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Part One

Building a Christlike Marriage










1

If Only We Had Known


Above all else, guard your heart, for it is the wellspring of life.

—PROVERBS 4:23






A couple of summers ago, Erin and I were asked to take part in a wedding ceremony of a young couple we had counseled. I was to bring the message. Leading up to their wedding, I kept thinking about how people don’t often remember the preacher’s message, and I really wanted their day to be memorable. So, I thought long and hard about what to say—and then a brilliant idea hit. The only piece of information I needed was the type of flower the bride was going to have in her bouquet. Erin, acting as my spy, secretly discovered she was using calla lilies.

During the ceremony I talked about the beauty of the calla lilies in the bride’s bouquet, and then I held up a packet of seeds (although I know lilies grow from bulbs!). “Your marriage is like this packet of seeds,” I explained to the couple and their many guests. “You need some very important elements in order to grow the seeds of your relationship into a beautiful marriage bouquet.”

Everything was going perfectly until I came to the last point—spending twenty minutes per day meeting your spouse’s needs. Keep in mind that I was using a gardening metaphor, so to make my point, I confidently stated, “Much like fertilizer helps calla lilies grow strong and healthy, if you want a healthy marriage, you need to spend at least twenty minutes each day fertilizing each other.”

The church roared with laughter. To make matters worse, I had no idea what was so funny. The metaphor had made so much sense in my head that I never looked at my words from any other perspective. I think the groom realized I was clueless, so he joked, “Can we get on with the ‘I dos’ so I can begin my twenty minutes of fertilizing my wife?”

I could have died.

At least I got my wish. No one will ever forget my message!

On the drive home from the reception, Erin and I talked about how much premarital training this young man and his bride-to-be had received in the months leading up to their wedding. You couldn’t talk to them for more than a few minutes before it became obvious how well they knew themselves, each other, the basic building blocks of a great marriage, and where they wanted to take this new union of theirs. Erin and I were awed. We couldn’t help but think, If only we had known, before we got married, what they already know! What a difference it would have made! Oh, to have been in their shoes at the beginning!

Now don’t get us wrong; we have a great marriage today—after fifteen years of trial and error, much of it very painful! So as we watched these two become husband and wife, we marveled at how much they had already been empowered to create a strong and vibrant marriage. They had clearly been given the knowledge and the skills and the personal awareness to begin their years together on a very high note.

As we talked about how happy and confident the bride and groom looked as they strolled out of the sanctuary together, I said, “You know, I’m kind of envious of them. I wish we would have had that!” Of course, Erin nodded in enthusiastic agreement.

Which leads us to this book.

One of our major hopes is that by the time you finish absorbing the material to follow, you will be ready to stand excitedly on a platform, about to say your vows, armed with a high level of knowledge and skills and self-awareness. You simply don’t need to go through everything we did in order to build a terrific marriage.

In great measure, this book contains what Erin and I wish we knew back then and lays out what we would do differently if we could do it all over. Of course, we also did a lot of things right! We want to highlight those things, too. We also draw upon our years of counseling premarital couples, tap into the most recent available research, and, finally, make use of one other unique resource:

We surveyed approximately ten thousand people regarding the most critical premarital issues so that you would get to inherit the learning of thousands of happily married couples. The collective wisdom of these couples will impart to you crucial knowledge and skills that can be applied to your premarital process. It’s like getting knowledge handed down by generations of scholars. Erin and I are going to give you advice from people who have been there, done that, and learned how to have great marriages. It’s like getting tomorrow’s newspaper today and being able to cash in on the stock market because you already know what’s going to happen.

That’s important, because research conclusively shows that couples who succeed gain the knowledge they need before they settle into destructive patterns that often lead to divorce. In fact, you’re 31 percent less likely to get divorced if you get some sort of premarital training.1 Another study by marriage expert David Olson reports that 80 percent of the couples who did premarital training stayed together.2 Premarital education can also reduce the stress of the prewedding period. Finally, according to marriage experts Dr. Jason Carroll and Dr. William J. Doherty, couples who participate in premarital programs experience a 30 percent increase in marital success over those who do not participate.

Such couples report improved communication, better conflict-management skills, higher dedication to one’s mate, greater emphasis on the positive aspects of a relationship, and improved overall relationship quality. These benefits appear to hold for six months to three years after the program is over, and they extend to couples who enter marriage with greater risks, such as those coming from homes where parents had divorced or had high levels of conflict.3

On the other hand, if you just wing it and count on your luck and romantic attachment to make your marriage a success, your odds of succeeding are only one in four.

Such potent facts should help you to understand our vision: To help men and women obtain the knowledge and skills to build satisfying, lifelong marriages where both people become conformed to the image of the Lord.

Nowhere is this vision more realized than in the development of this book. We want to make a difference in your life as a couple before you fall into the hurtful relational patterns that too often lead to divorce.

Knowledge and Skills: Keys to Success

Erin will never forget the call she took one day at her parents’ house in Phoenix, Arizona. I was on the other end of the line, euphoric with great news.

After I asked her to sit down and brace herself, I proudly announced that I had received something very exciting in the mail. I told her that she was preparing to marry a very rich man. I had received notification in the mail that I had won the big sweepstakes! I was in the running for a new car, a free luxury trip, or even a million bucks!

“I can imagine that you’re doubting me,” I said, “but before you go down that road, I should tell you that I’ve already called my dad and read him all the details—and he also thinks I’ve won!”

I ended the celebration phone call with, “Aren’t you excited? I am certain that it will be the money!”

Meanwhile, Erin stood stunned on the other end of the phone. Truly, this would be anyone’s greatest dream come true—entering marriage with no financial worries. Her joy, however, alternated with deep doubt. She had actually laughed out loud when I went on and on about what we would do with the money and how we would spend it and what I was going to buy her. She had worked in a psychiatric hospital during nursing school, and this call seemed eerily similar to many of the conversations she had engaged in there.

