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PRELUDE:  
STACY AND KEVIN

Stacy sat on the edge of her bed, clutching her leather-bound journal, 
pen in hand, ready for any incredible insights. She thought back to how 
she had fallen head over heels for Kevin. He was the talkative one in their 
youth group at church; she was quiet and insecure. She hoped he would 
notice her, but he always seemed to be pursuing her friends. 

She had fantasized about Kevin for months before he crossed the 
room to talk to her. She held her breath as he came into the room, greeting 
everyone as he entered. He stopped in front of her and asked if the seat 
next to her was available. She nodded, he smiled, and she got lost in his 
bright blue eyes. 

After the group meeting was over, he walked out with her as they left 
the church. Time passed and they became friends, then close friends, and 
finally sweethearts. 

After dating for two years, they married. What a lovely wedding they 
had! Stacy still remembered the butterflies in her stomach and the tears in 
his eyes as she walked down the aisle to join him. They shared dream after 
dream of what their marriage might be. Children, yes. Travel, of course. A 
house of their own that she would decorate, absolutely. 
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That was three children ago. That was before he became immersed in 
his work as the chief diesel mechanic at a local trucking company. It seemed 
the more responsibility he took on at work, the less time he had for her. 

Every morning, Stacy had thirty minutes to herself before getting the 
boys up and ready for school and herself ready for work. She wanted this 
time to be nourishing. She wanted clarity, to find a sense of direction for her 
frustration. She’d read that she needed to take time for herself, but lately, 
rather than a time of thoughtfulness and peace, her morning solitude left 
her feeling even more restless. Every day, she felt a cloud of darkness crash 
in on her as she faced the realities of her unhappiness with her marriage. 

Kevin wasn’t a bad man. He was solid, practical, and hardworking. His 
moods were stable…boringly stable. Still, Stacy felt alone and unhappy 
and couldn’t understand why. She no longer shared her heart with him, 
and he no longer asked about her heart the way he had when they were 
younger. All he talked about was work, and he asked only perfunctory 
questions about the boys’ schooling. Ten years of marriage, three children, 
and his long hours on the job all seemed to sap Kevin and Stacy’s enthusi-
asm for each other. 

Was he as unhappy as she? If they were playing house, she was not 
having fun. What was wrong with her? Did all married women feel this 
way? 

From all outward appearances, Stacy and Kevin were successful. They 
had a lovely house on the edge of town. They had friends from church. 
They were close with Kevin’s brother and his wife, as well as Stacy’s sister 
and her husband. 

She heard the boys waking and tried to get her thoughts to take some 
clear form, but it was all a muddled mess in her head. 

Once again, she remembered the tears in Kevin’s eyes as she walked 
down the aisle at their wedding. Were those days totally gone? Could they 
be brought back? 

She put her journal down, pulling herself back to the present. She 
wouldn’t think about her marriage. She had other things to do. 
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1
THE WORK OF  

LOVE AND MARRIAGE

Love does not obey our expectations; it obeys our intentions. 
—Lloyd Strom 

Every marriage begins with lovely words, words of commitment, undy-
ing love, and the promise of years of bliss together. These are meaningful, 
poignant moments. Any of us who have crossed the threshold from sin-
gleness to married life have uttered some words of commitment, and we 
meant them. Certainly, the vows we take at the start of a marriage, filled 
with hope, are spoken from a very emotional and heartfelt place. 

However, there is little or nothing mentioned at the altar about the 
day-to-day issues involved in marriage. Not many wedding ceremonies 
warn of the challenges of two becoming one. 

Our wedding vows, our spoken words of commitment, contain no 
mention of the hardships every couple is likely to face. Typically, things 
don’t work out the way we believed they would before we said them. How 
could they? We can’t see into the future. We don’t really know what we’re 
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getting into when we commit to a lifelong attachment to another human 
being. 

Now, don’t get me wrong. While I offer a sober, precautionary tone 
at the very start of this book, I champion marriage. I am happily married. 
My point is that our initial vows and our best intentions fall apart at some 
point because they are simplistic, often failing to take all of the pertinent 
issues into consideration. 

While we plan to be selfless, to give selflessly to our mate for the 
entirety of our marriage, these intentions give way to the reality of our 
limitations. We believe we will be giving, kind, and caring; perhaps we even 
imagine we can be this way forever. But this is incredibly naive and short-
sighted! With every good intention to be selfless and magnanimous, we 
can easily slip into being selfish and immature, small and petty, causing 
severe problems in our marriage. 

