayal As many of us already know life is not a fairy tale — for Cinderella, the first kiss was all it took and the relationship then lasted for hundreds of decades —but, for those of us in today’s complicated world we’re still looking for the magic answer to keeping our marriages alive.

Upon researching this article, it became glaringly obvious that the answer to a successful marriage really isn’t as complicated as one might expect, and the answers may just be in looking at what made your marriage happen in the first place —the dating period!

Can you honestly say to yourself, “My list of priorities during the dating period with my spouse is exactly the same today, as it was then?”

Once deemed courting (idiom: pay court to: To flatter with solicitous overtures in an attempt to obtain something), today’s dating has become similar to a “cat and mouse” chase where once caught, it is soon determined by many that the chase is over.

To maintain a successful and happy marriage, it’s important to realize that “dating etiquette” isn’t just for dating anymore —it’s also for keeping marriages in bloom. Keeping a marriage positive, having needs met, making your spouse your best friend, having fun together, and keeping an even balance between “talking vs. listening” with your spouse, are all important deterrents to extramarital affairs.

In today’s hectic and advanced world it is more important than ever to keep your marriage fresh and alive. Your spouse should be your best friend, your confidant and the one person that you know you can trust.

When Suspect An Affair While you have your own responsibilities in keeping your marriage alive, you cannot control the actions of your spouse. It’s important to realize that if you have knowledge that your spouse is cheating, it is not your fault.

A popular, but inaccurate, notion is that the non-involved spouse should have to change, in order to recapture the involved partner. A common belief is, “if only the wife paid more attention to the husband, or looked more sexy, or had sex more often, then the affair would have happened.”

If you suspect an affair, but do not have confirmation that an actual affair is taking place, there are several things that must occur. Most importantly, avoid accusations. Inaccurate accusations can destroy a marriage just as quickly as an actual affair can. Instead, talk to your spouse. Try to determine why you suspect him/her of having an affair, and without throwing out accusations, seek to solve some of the “symptoms’ that may have you feeling that there might be something more going on.

If your concerns are with working late—address the issue, not your assumptions. If your concerns are with a change in your sex life—talk about it. If you and your spouse are unable to solve the issues together, then seek help from a qualified professional.

“Too many people try to manage this situation by themselves,” explains Sharon, a recent survivor of a marriage on the rocks. “The only place you’ll see a list of ‘The top ten signs that your spouse is cheating on you’, is in Cosmo [Magazine] —and the list isn’t meant to help you, it’s meant to appeal to our emotions and sell more magazines.”
Sharon suspected her husband of 18 years of infidelity. “All the Cosmo signs were there,” she confides, “he was distant, always working late, our friendship seemed non-existent and our sex life was completely dead.”
For months, Sharon and her husband Jim struggled through accusations and arguments that distanced their relationship even further. Finally, they both sought professional help. “Short of a lie detector test, there was no way I could prove my loyalty to Sharon,” Jim explains “but that didn’t mean that I hadn’t thought about it.”
“It was so tempting to find another friend,” Jim states. “While Sharon was constantly nagging at me about something I was thinking about, I started justifying that if I was going to be accused of doing it, then maybe I should.”
“It wasn’t until I started thinking about why I was considering an affair, that I realized how bad it would be for all of us if I actually had one,” Jim commented. “If you seek out someone else because things are going bad at home, then it’s only going to make matters worse.”
Jim and Sharon were one of the fortunate couples that sought professional help before things got out of control.

Obviously, the best way to rebuild your marriage is to talk to your spouse. Talk to him or her about your needs, wants, feelings, and thoughts. Notably, the best way to prevent extramarital affairs in the first place is precisely the same. The best thing to do when the threat of an affair is to add more positive emotional contributions to your marriage. When all efforts toward communication and positive contributions fail, seek professional advice.

After an affair An extramarital affair is the most difficult situation that can affect a marital relationship. It eliminates the emotional bond between spouses, violates the basic trust each partner has for himself or herself (as well as the other) and it jeopardizes the health and well being of both parties.

Dr Glass made an impact among marriage therapists in 2003 by saying that “betrayed partners in adulterous affairs often suffered from post-traumatic stress similar to that experienced by combat veterans”.

According to Dr Parziale, an affair is not only a sexual event—it is an emotional event. It is usually a consequence of the emotional distance between the married couple. In a rather paradoxical manner, the extramarital affair may also temporarily create more closeness between the couple but will ultimately send the relationship into a terrifying tailspin.

Usually, poor relationships result in people seeking extramarital affairs. Sometimes, the involved partner will justify that the affair is an attempt at “disrupting the status quo” in his or her marriage. If the relationship has drifted into stagnation, lack of emotional contact, habitual criticism and argument, constant conflict, or just plain emotional distance and coolness, then the affair will eventually put the final nail into the coffin.

Probably the most important factor in aiding a marriage to recover from the extramarital affair is to rebuild trust. In most cases, it’s a rare even —and statistics are low (less than 2%) for marriages to survive the affair. Rebuilding trust usually takes a long time and a lot of patience. It sometimes helps to know that the non-involved spouse will almost always have “relapses” into distrust. There are many exercises for trust rebuilding. Letting down defensive behavior, despite the fear, is only one.

Affairs Lead to Divorce “Most people don’t realize that infidelity is even biblical grounds for divorce,” stated one victim of infidelity. “Many people at my church just didn’t understand - they hadn’t been through it.”
It doesn’t matter what walk of life you’re from; extramarital affairs are an equal-opportunity disaster. “Finding support, and understanding the grieving process can be challenging”, Dr Parziale explains, “for both parties, it is like grieving the death of a loved one.”
“For the initiator of the divorce, there are distinct stages such as alienation, breakup, the love entitlement quest, looking back, mourning, and disentanglement. The letting go process starts early, in the disappointments and disillusion of the working marriage, teaching crisis proportions at breakup, and then still requires attention long after parting of the ways has been accomplished.”

For the non-initiator the stages are: shock, grief/rage, courting the rejecter, distancing, and indifference. The crucial phase is distancing, where the non-initiator begins to restructure his or new life without the partner.”

Both parties involved in a divorce go through a grieving process, although it feels and looks much different. Understanding the process for yourself and for your ex- or soon to be ex-partner is important in the process of healing.



A Note From the Author: When I began this article on infidelity I wanted to portray the anger and frustration that both spouses admittedly felt when experiencing the cause and effects of an extramarital affair. Amazingly, it was in talking with the victims of infidelity that occurred years ago, that the true nature of this indiscretion came into light. The wounds inflicted ten or twenty years ago are spoken with so much vehemence, that it appears to the non-informed as if the pain occurred just yesterday. Numerous times I was shocked to learn that the emotional tale. I was being told was from a prior marriage, and that the interviewee had actually been happily remarried years ago. Clearly infidelity and divorce shatters lives. Some of the wounds and losses take years to heal —some never do. 

The scope of this topic exceeds the boundaries of the word count that my publisher allows, but understandably so. Children, parents, families, siblings, friends, co-workers, neighbors and pastors are all affected by an extramarital affair. Bonds of trust are broken, in many directions, and in many cases never re-built.
If you’re considering a “fling” outside your primary relationship, carefully consider the difficult consequences it will bring. Ask yourself, “is this sexual encounter really worth all the complications and hassles it will bring into my life?” 


The above article was featured in the February 2005 issue of a great newspaper called, “Good News Tucson” www.goodnewstucson.com that’s available in Tucson, Arizona, U.S.A. 
The title of the original article is: “Affair Proofing” Your Marriage written by Jennifer Boughton (All the names in this article have been changed to protect their identities).
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No Comments 
If our optimism steers us into marriage, it goes into overdrive with remarriage. Despite disappointment, pain, disruption, and sometimes even the destruction of divorce, most opt to get back on the horse. An astonishing 70% of the broken-hearted get married all over again. Yet a whopping 60% of remarriages fail. And they do so even more quickly than first marriages (Hara Estroff Marano).
Given what we just read, the message we need to shout from the housetops is, “Be careful— be very, very careful before you marry—especially if you’re remarrying.” The Cinderella story may appear romantic but it’s also full of holes. We’d like to address some of those holes in this Marriage Message.

We’re going to be gleaning from a magazine article called, “DIVORCED? Don’t Even Think of Remarrying Until You Read This,” that appeared in Psychology Today a while ago and is now posted for everyone to read in its entirety on the Smart Marriages Web Site.

We’ll only be able to share a portion of what the author had to say. But we HIGHLY recommend going to the web site at www.smartmarriages.com to read the rest. If you don’t have internet access just contact us and we’ll personally send the document to you in its entirety.

Everyone should read this message, whether you’re considering remarrying or not, because it brings out some excellent points to discuss together and also to share with others. Some of the highlights of the article read:

If the divorce and remarriage rates prove one thing, it’s that conventional wisdom is wrong. The dirty little secret is experience doesn’t count when it comes to marriage/remarriage. A prior marriage actually decreases the odds of a second marriage working.

“It’s so counterintuitive,” says Diane Sollee, who’s the director of Smartmarriages, an organization based in Washington, D.C. “It just seems obvious that people would be older and wiser, or learn from the mistakes of a failed first marriage and do better next time around. But that’s like saying if you lose a football game you’ll win the next one. You will—but only if you learn some new plays before you go back on the field.”

Remarriage may look a lot like any other marriage—but it has its own subversive features, mostly invisible to the naked eye that make it more tenuous than first marriage. It’s not impossible to make remarriage work, but it takes some concerted action to make love better the second time around.

When it comes to relationships, people don’t automatically learn from experience. Love deludes us. The rush of romance dupes us into believing our own relationship uniquely defies the laws of gravity.

“We feel that this new, intense relationship fills the firmament for us,” observes Dr. William Doherty, author of The Intentional Family. “Under those conditions, our background knowledge of relationships doesn’t kick in.” There’s not even more cynicism, once you fall in love again, Doherty adds.

“You really think problems are for regular people and our relationship certainly isn’t regular,” so the problem had to be our ex-spouse. “Partners bring to remarriage the stupidity of the first engagement and the baggage of the first marriage.”

“Partners don’t reflect on their own role,” says Dr Jeff Larson. “They say, ‘I’m not going to make the same mistakes again.’ But they do make the same mistakes unless they get insight through their own thinking about what caused the divorce and their role in the marriage failure.”

Invariably, marriage experts insist, whether the first marriage or the fourth, couples tend to trip over the same mistakes. Number one on the list of errors is unrealistic expectations of marriage. A decline in intensity is normal, to be expected, says psychologist Clifford Notarius, Ph.D. And in its own way, welcomed. It’s not a signal to bail out.

“You’ll be disappointed—but that opens the potential for a relationship to evolve into something wonderful: a developmental journey of adult growth. Only in supportive relationships can we deal with our own personal demons and life disappointments. The next stage of relationships brings the knowledge of having a partner who’ll be there no matter what, who can sit through your personal struggle for the hundredth time and support you.”

Why is remarriage so difficult? The short answer is, because it follows divorce. People who divorced are in a highly vulnerable state. They want to be in a close intimate relationship, but the failure factor is there. The longing for comfort, for deep intimacy impels people to rush back into the married state.

But prospective remarriage partners need to build a relationship slowly, experts agree. “They need to know each other individually and jointly,” says Dr Robert Stahmann. ” They need to know each other’s expectations.”

They need time for bonding as a couple, because that relationship will be under stress through all the links to the past that will inhabit their present, none more tangible than children and stepchildren.

In remarriage, children don’t grow out of the relationship, they precede it. Nor are they delivered by the stork as helpless little bundles; they come pre-packaged, with an entirely different set of agendas than adults have.

Although feelings develop very quickly, courtship should be prolonged. It’s essential to allow enough time for the cognitive and emotional reorganization that has to take place. “It happens piece by piece, as with a jigsaw puzzle, not like a computer with the flick of a switch” says Dr Pat Love.

There’s even more opportunity for conflict and disappointment in 2nd marriages because the challenges are greater. Remarriages are always more complicated than first marriages.

The influence of exes is far from over with remarriage. Exes live on in memories, and often in reality, interacting with the children and with your own parents and siblings. “When you remarry,” says Dr Larson, “you marry a person—and that person’s ex-spouse.” It comes with the territory.

“A complete emotional divorce isn’t possible,” explains Minnesota’s Doherty. “You always carry that person around with you; a part of you retains a ‘we’ identity.”

And if there are children, exes live on in the new household as permanent extensions of their children, arriving to pick up and deliver the kids, exerting parental needs and desires that have to be accommodated, especially at holiday and vacation times. What’s more, the ex’s parents are in the picture too, as the children’s grandparents, as is all of the ex’s extended family, as aunts and uncles and cousins.

Nothing challenges a remarriage more than the presence of children from a prior marriage, and most remarriage households contain kids. If there are kids, partners to a remarriage don’t get a developmental period as couple before they’re parents—and then, because it takes time for family feelings to develop, that bond is immediately under assault by the children.

For that reason especially, every family expert recommend that couples heading into remarriage prolong the period of courtship despite the desire and the financial incentives to merge households.

The children themselves are in a state of post-divorce mourning over the loss of a “perfect” family and the loss of full-time connection to a parent. No matter which parent a child is with, someone’s missing all the time. That’s the starting position.

“This sadness is often not recognized by the adults,” says Emily Visher, Ph.D. “But it leads to upset, depression, and resentment at the new marriage.” The resentment is typically compounded by the fact that the children don’t have the same perspective as the adults on how and why their parents’ marriage broke up. And the remarriage further deprives them of the custodial parent who’d been theirs alone for a time.

“There’s also an existential, moral dimension to remarriage families that’s not talked about,” says Minnesota’s Doherty.

“The partners will always be in different emotional and relational positions to the children. One is till death do us part. The other is till divorce do us part. The stepparent often harbors a deep wish that the children didn’t exist, the very same children the parent couldn’t live without.” And these are the complications even before getting into the difficult management issues of who’s in charge, who disciplines the children, and what strategies of discipline are used.

People need to develop “a deep empathic understanding of the different emotional world’s parent and stepparent occupy.” To be a stepparent, Doherty adds, “Is to never be fully at home in your own house in relation to the children, while the original parent feels protective and defensive of the children.” Each partner is always an outsider to the experience of the other.

The role of the non-biological parent is crucial—but fuzzy. “The more a remarriage couple can agree on expected roles,” says Dr Carlos Costelo, the more satisfied they’ll be. There are lots of built-in ambiguities. “How am I supposed to discipline the kids? How much time do we spend with her family at Christmas? The inability to come to consensus interferes with intimacy and commitment.”

The key to remarriage, says Stahmann, is that couples need to be less selfish than they used to be. They have to realize there’s a history of something that came before. They can’t indulge jealousy by cutting off contact with kids. They can’t cut off history.” Selfishness, he insists, is the biggest reasons for failure of remarriage.



We pray this information has been helpful to you. Even if this isn’t pertinent to you specifically, you may know someone who is contemplating remarrying and can see this may benefit them.Steve and Cindy Wright
Marriage Test—Is your marriage in the danger zone?

Written by Kerby Anderson    

Is your marriage in the danger zone? How would you know? This article provides a marriage test to help you evaluate your marriage and see if you might need to obtain information or counsel about improving your marriage.

A few years ago I addressed the issue in an article titled, "Why Marriages Fail." The material came from PREP, which stands for the "Prevention and Relationship Enhancement Program" developed at the University of Denver. The material was originally published in a book entitled Fighting for Your Marriage, and has been featured on numerous TV newsmagazine programs like 20/20. There is also a Christian version of this material found in a book written by Scott Stanley entitled A Lasting Promise: A Christian Guide to Fighting for Your Marriage.

Marriage Test

I want to extend that discussion by providing a test you can apply to your marriage. It is loosely based on a questionnaire developed by Howard Markman at the Center for Marital and Family Studies. There are fifteen questions you answer by giving your marriage points. At the end you total the points to see how your marriage is doing. If your total is positive, you are doing well. If it is negative, then you may need to do some work and perhaps seek counseling.

The first three questions have to do with your background. Many of us come into a marriage without considering our previous family and marital backgrounds. The truth is that we are not blank slates when we get married. Our background does have an influence on our marriage.

The first question is about cohabitation. Living together before marriage could signal a lack of commitment. In fact, numerous studies show that living together can have a detrimental effect on a marriage. Often poor communication patterns are developed in such a living arrangement that carry over into marriage. Here's how you score the first question. If you moved in before the wedding give your marriage a –1. If you waited until after marriage, give your marriage a +1.

The second question involves your parents' marriage. Poor communication and conflict-management skills can be inherited from parents. If your parents had a poor marriage, give your marriage a –1. If they had a strong marriage, give your marriage a +1.

The third question involves a previous marriage that ended in divorce. It turns out that one of the best predictors for divorce is a previous divorce. Divorcing once could mean a willingness to divorce again. If you had a previous marriage, give your marriage a –1. If this is your first marriage, give it a +1.

Religion and Finances

The fourth question involves religion which can be the source of strength or strain in a marriage. Religion provides support for marriage and usually discourages divorce. But practicing separate ones can add strain. If you don't practice religion, give yourself a –2. If you practice different religions, give yourself a –1. If you both attend church regularly, give yourselves a +2.

Question five concerns finances. Money is the number one cause of fights in a marriage. Frequently these differences can lead to marital disharmony or disruption. If you and your spouse fight about money, give your marriage a –1. If you generally agree about spending, give your marriage a +1.

The sixth question also involves finances. In particular it deals with income. Some men aren't comfortable when the wife is the family breadwinner. If the wife earns more in your marriage, give yourself a –1. If the husband earns more, give yourself a +1.

The seventh question is about your current age. Simply put, older couples are less likely to divorce. If your current age is under 30, give yourself a –1. If you are over 40, then give yourself a +1. If you are over 60, give yourself a +2.

The eighth question is about the length of your marriage. The longer you are married, the less likely you are to split. If you are married less than five years, give yourself a –1. If you have been married five to ten years, give yourself a +1. If have been married more than ten years, give yourself a +2.

Well, that's the first eight questions. As you can see these questions focus on all sorts of issues that engaged couples rarely consider, but can be significant indicators of marital success. Keep track of your score and see how your marriage is doing. Although this is not an exhaustive questionnaire, the answers to these questions give you a quick look at how your marriage is doing.

Support and Family

The ninth question concerns support for your marriage. A lack of support from family or friends for your marriage creates tension and can cause a couple to question their relationship. Was your family supportive of this marriage? Did your friends support your choice in a marriage partner or were they concerned about your choice? If family and friends disapproved, give your marriage a –1. If family and friends approved, give your marriage a +1.

The tenth question revolves around changes in the family. Family additions or changes can impact a marriage. Having a baby, adjusting to an empty nest, or moving Grandma in adds stress. If you have had a recent family change, give your marriage –1. If there have been no big changes, then give your marriage a +1.

The eleventh question deals with conflicting attitudes. Opposing views on key issues in a marriage can cause division. Differences about commitment, beliefs, or expectations are just a few issues that can affect a marriage. If you mostly disagree with each other, give yourself a –2. If you are split about half-and-half, give yourself a 0. If you mostly agree, give yourself a +2.

The twelfth question concerns confidence. Feeling assured that relationships will survive anything can help couples through. If you are doubtful the marriage will last, give your marriage a –2. If you are pretty confident, give your marriage a 0. If you think your marriage will never fail, give yourself a +2.

Marital Communication

The thirteenth question involves marital communication. It's best if a couple can talk openly about problems without fighting or withdrawing. If you always fight rather than talk about problems, then give yourself a –2. If you sometimes fight, give yourself a 0. If you mostly talk rather than fight, give yourself a +2.

The fourteenth question deals with happiness. Feeling fulfilled in marriage is critical. If you are unhappy in the relationship, give yourself a –3. If you are not consistently happy, give yourself a 0. If you are happy in a relationship, give yourself a +3.

The fifteenth question deals with sex. Being unsatisfied with frequency or quality can create tension in a marriage. If you are unsatisfied with your sex life, give your marriage a –1. If you are satisfied, give yourself a +1.

Well, that's the test. If you have kept track of your answers to these questions, you should have a score. If your score is positive, especially if it is +5 or higher then your marriage is doing well. If your score is negative, then you may want to work on your marriage. That might mean reading a book on marriage, attending a marriage conference, or seek out counseling. That might be helpful even if you had a positive score, but it would be essential if you did not have a positive score.

As I mentioned previously in the article on "Why Marriages Fail," you should not be discouraged by a negative score. The research does show which marriages might have trouble, but that does not suggest that there is nothing we can do about it. As the book of James reminds us, it is not enough to just believe something, we must act upon it (James 1:25, 2:15-18, 3:13). So let's talk about what we can do.

Steps to Change

We have been talking about marriage and helped you to evaluate your marriage by taking a marriage test. The first few questions dealt with our marital background. Specifically the questions focused on cohabitation, your parents' marriage, and previous divorce. We do not come into a marriage as a blank slate. Our previous experiences do influence the way we interact with our spouse. Obviously, we can change our behavior but we have to make a concerted effort to do so or else we will fall back into patterns that may adversely affect our marriage.

Many of our other questions dealt with the current status of your marriage. This included such issues as religious background, finances, age, the length of your marriage, support for your marriage, changes in your family, conflicting attitudes, confidence, marital communication, happiness, and sexual satisfaction. Again, many of these factors can be changed with a desire and plan to do so. But if we do not change our behavior then we will fall back into patterns that could be detrimental to our marriage.

I hope you will take the time to act on the results of this test. Most of us go through life and go through our marriages on auto- pilot. We set the controls and then fall back into a pattern that is the result of our background and current circumstances. Perhaps this marriage test will encourage you to work on your marriage. Perhaps this test will show your spouse that there are some issues you need to address.

The sad social statistics about divorce show that many marriages fall apart for lack of adequate attention. Every year a million couples end up in divorce court. Yet if you asked them if that would be how their marriage would end, very few would have predicted it on their wedding day.

Most people get married because they want their marriage to work. Unfortunately, many of those marriages fail. Some fail because of poor marital communication. If you identify that as a problem, then I encourage you to read my article on "Why Marriages Fail." If you want to identify other potential problems, I encourage you to take this test with your spouse and then talk about the results. I pray that you will use this test to alert you and your spouse to any danger signs and then begin to change your habits and actions so that your marriage will be successful.

©2001 Probe Ministries.

**The Walkaway Wife Syndrome (if a woman isn’t nagging, maybe she’s given up)

Did you know that of the over one million marriages that will end in divorce this year, two thirds to three quarters of those divorces will be filed for by women? What is this so-called, "Walkaway Wife" syndrome all about? 

In the early years of marriage, women are the relationship caretakers. They carefully monitor their relationships to make sure there is enough closeness and connection. If not, women will do what they can to try to fix things. If their husbands aren't responsive, women become extremely unhappy and start complaining about everything under the sun... things that need to get done around the house, responsibilities pertaining to the children, how free time is spent and so on. Unfortunately, when women complain, men generally retreat and the marriage deteriorates even more. 

After years of trying unsuccessfully to improve things, a woman eventually surrenders and convinces herself that change isn't possible. She ends up believing there's absolutely nothing she can do because everything she's tried hasn't worked. That's when she begins to carefully map out the logistics of what she considers to be the inevitable, getting a divorce. 

While she's planning her escape, she no longer tries to improve her relationship or modify her partner's behavior in any way. She resigns herself to living in silent desperation until "D Day." Unfortunately, her husband views his wife's silence as an indication that "everything is fine." After all, the "nagging" has ceased. That's why, when she finally breaks the news of the impending divorce, her shell-shocked partner replies, "I had no idea you were unhappy." 

Then, even when her husband undergoes real and lasting changes, it's often too late. The same impenetrable wall that for years shielded her from pain, now prevents her from truly recognizing his genuine willingness to change. The relationship is in the danger zone. 

