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from Fred Stoeker:

To my heavenly Father:

All I know comes from You.

And to Brenda:

The thought that amazes is that you love me…

from Stephen Arterburn:

To Nancy Simonian,

the best mother-in-law a guy could have. 

You gave me a wife who is 

strong, talented, funny, and gorgeous, 

because you are all of those things also.
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I n t r o d u c t i o n

h a v e  y o u  f o u n d  t h e  k e y s
t o h e r  h e a r t ?
( b y  S t e p h e n  A r t e r b u r n )

I don’t know whether this is true in your part of the country, but in Southern

Cal i fornia where I live, bagel shops and cell phone stores (and almost any

business) will hire a guy to stand on the sidewalk and hold a sign advertising

the store. Most signs are painted in garish red and shaped like an arrow, figu-

ratively pointing you toward the best deal on a dozen bagels or a minutes-

per-month cellular plan.

When it comes to traversing the sidewalks of life, most married guys

should take turns pounding the pavement while wearing a sandwich board

that says, “Work in Progress Here.” I know that’s been the case for me, and

my cowriter of this book, Fred Stoeker, would agree in a heartbeat. No matter

whether you’re unpacking after the honeymoon or packing up to retire from

a lifetime career, becoming the husband that your wife always desired you to

be is a constant work in progress.

That’s been true ever since I became a young adult. When I was a single

man in my late twenties, I embarked on a new career in the counseling arena

after years of rebellion, doubt, and mistakes. I finally felt that I was getting

my Chris tian act together. My spir it ual résumé looked great on paper: I was
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active in my church, I participated in missions work, and I sang in the choir.

I thought I would make someone a nice husband.

One Sunday evening after our church service, I traveled to a nearby

restaurant to eat dinner. I was alone, but that was okay. Although the restau-

rant was nearly deserted, a young couple was seated at the table next to me.

The young woman, Sandy, recognized me from church and, from her table,

commented on how much she enjoyed my solo effort that morning.

I swelled with pride for being noticed. “Thank you,” I said in my best

aw-shucks Texan manner (I was born in Ranger, Texas). I continued to grin

as I made small talk with the couple. After a few minutes, however, even I

realized that two was a party and three was a crowd, so I asked for the check

and quietly excused myself.

As I walked to the car, I admitted to myself that I was attracted to Sandy.

When I later learned that she was “just friends” with her date, I asked Sandy

out for a date on Mother’s Day. I knew what would impress her. “I’m leaving

soon on the upcoming missions trip to the Marshall Islands,” I mentioned as

the waitress handed us our menus.

“Oh, really?” replied Sandy. “I’m going on the same trip!”

Amazing grace! Who wouldn’t be convinced that we weren’t a match

made in heaven after a coincidence like that? To ensure that the match stuck,

however, I couldn’t divulge the secret compartments of my life. My continu-

ing feelings for my old girlfriend. My various and sundry sexual experiences.

The abortion. The thousands of dollars of debt fueled by maxed-out credit

cards.

I rushed the relationship because I was acting out of fear that I would go

through life unmarried, unloved, and an outcast in the Chris tian community.

I only divulged the exis tence of my first marriage and subsequent divorce

when I thought Sandy could handle that news, but I never let on regarding

the desperation I felt to marry again. Sandy was a “catch”—bright, attractive,

talented, and gracious—and I didn’t want to mess up this courtship. I would

hide who I really was.
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S H AT T E R I N G T H E I N T I M A C Y

We married and immediately had problems. We didn’t know it at the time,

but the brick wall we ran into was named Intimacy. My secret compartments

and my resistance to letting her forge her own identity kept us on opposite

sides of the wall. And our inability to conceive a child added more bricks to

its height.

Communication was one-sided; it flowed from my direction only, in the

form of impulsive comments on topics ranging from her cooking skills to her

choice of clothes. I insisted that she wear con serv ative plaid outfits with bows

under the neck—like a Texan belle—although no one in Southern Cal i fornia

dressed that way. The constant harping and my dominating presence suffo-

cated Sandy. Our marriage lacked intimacy, and we were starting to live like

married singles.

But was I so different from most men? Rather than connect with women

and understand them, most men seem to want to command them. Many

husbands use 1 Peter 3 as their official standard, for it instructs women mar-

ried to nonbelievers to keep silent and win their husbands over with loving

words and actions. This Scripture passage has given many men free rein in

their behavior as leaders, often shattering marital oneness and intimacy to

smithereens.

I know of these things because I became one of the worst offenders after

I married my first wife, a fellow student at Baylor. Amazingly, I thought

everything was going well until the day she said she was leaving me.

