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Foreword


by Nicky Gumbel


Marriage is under attack in our society. Many feel it is an outdated institution. In the UK, the number of marriages per year has been falling steadily. Those who do get married find it increasingly difficult to stay married. There has been an alarming rise in the divorce rate. What is the answer to all of this? Why should we get married? How can we stay married?


In this book Nicky and Sila answer these questions, showing us the value and potential of any marriage. They suggest how we can not only stay married but also make the most of our married lives together.


Nicky has been my closest friend for over thirty years. We were at school together and we shared rooms at university. He has always been one step ahead and I have tried to follow in his footsteps. He became a Christian on 14 February, 1974. Forty-eight hours later he led me to Christ. Nicky and Sila married in 1976. Eighteen months later, Pippa and I followed suit. Our first three children are approximately the same age. They went on to have a fourth.


After university our paths separated as Nicky went off to teach in Japan and I practised as a barrister. Then Nicky went to theological college and one year later I followed. Nicky and Sila returned to London to join the staff of Holy Trinity Brompton Church (HTB). One year later we followed. Nicky and Sila ran Alpha for five years, passing on the baton to us in 1990.


They have taught us many things. In particular, we have learnt so much from the example of their marriage and family life. We have observed in their home something to which we can aspire.


Nicky and Sila have run The Marriage Preparation Course at HTB since 1985 and The Marriage Course since 1996, and many couples have found their marriages enriched through attending them. For some, the course has literally saved their marriages from separation or divorce. For others, they have turned the water of an ordinary marriage into the wine of a strong one, a transformation made possible by the presence of Jesus Christ. For still others, the courses have provided a forum to think creatively about making a good and healthy marriage even better.


While reading this book, you may feel that the Lees’ marriage is ‘too good to be true’, but having observed it for over thirty-five years, let me assure you that it is entirely true and that it inspires us to aim for the very best.


My hope and prayer is that through this book, many more people would be able to enjoy the fruit of Nicky and Sila’s example and wisdom.


Nicky Gumbel
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Love is patient,


love is kind.


It does not envy,


it does not boast,


it is not proud.


It is not rude,


it is not self-seeking,


it is not easily angered,


it keeps no record of wrongs.


Love does not delight in evil


but rejoices with the truth.


It always protects,


always trusts,


always hopes,


always perseveres.


Love never fails.


1 Corinthians 13:4–8a




Introduction


 

Nicky’s story


I first set eyes on Sila at Swansea Docks. I was en route to South West Ireland for the summer holidays, having just left school. I was eighteen; she was seventeen. It was love at first sight. We spent two weeks in next-door holiday cottages in one of the most beautiful and unspoilt corners of the British Isles – South West Cork. Most of that time I hardly dared believe she might feel anything for me at all. Two days before she left I plucked up courage and told her my feelings and found to my astonishment that she felt the same.


Sila was still at school and had ‘A’ levels to take. I had nine months before starting university and realised she probably wouldn’t pass any of them if I stayed in the same country, so I went backpacking in Africa on my own. Africa was unlike anything I had experienced before. I felt in awe of the landscape, people and culture – but secretly I was longing to be back in England with Sila. I was lonely for much of the time and lived for the letters she wrote to the capital cities of the countries I travelled through, from Addis Ababa to Cape Town. It worked well until I reached South Africa. There had been a gap of more than six weeks when I arrived in Cape Town, pinning all my hopes on a letter being there, only to find nothing (except one from my mother). I was devastated.


I began to wonder if Sila had cooled off because of the time I had been away. I felt no desire to go back to England if that was the case. After several weeks of checking at the post office every day, I hitch-hiked back to Johannesburg as a last resort and was elated to find a letter I had just missed four weeks previously. I took the first flight home.


I immediately went to see Sila at her boarding school, which was a cross between a prison, to keep the girls in, and a fortress, to keep the boys out. After three wonderful hours together, we realised too late that she was locked out. She was caught climbing in through a window at midnight and was ‘gated’ for her last two weeks of school life.


I went to university and Sila left school and moved to London. At this time I was starting to hear people talk about the Christian faith in a way that was new to me. Increasingly it made sense and caused me to think seriously about the meaning of my life. Yet at the same time I kept it very much at arm’s length as my relationship with Sila was far and away the most important part of my life. I was afraid that if I became a Christian and Sila did not, we might drift apart.


After five months of cautious investigation I realised that I had reached a defining moment. I had to decide one way or the other. I broached the subject with Sila, who responded with her usual enthusiasm. As she heard for herself the claims of Christianity, Sila, like me, felt she had discovered the truth and we both embraced it.


