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‘‘Dr. Gary Oliver is not only my key mentor in life, but the person who actually helped me really understand what’s beneath the power of anger and what you can do about it.’’

—Gary Smalley, author of The DNA of Relationships 

‘‘Anger has been a destroyer of many marriages, but one of the powerful things Gary and Carrie show us is how to harness the energy of anger to lead us into a deeper level of intimacy in marriage. Not only is this a clear, practical book on enriching our marriages, it is also an intimate and honest look into the marriage of the authors. I’ve known Gary and Carrie for years, and they lived the reality of what they’ve written.’’

—David Stoop, PhD, author of Better Than Ever: Seven 
Secrets to a Great Marrriage 

‘‘Every couple needs this book! Why? Because conflict is inevitable and Gary and Carrie Oliver show you, step-by-step, how to use your conflicts to your advantage. They give you the tools you need to cultivate deeper and deeper intimacy—not in spite of your conflict, but because of it! With their help you’ll create an emotional safety net for your relationship. And you’ll turn your conflicts inside out with Mad About Us.’’ 

—Drs. Les and Leslie Parrott, authors of Your Time-Starved 
Marriage 

‘‘If you’re serious about having a passionate, caring, connected marriage . . . then walk to the counter and buy this book right now. We cannot think of a more courageous couple than Gary and Carrie Oliver. What they learned in the battles they faced over the years can help keep your marriage from becoming a war zone. Even more, their ‘I can do that!’ wisdom can turn ‘mad’ into ‘madly in love’ with your spouse.’’

—John and Cindy Trent, The Center for StrongFamilies 

‘‘If you want to take your marriage from good to great, if you want to discover the DNA of intimacy in ways that can transform your marriage, then you must read Mad About Us. You’ll be pleasantly surprised at how easy it can be to increase the passion and deepen the intimacy in your marriage. This is a book you’ll read more than once and recommend to your friends.’’

—Tim Clinton, President, American Association of Christian 
 Counselors.

‘‘Years ago we planted two trees . . . feet from each other and watched them grow over the years. In the early stages they were both nourished by the sun and rain and grew independent of each other. Then their root systems went deeper and began to intertwine with each other to the point where today if you look deep beneath the surface they appear as one. But it didn’t happen without struggle, roots wrapping around each other, at times crowding each other out and fighting for nourishment. And today they bring shade, strength, and beautiful color to our lives. A bit like becoming one in marriage. We bring our own root systems into our union, as we grow we fight for our place and ultimately become so interdependent and connected that we can’t discern where one of us begins and the other ends. Our dear friends, Gary and Carrie Oliver, bring a vulnerable, inside look at God’s grace in taking two strong trees and making them one, not in spite of the struggles but because they walked through the storms of life . . . together. The Olivers unpack an inside look into the God-given emotion of anger and how they not only grew through the struggles but glorified God and experienced the intimacy that can only come through the struggles. Gary and Carrie are two of our heroes. Read this book, Mad About Us, and they will become your heroes as well.’’

—Dr. Gary and Barb Rosberg, authors of Divorce-Proof Your 
Marriage 
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In celebration of the vibrant life of 

Carrie E. Oliver 

APRIL 21, 1959–JULY 2, 2007 


Loving wife 
Beloved mother 
Caring daughter and sister 
Loyal friend 
Wise counselor 
A lover of Jesus 

‘‘Jesus said to her, ‘I am the resurrection and the life. 
 He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; 
 and whoever lives and believes in me will never die.’ ’’ 

—John 11:25–26 





PREFACE 

For the last two years of her life, my wife, Carrie, courageously battled metastatic pancreatic cancer. She had been given a three to six month prognosis, but with great faith in the goodness, grace, and sovereignty of her Lord Jesus Christ, with amazing courage and determination, and with the prayer support of friends, Carrie lived for two more years. Those two years were gifts to me, our family, our friends, and thousands of people who knew Carrie only from the ‘‘Journal of Hope’’ she kept on her Web site (www.carrieshealth.com). Shortly after we finished writing Mad About Us, Carrie went from the arms of her family to the arms of the Lord she loved and had so faithfully served. 

The first book we wrote together was Raising Sons and Loving It! and it contained some of the very practical things we learned from raising our three sons and helping many other parents raise theirs. This book, Mad About Us, was a special joy and truly a labor of love. It was inspired by our love for each other and our love for what we knew marriage could become—a miracle we had witnessed firsthand. 

It was such a privilege for us to write it together. Carrie poured a lot of her heart into this book. She believed the message because we had experienced it, we saw literally hundreds of couples use it in our counseling work, and we shared it with thousands of other couples in our marriage enrichment conferences—all with great results.

