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“If You Don’t Die to Self, I May Have to Kill You is a book just like the author—witty, funny, charming, and full of depth. It will make you laugh and cry, but mostly you will learn about yourself and what it takes to finish the marriage journey with a smile on your face. Don’t be fooled into thinking this is a book just for women. We men need to read it too, unless we want the last words we hear on earth spoken by our wives to be, ‘Hey, does anybody know how to reload this thing?’ ”

—CONGRESSMAN JAMES E. ROGAN OF CALIFORNIA




“Karen Long wrapped me right around her little word processor with this book. At a time when marriages are in nuclear meltdown, she had me laughing, crying, hating her, loving her, and thanking her and God (but not necessarily in that order) for some fun, honest marriage solutions. I don’t have to tell you to read it. Into the first page, it will seem to read itself to you.”

—LARRY W. POLAND, PHD
Chairman and CEO of Mastermedia International
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Dedicated with love to my husband, Paul,
my sole mate,
by God’s design and unmistakably by His grace
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Who to Blame

(aka Acknowledgments)

This memoir of marriage, fondly known around our house as War and Peace, Volume II, has romance, suspense, intrigue, and dirty dishes. It also has plenty of dirty laundry—juicy behind-the-scenes stuff from our personal lives. My husband, Paul, a fairly private person, read a few chapters and thought a publication of this kind would definitely enrich our lives. “We’ll save lots of money at Christmas,” he figured, “since we’ll no longer have any family or friends!”

This is a huge step of faith for Paul. I thank him for his courage, his love, and his ongoing support. He joins me in praying that our foibles and misdeeds, and the miracle of God’s Word, will touch other lives and give many other marriages a second chance. And he’s only asking a modest percentage from the sale of each book.

I’d also like to pay—I mean thank—Pastor Richard Malcolm of Hope Bible Church in Eagle Rock, California, who was commissioned by the Lord to single-handedly save our marriage. How can we ever repay him? We stumbled into Rich’s office through my dear friend, Betsy Slemmons, an amazing Bible teacher. And we’re so grateful for our new church family, truth-tellers like Diana Dacoscos, Karl Traber (Germany’s finest export), and all the precious saints of Hope Bible. They continue to love us—warts, tears, and all—and inspire us by their devotion to Jesus Christ.

I want to honor everyone in the book—those mentioned by name and those who remain anonymous. You have touched our lives by God’s sovereign design, and we are so grateful for all of you! It did cross my mind that since you’re now immortalized in print, you might want to pick up a copy or two of the book for your coffee table at home and at the office, and don’t forget your mother.

There are special people who believe the best of us, like our friend and mentor Dr. Jim Canning. Thank you for the countless ways you’ve encouraged Paul and me!

My cousin Shelly, a gifted writer, challenged me to stop sniveling and start typing. Mark Sweeney, what a stealth agent you turned out to be! None of this would be possible without you. Your check is in the mail. And Lisa Bowden—you editorial rascal—you coaxed me to think about things I’d never consider writing, but suddenly it’s all here! The book is so much better because of you. (Thanks, also, for modifying my modifiers and danglers.) To all the talented people at Multnomah Publishers, God bless you for sharing our joy, helping us so greatly, and even paying us for all this fun!

Our thanks to the Lord go way beyond words.


Warning

(aka Introduction)

You may not know it, but right now you’re holding a book about serious spiritual growth! You thought you were about to enjoy an entertaining, quick read about a messy marriage, but please don’t be fooled. This may not look like a Christian book, but let me tell you, these folks at Multnomah Publishers are tricky. Join me in scanning the front cover again—it’s like an exercise out of Where’s Waldo?—and you’ll actually find a cross or two in the design on the man’s tie! In fact, I found additional symbolism in the placement of my high heel shoe. As you read, your own heels will be clicking right along with mine straight to the foot of the cross!

