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This book is dedicated to all those who keep
an empty space beside them in the pew
waiting for “that day.”
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Introduction

I knew I shouldn’t have said it the moment I opened my mouth. No, before I opened it—way before I opened it. But…. 1 did it anyway.

I’d made a huge pan of lasagna, garlic bread, and my husband’s favorite Italian sausages and sautéed onions. I even put radishes in the salad, just because I knew Barry liked them. Then I waited until he had taken a few bites. If it was true about a man’s stomach being the way to his heart, I wanted to make sure I had a four-lane highway before I popped the question:

“Honey, will you come to church with us on Sunday?”

It’s not that it was an unreasonable question. Another time it might even have been the right question. But not then. And I knew it. Just the day before he had told me he’d noticed how I had reprogrammed his truck’s radio buttons to the Christian stations. Somehow he didn’t appreciate it as much as I had hoped.

As for my invitation to church, he didn’t say no, but he didn’t say yes either. He said, “We’ll see.”

I sat there and stewed. “Well see”? What kind of an answer is that? If he means no, why doesn’t he just say no?

I picked at my dinner and tried to force a cheerful conversation about that night’s hockey game on TV. I hate hockey! But even more, I hate getting myself stuck inside these pits.

A pit of disappointment.

A pit of impatience.

A pit of loneliness and discontent, frustration and fear.

The good news is, my times in the pits are rare these days. Most days I wake up, look over at my beloved husband, and know without a doubt that this man, this marriage, this life of being spiritually unequal for the past two decades have all been designed for me by the hands of a loving God. In many ways I consider my situation a gift.

Would I have chosen it? Hmmmm…that’s a hard question. Can I plead the fifth on that?

Seriously, if any of us were able to see into the future, we would probably choose a husband who prayed with us daily, who led us spiritually, who woke up eager for church on Sunday mornings. (While we’re at it, I’d like to add to the list a husband who didn’t roll his dirty socks into balls and hide them behind the couch, who liked watching “chick flicks,” and who didn’t buy me enormous chocolate cakes for every holiday.)

However, knowing the future is not an option to us.

When Barry and I met and married more than twenty-five years ago, neither of us was a Christian. Three years into the marriage God called me into a relationship with himself through faith in Christ, and I responded with my whole heart. He gave me the gift of salvation and, along with it, the gift of this spiritually unequal marital yoke.

Of course, I didn’t always see it as a gift. It took a few years of whining and complaining about my woeful lot in life to anyone who would listen before I recognized that it wasn’t my circumstances that landed me in the pit but my attitude. That’s when I heeded the First Rule of Pits: When you’re in one, stop digging.

The Second Rule is mine: Throw away your shovel, dry your eyes, blow your nose, look up, and rejoice. Or as the psalmist put it,


Praise the LORD, O my soul;
all my inmost being, praise his holy name.

Praise the LORD, O my soul,
and forget not all his benefits—
who forgives all your sins
and heals all your diseases,
who redeems your life from the pit
and crowns you with love and compassion,
who satisfies your desires with good things
so that your youth is renewed like the eagle’s.
(Psalm 103:1-5, emphasis mine)



Here’s how I see it. God knows what circumstances I need that will (a) bring him glory, (b) advance his kingdom, and (c) transform me into the image of Christ. In his wisdom and sovereignty, this is his plan for me, my husband, our children, friends, family, community, and beyond. It’s that far-reaching.

Does that mean it’s easy? No, but following Christ rarely is. However, it’s not impossible. God has promised he will give us everything we need to live lives of godliness and contentment. He redeems our lives from the pits, even the ones we dig for ourselves. He sets us high upon a Rock and gives us a reason to rejoice.

Even if our mates dont share our faith.

I realize not every unequally yoked marriage began as mine did. Perhaps you married someone thinking he was a true believing Christian, only to discover he never was. Or you married a true believer, only to watch him backslide into sin. Either way, I imagine you feel as if you’ve been duped. Like the old bait-and-switch routine. You think you’re getting one product and end up with another. Or it’s as if someone played a mean trick on you. That’s how Ginny, an e-mail friend, describes her situation.