If you are a woman who fits this description, please don't give up. I have seen so many men make amazing changes once they truly understand how unhappy their wives have been. Sometimes men are slow to catch on, but when they do, their determination to turn things around can be astounding. I have seen many couples strengthen their marriages successfully even though it seemed an impossible feat. Give your husband another chance. Let him prove to you that things can be different. Keep your family together. Divorce is not a simple answer. It causes unimaginable pain and suffering. It takes an enormous amount of energy to face each day. Why not take this energy and learn some new skills and make your marriage what you've wanted it to be for so long? 

If you're a man reading this and your wife has been complaining or nagging, thank her. It means she still cares about you and your marriage. She's working hard to make your love stronger. Spend time with her. Talk to her. Compliment her. Pay attention. Take her seriously. Show her that she's the most important thing in the world to you. 

Perhaps your wife is no longer open to your advances because she's a soon-to-be walkaway wife. If so, read the posts on the open messageboard. Don't crowd her. Don't push. Be patient. If you demonstrate you can change and she still has eyes... and a heart, you might just convince her to give your marriage another try. 

2002 Copyright - Michele Weiner-Davis. All rights reserved.

Should Parents Stay Married For the Sake of the Kids

The Chicago Tribune asked its readers, "Should couples stay in unhappy marriages for the sake of the kids?" I felt compelled to respond and here's what they printed: 

**************************** 

Chicago Tribune 9-10-00 

As the author of the book, Divorce Busting, and someone who has a keen interest in the impact of divorce on families, I am eager to respond to your question, "Do you think a couple should stay in an unhappy marriage if they have children?" 

First of all, the question implies that once a marriage is unhappy, it will stay that way. This is an unfortunate assumption. We have come a very long way in the last few years in deciphering the formula for making marriages successful and happy. Couples can now take valuable relationship skill-building classes where they can learn how to transform an empty, unhappy marriage into a more loving one. It isn’t magic. When you have children, you owe it to them to leave absolutely no stone unturned if you are considering dissolving your marriage. Once a marriage dissolves, so too, does the family…forever. 

Research tells us that children benefit from divorce only in those situations where there is extreme abuse. It is estimated that only one third of the divorces in our country fit this criteria. In all other cases, lose out on many different dimensions when their parents split. Even when the adults feel happier as a result of divorce, research shows that there is no “trickle down effect” in terms of how the children fare. 

With only minor exception, anyone in an unhappy marriage can do something about it. You don’t have to and shouldn’t live in misery. Once you choose to bring children into the world, divorce isn’t a solution to an unhappy marriage. Fixing it is. 
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Why Should I Be the One To Change?

You're really mad at your partner. You've explained your point of view a million times. S/he never listens. You can't believe that a person can be so insensitive. So, you wait. You're convinced that eventually s/he will have to see the light; that you're right and s/he's wrong. In the meantime, there's silence. But the tension is so thick in your house, you can cut it with a knife. You hate the distance, but there's nothing you can do about it because you're mad. You're really mad. 

You try to make yourself feel better by getting involved in other things. Sometimes this even works. But you wake up every morning facing the fact that nothing's changed at all. A feeling of dissatisfaction permeates everything you do. From time to time, you ask yourself, "Is there something I should do differently,?" but you quickly dismiss this thought because you know that, in your heart of hearts, you're not the one to blame. So the distance between you and your partner persists. 

Does any of this sound familiar? Have you and your partner been so angry with each other that you've gone your separate ways and stopped interacting with each other? Have you convinced yourself that, until s/he initiates making up, there will be no peace in your house? If so, I have few things I want to tell you. 

You are wasting precious energy holding on to your anger. It's exhausting to feel resentment day in and day out. It takes a toll on your body and soul. It's bad for your health and hard on your spirit. It's awful for your relationship. Anger imprisons you. It casts a gray cloud over your days. It prevents you from feeling real joy in any part of your life. Each day you drown yourself in resentment is another day lost out of your life. What a waste! 

I have worked with so many people who live in quiet desperation because they are utterly convinced that their way of seeing things is right and their partner's is wrong. They spend a lifetime trying to get their partners to share their views. I hear, "I'll change if s/he changes," a philosophy that ultimately leads to a stalemate. There are many variations of this position. For example, "I'd be nicer to her, if she were nicer to me," or "I'd be more physical and affectionate if he were more communicative with me," or "I'd be more considerate and tell her about my plans if she wouldn't hound me all the time about what I do." You get the picture… "I'll be different if you start being different first." Trust me when I tell you that this can be a very, very long wait. 

There's a much better way to view things when you and your partner get stuck like this. I've been working with couples for years and I've learned a lot about how change occurs in relationships. It's like a chain reaction. If one person changes, the other one does too. It really doesn't matter who starts first. It's simply a matter of tipping over the first domino. Change is reciprocal. Let me give you an example. 

I worked with a woman who was very distressed about her husband's long hours at work. She felt they spent very little time together as a couple and that he was of little help at home. This infuriated her. Every evening when he returned for work, her anger got the best of her and she criticized him for bailing out on her. Inevitably, the evening would be ruined. The last thing he wanted to do after a long day at work was to deal with problems the moment in walked in the door. Although she understood this, she was so hurt and angry about his long absences that she felt her anger was justified. She wanted a suggestion from me about how to get her husband to be more attentive and loving. She was at her wit's end. 

I told her that I could completely understand why she was frustrated and that, if I were in her shoes, I would feel exactly the same way. However, I wondered if she could imagine how her husband might feel about her nightly barrage of complaints. "He probably wishes he didn't have to come home," she said. "Precisely," I thought to myself, and I knew she was ready to switch gears. I suggested that she try an experiment. "Tonight when he comes home, surprise him with an affectionate greeting. Don't complain, just tell him you're happy to see him. Do something kind or thoughtful that you haven't done in a long time…even if you don't feel like it." "You mean like fixing him his favorite meal or giving him a warm hug? I used to do that a lot." "That's exactly what I mean," I told her, and we discussed other things she might do as well. She agreed to give it a try. 

Two weeks later she returned to my office and told me about the results of her "experiment." 

"That first night after I talked with you I met him at the door and, without a word, gave him a huge hug. He looked astounded, but curious. I made him his favorite pasta dish, which was heavy on the garlic, so he smelled the aroma the moment he walked in. Immediately, he commented on it and looked pleased. We had a great evening together, the first in months. I was so pleased and surprised by his positive reaction that I felt motivated to keep being 'the new me.' Since then things between us have been so much better, it's amazing. He's come home earlier and he's even calling me from work just to say hello. I can't believe the change in him. I'm so much happier this way." 

The moral of this story is obvious. When one partner changes, the other partner changes too. It's a law of relationships. If you aren't getting what you need or want from your loved one, instead of trying to convince him or her to change, why not change your approach to the situation? Why not be more pragmatic? If what you're doing (talking to your partner about the error of his/her ways) hasn't been working, no matter how sterling your logic, you're not going to get very far. Be more flexible and creative. Be more strategic. Spend more time trying to figure out what might work as opposed to being hell bent on driving your point home. You might be pleasantly surprised. Remember, insanity has been defined as doing the same old thing over and over and expecting different results. 

Look, life is short. We only have one go-around. Make your relationship the best it can possibly be. Stop waiting for your partner to change in order for things to be better. When you decide to change first, it will be the beginning of a solution avalanche. Try it, you'll like it! 
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**The Most Powerful Marriage Secret I Know!—Counseling and small groups save marriages

by Dr. Gary Smalley

01/27/03

"As iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another." These powerful words were penned thousands of years ago. In today's world—with the divorce rate in the United States around fifty percent—these words can have a tremendous impact upon your most important relationships. As you begin the Secrets To Lasting Love video series, you will discover the most powerful way we know to infuse encouragement, motivation, and even positive correction into a person's life. Equally important, this series can provide the greatest source of protection we know of from the incredible pressures facing the family today. What we are referring to is not found within the content of the series; instead, the power to impact relationships is found within a small group.

A small group can be like a four-year-old little girl who became frightened one night during a thunderstorm. After one particularly loud clap of thunder, she jumped from her bed, ran down the hall and burst into her parent's room. Diving right in the middle of the bed, she snuggled into her parents' arms for comfort. "Don't worry, Honey," her father said. "God will protect you." The little girl hugged her dad even tighter and said, "I know Daddy … but right now I just need someone with skin on!"

No matter what our age, when it comes to protecting our relationships, there's nothing like someone with skin on to do it. As you will soon discover, having a small group of individuals committed to you and your relationship provides an enormous amount of protection when the "thunderstorms" of life hit.

Basically, a small group can be defined as a voluntary, intentional gathering of three to twelve people (12 being the ideal) regularly meeting together with a shared purpose. Some of the key aspects of this definition include voluntary (people cannot be forced to join a small group), intentional gathering (must be a premeditated, planned gatherings of people), three to twelve people (when group membership expands beyond twelve people, it becomes difficult to accomplish the group's goals and to maintain effective interpersonal relationships), regularly meeting (must meet on a consistent and frequent basis), and shared purpose (members must work toward agreed upon goals).

Several benefits you'll enjoy every day when you have a lifeline of support through a small group include:

· Increased life span, and decreased susceptibility to sickness.

· Loving support.

· Higher motivation to do what's right.

· Gain self-control over unwanted habits and thoughts.

· Dramatically increased self-worth.

· Healthy independence.

· The resources, reassurance, and perspective of others.

Let's take a closer look at the power of a small group. During the early 1980s, Gary and Norma first experienced something that has been true in all their group experiences since. Out of more than thirty couples and over nearly three year's time, no couple who regularly attended their marriage groups separated or divorced. That is not to say that there were no problems. Several couples certainly threatened divorce. But it appeared to be the warm, loving support of these small groups that kept them together through the crises in their lives, and on to more loving relationships.

This support came in a combination of ways that seemed to give enough strength to the hurting couple to "make it one week at a time" until they worked through their problems, conflicts, and discouragement.

There are times when we simply don't have the strength on our own to combat our problems. At times like that, it is a tremendous blessing to have a supportive small group that can help to "carry" a couple through their time of crisis. How does that happen on an everyday basis? A key aspect of a small group is accountability. In its simplest form, accountability is being responsible to another person or persons for the commitments you've made. The important ingredient is having someone to ask the difficult questions. For example, "How are things going this week?"; "Are you satisfied with the methods you're using in your marriage?"; or "What could you do this next week to make your relationship even more fulfilling?" Ideally, these questions force us to carefully consider our choices because we know that someone will be checking.

John Wesley, the founder of the Methodist church, met every day at noon with a group of loyal friends. During this time they would ask each other what they had accomplished the last 24 hours that would count for God's kingdom—and what they planned to accomplish the next 24 hours. He accomplished great things in life. Secrets to Lasting Love does not demand or require a lifestyle this strict, but even simple accountability is often necessary for a person to lay down old habits and build new, positive ways of relating. Meeting once a week and holding each other accountable to the goal of honoring your families, can allow powerful changes to take place. Like John Wesley, through your own small group, you can accomplish great things in your marriage.

Click here to buy this new book Secrets to Lasting Love

****What I Wish I'd Known Before I Got Divorced

By Georgia Shaffer

Five friends and I were having breakfast one morning when our conversation turned to our friend Cindy.* She was convinced divorce was the answer to her problems. 

"I wish Cindy would listen to us," I said.

"She made it clear she doesn't want to hear anything from us divorcées," said Betsy. "She's made up her mind, and she's not changing it."


Two-thirds of those who stayed married reported happy marriages five years later 


That morning, in utter frustration, my friends and I compiled a list: what we wish we'd known before we got divorced—the things we wanted Cindy to know before she made her final decision. Each of us had experienced the upheaval of divorce and watched 12 of our close friends' second marriages end. 

We all knew Cindy wasn't casually deciding to end her marriage—few people do. Divorce is one of the most agonizing choices a couple makes. We understood the anger, panic, abandonment, and feelings of being trapped that lead many people to divorce. But we'd also experienced the "other side" of being single again. We'd seen the lives of our children changed forever. Years later, we continue to live with the ongoing pain and complications of a destroyed marriage. 

As a licensed psychologist, I've heard many people consider the possibility of ending their marriage. They look at divorce as a solution to their marital woes, a viable answer to their pain and frustration. Ultimately, however, it creates only different problems. In a recent study by the Institute for American Values chaired by sociologist Linda Waite of the University of Chicago, researchers asked, "Does divorce make people happy?" They found that those who ended their troubled marriage in divorce weren't any happier than those who remained married. In fact, two-thirds of those who stayed married reported happy marriages five years later.

Here's the list we compiled for Cindy.

1. Life will change more than you realize

"I thought I'd enjoy being alone," says Lori, who has never remarried. "But I'm lonely. Whenever my friends complain about how needy their husbands or children are, I say, 'Try living without that.'"

Andy, like Lori, hasn't remarried. "I didn't expect to miss odd things like the towels folded neatly, shopping for groceries together, or the Saturday routine we'd established," he says. After his divorce, Andy realized how much the familiar, everyday things of married life meant to him. 

Add children to the equation, and the result is even stickier. Instead of two people parenting your children, if you have custody, you're left to do it all—alone. You become the sole breadwinner, spiritual adviser, disciplinarian, housekeeper. The stress levels of this responsibility can become staggering.

Then there are the scheduling dilemmas. Recently, my friend Betsy and I were discussing how complicated it can be to see our sons during a short college break. Although we both cooperate with our ex-husbands, we still ache as we watch our innocent children bear the heavy responsibility of carefully doling out their time between the families in an effort not to alienate either parent. 

Although the everyday occurrences can create plenty of challenges after divorce, the special occasions are worse. Every birthday, holiday, wedding, or funeral is a potential nightmare. Allison told me, "At my future daughter-in-law's wedding, she's planning to walk down the aisle by herself because she has multiple fathers and is torn between her allegiances. My heart breaks for her." These problems don't end when the children grow up and marry. The hassles continue with the grandchildren.

Even if you remarry, the consequences of your divorce continue to impact your life. Jan Coleman, author of After the Locusts, was single-again for 12 years before marrying Carl. As good as her present marriage is, she doesn't hesitate to say what a dramatic change it made in her life. 

"Yes, you can love and trust again," she says. "But the first marriage is God's best, his design. We weren't meant to give up on it, but to work through all the struggles to God's glory and our best. The tearing of the flesh may heal, but the scars are always there. Remarriage can be great in many ways if you marry for the right reasons, but it's still not the same."

2. Your life won't be more carefree

As a self-confident, independent woman with a fast-moving career and no children, Stephanie couldn't wait to be free of the pain of her dying marriage.

"I would no longer have to put with up his problems," she says. "I'd be able to do what I wanted when I wanted. But after the divorce, it was my career and my home that began to hold me hostage. I was imprisoned by all the things I thought made me look good."

Divorce never brought the carefree lifestyle Stephanie had expected. 

There are those seemingly hidden emotional wounds that can pop open when we least expect or which we learn to expect on special anniversaries. Jan Coleman says, "Every Christmas, I become depressed. After 20 years it still hits me suddenly, without warning. I was first married in December, and my childhood sweetheart left me for another woman 15 Decembers later. Every year I have a weepy week."

Jan's second husband understands and gives her the space "to grieve again for the loss of that ideal family I spent my life imagining. There are times when it hits him too. You're never free from the effects of that broken first marriage."

I know this truth from personal experience. Recently, I began dating someone who's divorced. Because of our pasts, we have several barriers in our current relationship—one of which is the fear of trusting and loving again.

3. You trade one set of problems for another

Even the most amiable break-ups bring deep wounds. There are always consequences to divorce.

"What I didn't anticipate," says Brad, who hasn't remarried, "was the way my friends perceived me. All of a sudden I became damaged goods. One couple, who'd been my close friends for 20 years, became cool toward me after the divorce."

There's a ripple effect. Your divorce doesn't just affect you and your spouse. It affects everyone around you. Friends often feel as if they must pick sides, so they keep their distance. Relationships with those who do remain loyal change abruptly. Church friends may stay away, feeling uncomfortable. And family members who've grown to love and care for the ex feel forced to "divorce" as well.

Then there are the financial ramifications. Dividing the assets isn't always done equitably. Vern was left with only 31 percent of his retirement account even though his ex-wife worked and they had no children together. At the age of 49, this circumstance was a blow to his retirement plans.

If there's a remarriage, blending children from previous marriages brings problems that can range from emotional chaos to stoic tolerance. A recently remarried friend said, "My life is more complicated than ever. I've put all this effort into a new marriage, but we're struggling. My new stepson ignores me. His attitude is, 'I'm here to be with my dad and that's it.' I feel horrible—like a second class citizen in my own home."

4. Feelings can be deceiving

Kathy, who was in her twenties and newly married, learned that following her feelings can have tragic consequences.

"My husband was away a lot, and most evenings I was home alone. I felt lonely and empty. Many nights I cried myself to sleep and wondered why I ever got married.

"When I met a man who made me feel alive and passionate about life, I concluded these feelings of excitement confirmed I was no longer in love with my husband. 

"Rather than praying and giving my concerns to God, I took the situation in my own hands and moved out. I was convinced I'd made a mistake in getting married." 

Still single five years later, Kathy wishes some wise woman would have come alongside her, prayed with her, and gently reminded her that love is a choice and a commitment, not an emotion.

When my son was six years old, he'd complain about being disciplined for disobeying what he called my "stupid rules." Over and over I'd repeat, "Kyle, I'm being short-term mean, but long-term nice."

Like children, we sometimes allow our desire for momentary pleasure to pull us from God's best. Rather than doing the hard work it takes to invest daily in our marriage, we make seemingly innocent decisions thinking they'll do no harm.

Our friend Cindy didn't listen to us. She opted for the divorce. Sadly she wasn't willing to persevere and uncover the lost treasures that first drew her and her husband together. With God's help, her current pain or discontentment could have been transformed into long-term joy and abundant blessings. Like my son learned many years ago, short-term pain can indeed lead to long-term gain.

Georgia Shaffer, author of A Gift of Mourning Glories: Restoring Your Life After Loss (Vine Brooks), is a speaker and licensed psychologist in Pennsylvania. Visit Georgia at www.GeorgiaShaffer.com."What I Wish I'd Done to Save My Marriage"

Worked harder: "I wish I'd gone to a reliable Christian counselor and committed to working through the problems. I gave up." —Jeff*

Respected my spouse: "How I wish I'd followed my parents' example. They had the utmost respect for each other—they never offered sarcasm or negative words. My father used to say, 'Your mother will be my bride until the day I die.' She was." —Nancy

Put God first: "Christ should have been the center of our relationship. I made a god of my husband, and he began to act like one." —Margaret

Guarded my words: "I blamed my wife for every problem that arose. But I needed to do my own soul searching." —John

Focused on my spouse's positive attributes: "Both of us brought uplifting qualities to our marriage. But before long I was focusing only on his weaknesses, not his gifts." —Betsy 

—GS

*Names have been changed
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We Never Loved Each Other--We never even really liked each other. How would our marriage last? 

By Cindy Wilson, as told to Simon Presland

We never set out to be wrong for each other. When Pete* and I married, however, we couldn't have been more incompatible. We met at church. I found Pete attractive, and I admired his love for God. But I soon found that he could be loud and belligerent. I hated confrontation, so when Pete's anger flashed, I cringed, but said nothing. 

Growing up, anger ruled my home. Dad harshly punished my siblings and me. I feared him, but learned to shut off my feelings. By focusing on others, I could bury my fears. 

Pete's childhood had been just as painful. "I hated my parents for getting divorced and the countless relationships that followed," he said. "I was tossed between them, bounced into group homes, and dumped onto friends. I never felt loved." 

In the ensuing months, I tried to help him work through his sorrow. But the closer I drew, the more attention he demanded. When I contemplated breaking up with him, I trembled at thoughts of his anger. After a year of dating, Pete asked me if I was happy. Finally, I found my way out. "No," I mumbled. He broke down in tears but finally let me go.

It's God's will?

About a month later, a friend phoned me. Pete had been telling people that we'd eventually marry. "It's God's will," he said. 

I'd been taught that if I didn't follow God's plans, I'd end up in hell. Had Pete really heard from God? Would God punish me for not going back to him? Guilt, fear, and confusion plagued me.

The memory of Pete's eyes began to haunt me, and I berated myself for increasing his anguish. He needs me, I thought. Besides, maybe God wants us together. Finally, I called him and soon we started dating again. When his anger arose, I overlooked it. He's had a rough past, I told myself. I can help him.

Six months later, Pete proposed marriage. "Why not," I said. But while making plans for October nuptials my heart kept crying, You're making a mistake! Don't do this! I argued with myself: "If I marry him, I can help heal his wounds." 

I never talked about my feelings and doubts to anyone. I didn't even seriously pray about them. I guess I just accepted that Pete had heard from God.

On our wedding night, reality sank in as I sobbed in the hotel bathroom. What have I done? I thought. I don't love him—I don't even like him! 

I couldn't share my thoughts with Pete; they'd crush him. In the ensuing days of our honeymoon, my anguish turned into depression. During the daytime I masked my feelings by joking around, trying to have fun. I kept him out late; just thinking about sex nauseated me. When he became amorous, I said we'd have sex in the morning. When the sun arose, I jumped out of bed before he awoke. As the days dragged on, he started to sulk, then grew livid. 

"You hate me!" he seethed. "You're just like everyone else!" Speechless, I cowered under his tirade. By the end of the week, we couldn't even speak to each other. 

We'd bought a house just before our wedding, and when we returned from our honeymoon, it was cold and empty. Just like my heart, I thought. 

A façade of happiness

After Pete left for work the next day, I fled to my sister's house. Tears and remorse poured out. "What should I do?" I asked. 

"I don't know," she replied. 

We prayed and hugged and cried together. 

At home, Pete constantly spewed anger and bitterness. I retaliated by staying home during the day and leaving at night. A girlfriend needed help. Someone from church called. I'd leave supper and a note on the table. 

For the next year, Pete and I kept up a façade of happiness when others were around. If anyone asked, "How are the newlyweds?" "Fine," was our pat answer. Our plastic smiles fooled family and friends. But I couldn't deceive God. During my devotional times, I'd beg: "Please, God, take my life. Maybe then Pete will find someone who can love him." I wasn't really suicidal. I just didn't think I could handle my emotional pain I felt any longer.

Meanwhile, Pete exploded at home over the slightest thing. Sometimes he'd apologize and want to make love. The next day he'd find something to belittle me about. Finally, I had enough and grabbed some clothes, then left for a friend's home. After a couple of weeks, my friend asked if I'd be willing to meet with Pete. 

"Okay, but I don't know what good it will do," I told her. She phoned Pete and set up a meeting for the following week.

"Love isn't a feeling, although feelings follow love," she told us. "You both have some deep-rooted issues that you'd have to face no matter who you'd married. You have a tough decision to make. Either your covenant before God matters and you'll try to work things out, or you'll become another divorce statistic." 

We decided to pray separately for a few days, then meet again. During this time, I read the biblical story of Esther. She was trapped in an unwanted marriage. I don't know if she ever learned to love King Xerxes, but she did what was right. 

When our meeting night arrived, I'd made my decision. "Pete, I married you out of fear and selfishness, and I hate myself for doing that. However, I made a commitment before God. While I don't know the outcome, I'm willing to work on our relationship." 

"I married you because I didn't think anyone else would want me," he replied. "I can't say I love you—I don't know what love is. But a divorce would be too painful." It wasn't much, but it was a start.

We agreed that I'd move back home and we'd find individual, then marital counseling. Finding the right counselors took time and money, but we were willing to sacrifice. 

Learning what love really means

Over time, I learned that my need to rescue others stemmed from my childhood despair. I also realized something else: Jesus said to love our neighbors as ourselves, but how could I love my neighbor—and Pete was my neighbor—when I didn't love myself? 

To help me do this, I devoured the Bible and personal growth books. I confided in trusted friends who helped me explore and heal my emotions through hours of prayer. Slowly, I realized my self-worth didn't depend on others. 

Pete's personal revelations were just as great. He spent the next two years in counseling, dealing with the repercussions of his childhood neglect.