Rather than pushing us apart, our new-found faith seemed to add a new and exciting dimension to our relationship. In fact it opened the door to a perspective on life that I had not known existed before. It seemed as though all the different parts of my life were like the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle: my past, my relationship with Sila, my studying English, my being at university, everything. Suddenly all the pieces fell into place.


In the autumn of 1974, after two years of going out, we both felt, independently, that if we were to know for sure whether we should spend the rest of our lives together, we needed to spend some time apart.


So, early one Monday morning at the beginning of October, I walked with Sila to the station. We agreed that we wouldn’t see each other or talk until Christmas.


It was a beautiful autumn morning with a carpet of mist in the faintly orange dawn light. Sila was waving goodbye to me out of the train window and I wondered if I would ever see her again. I walked back through the still deserted streets of Cambridge feeling as low as I had ever felt in my life. I decided not to go to London at all during that time as it was too painful to be there without seeing Sila.


However, a week later I was playing football with some friends at my old school. As we set off for the return journey, the friend whose car I was in said, ‘I hope you don’t mind going back via London as I have to pick something up from home.’ I was horrified but I did not say anything to him. I just hoped that it wouldn’t take him very long. Anyway Sila lived in another part of London.


The friend dropped us in High Street Kensington and said, ‘I will pick you up here in forty minutes,’ and then drove off. It was pouring with rain and we stood on the pavement trying to decide what we were going to do. At that moment I looked up, and there, about fifty yards away, walking down the pavement towards me was Sila.


I abandoned my two friends without a word of explanation and ran towards her. Then she saw me. She started running towards me. We flung our arms around each other and I remember swinging her round and round. I shouted back to my friends not to wait for me.


We went to a café and talked for hours. I discovered that Sila had been travelling by bus along High Street Kensington, got stuck in heavy traffic and so had decided to get off the bus and walk the last half-mile to where she was going. That was when she saw me.


Meeting like that was a chance in a million and we took it as a sign from God. We both felt that if God could cause us to meet in this extraordinary way when we were doing our best to avoid each other, he was more than able to show us over the next three months whether we should spend the rest of our lives together. We agreed again not to see each other until Christmas. This time it felt different. There were still tears but we believed God would guide us.


Being apart was hard but by the end of term there was no question in my mind that I wanted to spend the rest of my life with Sila. We resumed going out at the beginning of 1975. I still had another year and a half at university. With Sila coming up for most weekends, it was a time filled with some of the happiest memories of my life.


We were married on 17 July, 1976 in Scotland, Sila’s home, two weeks after I had graduated from university.


 


Sila’s story


I grew up in the Highlands of Scotland and my childhood was happy and uneventful. I loved the outdoors, was a tomboy and thought I lived in the best place in the world. There was only one drawback: a lack of people. So, when my best friend at school, Penny, asked me to spend two weeks of the summer holidays with her in South West Ireland along with family and friends, I jumped at the opportunity. I was just seventeen and I had no inkling that those two weeks would change my life.


We had to travel by ferry from Swansea to Cork. Swansea Docks is the most unpromising place I know, and yet that was where I met him. Nicky drove up behind us in the queue, climbed out of an old green Mini and smiled – it was love at first sight (or perhaps an overpowering attraction at first sight, to be accurate). He wore a large black felt hat (it was the Seventies), jeans and a white shirt and he was very brown. He was eighteen and I thought, ‘He’s gorgeous!’


We spent two idyllic weeks with a large group of friends. We sailed and swam, fished for mackerel, rowed out to islands for midnight barbecues and sat under the stars talking into the early hours. All the time I was falling madly and deeply in love. I didn’t breathe a word about my feelings to Penny and had no idea whether the feelings were mutual.


Forty-eight hours before returning home to Scotland I discovered that they were, and Nicky kissed me for the first time. Even then, although I was only seventeen (and he wasn’t the only boy I’d kissed!), I remember lying awake that night thinking that I was going to marry him. I’d been with him every day for two weeks and I felt as if I couldn’t live another day of my life without him.


He then went to Africa for six months, which was agonising as we were only just getting to know each other. All my friends at school told me not to pin my hopes on the relationship: Africa was far away, six months was a long time and he was sure to meet someone else during his travels. But our relationship strengthened as we wrote long and increasingly intimate letters, discovering more about each other with thousands of miles between us than we might have done if we’d been together.


The moment I heard his voice on the telephone saying he was back, my heart seemed to stop. The strength of my feelings was almost overwhelming. We parted after that evening of reunion both reassured that our love had only grown during our months apart.