She hung up the phone thinking, How cute and naive he is. She probably guessed I was already putting in orders, creating house plans, and booking our luxury honeymoon.

Over the next week, I called Erin several more times to talk about our new wealth. I continued to celebrate, plan, and even share the news with many of my graduate-school friends. Finally, one of my friends encouraged me to seek legal counsel to see if this was a scam or real. Deflated, I did just that.

I made a visit to a lawyer friend—and in no time, he began giggling and laughing. He couldn’t believe I would fall for this scam. “How are you going to spend all of your newly acquired wealth?” he snickered.

I left his office humiliated. Not only had I believed I was a millionaire, everyone knew I had believed the message of that letter, so craftily written.

That day I learned that without the proper knowledge and skills to read and understand the fine print, I could easily be led to look like a moron.

Fifteen years later, whenever Erin and I talk over this sorry incident, we still laugh at my naive thinking. In fact, however, it wasn’t all that different from how we entered into marriage. We thought we understood the fine print—but in reality, we had a completely different experience than what we planned for. Without the proper knowledge and skills, we were left helpless—and, very often, humiliated.

Millions of couples have suffered a similar fate for a similar reason. And we’re not talking about the death of a sweepstakes dream! What starts out as a promising adventure for many marriages often ends in the death of a relationship.

But you can avoid falling for that deceptive sweepstakes letter! You can succeed in your marriage and build a thriving relationship—so long as you get the right knowledge and the right skills. But what kinds of knowledge and skills are necessary? Where do we start? For us, that’s no longer a tough question.

Make It Safe!

We often tell premarital couples that if we had only one hour to spend with them, we would use the entire time to talk about safety. Why? The reality is that you are about to go through an enormous amount of change, both good and bad. That tends to make you feel very unsafe, unsettled, unsure, nervous, even frightened. You’re about to leave the single life you knew so well in exchange for a new kind of life you have no way of fully grasping. Major adjustments are sweeping in on you from a thousand directions: managing expectations, conflicts, household issues, your sexual relationship, ways to spend free time, dealing with in-laws, personality differences, moving away, leaving family, reorienting old friendships, etc.

And what naturally happens when you’re trying to work through that much change that quickly? One word: conflict. This is inevitable. The presence of conflict in your first year of marriage is 100 percent natural and normal. It is virtually impossible not to bump into differences of opinions, beliefs, and behaviors as you deal with all these issues. As you endure conflict, arguments, disagreements, fights, struggles, or whatever you want to call them, you start to feel emotionally unsafe. And what happens then? Let us show you by retelling our first significant disagreement. It still makes me laugh!

We continue to debate the question even today, sixteen long years later. Did we really break up before we got engaged? And if so, who broke up with whom? Erin insists that I broke up with her; I say that we didn’t break up at all.

How about if we tell you the story, and you decide?

We had known each other for years but started dating only after both of us had graduated from college. That in itself was a big deal, because I had a different girlfriend all through college and she had dated my roommate, so she never saw me as a potential date; I was just her brother. We liked hanging out together, and she always had fun with my family, but romance between us had never entered the picture.

We started officially dating in January. One month later, I called Erin and told her that we needed to talk. “Let’s go out to dinner tomorrow night and discuss a few things,” I said.

Now, my sister was already a good friend of Erin’s, and she was getting engaged that very night. So before Erin and I went to the restaurant to discuss our relationship, we helped my sister’s sweetie set up just the right atmosphere for him to pop the question. Here’s Erin’s version of what happened next:

“This all happened right around Valentine’s Day. Pretty much, Greg said, ‘Let’s slow it down. There’s just too much pressure. My mom and my sister are pressuring me.’ I could agree with that, but it looked and sounded to me like we were breaking up. So when I left the restaurant, I thought that was it.

“When I got home, I found a ‘secret admirer’ letter that another guy had sent me. After I found out who wrote it, I started dating him. All the time, however, Greg was still functioning under the assumption that we were still ‘kind of ’ dating. That seemed strange to me, since he didn’t call and I didn’t hear from him for some time. Later I learned that he had gone out of town with his dad, but he never told me he was going out of town. So I started dating other people and having a great time. I had accepted that ‘we’ weren’t going to happen. I had grieved the loss of our relationship and had moved on.”

The truth was, I really did have to slow it down. Both my mom and sister were completely in love with Erin; in fact, everyone was in love with Erin. They kept pestering me, “When are you going to ask her to marry you? Are you stupid?” They were putting enormous pressure on me to pull the trigger. But I kept saying, “Listen, I don’t want to marry Erin just because you’re telling me to. I want to marry her because I want to spend my life with her. And I need to make sure that this is who I believe God is calling me to be with.” Everything was just going so fast!

So when we went out to dinner, I intended to say to Erin, “I really like you. In fact, I love the way this is going—I just need to slow down a little. It feels like we’re moving at sixty-five miles an hour, and I want to slow it down to about forty. I want to keep moving ahead, but at a little slower pace. It’s just happening too fast right now.” I thought that after our conversation we would just downshift from third gear to second gear and keep right on dating.

But Erin heard something very different. Our story reminds me a little of the famous Friends episode, where Ross gets into trouble because he thought he and Rachel were “on a break.” Well, Erin thought we were on a break.

When my sister told me that Erin had begun dating someone else, I shouted, “What? She’s dating someone else?” I called her right away.

“Well, nice to hear from you,” Erin said.

After that, it was a challenge to conquer and win her back. So I said, “I want us to date only each other.”

Erin and I still debate over what really happened, but we both understand now that she filtered my words through a lens of fear. The whole conversation felt unsafe to her because she saw me as uncommitted to our relationship. Here she had been offering her heart to me, and my little speech made her feel as though I had rejected it. So, quite naturally, she took back her heart, closed it down to me, and ran.

