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To Arthur S. DeMoss


With deepest appreciation, this book is dedicated to a man I never had the joy of meeting. His untimely death occurred in 1979 on the weekend of his oldest daughter’s—my wife Nancy’s—twenty-first birthday. Art’s wife Nancy and their seven children have greatly missed his physical presence and his love and leadership. But Art DeMoss left an indelible imprint on each of them, and also on the lives of countless thousands around the world who came to faith in Christ through his personal witness. This man was a good shepherd to his wife, his family, and many others. I am deeply grateful for his example.









FOREWORD


BY NANCY DEMOSS WOLGEMUTH


To say that falling in love at the age of fifty-six was unexpected would be a huge understatement. Though I had been a strong champion of the institution of marriage and had never ruled out the possibility of marriage for myself, I had always had a strong sense of being set apart and called to serve the Lord as a single woman. Throughout my adult life, marriage simply had not been on my radar.


All that changed the day a certain gentleman expressed interest in pursuing a relationship with me. Much to my amazement and that of everyone who knew me, my heart was drawn to say yes. That man was Robert Wolgemuth, a widower whom I had known professionally as my literary agent a dozen years earlier.


Thus began a journey that led to our marriage nine months later. It all unfolded in a way that neither of us ever could have scripted. But God gave us peace throughout the process, as we trusted that He was writing this story and directing our steps.


The image of a shepherd was a prominent and recurring theme from the outset of our relationship. In our conversations and text messages, we often referred to the Lord as our Shepherd and invoked His wisdom, guidance, provision, and care. So much so, that “our song” soon became “Savior, Like a Shepherd Lead Us.” It continues to be the prayer of our hearts that our Savior would lead us and that we would know His voice and gladly follow Him.


Early on, I learned that the biblical model of the Good Shepherd was the template for Robert’s understanding of a husband’s calling. In one of our very first phone conversations, reflecting on his forty-four-year marriage to his late wife, Bobbie, Robert said, almost in passing: “I loved being married, because I loved shepherding my wife.”


Those words nearly took my breath away. I was struck that he didn’t say he loved being married because of something his wife did for him, some need she met in his life. Rather, this man loved being married because he loved serving, blessing, caring and providing for, meeting the needs of, and gently leading his wife. He loved being a shepherd.


Seldom if ever have I heard another man describe himself or his marriage in that way. My heart was captured. Before long, this strong woman, the founder and leader of a national ministry who had spent years shepherding others, found herself willing and desiring to follow this man and to be shepherded by him.


Inexperienced as I was in matters of love and marriage, it helped that I had grown up in a home with a dad who had a shepherd’s heart. Art DeMoss took seriously his responsibility to follow Christ and to lead his family to do the same. He prioritized the needs of his family above the relentless demands of his successful business. He lived out the exhortation found in the book of Proverbs: “Know well the condition of your flocks, and give attention to your herds” (27:23). So I knew what it was to trust an earthly shepherd.


As I contemplated marriage, which I knew would require an enormous adjustment, I felt I could trust Robert’s heart because I saw him daily, earnestly, humbly seeking to follow our Shepherd. I knew Robert would not be a perfect husband (any more than I would be a perfect wife), but I knew I could trust our Shepherd to lead our home through this human shepherd.


Robert wrote this book during the first year of our marriage. Can you imagine the joy of being married to a man whose early morning hours were spent unpacking what it means for a husband to shepherd his wife? (I figured my part was to make sure he had plenty of real life illustrations!) He is a loving, caring, tender shepherd who has won my heart and has given me the joy of letting him lead, a man who seeks daily to follow the leadership of the Great Shepherd.


My prayer is that this book will help you better understand and live out your calling to reflect the heart of that same Great Shepherd in your marriage and family, to lay down your life for those He has entrusted to your care. I can assure you that, with rare exceptions, this is something your wife longs for and that she will likely respond to that kind of grace-filled, loving leadership in ways you may never have dreamed possible.


It is no secret that the majority of Christian books are purchased by women. If you are a husband, there’s a good chance your wife put this book in your hands. (Or perhaps you’re not even holding it—rather, you’re listening to your wife read it to you!)


If you’re a wife, I would say simply, “Let your husband shepherd you.” Encourage and affirm him when he takes even small steps in that direction. And when he fails (as he will, and as you will), be patient, and extend to him the mercy, forgiveness, and grace that you want and need him to grant to you.