Rather than humble myself to ask what I had done to be so hurtful, I

pulled out the Bible to prove to her that it was not right for her to go. I just

knew that this “scriptural club” would knock some sense into her. I preached

Ephesians 5 at her so often that I had it memorized. In my narrow view, this

passage said that she should submit to me and that God was going to be very

upset with her if she did not get in line with what He wanted for His boy

Steve. But my arrogant reaction to her announcement simply proved that she
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was right: I was an insensitive, egotistical, self-obsessed, uncaring jerk of a

husband who had no idea how to win the heart of a woman.

She left my house for the courthouse and filed for divorce. She never

screamed, yelled, or asked me to change. (She prob ably thought change was

impossible!) And although she left, I felt quite content that I had done the

right thing to prove to her that I was the good guy in all this.

As I look back now, I find it ironic that I picked the fifth chapter of

 Ephesians to prove to her that she needed to stay. Although the passage does

focus on a woman’s need to respond to the leadership of her husband, it

 contains many more instructions on how a man should lead. I conveniently

missed the part about dying to myself and sacrificing my life and rights as

Christ did for the church.

I know what it is to be ignorant of truth and to do stupid things in the

name of Jesus. I know how good it feels to be always correcting from the pin-

nacle rather than connecting from the pavement. I enjoyed pointing my

 finger more than opening up my arms. I was no husband; I was a judge.

Everything in marriage had to reflect me, and God was left way behind.

So now here I was married again and doing the very same things to

Sandy. My schtick wasn’t playing any better this time around. How would I

get our ship, the USS Matrimony, turned in the right direction? Or, to use

another analogy we follow in the rest of this book, How would I resurrect a

relationship that had grown cold and lifeless?

R E V I V I N G A M A R R I A G E

I can’t pinpoint the time or a particular incident that started my change in

course, but seeing a Chris tian counselor allowed me to recognize that I

needed an attitude adjustment. I needed to verbally build up Sandy, focus on

what a wonderful person she was, and look for opportunities to encourage

her. I needed to respect her uniqueness and her viewpoints. I needed to allow

her infectious personality to bubble up to the surface.
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As I worked on these long-term attitudinal changes, there were also some

things I could do immediately to become the husband Sandy had always

desired. I limited my travel to two days per week. I came home from work by

6 P.M. and left my briefcase at the office so I wouldn’t work at home. I regu-

larly called Sandy to ask her to join me for lunch. Most of all, I decided to

meet her needs by lavishing thoughtful gifts and getaway weekends on her—

and by taking the trash out without being asked and by making sure my dirty

laundry actually reached the clothes hamper and then by learning how to

operate the washing machine.

Those seemingly small but dramatic changes revived my dying marriage.

Our relationship improved when we brought our daughter, Madeline, home

from the hospital in 1990. Suddenly building a career and a national reputa-

tion as an author and speaker didn’t seem so important anymore.

Following this turnaround, as I talked with more husbands and wives, I

heard them say that their marriages improved when the husband sought to

do things to please his wife—when he began to allow her personality and

convictions to find a place with his in the marriage. This is what mutual sub-

mission is all about, and that’s the profound, life-changing theme Fred and I

will be exploring with you in this book.

Are you ready to put this incred ible concept to practical use in your own

marriage? We hope you’ve picked up this book because you want to find the

keys to a woman’s heart and provide what she needs and wants in marriage. If

you’re willing to trust God and implement what we tell you, some amazing

things are going to happen to you and the woman in your life. You’ll discover

a world that few men ever find because they’ve never considered traveling the

sacrificial path where Jesus first led. But we believe you want to do just that,

and we’re inviting you to enter into this journey with us.

You’ll notice, especially in the first half-dozen chapters, that this book

centers around many lessons learned from the mistakes that Fred made with

his wife, Brenda, and how he eventually turned things around. Keeping the

spotlight on Fred’s story is by design. First, Fred agreed to hang out his dirty
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laundry for the world to see if his story would help change marriages, and I

can respect that. Second, the difficulties in my marriage have been the subject

of other books I’ve written, and numerous magazine articles describe our

story of hope, despair, struggle, and now renewed hope. So in this book I’ve

given Sandy and myself a break and will allow you to immerse yourself

in Fred’s remarkable story, made possible by his uncommon openness and

vulnerability. Those are the qualities that made me want to write with Fred,

and I know you’ll come to appreciate him and Brenda as you read of how

their relationship was transformed. I’m confident, too, that your own mar-

riage will change for the better as you learn from Fred’s struggles.

