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TO MY DARLING DEBBIE


When we married we were very young (eighteen and nineteen), extremely poor (we were essentially hippies—our first home was an eight-by-ten tent), and unbelievably dumb (see points one and two), but our journey together has been one that millions of people envy. Our life together is proof that all people need to succeed is a stubborn commitment to do what is right. Thank you for being my girl.
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Introduction



DESPITE its title, this book is not about the benefits of laughter in marriage, nor is it a collection of funny stories about marriage. This work is based on a seminar I offer, called “Laugh Your Way to a Better Marriage®,” which is a very serious effort to improve the married lives of those who attend it. The name refers to laughing simply because many of the points I share are, well, funny. In fact, the live seminar is more a standup comedy show than an episode of Dr. Phil, and yet tens of thousands of couples testify that the seminar has enriched, and even saved, their marriages. So while many of the points and stories herein may cause you to smile or laugh, what you will ultimately find is a serious attempt at providing helpful information that will empower you to succeed in married life.

I agree with David Viscott, who writes, “Relationships seldom die because they suddenly have no life left in them. They wither slowly, either because people do not understand how much or what kind of upkeep, time, work, love, and caring they require or because people are too lazy or afraid to try.”1

People have a lot of strange ideas about love and marriage. Some think that if a marriage is meant to be, it will just be. Some think they should be able to follow their instincts and arrive at happiness. And true, relationships do have a kind of “instinct” to them; however, experience shows that people cannot rely on instinct alone.

Others think romance is the key to marital bliss. My bride, Debbie, and I are childhood sweethearts. That may sound romantic, but truth be told, romance has had little to do with it. Sure, it’s played a part, but only a small part. Like the salt I threw on my eggs this morning—the main factor in that story was the eggs, not the salt. If I had tried to make it a story about the salt, it would have made for a lousy breakfast. Romance is a great “salt” to sprinkle on the hard work of sharing a life with another human being, but the main ingredient of a happy marriage can never be romance. (You’ll see why later.)

The thing that makes marriage wonderful is work. But we need more than work; we need skill. Just because we are willing to work for a great marriage does not mean we have the skills to actually pull one off. Those skills take time and knowledge. The longer we wait to learn those skills, the more apt we are to tumble from one painful relationship to another—each one building a case on the past one, convincing us we will never be able to be happy with the spouse we are with. We then become the walking wounded: ever more cautious, less vulnerable, and fearful about trusting the one we are supposed to be with for life. Marriages like these start to generate more pain than they appear to be worth, and people start to bail.

The good news is that marriage problems are fairly easy to resolve. Whenever a husband and wife are willing to study the dynamics of marriage and willing to take the time to understand each other, they will come together in love. That is the why behind this writing.

Now, ladies, if your husband doesn’t want to read this book, don’t take offense. Most men won’t want to read whole books about relationships. You can, however, find success in asking him to read short sections that you wish he would read. As you will learn in chapter 5, men like to compartmentalize things. Asking him to just read a small section will make him much more likely to respond than trying to get him to read the whole book. Then try to discuss just that one subject with him. Men don’t mind talking about specific issues. What they hate is when one issue leads to another and then another and then another….

Girls, also keep in mind that men don’t like working on their relationships. A guy will assume, that if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. Men think that the best possible thing one can do for a relationship is to leave it alone. To a guy, the idea of reading a book on relationships rates right up there with root canals and rectal exams.

Women, on the other hand, like to work on their relationships. A woman enjoys tilling the relational gardens of her life—planting, fertilizing, weeding, pruning—all the while cherishing each and every improvement she sees, as her relational “garden” grows and thrives. The idea of reading a book about marriage is a welcome one, and she will sit down at the first opportunity to begin exploring these pages. So my assumption is that most of you, my readers, are women. But not to worry, the information you will find here is so good and will be so transforming for your marriage that it will take only one of you to tango your marriage into happiness. Believe me, if you do this stuff, he’ll start dancing.