In the autumn of 1973, Nicky went to university and I went to London. I was learning to type in the daytime and doing evening classes in painting at night, building a portfolio to apply for art college. But the lure of university life and my longing to be with Nicky meant that I spent more time at his university than I did on either of my own courses. Our relationship became close and intense – in some ways too intense for our own good.


Learning about God as I grew up, I never doubted his existence, but this belief had no effect on my lifestyle, except that Nicky and I would occasionally go to the college chapel on Sunday for the early communion service. I had a vague sense that one day, when I was grown-up enough, I would earn my way into heaven if I said a few more prayers, went to a few more services and did a few more good things in my life. For the moment I didn’t need anything. I had Nicky.


By the New Year I had been accepted by Chelsea Art College for the following September. Life seemed to hold new possibilities around every corner. So when Nicky came to London to see me one evening in February 1974 and started talking to me about Christianity I was as enthusiastic about that as I was about most other things he suggested. But I had no real understanding of what he was talking about and no idea of the implications.


When I went to see Nicky that weekend he took me straight to hear a Christian preacher called David MacInnes. I was amazed by what I heard. What had happened for Nicky over a period of about five months took place for me in the space of twenty-four hours.


I was fascinated by what David said. Never before had I heard anybody talk about Jesus Christ like this. Nobody had ever told me I could have a relationship with God. For me, relationships were everything. That Friday we talked long into the night with Nicky’s best friend, Nicky Gumbel, who at that stage was extremely suspicious about what was happening to us.


On the Saturday we went to hear David MacInnes again. He talked about the Cross. It was a revelation to me. I kept saying to myself, ‘Why did nobody ever tell me before why Jesus died on the cross?’1 It was as if everything I had ever known fitted together, not just intellectually, but also emotionally and spiritually. Everything made sense when the Cross was explained. It was as if my life up to that point had been like a black and white still photograph and suddenly it started to move, first in a sort of blurred slow motion, and then faster and faster until it was in sharp focus and beautiful colour. Life became very real in a way I’d never known it before. It was a radical change of perspective and it was the start of a new freedom in our relationship that I hadn’t imagined possible.


Living life with a new faith was exciting. Nicky and I were even more deeply involved with each other. But eight months later we both sensed God leading us to distinguish between our faith and our love for one another. This was one of the most testing times of my life – even more difficult than when Nicky went to Africa. Learning to trust that God had the best plan for us was very hard.


It was a remarkable experience to see God intervening in our lives, as it seemed to us, in a way that could only have been him. On High Street Kensington when we ran into each other’s arms and I shouted, ‘Nicky!’ at the top of my voice, I was thinking, ‘God, I will never doubt you again.’ I knew with great conviction that I could trust him with everything, even the most precious part of my life – my relationship with Nicky. I believe that God showed me that day that, however much I loved Nicky, it was my love for God and his love for me that were most important in my life.


During those three months apart we each grew in our relationship with God. When we resumed seeing each other it was with a different foundation to our lives, a foundation of personal faith which has strengthened us in our relationship with each other ever since.


Nicky proposed to me in February 1976 and we got married in July. I was twenty-one and he was twenty-two.





We write from the vantage point of over thirty-five years of marriage. During these years, we have lived in Japan, the north-east of England and central London. We have experienced together the birth of four children and approximately 1,528 broken nights. We have known the strain and joy of having four children under the age of eight, as well as the turbulence and complexity of parenting teenagers. We have been through illness and financial hardship together.


Our experience has not been dissimilar to that of many other couples. We must have driven over 400,000 miles together, talked for over 20,000 hours and slept more than 10,000 nights in the same bed. We have worked together and played together. We have laughed and cried. We have been frustrated, irritated, mystified and entranced by each other. And we still feel passionately about each other and passionately about marriage.


We are not suggesting for a moment that our own marriage is more special than any other. Indeed, there is no text-book marriage: no blueprint or faultless prototype. Each couple is unique and has their own story to tell. But do those who reach the heights get there by luck? And is it true that those who feel let down by their marriage have simply married the wrong person? Our own experience has shown us that we need certain tools to build a strong, happy marriage. We have had to find out about communication and ways of making each other feel loved. We have had to learn to resolve conflict and to practise forgiveness. We have discovered that the joy of sexual intimacy cannot be taken for granted.


For the past twenty-five years we have been increasingly involved in seeking to help other marriages. We have seen hundreds of couples, and have faced with them a range of diverse and difficult issues. From all of them, and from our own marriage, we have learnt that the marriage relationship is not always easy, but that it is highly rewarding. These experiences, combined with our own research and plenty of advice from others in the field, enabled us to develop a five-week Marriage Preparation Course for engaged couples and another seven-week Marriage Course for couples at any stage of their marriage. Thousands of couples have been on these courses and we now run each of them three times a year.


