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Roger Edwards works
as a counselor for the
Barnabas Center and
has been married to
Jean for 21 years. She
retains her deep brown
eyes; he lost his bushy
beard.

When you speak a promise, you root your soul...

hen | spoke my marriage vows, | admit

| was nervous. | was afraid that | might
say something like, “I take thee to be my awful
wedded wife...”

But | felt bold before the wedding, even
suggesting to my bride-to-be that we write our
own vows. | know how to turn a phrase, |
thought. However, my proposal was narrowly
defeated and we used traditional vows in-
stead. | am glad now; my ‘improvements’
would have been more witty than wise. | might
have even included a word like ‘groovy’. At 25,
| needed the wisdom of the ages to express
what needed to be said.

My wedding pictures show me as a thin
young man with a hairstyle from the 70s and a
bushy beard from the 60s. Despite this, |
looked reasonably intelligent. | knew what was
up; | had gone through pre-marital counseling,
and read the Bible verses about marriage. |
even used a concordance. Yes sir, | was
pretty smart.

But being smart, I've discovered, doesn’t
have much to do with making promises. Smart
people may know ‘how to get in out of the
rain’, but | needed vows that would help me
persevere through storms. | needed vows that
would teach me how to be a shelter, rather
than how to run for one.

| stepped up that January day and made
my promises. | don't think | mispronounced
anything (although my mother mentioned that
| needed to speak up). We ate some cake,
hugged our family and friends, and drove off in
our hatchback.

Roger Edwards

We were at the very beginning and it
was a really good day. It was our ‘first day
forward’. | was with my wife that | had just law-
fully taken and | was going to hold her. So off
we sped into the future with only our promises
to lash us together.

Promises Attach You Horizontally

Of course, that's what marriage vows do.
They lash you together. The words spoken are
no mere formality. Names are changed on
documents, assets are rearranged, and
schedules synchronized. Two lives are
wrapped around one another like strands in a
rope. Promises attach you. They join your life
to another.

This became clear to me just 2 months
later. My wife and | were standing in our small
bathroom. In one hand, | held above my head
a test tube from one of those home pregnancy
tests. | was squinting into it's bottom, compar-
ing it to the pictures in a little pamphlet in my
other hand.

The tube appeared to be pointing down
at me. | mistook it for the fickle finger of fate,
indicting me with one count of fertility miscal-
culation. But it wasn't, it was the providential
finger of God.

Promises were at work, attaching me to
my wife. Even our DNA became entwined,
forming our brown-eyed boy, proof positive of
the power of vows. One day it ties the knot
between a man and woman and then uses the
same cord to knit together their child. One
commitment leads to others, | was finding out.
You don't just take a wife, you take a life.
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Our plan to live in our one bedroom
apartment would have to change. Foreign
sounding words changed our vocabulary;
‘LaMaze’, ‘bassinet’, ‘LalLeche’. And speaking
of changes, we had discussions on the merits
of cloth vs. disposable diapers. Clearly, | had
adjustments to make.

It was the promises that helped me. | had
promised to ‘take this wife’ ‘from this day for-
ward’. Well, this was my wife and this was one
of those days forward. ‘Steady boy,” my prom-
ises encouraged me, ‘Stay at your post. How
bad could a diaper be anyway?’

Well, | am here to tell you that diapers
can, in fact, be pretty bad. But sickness, finan-
cial worries, strife, and loss can be even
worse. There are a lot of storms in life. Some
of them are severe; none of them are pleas-
ant. Your first instinct is to run.

Promises Attach You Vertically

But promises ask you to stay at your post.
They ask you to endure storms for love’s
sake. When you do, you
find out that something
surprising is happening
below the surface. You are
not merely attaching to
your spouse; you are at-
taching to the ground.

When you promise
yourself to another, you
give yourself horizontally.
But that isn't all that hap-
pens. In order to persist in
love through storm or
drought, you must become
deeper. You must commit
yourself vertically. When
you persist in love, you find
that you are developing roots.

The idea of roots didn't sound all that
‘groovy’ at the time. Roots sounded like
chains. | wanted to see the world, not burrow
the earth. | wasn't thinking tree; | was thinking
tumbleweed.

But the funny things about those promises
that | made? They have really been remaking
me. Promises attach you to another person,
but they also attach you to something deeper.
When you speak a promise, you root your
soul.