Now, before we move forward, I need to ask you to be patient with the generalizations I make throughout this book. Generalizations are just that. They are what is generally true, but not always true. For example, generally speaking, men are more interested in sex than women. There are many marriages, however, in which the wife is more interested in sex than her husband. (Now, if you are a man reading this and your wife is more interested in sex than you are, I think I speak for all men when I say, “We hate you.”) When you read these kinds of generalizations, take time to calibrate them to your unique situation, personality, and experience. But, though there may be exceptions to these generalizations, the stereotypical gender differences are too strong to ignore; hence, I discuss them.

One of my favorite verses in the Bible reads, “Where no oxen are, the manger is clean, but much revenue comes by the strength of the ox.”2 The meaning is clear: If you have an ox, you’re going to have ox poo. If you don’t want any ox poo, then you have to get rid of the ox. But an ox is a good thing—we get “much revenue” from having an ox. So there’s the quandary: If you want the benefit of having an ox, you’re going to have to endure the poo that comes with it.

Marriage is a good thing. We get “much revenue” from being joined to another person. However, there are problems. There is no such thing as a poo-free marriage. That’s why the apostle Paul gave us this advice: “It is good for a man not to marry.”3 Why does he say that? Because, he continues, “those who marry will face many troubles in this life, and I want to spare you this.”4

You don’t hear these verses read at many weddings. You don’t see very many greeting cards that reference this. Why not? Because we don’t like to admit that when you get a marriage ox, you will also be getting a pile of marital ox poo. But that is precisely what happens. Nevertheless, marriage is wonderful. I love being married! And what’s the alternative? Being alone for the rest of your life? That’s no picnic, either. The point is, challenges come with every choice we make.

Now, if all you are getting out of your marriage is a pile of poo, you have yourself one sick ox. I can help you with that.

The problem is, many don’t expect to find any poo at all in their marriage, and when they encounter stuff that stinks, they see it as a sign that they married the wrong person.

One last thing before we begin our journey. Albert Einstein said, “The significant problems we face cannot be solved at the same level of thinking we were at when we created them.” The point is, if you want to tackle significant relational issues, you have to be willing to think at a new level. I’m going to help you do that. You will run into some new ideas that will thrill you and some that will make you mad. But don’t reject what I say out of hand. Listen. Think. Ponder. Dare to go to the next level and watch your marriage follow you there.

MARK GUNGOR

Green Bay, Wisconsin
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Setting the Stage











1

The Perfect Mate




DEB and I had flown into Raleigh, North Carolina, to do one of our Laugh Your Way to a Better Marriage seminars. Usually during my weekend events I speak for up to six hours or more, so if I am not careful I can overwork my voice. In preparation for an event, I try to limit my jabbering and generally turn down any requests to meet with people, do interviews, and so on. However, the Friday morning before the start of the Raleigh event, my good friend and host pastor, Steve Coronna, asked if I would join him and his wife Connie on the set of their TV program, Making Your Marriage Work. My reluctance to do three television programs on the day of a seminar was mitigated only by my friendship with Steve.

The plan was to leave the hotel at 9:15 a.m. and drive to the studio to meet them. I am not exactly a morning kind of guy, and being true to form, I slept in as late as possible and began to shower and get dressed only at the last possible minute. After I shaved and combed what hair I have left, I went to get a fresh pair of underwear out of my suitcase. However, I could not find any. Since I am a typical man and unable to find something even if it’s right under my nose, I did not panic, but simply called out to my wife, who was now in the bathroom.

“Hey, Debbie, where are my underwear?”

“They’re right there in the front of your suitcase,” she answered.

“No,” I retorted. “I looked. There’s nothing there.”

Exasperated, Debbie shot out from the bathroom to the suitcase to try and find what I had obviously missed. After a few moments, however, she started to giggle and said, “Well, I guess we didn’t pack any.”

Didn’t pack any?! I started to panic. No underwear?! My mind began to race: I have people to meet; television shows to tape! I don’t have time to deal with, ‘I guess we didn’t pack any.’

Perhaps yesterday’s undies, I thought, switching from panic to resolution mode. A little gross, but it seemed like a plausible plan at the time. Then I realized my drawers were lying wet on the bathroom floor and there was no time to dry them out. I had to go now if I was going to be on time.