The Marriage Course, on which this book is based, is designed to help any couple to invest in their marriage and to make it stronger and better. We have written the book out of our desire to pass on what has caused us to be more in love now than when we were first married. Our Christian faith has had an enormous impact on the way we seek to love each other and we try to explain in various places the difference it has made to our marriage. However, you do not need to be a Christian to benefit from this book. Most of the advice given could be described as practical guidelines for making a relationship not only work but flourish.


We have included many stories from our own marriage and from others. Some examples may seem trivial but it is the little things that can make or break a marriage. The other couples whose stories we tell have been kind enough to share their experiences in the hope that they might inspire others to persevere and discover for themselves what a dynamic partnership marriage can be. (In the majority of cases, we have changed the names to maintain confidentiality.)


The marriage wheel (illustrated) encapsulates what we believe any marriage needs to hold it together for the duration of the journey. Each section of the book (and each week of The Marriage Course) represents one section of the wheel. Our experience has shown us that every part is needed if the marriage wheel is not to bump and jar, especially when the road gets rough. In Chapter 10 we shall explain further why having God at the centre of a marriage can, like a well-oiled hub, make such a difference.


The rim of the wheel, which represents commitment, holds the relationship together. Some argue that the ideal of a lifelong marriage should be abandoned today in favour of an arrangement that makes ‘coupling and uncoupling’ as easy as possible. Is there still a case for the traditional view of marriage? We would answer with a resounding yes.


[image: Image Missing]


Our view is that marriage remains of vital importance, not only to us as individuals, but as the foundation of any society. Marriage is the ideal God-given basis for family life, particularly because children best learn what committed, loving relationships are all about through their experience of the commitment between their mother and father. Nothing is more important in a child’s education. Children, like adults, always learn far more from what they see than from what they are told. One father said to us recently, ‘I have realised that the best way to love my children is by loving my wife.’


But marriage is not just for the benefit of children. There is a desire deep within us all for someone with whom we can be totally open and honest emotionally, spiritually and physically. Such intimacy is only possible where there is commitment. We will only dare to expose our innermost selves if we know for sure that we are not going to be let down.


Marriage is designed by God to be a relationship in which a man and a woman give themselves to each other in radical and total abandonment. In the wedding service, the minister, priest or pastor may bless the couple, pray for them, declare that in the eyes of God and the people they are married, but it is the promises that the man and woman make to each other which establish the marriage, and every phrase of the vows underlines this lifelong commitment:







	
Groom: I, N, take you, N,
	
Bride: I, N, take you, N,




	to be my wife,
	to be my husband,




	to have and to hold
	to have and to hold




	from this day forward;
	from this day forward;




	for better, for worse,
	for better, for worse,




	for richer, for poorer,
	for richer, for poorer,




	in sickness and in health,
	in sickness and in health,




	to love and to cherish,
	to love and to cherish,




	till death do us part,
	till death do us part,




	according to God’s holy law,
	according to God’s holy law,




	and this is my solemn vow.
	and this is my solemn vow.2









The marriage relationship is designed by God to be an adventure of love that lasts a lifetime. The Bible contains much practical advice about how to make such an intimate relationship work. And Jesus Christ says that anyone who hears his words and puts them into practice is like a wise man who digs down deep and builds his house on a secure foundation. When the storms come and the wind beats against it, as they will in any marriage, the house stands firm.
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Section 1





Building strong foundations




Chapter 1


Taking a long view




There is a woman in bed beside me. Right this moment I could reach out my hand and touch her, as easily as I touch myself, and as I think about this, it is more staggering than any mountain or moon. It is even more staggering, I think, than if this woman happened instead to be an angel (which, come to think of it, she might well be). There are only two factors which prevent this situation from being so overpoweringly awesome that my heart would explode just trying to take it in: one is that I have woken up just like this, with this same woman beside me, hundreds of times before; and the other is that millions of other men and women are waking up beside each other, just like this, each and every day all around the world, and have been for thousands of years.1


Mike Mason





Marriage is a unique opportunity. We have the chance to share every aspect of our life with another human being. We have promised to stick together through the highs and lows, and out of the security of our mutual promise, we dare to reveal everything about ourselves.


