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Foreword

by Nicky Gumbel

Marriage is under attack in our society. Many feel it is an outdated institution. In the UK, the number of marriages per year has been falling steadily. Those who do get married find it increasingly difficult to stay married. There has been an alarming rise in the divorce rate. What is the answer to all of this? Why should we get married? How can we stay married?

In this book Nicky and Sila answer these questions, showing us the value and potential of any marriage. They suggest how we can not only stay married but also make the most of our married lives together.

Nicky has been my closest friend for over thirty years. We were at school together and we shared rooms at university. He has always been one step ahead and I have tried to follow in his footsteps. He became a Christian on 14 February, 1974. Forty-eight hours later he led me to Christ. Nicky and Sila married in 1976. Eighteen months later, Pippa and I followed suit. Our first three children are approximately the same age. They went on to have a fourth.

After university our paths separated as Nicky went off to teach in Japan and I practised as a barrister. Then Nicky went to theological college and one year later I followed. Nicky and Sila returned to London to join the staff of Holy Trinity Brompton Church (HTB). One year later we followed. Nicky and Sila ran Alpha for five years, passing on the baton to us in 1990.

They have taught us many things. In particular, we have learnt so much from the example of their marriage and family life. We have observed in their home something to which we can aspire.

Nicky and Sila have run The Marriage Preparation Course at HTB since 1985 and The Marriage Course since 1996, and many couples have found their marriages enriched through attending them. For some, the course has literally saved their marriages from separation or divorce. For others, they have turned the water of an ordinary marriage into the wine of a strong one, a transformation made possible by the presence of Jesus Christ. For still others, the courses have provided a forum to think creatively about making a good and healthy marriage even better.

While reading this book, you may feel that the Lees’ marriage is ‘too good to be true’, but having observed it for over thirty-five years, let me assure you that it is entirely true and that it inspires us to aim for the very best.

My hope and prayer is that through this book, many more people would be able to enjoy the fruit of Nicky and Sila’s example and wisdom.

Nicky Gumbel
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Love is patient,

love is kind.

It does not envy,

it does not boast,

it is not proud.

It is not rude,

it is not self-seeking,

it is not easily angered,

it keeps no record of wrongs.

Love does not delight in evil

but rejoices with the truth.

It always protects,

always trusts,

always hopes,

always perseveres.

Love never fails.

1 Corinthians 13:4–8a


Introduction

 
Nicky’s story

I first set eyes on Sila at Swansea Docks. I was en route to South West Ireland for the summer holidays, having just left school. I was eighteen; she was seventeen. It was love at first sight. We spent two weeks in next-door holiday cottages in one of the most beautiful and unspoilt corners of the British Isles – South West Cork. Most of that time I hardly dared believe she might feel anything for me at all. Two days before she left I plucked up courage and told her my feelings and found to my astonishment that she felt the same.

Sila was still at school and had ‘A’ levels to take. I had nine months before starting university and realised she probably wouldn’t pass any of them if I stayed in the same country, so I went backpacking in Africa on my own. Africa was unlike anything I had experienced before. I felt in awe of the landscape, people and culture – but secretly I was longing to be back in England with Sila. I was lonely for much of the time and lived for the letters she wrote to the capital cities of the countries I travelled through, from Addis Ababa to Cape Town. It worked well until I reached South Africa. There had been a gap of more than six weeks when I arrived in Cape Town, pinning all my hopes on a letter being there, only to find nothing (except one from my mother). I was devastated.

I began to wonder if Sila had cooled off because of the time I had been away. I felt no desire to go back to England if that was the case. After several weeks of checking at the post office every day, I hitch-hiked back to Johannesburg as a last resort and was elated to find a letter I had just missed four weeks previously. I took the first flight home.

I immediately went to see Sila at her boarding school, which was a cross between a prison, to keep the girls in, and a fortress, to keep the boys out. After three wonderful hours together, we realised too late that she was locked out. She was caught climbing in through a window at midnight and was ‘gated’ for her last two weeks of school life.

I went to university and Sila left school and moved to London. At this time I was starting to hear people talk about the Christian faith in a way that was new to me. Increasingly it made sense and caused me to think seriously about the meaning of my life. Yet at the same time I kept it very much at arm’s length as my relationship with Sila was far and away the most important part of my life. I was afraid that if I became a Christian and Sila did not, we might drift apart.