Desperate to be loved, Pete pursued relationships he knew subconsciously would fail, reinforcing his internal message: I'm unwanted and unlovable. The pain of rejection fueled his anger. For him, our marriage was an act of self-destruction. 

During Pete's sessions, one lesson really struck home: he couldn't blame his past any longer, or shirk responsibility for his present actions. His counselor showed him that he was choosing to act out, and he could choose to control his emotions. As they worked through his issues, his anger abated. 

Learning to accept myself helped me see Pete as God's child. I countered negative thoughts about him with Scripture, such as Philipians 4:8: "Whatever is true … whatever is right … whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things." I decided to learn how to love him. That meant throwing away my ideas of the perfect husband and concentrating on Pete's good traits. As I continued resolving my fears, he no longer intimidated me. Slowly, my feelings for him grew.

Reaching firm ground

When I first reached out, Pete pulled away. If I snuggled up to him while watching TV, he looked at me suspiciously and moved to another chair. When I asked him to go for a walk, he'd find something to do in the garage. But if I became upset over something he'd done, he acted like a puppy dog wanting my attention and smothered me with affection. Our relationship turned into a push-pull affair, and we spent countless hours unraveling our tangled web of emotions. 

Our healing process continued through counseling and prayer, and slowly we began to love each other. We spent the next two years with a counselor who taught us two foundational principles: the only one you can change is yourself, and marriage is spelled W-O-R-K.

We were ready.

Honest communication replaced harbored misconceptions. One time I was engrossed in my work, and Pete thought my silence meant I was angry with him. Instead of storming off, he asked me if anything was wrong. Connecting this way brought down barriers between us, leading to frank discussions about more sensitive issues. Little by little our mutual understanding deepened, and so did our intimacy. 

By our tenth anniversary, our marriage was on firm ground. Over the next several years, when issues cropped up that we couldn't handle, we immediately sought help.

We've now been married for 20 years, and Pete and I have a deep, passionate love. This past fall, Pete surprised me with tickets for a cruise to celebrate our anniversary. I love how romantic he's become.

We also counsel others in troubled marriages. "You started with love," we tell them. "We had nothing. We chose to learn how to love each other and rebuilt our lives together. You can do the same, if you're willing."

I can honestly say, I am so glad we were willing.

Cindy Wilson is a pseudonym. Simon Presland, a freelance author, lives in Canada.
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The High Cost of Divorce

By Harold and Bette Gillogly 

For the last few decades, we've heard marriage-ending clichés like "You're be better off without him," or "You'd be better off divorcing than to subject your kids to so much fighting." But you know what, most study's don't agree with that at all. Most studies show that there are incredibly high costs associated with even the "amicable" break-ups. 

Consider this: divorced women 40 and over have a dismal future in store, according to research by Judith Wallerstein (California Children of Divorce Project). Ten years after their divorce, half the women studied were diagnosed as being clinically depressed, and all were moderately to severely lonely, even though 50% of the women studied initiated the divorce themselves.1 

And divorced men aren't doing much better. While men usually find it easier to get involved in new relationships, that doesn't mean they find happiness: Even though 83 percent of divorced men remarry, 75% of them divorce again! It would appear the happiness they search for eludes them throughout life.1 

Divorce is also economically devastating. 

Even though some statistics suggest that men increase their financial status after divorce, economists Saul Hoffman and John Holmes say divorced men drop 19 percent from their income over seven years and divorced women drop 29 percent. In contrast, married couples experienced a 22 percent rise in income.1 

In the first year after divorce, a women's standard of living can decline as much as 73 percent.1 Is it any wonder that in the first few years after a divorce, women report not only feelings of hopelessness, but also incessant worry over family? 

For divorced men who pay child support, they're basically working today to pay for yesterday. This puts financial stress on their second marriage, often necessitating that Wife Number Two work -- not only to pay bills in her present family -- but also to help him pay for his former family. Do you think God ever intended such complicated living? 

The pain of divorce never goes away. 

One divorced father told us: "It's like chopping down your tree of marriage. You think you've done away with the tree, but branches keep shooting up from the trunk. Those branches are my children, so I have to tend to the branches, even though they're part of the tree trunk I tried to destroy. How can I hate the tree but love the branches? It's very confusing and painful to me. No matter how hard I try to ignore the tree, the pain never goes away." 

But mom and dad aren't the ones who get the worst of it: no one suffers more from divorce than the children. About 1.5 million children a year are caught in the crossfire of divorce, and a full ONE THIRD of these children never see one of their parents again once the divorce is finalized.2 Children of divorce often feel abandoned by both parents because one is gone, and the other one is so preoccupied with their own pain, they can't give emotional stability to the child. 

The children be damaged! 

Psychologist Judith Wallerstein (mentioned above) and Julia Lewis (a psychology professor at San Francisco State University) have released the results of their 25-year study of children of divorce. Their study traced the effect divorce had on 60 middle class and upper-middle class families in Marin County, California. Consider this: Half of the children studied became deeply involved with drugs and alcohol, and many of them became sexually promiscuous (note -- not just sexually "active" but "promiscuous"). Twenty-six of the children studied were very young -- between two and six -- when their parents divorced. These children were the most damaged, according to the study, because they spent the most time living with the fallout.3 

"There was no transition, no cushioning of the blow," writes Wallerstein. "Their loneliness, their sense that no one was there to take care of them, was overwhelming … ." Twenty-five years later, these children remembered feeling raw terror, a fear of abandonment, and even a fear of starving. And as time passed, many of their fears were realized. Says, Wallerstein, "Their fathers remarried and became distant, and their mothers were preoccupied with trying to put their own lives back together."3 

One of the children, now 29 years old, confesses, "I was angry at (my mother). I was angry at my father. I was always angry at somebody … I had nobody to talk to -- I had nobody."3 

As adults, children of divorce are "very, very anxious about marriage (and) fidelity. They don't trust their own picture of marriage." Their memories are "how unhappy one or both of their parents were (and) the infidelity, the depression and sadness."3 As a result, they find it very difficult to bond with the opposite sex. 

And why shouldn't they? Their parents served them platitudes like, "We don't love each other any more; but we still love you." Children can figure out that if love isn't forever, and mom and dad can stop loving each other, then they can stop loving them as well. So they behave very, very good out of fear of losing their parents' love, or they behave very, very bad as if to say, "You don't love me anyhow! Why should I be good?" 

A good divorce is better than a bad marriage? 

Are children more harmed by their parents' fights than by their parents' divorce? Many people used to think so, but a study by Exeter University's Medical School shows that is just another divorce myth. The study demonstrates that "children of divorced parents are more likely to be unhappy, unhealthy and experience problems at school and with friends than children of parents who quarrel, but remain married."4 The children of parents who were fighting but remained together experienced some of the same health and social problems as children of divorced parents, however the "level and number of problems were closer to those of harmonious families than to those of divorced families."4 

The Exeter researchers summed up their study: "Conflicts at home always are distressing for the children, but even if the parents have problems with each other, the children may still have a good relationship with both parents. At least they are there. The children lose that when the family splits up … it is the loss of a parent that damages the children."4 

The hard evidence speaks for itself -- and it's downright frightening. Everyone pays for divorce: the children, the couple, the extended family, friends, the church, the community, and our whole society. 

God knew the devastating cost of divorce long before any researcher: You flood the Lord's altar with tears. You weep and wail because he no longer pays attention to your offerings or accepts them with pleasure from your hands. You ask, "Why?" It is because the Lord is acting as the witness between you and the wife of your youth, because you have broken faith with her, though she is your partner, the wife of your marriage covenant. Has not the Lord made them one? In flesh and spirit they are his. And why one? Because he was seeking godly offspring. So guard yourself in your spirit, and do not break faith with the wife of your youth. "I hate divorce," says the Lord God of Israel. (Malachi 2:13-16a NIV) 

1 The Case Against Divorce. Diane Medved, PhD, Ivy Books, New York. 1989.

2 Marriage Savers. Michael J. McManus, Zondervan Publishing House, Grand Rapids, Michigan. 1993.

3 "Kids' Feelings, Lives Affected," Elizabeth Fernandez, Dayton Daily News, June 8,1997.

4 "Divorce Worse for Children Than Fighting, Study Finds," Veronique Mistiaen, The Tennessean, April 18, 1994.
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Why do marriages fail? While the answers to that question are many, there is a growing body of empirical research to suggest there are four negative risk factors that create barriers to oneness in marriage and increase a couple's chances for marital failure.
I am going to look at these risk factors and see how they can be corrosive elements to oneness in marriage. Most of the material I will cover comes from PREP, which stands for the "Prevention and Relationship Enhancement Program" developed at the University of Denver. The material was originally published in a book entitled Fighting for Your Marriage, and has been featured on numerous TV newsmagazine programs like "20/20." There is a Christian version of this material found in a book written by Scott Stanley entitled A Lasting Promise: A Christian Guide to Fighting for Your Marriage. Perhaps you have heard marriage speakers like Gary Smalley or Dave and Claudia Arp recommend this book (which should be available in your local Christian bookstore and is also available online at www.amazon.com).

The significance of this research is two-fold. First, it provides a strong body of university research on what makes marriages fail. Other Christian books, though very helpful, are often based upon the opinions and spiritual insights of the authors. The material we will be talking about in this article is based on clinical studies which validate biblical principles others have discussed.

Second, the research provides an extremely accurate predictor of subsequent behavior and marital failure. In one of the key studies, researchers followed a sample of 135 couples for twelve years, starting before they were married. The researchers found that using only data from before the couple married, they were able to differentiate those couples who do well from those who do not, with up to 91% accuracy. In other words, the seeds of distress and possible divorce were already sown before the couples went to the altar.

Now please do not be discouraged by those numbers. At the outset it seems to be telling us that certain marriages are doomed to failure, and there is nothing a couple can do. But we need to reconsider that conclusion. This research, while showing us marriages which might fall apart, does not suggest that there is nothing we can do about it. This research simply shows us what behaviors can be changed and warns us what will probably happen if we are unwilling or unable to change. As the book of James reminds us, it is not enough to just believe something, we must act upon it (James 1:25, 2:15-18, 3:13).

Since knowing precedes acting, it is necessary to discuss these four negative risk factors that can be barriers to oneness, for oneness is God's design for marriage. Genesis 2:24 says, "For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and they will become one flesh." When Jesus was confronted by the scribes and Pharisees about the issue of divorce, He brought them back to this foundational truth and said, "For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh. So they are no longer two, but one. Therefore what God has joined together, let man not separate" (Matt. 19:5-6).

Escalation

According to the research done over the last two decades, negative patterns can destroy a relationship. Couples who want to save their marriage need to focus on changing these negative behavior patterns. There are four such patterns I will discuss here, the first of which is escalation. 

According to the researchers, "escalation occurs when partners respond back and forth negatively to each other, continually upping the ante so the conversation gets more and more hostile."{1} 1 Peter 3:9 says, "Do not repay evil with evil or insult with insult." But this is exactly what happens with escalation. Each negative comment increases the level of anger and frustration, and soon a small disagreement blows up into a major fight.

Research shows that couples who have a good marriage are less prone to escalation. And if the argument starts to escalate, they are able to stop the negative process before it erupts into a full-blown fight. Marriages that will have problems, and even fail, find that arguments escalate so that such damaging things are said that they may even threaten the lifeblood of the marriage.

Escalation can develop in two different ways. The first is a major shouting fight that may erupt over a conflict as small as putting the cap back on the toothpaste. As the battle heats up the partners get more and more angry, saying mean things about each other. Frequently there are threats to end the relationship. Over time those angry words damage oneness, and angry threats to leave begin to seem like prophecy. Once negative comments are made, they are hard to take back and drive a knife into the partner's heart. Proverbs 12:18 says, "Reckless words pierce like a sword."

These reckless words can do great damage to a marriage because when an argument escalates, every comment and vulnerability becomes fair game. Concerns, failings, and past mistakes can now be used by the attacking partner. Oneness and intimacy can be shattered quickly by a few reckless words.

You may be thinking, "we don't fight like cats and dogs." And while that may be true, your marriage may still have this risk factor. Damaging escalation is not always dramatic. Voices do not have to be raised for couples to get into a cycle of returning negative for negative. Conflict over paying the rent, taking out the garbage, running errands that result in muttering to oneself, rolling your eyes, or throwing up your hands can also be examples of escalation.

Couples who escalate arguments must control their emotions and control their tongues. James writes, "If anyone considers himself religious and yet does not keep a tight rein on his tongue, he deceives himself and his religion is worthless" (James 1:26). Couples who want a strong marriage must learn to counteract the tendency to escalate as a couple. The key to a strong and stable marriage is learning to control your emotions and learning how to keep a rein on your tongue.

Invalidation

Having covered escalation, I will now turn to the second of the four negative risk factors to oneness. This risk factor is called invalidation. "Invalidation is a pattern in which one partner subtly or directly puts down the thoughts, feelings, or character of the other."{2} 

Invalidation can take many forms. Sometimes it can be caustic, in which one partner (or both) attacks the other person verbally. You can hear, and even feel, the contempt one partner has for another.

Sarcastic phrases like "Well, I'm sorry I'm not perfect like you" or "I forgot how lucky I am to be married to you" can cut like a knife. These are attacks on the person's character and personality that easily destroy a marriage. Research has found that invalidation is one of the best predictors of future problems and divorce.

Jesus taught that attacks on the character of another person are sinful and harmful. "But I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgment. Again, anyone who says to his brother, 'Raca,' is answerable to the Sanhedrin. But anyone who says, 'You fool!' will be in danger of the fire of hell" (Matt. 5:22). Calling a person worthless or empty-headed (which is what the Aramaic term raca means) is not what a Christian should do.

Invalidation can also be much more subtle. It may involve an argument where contempt for the other partner is not so obvious. One partner may merely be putting the other partner down for his or her feelings. The message conveyed is that your feelings do not matter. A husband may put his wife down because she is more emotional or because she is more easily hurt by comments. A husband may invalidate a wife's fears about the children's safety. A wife may invalidate a husband's desire to succeed in the company, saying that it really doesn't matter if he becomes district manager. Ultimately the partner receiving these comments begins to share less and less so that the intimate level of sharing evaporates. When this happens, oneness is lost.

Sometimes invalidation may be nothing more than trite cliches like "It's not so bad" or "Just trust in the Lord." While the sayings may be true, they invalidate the pain or concern of the other partner. They make the other partner feel like their fears or frustration are inappropriate. This kind of invalidation is what Solomon called "singing songs to a heavy heart" (Prov. 25:20). When one partner is hurting, the other partner should find words of encouragement that do not invalidate his or her pain or concerns.

The antidote to invalidation is validation. Couples must work at validating and accepting the feelings of their spouse. That does not mean you have to agree with your spouse on the issue at hand, but it does mean that you listen to and respect the other person's perspective. Providing care, concern, and comfort will build intimacy. Invalidating fears and feelings will build barriers in a marriage. Discipline yourself to encourage your spouse without invalidating his or her feelings.

Negative Interpretations

So far we have looked at the negative risk factors of escalation and invalidation. The third risk factor is negative interpretations. "Negative interpretations occur when one partner consistently believes that the motives of the other are more negative than is really the case."{3} 

Such behavior can be a very destructive pattern in a relationship, and quickly erode intimacy and oneness in a marriage. A wife may believe that her husband does not like her parents. As a result, she may attack him anytime he is not overly enthusiastic about visiting them. He may be concerned with the financial cost of going home for Christmas or about whether he has enough vacation time. She, in turn, considers his behavior as disliking her parents.

When a relationship becomes more distressed, the negative interpretations mount and help create an environment of hopelessness. The attacked partner gives up trying to make himself or herself clear and becomes demoralized.

Another kind of negative interpretation is mind reading. "Mind reading occurs when you assume you know what your partner is thinking or why he or she did something." Nearly everyone is guilty of mind reading at some time or other. And when you mind read positively, it does not tend to do much harm. But when you mind read on the negative side, it can spell trouble for a marriage.

Paul warned against attempting to judge the thoughts and motives of others (1 Cor. 4:5). And Jesus asked, "Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother's eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye?" (Luke 6:41).

Negative interpretations are hard to detect and counteract. Research shows that in distressed marriages there is a tendency for partners to discount the positive things they see, attributing them to causes such as chance rather than to positive characteristics of the partner. That is why negative interpretations do not change easily.

The key to battling negative interpretations is to reconsider what you think about your partner's motives. Perhaps your partner is more positive than you think. This is not some unrealistic "positive thinking" program, but a realistic assessment of negative assumptions you may be bringing to the marriage.

Did your spouse really forget to do what you asked? Was it intentional or accidental? Does he or she try to annoy you or are you being more critical than is warranted? Most of the time, people think they are doing the best they can. It hurts to be accused of something you never intended to be hurtful. For couples to have a good marriage this pattern of negative interpretation must be eliminated.

Often this is easier said than done. First, you have to ask yourself if your thinking might be overly negative. Do you give your spouse the benefit of the doubt? Second, you have to push yourself to look for evidence that is contrary to your negative interpretation. Often it is easier to see his or her speck than your own plank. Give your mate the benefit of the doubt rather than let inaccurate interpretations sabotage your marriage.

Withdrawal and Avoidance

Escalation, invalidation, and negative interpretations are three of the four negative risk factors identified by researchers at the University of Denver. The last of these has two descriptors: withdrawal and avoidance. These are two different manifestations of the problem wherein a partner is unwilling to get in or stay in a discussion that is too threatening.

"Withdrawal can be as obvious as getting up and leaving the room or as subtle as 'turning off' or 'shutting down' during an argument. The withdrawer often tends to get quiet during an argument, look away, or agree quickly to a partner's suggestion just to end the conversation, with no real intention of following through."{4}
"Avoidance reflects the same reluctance to get into certain discussions, with more emphasis on the attempt to not let the conversation happen in the first place. A person prone to avoidance would prefer that the topic not come up and, if it does, may manifest the signs of withdrawal just described."5
In a typical marriage, one partner is the pursuer and the other is the withdrawer. Studies show that it is usually the man who wants to avoid these discussions and is more likely in the withdrawing role. However, sometimes the roles reverse. But, for the sake of this discussion, we will assume that the husband is the one who withdraws.

Why does he withdraw? Because he does not feel emotionally safe to stay in the argument. Sometimes he may even be afraid that if he stays in the discussion or argument that he might turn violent, so he retreats.

When the husband withdraws, the wife feels shut out and believes that he does not care about the marriage. In other words, lack of talking equals lack of caring. But that is often a negative interpretation about the withdrawer.

He, on the other hand, may believe that his wife gets upset too much of the time, nagging and picking fights. This is also a negative interpretation because most pursuers really want to stay connected and resolve the issue he does not want to talk about.

Couples who want to have a good marriage must learn to stay engaged. Paul said, writing to the church in Ephesus, "Therefore each of you must put off falsehood and speak truthfully to his neighbor, for we are all members of one body. In your anger do not sin: Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry, and do not give the devil a foothold" (Eph. 4:25-27).

Although the immediate context in this passage is anger, the broader principle is the importance of not allowing avoidance to become a corrosive pattern in your marriage. Couples should build oneness and intimacy by speaking openly and honestly about important issues in their marriage.

Conclusion

Each of these four risk factors (escalation, invalidation, negative interpretations, and withdrawal and avoidance) can build barriers in a marriage leading ultimately to loneliness and isolation. The research shows that couples that want a good marriage need to eliminate these risk factors from their marriage, or else the negative factors will overwhelm the positive aspects of the marriage. It is never too late to put your marriage back on track. 

For further study on this topic, I would once again recommend that you purchase the book A Lasting Promise: A Christian Guide to Fighting for Your Marriage. This book is widely available and is a good source for help in establishing and maintaining the oneness that God desires for every marriage.

Notes
1. Scott Stanley, et al. A Lasting Promise: A Christian Guide to Fighting for Your Marriage (San Francisco: Josey-Bass, 1998), p. 29. 

2. Stanley, p. 32. 

3. Stanley, p. 35-36. 

4. Stanley, p. 40. 

5. Stanley, p. 40-41. 

Myths about separation, divorce and the Bible: 
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.bible.ca/marriage/f-8causes-divorce.htm" 8 Causes of Divorce 
[image: image28.png]




 HYPERLINK "http://www.bible.ca/marriage/f-divorce-remarriage.htm" Divorce, Remarriage and the Bible 
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.bible.ca/marriage/f-divorce=answer.htm" Is Divorce Really the Answer to my marriage problems? 

	 
	 


1. A husband and wife may divorce for any cause in order to maintain their own personal sense of peace and serenity. Mt 19:9 

2. Recent studies show that following divorce, the woman’s standard of living falls by about 27% (not 73% as widely published) whereas the man actually gains 10% (not 42% as widely published). Women gain more financially when they marry and lose more financially when they divorce than man. 

3. Second marriages are less likely to end in divorce than first marriages because people learn from their mistakes. The divorce rate for third and fourth marriages is much lower than first marriages. 

4. Yes divorce often exhausts the assets of both spouses but the cost to the taxpayer is small. (One study calculated the cost to taxpayers of the 10.4 million divorces in the USA in 2002 to be in excess of $30 billion dollars!) 

5. The trend of easy divorce means that the average happiness of those who remain married today is higher than in the past when divorce was a taboo. (Married couples today are as happy as they were 100 years ago. However couples today are working far more today, which alone may contribute a decline in happiness in some marriages.) 

6. Men usually file for divorce first over the protest of the wife. (66% of all divorces are initiated by women, not men) 

7. Saying, "The marriage failed." 
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	People fail, marriage doesn't!
A. Words convey meaning. Should be careful to convey truth.
B. Marriage is designed, accomplished, directed by God. There is absolutely nothing wrong with your marriage! Don't blame it. Your marriage is perfect!

	C. You don't have "marital problems." (Term excuses people.) You have people problems. Sin has sabotaged God plan. Spouses fail. Marriages do not.


8. 1 Corinthians 7:10-11 teaches that permanent separation is a non-sinful option over divorce if you never remarry: (1 Corinthians 7:5 is the only passage that discusses separation with 2 conditions) Separation is as sinful as divorce! Perversion of 1 Cor.7:10-11. Commands opposite. Compare v.11 with 1 Jn.2:1. Separation plainly forbidden, 1 Cor.7:5. Exceptions must be imagined. 

9. We're just too different to stay married and have nothing in common. (Finding common things do not make marriages last. If you chose a mate that has many things in common with you, after 5 - 10 years one or both, will no longer share these common interests. Opposites attract anyway! You do need one critical thing in common: the desire to be a Christian and attend church every Sunday. Only your relationship with God will keep you together.) 

10. "If can't get along, its better to divorce." 
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	Divorce is sin and prohibited.
A. Christ prohibited, Matt.19:6, 9; Cf. I Cor.7:10-11.
B. Consider similar Biblical prohibitions:
"If can't stay sober...."
"If can't keep from lying....."
"If can't keep from stealing...."
"If can't keep from sexual immorality...."


11. "I don't love him/her any more." 
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	Repent- love is commanded!
A. More moral than God who knew nothing of such.
B. Both commanded to love, Tit.2:4; Eph.5:25. If do not, sin!
C. Solution? Repent. Confess sin. Start loving, now, Lk.3:8. (Usually confuses emotion with action. Love is action.)


12. "Breaking the marriage vow doesn't count."
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	Breaking marriage vows = divorce = sin
Num.30:2; Deut.23:21; Rom.1:31-32.


The Bible & 8 Basic Causes of Divorce

There are more than 30 million happy couples in America, more than 60 million people in the United States happily married. But oh, the tragedy of the other 25 per cent. Why do we have to have broken homes? Although there are many reasons, let's take a look at 8 of the most prominent causes of divorce. Identifying the major causes of divorce will prevent us from falling into these areas. The Bible says, "God hates divorce" (Mal.2:16). 

