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Praise for

Now and Not Yet


“In a culture that has grown unkind to marriage and the marriage-minded, Jennifer Marshall’s analysis of the facts we live with and the faith that sustains us offers guidance and hope for young women. You may be single, but you do not have to be alone. Jennifer Marshall shows the way.”

—WILLIAM J. BENNETT, Washington Fellow–The Claremont Institute, and host of Bill Bennett’s Morning in America




“Jennifer Marshall rescues the dreary notion of ‘contentment’ from passive resignation and recharges it with a robust faith in God that results in vigorous, purposeful living.… Singles and nonsingles alike will find this brand of contented living liberating, energizing, and fulfilling.”

—CAROLYN CUSTIS JAMES, author of When Life and Beliefs Collide and Lost Women of the Bible




“If we value marriage, we should value and mentor those among us who want to get there but are not there yet. In Now and Not Yet, her faith-and-research-based book, Jennifer Marshall not only brings to light this unaddressed reality of modern life, but gives her fellow single traditional women the pep talk they need. Post-twenties singleness can be a lonely time for the marriage-minded; Jennifer Marshall has made it less so.”

—KATHRYN JEAN LOPEZ, editor of National Review Online




“Jennifer Marshall has a fresh, positive, God-centered perspective on singleness as one of the many callings we live by in the Christian life. Now and Not Yet is about much more than marital status; it’s about loving and serving Jesus in the space between the way things are and the way we expect them to be. Marshall is honest about life’s struggles and open to the legitimate desire to be married during what she calls ‘the unexpected in-between.’ What she writes is full of biblical and practical wisdom for pursuing single-minded devotion to God and finding joyful contentment in His unique plan for your life.”

—PHILIP GRAHAM RYKEN, author of The Message of Salvation and Ryken’s Bible Handbook, and senior minister of Tenth Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania




“With sensitivity and a sharp-edged knowledge of God’s Word, Jennifer Marshall reveals the sweet and satisfying answer to our deepest longings, helping us all—whether married or single—find true pleasure in God. Thank you, Jennifer, for shining so much light on an oft-troubling topic.”

—JONI EARECKSON TADA, JAF International Disability Center




“In her insightful and hopeful meditation on contemporary singlehood, Jennifer Marshall breaks through the tired stereotypes of the single woman as desperate for marriage or obsessed with career. She makes the compelling case that ‘Christian, single, and content’ is not an oxymoron but another pathway for women to fulfill God’s calling for their lives. This book is essential reading not only for single women of all ages but for their mothers, fathers, friends, and faith communities.”

—BARBARA DAFOE WHITEHEAD, author of The Divorce Culture: Rethinking Our Commitment to Marriage and Family and Why There Are No Good Men Left: The Romantic Plight of the New Single Woman, and codirector of the National Marriage Project, Rutgers
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Introduction

The Big Question

Fall has settled on Nashville, where I’ve dropped in for a weekend stay at the home of married friends who have two little girls. On Saturday afternoon we head for a puppet show at the downtown library. Maggie is six months pregnant with number three, so we tell her to take the front seat of the car. Thomas is driving, and I’m sandwiched between the two girls in their car seats in the back of the Ford Explorer.

One side effect of the pregnancy is that the girls’ chatter often revolves around babies. As we drive across a wide intersection, four-year-old Mary Pierson asks me, “Do you have a baby?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m not married,” I explain.

“Why aren’t you married?”

Hmm. Children have a knack for posing theological stumpers. As if we single women wouldn’t like to have God answer that question ourselves.

From Baby Dolls to Marriage

The next morning the girls ask me to read them some stories. I can tell they’re in the mood for a fairy tale. They’ve got Snow White figurines in hand and offer me the choice of two books that both end with varia-tions on the theme of girl marrying boy and living happily ever after.

Later that day, their daddy turns the questions on his daughter: “Mary Pierson, do you want to get married?”

“Yes.”

“Why do you want to get married?”

“Because I want to be a mommy!”