This is not to say you do not have a voice in your marriage or that you ought to mindlessly follow wherever your husband leads. Robert is eager to know my thoughts, perspective, and desires—on everything. He welcomes my input on issues big and small and is quick to thank me for it, even if it runs counter to what he was thinking. He is motivated to serve me, to honor me, and to lay down his life for me in the warp and woof of everyday life. I am a blessed woman.


He also knows that if after talking and seeking the Lord together on a matter, we have a different sense of the direction we should take, he has a wife who will support his leadership. This requires faith on both our parts. Faith in our Shepherd. At times, it requires me to be still and to wait on the Lord, trusting Him to move in Robert’s heart. (I’m sure that goes for him as well.)


Many marriages are stuck in unhealthy or sinful patterns. In some cases, the dysfunction is acute and goes back for decades. This may describe your marriage. You may feel there is no chance you and your mate will ever enjoy the kind of healthy, loving, respectful relationship Robert writes about. You may be convinced the issues in your marriage will never be solved until your mate sees the light and changes.


I’ve often heard Robert stress how important it is for someone in the marriage to be willing to “go first” in obeying God. I don’t know what script God is writing for your marriage; but I do believe that if you are willing to “go first” in applying the truths found in this book, in time you will find the dance step changing in your relationship and in your home. And even if your spouse never changes, if you trust your Good Shepherd and are determined to follow Him, you can be confident that He will care for you and meet your needs as only He can do.


I sat down to write this foreword late one night in the midst of a week that was jam-packed with other deadlines and projects. I ended up getting a second wind and working through the night. Needless to say, Robert was more than a little surprised when he came downstairs at 4:30 a.m. to start his day in the Word and prayer and I was still working away at my laptop. I sensed his concern about the toll that an all-nighter would take on my well-being. He knelt at my side and prayed as we do together at the start of each new day. He closed his prayer by saying tenderly, “And Lord, please help me to know how to protect and shepherd this woman.” At which point, he urged me to head up to bed and get some sleep!


The heart expressed in that simple prayer meant more to me, even in my sleep-deprived state, than he could have realized. What a sweet sense of security, gratitude, and peace it brought to my heart. And what heightened desire to bless this precious man and to love him well.


A husband can hardly imagine what it means to his wife to hear him pray that kind of prayer on her behalf, for him to acknowledge that he can’t do this on his own, that he needs direction and help (something I’ve been told some men find it difficult to ask for!), and that he is looking to the Shepherd of his soul to provide what he needs to shepherd the wife He has entrusted to his care.


Robert and I are praying for you as you read these pages and as you seek to lead your marriage with love and grace. May He give you a heart “like the Shepherd.”


Nancy DeMoss Wolgemuth


March 2017









PREFACE


Here’s an exciting way to start a book . . . a little English lesson. Ready? The word “shepherd” is both a noun and a verb. It’s who you are and it’s what you do.


In your marriage, you are the shepherd—a noun. And the way you succeed at the task is to shepherd—a verb. Class dismissed.


If you had lived in Chicago’s western suburbs in the late fifties or sixties or seventies and were looking for a Pontiac, the chances are you would have bought your car from Eddie Ruch (pronounced “roosh”), a premier dealership for the Pontiac brand in the Midwest and a respected anchor in the Wheaton business community.


Visiting this establishment was a treat for me as a car-loving teenager. Even before I earned my driver’s license in 1964, I had visited the Eddie Ruch showroom on Front Street in downtown Wheaton with my dad many times. Gleaming vehicles sitting quietly on a polished showroom floor, the smell of new cars . . . what could be more awe-inspiring for a boy?


In 1958 Dad bought the family a brand new green four-door Catalina from Eddie Ruch. The Catalina was the less expensive model with fewer bells and whistles. He would have liked a Bonneville but felt that a man in ministry should opt for less pretension. By 1964, however, Dad seemed to have worked through his apprehension about showing off, and he bought the Bonneville just in time for my senior year in high school. Because the car was for a family of eight, it was another four-door. Not as sleek as the two-door, but terrific anyway.


Driving the streets of my hometown by myself gave me a euphoric sense of independence, a taste of being a man. The windows were rolled down, which meant that I could hang my left arm out and lay it against the door. This was “the look.” It was cool. And I was cool.


