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To my wife Dianne

To my children Katie and Lloyd

To Ron who has become a brother

To our friends at Glenwood Church Centre – all of whom have loved me – against the odds
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Foreword

Roy and I were first introduced to Rob and Dianne Parsons when we watched the film of their Marriage Matters seminar. We had never been to an event like it! The three hours went in a moment. Here at last were people tackling, honestly, the issues that affect every marriage – but with an admission that they were fellow sufferers! The audience were spellbound. One minute there was helpless laughter as Rob talked about some of the crazy expectations we often have of each other or the way we row over the silliest things, the next an occasional tear as Dianne talked about deep lessons learnt from a time of protracted illness.

Just about a year or so before Roy died, we got to know Rob and Dianne Parsons as friends and grew to love them dearly. In more recent times Rob, Dianne and I have had the privilege of speaking together in seminars all across the country. I can tell you that they are as ‘real’ in person as they come over in Loving Against the Odds.

The key to the book is that it is honest. Rob has the knack not only of identifying the problems and joys of marriage, but of identifying with them. He talks about the rows he and Dianne have had, their disappointments, and even times when they did not ‘feel’ in love. But it’s not just an honest book, it’s a book filled with hope and compassion – with understanding – and with practical down-to-earth help bursting out of every chapter.

I recommend this book to you if you’ve got a fantastic marriage – it will help to protect it. I would urge you to read it if you are engaged or newly-wed, and even if it seems that you love has died, you may well find, as many have in Rob’s seminars, that there can be hope of finding love again – even against the odds.

Fiona Castle


Introduction

It was a strange setting for a marriage event. The previous day had also been unusual, as we addressed psychiatrists, doctors and social workers on family issues in a university in the heart of Moscow. But this! We were in a high-security, sealed city, from which the Russians run their space programme. It was from this place that Yuri Gagarin began his journey into space in 1961. We had been invited to speak to some of the military personnel about marriage.

As I spoke, I wondered how well the talk was translating, and began to dread the question time. Would these people from such a different culture have questions that I had never heard before? I finished speaking, and the chairman asked for questions. A woman in her mid-forties raised her hand and then gave her question. I sat on the edge of my seat as her problem was translated for me: ‘My husband doesn’t communicate with me. How can I get him to talk?’ Of all the questions we are asked in the United Kingdom, that one is the most frequent. It seems that some things are the same the world over!

Over the past seventeen years, we have had the privilege of presenting our Care for the Family events, live, to over three hundred and fifty thousand people in many different countries, and to many thousands of others on DVD. I am grateful for that, because in them we set out, before anything else, to let people know that they are not alone. So many of us who are going through difficult times in our marriage (and we all go through some), do so believing that this is ‘just us’.

Once we have broken that sense of isolation, it’s easier to go on to find solutions. And we all need help. Whether we have a strong marriage or feel that love has died, we were never meant to make it on our own. This book was born out of those events, and although it contains a great deal of new material, the heart is the same.

In some of our events Dianne is able to speak with me, but in others, because of family responsibilities, that is not possible. This book is a little like that. I wrote it and therefore take the blame for all that’s in it. But in every other sense it is our book.

Just as a wide variety of people attend our events, so there will be tremendous differences in the situations of those who read this book. Some will be in the middle of a deep trauma, others going through a period in marriage that seems dry and lifeless. There will be those whose marriages are strong and who, wisely, want to do all they can to protect their relationship. There will be single people who may intend to be married, and those who have known the pain of divorce.

Because of those differences, I have to ask for your help. Will you try to interpret what I am saying for your situation? For example, in parts of the book, and especially in ‘A Word to Fathers’, I mention children. But I know that many who read the book, for a variety of reasons, will not have children of their own. At times I will share a little of the faith that I have come to believe, and yet I know that there will be people of other faiths, and no faith, who will read this book. Please be patient with me.

What I can promise you is that I have tried to be as honest and realistic as possible. The last thing most of us need in the area of marriage is for somebody to give us a lorry-load of easy answers, or to give the impression that if you had a marriage like theirs you would be OK.

Finally, I talk a lot about our family and so let me introduce them to you. Dianne and I have been married for over thirty-four years. We have two adult children, Katie and Lloyd. We also have a very special member of our family. Over thirty years ago Ron, who is over sixty, was practically living rough and came to live with us. He has been with us longer than the children!

So let’s begin. This is an incredible topic; for the older we get and the more clearly we understand ourselves, the more we realise that the greatest thing in life is to find somebody, somewhere, who will love us... against the odds.


