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For Linda Lenssen,
Leslie’s spiritual mentor, 
 who influenced our whole family for Christ, 
 and to her husband, Jerry, 
 who preceded us Home.




I will give you a new heart 
 and put a new spirit in you; 
I will remove from you your heart of stone 
 and give you a heart of flesh.

—EZEKIEL 36:26




How Leslie 
 and I Wrote 
 This Book

SEVERAL YEARS AGO LESLIE AND I PARTICIPATED IN A VALENTINE’SDAY event in which we fielded questions from couples about marriage and the Christian life. Afterward, one young man came up, pointed to Leslie, and said to me, “Now we know who’s got the brains in the family!”

He wasn’t kidding! God has given Leslie a gift of wisdom. Her gentle spirit, sincere heart, and intensely practical biblical insights make her sought after by people who want counsel or guidance.

Since both of us have gone through an era of being spiritually mismatched, it made sense for us to write this book as a team so that we could draw upon our combined experiences and lessons. But when I brought up the idea for the book, Leslie protested: “I’m not a writer! Ever heard of stage fright? Well, I’ve got page fright!” As for me, writing is what I like best.

So we struck a deal: we would work together—mixing our ideas, insights, and advice—and I would actually write the bulk of the book. Besides, since much of the story is about what Leslie did during our time of mismatch, it’s more comfortable for me to write about that than her.

So when you see parts written in the first person—with pronouns like “me” and “I”—that’s me speaking. Leslie has added her perspective and input, and she has overcome her shyness long enough to write a chapter about her personal experiences during the time we were mismatched.

As they say on Sesame Street: “That’s cooperation!”

—Lee Strobel



PART ONE

The Challenge 
 of a Mismatched 
 Marriage



1.

Entering 
 into the 
 Mismatch

THE WEATHER WAS CRISP AND CLEAR ON THE DAY AFTER CHRISTMAS 1966 when my friend Pete and I took the train from our suburban homes into downtown Chicago. We wandered around the Loop for a while, reveling in the bustle of the city, but then came time for me to bring him on a pilgrimage that I took as often as I could.

Fighting the wind, we trudged across the Michigan Avenue bridge and stopped in front of the Wrigley Building. There we stood, our hands shoved into our pockets for warmth, as we gazed across the street at the gothic majesty of Tribune Tower. I can’t remember whether I muttered the word aloud or if it merely echoed in my mind: “Someday.” Pete was quiet. High school freshmen are entitled to their dreams.

We lingered for a few minutes and watched as people flowed in and out of the newspaper office. Were they the reporters whose bylines I studied every morning? Or the editors who dispatched them around the world? Or the printers who manned the gargantuan presses? I let my imagination run wild—until Pete’s patience wore thin. 

We turned and walked up the Magnificent Mile, browsing through the overpriced and pretentious shops, until we decided to embark on the twenty-minute walk back to the train station. As we passed in front of the Civic Opera House, though, I heard a familiar voice beckon from the crowd.

“Hey, Lee, what’re you doing here?” called Clay, another high school student who lived in my neighborhood.

I didn’t answer right away. I was too captivated by the girl at his side, holding his hand and wearing his gold engraved ID bracelet. Her brown hair cascaded to her shoulders; her smile was at once coy and confident.

“Uh, well, um . . . just hanging around,” I managed to say to Clay, though my eyes were riveted on his date.

By the time he introduced us to Leslie, I wasn’t thinking much about Clay or Pete or the fact that my hands were getting numb from the cold and I was standing ankle-deep in soot-encrusted snow. I made sure, however, to pay close attention when Clay pronounced Leslie’s name; I knew I’d need the proper spelling to look it up in the phone book.

After all, everything’s fair in love and war.

FROM FAIRY TALE TO NIGHTMARE 

As for Leslie, I found out later that she wasn’t thinking about Clay as the two of them rode the train home that afternoon. When she arrived at her house in suburban Palatine, she strolled into the kitchen and found her mother, a Scottish war bride, busily preparing dinner.

“Mom,” she announced, “today I met the boy I’m going to marry!”

The response wasn’t what she expected. Her mother barely looked up from the pot she was stirring. In a voice mixed with condescension and skepticism, she replied dismissively: “That’s nice, dear.”

But there was no doubt in Leslie’s mind. Nor in mine. When I called her the next night from a pay-phone outside a gas station near my house (with four brothers and sisters, that was the only way I could get some privacy), we talked as if we had known each other for years. People like to debate whether there’s such a thing as love at first sight; for us, the issue had been settled once and for all. 

Leslie and I dated almost continuously throughout high school, and when I went off to study journalism at the University of Missouri, she moved there so we could be close to each other. We got married when I was twenty and she was nineteen. After I graduated we moved to Chicago, where my lifelong dream of becoming a reporter at the Chicago Tribune was realized. Leslie, meanwhile, began her career at a savings and loan association across the street from my newspaper office.

We lived a fairy-tale life. We enjoyed the exhilaration and challenge of climbing the corporate ladder while residing in an exciting, upscale neighborhood. Leslie became pregnant with our first child, a girl we named Alison, and then later gave birth to a son, Kyle. Buoyed by our deep love for each other, our marriage was strong and secure—until someone came between us, threatening to shipwreck our relationship and land us in divorce court. 

It wasn’t an affair. It wasn’t the resurfacing of an old flame. Instead, the someone who nearly capsized our marriage was none other than God himself. At least, that’s who I blamed at the time. Ironically, it was faith in Jesus Christ—which most couples credit for contributing to the strength of their marriage—that very nearly destroyed our relationship and split us apart forever.

All because of a spiritual mismatch.

A MARRIAGE WITHOUT GOD

I can describe God’s role in our courtship and early marriage in one sentence: He just wasn’t on our radar screen. In other words, he was irrelevant.

Personally, I considered myself an atheist. I had rejected the idea of God after being taught in high school that Darwin’s theory of evolution explained the origin and development of life. I figured Darwin had put God out of a job! Freed of accountability, I decided to live purely for myself and my own pursuit of pleasure. As for Christians, I tended to dismiss them as naive and uncritical thinkers who needed a crutch of an imaginary deity to get them through life.