The Biggest Factor

Your relationship is destined to take one of two paths. In fact, in every interaction between the two of you, you have a choice to make. You can either move toward creating and maintaining a safe environment, or you can fall into the trap of reacting to each other in ways that make your relational environment feel insecure and unsafe. Although many things will go into your relationship to make it into a marriage that thrills you both, the biggest factor is safety.

Why is safety so important?

The heart is the epicenter of life and relationships. Proverbs 4:23 makes this very clear, “Above all else, guard your heart, for it is the wellspring of life.” When the heart feels safe, it opens. When the heart feels fear or senses a threat, it closes. Both safety and fear set in motion chain reactions that lead to very different destinations. When people feel safe, they are naturally inclined to open their hearts—and intimacy occurs naturally. Our goal in this book is to show you how to create a relationship that feels like the safest place on earth.

What Is Emotional Safety?

When you feel safe in a relationship, you naturally open your heart and reveal the real you. That’s the very definition of intimacy. It’s feeling free to open up and reveal who you really are, knowing that the other person will still love, accept, and value you, no matter what.

In other words, you hold your heart out to the person and say, “Here is who I am emotionally, psychologically, spiritually, and mentally. I want you to know my heart and soul. I want you to get to know who I am and appreciate who I am and value who I am. I am a very fascinating person who will take you more than one lifetime to understand! But I am not going to offer my heart to you or reveal who I really am if I don’t feel safe.”

You feel emotionally safe with someone when you believe that he or she will handle your heart—your deepest feelings and desires—with genuine interest, curiosity, and care.

But do you see the problem here? How many relationships can you count where you feel genuinely safe to open up and share who you really are? To how many people can you entrust your deepest thoughts and dreams?

Our son Garrison wished he had learned this concept of safety when he was younger. Garrison loves cats. They are one of his most favorite things in life. Fortunately for our son, we have a cat, Bumble; unfortunately for Garrison, Bumble will have nothing to do with him. As you can imagine, this kills him.

The problem started when Garrison was a baby. He was so interested in and curious about Bumble from day one. Sadly, he was very rough with Bumble. He never meant to hurt poor Bumble, but he would pull her tail, grab her around the throat, and grab her whiskers (cats hate that, by the way!). Erin and I did everything we could to keep Garrison from hurting Bumble, but he would always seem to find a way.

Six years later, Bumble is still traumatized from Garrison’s attacks. Worse yet, she will have nothing to do with him. The moment Garrison enters a room, Bumble darts out. This is no ordinary stroll either; I mean she tucks her tail and sprints out of the room.

Nothing that Garrison does makes a difference. We’ve done everything we can think of to restore that relationship, but nothing works. I’ve spent hours holding Bumble and Garrison in my lap so he can pet her. We’ve tried to “counsel” Bumble into giving Garrison another chance—stopping short of a full-blown intervention. Garrison has tried to talk her into letting him hold her. As Erin and I wrote this book at our kitchen table, one day we heard Garrison pleading with Bumble, “I just don’t want you to not like me; I want you to like me. Please don’t be scared of me. I will be nice to you.” None of it made a bit of difference. When Garrison paused to think of some others things to say and looked away, Bumble made a break for the living-room couch. It just crushed him.

I’ve told Garrison over and over that Bumble doesn’t feel safe with him, but he just doesn’t get it. He doesn’t understand why she won’t just let him hold her.

You and I are no different than Bumble. When we don’t feel safe, our hearts close, and we disconnect from people. Unlike Bumble, God designed us to hunger for intimacy and deep connection, to connect with others and experience relational intimacy—especially in the key human relationship, with a spouse. Yet many of us struggle with various aspects of intimacy, because it requires openness—and openness makes us vulnerable. We’re not quite sure what others will say or do or how they’ll use what they learn about us! This is why a lack of desire to connect—or an avoidance of intimacy in general—usually has more to do with attempting to avoid feeling hurt, humiliated, or embarrassed.

In spite of the risks, an intimate relationship offers many enormous benefits. Intimacy creates the ideal opportunity to love deeply and be loved, experience a significant sense of belonging, have a clear sense of purpose in life, have the ability to make a major difference in another’s life, and have a way of fully expressing the best of who we are. And we have discovered that the foundational component of reaching this goal is to create a truly safe environment—one that is safe physically, intellectually, spiritually, and emotionally.

As we said, people are naturally inclined to be open and connect with others. Openness is the default setting for human beings. No state of being takes less energy to maintain than openness; you just have to be yourself, relaxed. Maintaining defenses, walls, force fields, and fortresses, however, takes tremendous energy. As a result, when people feel truly safe, they’re free to be open and use their energy to enjoy life.

Focus on Creating Safety

Creating safety will help you to foster a climate in which you can build an open relationship that will naturally encourage growth. It will help you build a relationship in which you and your betrothed will feel cherished, honored, and alive. It’s as if safety sets a soothing tone that allows you to feel relaxed.

If that sounds like paradise, maybe it’s because Eden was a supremely safe place. Our relationship with God can be the safest relationship we will ever experience. God’s heart is always open, His love is always available, and He always has our best interests in mind. We love how King David described how safe he felt with God:


The LORD is my light and my salvation—

whom shall I fear?

The LORD is the stronghold of my life—

of whom shall I be afraid?…

One thing I ask of the LORD,

this is what I seek:

that I may dwell in the house of the LORD

all the days of my life,

to gaze upon the beauty of the LORD

and to seek him in his temple.

For in the day of trouble

he will keep me safe in his dwelling;

he will hide me in the shelter of his tabernacle

and set me high upon a rock. (Psalm 27:1, 4–5)



Before they sinned, Adam and Eve felt no fear. They enjoyed an amazingly intimate relationship with God and each other. They felt so close to each other that God described them as “united into one.”4 Nothing came between Adam and Eve—not insecurities, not sharp differences of opinion, not even clothes! They were completely open with each other—no walls, no masks, no fear. And their relationship blossomed.