Little girls learn early to love marriage and family.

Yet the trend of the last generation is that more young women are spending more years single—and many would say that’s not by choice. The average age of first marriage has climbed more than four years since our parents’ generation.

Not surprisingly, the circumstances of singleness can sometimes be perplexing. Few of us received specific guidance about this particular phase of life as we were growing up. Frankly, no one seems to have expected it. Nor, with few exceptions, has there been much investigation of the disconnect between our expectations and reality—either how this gap came to be or how we as individual women should deal with the divide now that we’re in the midst of it.

A Life Full of Callings

Thomas and Maggie are right to raise their daughters to desire marriage and children, just as it’s appropriate for us as adult single women to maintain our own hope for those things.

The challenge for us singles, then, is to keep that desire in perspective. The most important questions are not, Why am I not married? When will I get married? or, Whom will I marry? Rather, they are, How am I supposed to be content today while hoping for something more? What’s my purpose here and now? and, Do I trust God in this unexpected in-between? Answering these questions is the key to making sense of singleness.

The challenge is to live in the present purposefully and to lead a contented life even while particular desires remain unfulfilled. That kind of contentment depends on a sense of purpose outside our own feelings. It rests in the conviction that there is a grand design to our lives, and that the design has an Author. Our knowledge of that design may be incomplete, but its Author has made Himself known to us, and that helps us perceive how He works in our lives and in the world around us.

When God calls us to Himself, it transforms the purposes for which we live. To respond to that call is to view relationships, responsibilities, gifts, and opportunities as His purposes in our lives. These purposes are our callings—the things we are equipped by God to do in our individual situations throughout all the seasons of our lives. This perspective on life as a set of callings from God helps a woman get her bearings when singleness gets confusing—anchoring her identity, giving her a sense of belonging, setting a direction for her life’s activities, and shaping her overall sense of purpose.

Because there are many ways in which each of us lives out our first call to God throughout the changing circumstances of a lifetime, this book uses the term callings to refer to those individual means through which we are to follow Him in our own situations.

The plural callings is meant to distinguish these from the singular purpose of that first call to Him. It is also intended to help us avoid the trap of elevating any one purpose here on earth—other than the pursuit of God—to the place where we confuse it for our whole life purpose. God’s multiple callings in each of our lives may include marriage, but that is not the full story of His grand design for any of us. Being too focused on marriage (or its absence) may lead to neglect of our other callings at hand or cause us to miss the fulfillment He intends for us in each of those callings. Glorifying God should be the organizing principle of life. Marriage is only a means to that end, not to be confused for the end itself. Singleness is a part of God’s design for life now, one aspect of a full—and complete—life.

Attaining contentment doesn’t require us to suppress the desire for marriage, but it does mean we have to keep it in proper perspective. When desire grows into preoccupation, it edges out contentment and causes us to doubt God’s faithfulness and goodness. When desire becomes a sense of entitlement—that God owes us what we want—it deprives us of gratitude for what He is doing outside our expectations.

Life is about more than marital status, and singleness is more than a holding pattern. This book is about redeeming the time between the now and the not yet for which we hope.

Where Now?

The chapters ahead address some of the major spiritual and practical struggles that single women commonly face today, and the context in which they meet them. Part 1, “The Unexpected Now,” describes the wrestling that goes on in the hearts and minds of many single women as they confront unmet expectations about marriage and family, some of which are inspired by life patterns of the past that are becoming less common today.

Parts 2 and 3—“Betwixt and Between: Betting on Marriage and Biding Time” and “Then and Now: What’s Become of Romance?”—discuss cultural changes since our mothers’ generation. These have left women with many choices about their future, yet it seems more difficult to meet and marry a suitable match. What’s more, in this new context a professionally successful single woman may discover that others assume she’s more interested in a career than marriage. For the women described in this book, however, singleness is a fact of life more than a choice of lifestyle. They haven’t been avoiding marriage; they’re more likely feeling confused that marriage has avoided them.