Leslie, on the other hand, would probably have considered herself an agnostic. While I tended to react with antagonism toward people of faith, she was more in spiritual neutral. She had little church influence growing up, although she has fond childhood memories of her mother gently singing traditional hymns to her while she tucked her in at night. For Leslie, God was merely an abstract idea that she had never taken the time to explore.

Without God in my life, I lacked a moral compass. My character slowly became corroded by my success-at-any-cost mentality. My anger would flash because of my free-floating frustration at not being able to find the fulfillment I craved. My drinking binges got out of control a little too often, and I worked much too hard at my job, in effect making my career into my god.

Despite all of that, our marriage remained stable. Our love for each other smoothed over a lot of rough edges. When we were together, we were happy. That is, until everything exploded in the fall of 1979. That’s when harmony dissolved into hostility. The rea-son: Leslie announced that after a long period of searching and seeking, she had decided to become a follower of Jesus Christ.

To me, that was the worst possible news! I was afraid she was going to turn into a sexually repressed prude who would forsake our upwardly mobile lifestyle in favor of spending all of her free time serving the poor at some skid-row soup kitchen.

“Look, if you need that kind of crutch,” I said in a snide and patronizing tone, “—if you can’t stand on your own two feet and face life without putting your faith in a make-believe god and a book of mythology and legend—then go ahead. But remember two things: don’t give the church any of our money, because that’s all they’re really interested in, and don’t try to get me to get out of bed to go anywhere on Sunday mornings. I’m too smart for that [bleep]!”

Nice guy, huh?

“THIS ISN’T WHAT I SIGNED UP FOR!”

That was the opening salvo in what turned out to be a turbulent, strife-filled, emotion-churning phase of our marriage. Our values began to clash, our attitudes started to conflict, and our priorities and desires were suddenly at odds. Arguments erupted, iciness replaced warmth, and more than once I let my frustration and anger spill over into an epithet-laced tirade of shouting and door slamming.

I can remember when everything culminated on one hot and humid day while I was mowing the lawn after another one of our quarrels. My blood was boiling.

“That’s it,” I muttered as I plowed through her flower bed in a childish display of passive/aggressive anger. “I don’t need this anymore. This isn’t what I signed up for! Maybe it’s time to get out of this marriage altogether.” 

That was the low point. Our future hung by a thread. Maybe you can relate to that kind of emotional turmoil. Or perhaps you’re frightened about your own marriage’s future because your faith is driving a deeper and deeper wedge between you and your spouse. Through the years, Leslie and I have counseled many Christians who have tearfully told us how their union with a nonbeliever has increasingly brought them anguish, anger, and arguments. 

Once Leslie and I got a phone call at 3:30 P.M. on Easter. Theresa was crying. “Holidays are always the worst,” she said between sobs. “But today, he really went too far. He’s been making fun of me, saying I’m weak, saying I believe ridiculous things, saying the church is just trying to get my money. I’m tired of defending myself. I don’t know what to do anymore. Why won’t he just let me believe what I want? Why does he have to ruin everything? It was bad enough having to go to Easter services by myself; why does he have to destroy the rest of my day too?”1

Theresa isn’t alone. Rita’s husband is a lawyer who is openly antagonistic toward anything Christian. Rita said, “He actually told our son that church is where bad people are, that people will try to make you think like them if you go to church, that little boys who go to church get molested, and if Mommy ever tries to take you to church again, you tell her you won’t go.”

Or consider Kathy. She said her anguish over her marital situation has only been amplified by her church and Christian friends who inadvertently make matters worse for her. “There’s this underlying implication that if I would just be a better witness, if I’d just pray harder, if I’d just get him to come to Christmas services, if I’d give him the right book to read or tape to listen to, that somehow everything would work out,” she said. “They don’t come right out and say it, but I get the feeling that I’m the one at fault—and that hurts!”

Linda Davis, who lived for years in an unequally yoked marriage until her husband became a Christian, said the only lonelier plight for an unequally yoked person would be the death of her spouse. “I doubt, however, that even physical widowhood makes a woman feel as rejected and inadequate as does ‘spiritual widowhood,’” she added. “The spiritual widow receives no flowers or sympathy cards. She simply grieves in silence for a union that never was.”2

DON’T GIVE UP HOPE!

More than once while Leslie and I were spiritually mismatched, I predicted our marriage would end in divorce. Mentally, I had thrown in the towel. But through a variety of circumstances we were rescued from that fate.

Before it was too late, Leslie figured out how to live out her faith in a way that began to attract me rather than repel me. She learned how to grow and even flourish in her relationship with Christ despite discouragement from me. Although she would be the first to admit that she made mistakes from time to time, she was able to restore equilibrium to our relationship. Gently and lovingly, she started to point me toward Christ—and, ultimately, God used her to open my eyes to my need for a Savior. 

Today we’re celebrating twenty years as a Christian couple and thirty years of marriage. In an absolutely astounding display of God’s grace, he not only forgave me for my immoral and atheistic past, but he gave me a ministry as a pastor and evangelist. Together, Leslie and I are experiencing a depth of intimacy, adventure, and fulfillment that we never could have imagined during those shallow years we spent without God. 

Now, it’s important to stress that—unfortunately—not every spiritual mismatch will end with both spouses joyfully serving Christ. The sobering truth is that some couples travel radically different spiritual paths for the rest of their lives. That’s reality. No matter how much you want to, you cannot force your spouse to become a Christian.

Yet it’s equally important to emphasize that if you find yourself in a spiritually mismatched marriage, there is hope. Don’t despair! You can learn to thrive despite your differences. You can learn to encourage your spouse in his spiritual journey without inadvertently chasing him away. You can learn to earnestly seek the best for your partner without unfairly burdening yourself with undue responsibility for his salvation. In short, a spiritual mismatch does not have to be a death sentence for a marriage.

