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International Counseling & Consulting, Inc.

A Wedding Takes A Day…A Marriage of Love and Intimacy Takes A Lifetime!

A Guide For Pre-Marital Discovery

SUCCESS: For those who know me best to love and respect me most.

Introduction: 
There are no hard and fast rules regarding pre-marital counseling. Thus, the activities, topics, and assignments below are at best a compass for the process while also providing a few options to consider that might help move interpersonal discovery forward. The actual road map for each couple will be dictated by the distinct manner in which they engage the overall content. Past experiences, previous relationships, cultural backgrounds, heredity, families of origin, and personality tendencies, for example, are just a few of the myriad factors that impact a marriage. 

In principle, marriage is somewhat like looking at a painting by Monet: from a distance the content seems clear and distinct. Paradoxically, however, upon up-close scrutiny, the clarity and detail actually blur and are almost lost. As such, it is often the same in the first days, months, and years of marriage. That person you thought you knew before marriage may suddenly seem unfamiliar in situations not accounted for previously. To some extent, that is simply an expected and accepted aspect of being married. Yet, in a society known for a plus 50% divorce rate—regardless of spiritual allegiances—maybe some pre-marriage preparation can help reduce the surprise, shock, discontent, and, sometimes, even the discouraged second-guessing related to the ‘Monet principle.’

Though the following content is rooted in a biblical and Christ-centered paradigm, the principles are, hopefully, universal. So, it is my desire that even those of you who are not proponents of Christian beliefs may benefit from the values and interpersonal ideology included in this brief guide. 

Proverbs 19:2 warns that zeal without knowledge is unwise. Proverbs 22:3 indicates that wisdom will include observing and accounting for impending danger. And Philippians 1:9 explicitly denotes that ‘agape’ love will grow through both “…knowledge and depth of insight.” Knowledge indicates information, that is, data. Depth of insight, on the other hand, refers to perception, an awareness and understanding about that which is known. These and other biblical principles seem to lend credibility to the western concept and practice of what is generally called pre-marital counseling. (Other cultures implement similar biblical functions, but may do so in different forms.) However, and ultimately, it is my perspective that genuine life-changing value will result only because Jesus Himself guides and works through our interactions. In the spirit of Psalm 11:3, thank you for allowing me the privilege of joining you in the foundation-building of your most important human relationship.

Dr. Jeff Paetzhold
International Counseling & Consulting, Inc.

Objectives: The following objectives seem specific, but are actually woven thematically throughout the process, with each couple being unique in what is covered and emphasized.

1. To have integrated your understanding of love—especially the concepts of agape, phileo, and eros love—into a covenant view of marriage.
2. To have identified what attracts you to your partner, to understand how that attraction could impact the marriage relationship, and to embrace the reality of the “Monet principle” of marriage (as briefly mentioned above).
a. To have carefully assessed mutual strengths and weaknesses of aptitudes, personality styles, and interpersonal patterns.
b. To have identified more clearly the roots, sources, and/or causes of your strengths and weaknesses (that is, family culture, social experiences, and other developmental variables, etc.).
c. To have examined the concept of symbiosis[footnoteRef:1] in the context of what attracts you to the strengths of your mate.  [1:  Christian psychologist, Dr. Larry Crabb, has described marriage as a “tick on the dog relationship,” except that there are two ticks and no dog. Though a bit graphic, and usually humorous, the symbiotic analogy seems to accurately capture the idea that in every relationship—regardless of the selflessness of the individuals involved—a natural benefit to each person is built into the affiliation. I would suggest that Dr. Crabb’s illustration is actually describing the non-beneficial range that can occur within symbiosis. For example, for further insight into this phenomenon, the following terms might be a bit unfamiliar but nevertheless helpful: commensalism, amensalism, and parasitism. Though these biological science expressions seem far removed from interpersonal relationships in general and marriage in particular, their symbolic and principled application to a marital system can be profoundly insightful.] 