We relate to each other in our common humanity, feeling each other’s pain and covering each other’s weaknesses. We rejoice in each other’s strengths and delight in each other’s successes. We are given a counsellor, a companion, a best friend – in short, a partner through life. And if we are patient enough, kind enough and unselfish enough, we shall discover that each of us is inexhaustibly rich.
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Marriage has brought untold joy to millions and throughout history has been celebrated around the world in ceremony, poetry, prose and song.


What is marriage?




For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife and the two will become one flesh.


Genesis 2:24





Marriage is about two people being joined together to become one, and is therefore the closest, most intimate relationship of which human beings are capable. Some might object that the parent-child relationship is closest, given that the child’s life begins within the mother. However, a healthy parent-child relationship is to be one of increasing separation and growing independence with each child leaving the parental nest to make a home of their own. The marriage relationship is altogether the other way round. Two people, at one time strangers to each other, meet and subsequently get married. They enter into a relationship marked, at its best, by an increasing interdependence.


John Bayley writes about his fifty years of marriage to his late wife in A Memoir of Iris Murdoch. Towards the end she suffered from Alzheimer’s disease, through which he nursed her himself:


 

Looking back, I separate us with difficulty. We seem always to have been together … But where Iris is concerned my own memory, like a snug-fitting garment, seems to have zipped itself up to the present second. As I work in bed early in the morning, typing on my old portable with Iris quietly asleep beside me, her presence as she now is seems as it always was, and as it always should be. I know she must once have been different, but I have no true memory of a different person.2





This process of growing together is not automatic. Most couples come into marriage with big expectations. As they leave their wedding through a shower of confetti and meander off into the sunset, they cannot imagine ever not wanting to be together. The long-term reality is different and, potentially, far better.


Both husband and wife must be ready to build their marriage. Each stage of the process brings its own challenges and opportunities. In the early days we may be shocked by the things that we discover about each other that had not been apparent during the heady days of courtship and engagement.
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For ourselves, even though we had known each other for four years prior to getting married, we both had to make adjustments in the light of what married life revealed: irritating habits, unexpected behaviours, values which differed from our own.


The first lesson of marriage is to accept our husband or wife as they are, rather than trying to make them into the person we had hoped they would be. This mutual acceptance must continue as the passing years will inevitably bring change. As Shakespeare mused:




… Love is not love


Which alters when it alteration finds,


Or bends with the remover to remove.


… Love’s not time’s fool, though rosy lips and cheeks


Within his bending sickle’s compass come;


Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks …3





Despite our best efforts, we cannot stay the same. Not only will our appearance change, but our thinking will mature, our character will develop and our circumstances will alter. Perhaps the greatest change comes with the arrival of children, although equally challenging is the distressing and traumatic circumstances of infertility. Difficulties in conceiving can put great stress on a marriage and will call for much patience, loving support and a refusal to blame.


The birth of a baby brings supreme joy but is often accompanied by physical exhaustion. Later on the teenage years can be immense fun and can provide opportunities for growing friendship with our children, but are usually an emotionally exhausting roller-coaster ride. When eventually they move out, we may find ourselves grieving their absence, the expression used by one mother whose children were gradually leaving home in their early twenties.


Through these years of bringing up children, when there is so much to think about at home and at work, it is all too easy to neglect our marriage. Undoubtedly children need to be nurtured, but so too do marriages. When a couple have continued to invest in their relationship and have supported each other through the varying pressures of family life, the final twenty-five years can be the most rewarding.


A friend of ours was questioning her parents recently about their marriage. Her father turned to her mother and said, ‘I think we’ve had a great marriage, but there have been difficult bits and wonderful bits.’ Both agreed that the hardest phase was in their thirties when they had young children, not much money and tough demands at work. But as the children became increasingly independent (although still very much part of their lives), the pressures eased and they had the time and opportunity to rediscover each other in new ways.


Frank Muir described in his autobiography what this later stage of his long marriage to Polly meant to him:


 

When brother Chas and I were teenagers our granny decided to give us signet rings. I hated the idea of wearing jewellery and so she gave me something else.


It was coming up to our forty-seventh wedding anniversary and Polly asked me if there was something I would like to have as a keepsake, and suddenly I knew exactly what I wanted. I said, ‘Please may I have a wedding ring?’


Polly was very surprised. She said, ‘Tell me why you suddenly want a wedding ring after all these years and you shall have one.’


‘Well, I wanted to be sure first,’ I said, the sort of slick half-joke inappropriate for a rather emotional moment, but it gave me time to think …


I find it quite impossible to visualise what life without Polly would have been like. Finding Polly was like a fifth rib replacement, or ‘the other half’ we search for to make us complete in the process which Plato called ‘the desire and pursuit of the whole’. It was a wonderfully successful process in my case.