Choose to Honor

Although this entire book is designed to give you tool after tool to create a safe marriage, we want to give you our very favorite way to cultivate a safe environment. This really is the foundation. It comes from one of our favorite verses. “Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also” (Matthew 6:21). We love this passage because it’s basically saying your heart will be open to what you value. When two people feel valued by each other, they usually feel safe and their hearts are open. Another word for value is honor. Your heart will be open to what you honor.

Honor is an amazing goal for your engagement. The cumulative result of consistent honoring is like a strong, rock-solid lighthouse. By honor, we mean a simple decision to place high value, worth, and importance on the one you’re going to marry by viewing him or her as a priceless gift. You just do it; it’s a decision you make. Honoring gives legs to the words “I love you.”

Honor is not only the first step of love, it’s also the single most important principle for building an intimate relationship. The apostle Paul encouraged the early Christians to honor one another when he wrote: “Be devoted to one another in brotherly love; give preference to one another in honor” (Romans 12:10 NASB). Here’s the definition of honor we prefer: “To give preference to someone by attaching high value to him or her.”

In his research, relationship expert Dr. John Gottman found honor to be such a bedrock of a satisfying relationship that if one mate loses honor for the other, he can now predict divorce with 91 percent accuracy.5 Without honor, you cannot attain intimacy in your relationship; in fact, it’s impossible to create even a functional relationship without honor.

You and your future mate must commit yourselves to consider each other not only very valuable but one of the most valuable things in your lives, worthy of reverence, praise, and honor, without restriction. You must treat each other as treasures, and that attitude should govern all your actions and words. Whatever you highly treasure, that’s where your affections, desires, and enthusiasm will lie. This creates a bedrock of safety.

Beyond pledging to honor your future mate, you can also learn to convey that honor through your words, actions, and deeds. Picture him or her as an individual personally autographed by God. Wouldn’t you feel thrilled to be seen with someone who bore God’s personal autograph? Wouldn’t you want to have your picture taken with such a person and hang that picture in a prominent place?

Another way to take action is to list all the things you admire about each other. Take a moment and do that right now. What is it that makes you so excited to spend the rest of your life with him or her? What is it that you most appreciate? What do you value about him or her? Everyone has great qualities in some areas. Consider your partner’s personality (e.g., introverted or extroverted), character traits, appearance, thinking patterns, gender differences, faith, shared values, concerns, opinions, and life goals. Maybe you most value his sense of humor, her sensitivity, his passion, her spirituality, his integrity, her attention to details, or his leadership. Whatever you value, put on your list. Post it in a highly visible place where you can see it every day. Personalize your list! The longer your list, the higher the value and honor you feel toward him or her. Let your loved one see your list and exchange lists occasionally.

Commit yourself to cultivating honor in your relationship! It will protect you from the storms that will come. The greater the honor, the safer your relationship will become.

Of course, none of us honors others perfectly. We all say or do hurtful things that dishonor the ones we really love. When you mess up like this, say, first to yourself and then out loud, “You’re too valuable to treat like this. Would you forgive me?” The one you love is precious, and what you said or did to the other felt degrading and dishonoring. You honor your beloved when you see him or her—and treat him or her—as an incredible gift of God. Both of you have immeasurable value as God’s unique, divine creations.

Keep Yourself Safe, Too

Understand that when you extend your heart to another person, sometimes, as a result of being human, he or she will be careless with it or will reject you.

It’s brutal, and it has happened to all of us. What can we do to protect this invaluable part of ourselves, we whom God so loved that he sent His Son to die for us? Anytime you extend your heart, and he or she grabs hold of it and starts tossing it around, immediately you should say, “Excuse me. Apparently you have lost sight of how valuable I am, but I haven’t—and I can’t let that happen.” We admit this sounds a little dorky, but you’ll get the hang of it.

Of course, you can do this in a way that doesn’t damage the relationship. When I extend my heart over some wall to Erin and she gets a little careless, I say, “Excuse me, honey, but I’m taking this back for right now.” That’s a signal to her to be a bit more careful, and it works.

This requires you to first recognize and respect your own incredible worth and value, as well as your own vulnerability. See yourself as God sees you—valuable and precious. As a result, you’ll require your fiancé or fiancée to proceed with honor and care as you allow him or her into your inner sanctuary. When he or she gets distracted and forgets to treat you with honor, you respectfully inform your beloved that access to your heart is a special privilege granted by invitation only, that he or she will be asked to leave if the poor behavior continues, and that future access may be denied. Trust is earned and must be maintained and continually reestablished through respectful, honoring behavior.

Your ability to feel safe in your relationship depends more on your remembering how valuable and how vulnerable your heart is than on the other’s ability to remember the same thing. The most important aspect of feeling safe is that you feel safe with you, that you are going to do what is necessary to take care of your heart—that you are willing to set boundaries when people are dishonoring you. Otherwise, you’re safe only to the degree that he or she remembers—and in that case, you’re helpless and have no say. One way to be safe with yourself is to never allow someone to express his or her feelings at your expense. That is never okay. If that happens, we hope that you will set an appropriate boundary, that you will say, “I would love to listen to you but not like this. If you are willing to do this another way, a way in which we both feel honored, then sign me up. But I will not sit here and allow myself to be dishonored.” Why is this important? When people express their feelings at your expense (when they scream, cuss, belittle you, get angry, stonewall, and so on), what happens to your heart? Exactly, it closes. We are not saying that you don’t want to listen to your fiancée. That would be bad! Instead, we are saying that it’s never okay for her to dishonor you in word or action, because then your heart will close and you will disconnect from her. That’s not what God desires for you in your relationship.