So…ready to get started?
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PA R T  I

when love grows cold…
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* Because this book focuses on Fred’s story (see the next-to-last paragraph in the intro-
duction), first-person pronouns refer to Fred, unless otherwise indicated.

1

i n  t h e  b e g i n n i n g :
a p a i n f u l r e v e l a t i o n
I* sat across the kitchen table from my wife, Brenda, and I could tell she was

waiting until she had my undivided attention.

Then she looked intently into my eyes and changed my world. “I don’t

know how else to say this to you, so I’ll say it straight,” she began. “My feel-

ings for you are dead.”

Her words arrived like a fastball pitch to the solar plexus. Dead? My head

spun. Where was this coming from? Our marriage had begun with such

promise. How could I have messed things up so badly that my wife—the love

of my life—now felt totally numb to me? My mind quickly searched for

answers, but it would take me some time to piece things together.

S E A R C H I N G F O R C L U E S

The seeds of my marital discord were planted four years before I met Brenda.

I was attending Stanford University in the San Francisco Bay area, desperately

trying to make sense of my life, seeking truth in any intellectual nook and

cranny I could find (I was a non-Chris tian, though I’d attended church many

times over the years). 
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First, I dallied in the writings of Marx and Engels. Next I turned to

Eastern religion, a fad that swept the Stanford campus in the late 1970s. I

even accepted a flower and an invi tation from the Moonies, who “love-

bombed” me but failed to convince me to join their ranks. Meanwhile, I

meandered up and down the West Coast, spend ing seminar weekends with

enlightened gurus as they “merged” with the universe.

I hungered to find the Meaning of Life, but since I wasn’t having much

luck, I looked for solace and comfort in the arms of female companions. That

was something I could understand. One year after graduating from Stanford,

I had four girlfriends and was sleeping with three of them. Obviously, I was

a busy man—too busy to notice that God was drawing a bead on my hun  -

gry soul.

Late one afternoon before leaving the office of my first real job, I settled

my feet on the credenza to enjoy the beautiful Cal i fornia sunset bursting

through my window. In this unguarded moment, God somehow interrupted

the scene with the horrible revelation of what I had become. Detesting the

sight, I felt sorrow rush over me. “Lord,” I prayed, “if You’re ready to work

with me, I’m ready to work with You.”

All heaven seemed to move on my behalf. Within weeks, I accepted a

new position back in Iowa, where I’d grown up. I left the anything-goes West

Coast lifestyle in my rearview mirror. Best of all, my quest for the Meaning of

Life—for truth—was over. I had accepted Christ as Lord of my life. Finally, I

had peace.

Planting my feet squarely in Des Moines, Iowa, I found a church home.

In addition, I decided to attend a married couples Sunday school class—

which raised a few eyebrows, since I was a bachelor. You see, I had stopped

dating, suspecting I understood little about women and knowing I couldn’t

treat them with honor. I had heard that the pastor teaching the class would

unveil the wonderful intricacies of women. He did, which only confirmed

my ignorance about females, despite all the “intimate” time I had spent

with them.
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As the months passed, a desire grew within me to understand the lessons

better. One night I simply prayed, “Lord, You’ve taught me so much about

women. Can You show me someone who embodies these characteristics?” I

wasn’t asking for a girlfriend or even a date. I just wanted to see such a Chris -

tian woman in real life.

One week later, my father, now married to my stepmother, called me

from Moline, Illinois, and said, “Freddie, I have a deal for you! I know a fam-

ily in our church with a nice Chris tian daughter, and I’ve arranged a double

date for us. My treat.” I thought it was kind of cute that Dad wanted to

 double-date with me, but then I remembered the last time Dad had tried to

play matchmaker. He sent me on a day ski trip with a date who wore tight

stretch pants, had big hair, and used so much makeup she must have applied

it with a trowel.

Despite the bad experience, I decided to play along again and make the

three-hour drive to Moline. Dad meant well, and a church service capped

with a free lunch seemed tame enough. With a little luck, I’d be home in time

for the second NBA game on television.

The day began when I took my seat right next to Dad just a few minutes

before the church service was to begin. He leaned over and whispered, “Fred-

die, here she comes.”

Brenda Hulett stepped into our row, and I stood up to shake her hand.

As our eyes met, my heavenly Father seemed to lean down and whisper, This

is the girl you’re going to marry. I really felt that I would become her hus -

band! This thought, premonition—whatever you want to call it—struck

me as funny, which caused me to  giggle throughout the service whenever

I glanced at her. 

