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For (who else?) Karen


“Many women do noble things,
                    but you surpass them all.”

—PROVERBS 31:29
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If any recently married student of mine at Regent College who wanted to be a writer had consulted me about making marriage the theme of his first book, I should have told him as pontifically as I could that however natural the thought in light of his own present condition, it was a no-no, and he must put it out of his mind. I should have explained that marriage, being the most delicate and demanding of human relationships, as well as potentially the most delightful, is a terribly difficult topic on which to write wisely and well. I should have pointed out that the Christian world is already full of bad books on marriage, books written, it seems, by extrovert Pharisees for readers like themselves who want to reduce life to routines of role-play, and that he could hardly hope to escape the influence of these well-meant but dreadful models. I should have observed that it takes married folk years and years to get their togetherness into perspective, and that young authors rarely write with any depth about relationships anyway. And so on, and so forth. I should have discouraged him every way I could and been sure that thereby I was doing him a service.

Fortunately for the world, and for me as well, as it now turns out, Mike Mason, having sat thoughtfully through some classes of mine, did not consult me about what he planned to do, but went right ahead and did it, with the result that is now before you—this outstanding achievement, of which I would have deprived you if Mike had asked and taken my advice. For better, for worse (I may appropriately borrow that phrase, I think), I write a lot of forewords these days: Packer’s nilhil obstat is prized by some. Rarely, however, has a new book roused in me so much enthusiasm as has the combination of wisdom, depth, dignity, and glow—I don’t know what else to call it—that I find in these chapters. To introduce them is not a chore but an excitement.

Christians, read them—but slowly! Their tone quality, resonating as it does off the Bible as its sounding board, is richer than we are used to. Couples, read them together! Your awe and joy at what you have got into will be mightily fed. Multnomah Publishers, commission some more books from Mike Mason!—for this one is a crackerjack. And readers, please excuse my own slight giddiness; Mike’s pages have just made me aware again that I too am a man in love. For the freshness and force with which he spells out the magnificence of marriage in God’s plan I am deeply grateful, and I predict that the same will soon be true of many more.

James Packer
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There are many ways of measuring the success of a book. I measure the success of this one by the friends it has given me.

From the beginning it is a book that has made friends. One of my favorites is Laurie Hills of Manistee, Michigan. About a year after The Mystery of Marriage appeared, she wrote to say that she was driving around the country teaching at various seminars, and wherever she went she kept a box of my books in her car and was handing them out left and right. By that point my book had received some fine reviews, and my publisher was most enthusiastic. But the day I heard from Laurie Hills, I knew I had written a good book.

Over the years many other friends have written letters, or phoned, or appeared in the most unexpected settings to tell me how much this book has meant to them. Many people have read it two or three times, many have bought one copy and given away six. Most heartwarming of all are those countless couples who tell me they have read the book aloud to each other. This still amazes and delights me whenever I hear it. It’s one thing for parents to read aloud to children. But when adults take time to read aloud to each other, it seems to me some fantastic good must be afoot in the world. I’ll bet the angels gather to listen, and I think the earth must shift a little on its axis.

People like those mentioned above have taught me that, as I write the words of this new preface, I’m not writing to a blank page, but to a great gathered company of my friends. This thought is like a warm fire that illumines the four walls of my study. It has brought tremendous life to my writing. For friends, when all is said and done, are what a writer wants. Writing can be a lonely life. Certainly it is a solitary one, or has been for me. It’s not just the writing itself that must be done all alone in a room; it means a relatively solitary lifestyle too. I don’t know any way of writing well without spending a good deal of time reading, thinking, and praying. Especially praying. In fact the recipe for me has always been about three hours of prayer for every hour of writing. That’s a lot of time spent alone in the closet!

How I thank God, then, that from the start He has given me a loving wife to be my best friend of all. She is (as the poem at the end of the book suggests) my monastery. For having set out in the Christian life to become a monk, I found myself instead falling in love with a woman. At first I worried intensely that I’d made a huge mistake, fallen prey to a terrible temptation. But what a surprise it was to discover, over the years, that as a married man (and a father too) I have become more and more a true monk than I ever could have been within the walls of a monastery. How is this? It’s because love, true love, sets people free to be whoever they are.