The sobering truth is this: marriage requires work and selflessness at 
times. This is challenging for even the most mature person. We mean well, 
but in a moment of agitation, threat, or fear, we react immaturely. 

Imagine two immature people in the throes of conflict, agitated and 
reactive, having long forgotten their vows to be giving and loving. Imagine 
these individuals, caught up in a difficult moment, with no intention of 
being selfless. In a moment, shortsighted naivete gives way to reality. 

To be fair, most of us are neither selfless nor selfish but somewhere 
in the middle. We are capable of being naive and very hopeful, filled with 
good intentions, but in a moment, we are also capable of dropping our 
guard and ruining a situation. 

We don’t plan on being destructive. We don’t plan on being hurtful. 
But feeling hurt ourselves, we become self-protective and respond by hurt-
ing others. There are many skills we didn’t learn from our parents or hav-
en’t developed during our adulthood. Even a hint of this selfishness can 
cause significant damage. 

These are the moments when marriage really takes work. We must 
summon our maturity, which can be incredibly challenging. If our skills for 
dealing with adversity have not been previously developed, these difficult 
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moments will turn into difficult days, perhaps even weeks. Tragically, we 
can end up with difficult, contentious lives.

Again, our shortsighted naivete about what we hope and wish our 
marriage will be crashes into harsh reality. Truthfully, most of us don’t rise 
to the level of a challenge but rather fall to the level of our limited skills. 
This is a painful truth. Can you see the problem? Armed only with good 
intentions, and shortsightedness about how we are going to face impending 
challenges, we slip into destructive behavior patterns. One negative inter-
action, layered upon a previous wound, leads to an even greater marital 
slide.

Where this marriage trouble begins is where the work of love and mar-
riage becomes even more critical. It requires us to let go of simplistic views 
of marriage and embrace the difficult truths, the bigger challenges. 

THE PROBLEM OF NAIVETE
The adventure of marriage begins with at least some simplistic hope-

fulness. Who would set out on such an adventure with doom and gloom in 
mind? It’s very natural and understandable to enter into matrimony with 
happy expectations.

Naivete—a lack of experience, wisdom, and judgment—is part of our 
nature. It takes significant time, intention, and experience to let go of such 
innocence. This is especially true when it pertains to how we function in 
marriage. We cannot predict all of the pitfalls in a union of two separate 
people, with two separate histories and the inherent baggage that comes 
with that. 

We cannot be mature, ready to be selfless and giving while also being 
unaware of the challenges inherent in a marriage. Filled with hope, wonder, 
excitement, and a strong dose of naivete, we enter the challenges of mar-
riage largely unprepared, untrained, and unskilled. Is it any wonder then 
that we fairly quickly end up in marital trouble? 

My experience as a marriage counselor has taught me that most cou-
ples have no idea about the real work involved in love and marriage. They 
have no idea how to face the challenges of love and marriage. They make 
feeble attempts, cobbling together snippets of skills they read about in 
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some book, or meaningful words they heard at a marriage retreat. While 
there is much to be learned from all of the books and retreats, it simply isn’t 
enough. Marriage takes continual work.  

MOST COUPLES HAVE NO IDEA 

ABOUT THE REAL WORK INVOLVED 

IN LOVE AND MARRIAGE.

It is no surprise that many, if not most, couples are unaware of the dan-
gers and challenges in marriage. Uninformed and unprepared, they face 
some of the most significant relational challenges possible. Perhaps it is 
the most difficult work any of us will ever face. Getting marriage right is 
tough work. 

UNPREPARED FOR THE CHALLENGE 
Remember Stacy and Kevin? Were they prepared for the challenges 

of marriage, or were the challenges hidden by the stars in their eyes? They 
were in love and had talked about a magical future together, but these were 
dreams, not reality. Had they learned anything prior to marriage that 
would help them in their relationship? Not likely. 

Honestly, most of us don’t really know what we’re doing when it comes 
to relationships. It’s a bit like being a passenger on an airplane and being 
told in the midst of turbulence that you need to bring the plane safely down 
for a landing—when you have no experience as a pilot. Heart racing, palms 
perspiring, thoughts a scrambled mess, you’re told it’s up to you to save the 
day.

