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“Read this book and unleash the heart of your marriage! Greg and Shawn have made it easy. From the first few pages you’ll see that their approach is warm, engaging, practical and biblical. You’ll want to read this book with your whole heart.”


—Drs. Les and Leslie Parrott, founders of RealRelationships.com
and authors of Love Talk


“I wholeheartedly endorse The Wholehearted Marriage! Greg Smalley and Shawn Stoever get to the heart of great marriages in this creative and engaging book. Their personal stories reveal heart-to-heart communication. Couples will understand why our hearts become closed and how to reopen them. In the end, couples will know how to care for both their heart and their partner’s heart.”


—David H. Olson, PhD; CEO of Life Innovations and codeveloper of the PREPARE/ENRICH Program


“If you have a teachable heart, The Wholehearted Marriage will give you just what the doctors have ordered: a clear message of hope, a roadmap to a healthy marriage, and a passion for restoration. Read it. Pray over what you have learned. Live it. Pass it on. Your marriage and those that you care about will win by your investment.”


—Dr. Gary and Barb Rosberg, America’s Family Coaches, authors of
6 Secrets to a Lasting Love, radio show cohosts, and speakers


“The Wholehearted Marriage gives great insight on how to be fully engaged in your life and your marriage. Smalley and Stoever show how to deal with the disillusion, disappointment and heartbreak of life, so that past hurts do not have to dictate your future relationships. They demonstrate how head issues collide with heart issues, and share life-giving wisdom to help your dead or struggling marriage.”


—Mark Gungor, pastor, motivational speaker, author, musician, and
CEO of Laugh Your Way America
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This book is dedicated to our wives,
Erin Smalley and Christina Stoever,
who laugh, play, love, live, and even sleep wholeheartedly.
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Thank you to the Smalley and Stoever children—Taylor Smalley, Taylor Stoever, Maddy Smalley, Cade Stoever, Garrison Smalley, and Cody Stoever—for the special gift of being your fathers.


Thank you to Jeff Gerke, an exceptionally gifted writer, for being our editor.


Thank you to Lee Hough of Alive Communications for his outstanding help in bringing this project to reality.


Thank you to Greg’s colleagues at the Center for Relationship Enrichment—Gary Oliver, Jan Phillips, Jackson Dunn, Sherri Swilley, Judy Shoop, and Stew Grant—for your support in the writing of this book.
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ONE OF the most terrifying experiences of my professional life happened when Shawn and I (Greg) were speaking to a large group of Army Rangers and Special Forces soldiers (Green Berets) and their wives. If that wasn’t intimidating enough, try keeping your composure when the commanding officer walks in and dead silence fills the room.


In all my life I’ve never witnessed as rowdy a crowd of grown men grow so quiet so quickly. You could literally hear a pin drop. Shawn and I gave each other one of those looks that says, “What in the world have we gotten ourselves into?”


Before I continue, let me give you a little background. Shawn and I are both psychologists with doctorates in clinical psychology. We have been counseling married couples in crisis and leading marriage-enrichment seminars for years. We’ve traveled the world helping couples learn how to have great marriages. And in that time we’ve seen and heard it all. At least that was what we thought until we agreed to do a marriage seminar at a U.S. Army Special Forces base.


That’s not so bad, you might be thinking. Well, as the commanding officer stood before his troops, he looked at us and yelled, “Men, it’s a great day for an air strike!”


The crowd erupted in cheers and whistles. The noise was so loud that we almost dove for cover. Shawn and I were stunned. I’d had some unique introductions in my time, but this one topped them all.


“Now remember, boys, you’re soldiers,” the commander said. “Don’t go getting all soft on me. I need you tough and battle ready!”


In unison, the soldiers responded with an enthusiastic “Hooah!”


“Good job, men,” he shouted back. “Now let me introduce your speakers . . .”


I must admit that I had no desire to leave the comfort of that old, rusty metal chair I was sitting on. But like a true gentleman, Shawn nudged me toward the podium. “Don’t forget that they are trained to kill,” Shawn whispered with a big smile. “And don’t look them straight in the eye either. Don’t worry, you’ll be fine. Now go, go, go!” I felt like I was being pushed out of an airplane.