When you trust yourself that you will always take care of yourself, however, you can afford to give your future spouse a whole lot of freedom in your relationship. You know that he or she is going to forget, that he or she is going to have moments of untrustworthy behavior. You can live with that, however, because there’s always someone taking responsibility—you. So for a time you pull back your heart and protect it. And when your loved one reestablishes honor, you can say, “Let’s try this again.”

A Hedge of Safety

When two people mutually commit themselves to honoring both self and each other, then the relationship begins to feel extremely safe. Both will tend to relax and open up, creating greater opportunities for deep and satisfying intimacy. If you consistently act in an honoring manner, the one you honor will be far more likely to choose to open his or her heart to you, as well. And isn’t the ideal relationship one where entering into the other’s presence feels like coming home to the safety of the Garden of Eden? When you make these efforts to create safety in your relationship, one day soon your home will feel like the safest place on earth.

We want to help you learn how to create a safe home environment that will enable your marriage to flourish and grow (just like the calla lily!). We want to help you focus on creating a partnership that feels like the safest place on earth. We want to help you put a hedge of protection around your relationship, one that allows you to experience the natural trial and error of two people coming together in such a way that it feels really good to both of you.

For years we worked with couples in crisis who came to us in last-ditch efforts to save their rocky marriages. We achieved a lot of success with these at-risk couples by doing just one thing: we focused on bringing some safety into their relationships. By the time they came to us, their hearts had totally closed to each other. And do you know the only way to get two closed hearts to open? They must begin to feel safe. So everything we did was designed to help these people feel safe again so that their hearts would once more open to each other.

You can benefit tremendously from their difficult learning curve. If you learn now how to make your home safe, you can build a rock-solid marriage that will bless both you and others for generations to come. Safety is the key! And everything we offer in this book is designed to help your upcoming marriage feel just a little bit safer…so that your hearts will stay open to each other, whatever comes your way.

Outside of a personal relationship with the Lord Jesus Christ, there is no relationship more important than marriage—and marriage requires the proper training and preparation, skill acquisition, and knowledge. After reading Before You Plan Your Wedding…Plan Your Marriage, you and your future mate will be well prepared to begin your marital journey. Our goal is to have you in top shape as you begin your life together. We are excited that you are joining us in preparing for the most important journey you will ever undertake!

Whatever the details of your story, someone proposed and someone accepted. Or perhaps you are contemplating marriage but have not yet made a formal commitment. Either way, you are reading this book because you want to have the best possible engagement and marriage. We commend you for your hope and desire, and so we say,

“Have a happy—and safe—adventure!”


COUPLE EXERCISES / HOMEWORK

Start the process of making your relationship feel like the safest place on earth by answering some basic questions:


	
1. On a scale of 0 to 10 (with 10 being the most safe), how safe is your relationship, for both you and your fiancée?

	
2. In what ways have you made it unsafe for your fiancé?

	
3. How do you most often damage the safety of your relational environment?

	
4. How do you tend to react when you feel unsafe in your relationship?
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How to Have a “10” Engagement


I have come to the conclusion never again to think of marrying, and for this reason, I can never be satisfied with anyone who would be blockhead enough to have me.

—ABRAHAM LINCOLN IN A LETTER TO MRS. O. H. BROWNING, APRIL 1, 1838






Erin and I met at Grand Canyon University in Phoenix, Arizona, soon after we both started our sophomore year. One day a good friend, David, and I were sitting on a bench in the middle of campus—a strategic location for meeting a new batch of eligible women because practically all students had to pass by that spot on their way to class.

David and I were having no luck until two beautiful girls strolled by. Before I could say anything (actually, David wiped away his drool much faster than I could mine), he informed me that he was going to ask out the girl on the left and I could have the one on the right. Unfortunately for me, Erin was the girl on the left. The girl on the right gave me only one date, which was disastrous, because I need at least two dates before someone can see beyond my idiosyncrasies.

David and Erin dated for more than two years. I got to know Erin because our social group did so many things together. Erin and I did not date each other during our years at Grand Canyon. After graduation we lost touch, but eventually we wound up on the same cruise ship together. She went as a nanny for the children of a popular Christian author, Dr. John Trent, while I went on my parents’ dime—they felt bad for me after my girlfriend had dumped me. In a short time, the cruise turned into the “love boat” and I proposed about seven months later.

But it was no ordinary “take out an ad in the paper” proposal.

Erin and I had a favorite climbing spot in the foothills surrounding Phoenix. The spot sat on the peak, giving visitors a 360-degree view of the entire Phoenix valley. It was gorgeous, to say the least, and especially at sunset.

One day, a friend (not David!) and I hiked up to the spot, hauling a table, two chairs, a dozen red roses, Erin’s favorite meal, a small stereo, a video camera, and other essentials. I then went back down while my friend waited until I could return with an unsuspecting Erin. When he could just see us ascending, he turned on the music and camera, lit the candle, set out our dinner, and left.

All went according to plan until Erin saw the elaborate arrangement. “Look what someone has done!” she exclaimed with a romantic tone in her voice. Then she looked at me sideways and demanded, “Why don’t you ever think of romantic things like that?”

The enchantment had left her voice.

Since I didn’t want to give away my surprise, I walked over to the table and sat down. Erin, horrified, cried out, “Get away from that table! What if the owners come back?”

Suddenly I knew exactly how Goldilocks must have felt. Erin tried to physically remove me from the table, and as she did so, was glancing all around for the “real” owners. Finally, I suggested that she consider the possibility that I was the owner and that all this was for her.

“Yeah, right,” she replied, her voice dripping with sarcasm.

The deteriorating situation called for quick action. I was losing the upper hand and my perfect plan had begun to fade like the setting sun. Erin spun on her heels and was already vacating the area when I pointed out that the stereo, camera, table, chairs, plates, silverware, and glasses were all things she had seen around my house. “Either it’s my stuff,” I suggested, “or we’re dealing with one strange thief.”