Meeting Eddie Ruch


In the summer of 1961, I was playing touch football with my buddies in our backyard. The air was dense. Weighty. But for boys, this didn’t matter. Just a few hundred feet away was the intersection of Roosevelt Road and Main Street. Suddenly our game was interrupted by the sound of horns blowing and tires screeching. And then the sounds came to an abrupt stop with a heavy thud, followed immediately by the sound of shattering glass. A car had run the stop sign on Main Street. As boys would do, we raced to get a closer look.


Fortunately, no one was seriously injured. Since this intersection was only a few blocks from Front Street, a wrecker from Eddie Ruch Pontiac was called to the scene. The truck arrived, backing up to one of the cars, sitting crossways in the middle of the intersection. Steam was hissing from the car’s radiator, sending a thin plume of whiteness into the air.


I watched as a short, bald man with thick glasses, large ears, and a huge smile stepped out of the truck’s cab and went quickly to work. The sleeves of his sweat-stained shirt were rolled up above his elbows, and we guessed that this wasn’t his first call of the day. The street was blocked by the cars, so he wasted no time, pulling the large chain from the truck bed and climbing under the car with the chain’s hooked end.


Soon the man emerged from under the car and returned to the tow truck. He pulled one of the levers, starting a winch. The chain tightened, carefully lifting the front tires of the damaged car off the road. I loved this part. The diminutive man pushing the levers was quietly in charge.


And then, for the first time, I noticed a patch on his shirt pocket with the words “Eddie Ruch Pontiac” and another with his first name.


“Eddie.”


Just Eddie.


You’re ahead of me on this, aren’t you? That’s right. The man with the sweet smile, the firm calloused hands, and the black grease tucked around the edges of each of his fingernails was Eddie Ruch himself. The tow truck, the shiny new cars, the service department, and the whole dealership belonged to him.


If your car broke down and you needed a tow, Eddie Ruch was your guy. But if you went into his showroom to buy a new Pontiac, Eddie was nowhere to be seen. Instead, you would have been helped by Art Vanasek, friendly and square-jawed handsome, his thick dark hair combed straight back, his shirt white and perfectly laundered. He had a way with customers, including my dad. For many years Art was one of Pontiac’s premier salesmen.


Both Eddie and Art seemed happy with this unconventional division of labor, and from all appearances it worked well.


The Head of Your Home


Many people don’t read a book’s preface, but clearly you’re the exception. The story about Eddie Ruch and Art Vanasek is foundational to understanding what I’m going to say in the pages that follow. The memory of these two came to mind after a conversation with my wife, Nancy, about the title and subtitle of this book. We were talking about the word “leading.”


Of course she knew I was writing a book with the phrase “leading your marriage” on the cover.


 






A PONTIAC DEALERSHIP NEEDS AN OWNER. A SHEPHERD. A HEAD. THE GUY WITH HIS NAME ON THE SIGN. SO DOES YOUR MARRIAGE.






 


It reminded me of the Apostle Paul’s one-sentence summary of the way everything is supposed to be in our marriage: “But I want you to understand that the head of every man is Christ, the head of a wife is her husband, and the head of Christ is God.” (1 Corinthians 11:3) So is there a difference between heading and leading, I wondered. Sometimes they’re the same. Sometimes they’re not.


That night, the story of Eddie Ruch woke me up. I couldn’t wait to tell Nancy the next morning.


Art Vanasek was the leader of the Pontiac dealership, well suited—literally—to manage the company’s sales, and he seemed to love what he did. Eddie was the head of the dealership. His primary responsibility was to empower Art to be successful. Eddie understood his own strengths and happily opted to drive the wrecker instead of wearing crisp white shirts and shiny dress shoes.


A Pontiac dealership needs an owner. A shepherd. A head. The guy with his name on the sign. So does your marriage.


You may not see yourself as a man with leadership skills, but you are still the head of your marriage and your home. That’s the message of this book. And I’m letting you know right up front, in the preface. Now that you know where we’re going, you may decide that such a message is not for you. Or for your marriage. If so, I understand. I really do.


But if the idea fascinates you, or if you believe that when the Bible speaks about something it’s worth serious consideration—even embracing—then welcome to the experience.


My hope—my prayer—is that this book will help you on your way to a goal that you and I grasp in unison: that you’d grow to be more like Christ and that your marriage will be strengthened.


If this happens, the time you’ve spent reading will have been a worthwhile investment, and my mission will have been accomplished. How good would that be? Very good.


God bless you.


Robert Wolgemuth









INTRODUCTION


It’s hard to believe you’re reading a book about being a shepherd. Frankly, from a distance, this looks like a totally sissy thing.