And with those words of encouragement, Shawn left me alone to face the hardened crowd of trained killers. Amazingly, even the wives looked tough. To make matters worse, my first talk was called “The Heart of Marriage.”


We know what you’re thinking. Why didn’t we start with something easy like communication, conflict, finances, or sex? Surely “sex” would have been a real crowd pleaser!


The truth is that there was no place we could have started our seminar other than talking about the heart. It’s like what Isaiah said: “The Spirit of the Sovereign LORD is on me, because the LORD has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim freedom for the captives and release from darkness for the prisoners” (Isaiah 61:1).


We think the world is like that commanding officer at the army base. The world wants us to live life without our hearts engaged, to ignore our hearts, and to believe that it’s not manly to talk about our hearts. But the good news is that we don’t have to live life brokenhearted. God desires that we fully engage our lives and marriages wholeheartedly.


LIFE WANTS TO BREAK OUR HEARTS


Kids are amazing. They laugh until their stomachs hurt, play until their bodies give out, cry until their eyes are red, and sleep like they haven’t a care in the world. They fully engage every moment. They live life wholeheartedly.


I (Shawn) was driving down the road a few months ago when I overheard my eight-year-old son, Cade, yelling at his Game Boy. I attempted to use logic, telling Cade that the game could not understand what he was saying. He replied, “That doesn’t stop you from yelling at the players on the television.”


He had a point.


I asked what he was mad about. He explained that the defensive player on his handheld computer football game was upsetting him because he was not hustling. The computer player would not dive to make a tackle, and that made no sense whatsoever to Cade. In his world, you do everything full-out. If someone is getting past you in football, you dive. Wholeheartedly. No question about it.


We were all designed to live life like this. Full-out. With all of our hearts.


And we do . . . until the world gets a hold on us. The “world” may take on many forms—a parent’s voice, unspoken expectations, traumatic events, pressure from peers—but the message is the same: Don’t laugh so much; it draws attention. Don’t play so long; you need to be serious. Don’t cry so much; life is tough for everyone. Don’t sleep so long; there is work to be done. Don’t dive; it’s not worth the effort. Be content, settle, compromise.


There are the occasional brave souls who continue to live with childlike wholeheartedness despite the world’s efforts to undermine them. We call these people heroes.


Okay, maybe that’s a little dramatic, but think about it. Who is your favorite athlete, performer, or artist of all time? As you picture that person in your mind, think about what you most admire about him or her.


We have asked audiences this question for years and have heard a multitude of responses. Heroes mentioned have been John Wayne, Lucille Ball, Tiger Woods, Carol Burnett, Frank Sinatra, John Wooden, Jimmy Stewart, Condoleezza Rice, Pistol Pete Maravich, Ronald Reagan, Bill Cosby, men and women serving in the armed forces, and many more. The reasons these people were admired were equally varied. Some respected the person’s work ethic or service history or value system.


Only one thing seems to come across as universal: those individuals we deem our favorites fully engage with whatever they are called to do with their lives. Lucille Ball and Carol Burnett’s fun-loving spirit, Tiger Woods and Pistol Pete’s passion to practice, Condoleezza Rice and Ronald Reagan’s wise leadership, Frank Sinatra and Jimmy Stewart’s sincere performances, members of our armed forces and their spouses for their bravery and sacrifice . . . they all have lived wholeheartedly. We admire people who live life wholeheartedly—fully engaging, giving 100 percent, without reservations.


Growing up with my dad, I (Shawn) learned that people have the ability to put out effort in one of three ways:


[image: logo] Heartless effort. When I was a kid, my dad would take me onto the construction sites he supervised in downtown Houston. I loved the enormity of the multistory buildings and the personalities of the people working to build them. My dad knew many of the employees by name and took it upon himself to know something each one cared about so that he could carry on a conversation with each worker as we passed. However, there were some we passed with a simple “hello.” Dad explained that there were many people who worked just to collect a paycheck. They were good people, but their hearts were not in their work. Their effort was heartless.


