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Chapter One

City Church
Oh, God, please, please let there be a parking space! I’ve driven around and around this stupid church so long that now I’m late. This is crazy! I don’t even go to church. I think Christians are flakes, they’re hypocrites. Why am I even here? 
And suddenly there it is, Sunday morning at 10:57 AM. The only space open in the whole, huge parking lot. Part of me is glad it’s near the front door; the other part of me wishes there were no parking space at all. Is this supposed to be funny, God?
City Church is packed. What’s the draw, anyway? It certainly isn’t the warehouse of a building., cleaned up though it is with contemporary stained glass and a monastic, domed steeple. What is it that gets all these people out of bed and brings them together, fresh-scrubbed and dressed in their finest, eager to hear Pastor John Darby pontificate about God? I prefer coffee and bagels, along with my Sunday paper! But through the giant copper-clad doors I plunge, committed to finding out what’s missing in my life. 
As I sit here in the next-to-last pew experiencing “church” for the first time in my adult life, memories of the small town chapel from my childhood come flooding back. I remember “walking the aisle,” with Momma and Daddy scurrying to keep up with me. How can all these beautiful people, in one of the richest churches in town, be so excited about a dull, boring sermon? I am beginning to find out, however, for even as the preaching is winding down, all the confusion and the turmoil and unhappiness I’d felt for the past three years…maybe forever, and locked securely away in my heart…is bursting forth in torrential tears. Up on stage Dr. Darby is inviting people to walk to the front to accept Jesus as their personal Savior, just like I did as a kid! Only these are sophisticated, upscale movers and shakers. Why, in God’s name, they’re responding like this, I am not sure. All I know is that I have to become part of…of…whatever they have in their lives. So powerful is this tug on my heart that I jump from my seat and rush forward, too, leaving my purse and all its contents there on the pew behind me. 

Tall, tanned Ron meets me in front of the speaker’s platform with a comforting arm and a box of tissue. As I sob, “Jesus, I…I want to…to meet You,” he gently guides me into a room off the side of the auditorium. In less than five minutes, Jesus and I are introduced and I fling myself into His arms, certain I am home at last. Certain I will live in His protection forever, safe from the world, safe from my thoughts and worries, safe from the past and safe from myself. After all, I have put my trust in Jesus, the Messiah, haven’t I?
*
*
*
The months leading to this decision were more emotional than any I’d ever experienced. Scott and I had dated since college and it looked like we were headed for marriage. His mother wanted him to become a lawyer, but he resisted and became yacht captain. Like his mother, I wanted stability and a house, but Scott wanted boats. He wanted to play, to ski, to take flying lessons. His career, as well as his lifestyle, was about good times.
So I set about building my own career as a marketing analyst. I liked what I did for a living and I was good at it. I liked research and making sense out of disparate numbers and trends. The career side of my life was quite fulfilling, but not so my social life. Finally, after three years of knowing Scott and experiencing, even enjoying, his grand adventures, he and I concluded we should go our separate ways. Those memories of my first real love had been hard to stuff away. So hard, even, that it had made sense for me to move from the small coastal town where we both lived to the city rather than risk running into Scott. 

In less than a month I’d met Todd Jonathan MacKenzie. Handsome, tall and manly, with enough flexibility in his workday for long, relaxing lunches. I loved those first glimpses of his black Mercedes with the burgundy leather interior parked in front of our favorite restaurant every time we’d sneak away. I loved his starched blue-and-white striped shirts with his initials embroidered on the cuff. TJM. How powerful he seemed! And the ever-present scent of his musk cologne drew me to him time and time again. How could I not be in love? Todd treated me like a precious jewel, so differently from Scott, always holding open doors, standing when I arrived at the table and phoning exactly when he said he would. While there was no talk of marriage or even a commitment, he often admitted I was ‘special’ to him.
Todd celebrated his thirtieth birthday during the time we dated. I spent hours making him a CD of his favorite music. On the evening of his birthday he came for dinner and stayed late. I took the day off work to cook and clean and do my nails. Beef Bourginone and homemade Caesar salad for the main course, with caramel flan…from scratch!…for dessert. That was probably the most romantic evening of my life.

But after eight wonderful, caring, tender, loving months, Todd was suddenly gone. His phone calls stopped abruptly. The long lunches ended without warning. And when I confronted him at his office, all he would say was, “it’s time to bring our relationship to a close.” Yes, he once again acknowledged my special place in his life, but he would not see me again. One day I sat in Todd’s office lobby five hours waiting for him to come out. Finally his boss asked me to leave.

The loneliness, the abandonment, the empty nights and long, tortuous days nearly drove me mad! What had I done wrong? Why wouldn’t Todd even talk with me? Had I done or said something unforgivable? Was there another relationship? Oh, the pain! The hurt of not knowing! At least there’s finality in death, but Todd hadn’t died. He’d just gone away. Why? Why? Why?
Finally I had to find another life, to discover answers that made sense. Breaking up with Scott was understandable. He had been who he was…a flirt, a tease, and perhaps a little too fond of margaritas. But what about Todd? We weren’t kids. Both of us knew what we wanted and this was it! What went wrong?
Todd and I weren’t particularly religious and neither of us attended church except, perhaps, Christmas and Easter. Once, however, he’d suggested I might like City Church, that giant of a campus in the northwest part of town. Just a thought that crossed his mind, he said. Todd always seemed so wise and mature that his recommendations constantly made sense, except his refusal to continue seeing me.

Thank You, God, that You found me! Thank You for easing my pain! It’s not all gone yet, but I somehow know You’ll get me through this hurt I’ve felt for so long. I don’t fully understand what “trusting” You looks like or what will become of me now, but I have to believe in Someone bigger than myself!
*
*
*
So now I’m a full-fledged member of the largest church in the city. It is so big and growing so fast that the Sunday school class I joined meets off-campus in a nearby pizza parlor. Ashleigh and Jennifer, my newfound girlfriends, are wonderful! Since none of us dates, we are always meeting for lunch, jogging in City Park or just listening to each other’s tales of woe. We cling together in fierce support, always defending each other against the outside world.
I’m discovering the wonderfulness of reading my Bible every morning, and I’m learning to pray all the time…when I’m on my treadmill, when I brush my hair, driving to work, whenever my routine lets me concentrate on talking with God. I love it, and always I come away with the sense He heard me and I’m not just talking with myself.

And I’m learning to shoot up quick prayers before making presentations at work, then watching in awe as recommendations are accepted without nearly the effort that I used to spend. The same thing happens with getting market research. Used to be, I’d cajole or wheedle or buy doughnuts to get information from the research department one or two days earlier than other analysts, especially when it was really important. Now I pray and God works!

Most important of all, I’m learning to listen. This isn’t easy, but I’m beginning to sense when Bible verses have special meaning. I’m learning to “hear” God more clearly in the early morning, before my day is distracted with busyness. Sometimes I spend an hour or more carefully and tearfully seeking God’s comfort. I desperately want His understanding and His rationale for all these changes in my life!

Oh, Father, I don’t know why Scott and Todd came into my life. I don’t understand why they’re gone and now I’m Yours, but I thank You for Your incredible goodness! I know if You ever bring another man into my life, he will be patient, a gentleman, and I will be as important to him as he is to me. I also know, Father, because right now I’m so very afraid of men and relationships, I know You will have to make it perfectly clear this is the man You’re bringing to me. You’ll have to get me into a corner, a commitment, a situation that won’t let me escape. But not yet, please! I need more time with You. Time to learn more about me.

*
*
*

Two months after joining City Church, the pizza parlor class elects me Social Chairperson, responsible for putting together monthly parties whenever and however I can. I appreciate the class’s faith in me and enthusiastically organize bowling tournaments, spaghetti suppers and parties for this occasion or that. But when another class suggests a combined party, I promptly resign. Their Social Chairperson is a man and I want nothing to do with any man, even if he is good-looking. Especially if he’s good-looking. If You intend me to be involved in a relationship, Father, You’ll have to fix me up. You’ll have to arrange it so I can’t run, can’t get out of being with a…a man.
It isn’t I am afraid of dating. Before Scott and Todd, I’d dated others. Sweet Mark, dark-haired and pouty. Handsome, muscular Sean. And Bill, tall and blond, with deep brown eyes. But ending those relationships was relatively easy. Maybe a few tears, a little longing, but always moving onto better and more nurturing relationships. Losing Scott, as well as Todd, had hurt far too much! Suddenly I no longer trust myself with men. God is my Protector now and if what I am learning at church and through my Bible is true, then God Himself can and will bring just the right man into my life.
But will He? How can He? Why would He?
Chapter Two

Bible Study
“Jordan Montgomery?” the voice on the other end of the phone politely asks. It’s a man’s voice, vaguely familiar but not within my recall.

“Yes, this is Jordan.”

“Oh, good! You’re the third Jordan I’ve called tonight. This is Andy Warren from City Church, the coordinator of Bible study classes for singles, and I have a form here that says you’re interested in leading a class this Fall. Is that correct?”

“Well, yes. I’m in a Bible study right now and it’s such a powerful time in my life I’d like to help others grow like I am. But I’m not very good at standing up in front of people.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Andy reassures, “it’ll be a small group and there’s no standing up. We’ll give you a leader’s guide so you’ll have the questions and the answers. We’re just now putting together our roster of classes and I’d like to know if we can count on you?”

“Well…sure, I’ll try it.” Being ‘sure’ isn’t exactly how I feel, but that very morning Jesus had promised to be with me anywhere and everywhere. I will never leave you nor forsake you, His Word had said. I know that I either trust Him or I don’t and now is as good a time as any to find out which is true.

“That’s great! Someone will get back with you about what night your class will be, where it’ll be located, and to give you the leader’s guide. Thank you, Jordan. I know this will be a significant time in your life.”

On the Sunday before Labor Day I’m in the church bookstore helping Ashleigh rearrange shelves and count inventory. It’s been two weeks and a day since Andy Warren called about leading a Bible study and no one has followed up. That was August 4. I’d remembered the date because it was also Todd’s birthday. Yes, it had been his suggestion I go to City Church, but at the time I never realized Todd would be out of my life and Jesus Christ would replace him more fully than I ever thought possible. Neither was I able to comprehend the torture of my heart over Todd and how thoroughly Jesus could soothe and comfort me. What profound changes two short months can make!

As usual, Ashleigh and I are talking about our developing relationships with God. 