You’re a shepherd? I’m a shepherd?


Seriously?


At one point, I thought we should put a photo of a Harley or a rugby scrum on the cover. This would be especially helpful if you’re reading this book on an airplane or over lunch in your company’s break room. I mean, who wants the guy in the window seat or next to you at the table to look over and see a man—a man—reading a book about shepherds and sheep?


But because I believe in truth in advertising, I decided that the word “shepherd” needed to appear on the cover. This was the right thing to do.


It’s in the Bible


Since 2009, I have begun every moRninght 

 with the One Year Bible. As you may know, this edition of the Scriptures is organized with an Old Testament and a New Testament reading for each day. It also includes something from the Psalms and the Proverbs. My wife and children do the same, so we often text each other early in the day about what we’ve (virtually) read together.


The morning that I had scheduled to write the Introduction to this book, my daily reading included the twenty-third Psalm, which as you know begins, “The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want.” Wow, I thought, this is amazing. Talk about a message from the Lord!


The New Testament reading included Jesus’ words from Matthew 19:5 (quoting Genesis 2) about divorce: “Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall be one flesh.”


“Okay, I’m getting the message, Lord,” I whispered.


But the kicker was the Old Testament reading, taken from Exodus 6 and 7. I read the story of God’s call to Moses to go, at great risk to his own life, to Pharaoh, absolute potentate of Egypt, and demand that the Israelites be released from their captivity. This is one of the Bible’s most graphic depictions of a man standing in the gap on behalf of someone else—in this case about a million someone elses, the Hebrew people.


I had read this account many times, but I had never appreciated the power of chapter 7, verse 1: “And the LORD said to Moses, ‘See I have made you like God to Pharaoh, and your brother Aaron shall be your prophet. You shall speak all that I command you….’”


In those pre-dawn hours, the Lord now had my full attention. I was thinking, the Lord is my Shepherd … my wife and I are one flesh. “Before God and these witnesses,” I have the responsibility and the privilege to be a strong advocate on behalf of my wife. In fact, with His call and His blessing, I can have a heart … be a shepherd … “like God” … in my own home.


There was one more thing. You might remember that when God spoke to Moses in the bush that burned but was not consumed, He allowed the stammering, fearful Moses to take his brother along to plead his case to the Pharaoh. And God promised to go with Moses, giving Pharaoh little choice but to let the Hebrews go. When the Psalmist retells this story, he sings: “[God] struck down every firstborn in Egypt, the first-fruits of their strength in the tents of Ham. Then he led out his people like sheep and guided them in the wilderness like a flock. He led them in safety, so that they were not afraid, but the sea overwhelmed their enemies.” (Psalm 78:51–53)


In the pages that follow, in the quest to understand what it means to have our very own Good Shepherd and to be a good shepherd to our wives, it would be a privilege to be your ally. Your brother. To go along with you like Aaron, to help and encourage you.


A Shepherd … Are You Kidding Me?


Back to the crazy idea of being a shepherd to your wife … I have a warning for you: even among Christians, the notion of shepherding—leading—your marriage may not go over well. Remember these verses from Ephesians?


           Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife even as Christ is the head of the church, his body, and is himself its Savior. Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit in everything to their husbands. (5:22–24)


In our contemporary world—even among Christians—there may be no passage that has been critically dissected more thoroughly than this one. What exactly does “submit” mean in the twenty-first century? And how about this one: “the husband is the head of the wife.” Are you kidding me?


 






WHAT EXACTLY DOES “SUBMIT” MEAN IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY? AND HOW ABOUT THIS ONE: “THE HUSBAND IS THE HEAD OF THE WIFE.” ARE YOU KIDDING ME?






 


Publicly quoting these lines from Paul in a book is no way to win a popularity contest. I’ve even been accosted by folks (including a pastor in the church parking lot) after I taught these passages in Sunday school. So I’m ready, hunkered down in an undisclosed location.


Truth Be Told


I could go to the Internet to collect all kinds of statistics on the current state of marriage, but I’m not going to. I could gather data that confirms without question that the institution of marriage is broken. But I’m not going to do that either. Why? Because you and I already know it. Marriage is in peril.


Instead, let’s pretend that I’m a football coach and you’re the quarterback of my team. It’s halftime of a big game. Our whole team has just trudged into the locker room, reeking of sweat and analgesic balm. But before the whole team gathers together for a pep talk, you and I are meeting in my office.