Most of us enter marriage with hearts coming out of our heads but 
without any hands-on experience. We simply begin marriage ill-equipped 
for the challenges of a life together. 
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Malcolm Gladwell, in his book Outliers: The Story of Success, is famous 
for saying it takes 10,000 hours of practice to become an expert.1 Gladwell 
cited examples of accomplished musicians in Berlin practicing 10,000 
hours, the Beatles practicing 10,000 hours in the early 1960s, and Bill 
Gates putting in 10,000 hours of programming work before founding 
Microsoft. 

The accuracy of this 10,000-hour rule is not the point I’m making, but 
what Gladwell pointed out is proficiency at anything takes a lot of practice. 
Each week, my piano teacher tells me, “It’s not practice that makes perfect, 
but perfect practice that makes perfect.” Trust me, there is a big difference 
between the two. 

And so, we enter marriage inexperienced and unprepared, thinking, 
“It can’t be that tough. I love my spouse, and along with my marriage vows 
of commitment, we’ll grow together.”

Wrong! I often use Gladwell’s’ 10,000-hour rule to ask couples how 
much time and effort they’ve put into perfecting their marriage. Here’s 
what they’ve told me:

• We’ve read some books.

• We’ve attended a couple of marriage retreats. 

• We’ve gone to marriage counseling a couple different times.

Oh, my! We continue to believe love and good intentions will sustain 
us. We believe we will figure it out with practice. We believe it can’t be that 
difficult. Right? 

BUT MARRIAGE IS DIFFICULT
Look, marriage isn’t actually just difficult. It’s nearly impossible. There 

are many challenges every couple faces as they enter into marriage. 

Again, consider what is taking place. Two people from different 
worlds, often with different and differing values, with their unique set of 
self-defeating behavior patterns, are coming together as one. This is, at 
best, a challenging endeavor. 

1. Malcolm Gladwell, Outliers: The Story of Success (New York: Little, Brown and Company, 
2008).
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Let’s look at some huge issues that couples commonly face: 

1. Communication Issues. You have two different people, from different 
locales, different family backgrounds, and different cultures, per-
haps one an introvert and the other an extrovert, trying to commu-
nicate effectively. Remember, most have no training, skills, or expe-
rience with communicating effectively, except for what we observed 
with our parents, which may very well have been bad training. 

2. Boundary Issues. The art and science of cultivating, establish-
ing, and maintaining boundaries is the stuff of many best-selling 
books. Couples often don’t know or understand what is their busi-
ness and what is not, when to say something to their mate and 
when to be quiet. 

3. Sexual Issues. Many couples have sexual intimacy issues. With 
unresolved emotional issues, sexual intimacy is nearly impossible. 
Emotional and relational issues create an impossible, tension-filled 
atmosphere, making sexual intimacy hard to achieve.

4. Financial Issues. Many couples struggle to make their money last 
longer than the month. One might be a spender and the other a 
saver. Learning how to talk about, explore, and resolve these issues 
is often a very difficult endeavor. 

5. Differences in Values. Many couples believe they will naturally be 
compatible, but this is often challenging because we are all dif-
ferent. One might be more conservative spiritually, politically, or 
financially than the other. Unless they have learned how to show 
grace to the other, conflict arises.

6. Poor Conflict Resolution Skills. This can become overwhelming if 
the couple has not learned basic conflict resolution skills. Fighting, 
squabbling, bickering, and horrific power struggles are often the 
result.

7. Emotional Abuse Issues. This is a huge issue that’s often hidden; 
it’s defined by patterns of abuse of power and control, selfishness 
and emotional immaturity. Often hard to see, nearly impossible 
to define and understand, emotional abuse left unchecked and 
untreated will ruin a marriage. 
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These are just a few of the huge issues facing most marriages. They 
don’t often stand alone, but are often layered, one on top of the other. Can 
you see the magnitude of the problem? With so many pitfalls and barriers 
to intimacy and connection, is it any wonder why so many couples are in 
significant marital trouble? 

Add to these daunting challenges the fact that most couples spend 
very little time considering the issues harming their relationship or how 
to resolve them. Here again is the issue of shortsighted immaturity and 
naivete about how to resolve complicated issues. Denial, effective in the 
short run, allows a couple to make one day more tolerable than the one 
before, but as time progresses, that avoidance of conflict is devastating. 

Denial creates an overwhelming dilemma. Issues mount and hard feel-
ings accumulate, creating distance and causing even more conflict. How do 
couples entering into marriage learn of these dangers? How do they let go 
of their naivete and face reality, ready to move forward prepared? 