“I used to think you had to go off to a foreign land,” Ashleigh says, “to fight great battles for the Lord. Now I know the most significant battlefields are in my mind and my heart, not in darkest Africa. This thing about “living in the Lord minute by minute” used to sound like so much hogwash. I was turned off by friends who tried to explain that to me. Now I know for myself experiencing God is as real as our friendship, Jordan. And as much as I like you, knowing God is even more exciting. Even if I’m stuck here in this boring old bookstore, I can still experience the Lord personally, I can still have excitement in my day-to-day life.”

“But what about the Great Commission,” I counter, “where we’re instructed to ’go into all the world and preach the gospel?’”

“I don’t know about that,” Ashleigh argues. “I just know some of us have to be senders while the rest of you become goers. And some of us have to lift the goers up in prayer. God has planted me here and here I’m staying!”

“Uh, hello?” a tentative voice interrupts our discussion, a man’s voice. “Are you Jordan Montgomery?”

“Yes…”

“Hi, I’m Jared Jones…”

Oh, no! I recognize him as the Social Chairperson of that Sunday school class that wanted to get a party going with our pizza parlor class. What can he possibly want now?

“I’m no longer the Social Chairman of the pizza parlor class,” I barge ahead, trying to prevent another long, boring description of his party plans. “You need to see Jennifer Smith.”

“…uh, this isn’t about a party. Has Andy Warren told you we’ll be co-leading a Bible study together this Fall? Wednesday nights, I think, after the church service." 

Caught off-guard, I stare blankly at the intruder. "Wh…what? Uh, no, he hasn’t. In fact, this is the first I've heard about co-leading with anyone. Andy called earlier about leading the class, but this is the first I’ve heard about a co-leader." I’m fuming so much on the inside I almost spit the words.

"Oh, my goodness. I’m sorry! Just this past week Andy phoned and explained the church is arranging co-leaders for all Fall session Bible study groups in the Singles Department. Seems they think that co-leading will help take some of the pressure off leaders, yet still accommodate the large numbers of people who've signed up."

I smile perfunctorily. "Well, Andy called me a couple of weeks ago, but he didn’t mention co-leaders. I've been praying about this involvement or joining the city-wide Bible study and I see God has given me His answer. I'm sure Andy will be in touch with both of us about the details."

After Jared leaves the bookstore, I explode into my pent-up emotion. “How in the world could that Andy Warren have called what’s-his-name about a class I’m supposed to teach? Isn’t that just like men, always sticking together, always making sure a man is in charge? Well, I, for one, refuse to be treated like that! I refuse to be thought of as less capable than a man! If Andy doesn’t call me first thing tomorrow, I’m resigning! No, forget Andy, I’m resigning anyway!” 

Ashleigh just stares at me. Fortunately, there are no customers in the bookstore to hear my outburst.

And resign I do, even though Andy calls Tuesday morning before I leave for the office. Working with a man is not a situation I want in my life right now. Worse yet, praying with him would be far too vulnerable! Besides, if the church hadn’t the decency to call me at the same time they called what’s-his-name, Jerry something or other, they can just forget my leading a Bible study!

On Tuesday evening I phone Jared to tell him he’ll be leading the Bible study by himself, that I don’t feel ready for such a major commitment at this time.

“Jordan,” Jared replies gently, “I understand you’re not interested in working with a man right now.”

“That’s not a permanent injunction!” I retort, surprised by his insight. “Just not at this time. Why won’t somebody hear me?”

“At this time,” Jared corrects himself, “but if you don’t mind talking a few minutes longer, I’d like you to know why I believe God is asking you and me to teach this class. I believe He specifically created the opportunity for us, for you and me, to help support City Church. It’s not a commandment, but it’s an opportunity.”

And before I can protest, Jared tells me about hearing God’s audible voice one Wednesday evening after church, some two months earlier. Jared, that’s the godly woman you’re looking for. If you want that relationship, I will bless it, God had apparently said.

My own theology doesn’t yet encompass an awesome God speaking out loud to a mere man, especially to this one, but I listen to Jared, anyway. I have to admit I’m a little intrigued. After all, the black-and-white pages of my Bible do say God creates good works for us…beforetimes.
“When I heard God speaking,” Jared continues, “I whirled around and saw you and Ashleigh standing on the other side of the worship center. Not to offend, but I did appreciate you’re a very attractive woman. And since I know my own weakness for pretty faces, I went home and told God if what I had heard was really His voice, I needed to know for certain. I didn’t trust myself to not get involved in yet another romantic, but otherwise purposeless, relationship. I told God He would have to create a situation bringing us together, totally without my interference.”

“Well, I don’t trust myself, either,” I agree, explaining about losing relationships with Scott and Todd. “I’m so frightened of men right now God will have to tie me hand and foot to keep me involved.”

“You can imagine my surprise,” Jared says, “when Andy Warren phoned Tuesday a week ago to ask whether I’d consider co-leading a Bible study class…with you. Jordan, I believe in my heart of hearts God plans to use you and me in specific ways in this Bible study class. This is not just about us choosing or not choosing to lead this class.”

“Well, I do want to be available...to God. If, and that’s a big ‘if,’ we were to agree on co-leading, I think it would be a good idea to set some ground rules for working together.”

"Absolutely. Isn't it neat how God knows us each so personally, how He provides direction for you at the same time and through the same circumstances that He provides direction for me? What are those ground rules?"

“Look, I’m still not sure I want to do this. You seem like a nicer man than I imagined a couple of months ago when you wanted to get that combined class party going. Let me pray and think about it and I’ll call you.”

“That works fine,” Jared wisely backs off. “I’ll look forward to hearing from you later this week or by Sunday.” 

There are several reasons I hesitated at becoming involved in yet another man-woman relationship, whether romantic or not. First, I’d never heard of the Lord speaking audibly to anyone in the twenty-first century. And in the few short months I’ve been a follower of Jesus Christ, I’ve come to believe in the Holy Spirit's leading through prayer, through the Scripture, through friends and circumstances. But direct verbal communication? I’ll have to be careful of Jared’s theology. Furthermore, who is he, a mere man, albeit a cutie, to expect the God of the universe to talk directly and personally with him?

Second, my past history shows I’m more likely to be attracted to external packaging than interior quality. Even while dating Scott, I had dated Mark once or twice. And I’d been attracted to other men while dating Todd, although I never acted on those attractions.
Third, my previous dating experience had been guided by a more casual set of values and had turned into miserable flops. Well-intentioned evenings spent with good-looking men over dinner or afternoons sailing the bay with ‘ideal catches’ typically turned into a waste of time, a waste of affection, or often both. Whether they wasted good money on me was, well, their problem. I’m not at all sure I want to waste time now.

To say that I’m cautious about leading a Bible study with Jared is an understatement. The truth is, I’m downright wary of even the Lord's audible voice pointing me into an area where I have weaknesses and failures. While I don’t doubt Jared sincerely believes it was God Himself Who spoke, I need to be certain for myself. I want to know...without a doubt...He is in this relationship from the start, that it is He who is creating and putting it together, without any maneuvering, however subtle, on my part or Jared’s. I know if I’m ever to marry, I absolutely want God's choice for my husband, or I want no husband at all.

*
*
*
Thursday evening I return Jared’s phone call. "First," I caution as sternly as I know how, "this is a working relationship and nothing more. And in preparing our lessons, we only need to get together once a week, twice at the very most."

“I agree. The class is on Wednesday after prayer meeting. Would it work for you to meet either Monday or Tuesday night to plan who’s leading what section, and to pray?”

“Pray for the class members and pray for the leaders,” I add. “Tuesday evenings works fine, but at some neutral place. Not my home or yours.”

“How’s the church, maybe upstairs where we can get a hamburger or something to drink?”

“That’s fine. I just want to guarantee a business-like atmosphere.” 

“Me, too. And I want you to know I’m committed to the full twenty-six weeks of this class, regardless of how much we might end up disliking leading together.” Although he doesn’t say it, I know Jared is guarding himself against possibly being attracted to me. It was only later I was to learn why.

“I agree.” Clearly stated expectations, I know, are biblical. Jesus asked people what they wanted Him to do before He healed them. If this relationship with Jared is going to be successful, at whatever level, there has to be open and honest communication.

*
*
*
The following Tuesday evening we meet at church to plan the leading our first Bible study class. Carefully following the outline, we develop introductory icebreakers, allocate specific time for each area of study and explanation, as well as for verse memorization and questions. We work hard, making sure the flow is right, and we agree on who is to lead what section. Then we start to close our planning session with prayer.

"This place is pretty open and noisy," Jared says, “what with the cooks calling out order numbers and everyone talking and laughing. What do you say we walk over to the prayer garden? It's quieter there."
"Well…” I hesitate, “I don't know I've ever been there. I guess if its church property, it’s probably safe."

The prayer garden is a little-used niche created by the "U" shape of one of the buildings. Its only furnishings are an old live oak tree, some sparse ground ivy, a park bench and moonlight.

"Jordan," Jared begins, sitting beside me on the bench, "more than anything, I want our co-leading to bring glory and honor to God. Regardless of whatever else may result, whether the church thinks we do a great job or not, if all our efforts, if our praying and leading and working together don’t bring glory to His name, then it's not worth our time and it won’t serve our class, either.”

Jared is such a gentleman. Other men I’ve known would have used this moonlit corner to grab a kiss, or more. Jared’s only movement is to hold my hand as we pray. First asking for God's direction and guidance for the class, then for sensitivity on both our parts to hear the quiet voice of the Holy Spirit. I pray class members will be sensitive to the Holy Spirit and they, too, will give Him honor and glory in their lives. Finally, Jared prays he and I will be available to whatever God wants to accomplish through us. Silently I add, and Father, if this relationship truly is from You, then I ask for wisdom to become more fully the woman You've made me to be, and for protection from my own desires.
Chapter Three
Dr. Maxwell
Our first Bible study class goes smoothly. Jared and I lead the group in alternating turns, do our best to answer the class’s many questions, support each other and close with prayer. While we don’t have all the answers for our students, it’s a very successful first class. We both congratulate each other and agree we’re looking forward to the coming week.

The next morning I wake up aware I am actually attracted to Jared. Yes, I'd’ said this would be purely a working arrangement, but maybe, just maybe, God has something more planned. Jared is different from other men in my life, but of course, I knew them before I met Jesus. While I appreciate Jared’s graciousness, I’m also a little mystified by his demeanor. Earlier I’d sensed his attraction to me, but now there’s no flirting, no coming onto me, no machismo taking over and running things. He treats me like an equal, like…like a partner. Confused and frustrated, I pray vigorously.

Father, you know my commitment to serve You fully. And I don’t think it’s time for a romantic relationship. They hurt! I’m not ready yet. Besides, how can any man understand the baggage I bring? I’m not finished hurting over Todd and I’m still angry with Scott. Why are You bringing a man, especially this man, into my life? 