i. [Symbiosis or mutualism can be defined as a relationship of mutual benefit or dependence involving two different species of organisms that are interdependent; that is, each gains some type of benefit from the other.]
d. To have established your own mutual set of “rules of engagement” that addresses the strengths and weaknesses of your mate that may tend to be rigid, inflexible, and/or extreme.
e. To have identified what each of you specifically need from the other, the legitimacy of those needs, and the adequacy/inadequacy of each of you to meet those needs.
3. To have discovered (as much as is possible prior to actually being married) what each of you expects[footnoteRef:2] and assumes in marriage. [2:  That is, what internal rules will each person subconsciously and/or consciously impose upon the other across a diverse range of life situations and experiences?] 

4. To have worked together to establish a mission and purpose for your marriage: that is, beyond the natural desire to live together and share life together, what will your relationship stand for and why will you exist as a couple? In other words, what do you want the legacy of your relationship to consist of?
5. To have addressed the following topics from biblical, interpersonal, and individualistic perspectives:
a. Money and material possessions: making, giving, saving, purchasing, and spending
b. Establishing your first home: 
c. Extended family: in-laws, siblings, family dynamics, expectations
d. Ministry/service/local church/missions: individual gifting, individual calling, mutual co-laborship, mutual life calling
e. Communication: Learning to actively listen to the heart of your mate with empathy 
i. [Remember: conversation does not equal communication.]
ii. John Gottman reported in 1999 that extensive marriage research on the first minute of conflict between couples could be used to accurately predict divorce 96% of the time.
iii. Anger and Conflict: anger styles, remorse and repentance, the impact of fear on anger, the two primary forgiveness levels and forgiveness abilities at those levels, the experience and expression of the range of emotions, the covert and overt goals of anger, and how to develop love-based anger as opposed to malice-based anger
f. Sovereignty, Suffering, Trauma, and Evil: developing a personal and biblical response towards sin, failure, disappointment, loss, and normal human wounding as opposed to malevolent injury
g. Marital Roles: exploring the traditional to egalitarian continuum; defining and integrating the meanings and applications of leadership, headship, the weaker vessel, as well as power and submission, from a biblical perspective; and investigating the impact that career presents to marital dynamics.
h. Blended Family: ex-spouse interactions, his kids-her kids dynamics, blended siblings, custody dynamics, and parental roles[footnoteRef:3] [3:  When there has been a previous marriage for one or both parties, there will be significant components of previous marital experience—some positive and some negative—that will potentially impact new marital dynamics. Therefore, the impact of a previous marital relationship will be integrated into the general pre-marital process as much as is both possible and helpful.] 

i. Sharing: the closet, the bed, the dresser, the bathroom, your toothbrush (!), food, etc.
6. To have freely discussed the mutual views of human sexuality[footnoteRef:4] (masculinity and femininity), individual sexuality development, and your own individual expectations, hopes, and fears (if any) regarding the sexual relationship. [The following bullet points are for you as a couple to decide upon. If I can be of help, and you want specific input, I am glad to be a resource. Otherwise I simply try to facilitate the process of dialogue and decision-making.] [4:  In a society where evil seems to be increasingly prevalent, the long-term impact of physical-sexual abuse from childhood and/or adolescence, as well as the influence of any adult experienced sexual trauma, may greatly alter the sexual intimacy process. For anyone who has survived some form of inappropriate sexual experience, every attempt will be made to enhance emotional safety, to avoid insensitive, stereotypic expectations of sexual development, and to facilitate choice, control, and healthy self-protection in your sexual relationship with your partner.] 