There were times she wasn’t feeling well, especially after some of her chemotherapy treatments, when I would find her at the computer writing her heart out. I would encourage her to just rest and take it easy, but she would always say that it was good medicine for her, and the idea of couples being helped to discover a new way to build greater intimacy actually gave her energy and thrilled her—as it does me.

While Carrie is no longer with us, I am still madly in love with her and even more deeply committed to sharing the message of how to experience and enjoy an intimate, passionate, growth-focused, and Christ-centered marriage. Carrie’s greatest desire was that God would be glorified and that people would see the difference He made in her life and in our marriage and our family. I pray that God will use this book to accomplish that in your life and in your marriage.

—Gary Oliver 
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INTRODUCTION 

When I pick up a book I wonder, What qualifies this author to write on this subject? Does he or she have some understanding as to the plight of my life? Will this book be relevant to me? You might be asking similar questions about Mad About Us, yet another book on marriage. Who are these people, where did they come from, and what do they have to offer me?

WHO WE ARE 

As we write this book Gary and I have been married for twenty-six years, raised three sons, changed jobs and moved four times, acquired several degrees and a daughter-in-law along the way, walked through cancer, and lost one of our sons. Over the past thirty years Gary has conducted over one hundred weddings, and we’ve provided premarital counseling for more than one thousand couples and marriage counseling for well over five thousand couples. We have taught marriage seminars and healthy relationship classes and written articles for various magazines. We have studied communication, conflict resolution, the differences between men and women, emotions and godly ways to express them.

We come to you with this book straight from our hearts and experience. You see, we are a real couple that, like you, has conflicts and differences that continue to catch us by surprise! Both Gary and I are still amazed and puzzled by the way we think, act, feel or don’t feel, communicate, and generally do life very differently from each other. Sometimes we like the differences and sometimes we get mad—frustrated, lonely, hurt, distant—when differences and conflict surface.

WHY WE WROTE THE BOOK 

Aside from our differences and ongoing frustrations, we have grown an intimate marriage and believe you can do the same. We cannot imagine life without each other. Sometimes we can imagine a day without the other, but life—no way! We want that for your marriage too.

Without exception every couple we have worked with began their marriage with a proclamation of their love and a commitment to stay together until ‘‘death do us part.’’ That’s how we started ours. We all talked about our dreams for a lifetime of love, trust, safety, security, and deep levels of intimacy.

In many cases the couples we have worked with talked about being madly in love or mad about each other. Unfortunately the reality is that once a couple gets married the ‘‘mad’’ that was a synonym for passionate love often becomes a synonym for unhealthy frustration. That frustration can easily turn to an unhealthy anger that discourages hearts, divides couples, and often destroys relationships.

The tragedy is that it doesn’t take long for the ‘‘mad about each other’’ to turn into mad at each other and for the relationship to go into a downhill slide. There are a gazillion reasons why some marriages fall apart while others survive but are characterized by mediocrity. However, the vast majority of those failed or mediocre marriages have at their core the inability to understand differences, deal with the emotion of anger in healthy ways, and engage in healthy and constructive conflict.

WHAT'S IN THE BOOK FOR YOU 

This is a book about intimacy. It’s a book about restoring the positive passion that we all had at the beginning of our marriage journey. Our hope is that this book will help you to enjoy a long-lasting and mutually satisfying marriage relationship characterized by intimacy. Our goal is that after reading this book you will better understand how dealing with anger and conflict can lead you to that intimacy. Over the years the many couples we’ve worked with have taught us that if we don’t understand how to deal with unhealthy anger and engage in constructive conflict, we will never experience the deep levels of intimacy that led us into marriage in the first place.

Mad About Us seeks to offer hope. If we had to put into one word what has brought us through a marriage that has lasted twenty-six years it is hope. We have never lost hope for a better tomorrow and a better marriage. The hope comes from a belief system that says God can change my heart and my perspective and I can learn new ways of understanding God’s Word, myself, and my spouse. The good news is that we can always learn something new, or even better, recommit to that which we already know.

We have never lost hope, even as we’ve both walked through cancer, and even after we lost our son Matt. We have both had tremendous pain, confronted fear, and wondered about tomorrow, but we have never given up hope. I received an article on hope early on in my diagnosis, and I have clung to the words of that article. Hope is what sustains us to live on this earth whether we are struggling through difficulty or things are going well. I have come to love my God deeply as He has walked this road of cancer and grief with me. Writing this book is a blessing and privilege for me and one that I treasure as I share with you the hope God has for you in any area of struggle in your life, even in your marriage. Won’t you cling to hope as well?

Reading this book you will contemplate what God had in mind when He created us in His image. He designed us to experience intimacy. Have you been afraid of anger? Are you easily frustrated? Do emotions seem to be a foreign concept? Or are you a person who can’t seem to round up all the emotions you feel, overwhelming yourself and those around you? Does the word conflict make you run in the opposite direction? You can learn new ways of understanding anger and expressing emotions that can be helpful both to your spouse and to you.