[image: logo] Halfhearted effort. I grew up playing Little League baseball. My sister was a cheerleader. My dad supported us both in our passions and rarely criticized—unless I only jogged when I hit a groundball that I knew would lead to an out even if I ran hard, or if my sister wanted to skip practice because she was not into it that day. Dad made it clear that we were not just to go through the motions, participating only halfheartedly.


[image: logo] Wholehearted effort. Dad’s hero was Nolan Ryan. Nolan was a Texas rancher, small-town boy, humble leader, and competitive baseball player. Nolan holds the record for the most strikeouts and the most no-hitters in Major League Baseball history. He pitched through fatigue and did whatever his coach asked him to do in order to help his team win. He did everything wholeheartedly.


The same three categories of effort are available to us. No matter what the topic—work, friendships, faith, hobbies, marriage—we get to choose what amount of heart we want to include in our effort.


I will frequently sit down to watch HGTV with my wife, Christina. My body is on the couch beside her, but my heart is definitely not into what we are watching. I recently played a flag-football game at our church. With a bad knee to start and a wet field, I definitely put out a halfhearted effort at making some of those tackles (and hoped my son was not watching to yell at me for not diving).


Yet when I watch my kids’ activities, it is a different story. Then I am wholeheartedly cheering and encouraging as I watch Taylor at an acting performance or Cade in a baseball game.


How about you? Consider the following scale:
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_____ Rate your effort at work.


“Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men.” (Colossians 3:23)


_____ Rate your effort with God.


“Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.” (Mark 12:30)


_____ Rate your effort in your marriage.


“I [God] will give them an undivided heart and put a new spirit in them; I will remove from them their heart of stone and give them a heart of flesh.” (Ezekiel 11:19)


How did you do? If you are like most people, you scored below a ten in each area. All of us admire people who live wholeheartedly and we aspire to live this way ourselves, yet we fall short.


We’re not wholehearted, we’re brokenhearted.


WHOLEHEARTED MARRIAGE


In the Great Commandment God calls us to live wholeheartedly, directing us to love Him and others with all our heart. We are also told that the very reason Jesus came was so that we could experience the fullness and abundance of life (see John 10:10). Living wholeheartedly means fully engaging your heart in whatever is before you. The benefits include maximizing the effective use of your gifts and talents, experiencing true joy in your life, and finding real fulfillment in your marriage.


Remember those old coaches of yours who used to yell, “Get your head in the game”? God is up there on the big sideline, calling out something different: “Get your heart in the game.” Fully embrace your life.


The heart is the key to a fully engaged life and marriage. We see this when we do marriage intensives with couples on the brink of divorce. Couple after couple sitting across the room attests to the fact that living a life without the heart engaged is less than fulfilling. Money, fame, success, possessions, even relationships are meaningless if our hearts are not part of the process.


So you get it, right? The heart is important. Living wholeheartedly is vital, and you would like to do it. But what does all this have to do with marriage?


It has everything to do with marriage. A marriage without heart is not a marriage at all. Without heart, spouses are left in empty, disconnected, coexisting relationships. They complain to friends or come to counseling with a multitude of issues that all end up sounding similar: “We just don’t connect anymore,” “Our marriage has no passion,” “My spouse does not really want me,” “I feel alone in my own house,” or “I’m not in love anymore.”


All these statements are the result of a relationship without heart. These couples may go their separate ways or they may just stay in empty marriages to honor their covenant commitments. But either way, this situation isn’t God’s best for them.


Maybe this is why you picked up this book—you feel disconnected and alone in your marriage or your marriage is in crisis. Perhaps you have a good marriage but it has stagnated or you want to get back to a deeper level of intimacy and a higher level of passion—you want to take it from good to great. No matter where you are, the way to have the marriage you’ve always dreamed of requires two hearts fully open and engaged.