Only two options lay before me: a) go au naturel with no restraints—freely, as it were; or b) do the unthinkable—wear my wife’s underwear. As I pondered the options, a pair of my wife’s undies caught my eye. They were made of simple cotton, and, were it not for “Victoria’s Secret” stamped all over the elastic band, they almost looked like a pair of men’s skivvies.

Dare I? I mused.

Now, every man I have ever shared this story with has told me they would have chosen option “a,” and never option “b,” even under threat of death or bodily harm. For most men, wearing women’s underwear is not an option—there are way too many conflicting implications. But I just could not see spending my day underwearless. I can’t handle that much freedom in my life. I would have found it extremely distracting.

So, option “b” it was. I quickly slipped on my wife’s undies, finished getting dressed, and headed out the door, giving what I had just done very little thought.

About five miles down the road, it started to dawn on me that I was sitting in a pair of underwear that had “Victoria’s Secret” imprinted over and over again on the waistband. I thought to myself, Good grief! What if I’m in an accident? I imagined myself lying on the side of the road while the medics tried to remove my pants to save my life. I saw myself fighting them off, screaming at the top of my lungs, “Let me die! Let me die!”

Soon I was at my destination, and I tried to focus on taping the programs to be aired over the next three weeks. You can imagine the irony I felt as I looked into the camera and threw out a challenge for the men in the audience to be real men, not the all-too-familiar men who live in a virtual world of TV, video games, and computer porn—yet all the while I was sitting in a pair of women’s underwear! It was a struggle to concentrate on what I was saying.

After the taping, while we were waiting to be seated for lunch, I could hold my secret no longer. I leaned over to Steve and Connie and told them I had a confession to make. Few things get people’s attention like an open confession, so they gathered close to me as I whispered the events of that morning. When I finally got to the part where I revealed I was standing there with them in a pair of my wife’s underwear, which I had been wearing all morning, Steve screamed and tried to get as far away from me as possible. (Did I mention guys have issues with this kind of thing?) He continued with lunch only as long as I agreed not to touch him. He also asked me to never mention his name when telling this story. (But, hey, what are friends for?)

The Moral of the Story

I reveal this self-deprecating story to illustrate a point. If you are going to survive unexpected circumstances and disappointments, you are going to have to be willing to change, to adjust, to work with what you have, and to commit to doing things you normally wouldn’t have chosen to do. Despite our best efforts and intentions, life doesn’t always turn out the way we have hoped and planned. This is especially true when it comes to relationships between men and women.

Love can be deceitful. It starts out so easily. In fact, it is the ease of the relationship that convinces us that the other person is “the one.” We are so comfortable with them. They are incredibly easy to talk to. We can just be ourselves around them. With seemingly no effort at all, we experience a sense of joy just by being around them.

“It is so easy,” we reason, “this person must be the one!”

“Yes,” your romance-starved heart answers, “this is it—true love is always easy!”

So we take the plunge, we make the big commitment, we promise, “Till death do us part.” And we know it’s right because it’s easy. Easy is always a sign from God that things are right. Right?

But after the “I do’s” have been exchanged, life kicks in. And guess what? It ain’t easy.

Men and women begin their journey believing that fate has caused them to meet each other, and then they date and end up at the altar. They think that since they have spent so much quality time with each other, they truly know each other. They know what to expect and, therefore, feel the relationship is safe—they have discovered the perfect one. However, due to the intoxicating nature of the dating process, people don’t know each other nearly as well as they think.

So when life hits, shock and awe set in. Shock because the differences that attracted them to each other now repel them. Awe because they are now frustrated and angry and feel that their whole marriage is simply awful.

We read in the Old Testament, “Hope deferred makes the heart sick.”1 Simply stated, when things don’t go the way you hoped they would, it is easy to get “heart sick”—to lose your oomph, to want to quit and get away from what disappointed you. But that is a mistake.

The truth is that such lofty ideals of romantic perfection actually work to make people’s marriages worse, not better. Since these ideals are rarely if ever realized, dissatisfaction rules the day. You were smoking marital ganja if you expected marriage to be a life filled with constant waves of joy, where every morning birds sing you awake and little bunnies help you sweep the floors as the chipmunks wash the dishes.