Erin stopped, turned around, and took a second look. After a moment or two of stunned silence, the truth finally began to sink in. All of this really was for her!

Erin screamed with joy as she realized I was actually romantic.

The rest of the evening went flawlessly. We had a great dinner and a wonderful view of the sun dipping behind the valley below. At the perfect moment, I dropped down on bended knee and read a poem I’d written and had inscribed on a plaque. With tears flowing down both our cheeks, I gently slipped a diamond ring on Erin’s finger and asked her to be my wife.

She accepted. And the rest is history…but it’s not the end of the story.

Don’t Feel So Bad

We’ve heard many wonderful marriage-proposal stories. Like you, we’ve also heard some bizarre proposals that make you wonder why the two people ever agreed to marry. Consider one personal ad in a local paper:


DAVID G. CONTACT ME SOON! BRING THREE

RINGS: ENGAGEMENT RING, WEDDING RING,

AND TEETHING RING. HAVE NEWS. DEBBIE.


Talk about a shotgun wedding!

An even more unusual proposal happened frequently in many ancient, northern European countries. In those days, a man would usually marry a woman from within his own community. When women were in short supply, however, or when a man saw a woman he desired (usually from another tribe), he might resort to capturing his bride-to-be by force. To kidnap a bride, a groom enlisted the help of a warrior friend, his “best man.” In fact, our custom of having a best man is a relic of that two-man, strong-arm tactic—for such an important task, only the best man would do.

From this practice of abduction (which literally swept a bride off her feet) also sprang the later symbolic act of carrying the bride over the threshold of her new home. After a groom captured a bride, he disappeared with her for a while, so that her family couldn’t rescue her. By the time they found the couple, the bride would already be pregnant. “Capture marriage” dominated the prehistoric world and remained legal in England even until the thirteenth century.

So if you thought your proposal was abnormal, we bet you don’t feel so bad now!

If you want to have a great engagement period, a romantic proposal is a much better starting place than a snatch-and-grab hair dragging, but you can’t let it end there. You need to do a lot more than that.

Seeding a Great Marriage

In his book First Things First, popular business author Stephen Covey writes about a unique tree that provides a wonderful analogy for your engagement time. You may never have heard about the Chinese bamboo tree, but as you will see, this special little plant has more to do with your engagement and its success than you might imagine.

The Chinese bamboo tree does not produce much noticeable growth for the first four years of its life. Instead, nearly all its growth takes place underground. For those first forty-eight months, you see almost nothing growing on the surface except a little bulb with a small shoot extending from it.

During these first few years the Chinese bamboo tree develops thick stems or roots, called rhizomes. Little surface growth takes place because the bamboo spends nearly all its energy sending out a network of roots that spreads out deep and wide, providing a firm base that will allow massive future growth.

If you looked at a young and frail Chinese bamboo tree during those first four years, you might think, That is the puniest, most pathetic tree I’ve ever seen. It’s gone several years without any noticeable growth. There must be something wrong with this tree! You might even feel tempted to uproot the pitiful runt. But you’d make a surprising discovery if you tried.

As you took hold of that tiny tree, pulled with all your might, tugged and yanked and heaved and jerked…nothing would happen. You could struggle with everything in you and even break out in a hot sweat…and yet, zilch.

Do you know the beauty of the Chinese bamboo tree? Its roots grow so strong during its first four years that by its fifth year, the tree shoots up a staggering eighty feet. Eighty feet! Can you imagine? Something that on the surface had produced only a measly bulb and a tiny shoot in one year develops into an eighty-foot-tall tree.1

And you know what? The same thing can happen in your relationship during your engagement period. If you want a Chinese-bamboo-tree-like marriage, you must learn to cultivate strong roots. The right fertilized soil, plenty of water, and abundant sunlight will help you to grow those healthy roots. The key is not to get discouraged when you fail to see much external growth in your relationship. Remember: you first need internal growth before you can experience much external growth.

If you want a great marriage, then you must recognize the value of preparing the ground during your engagement time. You must spend time planting and seeding, fertilizing, watering, and weeding, even when you cannot see immediate results. When you do that, you will ultimately reap the wonderful fruits of the harvest.

The Most Dangerous Years

Don’t make the same mistake Erin and I did.

I walked into my own marriage thinking, Hey, I am the son of world-renowned Dr. Gary Smalley. Erin and I are going to have a grrreeat marriage! We are not going to be like other people, with a bunch of problems. No! We will know how to work through them before they ever occur. It all made total sense to me. I was already on my way to earning a master’s degree in counseling, and I had already joined my dad on the speaking circuit.

And yet I discovered that living in marriage is not quite so simple as all that.

Soon after the honeymoon Erin and I began managing our relational conflicts in an extremely poor way. It got so bad, just two years into our marriage, that I was convinced we were one major argument away from separation.

And then one day the argument happened. While I was driving, we got into a huge fight, complete with yelling. Our argument quickly escalated to the point that I had to pull off the road. Hopping mad, I drove into a parking lot in front of a health club. Neither of us considered that our windows were down or what we must have looked like to witnesses.

Did I mention that Erin was eight months pregnant at the time?

We continued to spew horrible words at each other, when a woman came out of the health club. Prior to our arrival, someone must have dropped a membership card on the ground near our car; and when the woman noticed it, she assumed it had to be Erin’s. As she approached the car to let us know of the errant card, Erin finished giving me a scathing comeback. So at that moment, I yelled, “Fine, just walk home!”

This lady heard my angry words, looked directly at Erin’s bulging tummy, and gave me a look that would freeze the sun’s core. Appalled at my brutishness and apparently shriveled heart, she tenderly helped Erin out of the car.

I’ll never forget that woman’s look of total disgust. In that moment, I was convinced my wife and I were not going to make it. Something had to change. We needed help! As we discovered so painfully that day, the first two years of marriage for many newlyweds are difficult.

