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INTRODUCTION:
THE OPEN-HEARTED MARRIAGE

Dr. Greg Smalley

The greatest marriage advice I've ever heard came from one of the most unlikely places: Dr. Quinn, Medicine Woman. Remember the CBS television show back in the 1990s about a female doctor in the Old West played by actress Jane Seymour? Once the show ended, Seymour developed a jewelry line with Kay Jewelers called the Open Hearts collection. The fascinating part is the slogan—which I think is the best advice ever for cultivating a thriving marriage: “If your heart is open, love will always find its way in.”

Just as Dr. Quinn understood, an open heart is the fundamental prerequisite for a great marriage. Yet many of us struggle to keep our hearts open because openness can feel risky and dangerous. Marriage specialists Arch Hart and Sharon Hart Morris put it this way:

When a husband and wife love each other, they literally give their hearts to each other for safekeeping. This is such a delicate, trusting act that any violation or injury of this trust can cause the most painful of reactions.

Imagine taking the very essence of your being—your heart—and placing it in the hands of your spouse. Your heart becomes your mate's to care for, safeguard, cherish, and love. Placing your heart in the hands of another is a giant step of faith. Afterward, you can only wait to see what your spouse will do with your heart. Your desire, of course, is that your spouse will be a safe haven for your heart. And that is your spouse's longing as well.1

In your quest to have a thriving marriage, I want to encourage you to make your marriage the safest place possible for your spouse.

Why should this be a top priority? Because to get what you want in your marriage—fun, passion, friendship, love, respect, intimacy, deep connection—each heart must be open to the other. This is the meaning behind the slogan “Open your heart and love will always find its way in.” Love will always find its way in because God's love is everywhere (Psalm 119:64). And God's love will flow through your heart to your spouse's when both are open. But a heart will only open up when the relationship feels safe. Therefore, make it your goal to create a marriage that feels like the safest place on earth.

THE SAFEST PLACE ON EARTH

The only way you can intertwine two hearts and become one is when both of you feel emotionally safe. The good news is that you can create a safe atmosphere in your marriage that will allow and encourage both people to open their hearts. But the focus must be on creating safety.

Jesus warned against hardening hearts when He commented on divorce: “Moses permitted you to divorce your wives because your hearts were hard” (Matthew 19:8). A closed and hardened heart is the real destroyer of relationships—and therefore something to prevent at all cost. On the other hand, a safe marriage allows both husband and wife to open up and reveal their deepest feelings, thoughts, beliefs, hopes, and dreams. That's true intimacy!

Creating safety isn't a psychobabble phrase. In fact, it's something that our heavenly Father already does for us: “The name of the Lord is a strong tower; the righteous run to it and are safe” (Proverbs 18:10). Isn't it amazing the God of this universe goes out of His way to make us feel safe? He wants our hearts to be open, and hearts open when they feel safe. I want to model my marriage after what God does with me.

So what's the key to creating a marriage that feels like the safest place on earth? The answer is well illustrated by something that happened in my own family.

One morning, we were frantically getting ready to go on a vacation to Disney World. I thought everyone was finally in the car, and every conceivable space was packed with luggage. But then I noticed that Maddy, my middle daughter who was around three at the time, wasn't in her car seat. Instead, she was in the house desperately searching for Gracie, her favorite Beanie Baby. The little yellow praying bunny was her most valuable possession. Maddy never went anywhere without Gracie.

After Maddy located Gracie, she came running out to the car. Oh no! I thought, Maddy is going to lose Gracie, and I don't want to spend all my vacation time traipsing around a mall looking for a replacement! So as my precious daughter ran toward me, I only had a few seconds to concoct a plan so clever that it would convince Maddy to leave Gracie home.

“Maddy, hold on,” I began tentatively. “Actually, Daddy needs you to leave Gracie home.”

Maddy blankly stared at me as I continued explaining my brilliant plan. “We need someone to watch the house,” I said. “So why don't you put Gracie back in your bed, and she can take care of the house?”

“No!” Maddy shot back. “Barry Wonderful will watch the house. Gracie is coming with us!”

Barry Wonderful? I thought. Who the heck is Barry Wonderful?

My wife, Erin, could see my confusion. “You know Barry Wonderful, honey,” she said, smiling sarcastically as she explained. “The stuffed Saint Bernard dog you bought Maddy that sings the extremely annoying Barry White songs you thought was so cute!”

“Oh, right,” I said. “Sorry about that.”