Ginny and Tom met and married while attending the same Christian college. They belonged to the same church, participated together in outreach activities, and prayed together every chance they could. “It just seemed natural that we would continue doing the same things after we got married,” she wrote.

But they didn’t. Almost immediately Ginny noticed that Tom didn’t have any type of personal devotional life, and he often commented that memorizing Scripture was a “waste of time and mental faculties.” Ginny chalked it up to a low point in Tom’s spiritual life and hoped he would eventually come around.

After eight years of marriage, he still hasn’t. In fact, Ginny says he has stopped everything: attending church and church functions, even praying before meals. He says he wants nothing to do with church and is so disappointed in God that he doesn’t even believe there is a God anymore. Tom is angry and critical. And Ginny is… confused. She wonders, Did I do something wrong? Is God punishing me? Why did this happen? This isnt what I signed up for. What could I have done to prevent it?

In a recent e-mail Ginny wrote, “Our relationship may not withstand this test. It’s not because I love him any less now that he no longer considers himself a Christian. I probably love him more—out of compassion for his wandering and lostness. Nothing is said between us about spiritual matters. As far as Toms concerned, it s a closed subject. So I just wait and pray.”

While on her wedding day Ginny never dreamed she would find herself living a spiritually unequal life with her husband, Briana knew exactly what she was getting into when she married Clint. Having grown up in a Christian home, Briana gave her heart to Jesus as a young girl. She met Clint, who was not a Christian, while in high school. They started dating, Briana got pregnant at age sixteen, and they got married.

Throughout the past seventeen years of their marriage—one that Briana describes as happy—Clint has encouraged Briana to attend church and even raise their two sons in the faith. He even occasionally joins the family at a church service, but that’s as far as he’s willing to go.

“Its my fault I’m in this situation,” Briana says of her spiritually unequal marriage. “I’m paying for my sin, and I know it, so I really have no right to complain.” She says she often feels guilty for wanting Clint to become a Christian, as if she somehow doesn’t deserve it. Still…she hopes that someday God will answer her prayers for a spiritually equal marriage.

As we all do.

It’s not selfish to desire our husbands’ salvation. That’s why we pray. We long for them to know the smile of God on their lives and to be at peace with their Creator. That’s where our struggle lies. We want our experience to be theirs—and we want it soon. But unless the Spirit draws a person, even our best efforts are in vain.

Still, God hasn’t forgotten us. He hears our prayers.

I don’t know your situation or the degree of your difficulty, but if you’re anything like these and other women I’ve talked to over the years—if you’re anything like me—I know you sometimes feel as if you can’t go on. You drive yourself crazy with what-ifs. You worry about the effect your spiritually unequal marriage will have on your children. You fret and feel guilty because you’re certain everything is your fault. You wonder if God will ever answer your prayers or if he even hears them.

You search the bookshelves looking for hope, maybe a five-step plan or seven secrets to loving your husband into the faith. You think, If only I could find the key, if only I could change, if only I could be that perfect Christian wife, then surely my husband would fall on his knees before the Lord. Then wed live happily ever after.

Friend, it doesn’t work that way. Plain and simple, your husband’s relationship with the Lord isn’t dependent on you. While God may use you in great ways as an influence, ultimately it’s the Holy Spirit’s job to change hearts. So relax! God’s on his throne. Didn’t Jesus himself say a sparrow doesn’t fall to the ground without the Father’s knowledge? No matter what your situation is, no matter how you arrived, keep in mind that God’s promises to work out all things for your good and to prosper you spiritually are yours.

I’ve written this book to encourage you. To let you know that our God is a God of hope and power and strength. A God who sees, a God who knows. A God who hears the cries of the lonely, the confused, the brokenhearted. A God who brings laughter and song to the ones he loves and calls his own.

A God who has designed this life for you because he loves you.

Within these pages I pray you will find what you need, not only to survive or muddle through your marriage, but to thrive. To soar on eagle’s wings and dance through the clouds, at least while doing the laundry. I’ve included stories from other women as well as my own stories—lots of practical advice and shared wisdom.

I’ve also included discussion-provoking questions at the end of each chapter to get you into the Scriptures. After all, the only wisdom and guidance we can completely trust and count on is the Word of God. Use these questions with a prayer partner or in a small group. Search God’s Word together. You’ll be glad you did.