According to Dr. David Olson, the first year of marriage is the most dangerous in terms of the likelihood of divorce, followed by the second year of marriage.2 Furthermore, a variety of studies suggest that the primary seeds of marital distress and divorce are already present at the moment an unprepared couple says, “I do.” These studies show that premarital variables can predict which couples will do well and which will not—with accuracies of 80 to 94 percent.3

Despite the story we just told you, today Erin and I have a great marriage that is night-and-day different from the one we endured in those first few years. Although our relationship is far from perfect, we have worked hard to cultivate a marriage that thrills both of us. We still face conflict (it’s usually Erin’s fault!) and have to work through difficult issues, but we wouldn’t trade our marriage for anything.

You can make the commitment today to do the work now that will pay off during your early years of married life. Don’t sacrifice the time you need for your relationship by focusing on things that have little long-term relational value (i.e., planning your wedding).

The truth is, if you want a great engagement, you can have it—it really is your choice. But you must be intentional about the choices you make. Begin by laying a solid foundation now for a great marriage. You’ll never regret it!

The Foundations of a Great Engagement

Over the past several years, we have surveyed ten thousand seminar attendees to ask them about their engagement time. We focused on two central questions:


	
[image: image] What was the best part of your engagement?

	
[image: image] What was the worst part of your engagement?



Some of their answers may surprise you! But if you’re out to have a great engagement, you’ll do well to listen carefully to their insights. Let’s look first at their answers to question number one.

The Best of Times

In general, people felt the best part of their engagement could be traced to how they focused their attention totally on each other. Either they were enjoying a spiritual experience together, doing fun things, or talking about their relationship—and as a result, deepening their knowledge about each other.

As one person wrote, “the rest of the world didn’t exist.” These couples were completely involved with each other—the world of one revolved around the other. See if you can relate to a sampling of what these couples said they most cherished about their engagement time:


	
[image: image] We realized we were best friends committed to each other for a lifetime.

	
[image: image] We fell deeper in love as we learned more about each other.

	
[image: image] We were so incredibly in love, we put much more effort into pleasing each other in every way.

	
[image: image] We tried to learn not only how to build a relationship together, but how to strengthen our relationship with the Lord as well.

	
[image: image] It was a time of security—we could enjoy each other because we had won the prize and could relax—we no longer wasted energy on the hunt.

	
[image: image] We had an unwritten book before us, one that we would write together and fill with the most wonderful hopes and dreams.



These couples identified the following four components of their engagements as “the best.”

 

They built a vibrant spiritual relationship with each other. The successful couples we surveyed took the time to weave God firmly into their relationships, long before they spoke their wedding vows. As one man put it, “We made sure the Lord was going to be part of our engagement as well as part of our marriage.”

These couples told us that they spent time together in God’s Word, often through reading aloud a daily devotion. They had a strong, consistent prayer life, both together and individually. They went to church together. They made sure they were “equally yoked”—that is, that they shared a common commitment to Christ and had similar ideas on how to serve Him. They thoroughly discussed their spiritual beliefs. They made growing spiritually together just as important as growing together emotionally.

As these couples made such attempts to build a vibrant spiritual life together, they also tended to experience joyful emotions for each other—those warm, fuzzy feelings we all like so much, such as excitement, giddiness, euphoria, and “the spark.”

How do you rate your spiritual relationship with each other? Do you pray together regularly concerning the needs in your relationship or your personal lives? Do you discuss the things that you are learning from your personal devotions or from the latest service you attended at church?

No matter how you rate your current spiritual relationship, don’t get discouraged. You can have a vibrant mutual spirituality before you say your “I dos.” If you could do only one thing to enhance your spiritual relationship, we would encourage you, without hesitation, to learn to pray together. Of all things, why prayer? Relationships benefit in amazing ways when couples pray together.

In 1999 The Barna Group came out with a study that showed born-again Christians are more likely than others to experience divorce.4 This shocking figure made us wonder what is going on. Then we found a Gallup poll done in 1997 by the National Association of Marriage Enhancement, in Phoenix, Arizona. It showed the divorce rate among couples who go to church regularly is one out of two, whereas for those who pray together regularly, the divorce rate is one out of 1,152.5 That’s a divorce rate of less than 1 percent!

Could it be that prayer is the missing link in keeping couples together? It’s obvious that just because a couple is Christian, doesn’t mean the partners won’t get divorced; nor does it predict relational satisfaction. But could prayer increase relational satisfaction, thereby decreasing a couple’s chance for divorce?

I became extremely fascinated with this possibility. At one of our large marriage seminars, I surveyed more than one thousand married individuals about their prayer lives. What I found blew me away. Twenty-nine percent of the couples never prayed together, while 16 percent prayed together daily. That makes us sad. The rest split evenly between praying together weekly and monthly.

But do you know the really amazing finding? We discovered that on a scale of 1 to 10 (with 10 being the best), the couples who prayed together every day rated their relational satisfaction an 8, while those who never prayed together rated their relational satisfaction a 5. You don’t have to be a researcher to see that’s a huge difference!

This study shows what many couples already understand: it is prayer that makes two people one and binds two hearts together with the heart of God. James, the brother of Jesus, wrote, “Draw near to God and He will draw near to you” (James 4:8 NASB).

Prayer, like no other resource in the universe, intertwines the heart of God and the hearts of two people coming to Him in prayer. Prayer holds a couple together and causes each anniversary to be a joyful occasion that builds a stronger, more invincible union between husband and wife.