Later in the day Jared phones from work. "How about meeting tonight to review what we did last night and talk about leading better next week?"

Uh, huh. Here’s where he makes his move. He’s just more cunning, more sophisticated than other men. As for me, how can I not meet, given my reluctant attraction?
"Uh, sure, that works for me. At the church at seven?" But Father, I don’t trust myself. What if Jared senses I like him? What if he likes me? This is moving all too fast!
Beloved, trust me work to in Jared’s heart and life as I’m working in yours. 

"Mm, well, the church is pretty noisy.  How about grabbing a bite at La Madeliene's, maybe around six?" Jared suggests.

"That’s fine. I’ll be there.” This sounds much more like a date than a planning meeting. Does he already know I like him? Do I like him well enough to move forward? What are You doing here, Father? What am I supposed to do?

At La Madeliene’s, however, Jared is all business. His observations of the rough places in our class leadership are the same as mine and he has good suggestions for making them more smooth. Afterward, he walks with me toward my car. 

Now, Father? Only silence.

“It’s difficult to pray very long in the middle of a busy, noisy restaurant,” Jared apologizes. “If you have a few moments, can we pray again for the Lord’s leading in this class and in our lives?”

I agree and we pray, standing in the moonlight beside my car in the parking lot on University Drive. My heart is beating so loudly I’m sure Jared can hear it. But nonetheless, we pray. In depth, too, not just superficially. First Jared, then me, then Jared again. Back and forth, for every facet of our leadership and every person in the class. We pray for their growth, we pray for no hypocrisy in us as leaders, we pray for specific needs two class members had shared, and we pray for God’s working in our own lives. Finally, Jared says goodnight, confirms he’ll see me at church next Tuesday and walks to his Jeep.

That’s it? No hug? No kiss? No flirtation? This time we hadn’t even held hands during prayer. Part of me is relieved and part of me is annoyed. What’s wrong with me? Why doesn’t he like me? Yes, part of me doesn’t want his attention. The other part of me craves it!

Clearly Jared is committed to the class, but is he all he says he is? I’m even more attracted to him and I think I detected just a slight mutual interest. But Jared isn’t making any moves. Why is that? Is there something he is hiding?

*
*
*
By Sunday morning my emotions are seesawing. One minute I like Jared, the next minute I don’t. I want to keep leading our Bible study, I don’t ever want to lead Bible study again. I want him to pursue me, I want him to stay away. I want to chase him, I know I can’t.

As Social Chairperson for the Bible study he attends, Jared delivers notices about an upcoming party to all singles Sunday school classes. He arrives at our classroom just as I’m going in and just as my emotions are roller coasting again.

“What are you doing over on this side of the church?” I explode.  “Haven’t you figured out I don’t want to see you except on Wednesdays? I agreed to co-lead this Bible study and I will. But this church campus is big enough for both of us. What I'd like is just to be left alone. You stay with your friends, I'll stay with mine! You go to your Sunday school class, I'll go to mine!  And don't come into the bookstore anymore, either. That's my territory!"

"B...but, we have plan together on Tuesday night."

"Fine, give me a call!"

That is exactly what Jared does. To my regret, we plan the entire second Bible study class on the phone, including praying for its members. He apologizes for coming into ‘my’ territory and I say I’d had a bad week. That part is true, but no way am I letting him know he is the reason for my bad week.

On Wednesday evening I walk into the church-wide prayer service with Ashleigh and Jennifer. One of them whispers as we sit down, "Isn't that Jared Jones and his friends two rows in front of us?"

Infuriated that he dares trespass into ‘my’ territory again, I shoot to my feet, abandoning my startled friends and march deliberately past Jared and company down the aisle to a seat on the opposite side of the church.  Never once do I look back.

By the time we arrive at Bible study class, both Jared and I are angry. But class members are there and we don’t have time to vent. Grimly we sit side by side, each praying for strength to get through the evening, for pleasant outward calmness though inwardly we’re both churning.

Thankfully, the session finally comes to an end and class members depart.

“Haven’t you ever heard of boundaries?” I explode again. “I thought we’d covered those already, along with mutual expectations. Obviously I was not clear. Do you think Jesus Christ waffled on His boundaries and expectations? Does God Himself waffle? Then why can’t you understand I don’t want to see you except for Bible study?” 

“Yes, Jordan,” Jared says quietly, though I see the anger in his eyes. “I believe it’s biblical to have clearly stated boundaries and expectations. And I’ve tried to respect yours as much as I can. Last Sunday I couldn’t help being on your side of the campus. Earlier this evening I didn’t see you and Ashleigh and Jennifer coming into the worship center, or I’d have moved. And gladly! I’m truly sorry for the confusion this co-leading has brought  and I’m not trying to stalk you. I’m committed, like you are, to leading Bible study for the full duration of the course. Period.”

Jared’s quiet tone soothes me somehow, making me embarrassed, making me begin to trust him. How is it men instinctively know the right things to say?

“Thank you,” I respond, relieved and more calm. “I’m sorry for flying off the handle.”

“It’s okay.” Jared is also more calm.

“Not really. I was wrong. Look, for our planning meeting next week, why don’t you come over about six and I’ll make dinner. Nothing fancy, since I cook to live, not the other way around. Then we can pray together about the class and spend a good amount of time planning.”

Jared gives me one of those to-die-for smiles. “I appreciate the offer of a home-cooked meal and your willingness to ensure our relationship is back on track. But really, Jordan, I’m okay. I think it would be wiser to meet at the church like we did the first week.”

“Oh. Well, sure, I guess that’s wise. Seven o’clock?” Father, I know I was wrong getting angry with Jared, and I know I’m attracted to him. Are my motives so transparent he sees right through me? How embarrassing! Can the class members see through me, too? “But the offer of a home-cooked meal is available anytime you’d like.”

“Thank you,” Jared smiles again.

*
*
*
On Tuesday evening Jared is at the church’s grille by the time I arrive. “I don’t cook, either” he gently teases, “but I’d be glad to buy you a hamburger and fries.”

“Make that a cheeseburger, no fries and a diet Coke and you have a deal, mister.”

“You bet. I’ll be back in a couple of minutes. While I’m waiting on our orders, here are my notes for tomorrow night’s class.” He hands me a yellow pad with several pages of handwriting.

Interested in how Jared thinks, in how he organizes, I skim down the pages, turning each one over the top as I finish it. His are good, insightful comments we could insert to help our students understand the material more easily. I’m about to read Jared’s summary when I notice a scribbled note on the back of one of the pages. Call S. re: final pay… I can’t make out the rest of the note because of Jared’s scrawling shorthand, except for the last few letters, …imony.
“Hi!” Jared breaks into my musing, handing me a tray. “Do you think there are some ideas there we can use?”

“Uh…well, yes. Definitely. You’ve done good thinking, and thank you for the cheeseburger and Coke.”

Jared asks the Lord’s blessing on our food, then starts telling me about a Bible study class going on next door to ours, but I don’t hear him. Who is “S.” and why would Jared phone him? Or her? What is “final pay…?” Payment? Payout? Payback? Payoff? Surely Jared wouldn’t do anything unethical or illegal. Would he? He seems so nice on the surface, his prayers so genuine.

“We can use some of that, don’t you think?” Jared’s cheeseburger is nearly gone, mine practically untouched. 

“Oh, yes. It will work great.” I have no earthly idea what he has just proposed, but I have no intention of telling him I wasn’t listening.
*
*
*
Bible study number three comes off smoothly and I find myself beginning to relax, both with Jared and with class members. We’re all getting past that initial awkwardness and revealing our true hearts. Darren, in our class, is an architect and lives with his invalid mother. Patti is a legal secretary at the biggest law firm in town. Sue is a teacher, Leslie a medical technician, Ashleigh and Jennifer are there, as well, and so on. Three class members have been Christians more than five years, the others are all, like myself, newbies. Katherine has been a Christian only two months and has lots of questions. The weekly verse memorization is harder for her, but both Jared and I think she’s getting a lot out of it.
I’m still attracted to Jared and still curious about his apparent non-interest in me. “The offer for a home-burnt dinner still stands if you’d like to do our weekly planning at my apartment next week,” I volunteer when the class members are gone.

“Thank you again,” he smiles. “But not this week. I’ll be out of town over the weekend and won’t have time to do my normal studying, so I’ll be doing a lot of catch up. I always try to at least read the lesson and memorize the verse before we get together.”

“Where out of…” I blurt before catching myself. “Sorry, that’s none of my business.” Foolish girl! Why do I always want to know everything about everybody, especially Jared? Don’t I know enough to keep my mouth closed? Hasn’t Daddy told me that often enough?

“That’s okay. I’ll be in west Texas, in Odessa, taking care of some personal business. But perhaps I can accept your home-cooked meal offer soon.”
“Fine,” I mumble. Is this about that note on the back of his Bible study notes? What had it read, Call S. re: final pay...imony? “Well, I’ll see you next Tuesday, then. Here at the usual time?”

“Sure,” Jared smiles. “I’ll come prepared.”

That night as I lie in bed I know I am falling hard for Jared Jones. I notice I haven’t used the “L” word. That’s too scary. But clearly I need some good advice, some wise counsel from other than my dear friends. 

Other singles, I’ve heard, have talked with Dr. Maxwell, the Associate Pastor, and found value in his guidance. Perhaps he can help me.

The next morning I call Dr. Maxwell’s office. “Yes,” the receptionist confirms, “Dr. Maxwell can see you today at five PM or Friday at three.”

“I’ll take today! Thank you for getting me in so early.”

“You’re welcome, Jordan. We’ll see you today at five.”

I’m more than ready for trusted advice about men. Between Scott, Todd, and now Jared, I’m totally confused. Certainly how I lived two years ago was considerably different than now. So how does a Christian woman act toward a man to whom she’s attracted? For that matter, how does said woman get a handsome man to notice her? In Christ, I can’t resort to my old ways, but is every available Christian man as non-interested as Jared? Or is he hiding something, maybe something from his past?

So eager to talk with anyone who can explain what’s going on in my mind and my emotions that I’m a full fifteen minutes early for Dr. Maxwell. 

“He’s had a cancellation,” the receptionist smiles, “I think you can go in right now. I’ll let him know you’re here.”

“Hello, Jordan!” Dr. Maxwell booms out. “Come on in and let’s see what’s on your mind.” His big, professional baseball pitcher’s hand nearly swallows mine as we greet one another. At sixty-eight, Dr. Maxwell is still very vibrant an, impressive. Six-foot-three, trim, gray-haired with soft brown eyes that twinkle when he looks at me and a gentle manner that puts me at ease. No wonder three-fourths of the congregation comes to him for counsel!