Promises Offer Freedom

This is, of course, sheer terror for the tum-
bleweed. But to the oak, roots are freedom.
For the oak to go up, it must at first, go down.
It is the same for people. Freedom for the hu-
man being is to break out from the small shell
of the self, and grow their soul deep and then
high. Promises offer just that chance. The bet-
ter the promise, the better the chance.

| admit it. | was afraid of those promises.
What if she one day declared me ‘an awful
wedded husband’? Once she discovered that
my brain wasn't as hig as | pretended, it
wouldn’t be long until she found out that my
soul was pretty small too. Maybe it would be
better not to make promises in the first place.

But | have found out that the absolutely
best thing to do when you have a shallow soul
is to make a good promise. You will be afraid.
You will struggle along the way. At times, it will
feel like you are being buried alive. But God
has made you so that if you plant your soul in
love, you will grow.

On my wedding day, |
was an acorn; small,
inert, and shaped like a
lump. But imprinted in
me was the shape and
form of the oak, not the
tumbleweed. It was God
through the promises
that lured me out of my-
self. That was 21 years
ago and although | am
still no mighty oak, | am
proud to say that | sport
a short set of roots.

Those roots below are
forming a recognizable
shape up top. To be sure, it is bent and con-
toured by wind and rain, but | am no longer
merely a lump. My soul is taking on a particu-
lar shape that others can recognize, a shape
that my wife and children can recognize. | am
becoming a person. | am becoming a person
whose soul is shaped to shelter and shade.

| was never meant to be a tumbleweed in
the first place. | was meant to be rooted in the
paradoxical wisdom of God that says, ‘Give up
your life and you will find it'.

“Freedom for

the human being
is to break out
from the small
shell of the self,
and grow their
soul deep and
then high. Prom-
ises offer just that
chance. The better
the promise, the
better the
chance.”

“(promises)

help you break out
of the small shell
of the self. They
teach you that the
way up is at first
down.”

“They will be
called oaks of
righteousness,
a planting of the
LORD for the
display of his
splendor.”

Is 61
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q ’ . A e, this time of year--
t 5 an t e dt’t ah, vyes, it's ro-
mance. Beginning with Valentine’s Day, the pitch con-
tinues to build with “spring fever” and then ties things
up in a great big knot with the crowning bow of
“wedding season.” Even though at times it is the cul-
prit of heartache and consternation, we have to admit—
we're hooked. We love romance, so much so that real-
ity television depicting real-life courting (funny word to
use for those shows!) and engagements are topping
the evening ratings. Enough making fools of our-
selves; we can sit and watch others do it for us from
the comfort of our own easy chairs!

Actually, that part about “foolishness” hits a little
close to home. Most of us, I'm guessing, have fallen
under romance’s spell, (at least what the world calls
romance), at some time or another. | must confess,
(since we're talking reality and foolishness here), that
my own view of marriage was made up more of ro-
mance than realism when | promised to love “the man
of my dreams” fifteen years ago this spring. As a child,
| had a fantasy of someone wonderful (a prince, | think)
sweeping me off my feet, taking me away as his
queen, living happily ever-after, with royal treatment.
You may have had similar thoughts. Mine lasted
through childhood and probably, to some extent, into
young adulthood, only to come to an abrupt halt soon
after | heard those wedding bells ring.

dhe drha!’ Mloment

I know I'm not telling you anything new; it's a natu-
ral progression for most marriages to come to the point
of realizing this person we're wedded to isn’'t so perfect
after all. | liken it to the way I've felt before when buy-
ing a new computer. | bought a new one because |
was fed up with of all the problems with the last one, so
| was kind of excited to see what this one could do for
me. | get it home, then take the hour or so necessary
to plug in all the wires that come with it. | have fun
looking at everything, setting the screen saver and try-
ing to open all the new programs.

All of a sudden, things don't feel quite right; | begin
to have trouble. This new thing I've committed to (I
paid for it and got all the wires in the right place--I'm

OB# Cindi oBolton.
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not taking it back now!), is not responding like | want. |
begin to realize that, just like the first one, this thing is
going to take more time and work than | thought to get
it up and running correctly. | realize that for a very few
of you, in marriage and/or computers, this isn't such a
big deal--you know how to make a computer, or a
spouse, sing. But for the rest of us, this situation is
downright frustrating, not to mention disappointing. We
thought we’'d found something special with this new
model, one that would make our lives easier. | think
that way about computers, and | had consciously or
unconsciously placed that expectation on marriage.
When it hit for me, | moved from frustration to disap-
pointment and it spiraled down from there. | became
depressed with the realization that “it's (he’s) just a
computer, just like the ones before it (him).”