It may be a hard pill to swallow, but it doesn’t take the ladies long to discover that—though they were worshiped and coddled like beautiful princesses during the dating experience, and though they married the guy expecting to step into a long life of being the object of worship and coddling—it doesn’t last. Generally, women end up feeling as if they are the property of the Pumpkin Eater (who, according to Mother Goose, has his little woman neatly tucked away in his pumpkin shell, there to keep her very well). Women discover that their Prince Charming is more pauper than prince, and the man of her dreams morphs into looking more like the monster from her nightmares.

Similarly, men get disappointed and offended, but only by the idea that we could ever disappoint a woman. “How can this be?” men reason. “Our moms always said we were perfect.” And we guys hate to lose the “Prince Charming” label. The problem is that we can’t begin to comprehend why being married would take anywhere near the energy dating did. We have won the girl. The girl said “yes.” The boy said “I do.” Everything seems set, so we assume we can now begin to redirect our attentions, formerly used to chase our bride-to-be, to new pursuits. There are new hills to climb, new wars to win, new seas to cross, and of course, video games to play. Sadly, many men think “I do” means “I’m done.” This is because we generally approach relationships with a conquer-and-possess mind-set. And once men possess, we are ready to move on to new ground.

In a way, what we possess “disappears,” kind of the way a new car disappears after we own it for six months, and we often cease to give those we love significant attention. We don’t do it to be cruel, we just don’t get why we would keep fighting and striving to secure something we already have. Sadly, the romantic chase of courtship gives way to the thoughtlessness, inconsiderate behavior, and even rude assumption of ownership. (I’m not saying this is right or that it has to stay this way, it just is for the average guy.) Our shock and awe in marriage have to do with the discovery that our wives no longer think we are the cat’s meow. After all, we are men, the bearers of the magic that accompanies our gender—endowed to us by the male penis.

Ah, wretched disappointment—it makes us sick. And when marriages are filled with disappointed wives and offended men, it doesn’t take long for them to become convinced they have made a terrible mistake. Why? Because it is no longer easy; now it’s very, very hard.

This can’t possibly be love! our disappointed heart cries. I must have made a mistake! I shouldn’t have married this guy (gal). There is no way he (she) is my true soul mate.

It is here where the battles begin to rage, and how a couple fights those battles is critical (we’ll talk more about that later). Some couples fight openly, some quietly. But a couple must be willing to wrestle till there is a win for both parties involved. A win/win often requires flexibility: some push and pull, some lovingly compromise, and—dare I suggest it—even wearing each other’s underwear (should the circumstances warrant).

But many are unwilling to fight or compromise. When their expectations are not met, their hearts feel “sick” and they want out of the marriage. Unmet expectations in marriage tend to erode the relationship. And when the marriage deal begins to feel like a bad deal, many head out looking for a new deal. They view conflict, which is inevitable in any healthy relationship (intimacy is forged in conflict), as evidence that they have married the wrong person. After all, the promise of true love can be realized only if one finds and marries their predestined soul mate, right? Wrong.

I know this won’t make me very popular with a lot of people, particularly many of the ladies, but the idea of the perfect “soul mate”—that God made one special person just for you—is the stuff of sweetsy, twenty-five-cent romance novels, and has no footing in Christian thought.


THE MYTH

“When you grow up,” the wind whispered in the young girl’s ear, “you’ll meet your soul mate—the one with whom you can share your life and experience ecstatic, joyful love. You will find yourselves entwined as one in conjugal bliss.”

“How will I know who it is?” the little girl questioned. “How will I find the right one?”

“Oh, don’t worry,” said the wind reassuringly. “Destiny dictates the meeting of our soul mates. You will meet the one who is right and you will live happily ever after.”



The idea that there is just one special person for me—my soul mate—comes from an alleged altercation between the human race and the Greek god Zeus. According to Greek mythology, we humans originally had four arms, four legs, and a single head made of two faces. Because Zeus feared that the authority of the gods might be compromised by this race of beings, he decided to split each person in half, condemning us to spend the rest of our lives wandering unrequited until we find the half we were separated from—our lost soul mate. It was thought that our undying pursuit of perfect love is the result of Zeus’s scheme to keep us busy—far away from meddling in the domain of the gods.