The first is money:

The Bible says that the love of money is the root of all kinds of evil. (I Timothy 6:10) Just two verses earlier, we also read, "Having food and raiment, let us be therewith content". Paul warns that uncontrolled desire for money will lead to a temptation, a snare and into many and foolish and hurtful lusts, which drown men in destruction and perdition, and pierce themselves through with many sorrows. And then he warns, "Oh man of God, flee these things" I Timothy 6:11. Money is the number one cause of broken homes. 

Second is alcohol:

There is a popular sign that reads: Alcohol Destroys Internally, Externally, and Eternally. Joan became a Christian believing she could lead her husband Joe, who was an alcoholic, and her daughter Julia to Christ. Joe did become a Christian within a few months and their daughter followed in their footsteps. But Joe didn't hold out. Within two years he was sentenced to the Penitentiary, and served 18 months. The preacher was the best friend they had, one in whom they could confide, and one who would not give up. Joe eventually re-dedicated his life to Christ. Julia graduated with honors from a private religious school, and is now engaged in a most successful career in social work. This is an actual story, of course the names have been changed for obvious reasons. 

Third is sexual problems: 

The sex pendulum is swung from one extreme to the other. We talk as freely of sex as we talk of politics. Improper attitudes about sex, and not physical causes, bring couples to the breaking point. Both those who regard sex as being acceptable outside of marriage, as well as those who think of sex as dirty and wrong within marriage, are equally guilty of maintaining attitudes which are destined to cause serious trouble to any family relationship. 

Fourth is immaturity:

Married life is for adults, not for children. Immaturity is the fourth leading cause of broken homes. There is an age when we are not sure about anything. A toy may be ever so much fun one day, and discarded the next. Much of this same uncertainty goes with the person through adolescence with regard to marriage. 

Fifth is jealousy:

One who demands exclusive devotion, and is intolerant of rivalry usually feels inadequate. If one finds himself caught in the clutches of this weakness, he needs to concentrate on self-improvement. 

Sixth is the "Hollywood myth": 

It's based on the artificial and often unrealistic picture of love and life as depicted by many motion picture films. Two children were talking, one said to the other, "How do you like your new daddy?". The other replied "fine". Whereupon the first said, "That's good, we had him last year". The kind of loose thinking which is the basis for such stories, is a prime ingredient in many needless cases of divorce. 

Seventh is in-law's:

"Therefore, shall a man leave his father and his mother and shall cleave unto his wife. And they shall be one flesh." These are God's words in Genesis Chapter 2, verse 24. Every couple should establish their own home away from parents. Should this not remove the interference then move so far away that contact with in-laws is limited. Problems will arise, differences will sometime seem impossible. But divorce is not the answer. Except in very rare cases. 

Eighth is irresponsibility: 

When a young man is irresponsible and unwilling to work before marriage, the chances are extremely good that he'll continue the same pattern of behavior after marriage. In the same way the young lady who has shown no sense of personal responsibility before marriage will likely also be unwilling to do her part in containing the home after marriage. 

If you're planning to marry such a person, with the expectation of changing him or her, it is very likely that you're in for a sad disappointment. Regardless of how sincerely one may promise to change after marriage, it is very unlikely that such a person will suddenly alter the habits of a lifetime. 

The best way to avoid divorce then, is by avoiding the situations that lead to it. 

(Read Matthew 19:9) This passage teaches ONLY one lawful reason for divorce and remarry. The other causes of divorce discussed are not valid and justifiable according to God. If anyone divorces for any other reason and marries another they would be living in adultery. 

Is Divorce...Really the Answer to my marriage problems?

The breakdown of society in the beginning of this last quarter of the twentieth century is nowhere more apparent than in the breakdown of the home and family. In the Communist Manifesto, Carl Marx wrote, "The family will vanish as a matter of course with the vanishing of the capital". The Biblical concepts of the home and family were denied by Marx as being in the best interest of society. And yet it is a fact of Communism's checkered history that easy divorce and sexual promiscuity were once encouraged, but when it was found that the State was in danger and strong family ties were desperately needed, there was a complete change of attitude towards marriage and divorce. We are confident that Soviet leaders are taking fiendish delight in the knowledge that one marriage in every four in America, in some sections, one in three, ends in divorce, and with each divorce, our nation gains momentum on a collision course with disaster. 

Whereas most of today's problems can be traced to the breakdown of the home, it's likewise true that homes built on the solid foundation of God's word represent the strongest possible bulwark against a rising tide of evil. It's our firm belief that both the spiritual and material welfare of our beloved country is wholly dependent upon faithful Christian homes and upon concerned and consecrated Christian families. Our nation was founded upon Christian principles. Let it be said just here, that divorce is completely contrary to those principles. 

We live in a dangerous, wide-open, "anything goes" era. A time in which the wife of a President of the United States intimated she'd not be surprised, and we presume not particularly concerned, if her daughter were to have what she described euphemistically "an affair". The Bible uses to word fornication in warning against the sin. It also states unequivocally that fornication is the only ground that God accepts for divorce (Matthew 19:9), and that fornicators shall not inherit the Kingdom of God (Galatians 5:19-21). 

Not long ago a woman who has been giving out advice on all manner of situations, including advice to those who were having marital difficulties, admitted in her syndicated column that her own marriage had fallen apart. When pressures begin to build up in marriage, there are all too many who look upon this situation as a sign that the marriage is hopeless and that it must end immediately in divorce. Not so. In his great sermon on the mount, Jesus said, "It hath been said, whosoever shall put away his wife, let him give her a writing of divorcement. But I say unto you that whosoever shall put away his wife saving for the cause of fornication, causeth her to commit adultery, and whosoever shall marry her who is divorced committeth adultery" Matthew 5:31,32. Now the point is this. Divorce, the seemingly easy way out of marital problems, opens the door to even greater difficulties in this life and a far greater consequence, often leads to situations which close the door to the blessings and glory of God's eternal kingdom. 

In order to make marriage work, it must be recognized by both partners that it is a two-way street. The seventh Chapter of I Corinthians gives a detailed description of the obligations of a husband towards his wife and of a wife toward her husband, with regard to the most intimate relationships in marriage. It would be well for every married man and woman to read carefully the first five verses of the seventh Chapter of I Corinthians. A careful consideration of these matters would do much to save marriages that apparently are in danger of breaking up. But note that the love and consideration advocated by the apostle in regard to these most intimate aspects of marriage hold equally true in all other relationships of marriage. 

There are definite ways of achieving a happy, successful and rewarding marriage. A smile rather than a scowl. A kind word rather than a reprimand. The exercise of patience rather than petulance. These are requisites of a happy marriage; the staunch foe of divorce. Above all, since trials and troubles are the common lot of us all, there is need for absolute dependence upon God and a determination to follow the Lord Jesus Christ. There is a passage in the Galatian letter, which though not expressly written for the purpose of admonishing men and women about marriage, nevertheless is most appropriate. The apostles inspired words are these, "Let us not be weary in well doing, for in due season we shall reap if we faint not" Galatians 6:9. It takes a tremendous amount of well doing to make a marriage work. The alternative is unhappiness here and misery hereafter. 

Why Affairs Happen
And what you need to know about prevention and recovery
By Cindy Crosby 

As many as 65 percent of men and 55 percent of women will have an extramarital affair by the time they are forty, according to the Journal of Psychology and Christianity. A Christianity Today survey found that 23 percent of the 300 pastors who responded admitted to sexually inappropriate behavior with someone other than their wives while in the ministry.

In Dave Carder's and Duncan Jaenicke's book, Torn Asunder: Recovering from Extramarital Affairs (Moody), Carder notes that adultery and divorce rates in the evangelical population are nearly the same as the general population in the United States. Being a Christian does not lessen our chances of having an affair. Through his counseling experiences, however, Carder has found several "shared threads" woven throughout the experiences of married couples who become tangled in an affair. These patterns can serve as warning signals that married couples should be alert to.

Forewarned is forearmed. So Marriage Partnership talked to Dave Carder about what to do whether you are contemplating an affair, have experienced an affair, or even if you never expect an affair to impact your own marriage.

What types of affairs do Christians tend to fall into?
All types. There's the "Class One" affair, which is the one-night stand. Then, there is the "Class Two" affair, which is a love relationship that starts as a friendship and grows primarily because of a deficit in the marriage. These often have a powerful emotional connection and involve a shared task or orientation, such as a common ministry or a shared passion. And there is the "Class Three" affair, which involves sexual addiction. Other addictions often go along with it, and many times there is a history of molestation or sexual activity on the part of the person before puberty.

What about the classic "mid-life crisis" people joke about?
We're finding that these types of affairs are happening when men and women are in their late thirties and forties. There's a pattern to them. Usually they happen in a marriage where there is little spousal interaction. Maybe the couple does everything as a family. When the children in the family grow older, the spouses become vulnerable.

Tell us more about emotional affairs. If there's no sex, just the emotional attachment, is it as serious as a sexual affair?
An emotional affair without sex occurs when two parties share their feelings for each other. These affairs are supercharged with emotion. The sound of her voice, the style of his e-mail—they are all loaded. But if you confront them, they'll insist they've done nothing wrong. These secret emotional affairs are powerful influences in the individuals' lives. They often live in a fantasy world, where they imagine what the other party is doing, even while appearing to watch sports on TV or doing some other task. 

These individuals rob their marriages of emotional energy. They will save topics of conversation to talk over with the people they are having the emotional affair with, rather than their spouses. They also struggle with feelings of betrayal when they have sex with their spouse. But a lot of these emotional affairs remain non-sexual. They are the hardest affairs to recover from, because there is no guilt.

Should you always tell your spouse if you've had an affair?
Almost always. Remember, marriage is a contract and you broke it. The other party has a right to know. The only exception to this is if there is a history of violence on the part of the spouse: if she has a gun or if he has been abusive when he drinks. In this case, you will need a professional to help you know what to disclose.

The same goes for emotional affairs?
I still think you need to tell. Anything that is a secret for you can be enjoyed in private, and this is what we are trying to do away with. And it is very important that there is absolutely no contact between the two people who have had the emotional affair. It is very difficult to break them off.

What kind of things should married couples be aware of that can lead to an affair?
The fastest growing rate of infidelity is among young married women. Many of them have been molested or are the adult children of divorce. They are looking for marriage to make up a deficit that comes from their childhood. "Intimacy deficits" stem from your family of origin. They may be from a lack of touching or hugging, from a need for a lot of admiration, affirmation, and adoration, or from another vacuum that a spouse wants satisfied. Everybody has deficits.

How does a cheating spouse handle his or her emotions?
He or she is usually overwhelmed with guilt. They are sure that revealing the affair to their spouse will absolutely kill him or her. And they don't want to ruin the image of family they've built.

How can you tell if someone is tempting you to cheat?
If someone tells you things that you know are much better than they really are about yourself, then run. If someone admires you at a level beyond what you know to be true, it can get dangerous. And remember: there are beautiful, bright, charming, or caring women out in the workforce in big numbers who are better at seducing your husband than your husband is at being able to resist.

What are some other risky situations?
If a couple doesn't share a ministry, one spouse may get into a ministry with another individual and boom! They are in trouble. Or perhaps one spouse has a hobby that they share with someone of the opposite sex. Think about this: What don't I have in my marriage that I have the urgent need to share with someone?

You wrote that the tendency toward extramarital affairs runs in families. Why is this so?
We don't know why. Part of the homework I give a couple in counseling for infidelity is to explore what their parents did. Go back and ask them. Not to embarrass them. Ask them how they handled infidelity, if it happened in their marriage. Why did they stay together? What advice do they have? It's amazing how many of the couples I counsel talk to their family members and are shocked at what they find out.

So, is it inevitable, if you have a family where infidelity has occurred, that you will cheat on your partner?
No. But I believe it is inevitable that you will be tempted to have an affair.

How difficult is it to trust your spouse after an affair?
Trust is the big question. You have to forgive your spouse before you can trust him or her again. The repentant spouse must be careful to keep his or her word. No matter how small or unimportant a promise may seem, he or she can't afford to make promises that won't be kept anymore.

What about sex?
First you have to rebuild non-sexual touch. If you don't have good touch, you don't have anything special. It's also important to have the cheating spouse cleared by a physician before you have sex again. There should be no unprotected sex between you until he or she is checked for sexually transmitted diseases. 

If there wasn't much sex in the marriage before, it will be difficult to initiate sexual activity after the affair. But in many cases, there is often a lot of sex between the spouses after an affair. Women will think, "I'll show my husband that I'm better than this other woman."

A husband might wonder, "Am I as good as the person whom she was with?" Then, the wronged spouse becomes disgusted again, and anger and withdrawal follow. Communication is key here. This is a topic you will have to talk about.

How does anger factor into all this?
It's different for everyone. If the wife has an affair, the guy's rage is often never resolved. It just doesn't take much to bring the affair back to his mind. Women seem to be able to let go of their anger more easily. 

Anger can play a positive role. I encourage the wives I counsel who have been cheated on to try to find and enlarge pictures of the husband and the other woman, lay the pictures on a bed, then beat the snot out of them. I tell her not to stop beating until she is sobbing and exhausted. If she doesn't get angry about the affair, the anger will eventually leak out all over the relationship in a variety of ways.

Um, that sounds a bit extreme … 
When Jesus was in the garden before the crucifixion, he was bloody, teary, messy, and sweaty. He was working through emotional upheaval. Betrayal and abandonment are two of the most painful emotions known to man.

What do you tell the kids?
Children are your first priority here. Make sure you don't injure them for life. Both of you need to sit down together with the child or the children, and both of you need to take responsibility for whatever you have contributed to the experience—not to the affair, necessarily, but for the tension that exists in the family environment.

Does age impact this?
If your children are under eight years old, they've already made up their own story. They are egocentric and will think they have caused the tension. If your children are teenagers, the kids probably already suspect the affair. Tell them the whole story: Dad had a girlfriend; Mom got involved with someone at work. Sharing the truth allows them to process the issue with Mom and Dad instead of guessing and keeps them from expending emotional energy checking on how well Mom and Dad are doing.

That's a lot of honesty.
The issues for your kids are, "Will Mom and Dad make it? Will we stay together as a family?" Do not lie. If you are not sure your marriage can be saved, tell them to pray; tell them you are seeing a counselor. Then, give lots and lots of touching and hugging and stroking and eye contact to your child. They need that reassurance.

Whom else should we tell?
Each person going through recovery from an affair needs a same-sex friend. The key here is that the person is available twenty

Seven Questions To Ask If Your Spouse Has Been Unfaithful 

Topic(s): Extramarital Affair
2 Comments 
The following questions were put together by Dr Phil McGraw when he was interviewing engaged couples that were cheating on their spouses-to-be. We added a few summary statements along with them. However the Seven Questions Dr Phil discussed could also be applicable for those who find out their spouses have committed infidelity. We hope you’ll prayerfully consider them as you think about reconciling because they could really help you in this type of situation:
An affair does not necessarily foretell the end of a relationship. Dr. Phil McGraw has seven questions to ask to determine if your cheating partner deserves a second chance.

1. Is this an isolated event or a pattern? 
2. Does your partner own his bad behavior or make excuses for it? 
3. Does he have insight into how he’s hurt you or is he oblivious? 
4. Is he sorry for his choice or sorry he got caught? 
5. Is he willing to clean up his act, or is he in denial?
6. Is this out of character or does he have an insensitive gene? (Marriage Missions Editors Note: By this question Dr Phil is asking if the family has a pattern of infidelity in it, because as he said, family patterns can sometimes manifest themselves in future behavior of the children that grow up in it.) 
7. Is this a legacy or new behavior?
The previous seven questions you asked of your partner.

One major question you have to ask of yourself is: If you reinvested in this relationship and allowed yourself to trust, and your partner cheated, do you have the depth and strength to recover from it, or would you be emotionally bankrupt?

Dr. Phil says this final question is the deal-breaker. If you can confidently say that you would have the courage to recover, you can move forward in your relationship with a spirit of optimism.



On his web site, Dr Phil www.drphil.com has other related information that he makes available to help with this type of situation. Even though this isn’t a Christian web site the information is helpful and for the most part it doesn’t conflict with Biblical principles. Just use the gleaning principle that is discussed in Marriage Message #252 if you question any of it.

You can see what else they make available on this subject by going to his web site and scrolling down to the other related links. You can do so by clicking 

http://www.drphil.com/articles/article/523

DEALING WITH DIVORCE

For years I watched a friend's daughters after school. She had four beautiful girls who could have starred in any film or modeled in any magazine. They were delightful girls who were easy to watch and a pleasure to have around. The one who was my daughter's age became one of her best friends.

When these girls were in their teens, their mother left all four girls and their father. I'll never forget the sorrow I felt at that news. Her patient, longsuffering husband remained faithful to his girls, but they began to fall apart. Sadly, I read that one of the girls was arrested for underage drinking.

Our new study Dealing with Divorce discusses what happens to a child when his or her world is ripped in two. Until we squarely face this issue, we will not know how to reach out to children of divorce, nor will an adult child of divorce know how to deal with his or her past.
What happens to a child뭩 soul when his or her world is ripped in two?

Buy at: http://store.yahoo.com/biblestudies/dewidine.html 

JoHannah Reardon
ChristianBibleStudies.com Editor
E-mail: CBSNewsletter@ChristianityToday.com
Overview

Many research studies tout the benefits of “good divorce” but when Elizabeth Marquardt conducted her own survey, published as Between Two Worlds: The Inner Lives of Children of Divorce (Crown, 2005), she found that children of failed marriages suffer deep spiritual wounds. Yes, these children can finish school, get jobs, and build stable families, but they must accomplish all of these feats while enduring the crippling effects of grief, loneliness, and premature responsibility. Faith can help them persevere if they find it, often without help from their parents or the church.

How do broken family bonds mar the biblical picture of childhood? How does divorce affect the way children read the Bible? What can churches do to embrace children of divorce? These are the questions explored in this study.
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LEADER'S GUIDE

    • Identify the Current Issue

    • Discover the Eternal Principles

—Teaching point one: Divorce exposes children to the world in ways God did not intend.

—Teaching point two: Divorce changes the way a person reads the Bible.

—Teaching point three: Divorce creates needs for churches to fulfill.

    • Apply Your Findings

    • Recommended Resources 

ARTICLE FROM CHRISTIANITY TODAY

    • "Lives of Quiet Turbulence", an interview by Agnieszka Tennant, CHRISTIANITY TODAY (March 2006, 12 printed pages). 

You have permission to make up to 1,000 copies for use in your local church.
100% GUARANTEE - If you are not completely satisfied with the product you purchase, please e-mail us and we'll provide your next one completely free!

THE TOP 10 MYTHS OF DIVORCE 

From http://www.marriagemissions.com/separation_divorce/top_ten_myths.php;

This is a discussion of the most common misinformation about divorce –by David Popenoe

1. MYTH: Half of all marriages end in divorce. FACT: That may have been the case several decades ago, but the divorce rate has been dropping since the early 1980s. If today's divorce rate continues unchanged into the future, the chances that a marriage contracted this year will end in divorce before one partner dies has been estimated to be between 40 and 45%.

2. MYTH: Because people learn from their bad experiences, second marriages tend to be more successful than first marriages. FACT: Although many people who divorce have successful subsequent marriages, the divorce rate of remarriages is in fact higher than that of first marriages.

3. MYTH: Living together before marriage is a good way to reduce the chances of eventually divorcing. FACT: Many studies have found that those who live together before marriage have a considerably higher chance of eventually divorcing. The reasons for this aren't well understood. In part, the type of people who are willing to co-habit may also be the same types who are more willing to divorce. There's some evidence that the act of cohabitation itself generates attitudes in people that are more conducive to divorce, for example the attitude that relationships are temporary and easily can be ended. 

4. MYTH: Divorce may cause problems for many of the children, who are affected by it, but by and large these problems are not long lasting and the children recover relatively quickly. FACT: Divorce increases the risk of interpersonal problems in children. There's evidence, both from small qualitative studies and from large-scale, long-term empirical studies that many of these problems are long lasting. In fact, they may even become worse in adulthood.

5. MYTH: Having a child together will help a couple to improve their marital satisfaction and prevent a divorce. FACT: Many studies have shown that the most stressful time in a marriage is after the first child is born. Couples who have a child together have a slightly decreased risk of divorce compared to couples without children, but the decreased risk is far less than it used to be when parents with marital problems were more likely to stay together "for the sake of the children."

6. MYTH: Following divorce, the woman's standard of living plummets by 73% while that of the man's improves by 42%. FACT: This dramatic inequity — one of the most widely publicized statistics from the social sciences — was later found to be based on a faulty calculation. A reanalysis of the data determined that the woman's loss was 27% while the man¹s gain was 10%. Irrespective of the magnitude of the differences, the gender gap is real and seems not to have narrowed much in recent decades.

7. MYTH: When parents don't get along, children are better off if their parents divorce than if they stay together. FACT: A recent large-scale, long-term study suggests otherwise. While it found that parents' marital unhappiness and discord have a broad negative impact on virtually every dimension of their children's well-being, so does the fact of going through a divorce. In examining the negative impacts on children more closely, the study discovered that it was only the children in very high conflict homes who benefited from the conflict removal that divorce may bring in lower-conflict marriages that end in divorce.

And the study found that perhaps as many as two thirds of the divorces were of this type. The situation of the children was made much worse following a divorce. Based on the findings of this study, therefore, except in the minority of high-conflict marriages, it's better for the children if their parents stay together and work out their problems than if they divorce.

8. MYTH: Because they're more cautious in entering marital relationships and also have a strong determination to avoid the possibility of divorce, children who grow up in a home broken by divorce tend to have as much success in their own marriages as those from intact homes. FACT: Marriages of the children of divorce actually have a much higher rate of divorce than the marriages of children from intact families. A major reason for this, according to a recent study, is that children learn about marital commitment or permanence by observing their parents. In the children of divorce, the sense of commitment to a lifelong marriage has been undermined.

9. MYTH: Following divorce, the children involved are better off in stepfamilies than in single-parent families. FACT: The evidence suggests that stepfamilies are no improvement over single-parent families, even though typically income levels are higher and there's a father figure in the home. Stepfamilies tend to have their own set of problems, including interpersonal conflicts with new parent figures and a very high risk of family breakup.

10. MYTH: Being very unhappy at certain points in a marriage is a good sign that the marriage will eventually end in divorce. FACT: All marriages have their ups and downs. Recent research using a large national sample found that 86% of people who were unhappily married in the late 1980s, and stayed with the marriage, indicated when interviewed five years later that they were happier. Indeed, three fifths of the formerly unhappily married couples rated their marriages as either "very happy" or "quite happy." (Bryan’s note: another place this research was quoted stated that the couples who didn't stay together were significantly unhappier than those that stayed together.)

Additional Myth:

It's usually men who initiate divorce proceedings. Two-thirds of all divorces are initiated by women. One recent study found that many of the reasons for this have to do with the nature of our divorce laws. For example, in most states women have a good chance of receiving custody of their children. Because women more strongly want to keep their children with them, in states where there is a presumption of shared custody with the husband the percentage of women who initiate divorces is much lower.

Also, the higher rate of women initiators is probably due to the fact that men are more likely to be "badly behaved." Husbands, for example, are more likely than wives to have problems with drinking, drug abuse, and infidelity.
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***STATISTICS ON RESULTS OF DIVORCE 

EFFECTS OF DIVORCE FACTS:  (Many terrible effects listed here: http://www.divorcereform.org/stats.html) 

Other sites used are:  http://health.discovery.com/centers/loverelationships/articles/divorce.html, http://www.defendingholymatrimony.org/html/results_of_divorce.html, http://www.health-care-technology-llc.com/frbchilddivorce.htm, http://www.2-in-2-1.co.uk/university/publicbenefit/index3.html, http://www.divorcereform.org/edu.html, http://vanderbiltowc.wellsource.com/dh/content.asp?ID=1079
Divorce Myth: Being very unhappy at certain points in a marriage is a good sign that the marriage will eventually end in divorce.