Many times I have told Karen that she is the best wife in the world, and I really believe it. Also that she is the most beautiful and wonderful of all women, and I believe that too. She is like Eve to me, the only woman on earth. Of course she is a sinner as I am. But when, like God, we choose to look past this in each other, we enter the paradise of love.

When I wrote The Mystery of Marriage, I was entering into paradise, and knew it. It was the second year of our marriage; we’d worked out a few of the kinks. We were living in a beautiful summer house among the mountains in Hope, British Columbia. It was winter, and the uninsulated house was cold. We slept beneath piles of blankets, and in my study I had no less than three heaters: a propane room heater, a portable electric, and a heating pad for my feet. As I typed, I looked out on a view of mountains and the rushing Coquihalla River. Except for right now, I have never been happier in my life.

What I did that winter was to take the journals I had kept during the period of our engagement and turn them into a book on marriage. It was pretty simple. The real writing had already been done; I was just editing. Many people are surprised at this, surprised that the material for an insightful marriage book was mainly composed prior to marriage. But it’s true. During that rhapsodic, tumultuous year of betrothal I wrote down everything, all the thoughts that were coming to me about love, both the pains and the joys. If there’s anything of truth in this book, it’s because the writer was (and is) head over heels in love. For the wisest of all people is the one who’s in love, isn’t that right?

But there’s another secret to this book, which is that during that year of premarriage I also happened to be a new Christian. In fact, I was writing about my love affair with Jesus. I was writing my prayer life. My love for God got all mixed up with my love for Karen. It began to seem all the same to me, which indeed it is. Love is love. If we truly have the love of God, we will find that it spills over to everyone around us. First to those closest to us, then out and out like ripples in a pond. We will find that marriage is a perfect metaphor for the love of God, and that the same is true of parenting, friendship, the church, nature, or anything else in life. This is the way God planned it, that everything in our lives should perfectly reflect His love, so that His glory covers the earth. Everything we experience is a door into paradise.

The only trouble is, many of us are going through the door the wrong way, exiting instead of entering. These are tough times for marriage. Statistics on divorce, to say nothing of abuses within marriage, are higher than ever. But I feel the opposite is also true. As the kingdom of darkness advances, the kingdom of light advances even more. More than ever before in history, couples who submit wholeheartedly in marriage, both to God and to one another, stand on the threshold of paradise, of pure bliss. I believe this is a gift of God available right now to anyone who wants it—not only in marriages but in all relationships.

Why not, today, reach out one hand to the Lord, and the other to your mate, and step into the Garden?

Mike Mason



an aerial parable

Prologue


There are three things that are too

    amazing for me,

four that I do not understand:

    the way of an eagle in the sky,

the way of a snake on a rock,

    the way of a ship on the high seas,

and the way of a man with a maiden.”



—PRUVERBS 30:18–19
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The week of our honeymoon, my wife and I stopped one afternoon at a Trappist monastery. It was a hot summer day, the air bright and still, and the sky a deep, dusty blue. Nothing moved. There wasn’t a monk in sight. We got out of our car and strolled hand in hand toward the monastery, and soon we emerged from the hot blue brightness of the day into the cool silent chapel, where there was a brightness of a different kind, and an interior stillness too, that was quite different from the stillness outside. Our hands fell apart, and a feeling of awkwardness crept over me, an embarrassment. I suppose I was wondering what God really thought of this marriage of mine.

We knelt to pray. The stillness clamored, echoed all over the building like shouts. It was reflecting my heart, echoing back to me my own confusion. All the questions and doubts from the time of our engagement came rushing back. What was it all about, this marriage? And was it for real now? How could I have gone through with it? Was it really too late to back out? Who was this woman anyway? Couldn’t I just stay here and become a monk? The silence of the chapel beat like wings all around us but offered not one particle of consolation.