After five months of cautious investigation I realised that I had reached a defining moment. I had to decide one way or the other. I broached the subject with Sila, who responded with her usual enthusiasm. As she heard for herself the claims of Christianity, Sila, like me, felt she had discovered the truth and we both embraced it.

Rather than pushing us apart, our new-found faith seemed to add a new and exciting dimension to our relationship. In fact it opened the door to a perspective on life that I had not known existed before. It seemed as though all the different parts of my life were like the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle: my past, my relationship with Sila, my studying English, my being at university, everything. Suddenly all the pieces fell into place.

In the autumn of 1974, after two years of going out, we both felt, independently, that if we were to know for sure whether we should spend the rest of our lives together, we needed to spend some time apart.

So, early one Monday morning at the beginning of October, I walked with Sila to the station. We agreed that we wouldn’t see each other or talk until Christmas.

It was a beautiful autumn morning with a carpet of mist in the faintly orange dawn light. Sila was waving goodbye to me out of the train window and I wondered if I would ever see her again. I walked back through the still deserted streets of Cambridge feeling as low as I had ever felt in my life. I decided not to go to London at all during that time as it was too painful to be there without seeing Sila.

However, a week later I was playing football with some friends at my old school. As we set off for the return journey, the friend whose car I was in said, ‘I hope you don’t mind going back via London as I have to pick something up from home.’ I was horrified but I did not say anything to him. I just hoped that it wouldn’t take him very long. Anyway Sila lived in another part of London.

The friend dropped us in High Street Kensington and said, ‘I will pick you up here in forty minutes,’ and then drove off. It was pouring with rain and we stood on the pavement trying to decide what we were going to do. At that moment I looked up, and there, about fifty yards away, walking down the pavement towards me was Sila.

I abandoned my two friends without a word of explanation and ran towards her. Then she saw me. She started running towards me. We flung our arms around each other and I remember swinging her round and round. I shouted back to my friends not to wait for me.

We went to a café and talked for hours. I discovered that Sila had been travelling by bus along High Street Kensington, got stuck in heavy traffic and so had decided to get off the bus and walk the last half-mile to where she was going. That was when she saw me.

Meeting like that was a chance in a million and we took it as a sign from God. We both felt that if God could cause us to meet in this extraordinary way when we were doing our best to avoid each other, he was more than able to show us over the next three months whether we should spend the rest of our lives together. We agreed again not to see each other until Christmas. This time it felt different. There were still tears but we believed God would guide us.

Being apart was hard but by the end of term there was no question in my mind that I wanted to spend the rest of my life with Sila. We resumed going out at the beginning of 1975. I still had another year and a half at university. With Sila coming up for most weekends, it was a time filled with some of the happiest memories of my life.

We were married on 17 July, 1976 in Scotland, Sila’s home, two weeks after I had graduated from university.

 

Sila’s story

I grew up in the Highlands of Scotland and my childhood was happy and uneventful. I loved the outdoors, was a tomboy and thought I lived in the best place in the world. There was only one drawback: a lack of people. So, when my best friend at school, Penny, asked me to spend two weeks of the summer holidays with her in South West Ireland along with family and friends, I jumped at the opportunity. I was just seventeen and I had no inkling that those two weeks would change my life.

We had to travel by ferry from Swansea to Cork. Swansea Docks is the most unpromising place I know, and yet that was where I met him. Nicky drove up behind us in the queue, climbed out of an old green Mini and smiled – it was love at first sight (or perhaps an overpowering attraction at first sight, to be accurate). He wore a large black felt hat (it was the Seventies), jeans and a white shirt and he was very brown. He was eighteen and I thought, ‘He’s gorgeous!’

We spent two idyllic weeks with a large group of friends. We sailed and swam, fished for mackerel, rowed out to islands for midnight barbecues and sat under the stars talking into the early hours. All the time I was falling madly and deeply in love. I didn’t breathe a word about my feelings to Penny and had no idea whether the feelings were mutual.

Forty-eight hours before returning home to Scotland I discovered that they were, and Nicky kissed me for the first time. Even then, although I was only seventeen (and he wasn’t the only boy I’d kissed!), I remember lying awake that night thinking that I was going to marry him. I’d been with him every day for two weeks and I felt as if I couldn’t live another day of my life without him.