a. To have discussed and collectively decided upon the type of (if any) birth control that will be used.
b. To have mutually planned and prayed over the specifics of the sexual encounter on the wedding night.
c. To have investigated and discussed general information and perspectives regarding the developing sexual experience.
d. [if applicable]  If mutually beneficial, to have integrated pre-marital sexual experiences—either with someone other than you current partner, or with your current partner—emotionally, mentally, and spiritually into your relationship.
e. [If applicable]  If mutually beneficial, to disclose, discuss, and mutually integrate any previous auto-erotic forms of sexual self-gratification experiences (such as pornography, literature, clubs, etc.) into your on-going sexual relationship development.
7. To have discussed the issue of biological children and/or adoption: for example, if, when, why, and how many?
8. What parental hopes, expectations, beliefs, fears, mutually exist? To have planned ahead for specific growth, development, and insight into overall marital intimacy during the first two years after the wedding.
______________________________________________________________

A potential outcome other than marriage must be mentioned. That is, if this process reveals a significant and tangible reality of incompatibility, a growing lack of peace from the Lord, a mutual loss of respect and/or friendship, and/or a steadily increasing fear that the relationship will deteriorate instead of grow, then the possible cancellation of the marriage or postponement of the wedding may be the best choice of integrity by one or both parties.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Usually, in these cases, the pre-marital process merely facilitates discovering and authenticating what the engaged parties are already experiencing and realizing. ] 


Therefore, keep in mind that pre-marital counseling can sometimes (but not ordinarily) end up being uncomfortable—maybe even painful—in the short-term but liberating in light of the long-range results—whether that process results in a marriage of vitality and growth, or in the healthy dissolution of a foundationally unsound relationship. So, please consider Psalm 84:11 from the perspective that God can be either a sun or a shield, but that either outcome symbolizes a protection and provision of that which is good from Him towards His people. 

Cost:
Please plan to invest[footnoteRef:6] financially in your pre-marital preparation.[footnoteRef:7] Each couple-to-be will be treated sensitively regarding the ability to pay. However, please don’t let the tangible necessities of the wedding outweigh the intangible benefits of the relationship. The following fees generally apply: [6:  Again, culture and tradition—as they pertain to weddings—tend to result in significant expenditures for tangible but seemingly depreciating and/or perishable items and services. The reality is that most weddings cost a lot of money. However, the process of getting married is as valuable as the product itself and cannot be measured in paid invoices. So, when families come together, when engaged couples negotiate and make decisions, when friends and family are deemed special enough to participate in the planning and ceremonies, and when a wedding is witnessed by supporters of both a bride and groom, a great deal of relational impact occurs on behalf of a couple that becomes part of the marital legacy. In light of this process, any couple who cam also pay for the intangible and appreciating, enduring intimacy of a relationship by engaging in pre-marital counseling, invests, not in a wedding, but in a marriage. ]  [7:  Most pre-marital counseling can be accomplished in 6-10 sessions. ] 

· In-office: approx 1.5 – 2 hours/session.			       $100/session
· Some (but not all)[footnoteRef:8] of the following assessment instruments may be used:	 [8:  Assessments can be time consuming and expensive. Each couple’s feedback is incorporated into the process of deciding which instruments to use. The two core instruments almost always used are the MMPI-2 and the PS 3.1. ] 

· MMPI-2 							$60/person
· Personal Survey 3.1					$60/person
· PREPARE/ENRICH						$45/person
· DISC								$50/person
· Sentence Completion					(no charge)
· NEO-PI-R							$60/person
· STAXI-2							$50/person
· Strain Questionnaire					(no charge)

The following pre-marital counseling guide is weighted heavily in the clinical, professional direction and should be considered an adjunct to—not a replacement for—church-based pre-marital programs and pastoral counseling. In addition, the following content assumes there is enough time prior to the wedding to read, study, and discuss the subject matter to be covered so that ideally approximately three or four months will be invested into this particular process.[footnoteRef:9] (3) As mentioned above, Psalm 84:10-11 includes the statement that the “…Lord God is a sun and a shield...” With prayer and hope, it is my desire that this guide help to either reveal God’s protection against an unhealthy relationship or to confirm God’s approval for a Christ-honoring marriage.] [9:  A little input is better than none. So, effort will be made to accommodate unique situations and accelerated time-lines. Keep in mind, too, that a wedding is, in one sense, simply a date on a calendar confirming an event in already established relationship. It is not a demarcation line that prevents a couple from continuing to process important relational material afterwards. ] 