On the way out we met the guestmaster, a man who knew me. I introduced my new wife to him and felt ashamed. Certainly it would be all too clear to him, I thought, what a terrible mistake I had made. We exchanged pleasantries, then turned to go, and as we drove out the long, treed lane that leads away from that beautiful place, I felt about as hopelessly trapped and as irredeemably desolate as I have ever felt in my life.

At the end of the lane we came to the main road, where the trees stopped and fields of ripe, blond wheat opened out in front of us and stretched away to meet the blue distance. And now another kind of stillness had descended upon us; not the stillness of this great shining day nor the stillness of the little chapel, but a new stillness, an eerie and agonizing stillness between my wife and me, the loudest stillness of all.

Suddenly she pointed to a tiny dark dot above the wheat, far away, but moving, coming this way. We watched, and soon realized that there was a second dot as well, and that the two dots were circling around each other. Occasionally they appeared to intersect, only to come apart again.

“Hawks,” said my wife.

“Yes, hawks,” I said.

The pair were still very high up, but as they drew closer to us, they began to descend in great lazy swoops down the blue invisible banisters of the air. It looked as if they were coming down especially for the purpose of putting on a show for us. I parked the car, and we got out to watch. They were quite plain now. The sunlight spilled soft auras around their splayed forms. We could see frayed feathers, translucent at the tips. Not once did either bird move a wing muscle. They held themselves perfectly steady, taut yet relaxed, angling against the air and gliding as if they were a part of it, just two molecules of the empty air made visible, turning in slow and beautiful spirals that meshed together and then away like gears, like a pair of ice skaters. One turned clockwise and the other counter, and gyring down and down they seemed to form the vortex of the day’s stillness.

The longer we watched the clearer it became that these hawks were doing absolutely nothing of any practical import: They were not hunting, for example, or looking for anything, or going anywhere. They were simply playing. They were enjoying the warm blueness of the day, the strength and skill in their wings, the fun of flying, and (perhaps most of all) the fun of each other. I do not know much about hawks, but what struck me at the time, curiously, was that I could not recall having ever seen two hawks together. Whenever I had seen a hawk before, I thought, hadn’t it always been alone? So there was something in this soaring dance of the pair of them, with a whole sky all to themselves, that spoke directly to me, not just of play and freedom on a summer’s day, but of the shining beauty of love, the pure ease and joy of companionship.

We watched this stunning aerial parable for a long time, my wife and I, and when eventually the great birds turned again into tiny dots in the golden blue distance and we climbed back into our car, there was yet another kind of stillness that descended upon us: the stillness of perfect understanding.

This book grew out of that experience of the two hawks playing in the wide-open summer sky outside the Trappist monastery on our honeymoon. It grew, in other words, out of a deeply rooted conflict in myself, the conflict between a yearning for solitude and a yearning for companionship, and out of the beginnings of the resolution of that conflict. It grew out of the slow and gentle demolishing of a misconception I had had about the married life, and I suppose about life and love in general: For I had never seen the great blue sky of freedom against which marriage, and indeed all relationships, are played out. As a single Christian I had come to think of myself, rather pompously, as being celibate, when the truth of the matter was that I was just a hard-bitten bachelor, who had never considered that in getting married one espouses not an institution but a person, not a narrowness but an unimaginable breadth of possibility. For a person is the single most limitless entity in creation, and if there is anything that is even more unlimited and unrestrained in its possibilities than is a person, it is two people together.

Not everyone is as fond of solitude as I have been. And certainly not everyone has seriously entertained the notion of entering the cloister, only to find himself falling in love and getting married instead. But that is how marriage came to me. And marriage comes to everyone, I think, with something of the same surprise, the same reversal of fortunes, the same searching exposure of deep-seated conflict. Not only that, but whatever a person’s temperament or circumstances might be, it seems to me that the conflict which marriage uncovers is always essentially this same one: It is always some version of this tension between the needs for dependence and for independence, between the urge toward loving cooperation and the opposite urge toward detachment, privacy, self-sufficiency. Even to people who have dreamed for years about getting married and who think of themselves as hating to be alone, marriage still cannot help but come as an invasion of privacy. No one has ever been married without being surprised, and usually alarmed, at the sheer intensity of this invasion.