That may seem hard to believe if you’re currently embroiled in conflict with your spouse over your differing views of God. But that’s why Leslie and I are writing this book—to help you learn from what we did both right and wrong in this rocky period of our relationship. Believe me, we fumbled our way through, but we did walk away with some hard-earned lessons that we hope will both encourage you and give you concrete, practical, and biblical steps to take.

More importantly, you need to remind yourself on a regular basis that God has not forgotten you. He isn’t gleefully punishing you because you’re married to a nonbeliever. In fact, all of heaven is cheering you on as you seek to humbly and sincerely live out your faith in an often stressful and difficult environment. Your heavenly Father graciously wants to offer you courage in the face of strife, peace in the midst of turmoil, and optimism when everything seems shrouded in gloom.

With his help, you really can learn to survive a spiritual mismatch.

THE “WHY” BEHIND GOD’S COMMAND

If you’ve experienced the anguish of being a Christian wed to a nonbeliever, then you can readily understand why God has prohibited his followers from marrying outside the faith. He loves us so much that he wants to spare us from the emotional anguish, the clash of values, and the ongoing conflict that can result when one spouse is a Christian but the other isn’t. His goal isn’t to unnecessarily limit our choice of prospective mates but to lovingly shield us from the kind of difficulties that Leslie and I faced during the nearly two years we were spiritually mismatched.

“Do not be yoked together with unbelievers,” Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 6:14–16. “For what do righteousness and wickedness have in common? Or what fellowship can light have with darkness? What harmony is there between Christ and Belial? What does a believer have in common with an unbeliever? What agreement is there between the temple of God and idols? For we are the temple of the living God. . . .”

Paul was not issuing a blanket prohibition against Christians having any association with nonbelievers. He was far too realistic to expect that.3 In short, observed one scholar, Paul was saying: “Do not form any relationship, whether temporary or permanent, with unbelievers that would lead to a compromise of Christian standards or jeopardize consistency of Christian witness. And why such separation? Because the unbeliever does not share the Christian’s standards, sympathies, or goals.”4

Paul uses a Greek word that has two components: “other” and “yoked.” This is a reference to the command in Deuteronomy 22:10 against harnessing two different kinds of animals together to plow a field or pull a load.

The reason for this prohibition is simple: the yoke was a rigid wood and metal device that was fitted around the necks of two animals. If the animals were of the same kind and similar strength, they would work harmoniously together, equally sharing the load. But if they were from different species, like an ox and a donkey, or if one was smaller or weaker than the other, their out-of-sync gait would cause the yoke to pinch and choke them, bringing severe pain.

So Paul was sternly warning Christians that pain would result if they allowed themselves to be harnessed to a nonbeliever in marriage. The natural consequence of being wed to someone outside the faith would be conflict over a myriad of issues, ranging from child-rearing to finances, and the possible choking of the Christian’s faith.

The Old Testament tells us what happened when the wisest man who ever lived, Solomon, violated God’s command against marrying outside his faith. “This act almost destroyed him,” wrote Jo Berry, author of Beloved Unbeliever. “In his twilight years he was a broken man; depressed, despondent, and guilt-ridden, because he disobeyed God’s law about intermarriage.”5

Similarly, marriage to Jezebel quickly prompted the Jewish king Ahab to abandon his allegiance to the true God and to begin worshiping the false god Baal. With his faith in God drained away because of the corrupting influence of his nonbelieving wife, Ahab “did more to provoke the LORD, the God of Israel, to anger than did all the kings of Israel before him.”6

The pattern is clear: we risk grave consequences if we don’t heed God’s loving commands for our life.

THE ROAD TO A MISMATCH

Even so, many Christians find themselves in an unequally yoked marriage—in many cases, a situation they had not intended at the outset. For instance, some couples started out as non-Christians, like Leslie and I did, and became spiritually mismated when one of them—usually the woman—became a follower of Jesus.

Others end up mismatched because the nonbeliever deceived the Christian during the dating process by pretending he was a follower of Christ. That may sound bizarre, but it happens more than you probably think. In fact, it was the topic of a memorable episode of Seinfeld.

It seems George Costanza was dating a woman who told him over dinner—unfortunately, after she had ordered an expensive lobster meal—that she was breaking up with him because she was a “Latvian Orthodox” and he wasn’t.

“I’ve actually thought about converting,” he said later to his friend Jerry.

“To Latvian Orthodox?” he asked, astonished.

George shrugged. “Who cares?” 

George went to visit two elaborately dressed Latvian Orthodox priests who seemed perplexed by his desire to convert. “Is there one aspect of the faith that you find particularly attractive?” one of them asked.

“I think the hats,” he said.

The other priest asked, “Are you familiar with our theology?”

George smiled and said modestly, “Well, perhaps not as much as you are. But I know the basic plot.”

Obviously, George wasn’t really a sincere seeker who wanted to find God. Instead, he went on to cheat on his “conversion exam” as part of a grand plot to fool his girlfriend into thinking he embraced the same faith.

The Seinfeld episode was comedy, but at its core was the recognition that some guys on the “dating hunt” will do whatever it takes—even to feign interest in spirituality—in order to fulfill their mission of winning over the woman of their dreams. That’s what happened to a friend of ours named Sally. 

“He talked a good game when we were going out together,” she said. “He had been to church enough to use the right words and act the right way. He knew I wanted to marry a Christian and probably saw no harm in playing the part. But a few months into the marriage, he stopped going to church with me, and it became clear his heart had never really been changed by Christ. I was devastated—but it was too late.”

When we pressed Sally for details, though, it became obvious that she had let her love for Mike obscure her discernment. She wanted to marry him so much that she had overlooked little signs along the way that should have warned her that he was not truly a born-again believer in Christ.

“In a way,” she conceded, “I guess I let myself get fooled. I didn’t ask the hard questions. I ignored the yellow flags, like the profanity he would use and the way he always relied on himself instead of God. And he hung around with friends who were definitely not Christians. I sort of let myself think everything would turn out fine in the end.”

