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From Desperate to Dynamic: Building Marathon Marriages

Easter: April 8th, 2007

We’re starting a new series this morning called “Desperate Households,” where over the next four weeks we’re going to look at relationships and family life in this post-Walton era that we’re living in today.

· Now, I’m sure I don’t have to convince any of you just how much the landscape of family life has changed over the past generation.

· From the time Ward and June Cleaver graced the airways with Wally and “the Beave” on Leave it to Beaver back in the late 50s, most all of the core values of society have been rewritten.
· It’s like what Dorothy said to her little dog in the Wizard of Oz… “Toto, we’re not in Kansas anymore!”
In fact, I read about a man, for example, who rushed into a toy store late one evening to buy a Barbie doll for his daughter who had a birthday the next morning. 

· The saleslady said, “Well, you have several to choose from. This is the Ballet Barbie; it’s $20. 

· The Tennis Barbie and the Beach Barbie are both $18 each. But…

· We have a new item called the Divorced Barbie, and she sells for $265.” 
· The man said, “Why is the Divorced Barbie so much more expensive?” 
· The saleslady said, “Oh, because she comes with Ken’s house, Ken’s car, and all of Ken’s furniture!”
Now, I decided to begin this series talking about marriage because it’s the area in which I have the most expertise.  

· In fact, over the 14 years that Joyce and I been married, I have never initiated an argument with her… I’ve never raised my voice and never said an unkind word.

· In every respect, in spite of all her imperfections, I have been the model husband. And, if you believe that, than boy, do I have some prime real estate I’d like to sell you in Mongolia!

· In other words, in the area of marriage, like many of you, Joyce and I are a work still under construction.  
· Though, I heard a story some time ago that did make me feel like we’re doing pretty good as a couple.
You see, this man goes to see his doctor after having a mild heart attack. Well, after the doctor examines him, the doctor pulls the man’s wife aside and tells her that her husband’s only hope of preventing another, probably fatal heart attack is for her to remove all sources of stress in her husband’s life. 
· The doctor then proceeds to give the wife a list of things she’d need to do in order to reduce her husband’s stress and keep him alive – 
· Three delicious home-cooked meals every day, do all the housework and yard work, never argue or disagree, and to be available for romance every night. 
· According to the doctor, this was the only thing that would keep him alive.
· Well, on the way home, the husband asks the wife what the doctor said to her. 
· So, the wife thinks a moment and says, “Honey, I hate to tell you this, but the doctor pretty much said you’re gonna die!”
Well, this morning, we’re going talk about how we can make it… about how we can build marathon marriages that can grow from desperate to dynamic… 

· Though let me say this… if you’re not married or if you’ve been divorced, I want you to stay with me through this message because I believe there are a number of things here that will still be relevant to you.  

· [Let’s Pray]
Gloria Steinem, the well-known feminist activist and publisher of Ms. Magazine, made a statement a number years ago that has been quoted more than a few times by those sharing her anti-marriage sentiments. 

· She said: "A woman needs a man like a fish needs a bicycle." In fact, she’s also referred to marriage as "legalized oppression."
· Her attitude throughout her career has been, basically, "men—who needs them?"

· Well, apparently Ms. Steinem has decided that men aren't so bad after all; in fact, she found one she plans to keep for a while. 

· Yes… in September 2000 the founder of Ms. Magazine officially became a Mrs. — Gloria Steinem got married.

· This event makes you wonder: What is the appeal of marriage, that someone who has blasted the institution for almost 40 years would suddenly decide that she wants it for herself? 

Don't get me wrong; I'm not criticizing her. Personally, I'm happy for her. I wish her and her husband a lifetime of joy together. 

· But, isn't it interesting that after so many years of saying she doesn't need a man in her life, she has now decided that she does?

· This doesn't surprise me, because the Bible teaches that we are made in such a way to desire that kind of companionship. 

· In fact, after God had created Adam, He said, in Genesis 2:18, “It is not good for the man to be alone.”
· You see, we were made to be together… to be in community with one another. 

· And in God’s economy, marriage is a quintessential expression of community, where the two become one.

But then He goes on… “It isn’t good that man should be alone.  I will give him a helper... a partner.” 
· Now keep in mind, the idea of “helper” here is not that the man is overworked, so God needs to give him an assistant to carry out his work.  

· In fact, with only two exceptions, the word for helper in the OT is always applied to God.  