A Foundational View:
Genesis 2:24 reads that a man will leave his father and mother and cleave to his wife and the two shall be one flesh. Three parties remain stationary—the father and mother of the husband, along with the wife—and one party (the man) moves between one stationary relationship (the man’s parents) and the other stationary relationship (the man’s wife). The movement is intended to be linear and implies permanence—there is no back and forth: when the man leaves his family, he is united (clings to, adheres to, and pursues actively) with his wife, and there is an implicitly permanent oneness with no turning back.

From a more woman-focused perspective, though, God Himself saw that it was not good—after everything in creation being pronounced good, finally there was something not good—for the man to be alone (Genesis 2:18). So, God makes a helper suitable for the man. The phrase ‘helper suitable’ comes from `ezer which means ‘an aid’ which in turn comes from the root word `azar, which means ‘to surround, i.e. protect or aid’ (Strong’s Dictionary). The word was primarily used as a military term; a usage that I personally do not believe was a coincidence of literary choice. I think God saw the aloneness of the man, knew there was an Enemy already engaged in spiritual warfare, and knew that Satan would certainly attempt to engage humankind in his battle against the Lord. Assuming my view is generally accurate, that means strategically, the woman is to help the man in the warfare that surely lies ahead for them both.[footnoteRef:10] The bottom line is this: a man needs a woman to fight alongside him in the spiritual battle that characterizes life.  [10:  This military theme seems to be carried through to the NT. In another somewhat unusual perspective, I think Ephesians 5:21-33 becomes the antidote to the problem identified in the consequences of sin meted out to the woman in Genesis 3:16, in that she and her husband would battle for control in the relationship. Instead of love and respect effectively helping them to fight the spiritual war of life together, they would be at odds with each other in the midst of battle. (Genesis 4:7 uses the exact same Hebrew words as Genesis 3:17—translated ‘desires’ and ‘masters’ in 4:7—and clearly indicates a struggle for control was going on in Cain’s heart. It would be common literary practice to consistently use the same words, especially when used in close proximity.) Yet, Paul provides the cure so to speak: “wives submit” and “respect”: husbands “love.” ‘Submit’ or hupotasso, means ‘to subordinate; reflex. to obey’ (Strong’s); respect or phobeo means to frighten, i.e. (pass.) to be alarmed; by anal. to be in awe of, i.e. revere’ (Strong’s). Again, the Lord uses a military term to describe the woman’s role with a man: to respect him in the hierarchy of the military context in which they live. It is not a term that prescribes obedience to commands—Paul uses that term (hupakouo = to bear under (as a subordinate), i.e. to listen attentively; by implication, to heed or conform to a command or authority) to describe the child-parent relationship in 6:1 and the slave-master relationship in 6:5, not the husband-wife relationship in chapter 5. Therefore, in a positive, feedback-feedforward loop, when a husband agape loves his wife, she submits with respect to his position of responsibility to God and helps him fight the spiritual war of life which in turn feeds forward to help him agape love her more to which she submits and respects and so on. ] 


Pre-Marital Activities:
[NOTE: Below are possible activities and assignments in the process. These are flexible and customized to each couple’s needs and context. Some of the content mentioned below, in fact, will not be addressed at all; some of it, on the other hand, will be critically important and dealt with at length. Again, each couple is unique in what should be emphasized.]