Other times, Christians are so new in their faith that they were simply unaware that God wants them marrying someone who’s a Christian. Or perhaps they had never been taught what the Bible says about marriage. Unfortunately, many liberal pastors don’t adequately delve into the spiritual status of the people they’re marrying—and if they no longer believe in the inspiration of Scripture, they themselves may not even agree with the biblical teaching against unequally yoked relationships. 

Once the couple is married, however, and the Christian begins to grow in her faith, inevitably the tension starts to mount. In fact, the more she pursues God and takes her relationship with Christ seriously, the more likely that marital problems will erupt.

THE DANGER OF CONJUGAL EVANGELISM

Then there are some Christians who decide they know better than God. They’re aware he doesn’t want them to marry outside their faith, but they’re convinced that their spouse will give his life to Christ very soon after the wedding vows are uttered. They mentally gloss over the conflict they’re going to encounter over spiritual matters and underestimate how far their fiancé is from Christ. Christian journalist Terry Mattingly calls it “conjugal evangelism.”

I’ll never forget the time I spoke at a church about the dangers of unequally yoked marriages, describing all of the turbulence that Leslie and I experienced when we were spiritually mismatched. After my forty-five-minute talk, a young woman came up and said with complete sincerity, “I’m dating a man who is checking out Christianity, and I just know he’s going to become a Christian before too long. So don’t you think it would be all right for us to get married? Really, it’s just a matter of time before he makes a commitment to Christ.”

It was almost as if she had plugged her ears during my warnings! I wanted to shout: “Read my lips: ‘Do not be yoked together with unbelievers!’ For his sake, for your own sake, for your future children’s sake—heed God’s Word! ”

In a newspaper column, Mattingly described an article written by a pastor. In it, the pastor imagines an inner voice—one of unvarnished honesty—that speaks to a minister as he gets ready to unite a Christian and a non-Christian in marriage. The voice in his head wishes it could speak this way to everyone who was present for the nuptials: 

Dear friends, we have gathered here today to witness a disaster in the making. Martha here has decided she wants to marry Chester. Martha—church-goer, hymn-singer, happy, raised right—is throwing it all away in order to marry Chet here, a smug, ungodly rascal. . . . Why Chester and Martha want to lock themselves into marriage is beyond me. . . . [But] I’ll say some religious words over you as we all pretend that somehow God is blessing what He has forbidden. You will exchange rings and vows and saliva and leave here seeking the lowest common denominator in your values, your beliefs and your convictions. . . . So let us pray, and pray, and pray.7

Frankly, Leslie and I can’t understand how any self-respecting, God-honoring, Bible-believing pastor could preside over the wedding of an unequally yoked couple in direct defiance of biblical teaching. Yet sometimes ministers compromise because of church politics or they rationalize that perhaps conjugal evangelism actually will succeed in this case.

The problem is that just about everyone has heard at least one story of how conjugal evangelism did work in a particular instance. Unfortunately, that can give Christians false optimism as they weigh whether to trust God’s teachings or their own wisdom.

But how can we expect God to bless a marriage that blatantly violates his own command? He can’t protect us from the dire consequences of a mismatched marriage if we turn a deaf ear to his warnings. Says Job 4:8: “Those who sow trouble reap it.” 

Regardless of the road that led them there, unequally yoked spouses all find they have common challenges, problems, and con cerns. Despite the difficulties, though, Paul cautioned against taking divorce as the easy way out. “If any brother has a wife who is not a believer and she is willing to live with him, he must not divorce her,” Paul wrote. “And if a woman has a husband who is not a believer and he is willing to live with her, she must not divorce him.”8

 In other words: keep the marriage intact if possible—and seek God’s help in coping with the mismatch.

WHAT’S THE MATTER WITH MEN?

You’ve probably noticed by this point that when we talk about mismatched couples, we usually refer to the woman as being the Christian. That’s because this is the case in the vast majority of unequally yoked marriages. Perhaps that’s understandable in light of statistics that show women tend to be more receptive to spiritual matters than men.

For instance, pollster George Barna has found that among Americans as a whole, men are less likely than women to read the Bible, attend church, contribute to a charity, agree the Bible to be true, believe in the resurrection of Jesus, or pray to God.

While three-quarters of American women say religion is “very important” in their life, only about half of men would agree. Half of females say their religious views have a great impact on their life, yet less than a third of males say the same thing. Four times more men than women identify themselves as atheists, and seventy percent of women claim to have made a personal commitment to Jesus, compared to sixty percent of men.9

We shouldn’t be shocked by those findings in light of the way men are raised in our culture. The same factors that discourage men from forming close personal friendships with others are the very same reasons why many of them are reluctant to reach out for a personal relationship with God.

Among the factors that David W. Smith lists in his book Men Without Friends are the fact that as youngsters most males were encouraged to suppress their emotions, to be competitive, to keep their personal needs and longings deep inside, and to look up to role models who are independent and impersonal.10 Sounds like a formula for a spiritually repressed person, doesn’t it?

Contrast the independent, insulated, emotion-denying, self-reliant perspective of most men with the kind of attitudes necessary to follow Jesus: humility, a willingness to candidly admit failures and wrongdoing, a recognition of our need for a Savior, and absolute dependence on God.

One well-known sociologist has even raised the controversial possibility that hormones may be partly to blame for some males rejecting God. Rodney Stark of the University of Washington said elevated testosterone levels have been associated with men who are likely to engage in risky behavior.

“Being irreligious is risky,” Stark told a convention of the Religion Research Association. He cited “Pascal’s wager,” an observation made by the seventeenth-century French scientist Blaise Pascal that a person has nothing to lose if he believes in God and it turns out in the end he was wrong, but he has everything to lose if he wagers that God doesn’t exist and it turns out in the end that he really does.