I asked for a wedding ring so that I could wear it as a symbol of the happiness my marriage to Pol has brought. Now that I work at home it is so good just to know that Pol is somewhere around, even though invisible, perhaps bending down picking white currants in the fruit cage and swearing gently, or upstairs shortening a skirt for a granddaughter.


The happy thing is to know that Pol is near.4





Why do some marriages stop working?


Tragically we hear of many marriages today that fail to experience this type of togetherness. For some, after the initial few years, a creeping separation causes them to become disconnected. This may happen when children are young and exhausting or when they leave home. In the latter case a couple may discover that they have nothing to say to each other and they divorce, assuming that they should never have got married in the first place.


We grow up believing in a romantic myth: if Cinderella happens to meet her Prince Charming, they will live happily ever after. Should friction arise and we fall out of love, then, the myth states, we have married the wrong person and we are destined to live unhappily ever after or get divorced. This message is reinforced for adults through love songs, books and films. Underlying this pervasive and dangerous myth is the belief that real love is something that happens to us, over which we have little or no control.


This view is sometimes reported in the press as though it is beyond dispute. A recent article in The Guardian stated that some ‘lucky souls’ keep an intimate marriage relationship going for twenty years or more, but the natural time limit is closer to four years. Once you’ve lost it, ‘nothing on earth will bring back that magic spark … You either feel it or you don’t, and that’s the end of the matter.’ In apparent consolation the article ended, ‘It can always be re-kindled for somebody new.’5


But anyone who has been in a stable marriage for more than a few years will say that a relationship has to be worked at. It has taken more than romantic feelings to keep them together. It has taken a daily choice, on some occasions having to talk through sensitive issues, on others having to control an attraction to another man or woman, and, if the romantic feelings left for a while, in time they returned at a deeper and richer level. Couples who get married thinking that the line in their vows, ‘for better or for worse’, will not really apply to them are in for a shock or a failed marriage.


Marriages that break down are usually the result of a process of growing apart over many years, as this anonymous poem entitled The Wall describes:




Their wedding picture mocked them from the table


These two whose lives no longer touched each other.


They loved with such a heavy barricade between them


That neither battering ram of words


Nor artilleries of touch could break it down.


Somewhere between the oldest child’s first tooth


And youngest daughter’s graduation


They lost each other.


Throughout the years each slowly unravelled


That tangled ball of string called self


And as they tugged at stubborn knots


Each hid their searching from the other.


Sometimes she cried at night and begged


The whispering darkness to tell her who she was


While he lay beside her snoring like a


Hibernating bear unaware of her winter.


Once after they had made love he wanted to tell her


How afraid he was of dying


But fearing to show his naked soul he spoke instead


About the beauty of her breasts.


She took a course in modern art trying to find herself


In colours splashed upon a canvas


And complaining to other women about men


Who were insensitive.


He climbed into a tomb called the office


Wrapped his mind in a shroud of paper figures


And buried himself in customers.


Slowly the wall between them rose cemented


By the mortar of indifference.


One day reaching out to touch each other


They found a barrier they could not penetrate


And recoiling from the coldness of the stone


Each retreated from the stranger on the other side.


For when love dies it is not in a moment of angry battle


Nor when fiery bodies lose their heat.


It lies panting exhausted expiring


At the bottom of a wall it could not scale.6





Many marriages break down, not because of incompatibility, but because the husband and wife have never known what it takes to make their relationship work. In our society, fewer and fewer people grow up seeing a strong relationship modelled between their own parents.


We live in a consumerist age in which people are not used to mending things. If something doesn’t work, it is easier and cheaper to buy a new one. Powerful advertising encourages us to focus on wanting what we do not have rather than being grateful for what we do have. It increases the expectation that we should have our desires fulfilled quickly – as in the slogan for the credit card that promised ‘to take the waiting out of wanting’. We are encouraged to believe that fulfilment comes through what we can acquire with as little effort as possible rather than through working at something.


Alvin Toffler, the sociologist and best-selling author, wrote that people today have a ‘throw-away mentality’. They not only have throw-away products, but they make throw-away friends, and it is this mentality which produces throw-away marriages.7


Marriage is viewed by many today as a temporary contract between a couple for as long as their love lasts. Our culture stresses the freedom of the individual. If the relationship is not personally fulfilling, then it is better to get out. If there is no more love in a marriage, it is better to finish it.


But we are discovering as a society that the consequences are not so easily discarded. The one-ness of the marriage bond means that the two people cannot be neatly and painlessly divided. It is like taking two sheets of paper and gluing them together. They become one, and they cannot be separated without causing damage to both.