Naturally, Brenda was annoyed by my behavior, wondering who this

weirdo was sitting next to her. Later that day, I naively told her why I’d

been chuckling all during the church service. Now she really wanted to run!

Miraculously, she resisted the urge. I was vindicated seven months later on

our wedding day.
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S E E K I N G A M O T H E R ’ S B L E S S I N G

So God arranged your marriage, huh? Everything must have gone perfectly for you

after that. Hardly. Our courtship progressed strangely that spring and sum -

mer, beginning with a request that I made to my mother after our engage-

ment. “When can I come to Cedar Rapids to see you?” I asked. “I want you

to meet my fiancée.”

An icy silence ensued. My mom and I were very close, and the thought

of her only son marrying some girl she’d never met was not well received.

Maybe she was thinking of her own marriage, which broke up when I was

eleven years old. After my parents finalized their divorce, life became an emo-

tional and financial horror for Mom, my two sisters, and me. The pressures

of single parenting nearly leveled her, but Mom tenaciously fought through

it. Working two jobs, she’d come home from her receptionist job, touch base,

and grab a bite to eat with us, and then head out to sell grave plots.

Mom was easily the bravest person I knew. As she battled on, my young

heart ached for her, and I vowed I’d never do anything to make Mom cry. I

shouldered the mantle of manhood as best I could, and we all became closer

as we passed through the trials together. That’s why her silence following the

news of my engagement caught me off guard. I didn’t realize that my mother

wanted to meet the girl before her son decided to marry.

Against this backdrop, Brenda naturally felt the pressure to make a good

first impression upon my mother and sisters. Wearing her best sundress,

Brenda fixed her hair into a wonderful cloud of curls, and she couldn’t have

looked nicer. Alas, at first glance my mother and siblings immediately pegged

Brenda as a “sorority chick” who would never fit in with the family. No bless-

ing was forthcoming that day, especially after Brenda accidentally stepped

into a flat of fresh strawberries my mother had lovingly picked for me.

I hoped our autumn wedding would end the relational tailspin, but first

impressions turned into a lasting impression. And marital adjustment turned

out to be difficult for Brenda. Her father had died two months before the

wedding, and although his passing was expected, his death nonetheless
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brought immense grief. Guilt piled on top of Brenda’s grief because we were

living three hours away from her childhood home in Moline, Illinois, leaving

her mother alone to deal with her pain.

We settled in Des Moines, but Brenda couldn’t get her bearings there.

Brenda had been born and raised in Moline, had always attended the same

church she’d been baptized in as a young child, and had cultivated deep

friendships there. After college, she had returned to Moline to work as a reg-

istered nurse, a career that gained her respect among her peers. Now in Des

Moines, Brenda had no friends for support.

To make matters worse, her new job at a local hospital was an unpleasant,

vulgar work environment. Worst of all, she was living with me, a veritable

stranger who had lost his temper on her wedding night and erupted far too

often since. She was overwhelmed. Because of this, we often spent more time

with Brenda’s family than with mine when we returned to Moline for a visit.

Though logical given the circumstances, the relationships with my family

deteriorated further. Storms rolled in from every direction.

Trying to mediate both sides was no fun. Where I come from, the louder

you were, the righter you were. So every few nights, I received another railing

phone call from my family regarding this “insensitive woman” I had married.

They kept asking:

“How can she be so selfish with your time?”

“Why do you let her be so self-centered?”

“Don’t you still love us?”

We lived in a small apartment, and Brenda could hear it all. Enduring a

few tempestuous holidays with my family as well, Brenda soon grew fright-

ened by their volatile outbursts. She felt nauseous for three full days before

any visit to their homes.

And why not? The holidays were nothing but trouble. My family, already

seeing us less than they desired, demanded a full day’s visit. Frightened by

their explosive tempers, Brenda preferred an afternoon schedule, somewhere

in the one-to-four-o’clock range. With a bit of brokering, I’d negotiate a noon-

until-six schedule. Upset with nerves, Brenda dawdled till the last minute,
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and we often arrived late. This annoyed my family to no end. Of course, the

roles reversed in the afternoon as they demanded we stay until the very last

minute, while Brenda ached to return to the safety of our car at the first pos-

sible moment. Everyone watched the clock all day. It drove me nuts.

Was I frustrated with my family? Sure. They were wrong about Brenda

and made impossible demands on me. But I was even more frustrated with

Brenda. We were teammates, and I expected that we would pull from the same

rope. I felt she should be more flex ible in the negotiations to help me bring us

together. I began calling her names, like “big baby” and “spoiled brat.”