Oh, I didn’t mention that the first half of this game has been a huge challenge. The local sport’s writers had picked us to win this contest handily, but from the first snap until now, we have had our hands full. We’ve had some good moments but there have been some mistakes and setbacks.


But before I address all your discouraged teammates, we are meeting behind a closed door. It’s just you and me. We do not sit down. We’re both too nervous to sit down.


I look into your face. You know that I have a great deal of affection for you. You know that I believe in the quality of your skills, and above all, you know that I know that you want to do your best out there. But even without saying it, you and I also know the truth. And we agree.


What we’re doing isn’t working. And if we have a July snowflake’s chance in the second half, we’re going to have to deliver some serious encouragement to your teammates and yes, make some adjustments to our game plan.


The scoreboard is not lying. Marriage is hard work. The story of our struggles in the first half has already been submitted to the sports pages. Bloggers are blogging. Twitterers are tweeting. Everyone knows about our spotty performance and some pundits are skeptical that we’re going to able to pull this one off. The message is clear. We can use some help.


And so, in these precious moments before walking into the locker room to give our team some hope and encouragement, I lay the game plan—the Bible—on my desk. Gently tapping its cover, I tell you, “This is how this game was supposed to be played. I’ve seen many teams use it before. When they’ve followed this plan, they have won.” I look straight into your face and you look into mine. You know that I’m in this thing with you. You hear my words and you know that I’m serious about the power and veracity of this strategy.


As we finish our conversation, I give you a reassuring side-winder hug and a swat on your backside. You and I both know that we have to go back to the plan. And we’re going to have to follow it as though the outcome depends on it.


Because it does.


So, even though you and I know that the approach I’m taking in this book…the presupposition I’m making in quoting these verses… is going to be met with stout opposition, we know something else for sure.


This Shepherd and Sheep Thing


By the time you read this Introduction, I will have been married for almost forty-six years. My story may be a little different from yours, because I have not been married to just one woman. Bobbie, my wife of forty-four and a half years, stepped into heaven in 2014 after a thirty-month battle with cancer. In His kindness, the Lord graced me with a second wife, named Nancy.


 






BOBBIE AND NANCY BOTH BELIEVED THAT THEIR HUSBAND WAS CALLED BY GOD TO BE THEIR LEADER, THEIR HEAD, THEIR EARTHLY SHEPHERD. I HAD NO CHOICE ABOUT THE THEME OF THIS BOOK.






 


Bobbie and Nancy were friends. These two women, both incredibly capable and smart, had three fundamental things in common: they both loved Jesus with all their hearts, they both loved me as their husband and told me so all the time, and they both believed the Bible’s teaching on marriage and the message of this book: “Let your husband lead.” It’s an irony that defies explanation, but each of these gifted women has spoken, believed, taught, and even written these words in books.


They did this because they both believed that it was the only halftime challenge that had any chance at all to work. In fact, they both were so committed to this approach to marriage that they repeated these words countless times to women who listened to what they said and read what they wrote.


“Let your husband lead.”


Bobbie and Nancy both believed that their husband was called by God to be their leader, their head, their earthly shepherd. I had no choice about the theme of this book.


Now, back to our halftime conversation. You and I expect that when we step from my office into the locker room there will be some uncertainty and maybe some discouragement on the men’s faces. We know that, in this moment, they’ll be eager to hear what we have to say. We expect that when we walk into the locker room there will be discouragement and defeat on everyone’s face. We know that, in this moment and given the state of this game, they’ll be eager to hear what we have to say.


Here we go…









ONE


NO TURNING BACK


[image: ]


No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God.


—LUKE 9:62


I first heard the story many years ago as a high school student, and it still makes me shake my head in wonder. You may remember it from your world history class. If not, maybe you’ll have the same reaction I did when I first read about it.


In 1518, Hernán Cortés de Monroy y Pizarro, a Spanish colonial official in Cuba, said good-bye to his wife and ten children and sailed for Mexico with eleven ships, five hundred soldiers, one hundred sailors, and sixteen horses. His goal was to explore and conquer the empire of the Aztecs, seizing their vast treasures of gold, silver, and jewels.1


The Spaniards landed on the Yucatan Peninsula and made their way up the coast to Veracruz. When all the provisions had been brought ashore, Cortés called his men together on the beach for an announcement. Can you picture these men, tired from the long journey but eager for conquest, anticipating the riches that they would bring home?