Looking back at the well-charted course to marriage of generations past, extended singleness today can feel rather rudderless. We may have expected some sort of autopilot to carry us smoothly to Destination Marriage. Instead, life between college and marriage can seem more like killing time than making personal progress. At times, the weight of cultural assumptions, concern about others’ perceptions or misperceptions, and the force of our own feelings about singleness can build up like a perfect storm, leaving us disoriented about where we should be heading in life right now. Either set of conditions—the doldrums or the near drowning—can cloud our thinking about choices, such as whether to get another degree or to buy a house. Part 4, “A Call from Now to Not Yet,” explains how God’s callings can help clear away some of that confusion by providing a navigational system for life. Part 5, “Living Right Now,” offers specific suggestions on establishing solid footing for the journey through singleness.

Putting a Face on It

Each section of this book opens with a story that shows how individual women have cleared away personal and cultural confusion to make sense of their lives before God. Part 1 begins with Hilary, who in her late twenties pursues an opportunity that leads her off the beaten path to Iraq. Although few of us go anywhere so dangerous or far from home, many young women experience feelings similar to Hilary’s when God prompts them to use their gifts in new and challenging situations.

In part 2, Emma and Carli, both wrestling with academic and professional decisions, like many young women, wonder how far to pursue higher education when their desire is to marry and have children. Is it a waste of time and money to go to law school or medical school? Although they made very different decisions, both women have a sense of contentment that they are where God wants them to be.

In part 3, a snapshot of three single thirtysomethings (two friends and me) is juxtaposed with the experiences of our parents’ generation. Although our paths have taken turns we did not expect, God still works in circumstances that weren’t “supposed” to happen.

Who Says?

In preparing to write this book, I asked a number of single women about their outlook on singleness and experiences during this season of life. These interviews focused on the segment of the American population whose life experience is the subject of this book: never-married Christian women in their midtwenties to midforties who are generally well-educated and living mostly in suburban or urban areas. Their experiences and expressions give real-life context to the themes addressed in this book. In many cases, names of those quoted or referenced have been changed.

I conducted in-depth interviews with twelve women in four cities, and another three women provided extensive written feedback to a questionnaire. Thirty-one women ranging in age from late twenties to midforties participated in focus groups in Washington DC, New York City, Chicago, and Long Beach, California. None of the forty-six women in the interviews or focus groups has married; all are professing Christians; many have earned advanced degrees.

To elicit a broad response, I conducted an online survey to which 650 unmarried women over the age of twenty responded. Almost all had never married, though a few had previously been married. Respondents were split almost evenly between urban and suburban areas across the United States, with less than ten percent from rural areas. A large majority are Christians, and eight out of ten attend church or other religious services regularly. Nearly all have graduated from college, and more than a quarter have master’s degrees. Half have plans to pursue further education.

With few exceptions, these women want to get married. As teenagers, more than half thought they would be married by the age of twenty-five. Some of the younger respondents still could marry before their ideal wedding date, but many—perhaps most—will not.

While this book addresses some of the issues that are specific to the lives of single women, I sought some male perspective on these matters as well. I gathered input through focus groups, interviews, and a questionnaire from thirteen unmarried Christian men between the ages of twenty-three and forty-four.

As increasing numbers of women and men spend more of their lives unmarried, the topic of singleness demands greater theological and sociological attention. A complex set of cultural and economic factors has contributed to the trend of marrying later and to the disappearance of well-marked routes that once led clearly to marriage.

On a sociological level, one could question whether later marriage is a good thing for individuals or for society as a whole, and one could argue for more community support of singles seeking to form relationships leading to marriage. But these issues are described briefly only to set the stage on which individual lives play out.

This book touches on the cultural changes to show that a sense of confusion about the difficulty of entering marriage is not merely an interior and personal struggle, but is one in which constantly changing social dynamics play a significant part. These dynamics require corporate attention, but reckoning with them individually can help a single woman sort out her experience and sharpen her perspective.