This book is packed with spiritual insights, marriage tips, and even laundry helps. It’s an incredible bargain! But please let me apologize in advance. As you read, you’ll quickly see I’m no Elisabeth Elliot, Anne Graham Lotz, or Joni Eareckson Tada. These women are solid Bible teachers and writers gifted with talents and insights from God. I’m just a stubborn, rebellious slow learner—an unlikely author of a Christian book. But God works in mysterious ways, and I’m humbled that He may actually use me here to speak directly to your heart.

You see, I’m convinced you and I are a lot alike. You may not have a framed Emmy nomination for television news reporting, but like me you’ve got troubles and you’ve got laundry. Maybe you’ve got kids and dogs and Grams and a harried husband. You also have a heart for God. But sometimes things get out of control, your joy is gone, and you wonder what it takes to make life work. I honestly think our little story can help.

This is a microcosmic look at one family caught in the huge pandemic of twenty-first century, weak-kneed Christianity. Bury this little volume in a time-capsule and future generations will say, “So that’s what happened to Christianity in America!” I hope you’ll do plenty more Waldo searchings in the coming pages, looking for your own mirrored attitudes, expectations, and disappointments. I pray you’ll eagerly join me in some of the harsh lessons I learned along the way and embrace and cherish them, like I do, as your very own.

So kick off your heels or flip-flops, sit back, and join me on this journey to find life: the Author of life. This is not about religion or fashionable doctrines of wealth and health. This is much bigger and better than all that. In fact, I think we could scramble the names of several popular books and retitle this:


Your Best, Extraordinary, Purpose-Driven Life,
Now and Forever Amen!



No one will ever fault me for lack of enthusiasm!

Just please don’t fault me for having a little fun discovering the Bible. Remember, this is a story of growth and ongoing growth, and we’re all learning along the way. I have come to believe that Bible study and prayer are the most important endeavors we can pursue in this life, along with praising and worshiping God—all great preparation for daily life and the glorious life to come.

While we’re still here, living in a fallen world filled with challenges, we need to love and help one another. I hope to love you with this book. I’m writing to you in service to God, and some of it is so personal that you may find yourself grimacing and saying aloud, “Too much information!” But I have such a strong sense these stories will resonate that I offer them eagerly, prayerfully, in earnest expectation that God will use them to work wonders in your life, too.

Meaty Mysteries of Marriage

Of course, one of the key goals of this book is to help you in your marriage. My cousins from Arizona laughed when they learned we had appointed ourselves experts and authors on this subject. They remember visiting our little Burbank home years ago, when I was pregnant with baby number two. I was preparing dinner for the group (following a long, tiring day at the beach), and Paul and I were engaged in a behind-the-scenes kitchen battle. I was browning two pounds of ground beef when I lost all control. I flung the crumbly contents of the frying pan at Paul, just missing him. Our dog, lying under the table, thought he was having a Technicolor doggy dream—mouthwatering manna was raining down from heaven all over the kitchen floor! While the dog was having an encounter with the Living God, I was confronted with the reality of my own uncontainable, untamable, unleashed sin.

In the classic The Mystery of Marriage, Mike Mason writes:


Marriage inevitably is a trap, a very cunning trap in which two people are caught in the absolute necessity of loving one another. In the taking of vows, it is as if they have agreed to an actual ultimatum: love or else. This is a curious and frustrating and often excruciatingly painful trap to be in, but the plain fact is that if a couple do not love one another first, as they do themselves, then they cannot really love themselves or anyone else. But when they do love, that love becomes a fire which has the power to enkindle all around them.



The Christian life is all about love. First and foremost it’s about the love of God toward us; for God so loved the world that He gave us His Son. We love Him because He first loved us. He reaches down and we reach back in love, and as we give ourselves to Him, He continually fills us with love. Knowing the amazing love of God empowers us to love others—even the closest and most difficult—well beyond ourselves.