So I was alarmed. From the moment I met my wife, I sensed that a process of interior disintegration was beginning to work in me, systematically, insidiously. In other ways, of course, I was being rejuvenated, tremendously built up. But a thirty-year-old man is like a densely populated city: Nothing new can be built, in its heart, without something else being torn down. So I began to be demolished. There were many times when I felt quite seriously that everything my life had stood for was being challenged, or that somehow I had been tricked into selling my very soul for the sake of a woman’s love! So there was a lot at stake as the wedding day approached: In fact, there was everything at stake. Never before had I felt that so much was riding upon one single decision. Later I would discover, very gradually, that that is one of the chief characteristics of love: It asks for everything. Not just for a little bit, or a whole lot, but for everything. And unless one is challenged to give everything, one is not really in love.

But how hard it is to give everything! Indeed, it is impossible. One can make a symbolic gesture of giving all, accompanied by a grand dramatic public statement to that effect (which is what happens at the wedding ceremony). But that is just a start. The wedding is merely the beginning of a lifelong process of handing over absolutely everything, and not simply everything that one owns but everything that one is.

There is no one who is not broken by this process. It is excruciating and inexorable, and no one can stand up to it. Everyone gets broken on the wheel of love, and the breaking that takes place is like nothing else under the sun. It is not like the breaking that happens in bankruptcy or in a crop failure or in the loss of a job or the collapse of a lifetime’s work. It is not even like the breaking that takes place in a body wracked by a painful disease. For in marriage the breaking that is done is done by the very heel of love itself. It is not physical pain or natural disaster or the terrible evil world that is to blame, but rather it is love, love itself that breaks us. And that is the hardest thing of all to take. For in the wrestling ring of this life, it is love that is our solar plexus. That is where things really hurt. There is no hurt like the hurt that happens in the place where we love. And when anything at all goes wrong in a marriage, that is the place to be affected. That is the vulnerable place in all human relationships. What is on the line, always, with every person we meet, is our capacity to love and to be loved. But whereas in most other relationships our vulnerability in this respect can be hidden, more or less (and how expert we are at hiding it!), in the relationship of marriage it is this very quality of vulnerability that is exposed, exalted, exploited. And this is the thing that can prove to be too much for people, too much to handle. Many give up and run away, their entire lives collapsing in ruins. But even those who hang on face inevitable ruin, for they must be broken too.

There is an important difference, however, between those who hang on and those who run away, between the marriages that last and are good, and the ones that either break up or else drag on in a state of unresolved tension and neurosis. Both must endure ruin, but the difference lies in the place in which this ruin is experienced. For in those who run away from the intense fire of marriage, the ruin happens in the place in them that is love, and this place, this glorious and mysterious and delicate capacity in them, really does receive a terrible wound, sometimes enough to impair it for life. But in the case of those who hang on to love and who see it through to its mortal finish, the ruin that occurs, the internal debacle, is not in the place of love (although it may often seem to be happening there), but rather in the place, in the palace, of the ego. And that makes all the difference in the world. It is one thing to wreck the ego. But it is quite another, and indeed the very opposite, to make shipwreck of the soul.
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One of the hardest things in marriage is the feeling of being watched. It is the constant surveillance that can get to one, that can wear one down like a bright light shining in the eyes, and that leads inevitably to the crumbling of all defenses, all facades, all the customary shams and masquerades of the personality. Does this make marriage sound like some ordeal of brainwashing? But actually that is very much the sort of effect it has, with the single exception that the one doing the brainwashing, the one holding the bright light, is not some ruthless prosecutor or torturer, but love. It is love that pins us to the wall and makes us answer, and makes us keep on answering until the answer that comes out is the one that love wants to hear.

So it can be hard to be watched, to have one’s whole life put under surveillance, and for the person who does not want to be spied upon, it makes scant difference whether the watcher be love or something more sinister. What is hard is the watchfulness. For we are opaque, solid creatures; we resist being transparent. And yet that is what love asks for: transparency.