According to this account, a person’s soul mate is the one-and-only other half of one’s soul—we would always be less happy with any other person. Today millions base their hope of marital bliss entirely on the Zeus account.

If this is true, then when a relationship fails, it isn’t that we have done wrong or failed to do what is right, it is that we have not found Mr. or Ms. Right. Hence, when relational failure comes, the best we mere mortals can do is cut our losses and return to our quest for the one who, once found, will cause us to live happily ever after.

But come on. Doesn’t the idea that we were once two-faced, four-armed, and four-legged beings who got split by a paranoid Greek god come across as just a little crazy? And aren’t thoughts founded in a mythical story really just…myth? Yet this idea has been successfully universalized; most people today hold to this view, even the non-Zeus followers.

Mixing Myth and Faith

The view that there is a predestined one-and-only out there for each of us has permeated even the Christian view of courtship and marriage. We have spiritualized it. We teach, “God has made one special person just for you.”

Really?

If that is not the epitome of self-centered, narcissistic thinking, I do not know what is. God did not create another human being just to satisfy your needs or to make you feel complete.

Yet many believers pray for God to lead them to the “right one,” instead of negotiating through the decision-making process of selecting a mate in a down-to-earth, biblical approach.

Those of us in Evangelical circles have even taken this to a whole new level by encouraging parents to start praying for that “one special person” that God has chosen for our child while he or she is still young. Rather than praying for our children to embrace righteousness, justice, wisdom, sacrifice, goodness, et cetera—all things that would make them wonderful mates to whomever they chose to commit their lives to—we are praying for that “special one” God has already chosen for our child. Zeus be praised, I guess.

Surprising to many, there is absolutely no biblical evidence to substantiate such behavior. The Bible never tells us to find the one God has chosen. It teaches us how to live well with the person we have chosen. And there is a distance of infinitude between those two thoughts. The first assumes that life, love, romance, and marriage are part of God’s divine plan and, therefore, depend more on God than on us. The second, and more biblical, line of thought tells us that successful life, love, romance, and marriage are the result of a couple living by God’s principles—principles that never fail. But this version, which places true love and marriage on the footing of human choice and responsibility, just isn’t nearly as romantic or seductive.

Many people of faith bristle when I take this position and ask me, “But what about when Isaac prayed that God would bring the right woman to him at the well?”

First of all, Isaac never prayed such a prayer; it was Abraham’s servant who did. Abraham had sent his servant back to his homeland to find a relative for his son, Isaac, to marry. True, the servant did pray at the well that God would help him find the right girl, but he wasn’t looking for some divine soul mate, he was looking for a relative of Abraham. In fact, when you read the story in Genesis, the servant does not begin to praise God until he learns that the girl is, in fact, one of Abraham’s relatives.2

Now, if you are comfortable with one of your dad’s employees searching for a cousin for you to marry, I guess it would be appropriate for you to pray that God will lead him to the “right one.” But beyond that, the Bible is clear that marriage is your decision—not the result of a divine edict. In point of fact, I can find only two places in the Bible where God ever told someone to marry a particular person.

One is when God spoke to Joseph to take Mary as his wife. Joseph wanted to abandon her when he learned she was pregnant, knowing he wasn’t the father. But God revealed to him that her pregnancy was by the Holy Spirit—obviously, an unusual situation. But even in this case, Joseph had previously chosen Mary.

The only other time God told someone to marry a particular person is when God told the prophet Hosea to marry a prostitute. (And I will concede that if you are considering marriage to a prostitute, you probably should have a divine revelation before doing so.) But even then, God did not tell him which prostitute to marry. It was still up to Hosea!

Though it is not supported in Scripture, there is something about the soul mate blather that is a siren song to the human soul. We want to believe it—it is so…romantic. And with this longing deeply embedded in our psyche, we inadvertently impress these thoughts onto the Bible as we read it. Sad to say, but the sacred Scriptures, which have brought unspeakable comfort and blessing to countless mortals, have also been used over and over to justify numerous untenable positions.

I’m suggesting that the problem is that we don’t understand the dynamics of true love. We think we do. Our songs, movies, romantic novels, and TV shows all echo the belief that true love will always appear when we meet the right person, our destined soul mate. And this love will hit us hard out of the blue—an idea charged with mystery and romance. So the search for romantic love continues to occupy the minds of people, even those who are married! The result? High divorce rates and a plummeting marital happiness index.