MOVING FROM “ME” TO “WE”
It has been rightly said that the only way to effectively deal with prob-

lems is by facing them. This is especially true in a marriage. One of the 
more concerning issues many couples avoid is the importance of moving 
from “me” to “we.”

Think about it. While growing up, we have been encouraged to become 
individuals. We have been taught to embrace our individuality—to cham-
pion it, in fact. We have been taught to celebrate our uniqueness. 

Then, in a moment, we’re expected to set aside at least part of our indi-
viduality so that we can embrace our connection to this other person, our 
mate. This can be confusing and overwhelming; many don’t face this chal-
lenge well. 

Recently, I happened upon an intriguing article entitled “The Number 
One Reason Marriages Fail” by Dr. Neil J. Lavender.2 Dr. Lavender 
debunks the notion that marriages fail because of all the reasons I just 

2. Dr. Neil J. Lavender, “The Number One Reason Marriages Fail. It’s a reason that no one 
ever talks about,” Psychology Today, June 22, 2017 (www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-
two-shall-become-one/201706/the-number-one-reason-marriages-fail).
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cited. While he agrees they are certainly valid issues that certainly contrib-
ute to marriage problems, Lavender maintains they are not the central issue. 

The central issue, he says, is that most couples fail to truly become 
a couple. He writes, “Two separate and uniquely different people come 
together to form a whole whose essence is greater than the sum of its parts, 
and not two individuals who are constantly ‘hijacking the we’ by trying to 
make their partner become more like them.”3

Dr. Lavender’s position holds some truth and points to another aspect 
of the enormous challenge of marriage: selfishness. Let’s consider selfish-
ness again. After over forty years of counseling, I see spouses trying to make 
their partners do things their way, think their thoughts, and follow their 
lead. At the worst, this is appropriately called coercion and manipulation. 

Why would we expect anything different? Remember, marriage is 
two different people, with differing views and values, attempting to come 
together as one. This is a tall order. Uniting two very different people is a 
bit like tying the tails of two cats together. The extrovert often tries to get 
the introvert to do more things. The introvert often tries to get the extrovert 
to slow down. The saver tries to get the spender to tighten the budget, while 
the spender tries to get the saver to loosen up. Both try to manipulate the 
other, coercing one another to change, which more often than not results 
in resentment. 

Making matters even worse, each person assigns the other the respon-
sibility of making them happy, another sign of failing to move from me 
to we. “I’d be happy if he/she would [fill in the blank].” Many people truly 
believe this. They believe and rehearse the notion, “I’d be happy if only they 
would…” 

As you might imagine, this mindset results in misery and resentment. 
This is a plan destined to fail. No other person should hold the power to 
make us happy. No one person should hold the power to make us mis-
erable. These expectations and the ensuing power struggles create mas-
sive resentment and animosity, with each partner becoming even further 
entrenched in their position. Positions taken, sides drawn—the war is on. 
Couples end up angry, hurt, and contemptuous of their mate, leading to 
further erosion of a marriage. 

3. Ibid.



The Work of Love and Marriage   17

OUR BEST THINKING 
In spite of this, we must bear in mind that couples entering marriage 

are doing the best they can. They haven’t been taught about all the issues 
I’ve previously cited. They haven’t learned about the importance of moving 
from me to we. They are entering this new relationship with limited under-
standing and equally limited skills. 

NO ONE SHOULD FEEL LIKE THEY 

FAILED OR BE BLAMED FOR BEING 

IN MARITAL TROUBLE.

The hard work of love and marriage is…well, real work. Our best 
thinking is not likely to get us very far. No one should feel like they failed 
or be blamed for being in marital trouble. The vast majority of married cou-
ples are in trouble in some way. The problem is epidemic. The obstacles are 
significant, and our preparation for marriage and creating a cooperative 
relationship is limited. While we may have been taught that marriage isn’t 
that difficult, this simply isn’t true. 

The twelve-step process of Alcoholics Anonymous has a wonderful 
saying that’s worth sharing: “Your best thinking got you here. Right here, 
where you are today.”

Pause and let those words sink in. We have limited skills and our best 
thinking will take us only so far. Believing that our best thinking will surely 
carry us forward is shortsighted. 

Our best thinking is so very limited. Remember, the work of love and 
marriage is real work. Our best thinking, without intervention and expert 
assistance, often keeps us stuck and moving in exactly the same direc-
tion—or backward. 