“Sit over here, Jordan,” Dr. Maxwell gestures toward the couch. He sits in the worn armchair. “How can I help?”

“It’s men. Men I used to care for who don’t care about me anymore. And a new man here at City Church.” Before I know it, I’m pouring out the whole story about Scott and his drinking, dating Todd until he simply stopped calling. He’d been married all along, I’d learned a couple of months ago, and his wife started getting suspicious, which is why he ended our relationship so abruptly. Then I tell Dr. Maxwell about finding the one last parking place nearly a year ago, practically running to the front of the church when the invitation was given, taking the Bible study class in January, co-leading with Jared this Fall and finding myself attracted to him when I’ve resolved to remain unattached for at least three years.

Dr. Maxwell listens thoughtfully, but when he doesn’t respond as soon as I finish speaking, I think something might be wrong. 

“Let’s pray, Jordan,” Dr. Maxwell says finally. “Heavenly Father, I lift up Jordan to You and I ask You to touch her heart in special ways, and to give us Your wisdom. Help her to understand the principles in Your Word, and Your wonderful plan for her life. Amen.”
After a few moments, Dr. Maxwell begins. “Jordan, have you ever been married?”

“No.”

“And you know Jesus Christ is your Savior, that He paid the penalty for your sins?”

“Yes.” 

“And that if you died right now, you’d go to Heaven to live with Him forever and ever?”

“Yes, very definitely.”

“How do you know, really know, for sure?”

“Well, uh, there’s John 3:16 that says, ‘For God so loved the world that He gave His only Son, that whoever believes on Him will not die, but will have everlasting life.’”

“Very good,” Dr. Maxwell affirms. “Anything else?”

“Um, there’s a verse that says something about the ‘record’ and that whoever has Jesus has eternal life. I know for certain that I have Him.”

“That’s 1 John 5, verses 11 and 12. How about Scott, Todd and Jared? Are they believers?”

“Scott isn’t a Christian and I’m not sure about Todd. Jared certainly is.”

“Have any of them been married?”

“Scott hasn’t, at least not when we stopped dating. Todd…the rat!…was married all during our dating. I’m not sure about Jared, but he’s so nice I would think if he was ever married, he’d still be married.”

“It’s pretty clear from God’s Word,” Dr. Maxwell continues, “we’re not to have significant personal relationships with people who themselves aren’t believers in Christ. That includes the men you date as well as the man you’ll someday marry. While God has wonderful plans for you, He doesn’t have only one man in the whole wide world reserved just for you. Neither does He have just one perfect job or one perfect church to join. God’s concern is that you’re happy and fulfilled in parts of your relationship with Him. He wants you to glorify Him and to enjoy His presence all day long.”
“Oh, my, that’s a huge relief! I’ve heard so much about “the will of God” I don’t know which way to turn.”

“Making sure the man of your dreams is a Christian is only the starting place, the line you can never cross over. You’ll also want to learn whether Jared is godly and mature so he can be the head of your household and the leader in your marriage.”

“I’m capable of leading my own household!”

“This isn’t about being capable, Jordan, it’s about God’s plan for marriage. He’s the One who said men are the heads and women are supporters. That’s His plan, and our directive.”

Easy for you to say, you’re a man. Out loud I ask, “How will I know which man is right for me?” I confess to having an edge to my question, but Dr. Maxwell graciously ignores my defiance.

“Start with his maturity. Does he understand who he is in God? Does he know the type of person God made him to be? Does he understand his own spiritual gifting and God-given temperament? Does he know where God is leading him in life? This is key, because since you’re called by God to come alongside your husband, you need to know whether you can trust his leadership and whether what he sees as God’s direction is in agreement with what you see as God’s planning for your own life.

“Then determine how skilled he is at setting expectations. Can he be pushed around by you or by others? I’m not saying he shouldn’t be gentle, I’m not saying he shouldn’t be compatible and willing to compromise when it’s right, but does this man know his own limits, what he is willing to do and not do? What are his core values?

“Then observe his prayer life. Does he pray regularly, both in private and with you? Do those prayers show you his heart for God or are they routine, practiced, more formality than substance?”

“We pray a lot now, mostly about the Bible study.”

“That’s a good start. Can you respect him as the spiritual leader in your home. Not that he’s a John Darby or a Chuck Swindoll or a Charles Stanley, but does he live his own life from biblical principles and can he help you live from those same principles? Is he willing to help you grow? Does he read the Word every day?”

“I know he has a daily quiet time. And he prays wonderfully.”

“That’s great. Now, does Jared understand your needs according to how God made you, as a woman as well as your spiritual gifting and your personality? Finally, Jordan, is Jared responsible, is he open and transparent?”

“Wow, that’s a lot to know about someone!”

“That’s why our culture has dating, to get to know people as well as possible. You may have heard Dr. Darby say single people should date as long as they can, but once they’ve made the decision to get married, they should do so as quickly as possible. There’s a lot of wisdom in that statement.”

Later, I ponder all that Dr. Maxwell said. Yes, Jared is all those things he talked about. Jared is more mature than most other men his age and he’s certain God has called him to civil engineering. On boundaries and expectations, I’m a little unsure. Jared is so gentlemanly, so respectful I’m afraid he might not be firm enough when I need him to be firm. Not that I want a monster in my life because I’m pretty determined, myself, and subordinating my ideas to a man is not something I’m sure I can agree to. Jared is a wonderful man of prayer, however, and I assume he prays in private. 

But what about me? What are my motives for inviting Jared to dinner? Do I want his attention that much? If we ever do have dinner at my apartment, how do I make sure it is…something I can tell Ashleigh and Jennifer about?

Chapter Four
Jeff
On Sunday, Jeff Parks comes up to me after class. “Hi, Jordan. I didn’t see Jared around today and wondered if you’d like to go have lunch after church?”

“Well…yes, I would.” I’m surprised by my own boldness. After all, Jared is in Texas for the weekend, conveniently failing to mention whether he’s alone or with a companion. “That would be nice. Would you like to sit with Ashleigh and Jennifer and me during the service? Then you and I can leave as soon as the last prayer is said.”

Jeff has been part of our pizza parlor Sunday school class even longer than I and I’d noticed him my very first time there. Okay-looking, very tall, trim, well-groomed and polite to the point of formality. Although I don’t like that he drives a pickup, it is fairly new and always freshly washed. It clearly shows his personal neatness. 

Ashleigh and Jennifer give me quizzical looks as Jeff and I meet them at our regular place in the worship center, but thankfully neither of them says anything. The service starts and we’re soon engrossed in worship.

I’m impressed when Jeff takes me to Romano’s. Not a slouchy place! We chit-chat about this and that. He was raised on a ranch in Utah, broke and trained horses during college and married a big-city woman which is how he got here. But after four years, she left him for another man. In the middle of his pain and hurt, Jeff found his way to City Church and made Jesus the center of his life, much like myself. I tell him a little about growing up outside of Bakersfield, dating Scott and Todd, and about taking the Bible study class. I’m careful, however, to mention Jared casually and only as a co-leader.

“Jordan,” Jeff begins when we are back in his truck, “I’ve really enjoyed our lunch. If it’s alright, maybe we can have lunch again, or dinner or a movie?”

Both ‘yes’ and ‘no’ stick in my throat. What do I do now? I’m attracted to Jared and part of me hopes God is working for something beyond Bible study, in spite of Jared’s apparent non-interest. Part of me doesn’t want attention from any man just yet. What if I choose wrongly?

“Uh…sure. That…that would be fine, Jeff. Feel free to call me anytime.”

“How about this Friday evening? We could…”

“I’m not sure of my calendar,” I lie. “Why don’t you call me at home during the week?” Why did I say yes? What is wrong with me? I know Jared and I are not committed, but if God is working in our lives, won’t seeing Jeff confuse the issue? Won’t it push Jared away? Why, why, why did I even accept Jeff’s invitation? I am not ready for this, Father! Sure, I know there are other men I can be happy with, but will they take away my breath Jared? Will they make my knees go weak? Will I miss that brown hair and those dark, deep, caring eyes? Will I never again be touched by those…those hands I’ve only briefly felt?

What am I doing here, Father? Is this You or the enemy? Am I hearing Your voice or am I angry because Jared is so mysteriously out of town? I feel scared and out of control. Why is it You and men always want to run my life? Do I never get to vote, now that I’m a Christian? If that’s true, I think this stinks!
 As soon as my thoughts form, I know I’m out of line. What I don’t understand is whether God has already told me His will for Jared and me or whether I’m dreaming for my white knight rescuer.

*
*
*
All day Sunday Jared is nowhere to be seen, apparently still in Texas, doing whatever with whomever. No phone calls on my answering machine when I return from lunch with Jeff, so after evening church I head for the chapel, my favorite place to pray when I really need to hear my Father’s voice. But as I open the door, my heart leaps! So does the blush on my cheeks, for right in the front pew, not more than ten rows away, sits Jared, head in hands, clearly beseeching his Father. I let the door close quietly and walk away, knowing I’m not ready to face him just yet. Not sure he is ready to face me, either.

Tuesday morning Jared phones to confirm our meeting at the church to plan this week’s Bible study class.

“Yes, that works fine,” I reply brusquely. “I’m glad you’re finally back in town. I’ll see you at seven.”

“Great! I…” is all I hear as I hang up the phone.

On Wednesday Leslie greets me on the way to Bible study.
“Hi, Jordan! This homework is more than a little challenging. It’s taken me all week just to memorize two verses!”

“Me, too,” I admit, “and this is my second time through the course.”

“How are you and Jared getting along?” she smiles knowingly, arching those delicate dark brown eyebrows that I’d kill for.

“Uh, fine,” I hesitate, “Is there something I should know?”

“You don’t know? C’mon, you’re putting me on.”

I shake my head in puzzlement.

“Well, the class is not exactly taking bets,” replies Leslie, “but all of us wonder when you’ll come into class wearing a new diamond ring.”

“Wh…What?”

“It’s no secret Jared is very attracted to you and we’re guessing the attraction might be mutual, although you hide it better than Jared does.”

“Well…I…I…no! We’re not dating! I think he’s a nice man, even good-looking in a rugged sort of way, b…but we’re co-leaders of the Bible study, nothing more!”

“If you say so,” Leslie grins and walks away, looking back to see if my reaction has changed.