In a recent interview the actor Michael Caine spoke of the break-up of his first marriage. He was desperately short of money and his wife, Patricia, tried to persuade him to give up the theatre: ‘… rather than relinquish his dreams, he walked away from his marriage.’ Now he says, if he’d known the anguish involved, ‘I would have stayed at all costs. If I’d been as strong as Pat I think we could have made it …’8 Michael Caine is right. A marriage can be made to work but it takes deliberate and determined action.


For over two years we lived ten feet away from one of London’s largest residential developments. In the midst of the din and the dust we have experienced a bird’s eye view of each stage of the building from our bedroom window. We saw for ourselves the depth and thoroughness of the work beneath ground level. Over several months, four pile drivers created more than two hundred concrete-filled holes to provide secure foundations. Then, and only then, did the present impressive structure start to go up.


If we want to build a strong marriage, we need to lay deep foundations. To do so takes time and may well produce dust and noise. Progress, at times, will seem painfully slow. New ways of communicating may have to be developed. Sensitive or contentious issues may require discussion. Forgiveness will need to become a habit.


For those who have been married for many years, some underpinning of the foundations may be urgently required. We heard recently of some alterations being made to an Edwardian house in north London. After two weeks one of the builders, alone in the house, felt a shudder go through the ground floor. He ran out of the back door, and as he did so the whole house collapsed in ruins. There are marriages around us which have already collapsed. But we know of others brought back from the brink of disaster to a new experience of love and commitment.


Marriage, like a home, requires maintenance and the occasional minor (or even major) repair, but within both homes and marriages there are endless opportunities to be creative, to do something different, to move things around a bit. A marriage can become static and cause a couple to feel trapped and bored. Marriages thrive on creativity and new initiatives.


For any of us to grow closer as a couple we must be proactive within our marriage. All too often we are only reactive. We react negatively to each other’s behaviour or comments, blaming each other when things go wrong and retaliating when we are hurt.


This book is intended as a toolkit for building a strong marriage. Each chapter provides a different tool with which you can shape, fix, maintain or repair your relationship. We believe that by using even one of these tools, you will begin to see improvements.


We hope that as you read and discuss the following chapters you will find it easier to talk together about your marriage. Some will discover wonderful things about their husband or wife that have never been disclosed. Others will recognise areas of their marriage that need attention. Some of the practical application may at first seem contrived, but we know from our own experience that by persevering it becomes a normal and natural part of our relationship.


The agony aunt Claire Rayner said about her marriage to her husband Desmond:


 

We’ll have been married forty-three years this year. It wasn’t an accident. It wasn’t luck. The harder you work at your marriage, the luckier you get. We have become a couple, not two individuals. We have fun together, more fun than we have apart. I still fancy him and, thank God, he still seems to fancy me.9







Chapter 2


Planning to succeed




But meanwhile time is flying, irretrievable time is flying.1


Virgil


We must use time as a tool, not as a couch.2


John Fitzgerald Kennedy





We can clearly remember the first time a couple asked us for advice about their relationship. They had been married for sixteen years and had two children. The husband, a successful businessman at the height of his career, rang in desperation to say that his wife was about to leave him. They arrived together at our house looking slightly awkward. We opened the door feeling equally awkward and wondering if we had anything to say that could help.


We started by asking where things had gone wrong. They were both highly articulate in describing their version of the events of the preceding months and years. Neither allowed the other to finish a sentence. After ten minutes it became clear that they were more interested in attacking each other than in answering our question. Their marriage looked like a ball of string so tangled that it would be easier to throw it away and buy some more than patiently to undo each knot. Thankfully, they were prepared to have a go at staying together.


We saw two changes that had to happen if their marriage was to stand a chance. First, they needed to spend much more time together. Secondly, they needed to use that time effectively. And so, very tentatively we suggested that every day they set aside thirty minutes to talk together. Each would allow the other to speak about their feelings for at least five minutes without interrupting. We also encouraged them to plan an evening once a week to go out as a couple in the way they had before they were married.


A fortnight later, we opened the door to two different people. They had made a start along the road of understanding each other. We were excited to see how a marriage could be transformed when a couple moved from being reactive to being proactive and when they were willing to make time available exclusively for each other.


Time together


To deprive a marriage of time spent together is the equivalent of depriving a person of air or a plant of water. Some plants can survive longer than others but eventually they wilt and die.