“Maddy, I really need you to leave Gracie home.” She gave me a look that said, Are you crazy? Leave Gracie behind? This little dance continued for a few seconds as I gave my logical reasons why she should leave the praying bunny at home. Despite my brilliant arguments, Maddy made no move for the house. Finally I got very stern and said, “Go right now and put her back in your bed!”

Maddy, her little head down, tears flowing, made one last attempt. “Is Disney World fun?” she asked.

I instantly changed my strategy and went at the Gracie issue from a new angle. “Disney World is going to be the best vacation we've ever had,” I said. “But we have to go now, or we're going to miss our flight! So why don't you put Gracie back on your bed next to Barry Wonderful? Then we can go.”

Maddy slowly handed me Gracie. “If Disney World is going to be that fun,” she cried, “I love Gracie so much that I want her to go, and I'll watch the house.”

Crickets chirped as I silently stood there with my mouth open, trying to comprehend what had just happened. Maddy was actually offering to stay home so Gracie could go on our vacation. I had sudden visions of the movie Home Alone where Maddy would be alone fending off burglars.

Suddenly I felt like a total loser. And Erin just sat there shaking her head. So I picked up Maddy, explained that our trip wouldn't be the same without Gracie, and off we went!

Although this story isn't a great example of my stellar parenting skills (this is a marriage book after all!), it's a wonderful illustration of how to create safety.

Watch how emotional safety is built when we do two very important things—the same two things that Maddy did for Gracie.

Creating a marriage that feels like the safest place on earth involves both an attitude and an action. These two things are actually found in Ephesians 5:29: “For no one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, just as Christ does the church” (ESV). Cherish and nourish—an attitude and an action. Let's look first at the attitude that we need to have if we are to foster safety in our marriage.

ATTITUDE: RECOGNIZE YOUR MATE'S INCREDIBLE VALUE. CHERISH HIM OR HER.

Recognizing another's value is the heart of honoring him or her. By honoring your spouse, I mean making the simple decision to place a high value, true worth, and great importance on your spouse by viewing him or her as a priceless gift. This is exactly how Maddy saw Gracie—as someone of enormous value. Maddy cherished Gracie. In the same way honor is a gift we give to our spouse. Honor isn't purchased by one's actions or contingent on emotions. When we honor our spouses, we are giving them distinction whether or not they like it, want it, or deserve it. You just do it; it's a decision you make. The great news is that when you see your spouse as a priceless treasure, your heart will open up to him or her: “For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also” (Luke 12:34). So take a minute right now to list the reasons why your spouse is so valuable. Don't forget to share your list with your spouse.

As wonderful as it is to cherish your spouse because you are aware of his or her incredible worth, this attitude without any action is meaningless: “Let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth” (1 John 3:18). Once you recognize your mate's value, you need to back that attitude with action.

ACTION: SHOW WITH YOUR ACTIONS THAT YOU VALUE YOUR SPOUSE. NOURISH HIM OR HER.

If you want your marriage to feel like the safest place on earth, you must not only pledge to see your mate as valuable, but you must also convey that honor through your words, actions, and deeds.

As Maddy demonstrated by her willingness to give up her trip to Disney World so Gracie could go, love really is a verb. Safety is honor in action. Safe people focus on loving the other person rather than measuring how much they are being loved. We need to feed and care for our marriage; we need to nourish it. If you want to know the best way to nourish your spouse, just ask him or her to finish this statement: “I feel loved when you…”

At a marriage seminar, I asked over a thousand couples this same question. Listen to some of their answers:

• Pray for me and with me.

• Love and accept me unconditionally.

• Accept my influence; be teachable.

• Allow me to enter your inner world: share your feelings and thoughts.

• Seek to understand me before being understood.

• Validate my feelings.

• Reassure me of your love.

• Act curious about me: ask me lots of questions.

• Spend time with me.

• Plan our future together.

• Serve me in ways that are meaningful to me.

• Have fun and laugh with me.

• Take time to work through conflict.

• Comfort me when I'm down.

• Correct me gently and tenderly.

• Compliment me often.

• Meet my sexual needs.

• Be forgiving when I offend you.

• Tell me how much you appreciate me.

• Lead our family in our spiritual relationship with God.

• Take time to notice what I have done for you and the family.

• Treat me as if God had stamped the words “Handle with Care” on my forehead.

Whatever your spouse's response, keep in mind that these answers offer you a gold mine of information. So be sure to share your answers with your spouse so that you two can work together to make your marriage feel like the safest place on earth. And never forget, “If your heart is open, love will always find its way in.”