Father, I know You can see my heart. You created me, You’re God. But how is it other people can see what’s going on? Can they actually read my emotions? Can Jared see what I think and feel? I hope not! I know my face reveals all, but not my thoughts and emotions, too!
My child, I have chosen you for a special relationship with a man, a relationship I intend to use as an example to others. So yes, my other children can perceive your emotions, but not your thoughts. You and Jared are a witness unto Me as long as you both shall live. That is why I promised Jared I would bless this relationship if he chose it and he has done so. Your responsibility is to relax and let Me work in your lives to bring you together in marriage.

Marriage! An icy chill sweeps over me. At the same time, a hot flush makes my cheeks go pink. No! No! No! This is far too soon! What about my plans to go back to school, to grow in my career? I’m just getting my feet planted again after Todd so abruptly fled and I’m just settling into my new relationship in Jesus. There is so much to learn, how can I have time right now for dating, for engagement, for marriage? I’m not ready, Father!
All during class I avoid looking at Jared any more than necessary. And as soon as the evening is over, I excuse myself and corner Ashleigh and Jennifer, desperate to talk with someone!
“Can you both come over tomorrow night for dinner?” I beg.

“Well, sure,” Jennifer is always supportive. “What’s wrong? Is this about Jared? Are you okay? Has he hurt you?”

“No! Yes! Oh, I don’t know, just come for dinner. I’m okay, but I’m terribly confused! I need your help and your advice. But how did you know?”

“Know what?” Ashleigh asks.

“That I need your advice about Jared. How did you know that?”

“Jordan, Jennifer and I have known you long enough to know when a man is important to you. And we’re not the only ones who know. So yes, we’ll be there for dinner at six. We wouldn’t miss this for the world!”

Wouldn’t miss what for the world? Father, do I have this attraction pasted on my forehead for all the world to see? Why are there no secrets anymore? What are You doing to me?
*
*
*
Ashleigh and Jennifer arrive within moments of each other, one carrying store-bought salad, the other a frozen dessert.

“So what’s the urgency?” Ashleigh wants to know the moment they’re inside the door. “Why do you need our advice on a Friday night?”

“We know it’s Jared,” Jennifer jumps in. “Jordan likes him more than a little, and he likes her, too, but that’s all I know.”

Replaying the past two weeks, I tell them about meeting with Dr. Maxwell and his counsel. “The Bible is pretty clear about not dating people who aren’t Christians. So that lets out Scott and you already know what a rat Todd turned out to be. Jared is clearly a Christian. But…”

“So is Jeff,” Jennifer points out.

“Well, yes he is, but then Dr. Maxwell said God’s plan includes letting the man be the head of the house.”
“Not in my ex-marriage,” warns Ashleigh.

“Goodness knows I’ve tried twice,” Jennifers says, “but the right men, even Christians, are hard to find.”

Then I tell them about my lunch with Jeff and about agreeing to see him occasionally, maybe even this Friday night.

“You’re confused,” Jennifer soothes. “And you’re probably mad that Jared was out of town last weekend.”

“Yes, and I’m angry with God, too. It’s like He wants to control my entire life, like I don’t have a vote in this arrangement anymore.”

“Jordan,” Ashleigh adds, “be careful about being angry with God. He’s bigger than we are. As for Jeff, I don’t think he’s so bad.”

“On the other hand,” Jennifer says, “because God is bigger than us, He understands our anger and frustration. He also knows about this difficult time is in your life right now and how it will work out. This is to mold you, to clarify in your mind what it is you want in a relationship.”

“Oh, I just love being molded!” Then I tell them what Leslie said about the class nearly taking bets on when Jared would pop the question.

“I do think he’s cute,” Ashleigh agrees.

“And I think he’s godly,” says Jennifer. “I’m not surprised at the class. We all see what you’re not admitting, that you like Jared as much as he likes you.”

“But…but…how can you tell? What do you see? I don’t think he even likes me. At La Madeline’s a couple of weeks ago he had a perfect opportunity to at least hug me, but he never touched me except once to help with my coat. And in class he’s always so…so dratted gentlemanly I’m beginning to wonder whether he’s for real.”

“It’s the way you look at Jared, how you watch his every move. Girl, you’re exactly what God had in mind when he made our gender the responders.”

“That, and the way you co-lead the class. You’re obviously a team,” Jennifer adds. 

“But how do you know it’s mutual?” I challenge. “If this guy hasn’t so much as made a move on me, what makes you think he likes me? I think you two are caught up in the same fantasy as the class. Because one of the leaders happens to be a good-looking man, you hope and pray romance will happen. For anybody!”

“Well, maybe so. But I suggest you pay attention to how Jared looks at you when you’re leading a section of the class. I still say this guy’s got a bad case of something, even if it’s puppy love.”

I get up to serve dessert while Ashleigh and Jennifer talk about last Sunday’s sermon on Mark 9:40-50 where Jesus exhorts believers to become salt and light in our environments.

About halfway through my third cup of coffee, I’m beginning to accept what Ashleigh and Jennifer are saying. “You know how Jared thinks he heard God’s audible voice about bringing us together and blessing our friendship or relationship or whatever this is? Well, I didn’t hear a real live voice, but I do think God gives me insights from time to time. And I think He’s shown me that He intends to use Jared’s and my relationship as an example to others.” I don’t mention the “M” word.
“That could be cool! You are an effective team and I can see the two of you leading even more Bible study classes.”

“Maybe,” Ashleigh teases, “you could both become Social Chairpersons in your Sunday school classes and plan joint parties.”

I stick my tongue out at her. “I guess what’s really scaring me, why I’m resisting your friendly observations and your teasing, is that I think God might be wanting me to…to…marry Jared!”

“No!” Ashleigh and Jennifer chorus together. Then “Why?” “When?” “How do you know?” “Are you sure?” “Where will you live?” “What will you wear?”

We laugh like girls again. Finally Jennifer regains her composure. “God truly is blessing you, Jordan, in a very special way. It’s very important you pray about this and you wait for His timing. Don’t rush God or Jared, but don’t resist them, either.”

“But I’m terrified! What if I make a mistake? What if Jared isn’t the man I think he is? What if he beats me? What if…what if he leaves me?”

We’re silent for awhile. Both Ashleigh and Jennifer are divorced. Perhaps I’m over-reacting to their stories and the troubles I saw my parents go through. Perhaps I’m watching too much TV. Perhaps I just don’t know how to watch for those characteristics Dr. Maxwell recommended.

“Let’s pray,” Jennifer finally suggests. “Heavenly Father, we know You love us and You know we love You as fully as we can in our humanness. You also know Ashleigh and I love Jordan very much and we want Your best for her. We all pray for Your wisdom in this relationship with Jared, that Jordan will be certain the leading she thinks is coming from You is, in fact, truly from You. If not, I pray you will give all three of us the insight we need to see any pitfalls, any roadblocks.”
*
*
*
On Sunday Jared joins Jennifer, Ashleigh and me in the worship center as we’d done a couple of weeks ago. Jeff shows up, too, expecting to sit with me. The guys seem to accept each other’s presence and they sit next to each other on the end of the pew. I, however, am petrified!

“Jordan,” Jeff leans over to me before the service begins, “I’m sorry about not calling you this week. I was out of town at a convention most of the week and the plane was delayed getting down Friday evening. It was after nine when I called from the airport, but by then you were gone and I couldn’t reach you yesterday to apologize.”

I am so embarrassed! “That…that’s okay. When I didn’t hear from you by eight, Ashleigh and Jennifer and I went to a movie.”

Jared, the rat!, grins quietly, enjoying my discomfort. Fortunately, the service starts with a loud choir number and we all are engrossed in worship.

By the time church is over, I’m coming out of my skin. The three of us girls have been whispering and passing notes furiously, trying to find some graceful way out of this…this torture!

“I’d like to join you for lunch,” Jared grins as soon as the final prayer ends, “but I’m behind in my Bible study. I’ll meet you Tuesday evening, Jordan, in our usual place to prepare for this week’s class. Does that still work for you?” He looks directly at Jeff at this point.

“Uh, sure.”

Jared and Jeff shake hands as if nothing is out of the ordinary and Jared, thankfully, leaves.

“Well, Jordan, since we missed Friday night…”Jeff begins again, “can I make it up to you with lun…”

“Jeff, I can’t! I enjoyed our lunch last week and I liked your company, but I’ve got too much going on right now. I…the truth is…I…, well, I just can’t right now.”

“That’s cool. How about dinner one night this week?”

“You need to know I’m attracted to Jared…as well as you, of course. Somehow I don’t think it’s fair to see two men at the same time and I’m not ready to choose between you.”

“Actually, I didn’t know you and Jared were seeing each other, but that’s fine. As long as you’re not committed, I’d like spending time with you.”

“Jeff, not today, please. Some other time?”

“Sure. Maybe I’ll call you next week.”

After Jeff leaves, I sink to the pew beside my two best friends. “What in the world have I gotten myself into?”

Ashleigh is watching all this in awe. “Girl, I never had two men chasing me! If I could get just one man interested enough to ask me out two weeks in a row, I’d be in Heaven. Part of me is so green with envy I could spit! The other part of me wouldn’t trade places with you for all the money in today’s offering.”

“You did great,” Jennifer comforts. “Did you see the look on Jared’s face when Jeff started talking about missing you Friday night? It’s like he was laughing, like he enjoys seeing you squirm. What is going on with that man?”

“I’m glad somebody thought it was funny. See what I mean about Jared not being interested? I was so nervous I could…what did you call it, Ashleigh…spit?”

“Spit or not,” Ashleigh says, “let’s get lunch.”

*
*
*
On Tuesday evening Jared is playful. “How’s Jeff?”

“None of your business!”

“Are you sure? Not even one juicy tidbit of gossip I can spread?”

“No! No way.” I raise my hand pretending to slap him. “Just stop it with Jeff. He’s a nice man. If you want gossip, I’ll give you something to get our class going. Accept my invitation for that home-cooked dinner and let’s see what the busybodies do with that!”

“Alright,” Jared smiles, his thick eyebrows arching with unspoken questions. “Deal. Friday evening?”

I nearly choke when Jared accepts, not expecting he’d call my bluff. Why this sudden shift? Why is he now coming toward me? Is it competition from Jeff moving this reluctant man off dead center? This is something I’ve so wanted to happen and now it’s…it’s too easy.

“Yes, Friday night will be great! About six-thirty.”
“Six-thirty is good. Can I bring anything?”

“Uh…thank you, but…but I’ll have everything.”

By the next day I am terrified once again. What have I done, inviting a good-looking man to my apartment? What will Ashleigh and Jennifer think? What temptation am I putting before myself? What will the class say when they find out? This might have been normal behavior before I came to know Jesus, but not now!