One more thing: FU be praying for you. I don’t know your name, but I know your heart. So does God.

“Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us, to him be glory… Amen” (Ephesians 3:20-21).




* Because of the personal nature of this book, all names (except Barry’s and mine) have been changed.




One
God Doesn’t
Make Mistakes

It was Easter Sunday, just this past year. As I took my usual place on the front row (center section, one chair over from the aisle), it struck me: I had come to church unmatched.

My daughter Laura was with me, and so was her boyfriend. They matched. Everyone else around me matched, at least I assumed they did. They looked as if they did. But I didn’t.

There I was, sitting on the front row for all to see…wearing one black shoe and one blue shoe. They weren’t even the same style. One black, one blue. Unmatched. Unequal. A pair, but not a pair.

At that moment I wanted desperately to be a real pair, just like everybody else. Two perfectly matching, size 7, black midheel pumps, not only matching each other, but complementing my black slacks as well.

The prelude music started: “All Hail the Power of Jesus’ Name.” Meanwhile, I sat fretting over my shoes. Where was God when I made my choice? I wondered. Why would he allow such an obvious error? Didn’t he know? (Of course he did.) Couldn’t he have stopped me? Or supernaturally guide me to choose the one that matched? (Of course he could have.)

Why didn’t he?

Throughout the soloists singing “I’ve Just Seen Jesus,” throughout the choral reading when we were all asked to stand, throughout the worship chorus “Sing Hallelujah to the Lord,” all I could think about was how unmatched I felt—and how powerless I was to change it. No amount of wishing it away could erase my choice. God had allowed me to go to church wearing a mismatched pair of shoes, and only a miracle from him could change it.

How Did We Get Herei

I’ve told this story hundreds of times before: My husband and I met, married, and fell in love—in that order. I’d left my home in California at age nineteen, an old maid in search of a husband. My brother had joined the navy, and the thought of sailors appealed to me. Unfortunately, or fortunately, depending on your point of view, on the day I went to visit the navy recruiter, he was out to lunch. However, the air force guy was in, and he was cute. So I sat down and signed up.

At the time, I was basically clueless. I’d goofed off in school and managed to graduate without any marketable skills or even a goal in life, other than finding a husband, that is.

Barry, a native New Yorker from Long Island, had joined the air force a year earlier, not to find a wife, but to find direction. Both stationed at Loring AFB, Maine, we met on the job at the base supply warehouse. He worked in the receiving department; I worked in the office where the receiving documents were filed.

What a coincidence.

I don’t remember if I liked Barry right away or not. He didn’t say much to me, although he visited my office just about once an hour to talk baseball with my supervisor. He’d say hello to me, but that was it.

I had heard through the rumor mill that he thought I was cute. Still, he didn’t let me know, so I determined that he needed help asking me out. For a week or so I kept a nightly vigil in the chow hall, reading and drinking awful-tasting coffee. All my efforts only produced a sour stomach and jittery nerves.

Finally, I enlisted the aid of one of the civil service workers in his shop, who let Barry know that I was both interested and available. I left out “desperate”—didn’t want to scare the poor guy off.

I liked the flattened baseball cap he wore (he rolled over it with a ton-and-a-half truck one day in the warehouse) and the crinkly smile lines around his brown eyes. And arm muscles to die for.

He eventually got the hint and asked me out—then stood me up on our first date. On our second date he invited me to go ice skating with him and bought me a pair of ice skates.

Since no man had ever bought me ice skates before (and because by then, at age twenty, I was an even older maid), several weeks after our skating date I asked him to marry me. Probably because no woman had ever proposed to him before (and therefore not realizing he could say no), he said yes.

Three months after that, wearing a navy blue pantsuit and sporting a giant pimple on my chin, I stood before a justice of the peace in Limestone, Maine, and vowed to love, honor, and cherish “till death do us part” some guy in a maroon sports coat whom I hardly knew and wasn’t sure I loved.

Beyond his fascination with my then-red hair and green eyes, I didn’t even have a clue how he felt about me either. At least we had a mutual ignorance in common. That and a great physical chemistry together, if you get my drift. As for shared interests… his main passion back then was baseball, softball, football, and ice hockey, while mine wasn’t. I didn’t really have any interests. All I knew was that nights were incredibly cold and lonely in northern Maine, and if nothing else, marriage guaranteed a date on Friday and Saturday nights. If it didn’t work out…oh, well.