The truth is, a successful marriage is not the result of marrying the “right” person, feeling the “right” emotions, thinking the “right” thoughts, or even praying the “right” prayers. It’s about doing the “right” things—period.

Why doesn’t God have a special person just for you? Because He knows that His principles of love, acceptance, patience, and forgiveness work, and they work all the time, every time—no matter to whom you are married. That is why the apostle Paul never told us to find that “special someone,” but rather to make sure we find someone who truly believes and lives by the principles of love, acceptance, patience, and forgiveness. He referred to such a person as a “believer.”

Now, here’s an honest question: If being a believer is the key, then why do so many marriages fail, even with people of faith? Simply because many people of faith fail to live out these principles. The apostle James touched this problem when he said, “Faith without works is dead.”3 In other words, if you don’t actually do the right thing, believing the right thing won’t do you any good. In fact, he teaches that our lack of action can nullify the very faith we claim to have. It doesn’t matter how spiritual or holy you think you are, if you are an impatient, demanding, whining, unforgiving person, your marriage will suffer.

Marriage Physics

We are all subject to the laws of physics no matter how we look, what we say, whom we are with, or even what we believe. For example, if you drive a car seventy miles-per-hour around a fifteen-mile-per-hour curve, you are going to get hurt—even if you feel lucky that day; even if you are listening to a Christian radio station at the time; even if you have a bobble-head statue of Jesus on your dashboard (though he may have his hands over his eyes with a look of “Ahhhhhhhh!!!” on his face). Why? Because the laws of physics still apply to you—they apply to everyone.

Just as there are laws of physics that affect everyone regardless of who they are or what they believe, there are also laws of marriage physics. Sadly, people keep breaking all the laws and then are stunned by the fact that their marriage stinks. “Why is my marriage so bad?” they ponder. Then the unwise voices of modern convention scream in their minds, Wake up and be honest with your feelings. If things are bad, you married the wrong person. It’s not supposed to be this hard. You’ve made a mistake. God doesn’t want you to feel unloved. Be courageous and bail.

And bail they do—by the millions.

But the problem isn’t that people marry the wrong person; it’s that people act in ways that are wrong—ways that destroy. If your marriage stinks, someone is breaking the rules of marriage physics. Unfortunately, most are unaware that rules even exist, much less know what they are.

Even though I don’t think there is such a thing as a soul mate, I’m not saying the dating process shouldn’t involve a hunt to find a special someone—someone compatible with you, someone with whom you have made a connection. If you are single, I think you should expect that, even strive to find a person with whom you can share feelings of deep affinity, friendship, sexual attraction, and compatibility. That being said, I think finding someone to journey with in marriage is the slenderest part of a life-long relational journey. A great marriage is mostly about two people committing to each other and then employing principles such as love, acceptance, patience, forgiveness, sacrifice, and unselfishness, to enrich that committed relationship. Marriage is more about work than about divine luck, more about finding someone to love than about finding someone to meet your own laundry list of personal needs.
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Putting Things into Perspective




MAYBE you have looked around you and seen a number of happy couples and you’ve wondered, What’s the secret? How’d they do it? Can anyone show me some new techniques that will give me the intimacy and the love I long for?

People grab books or attend seminars in hope of learning some new methods that will help them experience true satisfaction in their marriage. But what if better relational techniques and practices don’t get to the root of marriage problems? Certainly, learning techniques that improve communication and intimacy can help a marriage grow (that’s why I have written this book), but what if they are secondary?

I believe people often have the wrong perspective about marriage, about their spouse, and about love in general. They carry a perspective that is hurtful to their marriage. Problems are not the result of a delinquent marriage or the fault of the person we married; problems are rooted in how we view marriage. How we view our marriage will always trump what we do in one—what we do is secondary.

We should ask ourselves, Could there be something I need to see in a deeper, more fundamental way—some kind of a shift in how I look at marriage, period? I’m suggesting that marriage is more of an inside-out process than an outside-in one. The danger of making it an outside-in enterprise is that you actually set yourself up for feeling victimized and emotionally paralyzed when your techniques and marriage-enrichment practices don’t work.