Even as I (Shawn) was working on this book, I paused to meet with a man from our church. Sam has an eighteen-year marriage and three boys. For years Sam believed he was being a good husband and father by providing financially for his wife and kids. He worked with a passionate intensity that often left him exhausted on the weekends. His wife watched him put his whole heart into his work, but she never felt that same level of engagement in their relationship. She longed for intimate connection with him.


Sam came by to tell me that his wife was filing for divorce. He now sees how she needed his heart in their marriage, but all she got was his resources and his mind. He is finally ready to engage his heart in their relationship, but she says it is too late. She is tired of being hurt and rejected. Her heart has hardened, and she no longer has the desire to continue. Sam and his wife are yet another tragic example of the state of many of our marriages: brokenhearted, halfhearted, or heartless relationships that end in pain and grief.


There is another option: you can learn how to reenergize your marriage by fully engaging your heart.


With hearts engaged, spouses are free to love without reservations. They become interested in fully pursuing each other, which communicates desire and makes the spouse feel wanted.


Passion energizes the marriage, allowing both spouses to connect deeply. Openness characterizes the marriage, so that true intimacy can occur. You hear statements like “I am so in love with my spouse,” “I feel more connected than ever,” “My home is the safest place on earth,” and “My spouse is so passionate and romantic.” In short, hearts fully engaged lead to thriving marriages.


Remember the words you used on your wedding day to pledge your heart to each other? Perhaps they sounded something like this:


I love you. You are my best friend.


Today I give myself to you in marriage.


I promise to encourage and inspire you, to laugh with you,


and to comfort you in times of sorrow and struggle.


I promise to love you in good times and in bad,


when life seems easy and when it seems hard,


when our love is simple, and when it is an effort.


I promise to cherish you and to always hold you in highest regard.


These things I give to you today, and all the days of our life.


These words cast the vision of a wholehearted life together. You and your spouse committed to this. More important, you and your spouse deserve this kind of marriage.


So what’s the problem? God created us to fully engage life. We admire people who live wholeheartedly. Marriages reach their full potential when hearts are engaged. And yet, as the self-test above indicated, we are not living wholeheartedly. Why, if it is so important, are our hearts not engaged fully?


Through life experience and years of counseling, we have identified two key forces acting to prevent us from living wholeheartedly in our lives and marriages: (1) you have an Enemy out to destroy your heart, and (2) life circumstances work to isolate your heart.


One reason we sometimes don’t fully engage life and marriage is that we have an Enemy who will not stop in his relentless effort to separate us from our hearts. In the same verse that Jesus tells us He came to give us life to the fullest, He also warns us that there is a thief (the Enemy) who comes to rob, kill, and destroy (see John 10:10). This Enemy robs us of abundant life by cutting us off from our hearts. He delights in seeing us disengage our hearts in our marriages so that we end up settling, compromising, surviving, or simply giving up.


The Bible tells us that the heart is the wellspring of life, the place we connect with God, the essence of who we are, and our connection point with others. If the heart is this important, it makes sense that the Enemy would level his greatest attacks there.


How does the Enemy do it? How does he take out something that is so important to us? He often uses the pace of modern life to rob us of meaningful, connected, wholehearted relationships. Psychiatrist Carl Jung once said, “Hurry is not of the devil, hurry is the devil.” And he said that in the early 1900s. Our world now is faster than ever. Hurry is a way of life in our culture today. Think about it: How many times have you been in a hurry this week? Can you count them? Did you run out of fingers?


You were not designed to live life in a rush all the time. You were designed to slow down, enjoy, appreciate, and engage. We have in our DNA thousands of years of sitting and talking around a campfire, so why do we run around all the time like our pants are on fire?


That’s what the Enemy wants—you frantically doing life at ever-increasing speeds with little understanding of the toll it is taking on you and your marriage. But you can slow it down and wholeheartedly embrace life. Or you can let him speed it up and rob you of real intimacy.


In addition to the hectic pace of life, the Enemy loves to attack by getting us to settle for less than God’s best for our marriages.


In the bestselling business book Good to Great Jim Collins studied Fortune 500 companies to determine which ones made the leap from good to great.1 After years of study, he chose to begin his book with the following sentence: “Good is the enemy of great.” This is true in business, true in life, and true in marriage.