1

Love in the Real World

When Lloyd, my son, was small, we would sometimes play chess together before he went to bed. He had only just learnt the moves, and I would normally sacrifice a few pieces in order to build his confidence. But some evenings, when I was really tired, I would do the equivalent of skipping pages when we read toddlers a bedtime story – I would pull out an old move. It was the one I used last week and the week before – pawn, queen, bishop, queen – checkmate! ‘That was quick, Dad,’ he would say. ‘Can we play again?’ ‘No, Son,’ I’d reply; ‘I did say, “Just one game.”’ And I would leave his room a little shamefaced, knowing that the days when I could use that tired old move were numbered.

In our work in Care for the Family, we watch marriages break up before our eyes. We see little children devastated by the break-up of their families. We see affairs that leave behind a trail of broken hearts, hopes and lives. And as I observe these things I see that time and time again it’s the same old moves that wage war against the family – lack of communication, sexual difficulties in marriage, finance, taking each other for granted – and these are just a few.

I remember some years ago watching a television documentary on grouse shooting – it looked to me more like a turkey shoot! A beater was employed to go ahead of those shooting. It was his job to scare the birds into the air – and, sure enough, it worked. He hit the bracken and, as if anxious to please, the birds flew up – bang! I felt like yelling to them, ‘Stay down! Keep your heads low. It’s the same old trick!’ Yet we have allowed couples to walk into marriage without even the most basic preparation for what might lie ahead. We have given them no idea of the old strategies that may assault their relationship.

In our defence it may be said that we fell victim to the natural optimism that it’s so easy to feel at the beginning of a relationship. We wanted to believe that love will triumph in the end. Part of the reason for that may have been a conviction that our family would never know such difficulties, or maybe we assumed that because this couple seemed so very happy, somehow they would be protected from the onslaught that others have faced.

We don’t need convincing now. We all have friends who are going through the trauma of divorce. The sad thing is that so much of this has come as a surprise to us. We have fallen for the old ruses because the one ingredient that has been lacking more than any other is honesty.

We have imagined that the people in our circle were immune – that there were not couples all around us who did not feel in love, that there was nobody who could have been feeling that they couldn’t spend another day with their partner. We have imagined that when people said, ‘Oh, I’m fine,’ they really meant it.

We have not only pretended that all is well with those around us, but have tried to wear the mask of perfection ourselves. One man, when announcing that our Marriage Matters event was coming to his town, said, ‘Of course, my wife and I won’t be there – we have no problems in that area.’ That attitude is so often borne out of good intentions, but it is unreal and so very dangerous. It is dangerous for several reasons.

Firstly, we may fool others for a while, but eventually we die inside. We find that the constant battle always to appear as though we are above all the traumas that hit others is utterly draining. Secondly, we help create a culture where others are condemned to pretend that they too are ‘very well, thank you’.

So many of the marriages that break up around us do so in isolation. These couples believe that they are the only ones who ever felt like this. Many of those who fall into affairs do so honestly believing that there wasn’t another man or woman on the planet who could genuinely understand, let alone possibly experience, what they are going through.

The sad thing about all this is that we were never meant to face such issues in isolation. Many of us seem to be so successful that nobody can get near to us. Our marriages seem to be so together in every way, our children never pick their noses in public, and we give the impression that the pains that hit others pass us by. But when we let a little of our weakness – failure even – show through, we allow others to share how they are feeling. Dianne and I have some first-hand experience of this, as we’ll share later in the book, and we have noticed that whenever you say those wonderful words, ‘Me, too,’ you are so often greeted with first surprise and then sheer relief.

The truth is that all of us go through difficult periods in our family relationships. Nobody is immune from this. I believe that in almost every marriage there will come a period when at least one of the partners will not feel in love.

It is not at all uncommon for somebody to imagine the death of their spouse. They imagine getting the news that he or she has suddenly died. They begin to savour the freedom that they would then have, and often the exciting relationships that would develop with a new, often imaginary, person. When I say that during one of our events, perhaps in front of a thousand people, I first of all see looks of shock. A moment later, those looks change from shock to relief, and then almost imperceptibly to wry amusement. They are realising that after all they are not the only ones in the whole world who have felt that way.

Not until we face these issues openly and honestly is there any chance at all that we will be able to stem the tide of family break-up, let alone reverse it. For it is not until there is an acknowledgement of the problem that we become aware enough to spot the old enemies that conspire to kill love.