[image: image]

Someone once asked me if I hosted a dinner party and could invite any famous person or historical figure, who would I invite? I instantly thought about people like Jesus, Abraham Lincoln, Mother Teresa, Moses, C. S. Lewis, Corrie ten Boom, and Billy Graham. Who would you invite?

Now imagine having the opportunity to have dinner with some of the greatest relationship minds of our generation. What questions would you ask?

The great news is that I'm personally inviting you to just such an event. It's as if you've been invited to a special dinner party featuring some of my favorite marriage experts. Bound between the covers of this book is a collection of essays by amazing people that reveal their marriage-transforming advice.

Wherever this book finds you and your spouse, it's my hope the advice within will help you build the marriage you've always dreamed of. One of the common themes that runs through this collection is the importance of open and honest dialogue. I encourage you to read one chapter a week with your spouse. Discuss the ideas that really resonated with you or the thoughts that jumped out in your mind—good or bad. Pray for the Lord's guidance as you read and apply the advice found within these pages.

Together we'll explore the benefits of scheduling sex, the healing power of laughter, and the nine words that pulled one couple's marriage from the brink of disaster. You'll witness how growing as an individual is just as important as growing as a couple.

It's possible not every piece of advice will apply to your current situation. Yet don't forget that circumstances change over time. As you and your spouse journey through the different seasons of your marriage, one of the relationship nuggets found within these pages could very well become vital down the road.

I pray the Lord will bless you in mighty ways as you journey toward a thriving marriage. I'll leave you with one of my favorite quotes on marriage: “A successful marriage requires falling in love many times, always with the same person.”2

Enjoy falling in love again with your spouse!
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1. Archibald D. Hart and Sharon Hart Morris, Safe Haven Marriage: Building a Relationship You Want to Come Home To (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2003), 28.

2. Attributed to journalist Mignon McLaughlin, Atlantic Monthly, July 1965.
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Dr. Greg Smalley serves as Executive Director of Marriage and Family Formation at Focus on the Family; he is also the author of eleven books. Married nineteen years, Greg and his wife, Erin, live in Colorado with their four children. The Smalleys, who—with help—overcame their own marriage struggles, make a point to study a marriage book together every Christmas.
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Keep Your Commitment to Your Commitment

________________________________

Ken Blanchard

In 2012 my wife, Margie, and I will be celebrating our fiftieth wedding anniversary. It's hard to imagine we've been together that long, but as we look back on the years, we see that it has been a wonderful journey of learning. I say journey of learning because if you claim your marriage hasn't had any bumps in the road, you probably lie about other things too! Learning to live with someone else and create a loving relationship is a challenge in our society where giving up on marriage seems to be the rule rather than the exception.

FALLING IN LOVE AFTER YOU SAY “I DO”

The challenge of marriage was spelled out clearly several years ago for Margie and me by a young tour guide as he showed us around during our first visit to India. He was in his early twenties and told us that his mom and dad were back home arranging his marriage. Hearing that, I asked him, “Since you have toured with many Americans, what do you think is the main difference between an Indian arranged marriage and a typical American marriage?”

I will never forget his reply. “I think the assumption in an Indian arranged marriage is that over time you will fall in love with the person you marry,” said the tour guide. “With American marriages, I get the impression that you fall in love before marriage and then fall out of love during marriage.”

The power of the young man's words impacted me so much that I recently shared it when I participated in my nephew's wedding ceremony. I grabbed the hands of the bride and groom and held them as I said, “My hope, my dream, my prayer for you both is that years from now you will look back at your wedding day and realize that it was the day you loved each other the least. May your life together be one of falling in love with each other more every day.”

People who were gathered there almost sighed in unison. They knew that it was a wonderful thought—and that it would be a real challenge. Why?

REMEMBER WHY YOU FELL IN LOVE

My observation is that when couples fall in love before they get married, they are focusing on everything positive. You know the old saying “Love is blind.” We are usually googly-eyed over each other before we get married. Then, once the marriage vows are said and we start trying to merge our lives together, we begin to recognize little things we didn't notice before. Our attention starts to move from catching each other doing things right to focusing on what might be wrong. Over time, we may forget why we even fell in love if we continue to focus on the negative. If this cycle isn't broken, the journey to divorce court is well on its way.
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It is much easier to change a habit or behavior when you are in a supportive, loving environment
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