In marriage, to get from “near divorce,” to “surviving,” to actually having a good marriage takes a lot of investment and work. The easiest thing in the world to do then is become content with a merely “good” marriage and settle for where you are.


We are wired for more than “good.” We were designed to pursue greatness in our marriages. But we look around and don’t see many people up at “great.” There are few role models. Not many people to hang out with in the Great Marriage category. So we settle.


Like most of Jesus’ disciples on the lake, we decide to stay in the safety and comfort of the boat. Very rarely do we see someone stepping out in faith, like Peter walking on water, attempting to do something great. Wholehearted marriages take that courageous step toward greatness.


The first thing working against your marriage is the Enemy. The second thing consists of the traumas and life circumstances that come at us. These crises work to disconnect us from our hearts—the essence of who we are. I (Shawn) know about this stuff firsthand.


My mom and dad were both on the rodeo team in college. Yes, the rodeo team. They were full-time cowboys. My mom was actually one of the best cowgirls in the country, finishing second in the nation in the all-around competition at the National Finals. They both wholeheartedly pursued the activities they were passionate about. I grew up going to the farm with my parents on weekends, riding horses and working cattle. It was an amazing childhood.


My life as I knew it changed forever at age eight. My mom was having a persistent pain in her leg, so she reluctantly went to the doctor. My little sister and I sat in the waiting room for what seemed like an eternity as the doctors ran tests on my mom. When all the exams were completed, Mom herded us out into the car. We climbed into the backseat and waited for mom to start the car. She just sat there, staring ahead, before finally bursting into tears. It was the first time I had ever seen my mother cry. I didn’t know what to do, what to say, or what to make of it. Later, we were told that mom found out she had bone cancer in her leg.


We lived in Houston, Texas—home of M. D. Anderson, the best cancer-treatment and research center in the world back in the 1970s. The doctors were great. Unfortunately, the psychologists were not. The prevailing theory on childhood grief at the time said that the best way for a child to remember a dying relative was in that person’s healthiest state. Therefore, kids were not allowed in the hospital.


From the time of her diagnosis to her death, my mom lived nine months. In that period we got to see her only a handful of times. On November 1, 1978, I turned the corner onto our block, walking home from school, and spotted my parents’ Suburban in our driveway. I sprinted the hundred yards to my door, excited to see my mom. As I walked in, I saw my dad was alone. We waited on my sister so he would have to share the news only once. Mom had died.


Eight-year-old boys think they are bulletproof. They believe they can put a sheet on, jump off the roof, and fly around for a while before landing gracefully. My wholehearted, fearless existence ended with the loss of my mom. The person who meant more to me than anyone else in the world had been in need, and I’d been helpless to offer a cure.


I now know that I responded to that tragedy the way countless others have done. I closed my heart down, walled it off, and made an unconscious decision to protect myself. Loving my mom wholeheartedly had led to more hurt and grief than I ever could have imagined. Something inside me said, “Don’t you dare let that happen again.”


That powerful negative life circumstance completely disconnected me from my heart. I was robbed of my connection to the wellspring of life, the essence of who I was.


Looking back, I can see how the next fifteen years of my life were powerfully affected by this. I quit playing team sports. I just did not want to be around anyone. About the only sport I played anymore was golf. I enjoyed golf because I didn’t have to talk to anyone. Actually, golf is a pretty good game for someone disconnected from his heart. That way, feelings and emotions don’t get in the way of analyzing your way around a course and executing shots. Look at most of the guys on the PGA tour: they look like robots.


Since my mind still worked, I was successful at golf and at school. But without a heart, my relationships were horrible. I treated people poorly, couldn’t commit in dating relationships, had no self-esteem, and always felt lonely.


Midway through graduate school, I met a girl in a bar one night. She captivated me. She lived her life with reckless abandon. She was fun, exciting, and passionate. She also had a value system and an understanding of who she was that guided her decisions. I was drawn to her and the way she lived. In retrospect, I now understand that she fully engaged life.


