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INTRODUCTION

There are many good books on marriage. This book is special

because it examines marriage in the context of what it means to

be created in the image of God and tries to apply that to marriage

with the metaphor of ballroom dancing. The image of God is

first and foremost about holiness lost in Adam and regained in

Christ, but it is also about what it means to be a man and woman

in this world as God intended us to be. It is therefore the foun-

dation of how we are to live, especially in marriage.

Chapter 1 defines marriage on the basis of the biblical theme

of men and women made in the image of God as well as the

theme of the one flesh union between husband and wife. This

first chapter is foundational to what follows, and is important as

our society wrestles with the possibility of redefining marriage to

accommodate to a changing culture. Marriage is not merely

however a culture chooses to define it. Marriage is an institution

created by God for a man and a woman.

The second chapter addresses the issue of leadership in 

marriage and takes the direction of the biblical model of the 

husband as the one who leads and the

wife as one who follows, as happens 

in ballroom dancing. The not-so-easy

challenge of this biblical model is 

discussed in deciphering what it actual-

ly means to lead and what it means to

follow. I have tried to be sensitive to the

varying ways couples have worked this

out for themselves, but I argue for the

essential vocation of the husband as the
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one who must take responsibility for the

marriage and home he has been called by

God to lead.

Chapter 3 deals with conflict in mar-

riage. Among other things, there is a discus-

sion on how to argue well versus arguing

badly. Arguing well is an art to be learned.

It brings resolution to problems faced together by a husband and

wife. Arguing badly is evidence of a human nature that needs

redemption in Jesus Christ. Therefore, the substance of this

chapter is about the necessity for a husband and wife to learn to

practice confession and forgiveness between them in marriage.

Chapter 4 confronts the issue of sensuality between husband

and wife. I have tried to distinguish between wholesome sensu-

ality and unwholesome sensuality. The word sensuality is used to

encompass sexuality and sexual intercourse, but it also includes

the courtesy, sensitivity, tenderness, and affection toward each

other that is displayed in public as well as in the bedroom. The

premise is that sensuality, which serves the expression and

growth of the one flesh union, is a wholesome sensuality.

In chapter 5 the spiritual connections between husband and

wife are explored. Both public worship and personal devotions

are essential as a backdrop for all that marriage is about because

a husband and wife are together and individually part of the

body of Christ. The delicate issue of the relationship between a

Christian married to a non-Christian is also addressed by means

of the writings of St. Paul.

Chapter 6 is a discussion about the necessity of making time

for each other at home alone. I will spell out how a good 

. . . a husband and

wife are together

and individually

part of the body 

of Christ.
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marriage is a blessing to the world, offering service and hope to

others. Included here is a candid discussion of the problem of

infidelity in marriage.

Chapter 7 discusses aging well together as husband and wife,

and preparing for the reality that one spouse will likely die before

the other. Preparing for death does not mean escaping the pain

caused by the loss of the other, but to be able to talk about it as

part of the intimacy of marriage. Although I cannot speak from

personal experience about losing a spouse, I can speak from the

point of anticipating the death of a spouse. My wife and I do

anticipate and speak about this, sharing our conviction that we

must each learn to love God more than we love each other in

order to continue living well when the other is gone.

Finally, chapter 8 explores the topic of parenting in three 

different ways. I speak to the need for young couples to re-parent

themselves, to parent their children well, and maybe to parent

their parents someday. Being prepared for all three kinds of par-

enting is important in a marriage.

AFTERWORD

Although it will be obvious that topics in this book have been

shared between my wife, Susan, and me in endless conversations

over eighteen months of writing, I asked her to read it and write

a response to the final manuscript to be included as the After-

word. My wife’s having the last word is the equivalent of the

woman taking her bow at the end of a performance waltz, as is

the custom. I happily step aside to enable her to do so.
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like dancing 13

1
MARRIAGE IS LIKE DANCING

My parents met on the dance floor in 1934. They

continued to dance through nearly six decades of marriage

until Dad died at age 94. For them, dancing primarily meant

the waltz, fox-trot, rumba, cha-cha, and other Latin dances.

Last summer, after nearly forty years of marriage, and for the

first time in each of our lives, my wife and I began taking 

ballroom dancing lessons at a Fred Astaire Dance Studio. I had

often told my wife about an elderly clergyman in my youth

who tried to convince a group of us young men that dancing

is a sin. He declared that if we had to dance, it should be only

after marriage and, even then, only in the privacy of the 

bedroom with one’s own wife.