Marriage is truly a test of faith. For the life of me, I don’t know how people stay married apart from Christ. Truth be known, I don’t think they do marriage very well. They can’t. The glow of being “in love,” if they ever have it to begin with, inevitably wears off. This ushers in the long, monotonous, and often painful process of cohabitation between two self-centered people.


Knowing the amazing love of God empowers
us to love others well beyond ourselves.



I attended the recent wedding of Carl and Melitsa, a committed Christian couple who share the belief that they can better honor and serve God with their lives by being united in marriage. Their passion for God results in self-sacrifice and the pursuit of holiness. The first time they ever kissed was during the wedding! Their future is filled with purpose and meaning, and they have great joy. As we sang the opening song, “Great Is Thy Faithfulness,” I became overwhelmed with such happiness for them that I started crying. I was in real trouble—the actual ceremony hadn’t even started!

Carl and Melitsa will have trials along the way, but they love God with all their hearts; they’ve made a commitment to Him and to each other, and He promises to see them through. I’m certain their ground beef is simmering safely on the stove.

God’s Will—Are We Willing?

Paul and I were blessed beyond belief with the help we needed. Now I feel such a burden for those suffering all around us. I’ve lost track of one Christian friend who confided in me that as she drove her kids to school and ran errands each day, she looked longingly at apartment vacancy signs, secretly plotting a way of escape.

Running away (except in the event of physical abuse) is the wrong answer, with consequences fanning out far beyond what can fully be known in this life. I’ll never forget my own hurt and confusion as a new Christian when two of our friends divorced. We were baptized with this couple, and they had a toddler son, just like us. We thought we were all walking in newness of life with Christ together, safely and nimbly navigating the narrow path. Then she bolted another direction with another man down another path.

I met her for lunch one day and pleaded with her to consider the consequences for her young son. I will never forget her defiant resolve. “I’m in love with someone now, and I’m getting a divorce. Once I’m remarried, I’ll start over again with God.”

Her father, a Presbyterian minister, reportedly told her that her first marriage, to the boy’s father, was obviously not the will of God. Unfortunately, he failed to check his Bible. He was undoubtedly moved by the desire to see his daughter “happy,” and he counseled her into a terrible mistake. Her second marriage also ended in divorce.

So how do we know God’s will in marriage?

One of our dear pastors, Chris Oliveri, was engaged and in the throes of premarital counseling when he was asked, “Do you think it is God’s will for you to marry Janet?”

Chris, then a student at The Master’s Seminary, spoke as a true theologian. “I don’t know if it’s God’s will … but the moment I say ‘I do,’ I know it’s God’s will!”

There’s the mystery of God’s orchestration and our commitment: for better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, in good times or in ground beef. Based on my experiences, the hardest times have the greatest value. They are virtual diamond mines of opportunity for finding out the truth about ourselves and discovering the awesome brilliance of our glorious God.

So why are we so quick to protect ourselves from the pain of marital trouble? It may be the very thing God wants to use in our lives to heal us and to save us.

I remember attending an initial counseling session with a Christian therapist telling me, perhaps warning me, “I’m more concerned about your mental health than your marriage.” My marriage wasn’t making me crazy! I can do that on my own, thank you very much. I wish I’d known to tell her, “If you truly care about me, then you must care about my marriage.” It is one of God’s best tools for our sanctification. Let’s not toss it or lose it, but dig in and use it!


Marriage is one of God’s
best tools for our sanctification.



Feel free to laugh with me through the following pages, but please pray with me along the way, too. Ask God now, before you start in, to show you the things He wants to work on in your heart and life. Many of the insights we’ll stumble upon (oh, those treacherous high heels!) can only be seen through God’s mercy and amazing grace.

God bless and keep you, and your marriage, always.
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Paul prays before meals, especially when I cook, and he always, waits for me to take the first bite.