Cortés had other plans. While the men waited on the hot Mexican sand, the commander sent a few volunteers in small boats out to the eleven ships bobbing in the harbor with orders to burn them.


No one knows what Cortés said to his men as the flames consumed their only way back to civilization, but it must have been something like, “There’s no turning back, men. I hope you like it here in Mexico, because now it’s your home.”


It’s Good to Have You Along


One day—maybe recently, maybe years ago—you gazed up the church aisle at your fiancée as she prepared to make the long walk to you. The two of you were about to speak your vows and be announced as “husband and wife.” Like Cortés’s men looking across the water at their burning ships, you realized there’s no turning back. This is your bride. Forever. Welcome home.


This is a book about marriage. But I promise not to use cold statistics about the contemporary state of this mysterious bond between a man and a woman. Yes, it’s tragic how many marriages are failing, breaking sacred covenant promises along with the hearts of the kids who are caught in the crossfire. But for the moment, these statistics don’t matter, because this isn’t a book about marriage as an indicator of social wellbeing or decay. It’s a book about your own marriage. And my marriage. My goal is to capture your attention as forcefully as Cortés captured his men’s on the beach at Veracruz.


Shepherd


I have never experienced an agrarian life, but it’s not quite accurate to say that I grew up as a city boy. Our modest split-level was in a neighborhood of single-family homes, with a big, grassy backyard and a driveway for my dad’s car. But my roots are in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, and “our people” were mostly farmers. From many childhood visits to my cousins’ places, I saw what it was like to herd cattle and live off the land.


The image I’ve chosen to represent a man’s role in his marriage—a shepherd—might seem mild or even dull. I could have compared a husband to a warrior, an astronaut, a swashbuckler, or a cowboy. Or perhaps, like Cortés, an explorer or conqueror. But other authors have already made these comparisons, appealing to the testosterone-marinated “y” chromosome that sends us onto the field to win, securing the love of a woman by sweeping her up and impressing her with how terrific we can be.


This book, however, is about a challenge greater than any you have ever faced, a challenge that may require the kind of effort you’ve never attempted before.


The Wind


The story was headlined “Week of extreme weather leaves at least 43 dead across seven states” and was accompanied by photos of homes shredded by an indescribable force that, in a moment, turned sturdy structures into piles of ruin. That force is wind. As I examined those pictures, I wondered what could be more powerful than a tornado. And then I remembered one of my favorite Aesop’s fables.


           The Wind and the Sun were disputing which was the stronger. Suddenly they saw a traveler coming down the road, and the Sun said: “I see a way to decide our dispute. Whichever of us can cause that traveler to take off his cloak shall be regarded as the stronger. You begin.” So the Sun retired behind a cloud, and the Wind began to blow as hard as it could upon the traveler. But the harder he blew the more closely did the traveler wrap his cloak round him, till at last the Wind had to give up in despair. Then the Sun came out and shone in all his glory upon the traveler, who soon found it too hot to walk with his cloak on.2


You succeeded in winning your wife. Somehow you persuaded the girl you saw “across a crowded room” eventually to say “I do.” Your marriage, however, is not a single game. It’s not even a weekend series. It’s a lifelong tournament.


 






YOU WILL WIN YOUR WIFE BY SLIPPING OUT FROM BEHIND A CLOUD AND WARMING HER. INSTEAD OF A CLUB OR A SWORD, YOU NEED A SHEPHERD’S CROOK.






 


Success in that tournament is more likely with a “sunny” strategy than a “windy” one. You might prefer to win by running the fastest, jumping the highest, or slaying the most dragons. But in your marriage this approach isn’t going to work. You will win your wife by slipping out from behind a cloud and warming her. Instead of a club or a sword, you need a shepherd’s crook. In this tournament, victory—a happy lifelong marriage—is the result not of conquest or intimidation but of humbly leading.


Stepping Up


On Valentine’s Day 2012, my daughter, Missy, and I sat in a consultation room on the surgery floor at Florida’s M. D. Anderson Cancer Hospital, meeting with my wife’s doctor. The surgery had taken almost seven hours, and we were doing our best to prepare ourselves for the news.


“Bobbie has cancer,” the doctor reported evenly. “I did everything I could, but the cancer was everywhere. It was as though someone had taken a handful of sand and thrown it into her body. I removed as much as I could, but because it has spread, getting it all would be impossible.” Then the doctor looked straight at me. “Your wife’s cancer is Stage IV.”