That point of view brought to mind several thoughts and

images at the time. My first thought was that my parents had

danced most Saturday nights when I was growing up and had

never missed attending church the next morning. I could see

nothing wrong with their love of dancing or any lack of faith-

fulness to each other or to God in worship. Following quickly,

I had an image of being married someday. I imagined my wife

and I in our bedroom, and it struck me that the least of my

desires at that time would be to ask my wife for the next dance.

Finally, I came to the conclusion that if we did dance in our

bedroom, according to my mentor, apparently the “sin” of

dancing would then be acceptable. I concluded there was

something wrong with the well-intentioned perspective of my

honorable sage.

I can honestly say that my wife and I have never danced in

our bedroom. Nevertheless, we did decide to take ballroom

dance lessons for use on the dance floor. At the time, we were

not interested in all types of dancing. Disco dancing, for exam-

ple, not only brought to mind visions of an attempt by people

our age to be young again, but I was also inclined to accept the

judgment made by contemporary ballroom dancers that disco

was already part of the Dark Ages. In disco, it seemed to this

untrained eye, that having a partner mattered little, since each

dancer did his own thing on the dance floor. My wife and I

were also not interested in a style of dancing that is suggestive

of something more appropriately done in the privacy of our

bedroom without dancing. It was no doubt the sexual sugges-

tiveness of some dances that prompted the advice given me by

the elderly clergyman in my youth.

14
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What prompted our interest in dancing as retirees was our

two-week tour of Turkey and Greece during which we enjoyed

a three-day cruise among the Greek islands. As is often the case,

the evenings aboard ship provided opportunity for dancing.

Although my wife and I had contrived to dance occasionally

through the years, our attempt consisted mostly in learning 

to begin and end with the music. When we returned from the

trip abroad, I said to my wife, “Honey, I’d like to learn how 

to dance!” She responded with a virtual

wink and an adept presentation of a

coupon for one free dance lesson she had

stashed away for just an opportunity such

as this.

So began our dance lessons, and we are

still enjoying every minute of them.

Learning to dance has been a challenge. It

requires a studied focus on patterns and connections to each

other. The daily practice has been a physical workout, both

exhausting and satisfying. All in all, dancing has been a

delight, even with its good and bad days—just like the chal-

lenge, the studied focus, and the daily exercise of our marriage.

We were told in our first lesson that in ballroom dancing

the man leads and the woman follows. Our instructor was

quick to point out that this does not mean the man coerces or

shoves the woman around the dance floor, but rather that he

“invites” her to follow him in their dance together. At first, this

sounded to me like merely a politically correct way to describe

what most men did on the dance floor, directing her to go

where she might otherwise not have been inclined to go—in

. . . in ballroom 

dancing the man

leads and the 

woman follows
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effect, steering her around the floor 

like a tugboat in the harbor. However, 

the instructor was trying to show the

courtesy of ballroom dancing. In today’s

ballroom dancing the woman may

choose to follow the man or not, but, of

course, the dance cannot continue unless

she does. Therefore, if she wants to dance

with him, it is her decision to follow

him, just as it is her decision to say “yes” if she chooses to

accept his invitation to marriage. And if she says yes to either

dance or marriage, she must learn to follow just as he must

learn to lead. Neither leading nor following comes naturally,

and therein lies the benefits of dance lessons and the enrich-

ment of marital counseling.

Although our instructor may not have realized that we

were beginning to see dance as a metaphor for our marriage, he

did point out that the woman may not change places with the

man and lead him on the dance floor. Later on this was amend-

ed to explain that sometimes, when the woman steps forward

and the man steps backward, the woman must lead, but only

for a few planned steps until it is time for the man to resume

his lead. It seemed to me, and my wife agreed, that marriage is

a lot like dancing. The man ought to lead. But there are times

when the wife must assume responsibility for a few steps before

returning the lead to her husband. That is not an easy thing to

do. It is human nature for both to want to lead rather than to

follow. That is what so often causes marital disharmony.

Neither leading nor following comes easily either in dancing or

. . . if she says yes 

to either dance or

marriage, she must

learn to follow just

as he must learn 

to lead



in marriage, and both husband and wife need to work at it

together with daily practice.

This idea of the man leading and the woman following in

marriage runs counter to everything that has been happening

in the revision of gender roles in our culture. The energies of

those who fear abuse by men have poured out as a militant

resistance to the idea that a man should take any lead in 

marriage. Likewise, philosophical egalitarians have politicized

marriage, claiming that the man and the woman must each

assert leadership over their own lives and not presume to lead

each other’s. Implied in this assertion is the belief that the roles

of men and women in marriage are simply a matter of culture

and function, and not inherent by nature as given by God. It

is not surprising that the functional-culturists believe the roles

of men and women in marriage are easily interchangeable.