At Bible study that evening, I keep a professional demeanor toward the class, talking mostly with other women. Except Darren, who’s absolutely safe. Part of me wishes every man could be this comfortable, albeit uninspiring. Part of me is glad they’re not. I also use my left hand frequently, making it obvious I’m not wearing a ring.

After class I make a point of talking with other class members, encouraging them on verse memorization or explaining more about the lesson we’ve just covered. Jared seems to sense I’m avoiding him and doesn’t press. In fact, he walks out with Darren, leaving me alone with Ashleigh and Jennifer.

The next evening Jared phones. “I figured you wanted to avoid me last night. Are…are you all right? Are you sure you want to do this dinner thing tomorrow night?”

“I’m fine. No…I’m not, actually. I’m very nervous about dinner tomorrow. It’s been a very long time since I entertained a…a man.” I nearly add ‘handsome,’ but catch myself just in time. 

“Look, I appreciate your offer of a home-cooked meal and it’s been fun teasing you, but I don’t want anything to get sideways between us. We have twenty-some more Bible study classes to teach and we don’t need extra tension. I value your friendship, Jordan, and I value what’s beginning to happen with our class members as they begin understanding what it means to be a Christian. At the very beginning of this co-leading thing we both agreed the class was our first priority. Why don’t we take a rain check on dinner?”

I start to protest, then agree quietly. “Yes, our responsibility to the class is primary. We can always do dinner another time.”

“I think it’s best. While I’d like seeing your home and whether you really can cook, our friendship is even more important than the class. So perhaps I can join you and Ashleigh and Jennifer again Sunday morning?”

“Yes, I’d like that.”

“Me, too. Good night, Jordan.”

“Good night.”

When the phone goes dead, I remember clearly what I think I heard my Lord say and Dr. Maxwell’s counsel. 

My child, I have chosen you for a special relationship with a man, a relationship I intend to use as an example to others. You and Jared are a witness unto Me as long as you both shall live. Your responsibility now is to relax and let Me work in your lives as I bring you together in marriage.
Dr. Maxwell’s counsel had been more direct. ‘Start with his maturity. Does he understand who he is in God, does he know what he wants in life? Can he set expectations and maintain them? Can he be pushed around by you or others? You will want him to be gentle, but is he strong in his spirit? What he is willing to do and not do? Does he pray in private and with you? What kind of spiritual leader will he be for your family? Does he read the Bible every day? Above all, is Jared open and transparent?”
Well, Jared certainly has boundaries and he’s not willing to compromise them. Add one more point to his score.

Chapter Five
9 Weeks Later
My little second-story hideaway just up from the Bay hasn’t hosted a man since Todd’s last visit nearly two years ago. Since then, my life has turned upside down and inside out. Jesus has become my Savior and my Friend. Even Jeff, with whom I’ve gone to dinner twice and to the movies once, hasn’t been here. In my struggle to keep these two men separated in my mind, well, in my heart, actually, I insist on meeting him after work. While that’s not very encouraging to Jeff, it does exactly what I want…keeping our relationship friendly and platonic. Meanwhile, Jared always seems to have “other plans” on the weekend, even missing church yet another Sunday.
So I was totally surprised at our last Bible study class when, after three full months of co-leading, Jared accepted my invitation for the home-burnt meal, even if I did once again throw it into his face defiantly. I’m sure the look on my face when he said ‘Yes’ must have given him fits of laughter, but gentleman that he is, Jared only smiled. The reason I refused his offer of bringing dessert or a side dish is that, after all his teasing, I want to prove I can cook a complete meal.

Nervously I clean and dust, straighten and re-straighten every plant and accessory in my tiny two-bedroom place. The veggies and dip are chilled and under plastic wrap in the refrigerator, along with unsweetened tea. Chicken is baking and the tomatoes are halved, adorned with Parmesan and ready for broiling. On the cookie sheet at the end of the tile-topped counter sit homemade biscuits ready for the oven. Now all I need is the courage to find out why Jared finally accepted my invitation and why he acts so dratted gentlemanly.

Ashleigh suggested Jared really isn’t romantically interested in me. That sure made me feel good! Jennifer dared to question his manhood. What kind of discernment do they think I lack?
For myself, I pray and pray and pray as never before. Heavenly Father, You know I love You incredibly. You and You alone have restored my life. More accurately, You have given me life once and again. First here on earth and now someday with You forever. But while I remain here, I believe You have made me to be married, to love a man fully, and yes, even to stand beside him as You lead him and as through him, You also lead me. I know You said Jared is a man for me—not the only man, perhaps, but a good man, one You’ve chosen for me. This, more than anything else in this world, is what I desire, Father. To be used by You fully and completely, together with the man You have chosen for me, whatever that might mean, wherever it might lead. So I have to know whether Jared is that man. I have to find out how he understands Your leading. I pray for insight tonight as we talk. I pray for wisdom and understanding. I pray that You and You alone, not my attraction to Jared, not his possible attraction to me, will guide me through what I plan to do. Thank You for Your faithfulness! Amen.
A couple of minutes after six-thirty, Jared knocks on my door. I race to the top of the steps, then stop and walk down more sedately. 

“Hi! I see you found us without difficulty.”

“Yes, your directions were very accurate. I like your bright red door. It’s pretty neat on this big white house.”

I blush. “Thank you. My landlord took a little convincing, and my paint and labor, but I like it.”

Upstairs I show Jared the living room, my office and the kitchen. “Come sit at the kitchen table while I finish dinner, and meet Blue Eyes, my cat. An original name, don’t you think?” Test number one: Love me? Love my cat. 

 “Hi, Blue Eyes,” Jared smiles and reaches out to the silver-haired Siamese.

Blue Eyes sniffs the offered hand inquisitively, then jumps into Jared’s lap. I don’t know who is more surprised, Jared or me. 

“She’s friendly,” he grins. 

“She’s bold,” I insist. Another test passed with flying colors. Okay, okay, so this first test isn’t about Christian maturity, but it’s important to know whether Jared and I can merge our lives easily.

I offer the veggies, dip and sodas. Jared chooses carrots and broccoli and asks for water with lemon. So he’s health-conscious, I note, and not afraid to state his requests. I like that. Will he be more demanding in other areas?

The table is set and the glasses are iced, ready for tea. Father, I have to know whether this man is for real, whether the attraction is mutual or one-sided. I hope what I’m about to do meets Your approval.
I slide the biscuits into the oven just below the baking chicken and adjust the temperature. Then I take a very deep breath, walk over to Jared, pick Blue Eyes up off his lap and sit in her place.

“Hello there,” Jared says, surprised, smiling slightly. Nearly a minute passes with neither of us moving, then Jared’s left arm slides gently around my waist. Relieved, I bend to kiss him and his lips meet mine, as full and warm and rich as I’d dreamed.

“Oh! The biscuits! They’re burning!” I dash from Jared’s embrace to the oven. “They’re brown, but the chicken seems all right. I’m so sorry!”

“Not me,” Jared smiles. “I like baked chicken and I love homemade biscuits, especially well-cooked ones.”

“I mean sorry about…about being forward.” Stop talking, girl, before you really embarrass yourself!

“Not me,” Jared assures. “Clarifying our relationship is worth no dinner at all.”

As we eat, I’m even more attracted to the man across the table. His square jaw and dark blue eyes somehow seem more intense than I’d noticed before. But what really draws me to him is how he talks and what he says, different from when we prepare for our Bible study class. This time Jared talks about his life, about growing up in church and accepting Jesus as Savior, but not really making Him the Lord of his life until a couple of years ago. Now I can see the wisdom of Dr. Maxwell’s counsel. 

“I probably owe you an explanation of why I’ve been so reserved in our relationship,” Jared begins, “at least until this evening.”

“Not at all,” I protest weakly. “Your business is your business.” Inside, I shout yes! Tell me everything about you!

“But there’s history you should know, especially if leading a Bible study together might develop into something more…permanent. You see, I’ve dated several women in my thirty-one years. Some of those have been long-term relationships, six or eight months, and some have been one or two dates. What I’ve come to know about myself is I’m easily attracted to external packaging, including you. But since I turned my life around in July more than two years ago, actually, since Christ turned my life around, I’ve learned the internal depth of a woman is just as important as her looks. In fact, if there's ever going to be any depth and length to our relationship, that internal quality has to be there. I want to know a woman’s spiritual goals and drives as much as her physical ones. I want to be able to pray with that woman on a personal, intimate level, not just the general prayers we offer up in church or Sunday school.”

“But aren’t those prayers real, too?”

“Sure, if they’re meant from the heart. But my prayers that today I share only with my Lord I’d also like, one day, to share with a woman in my life. Prayers about goals, about fears, about feelings of what someone says to me at work.”

“Who said what?”

“Not today, just some days. I want to share me with that woman almost as intimately as I share me with Jesus Christ.”

“Wow,” I say almost reverently. “That’s pretty intimate, all right. And it’s important, too. How many women have you met who can handle that level of intimacy?”

Jared looks at me intently for a long moment. “One, perhaps.”

I smile outwardly, but quaver inwardly. Do I really want to know that much about Jared Jones? Do I want to know that much about any man? I’d never considered one’s thoughts as intimate.

“Thoughts are very intimate,” Jared continues, as if reading my mind. “Words even more so. In fact, Old Testament Jews believed that whenever a person spoke, a part of him actually lived in those words. Today we say a person’s speech identifies his character, but we don’t go so far as to credit the words with the person’s actual presence.”

“How do I know whether what I want is from God or from my own selfishness?”

“Boy, I used to struggle with what I thought was selfishness until I learned how God had made me. Not all of us,” Jared pauses and smiles, almost to himself, “are made to be preachers, teachers or missionaries, even though our Christian culture would have us believe that. The truth is, God gifts each of us differently. You see that in Romans 12 and One Corinthians 12 and 14. What we usually don’t hear as much is the fact that God also creates our unique personalities. He does that so I’ll want to exercise my spiritual gifting, not because I ought to or should do.
“For instance, I grew up in a wonderful evangelical church. My dad was a church leader, a deacon, then an elder, also a Sunday school teacher. So I figured that was the norm for good Christian men, especially for first-born, always-do-it-right sons. Wrong! I’m a miserable classroom teacher because I don’t like standing up in front of people, but I can teach through helping people, which I like very much.”

“Your helping is probably more appreciated than a Sunday school class, anyway.”

“Perhaps. Unlike my father, I’m not a very good church leader. In fact, I failed pretty badly at the one church leadership role I had. But I like encouraging people, both individually and in small groups. I hope the woman I’ll someday marry will want to have weekly Bible studies in our home because God has given me an ability, as well as the desire, to do that.”