Although praying together is central to a great relationship, many couples are reluctant to spend the time sharing their intimate thoughts and concerns with their fiancées/fiancés. Don’t let busyness rob you of the closeness and intimacy of prayer! In addition to increasing your relational satisfaction, prayer has many other benefits as well:


	
[image: image] God ordained that couples pray together. 1 Peter 3:7 says, “Husbands, in the same way be considerate as you live with your wives, and treat them with respect as the weaker partner and as heirs with you of the gracious gift of life, so that nothing will hinder your prayers.” The interesting thing about the word prayers is that the original Greek literally means “your prayers together.” This is not a warning to the husband that his prayers will be hindered, but rather a warning to the husband that his prayers together with his wife will be hindered if he fails to honor her as he should.

	
[image: image] You will be following Christ’s example: “Jesus often withdrew to lonely places and prayed” (Luke 5:16).

	
[image: image] It creates emotional and spiritual safety in the relationship by strengthening the bond between the two of you.

	
[image: image] It encourages openness between you two as you learn how you both think about spiritual issues.

	
[image: image] It makes it easier for you to discern God’s will as a couple.

	
[image: image] It invites God’s power into your relationship. Jesus promises in Matthew 18:20, “Where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them” (KJV). Nothing is so powerful as inviting Christ into the relationship through the act of praying together.

	
[image: image] It decreases the conflict in your relationship as you develop more humility, increases your patience with each other, and helps you to see things from God’s point of view.

	
[image: image] It strengthens unity. When a man and woman join to seek out the Lord’s will for their future marriage, unity is renewed, restored, and rebuilt.

	
[image: image] It lays the foundation for a strong spiritual legacy for any children you may have, and their children, for generations to come.



So how can you develop a lifestyle of prayer as a couple, even before you walk down the aisle? Here are a few suggestions:


	
[image: image] Make an intentional decision to regularly pray together. Start every day with each other in prayer. In just a few minutes, you can unite spiritually for the tasks and challenges ahead. You can share your hopes and find mutual comfort and support in seeking God together. The enemy does not want you to discover the treasure of prayer as a couple! One of his strategies is to keep you and your future spouse from praying together by keeping you busy. Instead of worrying about all the wedding plans, take courage and suggest that you begin praying together.

	
[image: image] Be each other’s prayer partner. Tremendous power is available when you do this. The Bible says two are better than one. There are times in your prayer life when you need others to pray with you and pray for you. Who better than the one who knows you best? Jesus said, “I tell you that if two of you on earth agree about anything you ask for, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven” (Matthew 18:19).

	
[image: image] Invest in books on prayer and study the prayers of the Bible. Read them aloud to each other. Discuss them. Try out their principles together. See what works for you and what doesn’t. Use your study to actually pray together, not merely to learn about praying together.



Wasn’t it Ben Franklin who once said, “An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure”? Whoever said it, it’s still great advice. Satan works hard to destroy marriages. It is time for us to do some preventive maintenance to prevent the all-too-common disintegration of Christian homes.

 

They spent significant time together. In a survey of my own, I spent a year polling about ten thousand couples regarding their time together before they got married. “If you could give only one piece of advice to not-yet-married couples,” I asked, “what would it be?” I wanted to understand the most critical elements of a new relationship.

 

One answer came through loud and clear: spend time together. Time together revolved around two important issues: doing things together and making the relationship a top priority. These individuals gave undivided attention to each other, spent a lot of “alone together time,” put each other first, and desired to be together. Listen to how some couples talked about spending time together:


	
[image: image] We looked forward to being together.

	
[image: image] We spent hours and hours together.

	
[image: image] We loved the time we had together, just the two of us: romance, adventures together, and communication.

	
[image: image] We remember the thrill of constantly being in close contact.

	
[image: image] We enjoyed getting wrapped up in the actual relationship rather than the wedding.



And what did they do together? What does time together mean? It can mean ministry together, sharing common interests, trips, meals, coffee-shop talks, trying new things (such as ballroom dancing), beach walks, parties—you name it. The couples we surveyed listed a lot of things, including:


	
Places: Long walks on the beach, sitting on the couch together, listening to radio, walks in the park, studying together, traveling to beautiful places, enjoying the sunrise on the front porch, camping trips, taking lots of pictures.

	
Physical: Holding hands, standing or sitting side by side, warm hugs, making out, doing unexpected things.

	
Things: Calling each other every night to say goodnight, hot meals cooked together, combining our households and obtaining new possessions together. Dr. John Gottman found that couples who bought a major appliance together—such as a washing machine, refrigerator, oven, dryer, etc.—stayed married longer than couples who made no such purchase. He believes that couples who make such a long-term investment are sending the message, “Let’s buy something that will last twenty to thirty years, because we are still going to be together.”6




They got to know each other on a deeper level. As we said, it’s crucial for you to spend time with each other. But should you direct all this time toward any specified goal? The ten thousand couples we surveyed certainly thought so. Second on their list was “getting to know each other on a deep level.”

Happily engaged couples increase their knowledge of each other. If you want to have a great marriage, you must develop a large fund of knowledge. You must learn his or her likes, dislikes, personality quirks—everything. Every husband and wife ought to earn a PhD in each other during their engagement and first year of marriage.

In the excellent book The Seven Principles for Making Marriage Work, John Gottman and Nan Silver suggest that successful marriages require husbands and wives to know each other and to periodically update their knowledge. Gottman and Silver found that husbands who developed a “map” of their wives’ worlds, who made it their business to know their wives’ psychological worlds, wound up in the 33 percent whose marital satisfaction remained high when a couple made the transition to parenthood.7

Tellingly, a lack of knowledge about each other led to some of the worst times in the engagement period for many couples. One person declared a personal frustration: “I found out late in the engagement that he really didn’t like shopping, and I had thought for several years that he loved to shop.” If you don’t get to deeply know your spouse, you may well discover that differences in your backgrounds and circumstances can deeply undermine your marriage.

The most satisfied couples talked to each other with openness, without the pressure of living together, became best friends, and discovered multiple aspects of their betrothed. That takes a lot of talking! So what did engaged couples talk about?
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