Would you like a deeper experience of intimacy in your marriage? We would like to show you how to move through conflict and anger to that intimacy, a safe place to be both real and vulnerable, a place to discover more about yourself and your spouse.

We pray that from a renewed hope you will be changed and that your intimacy with your spouse will be greater and deeper than you have ever experienced. As you begin to read this book, and better yet apply what you read, our hope is that you will be inspired, challenged, and even changed with time.

—Carrie Oliver 





CHAPTER 
1 

 AND THEY LIVED 
 HAPPILY EVER 
 AFTER 

On a beautiful December day in Nebraska, in a gorgeous church setting, Gary and I stood before a crowd of people and said our marriage vows to one another. Lovely things like, ‘‘I will love you unconditionally. I will honor and respect you and be with you in sickness and in health.’’ We had beautiful praise and worship music, took Communion, and lit our unity candle, symbolizing becoming one. It was a magical, dreamy, one-in-a-million day. I don’t think Ken and Barbie could have done it better!

Like many couples, by the second day of marriage we began to discover that we were very different from each other. During our engagement we saw each other only on the weekends, giving a glimpse of the best of who we were. On the second day of our marriage we began to feel emotions that we had not felt yet with each other. I noticed that Gary could get distracted, it seemed, very easily. I felt rejected because he was not paying attention like I thought he did when we were dating and engaged. He noticed that I had more opinions than before, and the opinions seemed to be the opposite of his own, leaving him feeling disrespected and unheard. The result? We felt insecure and misunderstood. The ‘‘mad about each other’’ became just ‘‘mad.’’

We have dreams when we commit to marriage. We have expectations that we have found our soul mate, our prince or princess. We dream of making a safe haven where we can be vulnerable, accepted, understood, and loved. We desire friendship, companionship, and sometimes partnership. But real-life marriage doesn’t always measure up to our dreams, and we often become disappointed and angry.

GOD’S DESIGN 

Miraculously, God created man and woman in His image (Genesis 1:27). Isn’t this wonderful to contemplate, that each and every one of us is walking around with the image of God? Oh to grasp this truth and live it out rather than live as the fallen, sinful beings we became when wrong choices were made.

God had something good in mind when He brought man and woman together. He said that it was not a good thing for the man to be alone. He brought forth the woman from the man and gave them to each other (Genesis 2:18–22). Marriage is a place where we have the opportunity to feel close to someone else, so close that loneliness does not overwhelm us. God created the sexual experience for a man and woman in marriage to enjoy with delight and freedom. Pure pleasure. Another place to feel safe, vulnerable, and not alone.

God also designed the marriage relationship to reflect who He is. Because we are made in His image, because we are in relationship, we now can show the world what intimate relationship looks like. Marriage is both a reflection and a microcosm of a personal relationship with God. Marriage is a place to become more holy and to demonstrate holiness to a fallen world.

God’s design for marriage is that we would experience intimacy with Him and then with each other. Do not be discouraged if you are reading along and find that this does not ring true in your marriage! Remember that thing called hope? If everyone had cooperated in the garden of Eden and followed God’s rules, there would be no need for any marriage book on the market! But we all know that is not what happened. Sin entered the world and sin entered marriage. When this took place, the man and woman began to hide from each other. They hid their bodies, their hearts, and their minds. If they did it right there with God so close to them, even to His calling out in an audible voice, ‘‘Where are you?’’ (Genesis 3:9), then it is not surprising that we do the same in our world today, not exactly the garden of Eden.

EVER AFTER, 
 BUT NOT ALWAYS HAPPILY!

In our fallen world, we continue to experience the effects of what took place that day sin entered into the picture. We began to hide from God and from one another. Intimacy was invaded, and we were left with two ways of coping. We have found as we work with couples, and in our own marriage, that these two ways are hiding and blaming. Pretty close to what Adam and Eve experienced that day! They hid from God, and lots of blaming took place. ‘‘She did it, God, and you were the one who gave her to me,’’ Adam proclaimed (see Genesis 3:12). The snake got a bad rap, and everyone started hiding themselves with those fig leaves.

A couple sat across from me in a recent session and I listened to the same story that I hear over and over again. Jason resists coming home at night because he feels Melissa does not meet his needs and blames him for much of her emotional turmoil. She says that he doesn’t pay enough attention to her, all he cares about is himself, and he only plays with the baby because he is supposed to. Meanwhile he feels that she is only in touch with her own feelings, completely misunderstands him, and does not encourage him as a husband, father, and provider. They argue, then retreat. Nothing is resolved and intimacy is hindered. The ‘‘happily ever after’’ us becomes the ‘‘mad at each other’’ us.