· So don’t let anyone tell you that a “helper” implies some junior role. 

· As husband and wife, Adam and Eve live in mutual love and submission to one another, created by God to live in Oneness.

But what does that mean?  What does it mean that the two shall become one? Does it imply some kind of fusion?  Is that the goal of marriage... the eradication of each spouse’s personality and individuality?

· Now, as a pastor, whenever I officiate a wedding, I’ll ask them if they want to include the lighting of the unity candle in their ceremony.  

· If they do, then we need to talk about how they’re going to do that.  

· Typically, a couple will choose to use each of their outer candles, which represent their individual lives, to light the larger unity candle in the center, which represents the two lives becoming one.

· But the decision they have to make is whether they are going to snuff out each of their outer candles or leave them lit.  

Traditionally, you would put out the outer candles, though more and more couples are saying, “hey… as much as I want us to become one… I don’t want to loose who I am either”, so they’re leaving the outer candles lit.

· Well I heard that at one wedding, the plan was to leave their outer candles lit.  

· But, after the bride and groom each used their own outer candle to light the unity candle, the bride snuffed out the grooms candle and left hers lit!

· You see, marriage is when a man and woman become one; the trouble starts when you try to decide which one they’re going to become!

But again, is marriage about you extinguishing yourself, her extinguishing herself, and then you become one-half of this new candle creature made up of two people fused together?

· Does Oneness mean never having differences? 

· Does it mean finishing each other’s sentences or desserts?  

· Does it mean always being together?

Let me illustrate this a little bit... looking at five examples of how a marriage relationship might work. You might recognize this from something I’ve shared before.

· Habitually Conflicted (operating under a different set of values)
· Devitalized (going in different directions)

· Congenial & Passive (going in same direction but not interacting effectively)
· Total Unity (synchronized swimmers... unhealthy!  If, as a couple, you always agree than one of you is completely unnecessary!)
· Vital Oneness (like a couple playing couples tennis together... shared goals, complimenting each other, each contributing, but not always moving together.)
So, what does that “Vital Oneness” look like?  I’m not sure there is a single catchy phrase that would capture its meaning.  But let me share just three things that I believe would characterize a husband and wife living in Oneness.

· First, Oneness is knowing and being known completely by your spouse.  

· It’s developing enough trust and security in the relationship to stop hiding parts of yourself from the other.  

· It’s feeling safe enough in your relationship to share what you thought you could never express to anyone.

· Secondly, Oneness reflects an empathetic heart toward one another where tender acceptance and understanding is the anticipated response as you walk out your journey as husband and wife.

· Thirdly, Oneness is about yearning for the best for your spouse and offering yourself toward that end.  

· It is honoring and being honored… respecting and being respected… disagreeing without drawing blood… 

· being able to work through the issues in an atmosphere of committed love and acceptance.

Needless to say, intimate, vital Oneness isn’t something that is experienced by accident.  Instead, it is something that needs to be tenaciously pursued. 

· And so the starting point in all of this is the conviction that Oneness is what is on God’s heart for you and your spouse. 
· Keep in mind that the pervading idea in our culture encourages us to “Marry the one you love.”  
· And yet, the Bible calls us to “Love the one you’re married to”…
· To embrace your spouse as God’s perfect provision for you… to receive him/her not because of their performance but because he or she is God’s provision for you.
And yet, even when we begin to really grab hold of this, the challenge of living in Vital Oneness has never been more difficult.

· So, what I’d like to do in the time remaining is to look at several barriers to Oneness based on principles from God’s Word.  

· Needless to say, one 35-minute sermon isn’t going to fix a struggling marriage… 

· but these principles can provide a context where you both can sit down together and begin talking about some next-steps you could take to restore greater “oneness” in your marriage.

Again, if you’re single here… then look at what might be a potential issue for you in marriage… and ask God how you can grow in that area… 

· Though, I don’t want you to starting thinking God wont bring Mr. or Mrs. Right into you life until you get all these things worked out. 

· If that were the case, there wouldn’t be any married couples here.

1. The first barrier to oneness is the pace in which we live our lives.

One of the things I hear most from the couples I speak to is the disconnectedness they feel from one another.  The love is there… the desire for connectedness is there.  But the sheer pace of life makes it nearly impossible.

· I’ve asked you this question before… of all the meaningful moments you’ve experienced in your life, how many of those took place while living at warp speed?

· You see, if we are to get serious about building marathon marriages, then we need to accept that there are just no alternatives to setting quality time aside to simply being alone together with no agenda. 