1. Potential Activities:
a. In a separate and individual session, each party is given a thorough personal and family history interview.
b. Complete and receive individual feedback from the assorted assessment instruments mentioned above:
c. Assignments to consider:
i. Begin to read and work on together: Getting Ready For Marriage Workbook by Jerry Hardin and Dianne Sloan.
ii. Look up the words covenant and contract. 
· Use dictionaries, encyclopedias, biblical dictionaries, word meaning resources, etc. (for example: Strong’s, Vines’, Colin Brown (Theological Dictionary of the New Testament/TDNT); Gleason, Archer, & Waltke (Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament/TWOT)
iii. Look carefully at the 67 questions developed by Norm Wright. Note the ones that stand out to you as personally significant. Discuss these with each other one at a time and pray about their impact on your mate and the potential impact on your future relationship.
iv. Study carefully 1 Corinthians 13. Look up the Greek words agape, phileo, and eros. What is agape love? Why is it NOT simply reserved for the marital relationship? How do eros love and phileo love contribute to the marital relationship?
v. Read and complete the study guide for: Living From the Heart Jesus Gave You by Friesen, Wilder et al
vi. Read: Saving Your Marriage Before It Starts by Les and Leslie Parrott.
vii. For cross-cultural marriages, begin to read and complete the workbook Love Across Latitudes by Janet Fraser-Smith (though specifically for cross-cultural marriages, this workbook contains excellent content for any pre-marital preparation process)
viii. YOU MAY WANT TO KEEP A PERSONAL NOTEBOOK/JOURNAL FOR QUIET TIMES, NOTES FROM SESSIONS, NOTES FROM DISCUSSIONS, NOTES FROM STUDIES, AND NOTES FROM READINGS. 
ix. [If not already addressed, please consider seeing an ob-gyn together when the wife-to-be has her pre-marital physical and gynecological examination.]
· Looking at Taking Charge of Your Fertility, 10th Edition by Toni Wechsler might be helpful.
d. Discuss and plan for practicing/learning the “Mirror-Empathize-Validate” (MEV) listening model.
i. Note the 4-quadrant “Consideration-Courage” model that underscores the principle of MEV.
ii. Read To Understand Each Other by Tournier
iii. Skim The Five Love Languages as a means of identifying your primary love languages (both to give and to receive), listing the five in order of your personal preference and natural expression. 
iv. Read the handout on “Love” (pages 175-181) by John Sanders, from The God Who Risks.
v. Read a book of your choice about the sexual relationship (especially if within approximately two months of the wedding).
· If possible, confirm an appointment with the woman’s OB-GYN for her to have a pre-marital pelvic examination and for both of you to discuss birth control options with the MD.
e. Some biblical texts: 
i. Look up the following passages and study each passage in some detail:
· Genesis 1:26-27
· Genesis 2:18
· Genesis 2:24
· Genesis 3:16 (cf: Genesis 4:7)
· 1 Corinthians 7:1-7
· Ephesians 4:25 – 5:33
a. My personal bias: Could this text actually be an antidote to the marital consequences of sin as predicted in Genesis 3:16?
· Colossians 3:18-19
· 1 Peter 3:1-7
· 1 Corinthians 11:3
· 1 Timothy 2:9-15
ii. Read the handout on marriage roles from Women, Abuse, and the Bible by Kroeger and Beck (editors) and the handout (chapter 6; pages 97-121) of Crisis In Masculinity by Leanne Payne.
· What do you genuinely and personally feel and think about the following biblical words, the associated roles/behaviors/beliefs of husbands and wives as traditionally represented in your Christian experience, and what you would desire to experience personally?
a. Head?
b. Submit?
c. Love?
d. Respect?
e. Master?
f. Considerate?
g. Weaker partner?
iii. What do you REALLY expect and assume of yourself in the marriage?
iv. What do you REALLY expect and assume of your mate in the marriage in the following areas? 
· Specifically address the power of the two words: expectation and assumption.
a. Where do expectations and assumptions originate? Why do they have power? How do we establish their legitimacy?
· Money (spending freedom, saving, sharing income)?
· Sexual intercourse (birth control, frequency, positions, variety, who initiates, fears, embarrassments, etc.)?
· Serving one another?
· Time together?
· Ministry together?
· Prayer together?
· Careers?
· Children (when, number, education process: home school, Christian school, public school)?
v. Finish reading A Celebration of Sex, Intended For Pleasure, String Music or another book of your choice on the sexual relationship in marriage.
f. Dialogue about your biblical role expectations and the power those expectations may have in your relationship in the above 8 areas.
g. Discuss your sexual relationship.
i. How do you feel about the following passages?
· Proverbs 5:16-23.
· Genesis 26:7-10
· Ruth 3
· 2 Samuel 11:1-4
· Genesis 29:21-25
· Hebrews 13:4
· 1 Corinthians 7:2-5
ii. What birth control method (if any) have you decided upon?
· Husbands to be—remember; please strongly consider joining your fiancée for her pre-marital examination and consultation with the MD. 
iii. Plan the “planning” of the wedding night together.
· A detailed discussion regarding the initial sexual encounter can be further discussed during one of the final sessions prior to the wedding if both parties are comfortable doing so.
· Plan your wedding night in detail together, so that the wife-to-be especially feels comfortable with the arrangements.
iv. What expectations and/or fears do you have about your upcoming sexual experience?
v. Do either of you have any shame, guilt, fears, and/or anger about sex and/or your own sexuality? If yes, should you (carefully considering the principles of Ephesians 4:29) discuss your feelings and their antecedent causes with your mate?
· IF one or both parties have had previous sexual experiences of any kind with another person—regardless of their context—the decision to disclose about these experiences at all, the consideration of how much detail to divulge, and the assessment of the impact to your future mate should be carefully thought-through and prayed through first.  Honesty is not necessarily the issue; discretionary sensitivity to the heart of the other person and the building up or tearing down of agape love is the issue.  
· In the same spirit of #1 above, IF either of you have experienced struggles with pornography and/or masturbation, determining how to understand that behavior within the framework of healthy and unhealthy sexual development, knowing what it means biblically, and accounting for the possible impacts of it on your future mate should be carefully looked at with the help of a mature individual or trained professional.
h. Establish a follow-up appointment with Dr. Paetzhold (if possible) for approximately 6-12 months after the wedding.