Oddly, this same scenario has been going on for centuries, and we are not doing anything much differently to change it. We continue to deal with conflict and differences in the same ways that Adam and Eve did back in the garden.

Blaming is a very large part of how we function as human beings in most of our relationships. (If you are parents, you see it happen all the time with the kids. One sibling is constantly pointing the finger at the other sibling.) We simply do not want to take responsibility for our behavior, and it rarely occurs to us to sit back and try to understand the heart of our spouse. We are not intentional about how we listen to them even in their emotional experience of hurt or anger or fear. If we are completely honest, once we start to feel the emotions, we begin to focus on our need at the moment and how our spouse should be meeting it or at least listening to us.

We can become good at hiding when we find that blaming doesn’t get the results we wanted, so now we just don’t share at all. Trouble is, we are still experiencing emotions at some level and we sacrifice intimacy with our spouse when we hide our heart from their heart.

But ‘‘happily’’ is still God’s plan for us! He desires for us to experience love, friendship, and deep intimacy, but we must come to grips with what is going on in the ever after that is not so happy, and the sooner the better. If we don’t, we become disillusioned and defeated and feel as if our expectations were all for naught! This can set us up for a lifetime of marital defeat rather than marital bliss.

DIFFERENTLY EVER AFTER 

What is it that we just don’t get? God created us male and female from the beginning. Our differences are part of His design. But it seems when sin entered the world, the differences that were once helpful to intimacy became hindrances to intimacy. We can see that our body structures are very different on the outside. That is a good thing! What we react to are the major differences on the inside. We may even blame each other for being different.

The female brain is constructed very differently than the male brain. Females live in the relational and emotional hemispheres of the brain fairly consistently.1 This is due to more connectors between the right and left hemispheres. A female secretes higher levels of oxytocin, sometimes called the ‘‘bonding’’ chemical.2 This chemical is secreted at greater levels during childbirth to aid in the bonding process between the mother and the child. Females reach out to bond in their relationships due to higher oxytocin levels.

Men, on the other hand, secrete very little of this chemical; it is most likely to be at higher levels right after having sexual intercourse. While testosterone drives the male in their sexual desire, they do feel very bonded after sex due to the rise in the oxytocin level. A woman wants to bond before sexual intercourse, while a man feels bonding afterward. We would become less mad about this whole sexual dilemma if we just understood these simple differences as male and female and sought to meet each other’s needs. Husbands, bond a little with your wife, and wives, have sex with your husband, and you will both get an oxytocin high! We know it is not that simple—we live in the real world like you do. But if we recognize and appreciate our differences, we can avoid doing the same thing that does not work over and over again.

Entire books have been dedicated to teaching on the male and female brain and chemical differences. Our ‘‘happily ever after’’ is affected when we don’t understand that men are more compartmentalized in their approach to life and relationships and emotions, while most women are constantly working out of a relational- and emotional-thinking process. This is why men do not remember emotional experiences as well as women do. They may remember facts about sports events or what is happening on Wall Street, but what our tears were about two weeks ago may elude them.

A woman’s brain has been shown not to rest at all, while a man’s brain will need mental naps. Beware, ladies, to watch for the stare on his face. He may be taking a mental nap, giving you the signal that a deep emotional connection and conversation is not going to happen! If you don’t want to get mad and frustrated or hurt, then wait until that brain of his is awake and alert and trying to make the switch to the relational compartment.

Testosterone is a major player in the male. A man has thirty times more testosterone than a woman has. Testosterone drives the sexual desire and may increase competitiveness and aggression. As we mentioned, women secrete oxytocin, which drives them to bond. In conflict a woman may try to bond with her husband. She does this by trying to talk, relate, get her emotions out, and often because she does not understand the differences, she may expect him to function in similar ways. He has to actively work at going to the compartment in his brain that is relational, emotional. He often does not understand this about himself and perceives her advances as pressure to perform. Often this scenario results in misunderstanding, sometimes leading to anger and frustration.

PERSONALITY DIFFERENCES 

There are gender differences, but we are also different in the ways we see or approach our world because of our personalities. We know we have different personalities; we may even say, ‘‘My spouse has a lot of personality!’’ What we liked about our spouse and his or her personality can become a frustration after the marriage vows when we try to make everyday life work.

I like details and the experience of the here and now, while Gary likes vision and dreams and planning for the future. I remember in the first year of our marriage Gary started talking about taking a trip to Europe. We had absolutely no money. I had been on a plane only one time, and that was to California for our honeymoon. Now he was talking about flying to England, spending two weeks there and then another two weeks on the continent of Europe, for a total of a month. I felt fear from the tip of my head to the bottom of my toes. Where were we going to get the money? Would we have jobs when we got back? How would we drive around? And where would we stay? Who is this man? I did not join him in this crazy dream. Every detail of why we could not possibly do this came to my mind and out of my mouth.