Matrimony, then, through this devastating strategy of watching, launches a fierce and unrelenting attack upon the fortress of the ego, upon that place in a person that craves privacy, independence, self-sufficiency, lack of interference. Nevertheless, for the couple able to withstand this assault and who mature together in love, there is a great surprise in store, for there is a gradual discovery that marriage at its best possesses an uncanny power for deeply gratifying this very ego, this peculiar separateness of each person, even as it chastens it. Marriage, in other words, turns out to be the best of two worlds, satisfying all of the needs relating to separateness and solitude, together with those of companionship. Think what it is like, for example, to be alone with one’s beloved, to be silent and still and enthralled, with no other purpose than that of being together, being alone with love. It is, oddly enough, an experience of being neither alone nor not-alone, but rather about midway between the two, and somehow involving the very best of both experiences. It means that one can totally relax, but with a relaxation that nevertheless has an edge to it, for there is always the awareness that one is being watched. And yet, being watched by one who loves is not like being watched by anyone else on earth! No, to be loved as one is being watched is like one thing only: It is like the watchfulness of the Lord God Himself, the sense that the believer has of living out his life in the invisible presence of the living God, and of being so loved that it is as if an aura or halo had already been conferred upon him, a spiritual electricity that surrounds and fills all of his words and actions, for suddenly all that he is and does is not only accepted and respected, but marveled at. More than just being appreciated, he is treated as being awesome, beautiful. He is cherished.

Under such treatment, of course, a person is given the opportunity of opening like a flower and becoming perfectly natural, perfectly himself. And yet this true self of his turns out, surprisingly, to be someone he himself has never met before, someone just mysteriously different enough from the real self he thought he was that it can only be described, finally, as someone entirely new. Or someone who has been there all along, perhaps, but who has finally become self-confident enough, through the grace of love, to step out of the shadows. For that is what love does: It brings people out into the light, no matter how painful that transition might prove to be. Love aims at revelation, at a clarifying and defining of our true natures. It is a sort of sharpening process, a paring away of dull and lifeless exteriors so that the keen new edge of a person’s true self can begin to flash and gleam in the light of day.

A diamond cannot be cut with a tin saw, and neither can a hawk fly with a butterfly. A person, to grow keen and shining and real, needs love, which is to say, needs another person: “As iron sharpens iron, so one person sharpens another” (Proverbs 27:17). And sharpening is a painful process: Extract the pain from love, and there is nothing left.

When I saw those two hawks, therefore, I took them as a sign, as a sign of God’s pleasure in my marriage, and as His promise that above and beyond the hurt, the uncertainty, the growing pains of the sharpening process, showers of crystal fiery sparks were flying up into the blue roof of heaven. It was not just hawks that were flying, but angels that were dancing on account of my marriage, and any yearning I might have had to be in a monastery (besides being ludicrously unrealistic by that point) was nothing less than a temptation from the devil. Those two hawks were a confirmation that, for me at least, no worship could be more pleasing or acceptable to God than the worship of marital love, of two lives being played out against one another in a covenant of loving cooperation. What happened to me that summer’s day was one of those gentle eruptions of grace that the Lord sends so quietly, so nonchalantly, so playfully into our lives, but which has the power to explode our inhumanities in our faces and to set within us a clean, new heart. Never again would I have excuse to give in to those crippling and agonizing doubts as to whether God had called me to be married, or whether He had called me to be married to this particular woman.