Did Brenda agree? Not on your life! She felt that I loved my family and

relatives more than I loved her. “After all,” she said, “I don’t hear you calling

them nasty names.” She felt that I should defend her and halt their demean-

ing tirades. My temper became sickeningly manifest. Often, I’d stand toe to

toe with Brenda and shout until she cowered. I twice broke holes in the

Sheetrock walls with my bare fists. During one of my many tantrums, I

threw a pot of bean soup across the floor. But I felt justified.

From my perspective, she was simply stubborn and wouldn’t help.

From her perspective, she couldn’t help.

WAT C H I N G T H E L O V E G R O W C O L D

The poison of in-law problems seeped into every aspect of our relationship.

In the early days, my heart skipped a beat every time I saw Brenda walk across

a room. Not anymore. More often than not, our evenings ended the same

way: After hitting the light on the nightstand, I’d settle my head into my pil-

low, only to hear these sickening words in the darkness: “Fred, we have some-

thing to talk about.”

On Valentine’s Day, I went to buy a card. Fingering through the cards

and reading the texts, I returned them one by one to the rack as “too mushy”

or “too contrived” or “too romantic.” Little by little, panic settled in as I faced

the truth: I couldn’t give any of those cards to Brenda with any measure of

sincerity.
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The onslaught of our in-law problems resembled what the Allied air

forces inflicted upon enemy cities in World War II. Our pilots dropped their

bombs and then returned to base where life was pretty normal—eating,

sleeping, playing cards, and preparing for the next sortie. But for the people

back in the burning rubble of the bombed cities, normal life was impossible.

So it was with us. My family dropped their bombs over the phone and

then, with the click of the receiver, returned to “base” and their normal life

with friends and family. But for Brenda and me, our marriage was crumbling,

with rubble smoldering all around us. There was no safe haven—only des-

peration. And, sadly, Brenda sensed she was living with the enemy because I

continued to defend my family during our arguments. Besides, I was just as

volatile as they were. I’m sure my scowl reminded her of them.

All this laid the groundwork for Brenda’s sorrowful statement: “I don’t

know how else to say this, but my feelings for you are dead.”

Now it was my turn to feel nauseous! Long ago, when my parents’

divorce loomed over my life, a merciless question swirled over and over

within my frightened heart. What are we going to do? I asked myself. What are

we going to do?

Brenda’s words brought the question sweeping back, with an even more

personal twist: “What am I going to do?”

Her declaration took me by surprise. This is the girl God Himself chose

for me. This is my wife…and all my hopes and dreams are tied up in her. I’d

do anything for her. So how is this happening? I still love her! Sure, the

romance is gone, but she’s my best friend. We can still talk to each other. I

love our walks.

I asked Brenda a few questions. “Honey, what about it? Do you still

love me?”

“Yes,” she said. “I still love you.”

“If the love is still there, then how come your feelings for me are dead?”

Brenda couldn’t put it into words, which left me writhing in grinding con -

fusion. Waves of panic washed over me for days, buckling me in unguarded

moments. This isn’t right. What am I going to do?
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AV O I D I N G D I V O R C E C O U R T

One day, as I stepped into the kitchen for a glass of milk, tears pooled in my

eyes once again. I fought down a searing pain in my heart. Opening the

refrigerator door, I listlessly grabbed the milk carton and aimed at the glass in

my hand. Returning the carton to its place, I shut the door and stared for a

long time at the refrigerator through tear-filled eyes. Then I pointed to

heaven, declaring, “God, I don’t care how much gravel I have to eat, but I am

not getting a divorce.”

That’s how desperate I was. I’d eat rocks if that would save my marriage.

I knew it was time to pay a real price, a much deeper price. God said in

 Ephesians 5 that I must lay down my life for my marriage, just as He laid

down His life for His bride, the church. I hadn’t even approached such sacri-

ficial love.

I lifted up that desperate statement to God nearly twenty years ago.

Recently, a deacon said to me, “Fred, I know only two couples who enjoy a

level of intimacy that allows them to talk to each other about absolutely any-

thing—even their sins—without fear and with total love. You and Brenda are

one of them.”

I smiled and thanked that deacon. How did we get from there to here?

What you’re about to read is our story.
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Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1. As honestly and fully as you can, describe your own journey in

encountering any of Fred’s experiences and discoveries as presented

in this chapter. How much can you identify with him?

2. Which part of Fred’s story can you identify with most?

3. Have you ever come to the point of making a significant and memo-

rable decision to save or strengthen your marriage? If so, what

brought this about?

4. How would you express your personal goals or expectations for your

marriage from reading Every Man's Marriage?
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