We experienced several of these scenarios in our first year of marriage. It was a blessing to us that Gary was in his doctoral program. During his program he became familiar with different personality types in a personality assessment class. This helped us tremendously as we discovered that neither of us was out to destroy the other’s dreams or security or privacy. We came to our world with different personalities, and what we needed to do was understand this about each other, affirm our differences, and work through them.

It is so easy to get mad when we don’t see eye to eye. Personality is a huge area of difference that most couples simply do not understand. When our spouse reacts and thinks differently than we do, we may take it personally. I was very guilty of doing this early on in our marriage. I am a feeling person, which means I make decisions based on my feelings. When Gary did not always feel the same as I did, or even worse, had some rational, logical solution to offer, I felt misunderstood. I felt as if my feelings were not being heard. He felt very similar when I did not listen to and utilize his well-thought-out, very rational solutions to my problems or our problems. We ended up blaming each other for not understanding and learned fast what not to talk about, eventually hiding from the issues. (Not happily ever after.)

JESUS BRINGS THE HAPPY 
 INTO THE EVER AFTER 

After about fifteen years of marriage (hopefully you will get this faster than we did), we began to really see what Jesus could do in this marriage of ours. You see, having tools and skills, listening and communicating, resolving conflict, and expressing emotions are all very helpful when trying to grow a marriage. But even when we try to implement these skills, we must remember what God had in mind when He created marriage. Most Christians would say that Christ makes a difference in their marriage, but most do not function in this manner. We don’t wake up in the morning saying to ourselves, ‘‘Today I will be Christ to my spouse.’’ But we are very aware of how our spouse is not being Christ to us.

We suggest starting each day with a prayer that goes something like this: Jesus, look at me. Show me my weaknesses and strengths. How am I doing loving my partner? Jesus, if I were kinder and gentler, what would that look like? I think I might speak more softly. I would listen to my spouse today. I would say ‘‘I love you,’’ and I would touch this person you gave me. I would say I was sorry. Because you love me, Jesus, I might even be willing to face conflict with my spouse or take responsibility for something I said or did. I might let my spouse see my heart as I am doing with you now. Thank you for this mate you have given me. Help me to see what I need to change in order to love well. I know that you love me well in spite of myself. I believe that as I do these things and as I pray this prayer consistently I can work through my emotions better. I can look at not only how I feel but at how we both feel in our marriage, and that gives me hope for a deeper intimacy.

What God desires for us is that we be transformed in the marriage relationship—that we, with each day, would look just a little bit more like Him because we spent the day with our spouse. Wow! I know for us many days did not exactly end with this type of result. The exciting news is that when we are functioning out of what God planned for us, we experience deeper and deeper levels of intimacy both with Him and each other. This is a great motivator to change and do things differently, especially when we grasp what intimacy is. Genuine intimacy goes beyond the soul mate idea. Our culture, Christian culture included, promotes the idea that we ‘‘find’’ our soul mate, when in fact what God had in mind is that we ‘‘become’’ a soul mate.

Do you want that in your marriage? Do you want to know more about God’s idea of intimacy and what it means to be transformed and have a transformed relationship? That is our heart for you and your marriage. In the next chapter we’ll see that God created us for intimacy, and we’ll look at the components of intimacy.

You may think that ‘‘happily ever after’’ can’t happen or that ‘‘content ever after’’ is the best you can hope for, but we know that God wants great joy for us in marriage, more than mere contentment. He desires for us to be vibrant, Jesus-emulating human beings in love with each other. He wants us to demonstrate to the world that marriage works, and it works because Jesus died on a cross for us so that we might have life, and life more abundantly! Jesus does bring the happy into the ‘‘ever after.’’

SMALL BEGINNINGS 

1. Identify the disappointments of the ‘‘ever after’’ in your marriage. What were your expectations when you got married?

2. What are some differences that seem to plague your relationship? Are there differences that you enjoy?

3. What are some of the issues in your marriage that you hide from or have decided not to address?

4. Do you tend to blame your spouse for the problems in your marriage? 

5. How much is Jesus allowed into your relationship? How can you begin to change the level at which He makes a difference?

6. How can you become a better soul mate?





CHAPTER 
2 

 DESIGNED TO 
 EXPERIENCE 
 INTIMACY 

One reason many of us married our spouse is that they seemed to know us better than anyone else we’d ever dated. They listened to us, paid attention to our interests and needs, and really seemed to care about even the little things in our lives. We assumed that this would be just the beginning of an amazing, deep, passionate, trusting, and intimate marriage. When we get married we pack expectations right inside the luggage (or baggage, as some would call it) that we take with us on the honeymoon and into the marriage. 

INSTANT SOUL MATES?