We were a long way from the Garden of Eden where the Lord God presented Adam with a “suitable helper” as a wife to be co-rulers over creation, walking together with God through the garden in the cool of the evening. Although we had each been raised in the same mainline denomination as children, neither one of us knew or cared anything about the Bible, Jesus, eternal life, or the kingdom of God.

That suited us just fine.

Another Proposal

I had made a vow to stay married to Barry until death parted us, but I don’t think I meant it. Barry was a nice guy and all, but we had nothing in common. We liked eating lobster together on a Friday night and we liked sex, but that was about it. Not much to build a marriage on. Besides, he didn’t fill the hole, the emptiness, the whatever it was that was missing inside. I had a feeling I wasn’t meeting his needs either.

It wasn’t his fault; I just wanted more. Something different. I thought daily, hourly about leaving, and I almost did, too—until I found out I was pregnant. Not wanting to split up our family, I stayed. I stayed on the outside, but I strayed on the inside, still looking for…something. Anything. I just didn’t know what.

After the birth of our daughter, Alison, we decided she should be baptized. Not that we were getting religious all of a sudden, it just was the right thing to do.

So we did.

I think it was about that time I realized someone was pursuing me. I wasn’t sure—I had been the aggressor in almost all my past relationships and didn’t know what it was to be courted. To be wooed.

I liked it. I hated it. It was disconcerting and strange, yet at the same time, compelling. Someone wanted me.

Late at night I’d sneak out of bed and sit in the living room to think things through. I didn’t know much about my pursuer. As a child I pictured him as severe and distant, cruel and vengeful. But at age twenty-three, I saw him as a lover, a bridegroom, eager to satisfy the object of his desire—me!

Through a series of events too numerous to list, on May 30, 1978,1 received a marriage proposal from the One who loved me. In the ladies’ room of the supply warehouse at Loring AFB, Maine, with a woman named Rita as a witness, I faced the One who had been courting me secretly. Rita opened her Bible and shared the good news: that I was and still am a wretched sinner. That my sin had separated me from Almighty God and that I was his enemy because of it. That his love for his people—for me—compelled him to send his beloved Son to earth, to live the perfect life I never could, and to die the death I deserved to die.

His presence filled that tiny room as Jesus proposed: my life for his.

Rita read from Romans 10:13, “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” She asked me, “Is this what you want?”

I told her, “More than anything!”

In an instant I’d received a proposal and married another. I’d married Christ! The one I really wanted all along. We would be together forever, we’d laugh together, we’d love each other. He would teach, I would learn. He would lead, I would follow. It would be bliss…except for one tiny snag—and he was on the other side of the bathroom door making his way down the hall to my office.

“My Wife, the Jesus Freak”

I exited the ladies’ room redeemed, reborn, and obnoxious beyond description. I was certain Barry would want to hear all about what had just occurred in the bathroom and would want his own bathroom conversion experience as well. I ran to catch up with him, grabbed his arm and shook him, my words tumbling out into one long, run-on sentence.

“Barryyou’llneverguesswhathappenedtomejustnow. I’vegivenmylife-tojesus—Ithinktheycallitbeingbornagain—wantmetotellyouallaboutit?”

I took a breath, and he stepped away from me. Then, looking at me as if I had just sprouted three heads, he bolted down the warehouse stairs—with me right behind him hollering about what had just happened to me, chasing him all around the warehouse. What a sight that must have been!

In an instant I had gone from someone who was morose and moody, who cried often and harbored guilty secrets of past and present sins and desires, to a giddy and slaphappy fool. A babbling maniac. I’d been touched by God to my deepest core and wanted to share it with anyone who would sit still and allow me to talk.

Unfortunately Barry had acquired a sudden case of restless leg syndrome. Over the next few days, anytime I tried to tell him how he, too, could be saved in the bathroom (or any room of his choice), he’d bolt. Find something to do or somewhere he needed to be and run.