Fact: All marriages have their ups and downs. Recent research using a large national sample found that 86 percent of people who were unhappily married in the late 1980s, and stayed with the marriage, indicated when interviewed five years later that they were happier. Indeed, three fifths of the formerly unhappily married couples rated their marriages as either "very happy" or "quite happy."
· Fatherless children are three times more likely to fail school, require psychiatric treatment and commit suicide as adolescents.They are also up to 40 times more likely to experience child abuse compared with children growing up in two-parent families.

MENTAL HEALTH PROBLEMS FROM DIVORCE:

In a long-term study conducted in Sweden, researchers followed nearly a million families for almost a decade. A report in the British Medical Journal The Lancet outlined the results.  Children living in single-parent settings were: 

· More than twice as likely to be diagnosed with depression 

· More than twice as likely to commit suicide (1/2 of suicide attempts by youth are by youth living with only 1 parent)

· More than twice as likely to become addicted to alcohol 

· Three times as likely to become addicted to drugs (girls)  Four times as likely to become addicted to drugs (boys) 

· At increased risk or death and injury from automobile accidents and violence

· "A child living in a female-headed home is ten times more likely to be beaten or murdered." The Legal Beagle, July, 1984. Cited in Amneus, The Garbage Generation, page 113

· Divorce is a leading cause of childhood depression (National Institute of Child Health and Human Development).

· Sixty-three percent of youth suicides are single-parent children. (FBI Law Enforcement Bulletin-Investigative Aid).

· "Single and divorced mothers, because of their poverty, 'are able to give less social and financial support to their own adult kids.'" Lynn White, "The Effects of Parental Divorce and Remarriage on Parental Support for Adult Children," Journal of Family Issues (June 1992): 234ff.

· Both teens in single-parent families and teens in stepfamilies are three times more likely to have needed psychological help within the past year.  Peter Hill, "Recent Advances in Selected Aspects of Adolescent Development," Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry 34, no. 1 (1993): 69-99. Cited on page 72 ofThe Abolition of Marriage, by Maggie Gallagher

SOCIAL PROBLEMS FROM DIVORCE:

· Dr. Wallerstein, both in her own studies and in a review of similar studies, found that there were significant groups of children who, even six years after the breakup of their parents' marriage, were "impulsive, irritable and socially withdrawn" and tended to be "lonely, unhappy, anxious, and insecure."  Brian Willats, Breaking Up is Easy To Do, available from Michigan Family Forum, citing Judith Wallerstein, Ph.D., "The Long-Term Effects of Divorce on Children: A Review," Journal of the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, May 1991, p. 352.

· Children of divorce were four times more likely than children in intact families to say they had problems with peers and friends.  The Abolition of Marriage, by Maggie Gallagher p. 65

· Studies show that children in repeat divorces have lower grades and their peers find them less pleasant to be around. Andrew J. Cherlin, Marriage, Divorce, Remarriage (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1981), 71. Cited on page77 ofThe Abolition of Marriage, by Maggie Gallagher

· Dr. Judith Wallerstein’s research shows that Two-thirds of children with divorced parents are unable to form lasting bonds with someone of the opposite sex.  She tracked 100 children of 60 divorces for 25 years. Only 60 married of whom 24 divorced.
· About a million American children each year experience their parents' divorce. Of 18- to 35-year-olds, which is the generation that I studied, one-quarter are children of divorce. The projected divorce rate for first marriages nowadays is 43 percent. For remarriages, it's about 60 percent. For the first marriages of children of divorce, the rate is roughly 60 percent. From: Elizabeth Marquardt on what happens in the souls of children of divorce.

MONEY PROBLEMS FROM DIVORCE  (Married people working together make much more money than they do separately):

· In Australia, divorce was estimated to cost $3 billion per year, a cost which the nation cannot afford to carry (Grace, 1998). The divorce rate is about 50% of all first marriages, which is the same as in the USA (Groom, 2001) from: “The Effect of Christian Values on Marital Satisfaction “  by John W Bennett

· "The average child from a nonpoor family will suffer a 50 percent drop in income after divorce."Sara McLanahan and Gary Sandefur, Growing Up with a Single Parent: What Hurts, What Helps (Cambridge, Mass. Harvard University Press, 1994), 24. Cited on page32 ofThe Abolition of Marriage, by Maggie Gallagher

· US household income falls by an average of 42% following divorce (Corcoran, 1994). Almost 50% of US households move into poverty following divorce (Heath, 1992). Single mothers are 3-4 times more likely to live in poverty than married mothers (McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994). 
· Single mothers are nine times more likely to live in deep poverty than the married family, with incomes less than half of the official poverty line." David J. Eggebeen and Daniel T. Lichter, "Race, Family Structure, and Changing Poverty Among American Children," American Sociological Review 56 (December 1991), 807. Cited on page31 ofThe Abolition of Marriage, by Maggie Gallagher

· Study 1:  After divorce, the woman's standard of living plummets by 73 percent while that of the man's improves by 42 percent.  Study 2: After divorce, the woman's standard of living plummets by 27 percent while that of the man's improves by 10 percent.

· Children of divorce are six times as likely to be in poverty.
EDUCATION PROBLEMS FROM DIVORCE:
· twice as likely as those from intact parents to drop out of school, 

· Children of divorce are five times as likely to be suspended from school and two times as likely to have to repeat a grade. (National Institute of Child Health and Human Development). 
· SCHOOL: fifty percent of children on probation from school are children of divorce. (National Institute of Child Health and Human Development).

· Ham calculated that students from intact families maintained grade point averages (GPAs) 11% higher than those of peers from divorced families (p < .05). 

· "Studies show that children in repeat divorces have lower grades and their peers find them less pleasant to be around."Andrew J. Cherlin, Marriage, Divorce, Remarriage (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1981), 71. Cited on page77 ofThe Abolition of Marriage, by Maggie Gallagher 

· '"In Judith Wallerstein's study only one-third of affluent divorced fathers chose to help pay for college. Ten years after their parents' divorce, 60 percent of young adults were on a downward educational course compared with their fathers."
HEALTH PROBLEMS FROM DIVORCE:  
· Children living with a single parent or adult report a higher prevalence of activity limitation and higher rates of disability. They are also more likely to be in fair or poor health and more likely to have been hospitalized (National Center for Health Statistics, 1997).

· A baby born to a college-educated single mother is more likely to die than is a baby born to a married high school dropout. The Abolition of Marriage, by Maggie Gallagher p. 95, citing Eberstadt, "Infant-Mortality", p. 38 Table II. According to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, there were 11.1 deaths per thousand among married women with zero to eight years of education and 18.4 deaths per thousand live births among unmarried women with sixteen or more years of education.

· Dr. Deborah Dawson's study found that children from disrupted marriages experience greater risk of injury, asthma, headaches, and speech defects than children from intact families. Her study also found that children living with formerly-married mothers were much more likely to have received professional help for emotional or behavioral problems in the preceding year than children living with both biological parents. Brian Willats, Breaking Up is Easy To Do, available from Michigan Family Forum, citing Deborah A. Dawson, "Family Structure and Children's Health and Well-being: Data from the National Health Interview Survey on Child Health," Journal of Marriage and the Family, 53, pp. 573-579.

· seventy-five percent of adolescent alcoholics are children of divorce (National Institute of Child Health and Human Development).

· Compared to the married, incidences of alcoholism, depression, any psychiatric disorder, and suicide are all about twice as likely amongst most or all categories of unmarried people (Robins & Reiger, 1991; Smith et al., 1988). 

· A longitudinal study of 1,500 high IQ middle class found significantly higher mortality rates for those whose parents divorced (Tucker et al., 1997) especially when the divorce occurred before the child’s fourth birthday (Singh & Yu, 1996). 

· Three times more likely to get pregnant as teenagers,

SPIRITUAL PROBLEMS FROM DIVORCE (largely from: Elizabeth Marquardt on what happens in the souls of children of divorce at www.christianitytoday.com)

· They are much less religious overall than their peers who grew up with married parents. They are 14 percent less likely to be a member of a house of worship and also about 14 percent less likely to say that they are very or fairly religious. They're more likely to agree with the statement, I believe I can find ultimate truths without help from a religion.

· Thirty-eight percent of the grown children of divorce agreed with the statement, God became the father or parent I never had in real life. Twenty-two percent of those from intact families agreed with this statement. It's a 16 percentage point difference, and, in surveys of this kind, differences that large are striking. I am leading workshops for clergy around the country on this topic.

· Forty-two percent of all grown children of divorce identify as evangelical or born again, compared to 37 percent of those who grew up with married parents. So in America, more divorce is making more evangelicals.

CRIME PROBLEMS FROM DIVORCE: 
· 12 times more likely to be incarcerated for crimes. 
· CRIME: In a new study of 72 adolescent murders and 35 adolescent thieves, researchers for Michigan State University demonstrated that the overwhelming majority of teenage criminals live with only one parent. 
· Among long-term prison inmates, 70 percent grew up without fathers, as did 60 percent of rapists and 75 percent of adolescents charged with murder.
MARRIAGE STRESS CAUSES THESE PROBLEMS

· Marital problems are associated with decreased work productivity, especially for men (e.g., Forthofer, Markman, Cox, Stanley, & Kessler, 1996).

· Adults and children are at increased risk for mental and physical problems due to marital distress (e.g., Cherlin & Furstenberg, 1994; Coie et al. 1993; Coyne, Kahn, & Gotlib, 1987; Cowan & Cowan, 1992; Fincham, Grych, & Osborne, 1993).

· Mismanaged conflict and negative interaction in marriage predicts both marital distress and negative effects for children (e.g., Gottman, 1994; Markman & Hahlweg, 1993; Clements, Stanley, & Markman, 1997; Cowan & Cowan, 1992; and Grych & Fincham, 1990).

***EFFECTS OF MICHAEL LANDON’S DIVORCE ON HIS SON

(Greatly summarized version) Michael Landon: My Dad was my everything as I was growing up. Then when my dad ended up having an affair and divorcing my mom when I was 15, my world was completely shattered. My mom's world was torn apart too, and she needed help. After my father left, I went through a few really tough years. I went from being an honor roll student to just barely getting by. I started experimenting with pot and alcohol. All these things came into my life and started to destroy it. : Later at 18, I began raising hell. I was at USC at the time. I got kicked out of USC, because of my academics. I didn't bother going to class. It was that bad. So I finally went back to church again, resisted, went back again, resisted. My mom gave her life to Jesus.  She asked me to go to church. Finally I stopped fighting and gave my life to Christ, just before I turned 19.  

I think the main thing is remembering the pain I went through. Otherwise I think people would be divorcing left and right. I am extremely protective of my marriage, and I create boundaries for myself with other women that won't allow any of that side to ever happen. We're going on 18 years of marriage, and I've been faithful to my wife. I see my three children and know that the last thing I'd ever want to do to them is be unfaithful to my wife, not only for her sake, but for their sake, for my sake and for my testimony. I refuse to ruin my testimony (to other people which could ruin their lives too). So it's a combination of all those things—honoring God and wanting to run the rest of this race as best as I possibly can.

FULL STORY

'He Was My Everything'

So says Michael Landon Jr. about his famous father, in whose footsteps he's following in many ways by making family-friendly fare. But he's also determined to avoid repeating his father's sins.

by Mark Moring | posted 02/22/05

In many ways, Michael Landon Jr. is following in his famous father's footsteps. He's directing family-friendly TV fare about pioneer life (sometimes even on a prairie!), including his latest film, Love's Enduring Promise, a smash hit on the Hallmark Channel which comes out on video today. It's the follow-up to another Hallmark hit, Love Comes Softly, and the second film based on the popular series of Christian novels by Janette Oke. Both films are warm and filled with life and light, and Landon will be making at least two more movies in the series—to first air on Hallmark, and to be later released to video.

Michael Landon Jr.


But in other ways, Michael Landon Jr., 40, is nothing like his father. Sure, the elder Landon, who died of cancer in 1991, played characters that American TV audiences grew to know and love—Little Joe on Bonanza, Pa Ingalls on Little House on the Prairie, and the angel Jonathan Smith on Highway to Heaven. But away from those impeccable characters, Landon wasn't always the consummate role model. He had an affair with a make-up artist on the set of Little House, which led to a divorce that devastated his wife and his kids—including Michael Jr. The younger Landon, who had worshiped his father, was 15 when this happened. He then went into an emotional and rebellious tailspin for the next four years before becoming a Christian and turning things around.

Today, Michael Landon Jr. is, in many ways, continuing his dad's legacy of being a part of wholesome entertainment. But, married for 18 years and the father of three, he's also bound and determined not to repeat his father's sins. We talked to the younger Landon about his dad, his commitment to his family, and what he's hoping to accomplish with the Love Comes Softly movies.

You've done two films now in the Love Comes Softly series. What attracted you to these stories?

Michael Landon Jr.: Book one was given to me a little over ten years ago. I had a passion for the genre—that 1850s pioneer era—through my father. Little House on the Prairie was by far my favorite of my father's work. The other part of my attraction was Janette's ease of naturally intertwining faith elements into the stories, and another thing that really drew me was Clark's character. He embodied everything I would like to be as a father and husband. It's rare in the movies these days to find a male role model who actually prays to God and lives out his faith.


Buy the DVD

Now the sequel is out. How would you describe the story of Love's Enduring Promise?

Landon: It is the continuation of Love Comes Softly, centering around Missie ten years later. She's now 18, and this is her love story.

You like the fact faith comes through subtly in these stories, instead of in your face. Why is that important to you?

Landon: In the Christian filmmaking community, sometimes I feel like there's too much manipulation in trying to get their faith element across; sometimes it's a little too heavy handed. I just think if you allow your characters to live out their faith in their lives, that speaks for itself.

Are you planning to do all eight books in the series?

Landon: We're doing two more this spring and summer, shooting them back-to-back. All eight? Hallmark wants to wait and see. If it continues to do well, I think we might finish off all eight.

Was there ever any talk of trying to get these into theaters?

Landon: Not really. It would be a very tough sell. The material lends itself more towards television.

Let's talk about your dad. How would you describe your relationship with him through the years?

Landon: He was my everything as I was growing up. Then when my dad ended up having an affair and divorcing my mom when I was 15, my world was completely shattered.


Did you see it coming?

Landon: No. My parents never fought in front of us. But looking back, I think I knew there was something going on—telltale signs, some attitudes and things that were not the norm. I should've picked up on that, but I had a certain vision of my father—a vision I think was perpetuated by the role he was playing at the time [on Little House] and by the way the public perceived him. He was the perfect dad.

Anyway, I got blindsided. I came home from school one day. My uncle was there with red eyes. And he sat my sister Leslie and I down and said, "Your dad has left. Your mother is upstairs. She's a wreck, and she needs you to comfort her." And that's when it all crumpled.

And it started with an affair he had with someone associated with Little House?

Landon: That's correct. On the set.

You explored these issues in the 1999 movie you made about your dad, right?

Landon: I did. The movie was centered around the divorce, and that was my main reason for making the film. I basically used the guidelines my father had set in his Life magazine article, the last interview he gave before he died. The movie put things in perspective from my point of view—the affair, his drinking, everything in the Life article. I went by the parameters set by my father in that article, and I was not going to disrespect those parameters. The only difference was that it was exploring what I was going through, and my brothers and sisters were going through.

Do you think the public remembers your dad as Little Joe and Pa and the angel on Highway to Heaven, as the ultimate good guy? Or do they remember the difficult side of your dad?

Landon: It depends on whether or not they were following that part of his life. If they were the hardcore fans and they stayed away from the reports or considered them lies, then that's probably how they see him—as those characters he played. But if they followed any of the stuff that went on, and if they read the Life magazine article, they would see the truth. I never want to negate from the work that he did, because I'm very proud of that work. But there is a very painful reality to the private, the real side of his life that we experience. I don't care if you're Michael Landon or the next-door neighbor—divorce, man, is brutal, absolutely brutal, especially when it's thrown away via an affair.

How have your father's failures on that front affected you as a husband and a dad?

Landon: I think the main thing is remembering the pain I went through. Otherwise I think people would be divorcing left and right. I am extremely protective of my marriage, and I create boundaries for myself with other women that won't allow any of that side to ever happen. We're going on 18 years of marriage, and I've been faithful to my wife. I see my three children and know that the last thing I'd ever want to do to them is be unfaithful to my wife, not only for her sake, but for their sake, for my sake and for my testimony. I refuse to ruin my testimony (to other people which could ruin their lives too). So it's a combination of all those things—honoring God and wanting to run the rest of this race as best as I possibly can.

How old are your kids?

Landon: My daughters Ashley and Brittany are 13 and 10. And my son Austin is 6.

I understand your dad grew up in a home with a Jewish dad and a Catholic mom. Where did he end up landing, faith-wise?

Landon: He kind of landed outside of any organized faith. He had a belief in God, but that was the extent of it. The only church upbringing my sister and I had was going to church every once in a while with my grandparents.

So how did you end up becoming a guy of faith?

Landon: After my father left, I went through a few really tough years. I went from being an honor roll student to just barely getting by. I started experimenting with pot and alcohol. All these things came into my life and started to destroy it.

My mom's world was torn apart too, and she needed help. She started opening up to her manicurist, a woman named Louise. Louise gave her some great wisdom to work off of, and that's when she found out that Louise was a Christian. And then Louise took her to church, and then my mother got saved.

How old were you at that time?

Landon: I was 18.

And you were still raising hell?

Landon: I was absolutely raising hell. I was at USC at the time, and my mom started asking me if I wanted to go to church with her. I didn't want to have anything to do with it. And then finally just to get her off my back, I went. I couldn't tell you what the pastor was talking about that day, but it impacted me. But then I didn't go back. I fought it. I got kicked out of USC, because of my academics. I didn't bother going to class. It was that bad. So I finally went back to church again, resisted, went back again, resisted. And then I finally stopped fighting and gave my life to Christ, just before I turned 19.

Fast forward to today. How does your faith inform your filmmaking?

Landon: I refuse to do anything that I feel would go against it. I don't just try to make movies that deal with faith, but I won't do anything that would jeopardize my faith.

I also hear you're very passionate about what your children are exposed to in entertainment.

Landon: Yes.

With TV? What's right about TV, and what's wrong with it?

Landon: I think one of the biggest mistakes we've ever made is putting the rating system on TV, because it's opened up the doors to whatever they want to do—they just have to warn the viewers beforehand. So now it's a joke. All the stations can act as if they were HBO. There's this thing of going to the lowest common denominator of human nature. It's very rare with you find something uplifting or inspiring. The commercials are almost more offensive now than the actual shows. It doesn't matter what you're watching. You could be watching football, and you're scrambling to grab the remote control because some commercial is so salacious.

OK, what's right about TV—besides your Love Comes Softly movies, of course!

Landon: There are some shows that are OK, but it's pretty limited. There isn't anything we watch regularly. The kids love SpongeBob, but there isn't really one show we can't wait to sit down and watch.

What are some good examples of recent movies that you're applauding?

Landon: Anything the Pixar boys do. They're my heroes. They are just amazing storytellers that captivate, grab the imagination of adults and children.
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SPIRITUAL RESULTS OF DIVORCE

Lives of Quiet Turbulence

Elizabeth Marquardt on what happens in the souls of children of divorce.

Interview by Agnieszka Tennant | posted 03/23/2006 09:30 a.m.

• Related articles and links

For her master's thesis in divinity school, Elizabeth Marquardt wrote a paper called "The Moral and Spiritual Experiences of Children of Divorce." At the time, she found almost no data on the topic. "No one had looked," she says, "at how divorce in childhood shapes how children approach the biggest questions of all: Who am I? Where do I belong? What is right and wrong? What is true? Is there a God?"

She suspected, based on her own experience as a child of divorce, that divorce shapes how children answer these questions. So, in a project based at the Institute for American Values, she and Norval Glenn set out to learn more about adults whose parents had parted ways.

The result was a four-year, nationally representative survey of 1,500 young adults between 18 and 35, members of the first generation to grow up with widespread divorce. Senior associate editor Agnieszka Tennant looked up Marquardt recently to chat about her findings published in Between Two Worlds: The Inner Lives of Children of Divorce (Crown, 2005).

How many children of divorce are there?

About a million American children each year experience their parents' divorce. Of 18- to 35-year-olds, which is the generation that I studied, one-quarter are children of divorce. The projected divorce rate for first marriages nowadays is 43 percent. For remarriages, it's about 60 percent. For the first marriages of children of divorce, the rate is roughly 60 percent.

What role does faith play in the lives of children of divorce?

They are much less religious overall than their peers who grew up with married parents. They are 14 percent less likely to be a member of a house of worship and also about 14 percent less likely to say that they are very or fairly religious. They're more likely to agree with the statement, I believe I can find ultimate truths without help from a religion.

They feel just as spiritual as their peers from intact families, but they're much less religious. If Gen X is the generation of the spiritual but not religious, then children of divorce account a lot for that generation's turn.

Doesn't divorce in particular bring out their need for God?

Yes, some of these adults turned to God and faith and the church as a home away from home, as a father they never had, in search of answers and truth they couldn't find in their families.

Thirty-eight percent of the grown children of divorce agreed with the statement, God became the father or parent I never had in real life. Twenty-two percent of those from intact families agreed with this statement. It's a 16 percentage point difference, and, in surveys of this kind, differences that large are striking. I am leading workshops for clergy around the country on this topic.

I imagine that children of divorce would also struggle with seeing God as a parent.

When I asked them if God is like a father or a parent, their reactions would tell me as much about what they thought about their parents as what they thought about God. One woman said, "God's not like a parent. God is something smarter than us." Another said, "God seems more distant, like a manager."

When they do seek God, what faith traditions do people from broken homes tend to favor?

Children of divorce are much more likely to be evangelicals than those from intact families.

Forty-two percent of all grown children of divorce identify as evangelical or born again, compared to 37 percent of those who grew up with married parents. So in America, more divorce is making more evangelicals.

Why is that?

The way that evangelical theology emphasizes the central saving role of the personal relationship with Jesus Christ and God as your Father resonates with some children of divorce. They say, My earthly parents were not there for me-or, My earthly father failed me, but in God I found that loving father figure I never had.

Also, evangelical churches do a somewhat better job of acknowledging divorce as a problem. Our mainline Protestant churches don't want to offend divorced and single parents in their congregations, so they don't reach out to the children as a consequence.

In general, most churches aren't doing a good job at reaching out to children of divorce. Of those grown children of divorce who were active in a church at the time of their parents' divorce, two-thirds said that no one from the clergy or congregation reached out to them at that time. It's really amazing. Only one-quarter said that someone did reach out to them.

How does divorce affect how the children of divorce read the Bible?

Let's take, for instance, the parable of the Prodigal Son. The children of divorce don't focus on the end of the story, when the child comes home and is welcomed by a loving parent. They focus on the beginning of the story, when someone leaves the family home. For them, it's not the child who leaves the home; it's the parent.

Their lives look more like the parable of the Prodigal Parent.

They think about the initial departure of their father or mother, which caused the divorce, or about the many comings and goings that occurred in their families throughout their childhoods because both of their parents worked. They lived separately. They dated. They remarried.

Young adults from divorced families were seven times more likely to strongly agree with the statement, I was alone a lot as a child. They say things like, I was the one who was at home trying to keep the house together, trying to keep a family unit together. One young woman told me, "When I hear the parable about the Prodigal Son, I always think maybe one of these days my dad will decide to come back, too."

How sad.

Then you realize that the parable is supposed to illustrate God's love and compassion and presence-the ever-present, steady, everlasting presence. But children of divorce see themselves in the role of the father waiting for the child to come home; that's the role of God in the story. They have to be their own protector. They have to be the one waiting in the doorway for someone else to come home. It's a scary and anxiety-producing place for a child.

We've all heard people pity some marriages by saying things like, They're just staying together for the kids. But your research suggests that staying together for the sake of the kids can be a noble and Christian thing, not a pitiable concession.

The idea of a "good" divorce is ripe for challenge. The children of so-called good divorces fare worse in many ways than those from unhappy marriages, so long as the parents' marriage was low-conflict. And what most people don't realize is that two-thirds of divorces today end low-conflict marriages.