Stark said that men, stimulated by their hormones to take risks, are more willing than women to take the ultimate gamble on the hereafter. He bolstered his theory by pointing out that in Judaism, where there’s little emphasis on an afterlife, the number of religious men and women is about equal. The more a Christian denomination stresses heaven and hell, the greater the gap between the number of religious males and females, he said.11

Stark conceded that more research needs to be done in this area before firm conclusions can be drawn. And of course, a surplus of testosterone is ultimately no excuse for rejecting God. In the meantime, though, the reality is that most unequally yoked marriages involve irreligious men matched with religious women. As a general rule, however, the principles in this book apply regardless of the marriage makeup.

WHY DOES HE DO WHAT HE DOES? 

Jan’s husband was a skeptic. “Atheist, agnostic—I don’t know exactly which he is. I just know he doesn’t believe in God. And the more I grow in my new faith in Jesus, the more he digs in his heels,” she said.

Her biggest problem, she added, was that she couldn’t understand why he acts the way he does. “He isn’t the most communicative guy in the world,” she said with a smile. “You know—the strong, silent type. I just can’t figure out what’s going on in his head. What causes his outbursts? Why is he so sarcastic? Why does he seem interested when I talk about church, but gets really mad at other times?”

Ironically, your nonbelieving spouse is probably experiencing the same bubbling cauldron of emotions you are—for entirely different reasons. The more we can get in touch with why each partner feels the way he or she does, the more harmony we will experience and the more likely we can live out our faith in a way that will intrigue rather than repel our spouse.

So that’s what we’re going to talk about next. Leslie will tell her story, and then I’ll tell mine—and we hope you’ll walk away with some new insights to help smooth your spiritual mismatch.

But please let us encourage you one more time before we proceed. Never forget that God hasn’t left your side! He knows your struggles, your frustrations, your fears, and your uncertainty—and he cares! He will help you if you let him. 

If you knowingly entered into a spiritual mismatch, hoping in vain that conjugal evangelism would work, confess it to him and experience his forgiveness. If you’ve heaped condemnation on yourself because you’ve been blaming your spouse’s spiritual disinterest on your failure as an evangelist, then forgive yourself. You’re not responsible for his spiritual choices!

Together, we’ll explore some ways you might calm the turbulent waters of your relationship and help you live out your faith in a way that honors God while being winsome to your mate. For now, though, we want to share some words of comfort and encouragement with you.

Undoubtedly, you’re familiar with the Twenty-third Psalm, which begins, “The LORD is my shepherd . . .” In fact, you may be too accustomed to those words, having heard them to the point where they have lost some of their punch. So take some time to meditate on the way Leslie F. Brandt has put these ancient words of King David into modern language in his book Psalms/Now. Perhaps the fresh words of his paraphrase will open your mind and heart to experiencing this psalm in a powerful new way:

The Lord is my constant companion.
There is no need that He cannot fulfill.
Whether His course for me points 
 to the mountaintops of glorious joy 
 or to the valleys of human suffering, 
 He is by my side.
He is ever present with me.
He is close beside me 
 when I tread the dark streets of danger, 
 and even when I flirt with death itself, 
 He will not leave me.
When the pain is severe, 
 He is near to comfort.
When the burden is heavy 
 He is there to lean upon.
When depression darkens my soul, 
 He touches me with eternal joy.
When I feel empty and alone, 
 He fills the aching vacuum with His power.
My security is in His promise 
 to be near me always 
 and in the knowledge 
 that He will never let me go.

From Psalms/Now by Leslie F. Brandt. 
 © 1973 Concordia Publishing House. 
 Used with permission.



2.

In Leslie’s 
 Words: 
 A Story of 
 Loneliness, 
 Fear, Perseverance, 
 Faith

I REALIZED FROM THE OUTSET THAT SOMETHING WAS DIFFERENT about Linda Lenssen. Our new apartment was chaotic, filled with stacks of unopened moving boxes, when Linda knocked on the front door with a big plate of chocolate chip cookies in one hand and her three-month-old daughter in the other. She was pleasant and welcoming, and we hit it off right away. I was thrilled that her daughter was about the same age as Alison. 

She called a few days later to invite me to her apartment for coffee. When we sat down at her kitchen table, I noticed a Bible and open workbook on the counter. That wasn’t something I was used to seeing! During our conversation she mentioned she was involved with Christian Women’s Club and some activities at her church, but she didn’t seem pushy about it. Frankly, I had never heard anyone talk about those sorts of things. But because she was so friendly, I didn’t feel threatened by it at all. It just seemed . . . different.

As Lee mentioned in the introduction, I had very little exposure to church as a child. I did take some confirmation classes at a Presbyterian church, but my only recollections are boys throwing spitballs, girls passing notes, and the frustrated pastor trying to get our attention. I don’t remember hearing anything about what it means to be a Christian. Instead, it was mainly looking at maps of ancient locations and memorizing the names of people, places, and a list of things we should never do. None of us was the least bit interested.

Still, I found myself being interested when Linda would gently raise spiritual topics during our long talks over tea. I remember the time she asked about what kind of moral training we were going to provide for Alison. When I told her we really had no idea, she wasn’t judgmental or condescending, although she did caution me that there are a lot of terrible things kids can get involved with and that it might be a good idea to look into some sort of spiritual education for her. That got me thinking about my own lack of spiritual knowledge.

About five months into our friendship, Linda invited me to go to church with her. I felt a little uncomfortable about this. It was obvious to me that God played a very important part in her life. It was equally clear that Linda was the nicest and most generous person I had ever met and that the way she parented was so much calmer and more serene than my own style. I felt like there was a lot I could learn from her. But I was skeptical about the idea of getting entangled with religion.

Even so, I eventually decided to say yes—if for no other reason than it seemed like she would keep inviting me until I gave in! She had included Lee in the invitation, but I knew that there was no way he would go with us, although he did agree to watch Alison while we went one Sunday morning.

I didn’t realize when we drove off to a local movie theater, where a new but growing congregation called Willow Creek Community Church was meeting, that my life was about to radically change forever.

EXPERIENCING GOD 

I remember thinking it odd that instead of taking me to her own church, Linda took me to a church she had read about in the newspaper. What I didn’t know at the time was that this was a church designed to appeal to people like me, with little or no church background. And I loved it!