| realize that this example may sound silly, but it's
probably not far from the truth. And for some of you, all
it takes is this kind of experience (that “aha” moment)
for you to see that marriage is made up of two fallible
people and it is going to take some work--and you just
accept that! Unfortunately, | wasn’'t so compliant. My
understanding and acceptance of why God had me on
this path didn’t come easily or early.

| held onto my dreamy, demanding notion of that
prince arriving like a white knight (that would be my
husband) swooping into my life to take on all the re-
sponsibility of saving me from the pain and disappoint-
ment of the past and giving me a rich and rewarding
future. Just a small job, really; | didn’t think | wanted
too much. It worked for a while (or as my husband
likes to say, “at least for two whole weeks”), until the
unavoidable fact of his humanity came bubbling up
through that armor. And to tell you the truth, the disap-
pointment of reality hit us both and made us each mad
at the other.

All marriages get to the first reality check--the “aha”
moment | mentioned earlier; the one that says, "okay,
so he’s not perfect.” But to have an intimate marriage
(which | wanted), requires more than just that conge-
nial acknowledgment; it required for me a deeper look
inside.
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dhe Second gtha!’ cMoment

This is what | think of as my second or
“defining” reality check, one where | realized
that this becoming one with a man wasn't just
less than romantic, it might actually ask more of
me than | thought | wanted to give. Consider-
ing the things | might have to face--exposure,
vulnerability, hard work, more hurt, more loneli-
ness, a spouse’s anger, greater disappoint-
ment, submission. The choice looked far differ-
ent than | had envisioned on the day | said “I
do” the first time. | found myself asking, “am |
sure it's worth it?! Was | willing to move to-
wards this mere man or would | allow my own

disappointment and sinfulness keep me from
it?

Struggling, | went to
speak with a friend |
trusted, someone I'd met
through the Barnabas
Center. My heart had hit
rock bottom. Weary and
sad, | wanted some en-
couragement. “So when
did you get past the strug-
gle?” | asked. “When did
your marriage become
something really good?”
My friend’s expression was
quite telling as her mouth
turned up in a sweet ten-
der smile, her eyes looking
away toward the memory.
“About two years ago,” was the sure response.
“Whew,” | thought to myself, “there is hope for
me.” Then | thought of the timeline there, and
had to clarify. “But, well...just how long have
you been married?” “Thirteen years,” she an-
swered. | was in year five.

Some of you have been to this point. Your
picture may not look like mine, or my friend’s,
but for a lot of us, marriage, and the process of
making it good, looks like an uphill road. It
doesn’'t sound too appealing to hear what it
takes to love well and how long it might take,
but I can tell you that as | look back now on that
conversation, | am always overcome with a
huge sense of gratitude for what the struggle
did in my heart, in my marriage and in my hus-
band’s life. | can’t say my motives were alto-
gether pure, but | was desperate and God
opened my eyes. | had to realize that for mar-
riage to work as Christ intended, (and | was
convinced that His way was the better way),

there was going to have to be something more
than just a commitment to staying there during
the better or worse times (and as far as | was
concerned, the middle of the road times, which
can be tedious).

What it took for me, and what | believe it
takes for all of us who know and love Jesus,
was facing my own heart--confessing it's ugli-
ness, it's selfishness and stubbornness, it's
tendency to wander, doubt and demand and it's
lack of desire to please God, as well as ac-
knowledging it's tremendous longing to be
loved and cared for, protected and cherished.
This is repentance.

It was plain old repentance that made
me have a change of direction and started me

i = on the long, uphill road to
keeping my promise to
love Breck well. And that
meant loving and respect-
ing who he was, even if
.+ things never got better for
_ . me. Eventually, | sensed
-.; - the forgiveness came out
-+ of that repentance--
"7t forgiveness for the many
foibles of a wonderful man
who was imperfect just like
I was, but who really did
want to honor God and his
wife. It was then that |
made a second vow to love
“for better or for worse”--one that said | was
willing to walk through those “worse” spots and
keep my hope in the goodness and purpose of
Christ's plan, while keeping my heart engaged
in moving toward a “better” marriage.

dfor oBettet ot Worse... Worth U?