The media leads us to believe that intimacy is easy to create, perhaps even on a first date! Instant soul mates! We may question our ability to experience intimacy with our spouse when we don’t feel the soul mate thing. Because we see instant intimacy everywhere we turn, we come to expect that we will feel it easily as well and become confused or frustrated when we don’t.

During the months of our engagement Gary and I talked and dreamed and shared our hearts. We prayed together, we shared our ideas on books we read, we even had fun planning the wedding with little conflict! We felt so close. We thought we were very intimate. Shortly after the wedding it was as if I woke up next to someone I did not know. Our differences started coming at us fast, and instead of working through them or appreciating them, we bumped up against them hard. We felt unheard and we felt unknown.

We hear from many couples in our enrichment seminars and in our counseling that they had similar experiences. We have a lifetime of marriage to get to know each other, but we don’t think it will take that long! One day it hits us that the person who seemed to be a soul mate has suddenly turned into an adversary.

In the counseling office, I (Carrie) find that people sometimes limit their interpretation of intimacy to the bedroom. True, this is a great place to experience some of what intimacy has to offer, but the bedroom is not the place where intimacy begins or ends. In fact, if there isn’t intimacy outside of the bedroom, there will never be the deepest or most fulfilling levels of intimacy inside of the bedroom.

Intimacy can be extremely energizing, as well as completely draining. Think of it; we want to know and be known. God created us for intimacy, and so we long for it, but we often experience emotional conflict trying to gain it. As a result of our disappointment, discouragement, and frustration, we often experience anger. Anger in marriage can tend to dry up the intimacy from the relationship, and we are left thirsting for something more.

INTIMACY: WHAT IS IT?

What did God have in mind for this whole idea of growing intimacy with our life-spouse? We were built with a need for connection, to bond, to belong. It is something God instilled in us when He created us. We have within us a need for another to know us and a need to experience safety in our strengths and in our weaknesses. We have been created to have this closeness with Jesus Christ, and we have been created to seek this out with other humans. As we talk of intimacy in this chapter we will be addressing intimacy within the boundaries of marriage. This is the deepest form of intimacy that a human being has the potential to experience while here on earth because it encompasses the heart, the soul, the intellect, the emotions, and unlike other intimate relationships, the physical-sexual part.

Merriam-Webster’s New Collegiate Dictionary defines intimate as, ‘‘belonging to or characterizing one’s deepest nature, marked by very close association, contact or familiarity, of a very personal or private nature.’’ Intimacy is an aspect of marriage that evolves over time. We must view intimacy as something we work toward as an artist paints with painstaking strokes of the brush to create a beautiful piece of art. Most of us do not understand this developmental process, and we get frustrated with how tedious it can be to go the distance to become intimate. 

Intimacy is good for marriage! Like a beautiful flower garden, intimacy is something that has to be cultivated, attended to, watered, and cared for. Without proper care it will be stunted, the color will be dull, the bud may never open or never start to grow, or it will die prematurely. 

When I think of intimacy that develops over time I think of Dwight and Julie. They went into their marriage relationship understanding that marriage takes effort and that intimacy is not instant. They grew their marriage by daily watering their relationship with love, affection, and romance. They understood that they both needed Christ. Dwight and Julie took time for dates and tune-ups, getting away to talk about how they were doing. When they did feel hurt they did not let hurt build up. Built-up hurt and anger are like weeds choking out the intimacy from a relationship. They wrap themselves around what is healthy and simply kill it off. When we focus on hurt and anger that soon becomes all we see.

Dwight and Julie were able to put their pride aside and seek help when they felt they could not deal with problems on their own. They watered, fertilized, and cultivated their marriage with prayer, vulnerability, and trust, assuming the best in each other. This couple could then turn around and provide great insight as mentors for newly married couples. They had grown their intimacy rather than let it be stunted or choked out by not giving intimacy the attention it so needs.

There are different expressions of intimacy. Sometimes we just need our spouse to know what we are thinking. Walking through cancer as Gary and I each have, we get scared at times and we need to share those scary thoughts. Gary loves to dream, and even though I prefer the present day of my life, he feels very close to me when he can talk about what he dreams for the future. I don’t have to have the same dream; I only need to listen to his and encourage him.

Intimacy often requires that we do activities together. There are many types of recreational activities to share, but one dear couple in our community group is sharing time together right now that is a big sacrifice on the husband’s part. His wife has class many nights out of the week after they work all day. She is finishing her master’s degree. He joins her for the one-hour drive from their home to her class. While this might not be his favorite recreational activity, they are together and their intimacy is building. We delight as a group to watch their intimacy grow!

Intimacy is expressed in how we share our emotions. I let Gary know me better when I name my feelings and tell him about them, and I know him better when he can do some of the same. Some couples can really get stuck here if they are unaware of their emotions, and that is why we devote so much of this book to understanding emotions and how to express them.