· This is difficult, especially for men who have had it ingrained in them that “if you’re not producing something, then you’re not being productive.”  

· Truth is, in God’s economy, building oneness in marriage is the most important thing we can do.

Honestly guys... the need to live purposefully in this area has never been more important.

· Almost every current study shows that the average American worker is working longer hours, commuting longer distances, taking more work home, taking fewer days off, and taking shorter vacations than 10 years ago. 

· And needless to say, beyond our children, those hardest hit by this are husbands and wives. 

Guys... no matter what you may try to do in order to restore oneness back into our marriages, understand that it needs to begin with finding more unrushed time with one another.

· For many of you, there is simply no surplus of time. In order to spend more time together you will need to give something up. 

· Then… give that something up… and invest time in your marriage.  Just pause for a moment and think about one way you can do this.  

· A date out each week? Replace a golf game with a hike together?  If you haven’t spent much one-on-one time together recently, it may almost seem a little awkward.  

· But if you turn it into a habit… that awkwardness will turn into something very special.

2. The second barrier to oneness is a failure to leave.

Genesis 2:24 says that “For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and they will become one flesh.”

· In other words, before a husband and wife can really be connected in Oneness, there has to be a kind of leaving where the husband and wife realign their ultimate affection from their parents to one another.

· For some this may seem very natural. For others, this might be very difficult.

· A perfect example if this is the relationship between Ray and his mother, Marie, on “Everyone Loves Raymond.”  

· If you’ve watched the show you know the effect his inability to emotionally “leave” his mother has had on his relationship with Debra.

The bible says that if you are going to build a marathon marriage... you’ll need to do the work of leaving... the work of setting your ultimate affections and loyalties and commitments toward your spouse.

· And whether for you that means an emotional leaving of a parent or a job or a former relationship, whatever… know that you need to set your ultimate affection and loyalties on your spouse.  

· Is there any area in which you need give back to your spouse? If you’re unsure, just ask them!

3. The third barrier to oneness arises from power struggles.

After the fall, God spoke to Eve in Genesis 3:16 saying, “Your desire shall be for your husband and he shall rule over you.”

· Now a lot of people read that and believe that this has somehow become God’s design for marriage. 

· Instead, it is merely God’s pronouncement of yet another damaging result of the fall.

· We were created for Oneness… for mutual submission toward one another. But in the absence of this kind community… power and selfishness take over.  

· Now, we find ourselves arguing over who’s in control, over who’s going to get their way.

You see ladies... Husbands don’t sit down planning to be selfish— we just come that way.  One woman was asked how their relationship worked.  She said, “Well, each of us is in love with the same man.”
· Bottom-line... if we are going to be serious about living out God’s calling to oneness, than we will have to give up the struggle to maintain the upper hand.

· I’m not saying that you need to be a doormat... I’m not saying you need to ignore conflict.  

· I am saying that you need to approach one another in mutual submission and servanthood.  

· This is just what Paul called us to in Ephesians 5:21 when he said that we should “submit to one another out of reverence to Christ.”
If you’re not sure how you’re doing in this area... again... ask your spouse this simple question:  “What is it like living with me?”  You see, so often we just look at our spouses weaknesses and not our own.
· Through selfish lenses, we miss so much of the good in our spouses. 
· I know this won’t be easy… but out of reverence for Christ… sacrifice the need for the upper hand at the Cross... 

· Lay down the struggle for power and control in your marriage.

4. The fourth barrier to oneness is a failure to communicate.

Ok... I know... now I’m really starting to meddle in your business!  But God’s doing the same to me.  In fact, some time ago Joyce had shared how she had been feeling disconnected from me.  

· I have to admit, at first, I simply defended myself.  In my mind, I had been communicating pretty much everything of real importance in my life.

· But what God showed me was that I was really only communicating information... not my heart.  

· To be honest, I’m thankful that God gave me someone sensitive enough to know the difference.

Truth is... you certainly don’t need me to tell you about how different husbands and wives are in the sphere of communication.  Men are definitely from Mars and women are clearly from Venus!

· For example, women feel marriage is working as long as you can talk about it.  
· To men, marriage is working when you don’t have to talk about it.  That’s a big difference in itself!
· I’ve shared before how the average wife desires 45 minutes of meaningful conversation each day.  

· The average man desires about 15-20 minutes... each week!