Instead of organ music and dusty old hymns with words I couldn’t understand, this church featured vocalists who sang contemporary and upbeat songs that seemed to make spirituality accessible. They had a drama that was like a slice out of my own life, and they used the theater’s big screen to show a multimedia presentation that touched my heart. The pastor looked like he was about my age, and he was dressed in a business suit instead of the robes I had seen in church as a child. Most important, though, was that he talked about God in language I could comprehend, describing the Bible’s relevance to everyday life situations.

I remember coming home and enthusiastically saying to Lee, “You wouldn’t believe it—this church was really exciting!” To him, “exciting church” was an oxymoron—words that people use together but actually conflict, like “jumbo shrimp” or “congressional ethics.”

Lee simply wasn’t interested in hearing about the church service. Nor was he interested in baby-sitting Alison another Sunday morning when he could be sleeping. But I wanted to go back. In the end, we struck a deal: I would take Alison with me to church so Lee could have a quiet house for sleeping late. He wasn’t happy about it—I suspect he was concerned about what influence church might have on me—but he didn’t put up a big fight over it.

This started a pattern: I would go to church, where I would learn something new about God each Sunday, and then Linda and I would talk about it over tea during the following week. I had a million questions, and fortunately Linda was very good at answering them. Through it all, our friendship grew deeper and deeper.

Then came the day in the autumn of 1979 when Linda once again explained God’s plan of salvation to me. This time, I was ready! With all of my heart, I wanted to know Jesus personally, to be fully forgiven for my sins, and to be assured of spending eternity in heaven. That day I prayed to receive Jesus as my forgiver and leader.

Linda was ecstatic! She bought me The Living Bible, a paraphrase that helped me better understand what the text was saying. I was like a sponge—reading Scripture, asking questions, praying, learning, growing, exploring, stretching. It should have been the most exhilarating time of my life. Instead, it became the most difficult.

My decision to follow Jesus ushered in the most tumultuous era of my marriage to Lee. It was a time of harsh words, stony silence, open anger, and raw emotions. “Why are you wasting your time with that junk?” he would shout at me. “Why do you need that crutch in your life?” 

The more I tried to explain that this wasn’t a crutch—rather, it was a source of fulfillment, joy, and peace unlike anything I had ever experienced before—the more Lee would react in anger. Why was he being so cruel? Why was he so defensive? Why was it that when I would take one step toward him with the Bible, he would take two steps back?

With the benefit of hindsight, I will let him try to explain all of that in the next chapter! For now, though, let me describe our relationship from my point of view, emphasizing the kind of emotions that had me tied into knots for the nearly two years of our spiritual mismatch.

A FORMULA FOR FRUSTRATION

One of the most corrosive emotions that ate away at me during our spiritually mismatched era was a strong feeling of frustration. As my relationship with Jesus grew stronger and deeper, it became such an exciting and thrilling part of my life that I wanted to be able to share it with the man I loved the most. But he would always rebuff me, ridicule me, or ignore me when I tried to help him understand. It was the first time since we met when we were fourteen years old that there was something we couldn’t experience together.

One incident crystallized my discouragement. At the time our finances were a mess. We were living a self-indulgent lifestyle and obviously not following biblical principles regarding spending, saving, and giving. If you have ever wrestled with money problems, then you know how deeply disheartening they can be.

Late one afternoon I went into our bedroom and reclined across the bed while I was reading the Bible that Linda had given me. I was hoping to find some specific wisdom about our finances that would ease the burden I was feeling. Instead, I kept coming upon verse after verse after verse that simply reaffirmed God’s love for me. I began to understand in a fresh way how he wanted to ease my anxiety and infuse me with peace. Filled with gratitude and wonder and awe, I started to weep. I was just so relieved and happy to be reminded that there was a God who wanted to help me as a good father helps a treasured daughter. 

At this extremely tender and vulnerable moment, I realized that it was time for Lee to come home from work. I glanced out the window and, sure enough, he was coming up the sidewalk. For a split second I wished Lee could understand the joyful and worshipful feelings that were churning inside of me and that he could share this moving experience I had just gone through. I wished he would embrace me and cry with me and revel with me in the love of God.

But I quickly put those thoughts aside. I knew the reality of the situation—if Lee saw my face damp with tears, he would sigh and throw down his briefcase and demand, “Now what?” I knew if he saw the Bible, he would probably use it as an excuse to pick a fight—“Why are you filling your mind with mythology and make-believe and wishful thinking?” I knew that if I were to bring up the subject of God, he would slam his fist on the table and say, “Look—I’ve had a long, hard day; don’t make it worse by bringing up religion!”

So I did what I had to do—I quickly dried my tears, shoved the Bible under the bed, plastered on a smile, and emerged from the bedroom as if absolutely nothing had happened. I had just caught a wonderful glimpse of God’s love and grace—so much that my heart was overflowing with worship—but I couldn’t breathe a word about it to my own husband. That’s a formula for frustration! 

This happened to me over and over again as I continued to experience God on deeper and more profound levels. I would learn a new spiritual insight that was bursting with implications for our lives, but I couldn’t share it with Lee. I would receive an answer to prayer that was so lavish and unexpected that I would want to explode with gratitude, yet I knew Lee would only scoff if I told him about it. I would feel a powerful desire to worship God, but I knew better than to mention anything about it to him. I would come across Christians who would make great friends for us, but I would hesitate to introduce them to Lee because their connection with church would only fuel his cynicism.

The only analogy that comes close to capturing the depth of my frustration was if I had visited a distant, beautiful, and romantic city, drinking in its wonderful sights and sounds, but Lee was neither interested in going with me nor hearing about it when I got back. As terrific as it would be to have explored that city for myself, an important part of marriage is being able to share those kinds of experiences with each other. Enjoying it alone would feel hollow. If you were to magnify that analogy a hundred times, you would begin to sense the frustration of being spiritually isolated in marriage.