Our best thinking created a series of building blocks leading us to 
a point of difficulty. Remember, we didn’t arrive where we are by some 
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spontaneous action. Rather, we arrive where we are by a long series of steps, 
actions we’ve taken, and habits we’ve learned. We have created exactly the 
life we have. We’ve arrived at where we are because of years of practicing 
bad behavior, poor communication, challenged problem-solving, and inef-
fective conflict resolution skills. 

I know these are hard realities, but too many marriages suffer because 
of this kind of flawed thinking. We must start with reality so we can change 
the way we’re getting help—or not getting help—to build much healthier 
relationships. 

HIDDEN HABITS 
Let’s return to Stacy and Kevin’s story to see if we can discover the 

origins of their problems. Learning to be self-reflective, self-critical, and 
insightful are all prerequisites for having the kind of joyful marriage you 
want. 

Stacy and Kevin are in trouble. Let’s consider a few of the hidden bar-
riers and limitations impacting their marriage: 

1. Both exhibit magical thinking. They both naively believed their 
relationship would function well due to their commitment to one 
another. Neither anticipated or prepared for the challenges of 
marriage—of two different people becoming one.

2. Kevin appears to be married to his work. He is so focused on his 
work, he has little time or energy for creating a loving, dynamic 
relationship with his wife. Marriage takes focused time and atten-
tion, and Kevin may be working too much to give his marriage the 
care it needs. 

3. Stacy feels alone and lonely. She longs to have a lively, communica-
tive relationship with Kevin. She perceives him as being disinter-
ested in a deeper connection. This issue needs to be addressed in a 
critical conversation. 

4. Stacy has growing depression that requires attention. With a tendency 
to avoid issues, Stacy is slipping into a depression, withdrawing 
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more and more from Kevin. She needs to develop assertiveness 
skills, along with healthy boundaries. 

5. Neither one shares their heart with the other. The chasm between 
Kevin and Stacy is growing, and they are in danger of creating an 
even deeper disconnection from one another. 

6. Both live in denial of the problems. Neither Kevin nor Stacy has the 
courage or the knowledge to confront the other on the direction 
of their marriage. Neither has the courage to talk about the lone-
liness in their marriage. If these problems are allowed to continue, 
only more trouble will occur. 

When I hear the story from Stacy’s point of view, I am deeply con-
cerned. While her issues are not unusual, they are likely hidden from her. 
This is often the way problems develop, one issue at a time, building on the 
last. Said another way, dysfunctional patterns of relating are likely denied 
and thus unavailable to them for insight, growth, and change. 

FOUR HORSEMAN OF THE APOCALYPSE
While Stacy and Kevin’s problems haven’t yet reached a crisis point, it 

will come to that if they are not addressed. Marriages are fragile and need 
tender loving care to survive. 

Dr. John Gottman, author of the well-respected book Why Marriages 
Succeed or Fail, has identified four patterns of interaction that predict 
whether a marriage will succeed or fail.4 His research confirms what I have 
seen in my practice. There are predictable patterns we know can lead to 
serious marriage issues and possible divorce. 

Gottman’s four patterns are worth all of us knowing, understanding, 
and applying to our marriage. 

1. Criticism. Gottman makes it clear that criticizing your partner is 
not the same as offering a critique or voicing a complaint. Making 
a specific complaint, about a specific issue, is very different from 
attacking your mate’s character. Imagine the following: 

4. John Gottman, Why Marriages Succeed or Fail: And How You Can Make Yours Last (New 
York: Simon & Schuster, 1995).
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A. “You will never change.” 

B. “You spend too much money.” 

C. “You can’t be honest.” 

2. Contempt. Gottman discovered couples in trouble communicate in 
disrespectful ways. They may use mockery and sarcasm as a way 
to make a point. They mimic their mate, roll their eyes, or simply 
walk away when their mate is talking. Imagine adding the follow-
ing to the exchange: 

A. “Where did you learn that, from your mother?” 

B. “Really?” 

C. “I’m just doing the same thing you always do.”

3. Defensiveness. Many of us experience occasional defensiveness, but 
when it is a pervasive pattern and reaction to any concern brought 
to us, change cannot occur, growth is stifled, and issues cannot 
be resolved. Defensiveness typically escalates a conflict because 
it often involves shifting the blame, playing the victim, or simply 
avoiding taking responsibility for bad behavior. Imagine the 
following: 

A. “That’s not true.” 

B. “I didn’t say that.” 

C. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

4. Stonewalling. The fourth horseman in Gottman’s research is stone-
walling, which occurs when the listener withdraws from the inter-
action, refusing to discuss an issue. This, of course, creates another 
barrier to being able to talk about a problem constructively, lead-
ing to greater distance and animosity. 