How do the children of "good" divorces fare worse than those from unhappy, low-conflict marriages?

They're far more likely to get divorced themselves one day compared to those who grow up in unhappy, low-conflict marriages. They are far more likely to say they were alone a lot as children, to say they missed their fathers, to say they had to protect their mothers. They had more responsibility to care for younger siblings than those from intact families.

Some people might be surprised to hear that, because a prevailing attitude among some in recent years is, as one academic put it, "A good divorce or a good marriage-it matters not." Many experts have said, wrongly, that both situations are fine for kids.

What do such optimists mean by good divorce?

If you divorce your spouse, but you minimize your conflict with your spouse afterwards, and you both stay involved in the child's life, then they say the divorce will have relatively little impact on your child.

There are children's books written that portray divorce as an adventure. There's one about how fun it is to stay with your dad in the city and ride on the subway and go to a museum, and then visit your mom in the country and ride a horse. It distorts and silences the children's loss and moral confusion.

I find this happy talk about divorce to be incredibly callous-this idea that children are resilient, as if that justifies what we do to them. Do we say: Well, most children probably can carry a 40-pound sandbag. Some might get injured, but most can probably manage it?

Even if children are resilient, this does nothing to change the burden they must overcome. My research shows that for children of divorce, conflict between the parents' worlds is always alive in their inner lives-even when the parents do not fight. Any kind of divorce, amicable or not, radically restructures children's childhoods and requires them to take on an entirely new job.

What is the nature of this new job?

The job that was formerly the job of the parents-to make sense of the parents' different sets of values and beliefs and ways of living. It's a hard job for all of us who are married. When you get divorced, the job doesn't go away. It's just not the adults' job anymore; now it becomes the job of the child.

What does this restructuring of childhood do to children?

In our study, only one-fifth of the grown children of divorce said their parents had a lot of conflict after the divorce, but two-thirds said their parents seemed like polar opposites after the divorce. Nearly half said they had to be a different person with each of their parents. They were much more likely to say that they had to keep secrets after the divorce. All these percentages are two to three times higher than for people from intact families.

Children of divorce feel like divided selves. They say: I had to be a different person with each of my parents. I had a whole different life with each one. There's only a certain set of memories I talk to my dad about and only a certain set I talk to my mom about.

You've interviewed a lot of outwardly successful adult children of divorce who appear to be fine. Are they?

The successful grown children of divorce hear stories and studies about damaged children of divorce, and they cringe and say, That's not me. I'm not damaged. I didn't get pregnant when I was 14, and I didn't get arrested.

But I've had so many of them say to me, when they talk about their childhoods, "Well, I wasn't abused, but … " Then they stop. They didn't have a language to express what they went through. So what I tried to do in this book is offer a new vocabulary: We had to grow up traveling between two worlds. We had to be early moral forgers. We were little adults. Spiritually, we were child-sized old souls.

What do you mean by child-sized old souls?

So many grown children of divorce told me stories about not going to church anymore after the divorce. Others would talk about seeking out a church in their neighborhood by themselves in their teen years, of being alone at church.

One woman recalled sitting in the back of church while kids with their parents sat up front. This passing comment was a powerful image revealing the truth that children of divorce were often relegated, even if only figuratively, to the back of the church.

What light do your findings shed on your understanding of marriage?

Marriage is a complex institution that secures mothers and fathers for the children that their sex acts create. It is flawed, but it's the most pro-child social institution that virtually all civilizations have come up with so far. It's a rich and fairly radical idea that different people should come together and do something really hard, like stay together for a lifetime despite everything in the culture that's encouraging them to go it alone.

How many divorces are unnecessary?

We have this misperception that when people get divorced, it's because they're at each other's throats. Solid research has found that about one-third of divorces end high-conflict marriages. Children on average do better when a high-conflict, abusive, and violent marriage ends.

But most marriages that are ending in divorce are low-conflict and look a lot like the ones that are staying together. Research shows that married couples generally fight about the same five things: money, sex, in-laws, religion, and time. Some choose to get divorced over it; some don't. If, after divorce, you could find new strength within yourself to get past your issues and cooperate with your ex, then you could do it before he or she is your ex.

What do you say to spouses in low-conflict marriages who grow apart?

It is troubling to live in a marriage when you're not sure if you love each other; that hurts. But the kids are largely unaware of these things. If you're living with your children and taking care of them, if you're not fighting much, that's what your children care about. Your preschooler doesn't care if you're having great sex with your husband. But she will be concerned when suddenly she wakes up every day and Daddy's not there like he used to be.

Did you ask your respondents about the commandment to honor fathers and mothers?

Those with married parents generally said something like this: The older I get, the more I realize what my parents did for me. Honoring my parents means, as they get older, I'll take care of them.

People from divorced families had a very different reaction. The command immediately caused them to question what their parents did for them. If Dad abandoned the family and Mom heroically raised them on her own in trying circumstances, they said, I honor my mom. Given everything she did for me, how could I not? But they got stuck on the issue of how to honor their father.

Some said, I just can't honor my parents. They weren't there for me, father or mother. Often people who said that were either kind of stuck in their faith journey or were not interested.

What about those with an active faith?

They said that the commandment called them to stay in relationship with their parents, when they might otherwise have abandoned it. It was both hopeful and sad. It was a sign of how weak their family relationships had become, but also how powerful a faith journey can be in helping you find a sense of wholeness even amidst these broken family relationships.
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Could You Have Loved This Much? 

by Bob Considine
This is the story of a woman’s love for her husband. Whether he deserved that love—and why he acted the way he did—are questions I can’t answer.

The story begins early in 1950 in the Taylors’ small apartment in Waltham, Mass. Edith Taylor was sure she was “the luckiest woman on the block.” She and Karl had been married 23 years, and her heart still skipped a beat when he walked into the room.

Oh, there’d been tough times during those years, times when Karl had been depressed, unable to keep a job; but she had helped him through the low times and she only loved him more because he needed her.

As for Karl, he gave every appearance of a man in love with his wife. Indeed, he seemed almost dependent on her. If his job as government warehouse worker took him out of town, he’d wire Edith a letter every night and drop her postcards during the day. He sent small gifts from every place he visited.

In February 1950 the government sent Karl to Okinawa for a few months to work in a new warehouse there. It was a long time to be away, and so far!

This time, no gifts came. Edith understood. He was putting every cent into the bank. Hadn’t she begged him for years not to spend so much on her, to save it for a house?

The lonesome months dragged on, and it seemed to Edith that the job over there was taking longer and longer. Each time she expected him home he’d write that he must stay “another three weeks.” “Another month.”

He’d been gone a year now—and suddenly Edith had an inspiration. Why not buy their home before Karl got back, as a surprise for him! She was working now, in a factory in Waltham, and putting money in the bank. So she made a down payment on an unfinished cottage with lots of trees and a view.

Now the days sped past because she was busy with her wonderful surprise. In two months she earned enough to get the floor laid in one of the bedrooms. The next month she ordered insulation. She was getting into debt, she knew, but with what Karl must have saved. . . . She worked feverishly, almost desperately, for now there was something she didn’t want to think about.

Karl’s letters were coming less and less often. No gifts she understood. But a few pennies for a postage stamp?

Then, after weeks of silence, came a letter:

“Dear Edith, I wish there were a kinder way to tell you that we are no longer married . . . ”

Edith walked to the sofa and sat down. He’d written to Mexico for a divorce. It had come in the mail. The woman lived on Okinawa. She was Japanese, Aiko, maid-of-all-work assigned to his quarters.

She was 19. Edith was 48.

Now, if I were making up this story, the rejected wife would feel first shock, then fury. She would fight that divorce. She would hate her husband and the woman. She would want vengeance.

But Edith did not hate Karl. Perhaps she had loved him so long she was unable to stop loving him.

She could picture the situation so well. A penniless girl. A lonely man who—Edith knew it—sometimes drank more than he should. Constant closeness. Karl had not done the easy, shameful thing. He had chosen the hard way of divorce, rather than take advantage of a young servant-girl.

The only thing Edith could not believe was that he had stopped loving her. That he loved Aiko too, she made herself accept. But the difference in their ages, in their backgrounds—this couldn’t be the kind of love she and Karl had known! Someday they would both discover this; someday, somehow, Karl would come home.

Edith now built her life around this thought. She wrote Karl, asking him to keep her in touch with the small day-to-day things in his life. She sold the little cottage with its view and its snug insulation. Karl never knew about it.

He wrote one day that he and Aiko were expecting a baby. Marie was born in 1951; then in 1953, Helen. Edith sent gifts to the little girls. She still wrote to Karl and he wrote back. Helen had a tooth. Aiko’s English was improving. Karl had lost weight.

Edith’s life was lived now on Okinawa. She merely went through the motions of existence in Waltham. Back and forth between factory and apartment, her mind was always on Karl. Someday he’d come back . . .

And then the terrible letter: Karl was dying of lung cancer.

Karl’s last letters were filled with fear. Not for himself, but for Aiko, and especially for his two little girls. He had been saving to send them to school in America, but his hospital bills were taking everything. What would become of them?

Then Edith knew that her last gift to Karl could be peace of mind for these final weeks. She wrote him that if Aiko were willing, she would take Marie and Helen and bring them up in Waltham.

For many months after Karl’s death, Aiko would not let the children go. They were all she had ever known. Yet what could she offer them except a life like hers had been? A life of poverty, servitude and despair. In November 1956 she sent them to her “Dear Aunt Edith.”

Edith had known it would be hard to be mother at 54 to a three-year-old and a five-year-old. She hadn’t known that in the time since Karl’s death they would forget the little English they knew.

But Marie and Helen learned fast. The fear left their eyes, their faces grew plump. And Edith—for the first time in six years, Edith was hurrying home from work. Even getting meals was fun again!

Sadder were times when letters came from Aiko. “Aunt, tell me what they do. If Marie or Helen cry or not.” Edith read the loneliness, and she knew what it was to be lonely.

Money was another problem. Edith hired a woman to care for the girls while she worked. Being both mother and wage-earner left Edith thin and tired. In February 1957 she became ill, but she kept working, afraid of losing a day’s pay. At the factory one day she fainted. She was in the hospital for two weeks with pneumonia.

There in the hospital bed she faced the fact that she would be old before the girls were grown. She thought she had done everything that love for Karl asked of her, but now she knew there was one thing more. She must bring the girls’ real mother here too. 

She had made the decision, but doing it was something else. Aiko was still a Japanese citizen, and that immigration quota had a waiting list many years long.

It was then that Edith Taylor wrote to me, telling me her story and asking if I could help her. I described the situation in my newspaper column. Others did more. Petitions were started, a special bill speeded through Congress, and in August 1957 Aiko Taylor was permitted to enter the country.

As the plane came in at New York’s International Airport, Edith had a moment of fear. What if she should hate this woman who had taken Karl away from her?

The last person off the plane was a girl so thin and small Edith thought at first it was a child. She did not come down the stairs, she only stood there, clutching the railing, and Edith knew that if she had been afraid, Aiko was near panic.

She called Aiko’s name and the girl rushed down the steps and into Edith’s arms. In that moment, as they held each other, Edith had an extraordinary thought. “Help me,” she said, her eyes tight shut. “Help me to love this girl, as if she were part of Karl come home. I prayed for him to come back. Now he has—in his two little daughters and in this gentle girl that he loved. Help me, God, to know that.”

Today, Edith and Aiko Taylor and the two little girls live together in the apartment in Waltham. Marie is the best student in her second grade class; Helen’s kindergarten teacher adores her. And Aiko—she is studying to be a nurse. Someday she and Edith would like a house of their own. At night they sit up late and make plans. Today Edith Taylor knows she is “the luckiest woman on the block.”

Myths about Children of Divorce and the Bible: 
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	When parents fight...

Little ears are listening


1. Children of divorced parents, have lover divorce rates than children whose parents never divorced. (Children learn by example and have never seen how a successful marriage operates. When they divorce, they are following in their parents footsteps.) 


2. Children living with one of their divorced parents, are happier in a new step family if the parent remarries. (There is no improvement in the children at best, and often the children are worse off in step families, than living with a single parent.) 


3. "The problems children experience as a result of divorce are temporary with no long term consequences." Or "Divorce is better for the kids if the parents fight." (There is a large body of research conducted by non-Christians that divorce is far more harmful than parents that fight. See books like: The Unexpected Legacy of Divorce.)
When parents don’t get along, children are better off if their parents divorce than if they stay together. Studies have found that in the small percentage of "worst case" high conflict homes (significant physical abuse), children do a little better after divorce. The same damage is inflicted upon the children as a result of the divorce that they will need to cope with, but the removal from the high conflict environment brings greater relief than the divorce creates for a net gain. However the vast majority of all divorces where the parents fight, the children were able to cope quite well until the parents actually divorced. In most cases the children fared much worse after divorce than while they endured fighting parents. Here the damage created by the parents fighting is much less than the damage the divorce creates. Its almost always better for the kids for the fighting parents to stay together. Better still if the parents grow up and stop fighting.
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	Divorce always harms kids!
A. Divorce is for parents happiness, not the kids. Kids never want their parents to divorce.
B. Studies have shown that kids always do better in family where couples fight, rather than divorce.
C. Studies have proven that divorce almost always causes permanent and long lasting damages the children. Parents instinctively know this of course, but are too selfish to put their children's happiness first over their own. Statistically, parents are simply not staying together for the sake of the kids any more. No wonder society is all messed up.


 Discussion:

If you are an adult child of divorce, a divorced person, someone considering divorce, or anyone professionally involved, such as judges, lawyers or pastors - you must read by Wallerstein, . Already on the top ten bestseller list, I predict it will remain there for years. 
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	In "'The Unexpected Legacy of Divorce" (written by Dr. Judith Wallerstein, Julia Lewis and Sandra Blakeslee) 60 families were interviewed, both parents and 131 children at the time of their divorce, and then re-interviewed them 5, 10, 15 and 25 years later! America's only longitudinal study of divorce is profoundly disturbing and shatters major myths about divorce: 


Myth 1. If parents are happier after divorce, the children will be too. In fact, children of divorce become more aggressive than those in intact homes, suffer more depression, have more learning difficulties, are more promiscuous, bear more children born out of wedlock, are less likely to marry and more likely to divorce. 

Myth 2. Divorce is a temporary crisis whose most harmful impact is at the time of divorce. A related myth is that if the parents don't fight in front of the children after divorce, and show love for them, they will be all right. But as Dr. Wallerstein writes, only after seeing these children grow into adulthood, did she see the whole picture: 
''Divorce is a life-transforming experience...The whole trajectory of an individual's life is profoundly altered by the divorce experience...The divorced family has an entirely new cast of characters and relationships featuring stepparents and stepsiblings, second marriages and second divorces, and often a series of live-in lovers. The child who grows up in a post-divorce family often experiences not one loss - that of the intact family - but a series of losses as people come and go.'' 
In fact, adult children of divorce say flatly, ''The day my parents divorced is the day my childhood ended.'' Their new world is ''far less reliable, more dangerous place because the closest relationships in their lives can no longer be expected to hold firm.'' Most lost not only a father, but their mother as well as she became fully engaged in rebuilding her life economically, socially and sexually. Parenting cut loose from marriage is ''less stable, more volatile, less protective.'' 

Myth 3: The best time to divorce is when children are very young. In fact, ''youngest children tend to suffer the most. At an age when they need constant protection and loving nurturance, these young children have parents in turmoil.'' Half of the million children whose parents divorce annually are under the age of six.
Wallerstein depicts Paula whose whole world collapsed. Her father was an affluent pharmacist, an attentive husband and parent. Her mother devoted herself to Paula, active in her school activities, taking her to swimming lessons. After her father's business went bankrupt, he disappeared. Her mother, able only get a minimum wage job, transformed from a cheerful person into a strained, desperately tired, silent and resentful woman with no time for Paula.
Only as an adult could Paula put the magnitude of these losses into words: ''Suddenly there was no one there. I spent so much time alone that I tried to become my own company. But how can you do that as a four-year-old child? I would go for days without saying a word.'' 

Myth 4: The major impact of divorce occurs in childhood or adolescence. Untrue. It is ''in adulthood the children of divorce suffer the most. The impact of divorce hits them most cruelly as they go in search of love, sexual intimacy, and commitment... Anxiety leads many into making bad choices in relationships, giving up hastily when problems arise, or avoiding'' all relationships.
At 15, Paula dressed like a slut, boasted about being high every day on drugs or alcohol and was very promiscuous. Six years later she was living with a man who she planned to marry. Why? ''He loves me, he's kinda hyper, and he likes to party. I said to him, `It's my birthday, marry me.'' They had a child who was neglected in their drinking bouts. After a divorce, she was in the same spot as her mother years earlier - ''no money, no training, no home, with a child to support.''
By contrast, ''many young men from divorced families are immobilized,'' not having had any relationships. This is a major reason the number of never-married Americans has doubled. 

Myth 5: Staying in an unhappy marriage is harmful for children. Wallerstein interviewed friends of those whose parents divorced, who went to the same schools as but whose parents remained intact, even when marriages were unhappy. Few realize that ''children can be reasonably content despite the failing marriage,'' she says. But if they divorce, ''the parents have failed at a central task of adulthood,'' which builds in their children a fear, `If they failed, I can fail too.''' 

***My Loveless Marriage--Why divorce wasn't the answer to my emptiness.

by Judy Bodmer

I lay in bed staring at the darkness. My husband, Larry, was snoring softly beside me. We'd just had another fight. I could hardly remember what had started it, but I knew we'd both said ugly, hateful things. Nothing had been resolved. We'd just gotten tired. Now he slept and I lay here, feeling utterly alone.

I crawled out of bed to check on our two sons. David, such a handful while awake, looked like an angel even though his face was sticky from the ice cream he'd eaten earlier. I pulled Matthew's covers back on his small body and smoothed his blond head. He needed a haircut. Working full-time, with two small sons to referee and a house to keep clean, I never had enough time to do it all.

Something drew me to the window. I could see the lights from downtown Seattle. So many people. What were they doing? Were they as lonely as I was? Was there anyone out there who cared? God, I cried, help me find the strength to leave.

Hitting the Wall

After ten years of marriage, I wanted out. Our love hadn't died in the heat of this battle or any other battle. It had died at the bottom of a wall it couldn't climb.


Our love hadn't died in the heat of the battle. It had died at the bottom of a wall it couldn't climb. 


I remember clearly the day I laid the first brick. We'd been married nine months. We went to a movie and I waited for Larry to reach over and take my hand, thus proving the magic was still there. But he didn't and, as the movie progressed, I grew hurt and angry. He shrugged it off, surprised I was upset over such a little thing. To him it was nothing; to me it was the first sign our love wasn't perfect.

As the years passed, I added more bricks. When we were first married, he called me every day from work. But slowly those phone calls grew further apart and finally stopped. When I brought it up, he started calling again, but it wasn't the same. When we watched TV in the evening, he'd fall asleep. When we went out for dinner, he couldn't think of anything to say. His days off were measured by how much he got done—chores, work, and the children took priority. I got the crumbs, and I was starving.

I felt guilty for feeling the way I did; he wasn't abusive, he didn't run around with other women, he didn't drink or do drugs. He came home every night and worked hard to support our family. Despite this, the wall grew, built with bricks of buried anger, unmet needs, silences, and cold shoulders. The marriage books we read made things worse; counseling confused the issues.

Divorce seemed like the only answer. It would give me a chance to start over and find the right person. Yes, it would be hard on the children, but when I was finally happy, I'd be a better parent. In the long run, it would be better for all of us. 

Divorce's Price Tag

Before taking that big step, I asked myself some key questions. First, would a divorce make me happier? Somewhere I read that people who divorce tend to remarry the same kind of person, that the root of unhappiness isn't in the people we marry but in ourselves. When I looked at my husband, I knew this was true. The trait in Larry that drew me to him—his calm exterior—also drove me crazy. He never complained, criticized, or caused a fuss. The downside was that when situations arose when he should get angry, he didn't. Once he was cheated in a business deal. I wanted him to confront the man who'd lied to him, but he wouldn't. His love of peace kept him from standing up for himself, making me think he was a moral marshmallow. But if I divorced Larry, I knew I'd marry someone with his same peaceful demeanor. And if I did, my problems would be multiplied by his kids, my kids, child support, and custody battles.

I took a long, hard look at the single mothers I knew. They were exhausted and lonely. There was no one to help soothe crying babies, entertain toddlers, shuttle kids to practices, or help with the house, yard, and car. 

Could I afford a divorce financially? The average divorce, according to my paralegal friend, costs about $12,000. My salary was good, but when I looked at our household expenses, there would be hardly enough money to live on, let alone extra money to pay lawyers.

Would my children really be better off in the long run? I looked at the children of my friends who'd divorced. Many of these kids started getting into trouble: staying out all night, drinking, doing drugs, and running away. Most of them were angry and blamed themselves for their parents' split. They took it out on their mother. The father became the hero because he wasn't doing the disciplining. Instead, he brought presents, bought a hot car, and took them fun places the mother couldn't afford. Studies show that even 25 years after a split, children can still have significant emotional problems stemming from their parents' divorce.

What about my friends? I assumed they'd be there for me, but was I being realistic? Four of my friends divorced in one year—I didn't see any of them now. Two of them disappeared, one began leading a lifestyle I couldn't support, and another dated men I didn't care for. Even with the best of intentions, if I divorced, I'd probably lose many, if not all, of my friends.

God showed me I might escape my current pain, but in the long run, divorce extracted a high price. One I wasn't willing to pay.

Fanning the Flames

But I refused to settle for the status quo. From experience, I knew I couldn't change my husband. There was only one person I could change: me. Jesus said, "You hypocrite, first take the plank our of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother's eye" (Matthew 7:5). I got involved in a women's Bible study and started applying what I learned. Before I read a passage, I asked God to examine me. After many sessions on my face before him, honestly asking for forgiveness, I started to change. I became less critical and more forgiving. I stopped taking everything Larry said and did so personally. 

I tried new things—taking a writing class, asking a new friend to lunch, volunteering at school. With Larry's blessing, I quit my job to stay home with our children, even though it meant cutting our income in half. 

From 1 Corinthians 13, I discovered love isn't a feeling but an action. I decided to treat Larry with love, even though I didn't feel like it. Instead of pointing out his shortcomings, I told him the things he did right. Instead of reading books to see what Larry should be doing differently, I read to discover how I could be a better wife, mother, and friend. 

My change in attitude had an amazing effect on Larry. He began spending more time with me. When I stopped overreacting to his comments, he felt freer to share more with me.

My decision to stay went against everything the world told me. Jesus promised, "I have come that [you] may have life and have it to the full" (John 10:10). I decided if God was my God, then I could trust this promise. I asked him to restore my love.

Rekindled

The love I thought had died didn't return in a week, a month, or even in a year. There were times I wanted to give up. But I clung to God's promise that he would give me the desire of my heart.

One weekend Larry and I went away. Before we left, we prayed and drew a line in the sand. Everything that had happened before was over; this was a new beginning. That weekend I experienced a new passion for my husband. The flame I thought was dead was rekindled.

Today when I sit in church worshiping God, I shudder at what I almost threw away. Larry and I laugh over things that used to drive me nuts, like his falling asleep in front of the TV. I can tell Larry anything, and he listens. Just yesterday he sent me a fax just to tell me he loves me.

At night when we lay curled up together, I reach over and touch him just to reassure myself he's still there. The love I have is strong. It's born out of suffering and obedience. The pain, tears, and struggles to get to this point were worth it for these rich rewards. There is hope for loveless marriages. Our relationship is living proof.

Judy Bodmer, author of When Love Dies: How to Save a Hopeless Marriage (W), lives in Washington.
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IDEAS TO IMPROVE ROMANCE

Why married people should date

by Michael Webb 

One of the biggest complaints from men and women about their spouses is how much they have changed since they were first dating. 