WHEN VALUES COLLIDE 

When Albert Einstein was celebrating his fiftieth wedding anniversary, he was asked the secret to longevity in marriage. “When we first got married, we made a pact,” he said. “In our life together, it was decided I would make all of the big decisions and my wife would make all of the little decisions. For fifty years, we have held true to that agreement. I believe that is the reason for the success in our marriage. However, the strange thing is that in fifty years, there hasn’t been one big decision!”1

Marriages work best when both partners see eye to eye on the decisions they face as a couple. For years that was true of Lee and me. We had the same values, the same outlook on life, the same attitudes, the same goals and desires. Decisions sort of made themselves; we rarely got embroiled in arguments or even extended discussions about which direction to go in life.

All of that stopped after I became a Christian. I was developing a Christian worldview—seeing everything through scriptural lenses—and Lee was still filtering everything through the lenses we had both formerly worn: the perspective of expediency, of selfish pleasure, and of blind ambition. Clashes were inevitable, and they came with increasing frequency and intensity.

Finances are a good example. In the past, we had never seen a dollar that we didn’t want to spend. We lived far beyond our means and got mired in debt—but at least we both were in agreement on our lifestyle. Now as a Christian I wanted to apply the Bible’s teachings about living within our means, saving a percentage of our income for future needs, and giving a portion of what God had provided us to support his work in the world.

In fact, I remember going to a church meeting about a fund drive to raise money so that Willow Creek Community Church could move out of the cramped movie theater and into its own building, where its various ministries would have elbow room to flourish. My heart was beating out of my chest! It was obvious to me that this expansion was so needed to reach the unchurched of our community—including Lee! I was really anxious to be part of this venture and contribute in some way to this fellowship that I had grown to love.

I went home, prayed, and waited for what I thought would be an appropriate time to bring this up to Lee. But when I did, he went ballistic! “Under no circumstances are we going to give one cent to that church!” he bellowed. “I’ve told you, that’s all they want—your money! How can you be so blind? Don’t you understand they’re all con men who are playing you for a fool?”

The next morning Linda got an earful. “He’s awful!” I whined. “Why is he so open-minded about so many things, but his mind snaps shut when it comes to church? It’s like his attitude is, ‘Don’t confuse me with the facts!’” 

I will tell you later in the book about the near-miraculous way God came through for me in the midst of this specific situation. In the meantime, though, I was realizing that finances were just one area where our values were at odds. As I peered down the road into the future of our marriage, I was disheartened to see it paved with arguments and conflict over one fundamental issue after another.

A MISGUIDED QUEST FOR MEANING

I knew that our values would soon clash over the way we would raise our children. I wanted Alison and Kyle to become authentic and enthusiastic followers of Jesus, exhibiting his morality and his attitudes of humility, servanthood, love, and self-sacrifice. Yet I knew Lee had a totally different goal. He would want to “toughen them up” so they would be more savvy, more cynical, and more ruthless than their peers. 

In addition, our perspective on Lee’s career began to differ. He was relentlessly devoted to success as a journalist, working extremely long hours under highly stressful circumstances to beat the competition at two other daily newspapers, four local TV news organizations, and two all-news radio stations. His life was like a whirlwind. He faced seven deadlines a day. Once he wrote nine articles in one day; another time he had three articles on the front page. He was focused like a laser beam on winning awards, promotions, and front-page bylines.

For years I had cheered him on, even though his obsession with the Chicago Tribune increasingly pulled him away from me and the children. But now, as my values were shifting, my perspective of what’s really important in life started to change. Family mattered to me. Time together with Lee became more and more valuable to me. The money from his career couldn’t compensate for the deterioration of his health that was inevitable under his unrealistic and ever-demanding schedule.

I began to recognize that Lee’s never-ending pursuit of journalistic success was really a desperate, misguided, and unconscious quest to find meaning in life. In a way, he was striving for immortality by trying to make a splash in the world and leave behind a pile of newspaper clippings for historians to see that he really had made a difference with his life. He was trying to achieve security by making himself invaluable to the newspaper, knowing he was only as good as his last front-page exclusive.

As a Christian, I was able to see what he could not: that only knowing Jesus Christ and helping build his kingdom could ever satisfy Lee’s desire for meaning. He would never really be fulfilled until he started living out God’s plan for his life. He would never find security apart from Jesus. And he would always work feverishly in a frantic desire to achieve immortality through leaving a journalistic legacy until he received Christ’s freely offered gift of eternal life in heaven.

In a similar way, Lee’s drinking began to bother me. He was a “recreational drunk,” someone who would periodically get plastered for the sheer fun of it. What I once saw as a harmless release of pent-up tension I now viewed as a twisted pursuit of the happiness he could never find until he personally encountered Jesus.

I could see these things but Lee couldn’t. If I had tried to point them out, he would have exploded in anger. Increasingly, we were going through life reading different scripts. While I knew mine would ultimately have a happy ending, I was also convinced that his was destined to end in disaster.

Unless God intervened.

FEAR OVER THE FUTURE 

These emotions—frustration over my spiritual isolation and discouragement over our differing values—were compounded by a recurring sense of fear. Some of it was anxiety over our marriage. Would Lee decide that divorce was the answer to our radically different lifestyles? Would he decide that I had changed too much from the person he once pledged to spend his life with? Even though divorce was never an option for me, I suspected there were times when he came close to calling a lawyer.

But my biggest fear concerned what I knew was going to happen someday after Lee’s death. A holy God would look at him and say, Lee, you rebuffed my offer of forgiveness and heaven for your entire life. You heard my message of mercy and hope, but you rejected it time after time. You made the choice to remain separate from me during your lifetime, and I let you have your way. Now I’ve sealed your decision. You can have your way throughout eternity by being separated from me and my people, forever.

No human being on this side of death can imagine the abject horror of being separated from any influence of God for all of eternity. That’s what hell is about. It’s a place of utter hopelessness, despair, and torment where people will gnash their teeth in an eternity of regret. I tried to rationalize away hell by saying it’s not as bad as fire-and-brimstone preachers make it out to be, but the clear teachings of the Bible paint it in terms too horrible to contemplate. I tried to soft-pedal the gospel by imagining that nice-but-ungodly people like Lee would somehow find their way to heaven, but again I knew I was playing games. Jesus himself taught otherwise.