Fortunately, however prevalent this point of view may

seem to be, few happily married couples really believe this.

Under social pressure, married couples may try to make the

current cultural model work, but seldom is this model fulfilling

in the long run, and time and disappointment changes things

again. Couples can attempt to do their own thing on the dance

floor and in marriage, but ultimately the man still has to lead

and the woman still has to follow in

order for dancing or marriage to pro-

duce a stellar performance fulfilling to

both as a couple. Understanding who

leads and who follows is what makes

marriage work for the benefit of men,

women, and the children that come
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from it. Where couples do exchange the

lead, the woman often picks it up either

because her husband will not responsibly

do so, or because circumstances such as

illness or handicap necessitate it, or

because the woman as a strong personali-

ty cannot separate her leadership in the

community from her following a lead in the marriage.

Now, before it sounds like I am proposing that men should

“dominate” women in marriage and that women should 

subject themselves to the abusive dominance of men, let us

reject both these thoughts. Jesus said, “Love one another”; He

did not say, “Dominate one another.” This applies throughout

the whole experience of life, but most importantly in marriage.

Jesus Christ is the true Word of God that became flesh and

blood among us and transforms us to love, lead, and follow 

in marriage. In addition to being “the only begotten Son of 

God,” He is also the heavenly Groom and we, the Church, His 

earthly Bride. (See Ephesians 5:25–33.)

THE GOSPEL AND MARRIAGE

The model for leading and following in marriage is the 

new relationship between Christ and His people, renewed 

daily through mutual confession and absolution. Jesus Christ,

God the Son, demonstrated submission to God the Father in

becoming obedient to death on the cross to reunite us to God.

The authority of the Father and the submission of the Son

redeemed our misuse of authority and submission, transform-

ing each into a good to be experienced in marriage by God’s

Jesus said, “Love

one another;” 

He did not say,

“Dominate one

another.”



grace. Christ’s submission to death on the cross is God’s work

of reconciling the world to Himself, and the divorce between

God and the world is repaired through faith in Jesus Christ.

Those who know the joy and promise of this authority and

submission under God know it as a good thing to be embraced

daily with eagerness. The wife is to submit to her husband “as

to the Lord.” The reminder, “as to the Lord,” is as important for

the husband as it is for the wife. “As to the Lord,” reminds him

that he stands under the authority of God as his wife 

submits to him. These words, “as to the Lord,” make all the 

difference between a sinful authoritarianism and a fulfilling

faithfulness to God for both husband and wife.

DEFINING MARRIAGE

If we are to understand what it means to lead and to follow in

a way that brings fulfillment to a marriage, we must understand

the institution of marriage itself. How shall we define marriage?

That is currently the question under discussion in our society.

Shall we recognize marriage as the union of one man and one

woman? Shall we recognize marriage as the union of a man to

another man or a woman to another woman, the gay marriage?

Shall marriage be a promise of lifelong commitment before 

God and the community with which we are all one, or shall 

marriage be any two people, young or old, who choose to live

together without a wedding or commitment for life, for sexual

convenience or mutual financial benefit? Shall marriage be a

contract for a set number of years, to be reviewed for its contin-

uance or dissolved for other interests? Shall marriage be the pre-

requisite for procreation, or shall society support any unmarried

19



20

woman choosing to have a child with

the assistance of a fertility clinic that

provides donor sperm to fulfill her 

wishes? Is marriage little more than an

invention of a culture and therefore

something that needs to be revised from

generation to generation, or is there

something inherent in marriage itself

that causes it to work best, among other reasons, when the 

husband leads and the woman follows?

The assertion of this book is that  marriage is not whatever

we choose to make of it, but it is what God has made it to be!

Nearly all cultures, regardless of external customs, reflect some-

thing of the truth that marriage is from God at the core of 

their experience of marriage. There may be cultures where the

leadership of the husband is little more than outright abuse 

of the wife and children, as well as cultures where a wife’s 

assertion of authority is demeaning of the man, but these

things merely highlight human nature at its worst. In our own

culture, there are models of marriage that range from varieties

of abuse to “anything goes” consensual agreements, but such

variety does not give legitimacy to a belief in cultural relativism

with regard to marriage. The institution of marriage has 

suffered the same attacks on its historic credibility as morality

has from those who attempt to dismantle anything that hints

of biblical origin. In this book, we will move beyond the debate

with culturalists and return to an understanding of marriage as

revealed and ultimately fulfilled in relationship to God,

through Jesus Christ our Lord.

. . . marriage is 

not whatever we

choose to make it,

but it is what God

has made it to be