Rob Parsons, the executive director of Care for the Family, describes what he calls ‘the great illusion’:


 

You can run several agendas in life, but you cannot run them all at a hundred per cent without somebody paying a price … We have so many excuses. The main one is that we convince ourselves a slower day is coming. We say to ourselves, ‘When the house is decorated, when I get my promotion, when I pass those exams – then I’ll have more time.’ Every time we have to say, ‘Not now, darling …’ we tell ourselves it’s okay because that slower day is getting nearer. It’s as well that we realise, here and now, that the slower day is an illusion – it never comes. Whatever our situation, we all have the potential to fill our time. That’s why we need to make time for the things that we believe are important – and we need to make it now.3





Anna Murdoch attributed the breakdown of her marriage to Rupert to a lack of time kept for each other. In an interview that she gave in 1988 when her second novel Family Business was published, she said of her writing, ‘I needed something to do with my time. I have a preoccupied husband and my children don’t need me so much any more. I do it to fill in the loneliness.’4 A friend of the Murdochs commented, ‘My belief is that Anna has had enough of him working so hard and she is saying, “This isn’t how I want to spend the rest of our marriage.” I think she is trying to get him to slow down … Rupert is completely devoted to work. If you are dealing with the US, UK, Far East and Australasia, it means you are on the phone all the time.’5


Rupert Murdoch himself, in an interview with his biographer William Shawcross in 1999, gave similar reasons when asked why his marriage split up:


 

I was travelling a lot and was very obsessed with business and perhaps more than normally inconsiderate, at a time when our children were grown up and home was suddenly an empty nest. The family home suddenly becomes a home for two people without their central shared interest, which has dispersed around the world. Those are the underlying reasons we drifted apart.6





In total contrast, the former Beatle, Paul McCartney, and his late wife Linda were very particular about making time to be together, despite the pressures of fame. Hunter Davies, their friend and biographer, recalled that Paul had decided that there were two things that were most important to him: being with his family and playing music.


 

He was willing to go backwards, to start where he had begun, playing in local halls, college campuses. It struck me as so mature, so clever, so adult, to realise that and act upon it. And so Wings was born, putting his two passions in life together. He would take Linda and the children on tour with him all around the country, sleeping in caravans if need be.


Naturally the critics were horrible to Linda, criticising her musical skills or lack of them, and were snide about Paul, saying how stupid to drag her round. Wings weren’t all that brilliant at first, but they got better, learned and improved together. Just as they did in their marriage.7





Time together with the people who matter most does not just happen. It requires a deliberate and determined decision. Before they get married, most husbands and wives contrive to spend every available minute together. Gary Chapman, a marriage counsellor, describes it well:


 

At its peak, the ‘in love’ experience is euphoric. We are emotionally obsessed with each other. We go to sleep thinking of one another. When we rise that person is the first thought on our minds. We long to be together … When we hold hands, it seems as if our blood flows together … Our mistake was in thinking it would last forever.8





We have been led to believe that if we really are in love such emotions will never fade. Psychologists’ research, however, indicates that this state only lasts an average of two years. After that a couple can no longer rely solely upon their feelings. They must choose to love each other.


Once married, time together can quickly cease to be a priority. As we are living under the same roof, we all too easily think that we no longer need to co-ordinate our diaries; we can begin to take each other for granted. We are convinced that married couples need to continue planning special times for each other. The effort that went into meeting when we first fall in love, the anticipation, the excitement, the variety of times and places all added to the pleasure. If in marriage we continue to make time for each other the romance will be kept alive, we shall have the chance to communicate effectively and our understanding of each other will deepen. The regularity and nature of this time together will create the fabric of our relationship over a lifetime.


[image: Image Missing]


In our own marriage we have sought to set a pattern of fixed times for one another. What is possible and workable will vary for each couple, but we know that without such a pattern we would have failed to spend enough time together. When people ask us for one thing that a couple could do to keep their marriage alive and their love growing over the years, our answer would be this:


 

Plan a regular time every week of at least two hours to spend alone together.





As we do not have an equivalent word or phrase for a ‘date’ in the UK, we use the rather prosaic term marriage time when we refer to it on The Marriage Course. This time is intended to be different from the other hours spent together during the rest of the week. An evening at home can so easily become just another night when the bills are paid, the broken door handle is mended or the ironing is done. These dull domestic necessities are an inevitable part of married life, but if we only meet around the bank statement or the toolbox, meaningful communication will be stifled and our love will struggle.

OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
HODDER





OEBPS/images/img_0003.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_0002.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_0001.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_0017a.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
NGRS & SILA LI






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
MARRIAGE

NICKY & SILA LEE

WLUSTRATED BY CHARLIE MACKESY





OEBPS/images/img_0005.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_0004.jpg