One enemy is time pressure. It may be a husband who seems so very busy. Life at work is frantic, and he is involved in many outside activities. He comes home late in the evening and sits down to a hurried meal before rushing off to another meeting. At that meal table he is silent, engrossed in the thoughts of the day and the events that lie ahead. This is a busy man. He is on many committees. People know that if something needs doing, this is the man they need to get involved. He is a brilliant counsellor and has helped so many people. And all this would be fine, if it were not the case that his own family needs his counsel but cannot get it.

I find that this situation is often summed up in a letter something like this:


My husband is a real family man and totally dedicated to me and our three children. But he is so very busy. I so much want us to do things together, but where is the time? I’d like us to go for a walk together – to have times when we hold hands and say ‘I love you’ – times without the kids there or even the need to make love. I love him dearly and I want no other – I know that I need to change, too, but I’m so frightened that when the children have flown the nest, there will be nothing left. We so rarely go to bed at the same time – I’m half asleep when he comes up. Then, if he makes the effort to come up early, I know what he wants, rightly, and I can’t. I feel used. I want him to spend time with me – not just for sex – a quick five minutes – but to walk and talk and not to watch TV. You see, I’m such a failure.



In another home, it may not be time pressure, but rather that a man feels that his wife is taking him for granted. She pulls him down in public and he is tired of the old jokes. He is forty-five years old and suddenly he feels trapped. It just seems that life is slipping by so quickly. His body is ageing and he fantasises about a new relationship – and then it happens: he feels himself drawn towards a woman at work. He flirts a little and then feels incredible shame. He wonders what life would be like with her. He needs to talk to somebody, but who could ever understand? And so he isolates himself – from his wife, from friends and, if he has a faith, perhaps even from God. When he falls, it is both sudden and catastrophic.

We can do something about these situations. But it needs honesty.

Dianne and I have gone through some difficult periods in that time. We have known times when we have not felt in love, times when it seemed that love had almost died. The heart of our seminars and the essence of this book is not just to provide answers. I want to do that, of course; but just as much, I want to tell you that whatever your situation, whether it is incredible joy right now or unbelievable pain, it is not unique – others have walked and are walking that path. And many who thought that love had died have found it again – stronger than before.

Nobody who is going through a difficult time can believe that, but it is true. Dianne and I see the evidence of it week in, week out. Like the woman who wrote:


You may not remember us, but we talked with you about the problems in our marriage – they seemed to be getting steadily worse. It is only fair to let you know how things have developed since. The improvement that has occurred is, humanly speaking, impossible. It is not just a feeling – even the children have commented on it. Before, they knew that Simon loved them, but they have not known how to relate to him. Now their love for their dad is growing much stronger and is visible. The atmosphere in our home is relaxed. Peace rules – and that through all the hustle and bustle of daily life. This is the marriage that I dreamt of twenty years ago! I wanted to tell you earlier, but somehow now it seems more real because it has stood the test of time.



One of the stories that I love to tell is about a man in a supermarket. The trolley he was pushing contained not only the week’s provisions, but also a two-year-old child. The child was screaming, yelling and kicking, but the man was speaking softly in measured tones: ‘Don’t get upset, George, don’t cry, George, don’t scream, George.’

An old lady who was nearby felt that she must comment on this shining example of fatherhood. ‘Sir,’ she said, ‘may I commend you on the way you are dealing with young George?’ ‘Madam,’ he replied wearily, ‘I’m George!’

That is how so many of us feel. We just want to look to heaven and say, ‘Lord, I’m George!’

If you have a marriage in which you never row, always feel in love, and find there’s simply not enough time to fit in all the sex you both crave for, then I hope this book will make your love even stronger. But I have to confess, it was written for people like Dianne and myself, who love each other but have known times when the feeling of love did not come easily – times when it seemed that love had all but died. But then was born a determination to love – not because of, but in spite of the circumstances and how we felt. It was a resolve to love, not just with the heart, but with the will and the spirit. It was a refusal to let go easily of something that had been precious and was now a part not only of our lives, but the lives of others. It was, in short, a cry to heaven to rekindle love as it had been, only stronger; and it was a plea to bring that change about by teaching us how to do what heaven is good at – loving against the odds.

In Loving Against the Odds, I want us to look at the old moves that time and time again are causing marriages to fail, and at ways of strengthening our love. And therein lies a secret. The enemies of love are very old... but its friends are too.
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