We tend to put our best foot forward during the courting ritual, doing our utmost to impress our dates. We try to be polite, courteous, caring, giving, sensitive, well groomed, and well mannered. Then we get married and revert back to our old, self-centered, slovenly tendencies.

If you feel that your relationship may have lost some of its "spark," ask yourself if you are acting the same way as when you went out on those first few dates.

Can you imagine how different our relationships would be if we always behaved as though we were still wooing our significant other? How much less would we belch, complain, argue, curse, whine, and nag? How much more would we bathe, smile, caress, encourage, give, clean, and communicate?

If you desire to keep that newlywed spark, you should never stop dating and courting the one you love, even after you exchange your vows. 

-Purpose-Driven®-

Strategic Romance

by Jim Mueller

10/01/03

When Sheri and I speak publicly, we almost always make the point that our romantic relationship has never been better. Then I cringe when Sheri goes a step further and says, "After twenty-five years, few couples can say their sex life is better than ever!"

I wouldn't have put it quite the way Sheri did, but she's right. Over the years our relationship is a deeper, more expressive, higher priority partnership.

With a sense of relief and newfound hope, couples talk to us afterward about their concern for fading love. They are encouraged and relieved that a couple who is more mature in calendar years, like us, can still be in love.

There is a common worry among engaged couples that romance will fade months and years into their marriage. Pre-married couples don't want the attraction and anticipation they feel today to fade into complacency and coldness tomorrow. They want to know how to avert what they believe is an inevitable romantic shortfall in the years to come.

Here's how to promote passion in your relationship.

Get it Right Spiritually

The turning point came after ten years of marriage. A bad business decision plunged us deeply into indifference and separateness, bringing us inches from marital collapse. Foreclosure and divorce were common words. Days before crashing, God's timing brought us to a church where over several weeks we discovered spiritual truth. We recognized the importance of including God in our relationship and how to engage in a personal relationship with Him.

The bible emphasizes the significance of each person's spiritual condition—and the importance of the couple, husband and wife, being on the same page spiritually. You cannot reach full marriage potential if you are in different places.

The first step is to objectively evaluate your spiritual condition. For marriage to really work, to achieve true intimacy, you need God in the center of your relationship. When you turn to God for your source of power, He will strengthen and bring you closer together. He will take you beyond simple human intimacy, to spiritual intimacy.

Serve Your Spouse

Before I truly understood what it meant to serve Sheri, I would perform acts of kindness expecting something in return. For example, if I washed Sheri's car, I expected her to bake me chocolate chip cookies. Or if I went grocery shopping, I counted on a romantic encounter later that night. Even though my expectations were left unstated, there was an underlying hope that Sheri would reciprocate.

Authentic servanthood means, without expecting something in return, persistently watching for ways you can love, assist, facilitate, support, praise, appreciate, protect and please your spouse—and then taking action.

That's not always easy. Serving opportunities may come at inconvenient times and usually when you're not in serving-mode. You need to be in a my-spouse-is-number-one mindset. Remember, your spouse comes first; you come second.

Sometimes serving means tangible gifts or actions, but most often serving is characterized by simple words or acts of love.

Loving your spouse with a servant's heart is a key principle in setting the stage for romance. Serving tangibly expresses your love to each other and makes your marriage stronger.

Intentional Spontaneity

Engaged couples often express concern about losing that spark of spontaneity in their relationship. I can relate. The longer I'm married, the more difficult it is to be spontaneous. The days are short and life is complicated with little time for creative bursts of romance. So what can you do?

Words like plan, schedule and appointment don't sound very impulsive, but updating your vocabulary is what it takes to inject 'spontaneous' romance into your marriage.

My Palm Pilot is full of reminder alarms for anniversaries, birthdays, weekend getaways, flower orders, dinner dates and surprise vacations. If you're like me, it's easy to forget these opportunities as time slips by.

If you have a romantic thought during the day, take action! Pick up the phone and make the dinner reservation; stop by the Hallmark and pickup the card; call your wife and tell her "I love you." I'm on a first name basis with my florist. All I need to do is pick up the phone and put the order on my account—it doesn't get easier than that.

Your romantic adventures can be exotic or simple. Romantic getaways, dates and gifts don't need to be pricey. Be creative! Chocolates, bath oil, candles and silk boxers are all inexpensive and work wonders!

Sometimes you need to be strategic. Sheri still talks about the surprise limo that picked her up at work, and whisked her off to a day at the spa and a romantic overnight at a four star hotel—with her sexy husband, of course. That experience required lots of up-front preparation, but was well worth it.

Take initiative in planning that surprise afternoon, sending the kids to grandmas for the weekend or creating that romantic environment in the bedroom. At a minimum, you should set aside a weekly date night—you need that regular time to unwind and refocus on each other. That should be a priority.

As un-spontaneous as this sounds, sustained romance in marriage doesn't just happen—it takes intentionality, sensitivity and action.

Click here to check out Growthtrac.

Jim Mueller is the founder of Growthtrac and with his wife Sheri, are Marriage Mentors. Copyright © 2001 Jim Mueller and Growthtrac. All rights reserved.

33 Ways to Love Your Lover

MP readers share secrets for revving up romance

At the movies, share the armrest.

Save the last cookie or last piece of cake for your spouse.

Don't hog all the Jeopardy questions on TV.

—Jim and Candace Walters; El Cajon, California

Squeeze toothpaste on your partner's toothbrush when you're doing your own.

Get your spouse's pajamas out and lay them on the bed.

—Jodie, Joel and baby Caleb Haberstock; Vernon, British Columbia

Leave a favorite snack on the seat of your spouse's car.

Compliment your mate in front of friends or family.

Light a candle in the bedroom.

—Michele Smither; Rochester, Michigan

Put down everything to greet your spouse at the end of the day.

Fill the gas tank in your mate's car—as a surprise.

Light candles with dinner.

—Julie Jones and Greg Rohde; St. Louis, Missouri

Make a snack for both of you before bedtime.

Turn your socks right-side out before throwing them in the hamper.

—Betty Arthurs; Tempe, Arizona

Be adventurous—meet for lunch at an ethnic restaurant you've never tried.

Choose a novel, then read it out loud to each other in the evenings.

Rent a movie you watched during your courtship days.

—Donna and Ernie Siefert; Winfield, Illinois

Buy an "I Love You" card and mail it to your spouse at work.

Make plans to re-create your first date.

When the dryer buzzes, instead of looking at your mate, volunteer to fold the clothes.

—Wayne Goff; Kansas City, Missouri

When one of you is indoors and the other outside, knock on the window and blow a kiss.

Don't put away stuff your spouse might want left out.

When you're finished driving, put the seat back to your mate's preferred position.

—Amanda Brailsford-Urbina and Gerardo Urbina; Dearborn, Michigan

Hold hands instead of holding the remote control.

—Conley J. Mercer; via e-mail

On cold mornings, go ahead and bring in the newspaper.

Kiss at stoplights.

—Mike and Lesley Steenbergen; Garden Grove, California

Hide love notes around the house where your spouse will find them.

When you disagree, always acknowledge the possibility that you could be wrong.

When stopping for gas while traveling, buy a treat for your partner without buying anything for yourself.

—Russell and Cynthia Atherton; via e-mail

Next time you shop for clothes, let your spouse vote on an outfit.

Get involved in a new ministry together.

—Karen and Bruce Anderson; Spokane, Washington

Shower together and wash your spouse's back.

When your mate lies down on the couch, get him or her a pillow.

Get to know your in-laws.

—Rietta Hingston; Saskatoon, Saskatchewan

Copyright © 1999 by the author or Christianity Today International/Marriage Partnership magazine. Click here for reprint information on Marriage Partnership.

8 Great Dates (for $10 or less)
by Claudia Arp
Here are some fun ways you can't afford to miss to bring back the romance!

1. Dinner In The Park Date
Raid your refrigerator and put together a picnic basket of goodies. Then pull out your best dishes, crystal, silverware, tablecloth, linen napkins, candelabra, and CD player with your favorite CD. Dress up as though you're going to a five-star restaurant, then head for the park. Have your own black-tie affair under the stars. Cost: $2 or less for the price of gasoline. 

2. History Date
Remember all those pictures, videos, and slides you've planned to organize one day? Now's the time! Spend this date revisiting your past. Buy an inexpensive scrapbook and catalog your memories. Memories of past good times can pull you together and give you hope for the future. Cost: $10. 

3. Music Date 
City symphonies often give free concerts in the summertime. Keep your eyes open for new artists. You may be among the first to hear a future great. Once, my husband, Dave, and I heard Garth Brooks at a local establishment before he was well-known. Check with area colleges for free concerts, or go to a coffee shop where a local musician is playing and have two cups of coffee. Talk while you enjoy the music. Cost: $8.25 for 2 grande mochas and biscottis. 

4. Book/Video Date 
Go to your local library and choose a book or book-on-tape you'd like to read or listen to together. Research a part of the world you'd like to visit. Or, check out a videotape of a romantic classic you watched while you were dating. Most libraries have free video rentals. Cost: $0. 

5. Tourist Date 
Pretend you're a tourist in your own town. Go to the Tourist Bureau and pick up free brochures about your area. Then, on a budget of $10, see what you can discover. Visit a museum or take a walking tour of the downtown area. Pack a snack and keep this date cheap. Cost: $10. 

6. Parade of Homes Date 
Each year I look forward to this date! For $5 each, Dave and I visit 3 different home developments and scope out the latest in home design. We fantasize about how we would decorate each house if it were ours. Check out your area. If you don't have a Parade of Homes, watch the papers for open houses. It's a great way to pick up new ideas and have fun! Cost: $10 for 2 tickets. 

7. Lobby Date 
Visit a plush local hotel and enjoy its lobby. Ask for brochures—and a peek at the bridal suite. Maybe you'll celebrate your 50th anniversary there! Have a cup of tea in the coffee shop. At the Peabody Hotel in Memphis, you can enjoy watching the ducks swimming in the indoor fountains. Cost: $8.95 for 2 cups of herbal tea and cookies.

8. Walk and Talk Date 
My favorite date is free, and good for our relationship and our health. Invest in a good pair of walking shoes. Then, check out the walking trails in your area or investigate an interesting new locale in your city. If you make this date a habit, it may well be the best marriage energizer around. Cost: just the calories you expend!

Claudia Arp has co-authored numerous books with her husband, Dave, including 10 Great Dates (Zondervan) and 52 Dates for You and Your Mate (Thomas Nelson). For more dating suggestions, visit the Arps' Web site at www.marriagealive.com.

NOTE: For your convenience, the products listed below are available for purchase from the ChristianityToday.com Bookstore. 10 Great Dates (Zondervan) 52 Dates for You and Your Mate (Thomas Nelson) 

Copyright © 2000 by the author or Christianity Today International/Today's Christian Woman magazine.

Top 15 Amazing First Date Ideas

By Andre Cross
From AskMen.com 

Your first date with Mary Jane is next Friday and you are trying your damnedest to prepare for it. Of all the things you must take care of -- what to wear, how to smell, choosing the right time and so on -- what is the most important thing to remember? 

As taught in every business class around the world, the most important thing to remember is location, location, location. 

Top 15 Amazing First Date Ideas No matter how much you try to look your best and spit-shine your car for that extra gloss, you are only as good as what you have to offer. This means that the slickest and smoothest talker has to follow up with something fun to do on the first date. 

Remember the saying, 'Actions speak louder than words?' Well, it couldn't be any truer in this situation. You might rant about how much you enjoy extreme sports and living life in the fast lane, but when the first date comes around, inline-skating starts to seem like a pretty tame and unoriginal idea. 

What does this say about your personality? It mainly shows that you are not who you claim to be, not to mention that you don't seem to be that much fun from the get-go. 

So to make sure that all AskMen readers are equipped with a guide on places to go and things to do on a first date, I proudly present the Bronze, Silver and Gold first date activities. 

1. The beach is beautiful
If you're the type who likes to see what she's all about right away, then take her to the beach. This is the perfect way to enjoy the sun, show off your new swimsuit and see what she looks like in a bikini. And if all else fails, there is still enough eye candy to keep you busy. 

2. 8-ball corner pocket
If you feel like you're the best thing to happen to billiards since the cue-stick after seeing Tom Cruise in The Color Of Money, why not invite her to play some pool with you? This is an interesting setup to secure a second date. 

You can raise the stakes by saying, 'Whoever loses the game must cook supper for the other.' And just like that, you've got yourself a second round of love. 

3. Mini-me golfing
If you can't tell the difference between a wedge and an iron, maybe miniature golf is the way to go. A cheap and fairly easy 'sport', it allows for some physical contact when you have to give her a crash course on how to hold the putter. 

4. Long live rock & roll
Although first dates should emphasize conversation in order to get to know each other, some loud music and screaming people might be another alternative. Let's say your favorite band comes to town for one night only, which is incidentally the same night you are supposed to go on your first date with the girl, then take her to the show and kill two birds with one stone. 

5. I'm going to Disney World
Even if amusement parks are generally aimed at children, who says that grown adults can't engage in some childish fun? Take her for a spin on the Ferris wheel, win her a big ol' teddy bear, and she will not have a chance to get bored. 

6. Picnic by the water
A good date need not involve a second mortgage on your home. It can simply be a quiet get together that allows for stimulating conversation. It can also be a good showcase for you to show off your sandwich-making skills and your sangria expertise. 

7. Vegas baby, Vegas
Just imagine going to the casino with your woman and having her blow on your dice? It's a nice feeling to double-down at Black Jack and come out of there with a pocket full of cash. But beware: easy come, easy go. And I'm not only talking about the money. 

8. Miniature F1
Why not test her driving skills? F1 karting is an exciting and fairly cheap way to test her road abilities and take her for a ride. You can pretend that you're Michael Schumacher and that the F1 Babes are cheering you on! 

9. 19th hole
Golf may be one of the most relaxing sports you could engage in with your date. You can show off your Tiger Woods-like expertise golf tips. 

Remember that non-sweaty activities are the way to go because your woman won't want to feel sticky and gooey. This might put a damper when you're going for par, if you know what I mean! 

10. Talk to the hand
Women love to know about the future, their karma and all that mumbo jumbo. Get her palm read and have her find out if somebody close to her is going to win the lottery, or if a new love is coming into her life. If that's the case, then it will save you plenty of headaches, not to mention dollar bills, as to whether or not she actually likes you. 

11. Going for a stretch-ride
If you want to impress your date with a great night on the town, literally, then why not take her along for a ride? Imagine having the sunroof of the limo open and sticking your head out at every traffic light to make sure your buddies see you. 

12. Top of the world
Bringing your date to the highest point in the city can be exhilarating for both of you. Some hotels, restaurants or buildings have roof top terraces for people to enjoy -- especially at night. 

13. Mean, lean, fine cuisine
Sometimes a simple house date with some gourmet-catered food and drinks is the way to go. Impress your woman with fine cuisine prepared by a fine cuisine chef. It might cost some extra money, but at least there's a chance that you won't have to drive her home! 

14. Massage this... 
Although this requires some planning, escaping the busy urban life and going to an out-of-town resort might be the best thing. Imagine getting a Swedish massage, enjoying the sauna, jumping in the Jacuzzi, all while looking over the beautiful scenery. 

This date is a surefire success. But beware because a date like this one will be difficult to top. 

15. 'High' in the sky
There is nothing like looking at people from a bird's eye view, floating above the city with her hanging on to you because she is afraid of heights. While you're at it, why not hawk a loogie and see what happens? On second thought, that may not impress her too much. 

Although the aforementioned fifteen first-date options are simply a result of extensive research in the dating field, there are many more possibilities that I haven't mentioned. 

Therefore, if you have any good ideas or experiences, e-mail me your name, location and first date of choice to firstdate@askmen.com for a future article. 

And remember that the primary goal of the first date is to get a second one!

50 Tips on Romantic Things To Keep Couples Together

Here was a list of 50 things not to forget

1) Start each day with a kiss

2) Wear your wedding ring at all times

3) Date once a week

4) Accept your differences

5) Be polite

6) Be gentle

7) Give gifts

8) Smile often

9) Touch (to really be happy one needs 7 hugs a day

10) Talk about dreams

11) Select a song that can be "our song"

12) Give back rubs

13) Laugh together

14) Send a card for no reason

15) Do what the other person wants before he or she asks

16) Listen

17) Encourage

18) Do it his or her way

19) Know his or her needs

20) Fix the other person breakfast

21) Compliment twice a day

22) Call during the day

23) Slow down

24) Hold hands

25) Cuddle

26) Ask for the other's opinion

27) Show respect

28) Welcome the other person home

29) Look your best

30) Wink at each other

31) Celebrate birthdays a big way

32) Apologize

33) Forgive and Forget

34) Set up a romantic getaway

35) Ask, "What can I do to make you happier"

36) Be positive

37) Be kind

38) Be vulnerable

39) Respond quickly to the other person's request

40) Talk about your love

41) Reminisce about you favorite times together

42) Treat each other's friends and relatives with courtesy

43) Send flowers every Valentine's Day and Anniversary

44) Admit when wrong 

45) Be sensitive to each other's sexual desires

46) Pray for each other daily

47) Watch sunsets together

48) Say "I love you" frequently

49) End the day with a hug

50) Seek outside help when needed

Making Your Marriage More Romantic 

Making Your Marriage More Romantic 

Adapted From: Making Marriage Work For Dummies 

When you were courting, all you could think about was how exciting and romantic it was to be together. Back then, you couldn't do enough to please each other. As time passed, you got so accustomed to married life that you stopped making special efforts for each other. There were always so many responsibilities and details to take care of, that who could think about romance? Maybe you've been missing those blissful feelings — and you sense that your partner misses them too. Here are a few ways to put more romance back into your marriage.

Pay attention to your appearance

There's a saying: Beauty's only skin deep, but ugliness goes right through to the bone. Too often, people who've been married for years no longer feel the need to go through the effort of looking good for their partner.

If your wife doesn't enjoy seeing you lounging around the house in your underwear, or if your husband is bothered by seeing you in worn out slippers and an old bathrobe, don't ignore it. Doing that is a lot like saying: "We're married. Therefore, I don't have to bother putting on any kind of show. You're always going to be there, so I don't have to worry about pleasing you." After you become indifferent to your appearance, your spouse may have a hard time seeing you in a romantic and exciting way.


There's nothing wrong with being comfortable around the house. But do yourself, your spouse, and your marriage a favor by paying attention to your dress and personal hygiene. Show your husband or wife that you care by taking the time to look, feel, and smell good.

Use words of love

Saying the words "I love you" is always a good idea — as long as they're said sincerely. Everyone appreciates being told how much they're loved and cherished.

Here are some ways to expand that simple three-word phrase:

Share your hopes, dreams, and secret thoughts. There are some things that you can only communicate through words. And few things make your partner feel closer to you than letting her in on your most private thoughts and visions.

When your goal is to create more closeness in your marriage, you want to share only thoughts and emotions that are likely to make your partner feel loved and wanted. Save any worries that are likely to generate anger or tears for another time.

Tell your partner often how much you love being married to her. Then, talk about the qualities you enjoy most. Is it her terrific sense of humor? The way he greets you at the door when you come home from work? Married couples often spend a lot of time complaining about one another's faults and shortcomings. If you want to stir up the romantic fires in your relationship, try letting her know what she does that pleases you most.

Use a gentle touch

The way people touch each other communicates different feelings and provokes different sensations. Wives often complain that their husbands touch them only when they want sex. Women seem to like more hand holding, kissing, and gentle physical closeness than men. So, guys, don't wait for bedtime to touch and fondle your wife. Make it part of the way you communicate every day.

The absence of affectionate touching doesn't always mean that there's a problem in the marriage. However, a certain amount of gentle, non-sexual touching enhances closeness and heightens the sense of romance between the partners. This touching can take many forms, like caressing your partner's face, putting an arm around her back, or stroking his hair.

Make time to be alone together

When husbands and wives don't spend enough time alone, they are bound to grow apart. And when a couple already has problems, they often distance themselves from one another by using kids, friends, family members — even groups of strangers — as buffers.

Couples with young children need to make a special effort to find time to be by themselves. Sure, it's not always easy to find a babysitter. It often seems easier to drag the kids along to wherever you're going. That may be conducive to a rich family life, but you need to balance that with time for the two of you.

Make it your business to find at least a few hours each week for the two of you to be alone together. Go for a walk, movie, or ballgame. Meet for lunch. Take a cooking class together. Try to get away overnight as often as possible.


Simply logging in time together won't make your relationship more romantic. What you need to do is to spend uninterrupted time sharing thoughts, ideas, and activities in a way that gives you pleasure and draws you closer as a couple.

Play and laugh together

When the routines of day-to-day life begin to take over, you may forget that playing together is as important as working together. Few things help you appreciate the good things in life — and in your marriage — than adding a touch of child-like playfulness.

Watch the way children play; the way they seem to take pleasure from each moment. Adults often let themselves get so loaded down with pressures and responsibilities that they forget how important it is to have fun.

Think of play as any activity that you enjoy together. It may be taking a drive in the country, going to the zoo, or taking up ballroom dancing. Or stay home, order in a pizza, and rent a couple of videos. Whatever makes the two of you smile and feel light-hearted.


Different kinds of playfulness are appropriate at different times. For example, some play involves the kind of intimate touching most couples would only do behind closed doors — though there are some couples who enjoy fooling around with each other in public. There are also very public kinds of playfulness, like spending time at an amusement park or dressing up for a costume party. Almost anything is fair game if you both find it pleasurable.

Revisit your shared history

Is there a special spot where you used to spend time when you were courting? A certain restaurant near your first apartment where the two of always had Sunday brunch? How long has it been since you've been back to those places?


Return to the locations that have special meaning to you — on a regular basis, if possible. It may not be practical for you to go back to the exotic island where you spent your honeymoon, but what about revisiting that park where you used to stroll together hand in hand, or that beach where you spent a week the summer you first met? Revisiting places that are special to you will help keep the romance alive in your marriage.

Continue to seek out new romantic places and rituals, and add them to the ones you already have.

Your shared history as a couple is ongoing. The special experiences and meaningful rituals that you create over the course of your marriage help you have a richer and more romantic life together.

COUPLE SURFING

LONDON, England (Reuters) -- A man and a woman sit side by side in a New York cafe, drinking beer, sharing food, and not saying a word. Instead of chatting, they are typing on a laptop about the tunes played through a shared iPod.

"Realizing that communicating via typing was far more comfortable ... we conducted ... our date without speaking. We traded headphones back and forth and typed and ordered beer and wine and more food ... The waitress thought we were crazy," wrote singer Amanda Palmer on her Web site.

As the Internet evolves -- with its Webcams, iPods, Instant Messaging, broadband, Wi-Fi and blogs -- its image as a relationship-wrecker is changing.

Now a sociable habit is emerging among the Netorati: couple-surfing.

Coined by bloggers responding to a column on the online version of "Wired" magazine, couple-surfing describes "netaholics" or "infomaniacs" who surf alongside each other -- doing together what used to be seen as a solitary activity.

It can make cyber-love more playful and informative than the caches of steamy e-mails left in the late 1990s.

"It's difficult to communicate things like images, sounds and URLs through speech," writes Stanley Lieber (I'm not really Stanley Lieber... and I'm not really from NYC) on the blog.

Started by Nick Currie, alias iMomus, the blog has attracted over 200 contributions, showing a vast array of ways couples use the Internet.

Couple-surfing can apparently be as mundane as telling each other to take the trash out, as intimate as sharing a book by a blazing log fire, or as showy as a masked ball.

"Our new relationship was often the subject of my LJ (blog) entries and I would often say things in there that I wouldn't tell him to his face," writes Kathryn. 

Another couple -- married for 12 years -- say that for a while they communicated through blogs without ever discussing their feelings face to face.

Presidential Love Letters--U.S. presidents have Valentines, too

Saturday, February 11, 2006; cnn.com 

Book showcases love, lust, rancor between president and wife

WASHINGTON (AP) -- Presidents and their wives have been an amorous lot, their White House years coming at the pinnacle of lives entwined. The men pursued and loved these women as intensely as they clawed to power and unleashed armies.