Chapter 1

A Whimsical War Story

Just outside Phoenix, Arizona, an adopt-a-highway sign jutted abruptly from the desert landscape. I blinked twice to catch the sponsor’s name: The Divorce Store.

“Did you see that?” I nudged husband Paul, who was driving. “What a sign of the times! Here’s a trendy new business for messing up families, but hey, that’s okay—they’re cleaning up highways.”

“Must be good public relations for ending relations,” Paul mused.

At first I imagined the Divorce Store as a fast-service, drive-through franchise for people who hate each other and also hate to wait. Then I pictured a giant new warehouse center with wholesale services for frivolous lawsuits, specializing in high-demand divorce. For convenience, there’s an outdoor snack bar with pizza and churros for the kids.

We stopped for coffee with our Phoenix friends on that drive home to California. They didn’t know much about the Divorce Store, but they’d heard the catchy slogan: “When ‘till death do you part’ isn’t soon enough.”

There were times in our marriage, even though we’re Christians, when I might have jumped in line at the Divorce Store before doors opened at 9 a.m. I know I’m not alone. The divorce rate among evangelicals, according to some polls, may actually be a few percentage points higher than in the world. While over half of all Christian marriages are splitting up, some studies show that more than half of the remaining couples are miserable.

I’ve spent years trying to figure out why people with the ultimate answers to life often can’t get marriage right, forfeiting one of the greatest testimonies for the truth and cause of Christ. I’ve been journaling for twenty years of my own married life, and much of it reads like the nightly installments of a war correspondent. That’s probably because I used to broadcast “live” from the mean streets of Los Angeles weeknights as a television news reporter for Channel 9, until I went home to a husband and kids and real action and drama. Now I’m reporting on marriage directly from the front lines of the home front.

Over the years, husband Paul pushed all my buttons, including the little red one that can blast a nuclear family of five into oblivion. We’ve been on the brink of disaster and divorce many times, and it would all be terribly tragic if it wasn’t such a terrific true story and testimony for the Lord.


I’ve spent years trying to figure out why people with the ultimate answers to life often can’t get marriage right.



We weren’t raised in Christian homes, but both of us miraculously came to Christ shortly after we were married, and everything was supposed to be great. In fact, someone suggested that Jesus was our ticket to personal happiness and prosperity, like those attorneys on TV: “Jesus Christ got me 1.3 million!” I would have settled for an occasional cease-fire and a hand with the dishes.

Getting the Real Scoop

Years of conflicts actually forced me to investigate every aspect of Christian marriage, searching for answers. I’ve been doing plenty of research. During eighteen years of Bible studies, retreats, and women’s conferences, I’ve made some important discoveries. (Since I’m a seasoned television news professional, you know you can believe everything I’m about to tell you.)

During the myriad of women’s conferences I’ve attended, I’ve cornered speakers and leaders between breaks or after events, gotten in their faces, and asked them tough questions in a totally rude, professional way. I’d start with, “You’re so biblically knowledgeable, so spiritual—but just between you and me, how unspeakably hellish is your marriage?”

Surprisingly, they don’t explode. They usually get really honest. These got-it-all-together gals can describe more trials and difficulties than even I imagined. If Christians had their own tabloid newspaper—I’d call it the National Inspirer—the headline for this story, based on their responses, would read:


“Prominent Christian Wives
Wish Their Husbands Dead!”



Of course, the copy would clarify (at the end of the story) that this happens at some point along the journey, when marital misery is at its peak. I’m convinced every Christian couple has moments, months, maybe millenniums of misery together. Don’t be fooled by those cute couples holding hands at retreats. Why do you think they retreated? They’re a mess. After all, just attending church on Sunday is admission that we can’t do life on our own.

Over the years, even Christian “celebrities” have hinted at bouts of trouble in their own post-Eden paradise. Ruth Bell Graham, Billy’s wife, was once asked if she had ever thought of divorce. “Never!” she reportedly said. “Murder maybe, but never divorce.”