We dated for a couple of years before she finally gave up on me. She was unwilling to continue in a relationship with a man who was all head and no heart. I was devastated. It forced me to finally come face-to-face with the biggest decision of my life: Would I continue protecting myself, keeping my heart out of any relationships. Or was I willing to risk being hurt, exposing my heart and truly connecting?


After a lot of prayer and wrestling with God, I chose the latter path. It took two more years to convince that girl that I was really going to do relationships and life with my heart engaged. I finally wore her down, and in a leap of faith on her part she married me. Fourteen years later, Christina still holds me accountable for engaging my heart in our marriage.


This short version of my story gives you a glimpse into how life circumstances can be used to disconnect us from our hearts. We each have a story.


I had a history teacher who liked to say, “Those who do not learn from the past are destined to repeat it.” I was in high school, so I thought he meant we would have to retake the class if we didn’t study. Turns out, he meant a lot more than that. Our pasts, our histories, our stories are what make us who we are. Learning from our pasts is not about blaming someone else for what has happened: “I’m messed up because of my parents.” Studying our pasts is about understanding the role of our hearts in life, how they have been attacked, and what we have done to protect them.


Sometimes the traumatic events in our pasts are pretty evident. The child whose parents divorce. The little girl who is sexually molested. The little boy whose mom dies. Other times they may be more subtle. The kid who is picked on because he is different. The little girl who is not as pretty as the others. The little boy with no athletic ability. Regardless of the situation, none of us escapes childhood without some wounds.


These wounds lead us to protect ourselves. That protection takes the form of closing down our hearts and pushing people away. That closing down prevents us from fully engaging in life and relationships. That halfhearted effort in relationships leads to poor marriages and often divorce.



LOOKING FORWARD


Unfortunately, a disengaged, protected heart makes it impossible to experience an intimate, connected marriage. Closed hearts block the flow of love. Couples drift apart. We settle, compromise, and find some version of contentment. Or worse, we end up living in survival mode, defending ourselves in response to the difficulties of our circumstances. Or still worse, we give up and go looking for love somewhere else.


Living wholeheartedly is difficult to achieve but worth the effort. A short list of the benefits of fully engaging the heart includes these:


[image: logo] you overcome your past life circumstances to wholeheartedly live the life God designed you for;


[image: logo] you experience true intimacy and passionate connection with your spouse, leading to an amazing marriage;


[image: logo] you fully engage in genuine fellowship and community with the family and friends around you;


[image: logo] you serve the Lord and lead a revival in your church with authentic people attracting and ministering to the lost.


After reading The Wholehearted Marriage, you will know how to reconnect with your desire to live wholeheartedly and experience a fully engaged marriage.


Throughout this book, our goal is to help you understand the heart, value it, take care of it, and use it to bless your spouse. Specifically, we will help you:


1. understand your heart and its role in marriage;


2. unclog your heart so you can reengage it in life and in your marriage; and


3. unleash your heart to empower your spouse to live wholeheartedly.


Whatever the details of your story, you are reading this book because you want to have the best possible marriage. We commend you for your hope and desire, and so we say, “Have a wholehearted adventure!”




[image: logo]




[image: logo]


The “heart” refers to its position in the human being, as the center or core to which every other component of the self owes its proper functioning.


—Dallas Willard, Renovation of the Heart


Oh, that their hearts would be inclined to fear me and keep all my commands always, so that it might go well with them and their children forever!


—Deuteronomy 5:29


TRUST ME.”


I (Greg) can’t tell you how many times those two little words have come back to haunt me. Usually when people say “Trust me,” what they really mean is “I have no idea what I’m talking about or what I’m getting us into, but this seems really fun, and I think we should do it anyway!”


Sadly, in this case the “it” referred to my marriage, and the “trust me” was spoken to convince my fiancée, Erin (my wife now of seventeen years), that our most recent argument wasn’t foreshadowing a conflict-plagued future marriage.