Any one of these patterns alone can sabotage a marriage. What if there 
are multiple issues? If one issue leads to another, very serious problems will 
occur. 
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WE’RE ALL IN TROUBLE 
So look around. Kevin and Stacy are a typical couple; they don’t have 

severe marital issues, but they are in real trouble, and their trouble is not 
unusual. Again, love and marriage are difficult. Problems can feel and 
become overwhelming, and many, many couples are feeling these problems.

Do you remember the story of the frog in the kettle? As the story goes, 
if you throw a frog in boiling water, it will leap out to safety. However, if 
you put a frog in tepid water and turn the temperature up one degree at a 
time, the frog will not notice the changes and will eventually boil to death. 

This is exactly what I see happening to couples. Small problems that 
are ignored become moderate-sized ones, and if they’re still not addressed, 
they become horrendous issues. Just like the rising water temperature that 
killed the frog, problems building one degree at a time are often ignored 
until it is too late. Living with denial and minimization, justifications, 
excuses, and rationalizations, is it any wonder many couples refusing to 
really face issues, refusing to seek effective counsel, end up with very frac-
tured relationships?

This truth was illustrated to me a number of years ago. I had just writ-
ten a book, and my publishing company sent me on a speaking tour. I was 
anxious as I prepared to meet with famous people, with large personalities. 
I anticipated meeting people who had it all together. 

I was shocked when after the first interview, with cameras and sound 
turned off, I was asked to offer advice on a marriage that had gone far 
astray. In a way, I was relieved to discover again that all of us are capable of 
allowing small problems to become big, and big problems to become even 
bigger. 

Even those with so much going for them were capable of engaging 
in self-defeating actions, sabotaging their marriages. In spite of our deep 
desire for connection, we simply don’t have the skills required to solve seri-
ous problems. Armed only with the good intentions we had at the altar, we 
discover they won’t carry us very far. 

I have come to realize a profound truth: we all need help. Some people 
are better than others at hiding their distress, but we all need help. Some 
are experts at denying their distress, compartmentalizing their issues 
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because the show must go on, but we all need help. In spite of how it may 
seem, there are many, many marriages in trouble. 

SOME PEOPLE ARE EXPERTS 

AT DENYING THEIR DISTRESS, 

COMPARTMENTALIZING THEIR 

ISSUES BECAUSE THE SHOW MUST 

GO ON, BUT WE ALL NEED HELP.

WE ALL NEED HELP 
Perhaps you can now see that there is no need to minimize problems. 

Suffering alone and in silence is a choice you make. 

It’s really true that in one way or another, we do all need help. But first, 
we must start with the premise that we’re all under-trained and ill-prepared, 
feel undeserving, and, perhaps the biggest obstacle, have no idea how to 
really access help. 

It’s time for all of us to stop hiding in shame, withdrawing in silence, or 
struggling alone to cope with the immense challenges of love and marriage. 
Arriving at the belief and understanding that we all need help, and admit-
ting that marriage is difficult, is actually quite freeing. When you stop your 
isolation and fully understand that marriage itself is difficult, you are in a 
place to receive help. 

When a couple embraces the need for ongoing instruction, counseling, 
and coaching, they’ve made a giant leap toward finding solutions. 

To get to that point, you must embrace these premises: 

• Marriage is difficult.

• There’s no shame in seeking help.

• Getting help is not easy.
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• Getting the right help is even more challenging.

• Getting good help is possible. 

Now, peruse that list again. Can you embrace these truths? Can you 
see the work that needs to be done? Can you embrace that we do not enter 
into love and marriage equipped to handle the challenges? 

UNPREPARED! 
Yes, love and marriage are hard work. Facing issues you were ill-

equipped to handle, you discovered you were in over your head. It’s no 
wonder you, and many, many others, feel unprepared for relationship 
challenges. 

Not only are we overwhelmed with the challenges of marriage, but too 
often, we settle for too little assistance. Seeking a little bit of help some-
times leaves a couple with a false sense that they have accomplished more 
than they have. A little bit of help typically renders a small opportunity for 
change. 