“For better or for worse, for richer or for
poorer, in sickness and in health”... these vows
have become more than just some poetic verse
| once said at my wedding. It's a reminder of
what God wanted to do in me and in my mar-
riage, in all of ours really, to give us a taste of
his loving care here on earth and to conform us
to His image. Even though marriage is hard,
we can have courage for the road ahead be-
cause of the wonder of God’s grace in chang-
ing hearts. The romance God had for me in-
volved a greater purpose--for my good and for
Breck’'s. Beautiful? Sometimes. Dreamy?
More like reality. Scary? Certainly. Worth it?
More than money can buy.

“It is what | think of
as the second or
“defining” reality
check, one where |
realized that this be-
coming one with a
man wasn'’t just
less than romantic,
it might actually
ask more of me
than | thought |
wanted to give...”

“It's a reminder of
what God wanted to
do in me and in my
marriage, in all of
ours really, to give us
a taste of his loving
care here on earth
and to conform us to
His image. The ro-
mance God had for
me involved a greater
purpose--"

Cindi Bolton is a
homemaker and lives in
Charlotte, NC. She is
married to Breck and
has 2 children. Thanks
to Cindi for shar-

ing herself in her &
writing. fﬂ
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Palmer Trice is
director of The
Barnabas Center
and has been
married to Lynn
for 24 years.

“l had no idea
how hard it
could be for

two pretty darn
nice people to

love each other.

| had no idea
that she could
make me so
mad; nor that |
could make her
so sad. | had

no idea.”

Til Death Do Us Part

Bg Palmer Trice

I .Cl o But if 1 remember correctly,
Sal lt. the words were “as long as
you both shall live”. That was almost 24 years
ago. | was half there, caught up in the cere-
mony, the people, the awesomeness of this
decision and commitment whose ramifications |
had no idea. | was nervous. She looked beau-
tiful. We were in love. | was scared. And | had
never done anything like this before.

Does any of that ring true for you?

| don’t make many vows. | really don't make
many long-term commitments. Previous gen-
erations were more familiar with the general
idea. People worked the same job for a life-
time. They died in the same town in which they
were born. Extended families stuck together.
People made business deals with the shake of
a hand. We all knew that your word is your
bond. Things have changed.

And marriage has changed as well. When |
grew up back in the sixties and seventies, |
didn't have one friend whose parents had di-
vorced. It just didn’t happen that often. Now I
know that doesn’t mean that marriages were in
better shape. They just had a better chance
of being permanent. But things have
changed.

Twenty-four years ago, | had no
idea that | would ever wish my mar-
riage commitment be terminated. | had no
idea how hard it could be for two pretty darn
nice people to love each other. | had no
idea that she could make me so mad; nor
that | could make her so sad. | had no idea.

Marriage is the hardest thing | have ever
done. It has been more frustrating, disappoint-
ing, confusing, maddening than any other rela-
tionship. | have been more exposed, seen
more of my selfishness and fear, experienced
greater loneliness, and just plain ole’ gone
crazy. There have been months and years
when happiness was not on my radar screen.

Nor was it on hers. And we both wanted out.

Marriage: To Make Us Happy or Holy?

In The Sacred Marriage, Gary Thomas chal-
lenges us with a question: “What if God created
marriage not primarily to make us happy but to
make us holy?” Marriage has been the place
where | have discovered more of my need for
Him than anywhere else. | need His forgive-
ness for the jerk | often am. | need His courage
to initiate and carry on conversations that will

be difficult. | need His power to change my
heart from one that is so naturally self-
consumed. | need His love when | don't feel

loved or loveable. | need Him. And that is not
a position in which | am inclined to voluntarily
put myself.

‘Till Death Do Us Part keeps us in the ring of
marriage. When divorce is not an option, it
forces us to deal with the realities of ourselves
as well as of our spouses. It puts us in a posi-
tion where we must rely upon Him to help us to
love well. Sometimes we need Him just to try to
love a Iittle We want an out
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and God keeps us in.

Several years ago | did a study about di-
vorce. When is it permissible? What does
the Bible say about it? | discovered that it
was a lightening rod issue in Jesus’ day.
There was a very liberal school of thought
that justified divorce for any conceivable rea-
son. Burnt toast is the example | have heard
used most often. Then there was a school
that was much more rigid. What | discovered
had more to do with marriage than with di-
vorce.

For some reason, Jesus holds marriage
with incredibly high regard. Somehow there
is a sacredness about it that merits its preser-
vation even in the midst of great pain and
hardship. Perhaps it is because there is
something that He would teach us in these
difficult times. Perhaps it is because it is a
representation of the committed relationship
God has with us, His people. Perhaps it is
because there is a quality of sacrificial love
that can be shown uniquely in this relation-
ship that mirrors the sacrificial love Jesus has
for us.