Barbara Johnson, popular Christian writer and speaker, voiced the question countless women have wondered for decades. “They put a man on the moon,” she said. “Why can’t they put the rest of them up there?”

During a Faithlift conference at Hollywood Presbyterian Church, Kathleen Hart gave a short talk on marriage. She’s the precious wife of well-known therapist and author Dr. Archibald Hart. At one point, while discussing biblical marriage, she skipped the stuff about deep fulfillment and satisfaction in covenant commitment. She simply said, “Ladies, if he’s not hitting you, stay married.”

Yet I was unprepared the first time I heard a spiritually mature Christian confess bouts of ill will toward her husband. I was seeking counsel for my own marriage concerns with the head of women’s ministries for a large Baptist church. In an effort to sober me up and put some perspective on my troubles, she cited a number of young mothers in the church who had divorced their husbands. They were now living in cramped, ramshackle apartments, she said, barely making ends meet, rarely evidencing the happily-ever-after-divorce bliss they thought would be theirs. But she also volunteered that there were times earlier in her marriage when she’d actually prayed for her husband’s death.

Since that time I’ve heard the same confession—fervent prayers offered up to God to take out a spouse—by other church leaders, both men and women, over the course of my personal investigation. We’ll probably never know how many Christian wives, seemingly stuck in bad marriages, read local obituaries scanning causes of death and ages of decedents and imagining their own husband’s name in print. I had a Christian friend confess these very thoughts to me.

And I have a confession of my own: For years I’ve been slowly poisoning Paul, slipping him heavy doses of carbohydrates and calories to induce high cholesterol. He’s had his suspicions. Yet even when I try making nutritious meals, they taste like I’m seasoning with antifreeze. Paul takes the lid off my stew and cries out like the prophets with Elisha, “There’s death in that pot!” (2 Kings 4:40). But I’ve never had my knee to Paul’s chest forcing brownies down his throat! A court would never convict me.

Instead of just waiting for Paul to finally keel over, I’ve also spent years looking for a younger woman for him, someone who enjoys doing laundry. I’ve found absolutely the only way to get him to help fold clothes is to throw a private “sock party,” with optional attire. He’s happy to match up batches of socks if that’s all we’re wearing.

Now there’s a universal problem facing wives. Not sox—sex! You wake to the sounds of kids squealing with delight Christmas morning, poised at the tree, ready to rip open presents. You can’t jump up and join them though, because your husband’s still in bed with plans to unwrap you.

I remember attending Chosen Women, a special conference at the Rose Bowl, and speaker/writer Bunny Wilson got her biggest laughs talking about “playing possum” in bed. Apparently it’s a way to escape intimacy with a frisky husband, but I’m not sure she meant becoming startled and frozen and hanging upside down by our tails, or just pretending to be asleep.

One late Friday night at a women’s church retreat, our speaker, addressing this subject, got down to the real nitty-gritty. She told us, in all sincerity and selflessness, that if a husband was pressing for an amorous interlude and we weren’t up to it, we should comply and pray right through it.

Back then I had a better idea, straight from the Bible. Before going to bed, I put on the full armor of God.

And I’d put on more armor when I got up. I’d go from flannels to sweat suits faster than a speeding bullet. And Paul would still persist. One morning he grabbed me and said he wanted to pray. I believe in group prayer—but grope prayer? Fuhgeddaboudit.

Tough Question, Tougher Answer

I was fumbling around in marriage, demanding my rights, sinfully self-focused and somehow expecting God to rain happiness from heaven. Mercifully, He sent light sprinklings of grace. I clearly remember the day, many years ago, when I had the great privilege of hearing Joni Eareckson Tada speak at Fuller Seminary in Pasadena to a packed auditorium. When she finished, organizers opened two microphones in the walkways for questions, but surprisingly, only one person stood to speak. The crowd stilled for the thought-provoking question: “Remember me, Joni? That conference in Wichita?”