Having received only a small degree of help, with a small degree of 
change, a couple is left vulnerable to sliding back into old patterns of 
behavior. Many seek and receive the least amount of help possible. The 
problem is bigger than we think. The work of marriage is more complex 
than we think. 

Can you see the problem? 

Many believe the challenges of marriage shouldn’t be that difficult, and 
subsequently are not likely to reach out for help. This is a big problem. 

Many may admit that marriage is difficult, but don’t believe they con-
tribute to those problems. Consequently, they’re not likely to reach out for 
help. This now becomes an even bigger problem. 

Many believe it is a mark of shame to reach out for help, making them 
even more reluctant to seek help. Now we have an even greater problem. 

Couples cannot handle all of their marriage issues on their own. It’s 
just not possible. At one time or another, we all need expert guidance. Our 
best thinking, remember, got us where we are. We are not equipped to 
handle our own issues. 
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Marriage is difficult. Just as we need a doctor for medical issues, a den-
tist for dental issues, and an attorney for legal issues, we all need to give 
ourselves permission to seek expert marriage help. 

In one way or another, both partners contribute to the marriage 
challenges. Believing the marriage issues are all the result of one person 
is almost always distorted thinking. Whether you started the problem or 
only participate in it in some way, both you and your spouse need assis-
tance. It is no shame to ask for help.

THE WORK OF LOVE AND MARRIAGE 
I like to think of a marriage as a laboratory where we practice being 

human, in a positive way. It is here, in my marriage, with my partner, that I 
see myself in ways that cannot occur in any other setting. 

While we may pride ourselves in thinking, “I don’t have these prob-
lems anywhere else, with anyone else,” this actually means very little. Work 
relationships and friendships have little in comparison to the challenges of 
marriage.

The work of love and marriage is difficult. It is work. I know this goes 
against our childhood fantasies of finding the perfect person, our soul mate 
with whom love and marriage are easy, but it’s true. Sure, it’s easy during 
that first romantic date. It’s easy for the first few outings. After that, the 
real work of love and growing your marriage begins. 

LOVE IS EASY DURING THAT  

FIRST ROMANTIC DATE.  

IT’S EASY FOR THE FIRST FEW 

OUTINGS. AFTER THAT, THE REAL 

WORK OF LOVE AND GROWING 

YOUR MARRIAGE BEGINS.



The Work of Love and Marriage   25

I was going to learn Spanish. I’ve tried videos, CDs, and in-class 
instruction. While I would still like to learn Spanish, my motivation does 
not exceed the challenges of learning. 

Much more recently, I endeavored to learn a minuet on the piano, 
trying to equal the skills of my twelve-year-old grandson. He practices 
fifty-five minutes a day; I practice thirty-five minutes a day. I do not have 
a twelve-year-old sponge for a brain like he does, so big hopes and half-
hearted endeavors don’t work. 

You have your own version of this story. You have started and stopped 
certain activities with the best of intentions. You were sincere at the start, 
and then life got in the way. Or to be more honest, something or some 
things were more important. You weren’t as dedicated to losing weight, 
learning that foreign language, taking that college class, or improving your 
marriage as you thought. 

Our desire to learn Spanish or play a minuet is a bit like our desire to 
have a vibrant marriage. We’re often passive in our approach to the issue—
and less than honest. We might even be lazy. We want love to come to us, 
wrapped in a nice neat package ready to be opened. All we have to do is 
show up, open the package, and poof! Love in a package just like Spanish 
on a CD. 

It takes more! 

CLOSING THOUGHTS
I still think marriage is wonderful, even though that is where all of my 

idiosyncrasies and character flaws are exposed. I still believe in buying CDs 
and playing minuets. I still believe in buying travel guides to far-off coun-
tries and wistfully listening to Beethoven being played by a twelve-year-old. 

I still smile at romantic comedies and chuckle when two unlikely lovers 
find their way to each other. I still cry in my work when two people ask for 
help, humbly sit with me, and receive my help, and in so doing, find a way to 
set differences aside, make repairs to their broken relationship, and smile 
at the progress they made in finding their way back to each other. 

I’m a believer in love and marriage. 
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I’m also a believer in the work it takes to identify and combat self- 
defeating, relationship-defeating traits and cultivating those relationship- 
building skills that hold a couple together. 

So, let’s believe together that enduring, heart-palpitating love is pos-
sible, that the vows we made at the altar were meaningful but must be 
grounded in the reality that we need more. In the next chapter, we will 
learn more about why marriages fail.