The experience of sharing the sexual relationship is truly God’s great gift in marriage. It is not the only expression of intimacy, but it is an ingredient to creating intimacy, and it requires intimacy to experience it to its fullest capacity.

In addition, things like acceptance, affection, vulnerability, safety, communication, nurturing, kindness, empathy, listening, quality time, dating, romance, etc., all contribute to intimacy. But there are a few other key components to intimacy within a relationship. What are the brushstrokes that create on this canvas of marriage a beautiful piece of art called intimacy? As we explore the components of intimacy, keep in mind that they are all found in Scripture. Remember, intimacy was God’s idea; He is the one who created it.

SENSE OF SELF 

Intimacy begins with understanding that we are designed in God’s image, and to be intimate with another person we must bring to the relationship a healthy and godly sense of self. As I know who God created me to be and I embrace these parts I can then bring them to Gary and embrace who God created him to be. I know my strengths and my weaknesses. When I can admit my weaknesses and I don’t feel I have to defend my strengths, I am more likely to be safe to embrace his strengths and weaknesses. He then is free to be who God created him to be. Bringing my self to him in intimacy can help me to see more of who God created me to be and more of who God created him to be, releasing us both to bring great glory to His kingdom.

Understanding and embracing self can be a looming task, and it too is a developmental process. Often we bring a damaged self or a misunderstood self to the marriage relationship. Many people I work with are looking for their spouse to complete them. When their spouse does not seem to be able to perform this task, anger, hurt, and frustration are often felt, and the result is broken trust. But our spouse cannot fix us, and in fact many of us do not want to be fixed by our spouse. And although our spouse cannot fix us, marriage needs to be a safe place to bring our hurts, our losses, our grief, and our weaknesses. I cannot know all of Gary’s hurts to the extent that I understand them completely, but I can listen to him; I can affirm him and encourage him.

Tina had experienced sexual abuse as a child. Her husband, Kevin, did not show fear of this or anger but simply let Tina know that his heart wanted to walk alongside hers as she learned to trust him and that he would not hurt her. Kevin did not blame any sexual problems they had on Tina. He let her know that he had hurts as well from his childhood and that they could work through their hurts together. Sometimes our pasts are so painful we need to pursue counseling. Our partner can offer to be a part of that process if it will be helpful.

Our spouse is a part of our lives to complete the parts of who we are in a partnership of mutual love. If I am looking for Gary to fix these damaged parts of me, then he will fail. But if I trust him to allow me to talk about these parts and to walk with me on my journey with Christ healing me, then I bring a self that is healthy and seeking to let him know me. And I can enjoy knowing these parts of him as well. Then I am also willing to walk with him on his journey of healing. There is only one healer, our God in heaven. We are here to be reflections of His love, sometimes getting it right and sometimes getting it wrong, but working at bringing ourselves to our spouse and working at knowing who our spouse is in healthy and helpful ways.

TRUST 

Another component of intimacy, and a very important one, is the ability to trust and be trusted. This is tricky for most of us. Isaiah 12:2 says, ‘‘See, God has come to save me. I will trust in him and not be afraid. The Lord God is my strength and my song; he has given me victory’’ (NLT). Trust first begins with trusting God that He loves us and that He has provided salvation for us and He is willing to walk with us on this earth in the form of His Son, Jesus Christ. We also need to understand that as a result of sin, none of us can possibly achieve pure trustworthiness while we are on this earth. I find in my own experience of being married to Gary that it is easier for me to expect him to be trustworthy but to give myself some extra leeway, because after all I am not perfect! But I need to give him the same grace.

Many people come from backgrounds where they learned not to trust. Others have made mistakes over and over again and failed at being trustworthy. When we understand that intimacy demands trust at its core, we understand that we have to change our past experience and become someone who can be trusted. Our behavior needs to communicate to our spouse, ‘‘I do not want to hurt you in any way, and even if I do please understand that in the deepest parts of my heart my intention for you is good not bad. I will work to gain your trust again if I fail.’’ Trusting and being trusted is something we build together as we work on intimacy.

Primary to being able to trust and to being trusted is our belief in a God who is trustworthy. If we do not trust the Lord in all of our daily life experiences, how can we really understand the whole concept of trust? Let’s explore this ‘‘God trust’’ in Scripture. Following are some of the many verses that talk about God as trustworthy.

Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding. (Proverbs 3:5) 

For you have been my hope, O Sovereign Lord. (Psalm 71:5) 

He trusts in the Lord; let the Lord rescue him. Let him deliver him since he delights in him. (Psalm 22:8) 

As Gary and I have walked through our marriage, through parenting, and especially through cancer, we have had to come face to face with the question, can I trust my God? What we have found is that He is a God to be trusted. He has answered prayers, and He does reveal His precious love to us. It may not always look like we want it to look, but the fact remains that He delights in those who delight in Him (Psalm 37). We encourage you to seek Scripture in order to understand further this trustworthy God of ours.