And never again could I think of marriage as in any sense separate from or subordinate to the life of faith. Indeed, if it is true that a Christian cannot think about God without simultaneously thinking of Jesus Christ, then it is equally true that a Christian husband comes to think more and more of his wife in relation to Christ and his promise to follow Him. That is how closely a man’s marriage is bound up with his love for God. “Husbands,” instructs Paul, “love your wives, just as Christ loved the church” (Ephesians 5:25). Marriage for the Christian is a continuous sacrament, an act of praise and obedience, and a means of grace that is inherently every bit as spiritual as anything that goes on in a monastery, or in any church or mission field for that matter, and every bit as important (or more) as any other work that one might do in the world. For the entertaining of a sanctimonious longing for the cloister is not the only way to try to worm out of one’s marriage vows! My feelings in the Trappist chapel were just one glaring instance of the central temptation that, often in far more subtle ways, haunts every marriage: the lack of wholehearted commitment. There is a secret resentment of the demands of marriage, a reluctance to give away any more than is absolutely necessary. There is a constant temptation to pull back from the full intensity of the relationship, to get along on only the basic requirements. But set against this is the constant challenge to give more and more of oneself, at deeper and deeper levels, and to see in one’s partner a most abundant and perfect channel for the outpouring of the grace of God into one’s life.

A long time after the incident of the two hawks, my wife and I were standing on a mountain overlooking the Pacific Ocean, and we saw another sight that neither of us had ever seen before. This time it was a pair of eagles, doing just what the hawks had done: circling around and around one another, lazily but with exquisite concentration, wings held perfectly steady, bodies cruciform with flight. And this time we looked not up at these beautiful birds, but down upon their backs, for we ourselves stood upon a higher place. It was New Year’s Day, and behind us lay a year of not inconsiderable struggle. But now, once more, the sky was cloudless and the air dancing with sun as the Lord opened His hands and released these two golden birds as one more sign to us of His enormous pleasure in our married love. The eagles were a good thousand feet below us, and twice that distance below them lay the blue, blue water of the Pacific, catching all the sun’s gold and carrying it wave upon sparkling wave right off the end of the world. The air was so clear that day that we were able to see, perhaps, farther than we ever have in our lives.

God never sends just one sign: He keeps on confirming His course for us with one vision after another. But the reading of His signs is essentially a task for faith, a task for people who are willing to persist in seeking out the correspondence between the external and visible realities of their lives, and the interior weather of their souls, striving always to bring the two into line in order that the kingdom of God might come. For the interior journey is necessarily an exterior journey, the path to God necessarily the path of deepening human relationships. Marriage stands at the very hub of this exciting spiritual dialectic, for it is, as Paul points out, a cameo dramatization of the relationship of the whole church with its Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

This is the territory this book seeks to explore, this dynamic correspondence between marriage and the great invisible realities of the Christian faith. It is not a “how-to” book so much as a “how-come” book, a meditative inquiry into the spiritual foundations upon which marriage is built.



ONE




we are not alone

Otherness


As iron sharpens iron,

      so one person sharpens another.



PROVERBS 27:17
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THE FIRST MIRACLE

When I first proposed to a friend the initial four words of a verse from Proverbs—“as iron sharpens iron”—as the basis for a book on marriage, he wanted to know what I planned to say about the verses that immediately precede it: “A quarrelsome wife is like a constant dripping on a rainy day; restraining her is like restraining the wind or grasping oil with the hand” (Proverbs 27:15–16).

The Bible is such a tactless book, isn’t it? So coarse in places, so unkind and indelicate, so deeply unromantic. But surely marriage is also a tactless affair, full of awkwardness and indelicacy, as unromantic at times as a sink full of dirty dishes. Whether one’s mate happens to be a quarrelsome creature or not, marriage still has an uncanny knack for creating a more or less “constant dripping” in one’s life. It is not all smooth sailing in a cloudless sky! Nevertheless, a beleaguered spouse will do well to bear in mind an observation of Jeremy Taylor’s: “a husband must learn to tolerate his wife’s infirmities, because in doing so he either cures her, or makes himself better.” (These remarks, needless to say, must apply equally to husbands as to wives!)

Despite the caustic comments about shrewish wives sprinkled throughout Proverbs, it is with a sustained paean to marital bliss that the book ends:


A wife of noble









BONE OF BONE





THE ORIGINAL ENCOUNTER





LIVING WITH GLORY




BEING THERE







OUT OF OUR DEPTH







BODY-GUARDED REALITY








RIVALRY WITH GOD




WE ARE NOT ALONE






WHERE WE HURT MOST
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