Now I know Jared prays daily. In fact, he’s been praying for our relationship since the day we were assigned to lead Bible study together. He prays for his family, too, as well as for friends at work. He certainly is clear about how God made him, too. But if he wasn’t a strong church leader, will he be a good home leader? And how will he treat me, care about me? I know I have to find out before my heart does any more flip-flops.

“Jordan,” Jared begins tenderly, taking my hand. For a moment I think he’s going to propose. No! Not now! This is all too fast. Give me time! Get to know me while I get to know you.

“You might have noticed I’m not around much on weekends. And I missed church a second time since I’ve known you.”

“Well, yes. I wondered whether Jeff’s attentions were chasing you away.”

“No,” Jared smiles. “Not in the least. But I’ve…you’ve…well, thank you for dinner tonight.”

“You’re welcome.” I’m glad the tension is easing.

“I want you to know I’m fully committed to teaching our Bible study class for the full twenty-six weeks.”

I nod expectantly.

“And you’ve no doubt guessed I’m attracted to you, especially after tonight. But…I need to…I want to be honest with you before…before we get any deeper into this. You’ve been open and accepting and I want to continue this spirit. I’ve prayed long and hard about what I’m about to share and you should know I don’t value our new friendship lightly.”

“Nor do I.”

“I told you earlier I’d dated several different women. I also want you to know I’ve been engaged and almost made a lifelong mistake, so that’s why I’ve been especially careful in my friendship with you.” 

Jared pauses, looked at his empty plate then looks back at me with moist eyes. “I also want you to know I’ve been married before. Before I met you. Before I made Jesus the Lord of my life. That was more than five years ago and it was short-lived. No children, just my ex-wife and me. Not even any pets. That’s why I’ve been out of town and not very available on weekends. I’m trying to clean up previous commitments and make sure my past life is…is past.”

I am absolutely stunned. The perfect man has been married before! God, how could You let this happen? I trusted You! You…You…promised to bless this relationship. And this is how You bless? Thank You for nothing!
“Wow.” I stand up, ending the meal. “That’s certainly news I didn’t expect tonight. I don’t know what to say. I guess I’m glad you told me, Jared, but I have to think about you and me some more. Why don’t I just see you in Bible study Wednesday night? Let’s not sit together Sunday and let’s not prepare on Tuesday. You lead the first eight pages of the class and I’ll lead the last half.”

“Yes,” Jared agrees quietly, scrambling to his feet. “I’ll see you Wednesday in class. Thank you again for dinner tonight. I very much appreciate your hospitality.”

As soon as I let Jared out the front door, I collapse into tears. My heart is devastated! Mechanically, I shove food into the refrigerator, leaving the dishes wherever they are on the table or in the sink. Then I crawl into bed, alone with my feelings, alone with my hurt. Mercifully, I fall soundly asleep. It’s bright daylight when I awaken Saturday morning, but the pain of the night before is still dark and oppressive.

Father, You have given, You may take away. Only why did I have to go through that…that relationship with Jared? Why in world, or in Heaven, for that matter, could You have wanted this for me? Why are You putting me through this?

By afternoon I’m grateful Jared agreed we not sit together in church tomorrow nor meet for Bible study planning on Tuesday evening. My feelings are still intensely raw, my eyes too red, my hair unwashed. I’m a wreck. I call Ashleigh and Jennifer, telling them about the entire evening and saying I’ll miss Sunday school and church tomorrow. As best friends, they are sympathetic and consoling. They offer to bring me lunch or dinner or just come over to listen, but I pass on all their offers. My heart remains crushed.

Sitting in bed, I open my Bible to Genesis where Abraham is told by God he will someday have heirs as numerous as the stars of the heavens. A little further on, I read when his first heir is apparently not happening that he conceives a son by his wife’s handmaid, at her suggestion. That simple act of taking the fulfillment of God’s promise into his own hands, of rushing God’s perfect timing, has changed the course of global history to this very day. Father, have I done this very same thing by pressing forward with Jared last night? I am so confused! 

*
*
*
I’m still not emotionally together on Monday morning, so I call in sick at work. On Tuesday, however, I’m back in the office. A few of my co-workers discern there’s something wrong, so I tell them the whole story. The women are angry, the men defend Jared, saying “at least he was honest with you.” Outwardly I mumble “thanks for nothing.” Inwardly I scream at God, “but why didn’t he tell me sooner? It’s not fair to get attracted, to become vulnerable all over again, and then get kicked in the stomach. This…You…are so unfair!”

At home that evening I’m again consumed by Friday night’s shock. What is wrong with me? Scott and I dated for more than three years, then broke up. Of course, I had initiated that split, but if I were really important to him, he’d have pursued me harder. Wouldn’t he have? Then Todd and I dated for nearly a year before he broke it off because of his wife’s suspicions. But somewhere deep inside I want to believe he, too, would have preferred me over his wife if I were really as special as he’d said.

Despair grips me and I spiral to the bottom of my emotions, falling across my bed and sobbing and weeping so hard I can hardly breathe.
Father, I’m nearly thirty years old. What if I’m too afraid to get married? What if I’m defective? Is there something wrong with me? If I were really okay, Todd would have stayed in our relationship. Wouldn’t he have stayed? What if no one wants to marry me? I can’t keep throwing myself at men like I did with Jared. What will happen if I become an old, unloved spinster?

Jordan, My child, you must know I love you dearly. My plans for you are to give you a future and a hope and Jared is the man I’ve chosen for you. The reasons I want you to know Jared has been married are to know the truth about his past. And I want you to understand he is as human as you. While your choices prior to knowing My son have not led to marriage, your thoughts were not always pure in My sight. Finally, I want you to trust Me in this relationship. I want you to lean on Me more than you have. I have made you to be capable, but sometimes your capability hinders our relationship, Jordan. It is still My plan you and Jared be married, although you do not absolutely have to follow My provision. This is your choice, not My requirement. Regardless of your decision, I still love you fully. When your emotions are soothed, I want you to phone Jared and assure him you love him and still want to be his bride. His response will reassure you he is my choice for you.

Finally, I guess, God’s mercy lets me fall asleep, for I awaken in the dim morning light, hearing the garbage truck clanging on its rounds. Wearily I dress for work, hating that I’ll finally have to face Jared tonight. I am not prepared for class. I haven’t read my lesson, haven’t memorized my verses, haven’t prayed for the class. I haven’t thought about anyone but me. And I definitely haven’t called…him!

I don’t see Jared anywhere at church before Bible study. Partly I am relieved, partly I want to see him again. But before I can get to the classroom, Diana catches up with me.

“Hi, Jordan. Do you have a minute when we can talk?”

“Okay. Now’s fine, if we can still get to class on time.”

“Oh, that’s so good of you! I’d like you and Jared, maybe the class, too, to pray for me.”

“We’re always glad to lift others up in prayer. What’s your request?”

“You know I’ve been dating Ken?”

“Uh-huh.”

“And you know we’re almost engaged to be married.”

“No, I didn’t. Are you worried about that? I can relate, if you are.”

“He…he…said he wants more time to be certain,” Diana chokes back her sobs. “I don’t know what I’ve done, I don’t know how I’ve offended him!”

“Maybe this is God’s way of protecting you,” I suggest. “Ken seems nice enough, but make sure there are no hidden secrets from his past. You should take all the time you need to be certain of this lifelong commitment, and Ken should do the same.”

Diana’s eyes widen at the urgency in my voice, but I offer no further explanation. “Would you like to pray now?” I ask.

“Here? Now?”

“Sure, I think we still have time. Let’s duck into this empty classroom. Heavenly Father, I lift Diana up to You for Your healing in her heart, for leading in her relationship with Ken. You know what’s best for each of them and I pray You’ll make Your will in this matter known clearly and completely. As Diana’s sister in Jesus Christ, I pray for all unmarried believers, that we not rush too quickly into relationships that might appear wonderful at first, but not be among Your best for our lives. Amen.”
“Amen,” Diana adds.

“You and I came to know the Lord about the same time,” I say, “so I’m no expert in men from God’s perspective. But from all my study, I do believe there is not just one ‘right man’ in all the world. We’d almost never find him, unless we dated a lot. Like that saying, ‘So many men, so little time.’”

Diana smiles through moist eyes.

“Marriages are made in Heaven only after we say, ‘I do.’ I’m coming to understand that same principle also applies to the right job, the right education, the right church and every area of life. Sure, there are biblical guidelines for picking a good man or a good job and it’s our responsibility to apply them as best we can at the time those choices are before us. God gives us good, intelligent minds and we’re to use them. But the results of our choices, or the consequences, if you will, are ours to live with, good and bad.”

“Do you believe there are differences between ‘choices’ and ‘decisions’?”

Here I falter, wanting to be sure I give good advice, but never really having thought about this. “Choices, I guess, have more freedom in them. Like choosing chocolate or vanilla or choosing a new dress. ‘Decisions,’ I would think, are forced on us, like ‘deciding’ which treatment plan is right when the doctor says you have cancer. Both are things we pray about, think about and usually move forward on. Either way, however, we have to act on our own, God-given free will.”

“What about husbands? Are they choices or decisions?”

“They’re elusive, is what they are,” I smile. “Actually, I guess since they’re major things in life, I’d call them decisions.”

“What if all of life’s turning points were ‘choices’ rather than ‘decisions’?”

“I…I guess I’d never thought about it.”
“Well,” Diana concludes, “I like to think of all life’s turning points as ‘choices,’ even the ones about cancer treatment.”

“That’s a really freeing viewpoint, but I’m not sure I agree that husbands are choices. Sometimes, I think, they’re relationships thrust upon us, whether we like it or not.”

“By whom?”

“By men. And by God.”

“Uh…I’ll have to think on that one.”

By the time we arrive at class, both Diana and I are more ready to trust God in bringing the right men into our lives. Jared is already there and smiles tentatively. I respond the same, although I keep our conversation focused on class details. Then it’s time to start. As agreed, Jared leads the first half of the session and I lead the last half. As soon as class lets out, Jennifer comes to my rescue.

“Hey, Jordan! Let’s go get a cup of coffee at the Pie House.”

“That’s a great idea!” I say, ignoring Jared’s attempts at conversation. Later I will regret my rudeness and apologize, but now I still want to nurse my tender feelings and being in the same room with Jared doesn’t help.

At home after coffee with Ashleigh and Jennifer, I think again about my conversation with Diana.