On the contrary, I explained that we were going to have a “grrreeat” marriage. “Remember,” I said, “I’m the son of world-renowned marriage expert Dr. Gary Smalley. Certainly something has rubbed off during the twenty-three years I’ve spent under his roof! Besides, I’m almost halfway through my master’s degree—in marriage and family counseling. And I’m out once a month speaking at marriage conferences with my dad. I think it’s safe to say that I know a little more than the average guy on how to have a successful marriage!”


Can you believe after that impressive relational résumé, Erin still didn’t seem persuaded?


“Trust me.” I begged with my best pouty face.


Let me make this very simple: Erin was right and I was wrong. As a matter of fact, I was very wrong!


Once Erin and I were married, we managed our relational conflict poorly. It got so bad that two years into our marriage I was convinced that we were one more argument away from Erin’s leaving.


And then the argument happened. We had gotten into this huge fight while I was driving. We were yelling at each other, and our argument had escalated to the point that I was so mad I had to get off the road. I pulled into a parking lot in front of a health club. We didn’t consider the fact that our windows were down or what we must have looked like.


Erin was nine-and-a-half months pregnant with her big ol’ tummy, and we were in the midst of spouting off horrible things to each other when a woman came out of the health club. Apparently someone had dropped a membership card on the ground near our car, and when the woman saw it she picked it up to hand to Erin, assuming it was hers.


Prior to the lady’s arriving by the side of the car, Erin had given me a scathing comeback and told me that she was just about ready to get out of the car. So just then, I yelled at her, “Fine, just walk home!” Apparently this lady heard me. She took one look at my pregnant wife and, absolutely appalled at my inhumane statement, literally tried to help Erin out of the car. The woman tried to comfort Erin by saying, “It’s okay. I’ll help you get somewhere safe!”


If only I had kept a copy of my relational résumé in the car, I could have given it to the lady to help her realize that I wasn’t a complete jerk.


I’ll never forget that woman’s look of total disgust. That was the lowest point in my marriage. I was convinced in that moment that my wife and I were not going to make it. What had gone wrong? We’d been so in love with each other before we’d gotten married. Although we struggled like other couples that first year, I never thought we’d get to this point.


The good news is that Erin and I made it. Actually, we didn’t just survive those early years, but we actually thrived.


You might be wondering how in the world we went from a strange woman trying to pry my pregnant wife out of the car to thriving. Sure, we did many of the traditional things like counseling, joining a marriage small group, and getting mentored by a healthy older couple, Dr. Gary and Carrie Oliver. But as I look back over the past seventeen years, one thing really stands out as the key.


To understand what changed our marriage, we must go back to what Christ called the greatest of all the commandments.



THE GREATEST COMMANDMENT


Most of us have heard the story of what happened one time when Jesus was engaged in a public debate with the Pharisees and Sadducees:


One of the teachers of the law came and heard them debating. Noticing that Jesus had given them a good answer, he asked him, “Of all the commandments, which is the most important?”


“The most important one,” answered Jesus, “is this: ‘Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one. Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.’ The second is this: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no commandment greater than these.” (Mark 12:28–31)


The part I want to focus on is the word love. Here we are commanded to love God and to love others as we love ourselves. That’s a lot of loving! But here’s the thing: everything I thought I knew about love was wrong. Or at least there is one key part of love that I completely misunderstood. And unfortunately, Erin and I had to learn it the hard way.


The truth is that I thought I understood love. After all, it’s one of the most commonly used words in our vocabulary. Think about how often we use the term love in our communication. We use love to express a great liking for someone (“I love my wife”) or something (“I love peanut butter Cap’n Crunch”). We use love to communicate the pleasure we get from something (“I love cooking” and “I love golf”). We use love to convey a strong positive emotion of regard (“He loves his work”).


We express our devotion through the word love (“The theater was her first love”). The word beloved means a person who is greatly loved or who is dear to the heart. Love can verbalize a deep feeling of sexual desire and attraction (“He is madly in love with her”). Love can represent the score of zero in tennis or squash (“It was 40-love”). There’s even a song that sings about loving love (“I love loving you”).