Over the course of a life relationship, trust will probably be broken at some level, requiring the components of honesty and forgiveness in order to reestablish trust and continue to build and develop deep intimacy.

HONESTY 

At the Christian university where Gary and I work, the students are looking for authenticity. Somewhere inside of their hearts they intuit that honesty is a treasure and a lost art. It is, in fact, something that the human heart needs from another human heart. Certainly I cannot be intimate with another unless I am willing to be honest. Honest about how I feel, what I think, what I have done, who I am, what I long for, where I have been. To be intimate with a marriage partner we need this type of honesty. You see, intimacy requires trust and trust requires honesty. When we are willing to be honest we can confess our wrongful behavior and ask for forgiveness, another component of intimacy.

FORGIVENESS 

As we have said, anger and frustration seem to be an occupational hazard of marriage. Somewhere in the marriage process we all will experience being angry and frustrated with our beloved. Things like the full trash can that didn’t get taken out for the 20 millionth time, the forgotten phone call, the words that were insensitive, the lack of encouragement or touch, or the disrespect. The ability to ask for forgiveness and to forgive takes us to a deeper level of intimacy. Even in the most significant places of betrayal, such as adultery or secret addictions, intimacy can be restored when honesty and forgiveness and repentance take place to repair the relationship.

It is important to understand that forgiveness does not mean instant restoration of the relationship, but it is a step toward restoration. Forgiveness means we eventually let go of anger; we do not allow anger to keep its grip on us. When we forgive we go deeper and away from anger to the places where we hurt or have hurt our spouse. We get behind the eyes and experience of our spouse and see their world from their perspective. That is called empathy. We so want our partner to empathize with us, to get inside our heart. Can we do that for them, even when we are so angry we want to lash out or hide? Anger gives us the opportunity to look at what we are really feeling, whether we are hurt or afraid. As we do this we can also look at our spouse beyond their anger to the underlying hurt or fear and reach inside their heart to touch them as we ask for forgiveness or we offer the gift of forgiveness. Oh how vital, how intimate!

BOUNDARIES 

One final component central to laying the foundation for intimacy is the ability to form healthy and godly boundaries. Boundaries is one of those buzz words in our culture. But what are boundaries and why are they foundational for intimacy? We can only understand boundaries if we understand who we are in Christ. Who are we? Again, what am I bringing to the relationship? As I understand self I understand more about what kind of boundaries are important to me. Anger is felt when boundaries are crossed.

I worked with a couple in which the husband’s behavior sent the message that his wife should be there to meet all of his relational/social needs. The wife felt tremendous pressure. She was holding this pressure inside rather than sharing with him what she felt and that she could not do this for him. She needed to set a boundary. We are able to set boundaries when we are aware of what we are uncomfortable with that our spouse may be asking us to do. This may be in the sexual realm, the relational/social realm, the marriage role realm. The ability to say no in gentle ways is intimate.

Christ desires us to become one, but He never said become enmeshed. The more I become intimate with Gary—trusting him, being honest with him, allowing him to see me as myself, forgiving him, and setting boundaries—the more one I am with him because I know him and he knows me in deeper ways. At the same time in this oneness we also grow to become more unique! Much of what God created in my gifting is released and people see Gary and me as one, but they also see how we are unique and complement each other.

Setting boundaries and talking about boundaries is a part of this oneness process and key to feeling safe with our partner. When we say no, I can’t go to a movie tonight, or this is not a good time to talk about the too-large phone bill, or I would love to work on that remodeling project with you or go on that speaking engagement, but I just don’t have the energy for it right now, we risk being intimate. As we say no we say I trust you to hold my boundary with care. When our spouse sets a boundary, we must make an effort not to take it personally and to keep ourselves from crossing it. It’s important to recognize our spouse’s need for the limit.

Intimacy—so vital, so central, so misunderstood, so rarely experienced in the way that God desired for us to experience. There is hope though! Intimacy can be understood, it can be grown from little, and it can be restored.

Now that we’ve examined the components to intimacy, in the next chapter we’ll look at some of the barriers that keep us from achieving the intimacy we so long for.

SMALL BEGINNINGS 

1. Write your own definition of intimacy and talk about it with your spouse.

2. What key component (self, trust, honesty, forgiveness, boundaries) do you believe you hear God calling you to invest your energy in just a little bit more to improve the intimacy level in your relationship? What key component do you believe you and your spouse are experiencing that is helpful for your relationship?

3. When you were/are ‘‘mad about us’’ or madly in love with your spouse, what is going on between the two of you that affects these positive feelings?

4. What holds you back from risking intimacy?

5. What might be some possible ways to improve intimacy in your marriage even in the next couple of weeks?
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