He then went to Africa for six months, which was agonising as we were only just getting to know each other. All my friends at school told me not to pin my hopes on the relationship: Africa was far away, six months was a long time and he was sure to meet someone else during his travels. But our relationship strengthened as we wrote long and increasingly intimate letters, discovering more about each other with thousands of miles between us than we might have done if we’d been together.

The moment I heard his voice on the telephone saying he was back, my heart seemed to stop. The strength of my feelings was almost overwhelming. We parted after that evening of reunion both reassured that our love had only grown during our months apart.

In the autumn of 1973, Nicky went to university and I went to London. I was learning to type in the daytime and doing evening classes in painting at night, building a portfolio to apply for art college. But the lure of university life and my longing to be with Nicky meant that I spent more time at his university than I did on either of my own courses. Our relationship became close and intense – in some ways too intense for our own good.

Learning about God as I grew up, I never doubted his existence, but this belief had no effect on my lifestyle, except that Nicky and I would occasionally go to the college chapel on Sunday for the early communion service. I had a vague sense that one day, when I was grown-up enough, I would earn my way into heaven if I said a few more prayers, went to a few more services and did a few more good things in my life. For the moment I didn’t need anything. I had Nicky.

By the New Year I had been accepted by Chelsea Art College for the following September. Life seemed to hold new possibilities around every corner. So when Nicky came to London to see me one evening in February 1974 and started talking to me about Christianity I was as enthusiastic about that as I was about most other things he suggested. But I had no real understanding of what he was talking about and no idea of the implications.

When I went to see Nicky that weekend he took me straight to hear a Christian preacher called David MacInnes. I was amazed by what I heard. What had happened for Nicky over a period of about five months took place for me in the space of twenty-four hours.

I was fascinated by what David said. Never before had I heard anybody talk about Jesus Christ like this. Nobody had ever told me I could have a relationship with God. For me, relationships were everything. That Friday we talked long into the night with Nicky’s best friend, Nicky Gumbel, who at that stage was extremely suspicious about what was happening to us.

On the Saturday we went to hear David MacInnes again. He talked about the Cross. It was a revelation to me. I kept saying to myself, ‘Why did nobody ever tell me before why Jesus died on the cross?’1 It was as if everything I had ever known fitted together, not just intellectually, but also emotionally and spiritually. Everything made sense when the Cross was explained. It was as if my life up to that point had been like a black and white still photograph and suddenly it started to move, first in a sort of blurred slow motion, and then faster and faster until it was in sharp focus and beautiful colour. Life became very real in a way I’d never known it before. It was a radical change of perspective and it was the start of a new freedom in our relationship that I hadn’t imagined possible.

Living life with a new faith was exciting. Nicky and I were even more deeply involved with each other. But eight months later we both sensed God leading us to distinguish between our faith and our love for one another. This was one of the most testing times of my life – even more difficult than when Nicky went to Africa. Learning to trust that God had the best plan for us was very hard.

It was a remarkable experience to see God intervening in our lives, as it seemed to us, in a way that could only have been him. On High Street Kensington when we ran into each other’s arms and I shouted, ‘Nicky!’ at the top of my voice, I was thinking, ‘God, I will never doubt you again.’ I knew with great conviction that I could trust him with everything, even the most precious part of my life – my relationship with Nicky. I believe that God showed me that day that, however much I loved Nicky, it was my love for God and his love for me that were most important in my life.

During those three months apart we each grew in our relationship with God. When we resumed seeing each other it was with a different foundation to our lives, a foundation of personal faith which has strengthened us in our relationship with each other ever since.

Nicky proposed to me in February 1976 and we got married in July. I was twenty-one and he was twenty-two.



We write from the vantage point of over thirty-five years of marriage. During these years, we have lived in Japan, the north-east of England and central London. We have experienced together the birth of four children and approximately 1,528 broken nights. We have known the strain and joy of having four children under the age of eight, as well as the turbulence and complexity of parenting teenagers. We have been through illness and financial hardship together.

Our experience has not been dissimilar to that of many other couples. We must have driven over 400,000 miles together, talked for over 20,000 hours and slept more than 10,000 nights in the same bed. We have worked together and played together. We have laughed and cried. We have been frustrated, irritated, mystified and entranced by each other. And we still feel passionately about each other and passionately about marriage.