"Touch you I must or I'll burst," Ronald Reagan wrote to Nancy three years before he became California governor. Lyndon Johnson, then a young congressman from Texas, declared to his valentine, Lady Bird, mere weeks after they had met, "This morning I'm ambitious, proud, energetic and very madly in love with you."

College graduate Teddy Roosevelt put Alice Lee on a pedestal, telling her five days before they wed: "I worship you so that it seems almost desecration to touch you."

A book of letters between presidents and wives fleshes out momentous periods of history with the full range of human emotion -- love, longing, snippiness, betrayal, loss, lust.

These men turned a resolute face to the world. In private, they could be goo. The women were easily their match in exchanging heart-racing prose and pulled no punches on tough stuff.

Even as John Adams was in Philadelphia working on the Declaration of Independence and its assertion that "all men" are created equal, his loving spouse, Abigail, sent the future second president a blistering letter about the subjugation of wives -- this, way back in March 1776.

"That your Sex are Naturally Tyrannical is a Truth," she wrote. "Men of Sense in all Ages abhor those customs which treat us only as the vassals of your Sex."

She was a flirt, too, offering sweetly, "If you want more balm, I can supply you," in a letter the spring before they married in October 1764.

The correspondence in "My Dear President: Letters Between Presidents and Their Wives," by Library of Congress historian Gerard W. Gawalt, captures some of the couples in the first blush of their romance and follows them into the White House.

Presidents who were wild about their wives were not necessarily faithful to them -- not even close. Some wives knew it.

LBJ was a bull in the china shop when it came to women; Lady Bird once shrugged off his affairs as a "speck on a wedding cake."

Lucretia Rudolph was not so accommodating when she learned her fiance, James Garfield, had been stepping out. "James, to be an unloved wife, O Heavens," she wrote in 1857. They wed anyway; he was assassinated in 1881 just months after taking office.

Dwight D. Eisenhower, as allied commander for Europe in World War II, tried in several letters to his stateside wife, Mamie, to shoot down rumors he was involved with his driver, Kay Summersby, with whom he formed an intense friendship. "I've no emotional involvements and will have none," he told his wife.

Civil War spouses and girlfriends received harrowing letters from the battlefield, for many presidents were soldiers when young. Whether in war or peace, many were ambitious men in eras of slow travel, meaning long absences from home and longings expressed in the overwrought language of their times.

"I have the Blues all the time," a love-struck Ulysses S. Grant told his sweetie, Julia Dent, writing from the Mexican War in 1848 two decades before becoming president.

"I feel the pulses of your love answering to mine," Chester Arthur wrote to his fiancee in New York, Ellen Lewis Herndon, during an 1858 Republican Party mission in Missouri. Arthur succeeded Garfield in 1881.

Such power couples enjoyed what might be politely called quality time.

Harry Truman alluded to one such encounter after Bess had visited him in July 1923, 22 years before he became president, when he was at military training camp in Kansas. "I, of course, acted like a man brute," he wrote in a somewhat sheepish tone soon after she left.

Gawalt drew his 184 letters, telegrams and cables from 4,000 to 5,000 found in the papers of 23 presidents held by the Library of Congress, provided by family members or available at presidential libraries. About half were previously unpublished.

"What struck me is how early on that the wives were so vitally important to their husbands' careers," he said. "There's just an endless number of strong-willed women who are involved in these couples."

Exchanges between one such woman, Eleanor Roosevelt, and Franklin were friendly but emotionally distant. Such was the lasting result, Gawalt said, of his wife discovering FDR's affair with her social secretary Lucy Mercer 15 years before he became president.

"That's when the passion went out of that relationship," he said. "After that, I think, their relationship is pretty well summed up by the fact they were exchanging memorandums."

In one, FDR complained to his wife that White House food portions had gotten out of hand and everyone must be cut back, for example, to one egg for breakfast instead of two.

Another no-nonsense woman, Barbara Bush, got a treacly note from her husband, George, asking her to show more affection for the television cameras in the 1988 campaign, like their opponents, the Dukakises.

"Sweetsie," he began. "Please look at how Mike and Kitty do it. Try to be closer in more -- well er romantic -- on camera. I am practicing the loving look, and the creeping hand. Yours for better TV and more demonstrable affection. Your sweetie pie coo coo.

"Love 'ya GB."

Copyright 2006 The Associated Press. All rights reserved.This material may not be published, broadcast, rewritten, or redistributed.

LIVING MARRIAGE TO THE FULL

BEING/STAYING SINGLE AND DEALING WITH IT

So, Why Aren't You Married?

By Connally Gilliam, excerpted from Revelations of a Single Woman

During his middle school years, my older brother subscribed to a humorous cartoon periodical called Mad Magazine. It had a section titled "Snappy Answers to Stupid Questions."

"So," asks the policeman, "why did you wreck the car?"

"Uh …" replied the driver, "because I thought it would be so much fun to meet a nice police officer like you!"

Sarcasm is no excuse for wit, a twelfth grade English teacher reminded us with a posted notice behind her desk. However, sometimes it can play a very close second. And while "Why aren't you married?" isn't necessarily a stupid question, it sometimes can bamboozle the one asked, leaving that person fumbling for an answer, perhaps even a snappy one.

In the now fifteen-plus years since college, I've gotten the "Why aren't you married?" question or its cousin from a greater variety of folks than one might ever have imagined. Hannah, a third grader at the time, asked with the earnestness of her age, "Why don't you have a husband and kids? Aren't you lonely without a family?" A homeless woman with whom I was eating lunch asked between bites of her pizza, "So why aren't you married? Don't wanna be, eh?" A bighearted, completely sincere member of a board for which I was the note taker declared in wonder during our break time, "I'm amazed! Why hasn't anyone snatched you up yet?!" It's a bit awkward to know how to respond. Most memorable, however, were the words spoken to me at a wedding reception. The mother of the groom (whose bride was four years my senior) took my then twenty-nine-year-old hands in hers, looked directly in my eyes, and implored, "Why isn't a beautiful young woman like you married?"

At that moment, her words felt something like a plea for me to stop doing or being something wrong, or maybe a prayer to God Almighty on my behalf. In truth, I think it was a well-meant compliment flowing out of motherly love. I remember looking her back in the eye with the least vacant look I could conjure up and pleasantly mumbling something about not having met the right person yet. A few hours later, however, as her words still throbbed with their unintended sting, I came up with my own snappy answer: "Well, see, actually, one of my personalities, Jane to be precise, is married. But the other three, well, Mary has too many issues; Sue is a commitment-phobe; and Sally, well, she's just too independent!"

My twelfth grade English teacher was right, however. Sarcasm isn't a wit substitute. And in the end, even the most deliciously crafted, snappy response can't hold at bay a question that seems to nip the heels of many single women as they move into their late twenties or early thirties. Yeah, why, so many of my friends have wondered, am I not married?

It's a question that more women than ever before are bumping up against. In the last forty years, the population of twenty- to thirtysomething, college-educated, single women has exploded. In 1960 this group represented 1.6 percent of all women between the ages of twenty-five and thirty-four, or the rough equivalent of the then population of Fort Wayne, Indiana. Today, this percentage has grown to a staggering 28 percent, roughly equivalent to 2.3 million women or four Bostons.i So a lot of those four-Boston residents, scattered throughout the nation, are sitting around with their girlfriends, doing dinner on Friday nights, and drinking cups of coffee on Saturday mornings poking and prodding for answers to this same question about men and marriage.

In one sense, answers are out there. Actually, many people who ask the question already have answers in mind. Mary, my homeless friend, immediately attributed my singleness to a lack of desire. And the board member answered his own question with a rhetorical "No guy has been good enough yet?" I'm not sure if he meant that objectively or was implying something about my subjective judgment. For I have been told by numerous folks that perhaps I'm too something. The blank has been filled in with "picky," "eager," "real," "scared," and "threatening." I suppose all of those things probably have some grain of truth. My very down-to-earth hairstylist, Jackie, once commented, lowering and pointing her shears like a therapist with reading glasses, "Look. You're really into the God thing. If you're gonna find a man, he's gotta be into the God thing too. Cuz no guy is gonna want to compete with God."

Dr. Jackie was insightful. Maybe the "God thing" has gotten in the way.

Ironically, by the time I graduated from college, I had my own back-of-the-mind explanation for unmarried women over thirty. With nuns and wealthy heiresses as possible exceptions, the reasons seemed clear: Those women were either unusually unattractive, had issues with their fathers, or were gay. Where my conclusions came from, I'm not exactly sure. But you can imagine why I felt derailed when, as I neared the end of my twenty-ninth year, that dear woman held my hands and asked me why I wasn't married. What was I really going to say? "I'm not sure, but I guess it must be because I am ugly, have issues with my dad, or am gay."

I don't think any of this back-of-the-mind thinking is atypical. Libby, a single, forty-year-old friend, laughingly recounted a recent conversation with a twenty-one-year-old male friend of hers. (Note: Libby has modeled, is straight, and has normal father issues.) When she was talking with this young college guy about the recent engagement of a mutual twenty-something friend, the guy declared with a smile of knowing authority, "Well, Libby, it was inevitable that Kristen would get engaged; she's so great!" Of course, the message that he didn't even hear himself sending to Libby was clear: If A equals B (great women like Kristen inevitably get engaged), then unfortunately, "Not B" equals "Not A." In other words, unmarried women—such as Libby—must be lacking greatness.

It seems that no matter where you turn—to a third grader, a homeless woman, an esteemed and gifted board member, a college guy, a nurturing mother-type, or perhaps even yourself, the answer to the question "Why aren't you married?" often boils down to the same thing: It's probably your issue. Now occasionally some wise older married man will shake his head, roll his eyes, and offer with an exasperated sigh, "What's wrong with guys today? You are such a catch. They're all idiots." Or as a loving girlfriend once said to Libby, "You know, I have a beef with God about his not bringing you a husband!" In other words, the locus of responsibility does sometimes shift away from the single woman and her perhaps unidentifiable flaw.

As an aside, I've often wondered if straight, attractive, single women with an unfulfilled desire for marriage scare people. I told one friend that a weekend spent as the only unmarried bridesmaid in a wedding felt something akin to being plopped down naked with my upper-leg cellulite and stomach rolls on public display. Sure, everyone has some fat they wish would melt away, but mine was impossible to hide. And the sight seemed to cause a quizzical, slightly disturbed shock among otherwise gracious people. Picture crinkled noses, furrowed brows, and awkward silences. Perhaps straight, attractive, single women with an unfulfilled desire for marriage are an awkward reminder that all is not right with the world. And that's a bit of a conversation killer at a wedding.

Of course, some women do not want to get married. One friend of mine said candidly, "As I grew up, I could never see myself married. I had too many other things I wanted to do and be about." Fair enough. When asked, "Why aren't you married?" her reply is simple: "I've never been that interested in marriage." There are decidedly many meaningful things into which a woman can pour herself besides a husband and children. A woman's freedom to make this decision is one of the great and unprecedented privileges of living in the West today. But it seems like most single women I've known, somewhere between the ages of twenty-eight and thirty-two, if not before, start asking the why question and grope—some more doggedly than others—for answers. So we are brought full circle to the girlfriends' coffee klatch.

At the end of the day, you and your friends might approach the question from a hundred different angles. You can evaluate men and the reasons for their passivity, their seeming crises of personal authority, and their assorted fears. You can analyze the divorce culture and how it has damaged and scared many younger people. You can investigate how the freedom (and sometimes compulsion) for women to have careers has changed how the genders perceive and relate to one another. You can get a therapist and explore your own history, issues, desires, and expectations around men, marriage, sexuality, intimacy, etc. You can stand on a mountaintop and beg with a guttural yell for God's explanation. You can take a long, hard look at your dress size, body language, calendar, and social skills. And if you are not too utterly exhausted after all of this, you can make some changes. Get out more, update your hairstyle, practice being a little more vulnerable, steward your sexual wares more wisely, pray more, and quite possibly, genuinely enjoy the growth and change.

Still, all the analysis and restructuring in the world might not get you what you want, including a satisfying answer to the why question. I mean, you might come to understand what has wrought the four Bostons full of single women. You may grow to understand why it would have been a total disaster for you to end up with Dave or Eddie or whomever. You might even discover that your singleness has nothing to do with your relative greatness or lack thereof. But you still might not know why you are single or why your best friend or younger sister isn't living in the "four Bostons" with you. You might understand that the world is fallen and often unfair, but that's still not the kind of answer that warms you on a lonely Saturday night. And if in your heart of hearts you still yearn to be married or have a family, this hard mystery lives, eats, and sleeps with you.

A few years ago, I was in Vancouver, Canada, for a work-related conference. I took the occasion to spend one free evening with an older Scottish couple, Jim and Rita Houston, with whom I had lived while in graduate school. Though we hadn't kept up since then, I always had a warm spot in my heart for them, built on fond memories of Sunday afternoon family lunches (five students lived with the Houstons at the time), games of Scrabble in front of the fire, and incisive comments from each of them. Mrs. Houston was a practical, matter-of-fact woman: "Dearie, it's better to be single and wish you were married than to be married and wish you were single!" She had a good point. Dr. Houston, who looked like a clean-cut, twinkly-eyed Santa Claus, was a professor of spiritual theology at the college. His words: "As you grow, you will discover that your personhood is more important than your personality." I always nodded with a twenty-three-year-old's faith that one day I'd actually know what he was talking about.

Thirteen years later, I was once again in their home, eating Scottish food and playing Scrabble. During the evening, we chatted about my work, mutual friends, our families, and the direction that the college was going. To my surprise and perhaps relief, nobody mentioned my marital status, and the conversation remained pleasant and easy. Then, at a reasonable hour (the Houstons were now both in their mid to upper seventies), Dr. Houston suggested he drive me back to my hotel. Mrs. Houston and I bid each other good-bye.

I can't remember what we were discussing at the moment, but as we moved through the numbered streets, Dr. Houston quietly spoke. "You've suffered much being single." I couldn't tell if he was asking me or telling me. "Um, well, um, well … I …" I stammered like a person who'd just gotten a wave of indigestion. In fact, that word suffered had hit something in my guts. "I am sorry," he said in the silence.

It was strange, his use of the word suffer. It seemed a bit dramatic. I mean, isn't suffering when you have a horrible disease, lose a family member in a car wreck, or starve in a famine? Isn't that what it is to really suffer? I decided to shake it off. More silence. Then he continued. "Your mother, too; she has suffered in your singleness." Now he was getting in my business. I watched the storefronts and their neon signs whiz by in a blur as we drove through downtown Vancouver; I was ready to be at the hotel. I tightened my stomach, trying to muffle the chord his words had struck.

"Well, yeah, I think it was really hard on her at first, because it messed up her vision of her daughter's ideal life. And then I think her sadness switched to just being disappointed on my behalf, you know, like any mom would be sad to see her daughter's desires go unmet." And then I quickly added—as if to say, But let's not get all grim about this; you know there is a silver lining in the cloud—"But I think it has made me appreciate my parents more and grow closer to them than I otherwise would have."

"Yes, yes," he quietly concurred. "Of course that's good." He was looking at the road through the windshield, and I now joined him, staring straight ahead. Come on, hotel. "The question, of course," he continued, "is how will you suffer? Will you suffer with bitterness or will you suffer prophetically?" O Lord, I don't like how this sounds. "You see, your generation is experiencing the fallout of a culture profoundly confused about who God is and therefore about what it is to be human and what it is to love. Your relational disappointments and suffering are, sadly, emblematic of the age."

It suddenly seemed like he was speaking from a vantage point I didn't want to share. I didn't want to be the poster child for some cosmic cultural crisis. I wanted a manageable, fixable problem. "Well, I have tried to work on any issues I might have."

"Yes, yes," he gently agreed without dropping the matter, "though I imagine that has only made things worse. You've kept growing, and most of the men around you have not. So the gap and perhaps the sense of suffering from isolation get greater." Please God, get me to the hotel quickly.

Suddenly, it appeared—a seeming sanctuary—and we pulled into the driveway. Finally. He turned now to look at me. I tried to smile an oh yes—emblematic of the age—what a shame—oh well, whatever—I'm sure the right guy will come along for me shortly—thanks for dinner kind of smile. He looked at me pleasantly, as if patiently waiting for my internal monologue to cease. Then, with more compassion than I wanted for a level of suffering and vision that I decidedly did not want, he looked at me with the kind of warmth that burns away every fiber of defense standing between me and the pain of an unanswered why. "Connally, like the prophets of old, take the pain—which is also the pain of this culture—to the Lord. Seek his heart of love and direction for yourself and for others." He paused, and in spite of my tightest belly and my most clenched jaw, his words got in and tears quietly spilled out. "Perhaps I can pray for you now?" he suggested.

He prayed. I gave him a quick hug, thanked him for dinner, and tried to hop merrily out of the car. (Sometimes I'm ridiculous about not wanting to cry in public.) I smiled dimly at a few colleagues lingering in the hotel lobby and headed straight for my room. By the time I got to my floor, the tears were gushing. I think I spent the rest of that night in quasi-escape mode. I watched Braveheart on my laptop DVD player, the high drama of the movie giving me an outlet for the inarticulate pathos churned up in me.

In retrospect, it was strange what that conversation with Dr. Houston did to and for me. Somehow, in linking the word "suffer" to my unintentionally single state, he legitimized something at work in my guts, some pain that I wanted to avoid for very good reasons, like: nothing is more depressing than some old, whiny, lonely spinster; it could be worse (I could be married and wish I weren't); it's not as if there have been no men whatsoever—it has been my choice to say no to a few along the way; and lastly, what would be the point of going there? To sit around and bellyache? But in calling it "suffering," he was legitimizing a part of me that did ache at sleeping alone every night. And the simple acknowledgment—having the ache compassionately seen and known by another—did its own quiet, little miracle. Something in my guts unclenched.

More than that, however, Dr. Houston's words flipped my why question on its head and left me asking, What now? How then should I live? I wasn't sure what living prophetically meant (images of wild-haired, wide-eyed, angry men came to mind), but I knew at minimum it meant living in the truth. It meant admitting that the confusion plaguing me (and so many of the men and women around me) was real and not easily navigated. It meant owning my unmet desires and the related disappointment. And it also meant holding on to and holding up the goodness and the realness of God in the midst of it. Dr. Houston's words about suffering prophetically had felt like a gut-level punch. But in reality, they were more like the compassion-induced Heimlich maneuver, freeing me to live.

It is worth considering this question of How then should I live? I'm not talking about asking yourself, How then should I get a man? Or How then should I explain my singleness? Or even How then should I prepare for life alone? Those questions have some merit, but they are secondary. Rather, I'm talking about asking for your eyes to be opened to see what's real and then learning how to move forward in reality, even if it's wading one step at a time through periodic waves of tears. Your steps will likely be different from mine or from any of the other four-Boston residents. They could lead anywhere—to quiet, hidden, heart places or to large, dramatic, public stages. To marriage, to a single life. To home ownership, to a rented apartment. To a meaning-filled career or "just a job" that pays the bills. Most recently, my steps have led me to risk entrusting my Saturday nights to God. It might sound like a really small example, but it's one of the toughest things in the world for me. Just combine an extrovert hungry for intimacy with a lot of songs running around in her head about Saturday nights—there are a lot out there—and the outcome is obvious. She can be one lonely and dissatisfied chick on the weekends. So instead of numbing out, I'm asking God to step into my Saturday night scene. I have no idea where that request will lead. But I'm up for the adventure.

Last spring I was in Colorado for another conference. I spent one lunch hour with Esther, a wise and beautiful African woman, who in her fifties, is still single. She is the sort of woman whose eyes make me want to trade secrets. Our conversation meandered from work to men. "Esther," I asked, "do you think you've been called to be single?" She sat, quiet, and looked at me with one of those Dr. Houston kind of looks (maybe there was something similar in the water of Scotland and Kenya that each of these two drank growing up). With a lilt in her voice she said, "Yes, Connally, for today I am called to be single. I cannot say about tomorrow."

For today I am called to be single. I cannot say about tomorrow. That is how I want to live: not anxiously asking why but simply looking for what is supposed to be for today. I think of the story about Jesus with the man who was born blind. Jesus' disciples were concerned with figuring out why this man was blind—whose issue was to blame, so to speak. "Who," they wanted to know, "sinned … causing him to be born blind?" Jesus' response always amazes me: "You're asking the wrong question. You're looking for someone to blame. There is no such cause-effect here. Look instead for what God can do."ii Or as another version puts it, "Neither this man nor his parents sinned. … This happened so that the work of God might be displayed in his life."iii And then Jesus demonstrated that in fact God is at work today; he miraculously healed the guy.

Sometimes I think that one of the primary works God has done in my life is to tenderize and enrich my heart through the "Why aren't I married?" struggle—the suffering I still hesitate to call by that name for fear of others rolling their eyes. But instead of the disappointment leaving me a cold, bitter, angry wench or a hotly desperate man-eater, it's wrought a heart more capable of and committed to giving and receiving love. That, in my estimation, is miracle-level material. And though anything might happen tomorrow, that is the work of God I've seen today.

Given all this, wouldn't it be something if the next time someone asked you, "So, why aren't you married?" you paused, looked him or her in the eye, and then quietly replied, "Honestly, the bottom line is pretty simple. The reason I'm not married is so that today the work of God might be displayed in my life."

That would be quite the answer. It wouldn't be a snappy one, but it just might be the truth.

So, Why Aren't You Married?

i Whitehead, Why There Are No Good Men Left, 25.

ii John 9:2-3, The Message.

iii John 9:3, NIV. 

Excerpted by permission from Revelations of a Single Woman by Connally Gilliam. © 2006. SaltRiver, a division of Tyndale House Publishers.
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THINGS TO UPDATE:

TO DO: put in dating study files, sexy music increases sexual experience

check files after August 9, 2006  (check !marriage graphics)

Check singles, teen sex stuff, pastors have better marriages, re-organize pre-marital stuff into sections—meeting/finding, dating/deepening, making a decision, etc.  check dating files, check MS WORD files to.

etc., check more marriage mission site files, dealing with changing a partner who is doing wrong things, find articles on what men want from marriage

add surprised by marriage article maybe…and other book recommendations

Self -serving destroys marriages








A better marriage came in due time








On keeping marriage happy:


Ted: "I let Barbara manage our money. That keeps us happy. She only shops Monday through Saturday. On Sunday, she takes a day of rest."


Barbara: "We gave ourselves time to get adjusted to marriage. At first, I didn't like Ted putting his cold feet on me. A few years later I told him, 'Okay, you can put your cold feet on me as long as you give me a back massage.'"





Favorite marriage advice:


Barbara: "It's easy sometimes to take faith for granted and not remember God until there's a crisis. But it's prayer that sustains us." 


Ted: "Think how long you were single before you got married. Don't try to change each other."








On keeping marriage happy:


Priscilla: "Every day, John lets me know I'm beautiful and I tell him how handsome he is."


John: "We attack problems, not the person. We face crises together and stay away from committing character assassination."





Favorite marriage advice:


Priscilla: "My mother told me, 'Always scratch his back.' That means give him a love touch every day."


John: "Close off the day in each other's arms."








On keeping marriage happy:


Nelda: "Even when we were pinching pennies, we had regular date nights. Time together was essential."


John: "Nelda always supported me. No situation ever arose where I felt she wasn't there for me."





Favorite marriage advice:


Nelda: "Allow your talents to complement each other."


John: "Always have closure together at the end of the day."











On keeping marriage happy:


Paul: "We've found it wise to think before speaking. You can't take back what you've said once it's out of your mouth."


Betty: "Trust is so important. I have to let Paul know who I am, otherwise how can he love me? Paul knows all about me and he still loves me."





Favorite marriage advice:


Betty: "You should have a life of your own—your own friends and goals. Then you have something to bring to your spouse."


Paul: "Successful marriage partners will respect each other. There's no room for putting each other down. Each partner has qualities worthy of respect."