I feared for Lee’s soul! I loved him and didn’t want to see him suffer and realize too late that he could have spent eternity in the blissful and perfect presence of God. I wanted the best for him, and that meant him having a redemptive relationship with Jesus Christ. It meant him knowing and experiencing God and unreservedly following him during his time in this world, and then enjoying heaven throughout the rest of time.

Sometimes my anguish over Lee’s future was so intense that it would start to generate another corrosive emotion in me—guilt. I found this vague, free-floating sense of self-condemnation difficult to shake.

PLAGUED BY MISPLACED GUILT 

The guilt didn’t start right away. It developed after many months as I began to despair that Lee would never receive Christ. Slowly, I started to experience misplaced feelings of responsibility for Lee’s spiritual condition.

If only I were a better Christian, I told myself, then Lee would clearly see Christ in me and have no choice but to conclude that he’s real. If I were only more loving, more sacrificing, more humble, more serving, then Lee would respond to the gospel. Maybe it’s my lackluster Christian life that’s hindering him from developing any interest in spiritual matters. If I would cooperate more with the Holy Spirit in his efforts to transform my character, then I would become a compelling witness. If I could just explain the gospel better or stop losing my patience with Lee, he’d certainly be a Christian by now.

The problem, of course, is that I would never be a perfect Christian! My shortcomings were always glaring at me. And as long as Lee resisted the gospel, I could find reasons to blame myself for his response. Unfortunately, this feeling of self-reproach is common among unequally yoked women. In fact, during the years she was wed to a nonbeliever, author Linda Davis found that some well-meaning Christians actually reinforced the idea that she was somehow to blame for his rejection of God: 

They said things like: “If you ladies with unsaved husbands would just be more sweet and loving, your husbands would get born-again in no time.” (This direct quote came from a retreat leader whose husband had been a Christian since age six.) “As soon as the Lord finishes working on you, then he’ll start working on your husband.” (Can’t he work on both of us at the same time?) “Just pray longer.” (Fifteen years isn’t long enough?) “You just need to love your husband to the Lord.”2

You can imagine how those devastating comments would fuel feelings of inadequacy among unequally yoked people! They play on their worst insecurities. On top of that, they’re just plain unscriptural! 

It took my friend Linda to set me straight one day when I was feeling sorry for myself and moping around because of Lee’s continued resistance to God. “Listen to me,” she said sternly. “You’re not responsible for Lee’s decision to receive or reject Christ. There isn’t one example in the Bible of anyone failing to come to Christ because his or her spouse wasn’t a good enough Christian. If a wife had to be perfect to win her spouse to the Lord, no husband would ever receive Christ!”

In his grace God does not put the burden of heaven or hell on any marriage partner. It would be too much to bear if a wife knew that her husband’s eternal destiny hinged solely on how well she lived out her faith in front of him or how compellingly she explained the gospel. I have seen wives who are paragons of Christian virtue and yet whose husbands are stone-cold toward God, and I have seen wives who could be poster children for Hypocrisy Anonymous whose husbands have become fully devoted to Christ.

In the end, the issue of salvation is strictly between your spouse and God. It’s the Holy Spirit’s role to convict him of sin (John 16:8–11); only the Father can draw someone to Christ (John 6:44). God won’t strong-arm your partner into following him; instead, God will honor his spiritual choices. As for you, the Bible gives Christian wives and husbands this responsibility: love your spouse. Love him or her unconditionally. Love him or her regardless of whether he or she ever bends the knee to Christ. Be devoted, be prayerful, be encouraging—but don’t try to be responsible! You’re not. Your spouse is. Period. 

If you have been plagued by pangs of guilt due to feeling responsible for your husband’s ongoing disinterest in God or church, you need to release yourself from that sentence. Yes, live out your faith as authentically as you can. Yes, confess to God those personal failures and flaws that don’t reflect well on Christ. Yes, apologize to your spouse when you haven’t behaved in a Christlike way. Yes, cooperate with the Holy Spirit as he works his transformational power in your life.

But, no, don’t assume responsibility for what you cannot control. Don’t wallow in blame for what ultimately is someone else’s decision. Don’t weigh yourself down with a burden that God never intended you to carry.

YOU DID THE RIGHT THING!

There you have it: emotional isolation and loneliness. Frustration. Clashing values. Fear. Guilt. Then add anger over the way Lee would constantly demean my faith; resentment over the way some Christians treated me like a second-class citizen because of my unequally yoked status; and anxiety over the way Lee and I were inexorably growing apart as a couple. Mix that toxic concoction with the similarly disorienting emotions that Lee was experiencing at the same time (and which he will describe in the next chapter). Sounds pretty hopeless, doesn’t it?

I don’t want to leave that impression. Despite the tensions my conversion to Christ caused in our home, I never regretted making the decision to follow Jesus. And through everything, God answered my prayers in remarkable ways, flowed peace and contentment into my life when worry seemed ready to engulf me, and lived up to his promises to me over and over again. I don’t think I could have ever gone through this alone—but, fortunately, I never had to. The Holy Spirit lived inside of me the whole time, closer than any mere friend could be. And God sent Linda into my life to be Jesus in flesh and blood to me. 

If you have made the decision to become a Christian, you have done the right thing! Never second-guess that, regardless of whatever trials come your way. As Jesus said to his disciples: “These things I have spoken to you, so that in Me you may have peace. In the world, you have tribulation, but take courage; I have overcome the world.”3

Peace and courage—aren’t those the very things we need in the midst of a spiritual mismatch? Peace to deal with the now, the emotional vertigo that makes our heart sick at this very moment. And courage to deal with the future—whatever tomorrow and the next day and the next month and the next year and even the next decade might hold.

Isn’t it just like our loving and gracious Savior to offer the exact help that is desperately needed by every person who is wrestling with being unequally yoked?
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