The bottom line is that there are no quick-fix techniques for a happy marriage. All the marriage-enrichment techniques and new behaviors only work like aspirin or Band-Aids when it comes to producing a strong marriage. There are a host of marriage-enrichment steps we’ll talk about later, but the really hard work has to do with what’s going on in between your own two ears—your expectations about marriage. Wrong thinking always produces bad results; and whenever your expectations are one place and your experience is somewhere else, you start to experience an emotional meltdown.

So what is the right view of marriage?

Buck-Naked

In a way, marriage is the great revealer, because you’re living in very close quarters. If you ever want to get to know people, go camping with them for a week. Not only will you get to know them, they will get to know you. Somehow who we really are starts to poke out whenever we get close to others over an extended period of time. How we act under pressure in unguarded moments is always telling. Most of us are pretty good at covering up our negative parts under normal conditions; we even fool ourselves into thinking we are better than we are. But close relationships rat us out. This is especially true in marriage.

In the beginning, the Scriptures teach us, Adam and Eve “were both naked, and they felt no shame.”1 In an open, naked relationship, if there are things to discuss, they are discussed. If there are issues to resolve, they are resolved. (Anyone up for naked arguing?) An open relationship means you can discuss misunderstandings and miscommunications, as well as how one spouse feels about what the other is doing. In a relationship free of shame, a husband and wife can even risk sharing their different ways of approaching love, friendship, and life in general, and do it openly—no smoke and mirrors.

In marriage, God intended that we be “naked” (so to speak)—that all the ways we are unique and different from each other come to the forefront. But sin changed our willingness to do that. Because of sin’s effect on the human race, most are not comfortable with marriage being a revealer; we want marriage to be a cover. We don’t go into marriage to face ourselves; we get married to get away from ourselves, to camouflage who we are.

Ever walk past a mirror and are shocked or mortified by what you see? Your hair standing up in a weird way, your slip showing, your fly open, egg stuck in your teeth? Mirrors can be real lifesavers. Had it not been for that mirror, you may have gone the entire day looking ridiculous.

Marriage is a mirror. By living so closely with another human being, you start to get a picture of what you really look like. You start to see where you need to adjust and change. This is why marriage is so effective at making people’s lives more rich and productive—if they adjust to the needed changes. Unfortunately, many expect marriage to be something that makes them look better, not something that reveals where they don’t look so good. Additionally, rather than see where we need to change, we opt to project our own negative images on our spouses and point out where they need to change: She is so irritating…. He is such a lazy slob…. I don’t want to act this way, but she brings out the worst in me. Adam played the blame game like this: “That woman you put here with me—she gave me some fruit from the tree, and I ate it.”2

If we believe our spouse is present in the marriage to make us look better, instead of being a mirror to help us see who we really are, we will think our marriage is inadequate whenever one of our faults is revealed. Like the witch in “Snow White” who became angry at the mirror for not telling her what she wanted to hear, we criticize the mirror—our spouse—in the marriage. We end up communicating to him or her: This marriage isn’t good. You’re doing something wrong. We need to get this fixed.

Once you are internally convinced that your marriage is wrong, you will never be able to change it externally, no matter how much you work on your attitude or behavior. People in troubled marriages seldom grasp the fact that bad marriages cannot become good ones by external pressure. External marriage-enrichment techniques do not work unless you begin by changing your perception of the marriage.

How do you see your marriage now? Is it precious to you? Do you honor, appreciate, and place worth on your marriage—as it is? If your view of marriage is fundamentally flawed, all the energies and strategies you are using (thinking your marriage will be better if we just do this or we just change that) will end in failure.

Unless you honor your marriage union first—without conditions—your tactics will come across as manipulative strategies to get your spouse to do what you want. This smacks of duplicity and insincerity. You must work on your marriage because you believe it is valuable, not because you are trying to make it valuable. Quick-fix manipulations do not a good marriage make.