We are not suggesting for a moment that our own marriage is more special than any other. Indeed, there is no text-book marriage: no blueprint or faultless prototype. Each couple is unique and has their own story to tell. But do those who reach the heights get there by luck? And is it true that those who feel let down by their marriage have simply married the wrong person? Our own experience has shown us that we need certain tools to build a strong, happy marriage. We have had to find out about communication and ways of making each other feel loved. We have had to learn to resolve conflict and to practise forgiveness. We have discovered that the joy of sexual intimacy cannot be taken for granted.

For the past twenty-five years we have been increasingly involved in seeking to help other marriages. We have seen hundreds of couples, and have faced with them a range of diverse and difficult issues. From all of them, and from our own marriage, we have learnt that the marriage relationship is not always easy, but that it is highly rewarding. These experiences, combined with our own research and plenty of advice from others in the field, enabled us to develop a five-week Marriage Preparation Course for engaged couples and another seven-week Marriage Course for couples at any stage of their marriage. Thousands of couples have been on these courses and we now run each of them three times a year.

The Marriage Course, on which this book is based, is designed to help any couple to invest in their marriage and to make it stronger and better. We have written the book out of our desire to pass on what has caused us to be more in love now than when we were first married. Our Christian faith has had an enormous impact on the way we seek to love each other and we try to explain in various places the difference it has made to our marriage. However, you do not need to be a Christian to benefit from this book. Most of the advice given could be described as practical guidelines for making a relationship not only work but flourish.

We have included many stories from our own marriage and from others. Some examples may seem trivial but it is the little things that can make or break a marriage. The other couples whose stories we tell have been kind enough to share their experiences in the hope that they might inspire others to persevere and discover for themselves what a dynamic partnership marriage can be. (In the majority of cases, we have changed the names to maintain confidentiality.)

The marriage wheel (illustrated) encapsulates what we believe any marriage needs to hold it together for the duration of the journey. Each section of the book (and each week of The Marriage Course) represents one section of the wheel. Our experience has shown us that every part is needed if the marriage wheel is not to bump and jar, especially when the road gets rough. In Chapter 10 we shall explain further why having God at the centre of a marriage can, like a well-oiled hub, make such a difference.

The rim of the wheel, which represents commitment, holds the relationship together. Some argue that the ideal of a lifelong marriage should be abandoned today in favour of an arrangement that makes ‘coupling and uncoupling’ as easy as possible. Is there still a case for the traditional view of marriage? We would answer with a resounding yes.

[image: Image Missing]

Our view is that marriage remains of vital importance, not only to us as individuals, but as the foundation of any society. Marriage is the ideal God-given basis for family life, particularly because children best learn what committed, loving relationships are all about through their experience of the commitment between their mother and father. Nothing is more important in a child’s education. Children, like adults, always learn far more from what they see than from what they are told. One father said to us recently, ‘I have realised that the best way to love my children is by loving my wife.’

But marriage is not just for the benefit of children. There is a desire deep within us all for someone with whom we can be totally open and honest emotionally, spiritually and physically. Such intimacy is only possible where there is commitment. We will only dare to expose our innermost selves if we know for sure that we are not going to be let down.

Marriage is designed by God to be a relationship in which a man and a woman give themselves to each other in radical and total abandonment. In the wedding service, the minister, priest or pastor may bless the couple, pray for them, declare that in the eyes of God and the people they are married, but it is the promises that the man and woman make to each other which establish the marriage, and every phrase of the vows underlines this lifelong commitment:



	Groom: I, N, take you, N,
	Bride: I, N, take you, N,


	to be my wife,
	to be my husband,


	to have and to hold
	to have and to hold


	from this day forward;
	from this day forward;


	for better, for worse,
	for better, for worse,


	for richer, for poorer,
	for richer, for poorer,


	in sickness and in health,
	in sickness and in health,


	to love and to cherish,
	to love and to cherish,


	till death do us part,
	till death do us part,


	according to God’s holy law,
	according to God’s holy law,


	and this is my solemn vow.
	and this is my solemn vow.2







The marriage relationship is designed by God to be an adventure of love that lasts a lifetime. The Bible contains much practical advice about how to make such an intimate relationship work. And Jesus Christ says that anyone who hears his words and puts them into practice is like a wise man who digs down deep and builds his house on a secure foundation. When the storms come and the wind beats against it, as they will in any marriage, the house stands firm.
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