References
· A Celebration of Sex by Doug Rosenau
· The Seven Principles for Making Marriage Work by John Gottman
· To Understand Each Other by Paul Tournier
· Building Your Mate’s Self-Esteem by Dennis and Barbara Rainey
· Opposites Attack by Jack and Carol Mayhall
· String Music 
· The Five Love Languages by Gary Chapman
· Fighting For Your Marriage by Markham, Stanley, and Blumberg
· Discovering Biblical Equality by Pierce and Groothuis
· The Parent Factor by Robert McGee
· The Masculine Journey by Robert Hicks
· The Feminine Journey by Cynthia and Robert Hicks 
· Bonding by Donald Joy
· Leadership and Self-Deception: Getting Out of the Box by The Arbinger Institute
· Intended For Pleasure by Ed Wheat
· Becoming Soul Mates by Les and Leslie Parrott
· Married Without Masks by Nancy Groom
· Love Across Latitudes by Janet Fraser-Smith
· Becoming A Couple of Promise by Kevin Leman
· The Relationship Cure by John Gottman
· Getting Ready For The Wedding; edited by Les and Leslie Parrott
· Taking The War Out of Words: The Art of Powerful Non-Defensive Communication by Sharon S. Ellison
· Money Harmony by Olivia Mellan
· The Total Money Makeover: A Proven Plan for Financial Fitness (and the workbook) by Dave Ramsey
· Taking Charge of Your Fertility, 10th Edition by Toni Wechsler
· Getting Ready For Marriage Workbook by Jerry Hardin and Dianne Sloan
· Intercultural Marriage by Dugan Romano
· Intimate Encounters by David and Teresa Ferguson

ii. Possible website resources specific to marital relationships:
· www.realrelationships.com 
· www.greatcommandment.net 
· www.careforcelifekeys.org
· www.intimacythebook.com 
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