· For a husband, his day has officially ended when he enters his home.  For a wife, that’s when it really begins... “Honey, how was your day?”
Did you know that women speak at a rate of 250 words per minute; men speak at 125?  

· According to author Gary Smalley, in the course of a day, women on average speak 25,000 words (with gusts over 50g’s), compared to a man's average of 12,000. 

· So, at end of the work day, when men are talked out… women still have a day's worth of conversation left in them!

Think of a conversation between two women and the same conversation between a husband and wife.  The wife sees her girlfriend after getting her hair done...
· “You got your hair done!  I love it!”  “Really, I think it makes me look fat.”  
· “No, I love it... you’re not fat... I wish I could get my hair done the same way... but my face is too wide.”  
· “Are you kidding? Your face is beautiful!” 
· “Honestly... I wish I could do my hair like yours... but it would show off my giraffe-like neck.”  
· “You’re crazy... I love your neck... it’s my 2 by 4 shoulders that are the problem.” And so on and so one.
· The same woman sees her husband at the end of the day.  He looks at her and says,  “What’d you get your hair done or somethin’? How much did that cost?
Real communication between a husband and a wife is so essential to experiencing biblical oneness.  And yet, we all know how difficult that can be.
· At the very least, recognizing how different each of you might be, you need to begin by honoring the place of mutual submission in your marriage, where you meet one another half way… 
· Where you compromise in terms of finding new ways of building deeper, more regular communication in your marriage.  
5. A fifth barrier to oneness is the loss of respect.

You remember how Adam described Eve before the Fall? “She is bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh.”  For the first time, he’s looking on a creature who, like him, is made in the image of God.

· In fact, when he looks at this woman, he sees a being of almost unspeakable glory, because he sees a being made in God’s own image.

· But after the Fall... when God asks Adam what happens... what does he say?  In Genesis 3:12 he says, “The woman whom you gave me... it’s her fault!”

· Rather than accepting responsibility... he shifts the blame.  And so for me, the opposite of respect or valuing is an attitude marked by blame.

You may have experienced the same kind of shift in the way you’ve come to see your spouse.

· In other words, in the early days you tended to see the best and believe the best while always minimizing the negatives.  

· And then, somewhere down the line, we begin minimizing the positives and magnifying the faults.

· If we are going to experience oneness in marriage, then we need to move toward greater respect and valuing... 

· And, the #1 form this generally needs to take is listening and attending to the other person... noticing what is said, how they say it, how they feel, assigning value to their thoughts and ideas.

Another way we demonstrate respect not only to your spouse but to the value of your union is to very purposefully choose to never open the envelope of divorce.

· I know... when the rough times come... in our selfishness and desire for the upper hand... we throw out statements such as “I don’t know if I can do this any more... I think I’ve had it.”
· Oneness will never come in the absence of safety... where there is fear of abandonment or desertion.

· In assessing you union together... ask your spouse the question, “How respected do you feel by me?  Do you feel valued by me?”
You know... overcoming these barriers can be very difficult work.  It will take time; it will take energy, freedom to fail, and commitment to what’s most on God’s heart for you and your marriage, which is Oneness.

· If you are wondering whether it really is worth it... know that marriage can work... 

· That the One who created us for oneness is so real and so present in our lives... and will help bring the healing we need.

· Good marriages can get better.  Strained ones can improve, dying marriages can be injected with new life... and super marriages can get scandalously wonderful!

As some of you know, I spent four days last month in the Mojave Desert in Southern California… just to decompress a bit and spend some time in reflection.

· On my third night there, I was out in the middle of nowhere around midnight… nothing but rocks, Joshua trees, and the night sky [see pic].
· As I was just starring in amazement up into the sky, I felt God saying just one thing over and over again to me:  “You can trust Me.”
· I began thinking about all the things that I was needing to trust Him for in my life.  I felt so much peace.  

· I mean… the God who created these billions of stars lighting up the sky… if He could create all of that… than I really can trust Him with the things that are on my heart.

But even more than that… if you’re struggling right now in your marriage… if oneness in your relationship seems no more than a distant memory…

· Then know that the God who not only loved you enough to send His only Son into this world… but who had the power to raise Him from that tomb 2000 years ago…

· That this God is able to restore oneness in your relationship.  

· On this Easter Sunday… as you purpose to live within His design for marriage… just know that you can trust Him… that He will be your help. 

[Invitation to come out again next Sunday as we continue our series]