The Bible actually started this entire trend because the word love is used 697 times in the Bible.1


Speaking of the Bible, there are some powerful verses about love. One of my favorites is 1 Corinthians 13:1:


If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal. If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have a faith that can move mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. If I give all I possess to the poor and surrender my body to the flames, but have not love, I gain nothing.


Erin and I had this love passage read in our wedding ceremony:


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 13:4–8)


Love truly makes the world go ’round!


All that to say that love is a very complicated word. No wonder I was confused about love.


At this point, you might be wondering exactly what was confusing. The answer is found in not what happened when Erin and I were doing well relationally, but during the times when we were hurt, angry, and frustrated with each other. You see, love is easy when things are going great. On the other hand, love can be tough when things are difficult between you and your spouse.


When Erin and I got married, I just assumed that we would always be “in love” with each other. I never thought things would be perfect, but I certainly didn’t think I would have moments when I really didn’t feel love toward Erin. If I were to be completely honest, that day in the car when we were fighting and the woman tried to help Erin out of the car, I didn’t feel love toward her in that moment.


It’s like the Righteous Brothers’ song, “You’ve Lost That Lovin’ Feelin’.” There have been hours and even days when I’d lost that loving feeling—that I didn’t feel any love toward Erin.


What was difficult about this is that I wasn’t sure what it meant. Did the absence of the feeling of love mean that there was something wrong with me? Was it Erin? Perhaps the problem was with our marriage. Maybe we weren’t supposed to be married, that Erin wasn’t my soul mate, that there was some poor woman roaming the world looking for me, but I wasn’t available.


Sounds crazy, huh? Listen to these stories about not feeling love that couples posted on the Internet.


[image: logo] I’ve been married for almost twenty years. For the last ten years we have been sleeping in separate rooms. My husband is not affectionate with me, he does not tell me he loves me or that I look nice or say anything endearing to me. He never was real affectionate in our marriage, but it’s like we have our own separate lives now. I’ve already told my husband that I don’t feel love for him anymore, but I am afraid I’ll end up with nothing if I am the one who leaves.


[image: logo] When I’m down, my wife is the only person I can be with and feel no aversion for. But I don’t feel love for her. I know intellectually that I love her, but I can’t feel it.


[image: logo] My husband and I have been married less than one year. This weekend was a hard one for me. I think I cried every day. I’m just having such a hard time in our marriage right now. I’m just so discouraged. I get mad at my husband over nothing quite often. And I don’t feel love for him a lot of the time, which burdens my heart with sorrow.


[image: logo] I have been married for about nine months. My wife is relatively good looking and caring. However, for some reason I don’t feel attracted to her, and I don’t feel love for my wife either. Please help!


[image: logo] I have been with my husband for fifteen years now. Though I am committed to this marriage and to my duties as a wife and mother, and I am not contemplating divorce, I don’t feel love for him and don’t feel physical desire for him. Frankly, I don’t find him to be a lovable person. And because I feel so terribly overburdened with responsibilities of supplementing our income, housekeeping, and parenting, I have strong feelings of resentment that get in the way of any desire for intimacy with him. I can’t bear to kiss him and kind of have to work up a mental fantasy to engage in physical intimacy. Is it possible to awaken feelings of love for him in my heart?


[image: logo] I know this is a cruel thing to say, but I have lost all love for my wife. I appreciate that she is a very good mom to my children, but how do I break it to her so she will understand that her husband no longer loves her. This even hurts me to say it, but it’s true. Should I continue to pretend I love her, as I did marry her twelve years ago and had two beautiful children with her? Should I wait till the kids grow older and then ask for a divorce? Should I stay or should I go? They say honesty and being open is key to successful marriages, but how can I do this without breaking her heart?


[image: logo] I have now left my husband after forty years of marriage. I have steadily realized that I was living a lie, I didn’t want to be around him, be near him, hear him tell me he loved me as I didn’t know what to reply, I didn’t love him. It ate away at me, making me ill and unhealthy and sad, and I knew I had to leave. I know I have done everything to try to make things right, but when love is gone, the purpose of your life vanishes. I am now looking for a new purpose after all these years, nearly a lifetime.
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