Plenty of questions could be raised about why we’re still single. But a more important and more immediate concern is our personal responsibility for our lives and general outlook. Getting that in order is key to other things as well. “Contentment is attractive in a woman,” as one single man put it.

The central focus of this book is the part of the puzzle that we as single women are responsible for: tending to the spiritual and practical aspects of our own day-to-day lives. Single young women must live in the world as it meets them today, and many are simply trying to figure out how to seek contentment now as well as pursue dreams not yet realized. This book is by, about, and for women who find themselves in that unexpected place.



PART 1

The Unexpected Now




One

Off the Map

No one was there to meet Hilary when she stepped off the plane. Not that she had expected anyone, but it was another reminder of isolation in her sense of purpose. Here she was, a blond, blue-eyed, twenty-eight-year-old civilian heading to a new job in the midst of a military occupation in the Middle East.

Alone and unable to hide the fact that she was an American, she had to look like she’d done this before. She needed to get to her hotel without being ripped off—or worse. She managed to trade dollars for dinar, but she knew her ignorance would show as soon as she asked about the price of a cab ride. So she questioned one driver, then used that information to barter with a second.

Forty-five minutes later, she arrived at her hotel.

The next morning she boarded a military aircraft to fly from Kuwait to Baghdad. Strapped into a jump seat with her back against the inner wall of the airplane, she fell asleep and woke up with the muzzle of a gun leaning against her—her soldier seatmate had fallen asleep too.

But no one sleeps through the drama of a Baghdad landing. The plane dove and rolled from side to side, maneuvering wildly to avoid any unfriendly fire. It gave her the sickening sensation that her life was now completely out of her control.

The road from Baghdad International Airport to the U.S. military—secured Green Zone in the city became a notoriously dangerous passage. But that day in July she made the trek in an unarmored thin-skin vehicle—and her driver was nonchalant about whether the passengers should wear the body armor they had been issued. That was when she realized she couldn’t make any assumptions that others would look out for her security. She wasted no time in heaving on her bulletproof vest packed with heavy armor plates.

Out of the Green Zone

Baghdad’s Republican Palace, once the seat of Saddam Hussein’s regime, was now the headquarters of the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) and the hub of activities in the Green Zone. An air force colonel met her there.

“Miss White, welcome to Baghdad. You’re going to spend the night here and go to Hillah in the morning.”

Apparently there was some confusion. Hillah was not a part of her plans. Going to a remote city somewhere to the south did not sound appealing.

But the colonel was insistent.

Hilary resolved to accept the change for the time being, go to Hillah, and get herself back to the Green Zone as soon as possible. She wanted to leave most of her belongings in Baghdad as collateral, but the colonel informed her everything would be going with her. The next morning they packed up her three massive black trunks—filled with six months’ worth of clothes, food, and supplies—and left for Hillah.

They rolled through arid desert for an hour and a half on a highway Saddam Hussein had built for his military. An oasis of date palm trees emerged in the midst of the desert dust as they neared Hillah. As they crossed over a bridge that spanned a tributary of the Euphrates near the ruins of Babylon, Hilary thought, This is where it all began. It was like stepping back into ancient history.

There was no exit from the highway to the road that led to their destination on the outskirts of Hillah. So they made their own, off-roading over uneven terrain before intersecting a route that ran to the U.S. compound.

The residence where Hilary and others stayed was a hotel, parts of which Saddam’s Baathist regime had used as a brothel. Almost every Iraqi Hilary met had lost family members to the violence of Saddam’s regime.

But things were changing in Hillah. Widows on the edge of destitution were learning how to make a living. Schools were being repaired, and student texts from the prior regime were being replaced. Iraqi Shia started painting their houses vibrant colors to celebrate their newfound freedom. Hillah was an oasis of good news, and Hilary had come to Iraq to share the country’s good news with the rest of the world. There was no better place for her to be. God’s sleight of hand had moved her beyond her own stubborn expectations for a purpose that would leave her more content than if she’d had it her way.

How Did I Get Here?

Hilary never dreamed she’d be
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