Since I was quicker back then, I ran after him, offering to find Rita so she could read her Bible to him, too. It all made perfect sense. Any day God would woo and draw Barry into a relationship with him as he had drawn me, and we could serve him together. It would be grand and glorious—and fun.

Any minute Barry would realize it and fall on his knees. Any minute…

That happened well over twenty years ago. I’ve since asked Barry about those early days of my faith, and he describes them in two words: loony tunes. He says that at first he thought I’d had a psychological reaction to the stress of our life at the time. Our air force enlistment was up, and we faced moving to civilian life in Portland, Maine. He had a job waiting, but we didn’t have a place to live. Plus, job-wise I didn’t know what I wanted to do. He figured this “Jesus thing” was a temporary diversion that I’d snap out of.

He hoped like crazy I’d snap out of it.

Meanwhile, I hoped like crazy that he’d snap into it. I thought I could convince him, pray him into the faith, show him, prove it to him, draw him, woo him. So I begged and pleaded with him, cried over him. Of all the Christians I had known in the air force, albeit only a handful, all had believing spouses. I assumed that was God’s way and that my spouse would follow suit any day.

In the next chapter I’ll tell you all about my year of obnoxiousness as I wrestled with trying to bring about a conversion experience for Barry. For now, let me tell you that for an entire year I relentlessly used every trick and any form of manipulation I could drum up to get my husband into the kingdom of God.

Unanswered Questions

It was a chilly evening in May. I was coming up on my one-year anniversary with Christ as well as my fourth anniversary with Barry. That night we had gone to the pier at Old Orchard Beach to play air hockey and eat pizza. I remember sitting on a waist-high rock wall, looking out at the Atlantic Ocean, amazed at how much I had come to truly love my husband that past year. My eyes were opened to his heart of mercy for others and how seriously he takes his responsibilities as a provider.

I knew that for me to go from marrying him to keep from being an old maid to genuine love—well, God just had to be real and the gospel just had to be true to have changed me so radically. And I desperately wanted Barry to understand true, biblical faith, but he didn’t. He just didn’t.

Since we were having a rare moment of fun that night, as if we had called a spiritual truce, I gave it yet one more try to get him to believe. I don’t remember what I said, but I remember he listened. I felt him soften.

Of course, it could ve been the pizza and the fact that I had let him whup me at air hockey, but I thought at the time it went deeper than that. He listened to me talk about Jesus! I thought for certain this was it—The Moment. But it wasn’t, and I felt as if God had set me up for disappointment again.

I couldn’t understand why it was taking so long. Had the Lord made a mistake in putting me in this spiritually unequal situation? Was he punishing me for something? Did I not pray enough or pray the wrong words? What about my discomfort and my desire to be united in faith as a family—was he unaware? Didn’t he know (or care) that our daughter needed a father who would model Christ before her as she grew up?

Although it had been nearly a year since my conversion, it hadn’t occurred to me even once that God knew exactly what he was doing, and that he was, and is, 100 percent, completely in charge of the universe. Nothing escapes his knowledge; nothing happens that he hasn’t ordained. It’s mind-boggling. But if we understood how God can give us free will and still be in total charge of everything that happens, then we would be God.

And that’s the whole point. He’s God, and we’re not.

Therefore, he knew from before I existed that I would arrive at this place, unequally yoked with a guy from Long Island, New York, and that for twenty-plus years so far we would remain unequal yet whole. Not a surprise, not a mix-up that he needs to correct, but his perfect design for my life thus far.

He knew your circumstances too.

God Never Says “Oops”

No matter how you arrived at this place of being spiritually unequal with your husband, one thing is certain: It didn’t take God by surprise. Not only that, each one of us is exactly where he wants us to be, married to the exact person he wants us married to, for his exact purposes and for his glory and our ultimate good.

Just ask Joseph.

If anyone had a right to wonder if God knew what he was doing, it was Joseph. Genesis 37-50 details the saga of this mans life. Thrown into a well by his jealous brothers and left to die. Sold into slavery, also by his brothers. While a slave in Egypt, although he gained favor with Potiphar, one of Pharaohs officials, he ended up in prison after Poti-phar’s wife falsely accused him of molesting her. The poor guy stayed in prison for





What to Do When Your Shoes Don’t Match





THINK ON THESE THINGS
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