Wrong Places

Have you ever planned to meet someone at a restaurant and you show up at the wrong place without realizing it? You search all over the restaurant before you sit down just to make sure your friend didn’t beat you there. And you wait…and wait. Then you get up to scope the joint again, this time harder and faster. It hasn’t dawned on you that diligence isn’t going to help you at all, not when you are in the wrong place. You try to think positively: They just got caught in traffic…they’ll be here any minute. You have no idea that your positive mental attitude is powerless to change the situation. Eventually you get frustrated and angry with the person you were supposed to meet.

Then you get the call. “Where are you?” the voice on the line asks.

In a moment you realize you have been at the wrong place all along. All your waiting, diligent searching, and positive attitude meant nothing.

Many are in the wrong place mentally when it comes to their marriages.

We think marriage is the place where we are promised happiness and love, not the place where we learn to love each other and face the ugliest parts about ourselves. We think marriage is the place where we should experience unending romantic love, where husbands are a girl’s best friend, and where wives give their husbands all the sex they want when they want it. Ahhh, sweet dreams.

But this is not where marriage is—if you are there, you are in the wrong place. You can wait and search and wait some more. You can work harder and faster, but your work is in vain. If you don’t change your view of marriage, you will eventually conclude that your marriage is flawed; that it is wrong. You will begin to think thoughts like: I must have married too young; I probably married the wrong person; Maybe this marriage was never meant to be; My spouse must be the second-cousin of the antichrist.

The Power of Understanding

When you are willing to understand each other, new vision and hope will emerge. You will immediately become energized to work on your marriage, even if it is rife with trouble. Here is a story that illustrates the power understanding has on our willingness to stick to a difficult relationship.


Once there was a boy who lived with his mother and grandfather. His grandfather was not really an elderly man, but he was confined to a wheelchair and had very little use of his arms. His face was badly scarred, and he had a difficult time swallowing his food.

Every day the little boy was assigned the task of going into his grandfather’s room and feeding him lunch. This the little boy did faithfully, but not joyously. It was quite a mess to feed Grandfather.

As the boy grew into adolescence, he became weary of his responsibility. One day he stormed into the kitchen and announced that he had had enough. He told his mother, “From now on, you can feed Grandfather.”

Very patiently his mother turned from her chores, motioned for her son to sit down, and said, “You are a young man now. It is time you knew the whole truth about your grandfather.” She continued, “Grandfather has not always been confined to a wheelchair. In fact, he used to be quite an athlete. When you were a baby, however, there was an accident.”

The boy leaned forward in his chair as his mother began to cry.

She said, “There was a fire. Your father was working in the basement, and he thought you were upstairs with me. I thought he was downstairs with you. We both rushed out of the house, leaving you alone upstairs. Your grandfather was visiting at the time. He was the first to realize what happened. Without a word he went back into the house, found you, wrapped you in a wet blanket, and made a mad dash through the flames. He brought you safely to your father and me.

“He was rushed to the emergency room suffering from second-and third-degree burns as well as smoke inhalation. The reason he is the way he is today is because of what he suffered the day he saved your life.”

By this time the boy had tears in his eyes as well. He never knew; his grandfather never told him. And with no conscious effort on his part, his attitude changed. With no further complaints, he picked up his grandfather’s lunch tray and took it to his room.3



Once you understand why your husband acts that way, or why your wife thinks that way, it will change how you feel about him or her, though nothing has really changed. Compassion will come with an accompanying perseverance—all because you now understand. I cannot overstate the importance of understanding.

Fighting to Understand

In the pages that follow, I am going to work hard at helping you understand what’s going on in the enterprise of marriage: what men think, what women think, what men expect, what women expect, how men are wired, how women are wired, et cetera. In a way, marriage is a cosmic joke; we are so different from each other. But if marriage is about revealing weakness and sin, and is about being challenged to get beyond ourselves to truly love another person, as I contend, then understanding will bring the fruit of newfound energy and strength for the task of getting along—not unlike the shift that happened to the grandson on that fateful day.

Dare to believe marriage is good, that the one you are in is good. Dare to ask God to help you treasure it, appreciate it, and stay committed to it, even though there are times you feel a little shaken-up and buck-naked with your needs going unmet. Until we have the right perspective about marriage, our efforts to make it better are futile. When we see things correctly, our efforts are met with real, lasting, authentic change that fosters a healthier, stronger marriage.
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