While they exchanged pleasantries I realized right then that I couldn’t let this awesome opportunity slip away, and suddenly I was slipping right out of my seat, my heart racing and forcing my steps. As I spoke into the microphone, trying to formulate a question, tears welled up in my eyes. Paul and I were in the midst of another big battle.

“You had no choice when God allowed your diving accident, your paralysis and suffering,” I began. “What can you say to those of us who are suffering in situations, like hard marriages, when we have … uh … options—choices—an agonizing choice that could end our pain?”

What a scene. Joni’s on stage, peacefully and perfectly submitted to God and her wheelchair, and there I was, standing, sniveling about my husband, raising a verbal fist to God. Then I realized that a few hundred people were watching, and I really wanted to cry.

Joni began sharing difficulties she’d experienced in her own marriage, problems that led to a brief separation. This modern-day hero of the faith was so candid that her assistant later whispered to her to provide clarification. Joni explained that she and Ken had met that crisis and were okay.

While finishing her comments to me, she spoke of a man facing the horror of total paralysis. He lay in a hospital bed, completely unable to move a muscle, not even his eyes or mouth. Although his mind was bright, he had absolutely no way to communicate. Following a visit with this man, she’d questioned the purpose for his suffering, why his life continued. Another friend, standing at Joni’s side, gave her the answer: “He can still worship God.”

I took my seat and blew my nose. For days I thought about her comments, but it’s taken me years to grasp what she was really saying. No matter what’s going on, God has a plan. Nothing has happened by accident. We will suffer in this life and have marriage difficulties, but we must press on because it’s not about us. God has a purpose in it, and God is always good. He has promised to be with us all the way through. And our lives, submitted to God in love and obedience, will bring Him great glory.

When Two Become (Ouch!) One

I’m a slow learner, but I always came away from women’s events encouraged to try harder at home. I just didn’t get it. It’s not about trying harder. It’s about getting to know God through His Word and through prayer, learning to love and trust Him, and letting Him change us from the inside out. He does the work of our sanctification.

God’s great desire is to make us more like His Son, but some of us are bigger challenges than others. I’ve had days when everything’s going great, the kids are flourishing, I’m joyful, studying my Bible—being transformed by the renewing of my mind—then WHAM! I feel like killing kittens.

Paul says I’m hormonally challenged.

I know that I’m saved and the Holy Spirit lives inside me. But some days I think He’s desperate to get out.


God’s great desire is to make us more like His Son, but some of us are bigger challenges than others.



We’re fallen sinners, no doubt about it. I’ve got my share of problems, and Paul’s got problems, too (every possible pickin’ thing, except maybe PMS). During our years of struggle, it was hard to understand why the Lord used marriage as a picture of His relationship to us. The Bible tells us He’s the Bridegroom, and we, the church, are His bride.

Pastor John MacArthur, in a series of radio lectures on the topic of creation, said God created us, in part, to be able to present a bride to His beloved Son. From our human perspective, it’s all a terrible mismatch. Christ is unspeakably, indescribably beautiful. He’s perfect, pure, and holy. And we’re just hopeless apart from Him. God the Father really ought to intervene and call the whole thing off—but that’s the amazing thing about grace.

We have the ultimate Lover of our souls: so passionate, selfless, caring, and committed. And Jesus has … us, barely giving Him a thought at the end of the day before nodding off to sleep (or hanging by our tails, frozen, pretending to sleep).

Marriage, as God intended, is a mystery for mere mortals. When “two become one flesh,” you either get some unity or you get Frankenstein. Paul and I got a monster of a marriage, a mess of our own creation. We were constantly hurting each other, utterly helpless, unable to change a thing. Then God in His mercy heard our cries and breathed truth and life and love into our souls. He swapped a few body parts—we don’t know where our old hearts and minds have gone—and stitched us up as new creatures in Christ.

The whole thing might have been really scary if it hadn’t been so funny.
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