In that moment, after almost forty-two years of marriage, I became a fulltime caregiver. From run-of-the-mill, garden-variety husband to 24/7 au pair—a man nurse. For the next thirty-four months, Bobbie was amazingly, but not surprisingly, valiant. She was usually quite strong, but she needed care, and a new kind of companionship was required of me. Hundreds of visits together to doctors and hospitals and standing by during powerful reactions to trial drugs gave me a chance to understand fully the words I had repeated so blithely at our wedding, “in sickness and in health.”


This season of my life became a boot camp, a test track, a proving ground—graduate work in the school of husbanding. Of serving and gently leading. Of shepherding.


In the fall of 2014, I said good-bye to our Bobbie. She was full of joy to the very end, speaking to me and reassuring me of her love, seconds before she slipped into eternity.


Let Your Husband Lead


My assignment as my wife’s caregiver during her illness accentuated my role of shepherd, but that role was not new. Years before, Bobbie had determined that the biblical model for husband and wife was a shepherd and a sheep. Week after week, she had challenged the women in her young mothers’ Bible study, “Let your husband lead.”


For some of those women, Bobbie’s advice was hard to take. One, whom I’ll call “Beverly,” told me, “I have my graduate degree. And because I make plenty of money, I have a full-time nanny so my kids are covered. My husband would love me to stay home with our children, but I have too much horsepower to stay parked in the garage.” A friend had invited Beverly to “Mrs. Bobbie’s Bible study” but had cautioned her about Bobbie’s strong admonition to the women in the Bible study to let their husbands lead. Beverly didn’t think it was for her, but when her friend persisted she acquiesced. “I’ll go once, but that’s it. Just once.”


 






I SAW KATHERINE WHISPERING SOMETHING TO BOBBIE AT CHURCH. I DIDN’T HEAR THE CONVERSATION, BUT THE JOY ON BOBBIE’S FACE WAS ENOUGH.






 


By the time she told me all this, Beverly had been attending the Bible study for almost three years, and she had seen for herself how clear the Bible was about letting her husband lead. She added that she and her husband had never been happier in their marriage.


And then there was Katherine, a successful local television news anchorwoman. Her husband, Aaron, had wanted to start their family, but Katherine had other plans. A regular in the Bible study, she had a conversation with Bobbie one day after class, telling her about her situation and perhaps hoping that Bobbie would affirm her decision to delay having babies.


“You’re not getting any younger and you don’t get any do-overs, Katherine,” Bobbie had lovingly said, “If God has given Aaron this desire, pray that God will soften your heart to let Aaron lead.”


In a few months, I saw Katherine whispering something to Bobbie at church. I didn’t hear the conversation, but the joy on Bobbie’s face was enough. Seven months later Katherine’s and Aaron’s first son was born. Two years later a second boy joined their family. And then, less than a year after Bobbie’s death, Katherine gave birth to their third son. And you’ve never seen a husband and wife more delighted and committed to Jesus and His word.


Given the family she came from, the idea of letting her husband lead was new to Bobbie when we married. Her mother, Gerry, didn’t have much in the way of formal education but was extremely bright. Her creativity and restless pursuit of the finer things in life made her formidably opportunistic. Growing up in the Depression and watching her own mother feed their boarders more lavishly than she could feed her own children filled Gerry’s young heart with a sense of inadequacy and regret. And resolve. Her life would be different.


Bobbie’s loveable dentist daddy was a peaceable man but not a leader in their marriage. I never doubted that my mother-in-law loved her husband and he loved her. But in that marriage of a sometimes frustrated woman and a sweet but somewhat fearful man, there was little evidence that she “let him lead.”


After decades of tenaciously studying the Bible on her own, Bobbie began to discern the biblical picture of womanhood. As it slowly came into focus, she saw her role and mine in our marriage in a new light. I saw her learning, not without struggles, to offer her obedience to Christ, letting her husband lead.


After Bobbie’s death, I married her friend Nancy Leigh DeMoss. First with Bobbie and now with Nancy, the Lord has given me the joy of lovingly and humbly leading.


Scared


Soon after Nancy and I began dating, we talked about the vision for this book. Her ministry, Revive Our Hearts, communicates the Gospel message of “biblical womanhood” through a daily radio program, conferences, and the Internet. In addition to helping women in their relationship with God, Nancy encourages married women to “let your husband lead.”
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