Love is the Point

But let me provide a caveat. ‘Til death do
us part is a modifier. It is not the main point.
The main point is love. Too often in my
counseling practice | have heard people de-
clare with pride — “There is no back door.
We aren’t getting divorced. That is not God’s
way!” And then they persist in cruelty and
thoughtlessness. They do not even ponder
the possibility that God might really be calling

them to change and grow. They live as if
God’s command to love is a footnote and not
getting a divorce is a primary point. And that
is wrong.

Marriage is the best opportunity in life to
love as He has loved us. It is the best rela-
tionship to learn how He wants me to change
and grow. It is the place where | can most
clearly see my selfishness and ask and re-
ceive forgiveness both from Him and from my
spouse. It can be the crucible of my sanctifi-
cation — if | want it to be that.

But marriage also can be a haven for self-
righteous demandingness. It can be a forum
for me to try to manipulate another to meet
my needs. It can be a place where | parade
my godly commitment to do the right thing;
while caring so very little about the damage |
am doing to the one | claim to love. It can be
a mess.

Today | am ever so grateful we stuck it
out. We have both been changed. And with
the changes have come a much deeper love.
We have discovered pieces of sacrificial love.
We have discovered slices of the joy He in-
tended in the Garden of Eden. And we con-
tinue to discover in so many ways that we
need Him to sustain us — because we haven't
gotten it right yet. And we aren't close.

Twenty-four years later | am grateful that
God closed the back door. And | am far
more grateful that He has taught us about
love — His for us and what we have to give to
each other. Love is the point.

Feal

Mark 4 Ministries Spring Retreat

Brennan Manning

Charlotte, NC

You are invited to join us for a time of renewal and encouragement as well known

“..with the
changes have
come a much

deeper love. We
have discovered
pieces of sacrifi-
cial love. We
have discovered
slices of the joy
He intended in
the Garden of
Eden.”

areina
relation-
ship with a
man who
has strug-
gled with
sexual
compulsiv-
ity or are in

author and beloved speaker Brennan Manning shares during our spring conference.
The writer of such classics as The Ragamuffin Gospel, Abba’s Child, and Ruthless
Trust, Brennan will bring to us the message of God’s unmatched love and tender
mercy. Your heart will never be the same!

a relationship that is recovering
from sexual betrayal this group
could be a good place for

you. Please call (704-365-
4545) or e-mail
(info@thebarnabascenter.org) if
you are interested in participat-
ing or getting more informa-
tion. Begins mid March.

A love offering will be received.

Seating is limited and will be available on a first-come
first-served basis. No registration necessary.

For further questions, call 704-365-6200

Or email to ContactUs@Mark4Ministries.org

Mark 4 Ministries is a non-profit, non-denominational
teaching and counseling ministry whose purpose is to
offer the Word of God with passion and relevance,
addressing the heart of the people to whom we speak,
so that the scriptures have a lasting impact in people’s
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and get a taste of having an ally for life's journey.

Date 1 4D $ Facilitator
January 12 - May Men, Women, Mess, and Marriage: All Barnabas
; Biblical Reflection on the Real Stuff We Encounter in Marriage and Relationships Staff
n mornin
Sug(.j;g_ 1%_45 gs A Sunday School Class at The Church at Charlotte
Mar 10 - May The Quest- A men's 10 week small group focused on deepening relationships with God & other Pete Bondy
12th men. Includes adventure, risk, conversation, study, and reflection. For men who want to grow

Mid March 2003

Honors Path Spouses Group- See Box on page 7

John Pierce

and Staff
March 24 Charleston- Episcopal Women’s Ministry Lisa Godman
May 6 Sexual Addiction in Your Ministry - RTS Chapel - John Pierce

Late May 2003

Honors Path for Men Group 1

John Pierce

Begins Late May

Healing Hearts- a biblically based, professionally led, confidential, closed group context where women
can find their heart again, and struggle with the difficult realities of being harmed by sexual abuse.
Call the Center for details.

Lisa Godman

April 4-5

Brennan Manning- He will speak at Central Church of God.
Sponsored by Mark 4 Ministries. www.Mark4Ministries.org- See Box on page 7

Mark 4
Ministries

Starts in April

Healing Path- A group for women searching for contentment and joy in the
midst of a life that is disappointing and painful.

Lisa Godman