Father, are You teasing me by asking me to counsel Diana on the same issues I’m facing? I don’t think that’s funny, but I am grateful for how Your Spirit speaks. Nonetheless, I am still afraid of this relationship with Jared. I think he’s attractive, I think he’s godly and he thinks You are putting us together for a specific purpose. I guess I do, too, but I despair of ever staying in a committed relationship. What if I’m too afraid? What if I don’t like men enough to be married?
During the next two days both Ashleigh and Jennifer call often to check on me. Best friends that they are, they advise me to forget Jared. He’s a nice man, they say, but he’s not right for me. I’m better off asking for a replacement in Bible study, either for him or myself. And I certainly shouldn’t date him anymore. There are plenty of single, attractive men at City Church. I definitely won’t lack for male attention, they say, conveniently overlooking their own lack of Friday night dates. The single men to single women ratio here at City Church definitely favors the men.

I thank them for looking after me, but do not share what I think God is confirming to me about Jared. First, I want to be absolutely sure I’m hearing God’s leading and that marrying Jared isn’t coming from my own emotional desire. Second, I’m seriously feeling railroaded into this arrangement. Who says we’re ‘dating,’ anyway? All we’re doing is planning and leading Bible study classes together. Okay, so there’s mutual attraction, but we’ve never acted on it except for that unfortunate dinner at my place. We’ve don’t hold hands, don’t kiss, don’t do any of the things dating couples do. We’re just co-leaders, barely even friends. Okay, so we used to sit together in church, but not anymore. Now I sit with Ashleigh and Jennifer and we’re sure not dating! Maybe I’d call dinner with Jeff or going to the movies a real live ‘date,’ but even then we’re not a ‘couple.’ Just friends going out together for a good time. 

Why is it the world wants people to be coupled together? Is this Your doing, Father? Why can’t I be independent like I’ve lived my whole life? I make a good salary, drive a luxury car, am active in church and mind my own business. What’s wrong with that? I asked You this before, but never got a satisfactory answer: ‘Why is it that You and the men You created always want to run my life?’ Don’t you think I’m capable of that?
There is no answer.

*
*
*
On Thursday I phone Dr. Maxwell’s office to see whether he can guide me through this ill-fated dinner with Jared. 

“I’m sorry, Dr. Maxwell is out of town through the end of next week. Can I schedule you for the following week?”

“Oh…wow. No, thank you. I’ll call later.”

What now? Who can I talk to? Who can guide me through this? Ashleigh and Jennifer mean well, but they don’t know the depths of my heart like I do, like God does. I just want a live person to talk to me! Even if…

Jordan, my child, I am Real. I am Live. I can and will meet your deepest longing, your most intimate emotion far beyond any “live person.” 
Wow! I am chagrined. I am humbled. While I don’t doubt Dr. Maxwell would have given me wise, biblical counsel, it’s obvious the Giver of the Bible, Himself, has pre-arranged our Associate Pastor’s being out of town during my crisis. Now I’m falling on my knees once again. Only this time, I hope, I will experience a new closeness, a deeper dependency on my Lord and Savior.

My Heavenly Father, what do I do with Jared? My friends advise me to forget him, to get on with my life. But I believe You are calling me into a significant relationship with him, possibly…probably…even marriage. Just the thought of that frightens me incredibly. At the same time, it exhilarates me. 

You have given me an intelligent mind with which to wisely consider life’s decisions…or choices, as Diana would say. So how do I search out the practical parts of this decis…this choice? How do I think as You have gifted me and still fully depend on You? Dr. Maxwell has given good counsel that I can only assume is from You. I pray You will open my eyes about Jared in all the things Dr. Maxwell said. 

I know without a doubt Jared is a believer in Jesus. Otherwise we wouldn’t be in this mess right now. He seems to know who You made him to be, but I pray, Father, You will help me see this more fully. I beg You to open my eyes to what kind of man Jared is. I…I pray for help! In Jesus name, Amen.
Chapter Six

Questions 

I didn’t know it at the time, but Jared went home from our aborted dinner party to seriously question whether God was leading him into marriage…with me. He thought he’d heard God audibly, so why wasn’t our relationship blossoming? Why wasn’t I leaping into his arms? It sure looked like that at dinner the other night. Maybe he hadn’t heard God or maybe he’d misunderstood. Something was clearly not right.
When I’d initiated that kiss before dinner, Jared concluded this was his Lord’s doing and the Holy Spirit was working through both my heart and his. But when I abruptly ended the meal on hearing about his former wife, Jared became confused. He’d known all along I was attracted to him and the attraction was mutual, but my stop-start responses were discomfiting his understanding. Later, the Holy Spirit showed me Jared was, in fact, being as honest as he knew how, just like those slimeball guys at my office said he was. The problem was mine. It was me who was not trusting the Heavenly Father.

Along with Jared, I’m also perplexed. Yes, my attraction to him is genuine. Yes, I love how he treats me, how he listens, how he seems as proud of being seen with me as I am proud of him. I can see us as a couple, but I am so afraid!

At home alone, Jared prays and reads his Bible, looking for answers, for insight, for confirmation that Who he thought he heard that Wednesday evening in church had, in fact, spoken. In Matthew 19 Jared rereads Jesus’ conversation with the Pharisees who tested Him on the question of divorce.
“Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for just any reason?” the Pharisees challenged. ‘And He answered and said to them, ‘Have you not read that He who made them at the beginning made them male and female and said, for this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife and the two shall become one flesh? So then, they are no longer two but one flesh. Therefore what God has joined together, let not man separate.”
“They said to Him, ‘why then did Moses command to give a certificate of divorce and to put her away?’ He said to them, ‘Moses, because of the hardness of your hearts, permitted you to divorce your wives, but from the beginning it was not so. And I say to you, whoever divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, and marries another commits adultery, and whoever marries her who is divorced commits adultery.’”

If Jesus, The Truth, was right, then Jared should have remained married to his ex-wife, Shannon, or not be married at all. That clearly was God’s plan ‘from the beginning.’ But the part about committing adultery makes Jared pull back from our relationship. Yes, there had been adultery on Shannon’s part, so technically Jared is free to marry again, but he doesn’t want to commit adultery himself, nor does he want to put me into that jeopardy. Oh, what tangled webs we weave…

In Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians, he reads again about believers remaining married, especially to like-believing spouses.
“A wife is not to depart from her husband. But even if she does depart, let her remain unmarried or be reconciled to her husband. And a husband is not to divorce his wife. If any brother has a wife who does not believe and she is willing to live with him, let him not divorce her. And a woman who has a husband who does not believe, if he is willing to live with her, let her not divorce him. But if the unbeliever departs, let him depart; a brother or a sister is not under bondage in such cases.”

Both Shannon and Jared were believers in Jesus during their marriage. Together they taught a Sunday school class for singles, which is where Shannon got attracted to another man. It was after she destroyed their marriage, after the divorce was over, when Jared was deep in pain, that he became a truly committed Christian, making Jesus both Lord and Savior. Interesting, isn’t it, how difficult times drive us to our knees?

Jared’s understanding of these scriptures, I think, creates the final break in our relationship. He rightly concludes no matter how his life has been transformed by Jesus Christ, there are still consequences to endure on earth. While he might be free from the penalty of sin, and while he might be in the process of being made free from the power of sin, he will never be free from the presence of sin until he gets to Heaven. The choices he makes in this life do, in fact, bring about conditions that are not always reversible, regardless of forgiveness, regardless of being changed by God Himself.

Jared’s Bible reading and prayer leads him to the conclusion he is still, in God’s eyes, married to Shannon, even though she’s off making the party scene. He’s sort of like Old Testament Hosea, once married, always married, “till death do them part.” With no prospect of remarrying Shannon, Jared prepares for a life of singleness, of celibacy, of service. Certainly, there’s plenty to be accomplished, both at City Church as well as in the global church, and plenty of activities where he can mask his pain. In fact, the Apostle Paul noted how practical being single could be since there are no distractions of pleasing one’s spouse. One can focus one’s entire life on serving Jesus Christ, which is exactly what Jared sets out to do.

*
*
*
Finally on Saturday morning I call Jared as my Lord has directed. “Hi, Jared,” I try being casual. “How’s it going?”

“Jordan, I’m glad you called. I am so sorry telling you about my marriage last week was upsetting for you, but I knew I couldn’t go forward without letting you know. You’d find out sooner or later and I didn’t want you to think I’d been hiding the truth. Learning that later on could be even more devastating that it was now. Look, if you’d like me to resign from Bible study, I’ll do that. If you’d like me to go to another church, I’ll even do that. But…”

“No, that’s kind of you to offer, but it’s not necessary. I called to apologize and ask whether you’ll forgive me.”

“Yes, of course…”

“I need to tell you I was really surprised. Actually, the word ‘shocked’ comes to mind. Somehow I’d seen you as the perfect man and I liked that about you, wanted to be with you, maybe even thought about marrying you. I was attracted to you, without a doubt, but I don’t know if that attraction was real or if it was something I created in my own mind. Probably that’s why I was so devastated by your truth…because…because the fantasy I had created came crashing down.” 

“Well, that’s…”

“Please. It was all about me. Not about you. Not about God, even though I do agree with you that He’s using our…whatever it is…”

“Relationship…?”

“…our Bible study co-leading…He’s using that in people’s lives. Yes, I think I’ve even heard from God about us, but not audibly like you did. I did a lot of crying last weekend, as well as a lot of praying, and I’ve got more praying to do. For now, I just want to ask your forgiveness and I’m willing to keep on co-leading the Bible study with you.” 

“Absolutely I forgive you, Jordan. And I ask for your forgiveness in hurting you. I look forward to continuing the Bible study with you. Do you mind if we pray?”

“I’d like that and I forgive you, too.”

“Heavenly Father, I thank You for bringing Jordan and me together for Your purposes. I thank You for Jordan’s sweet spirit and for her courage in calling today. Right now I lift up our Bible study to You and ask You to continue using this teaching to mold the members, including ourselves, into strong, unshakable Christians. I believe You want to use this co-leading situation as an example to others, to show them what You can do in their lives if they’ll only stop long enough to listen to Your Spirit speaking through the Word and in their hearts. May the remaining classes, and our faithful commitment, be a sweet-smelling savor to You. Amen.”

“Thank you.” I am in awe of how the Holy Spirit works when I give Him half a chance. Clearly Jared is mature in Christ.

“Thank you for the phone call, Jordan. I appreciate your willingness to be open and vulnerable. Would you like to meet Tuesday evening to plan next week’s Bible study?”

“I…uh…no, I think I’d like to pass, if you don’t mind. I’m still sort of nurturing my feelings.”

“That’s fine. I understand. Would you like to stay with leading the last half of the lesson or would you like a crack at leading off?”

“I’ll go for the first half.”

“Works fine. I’ll see you Wednesday after evening church, and thank you again for calling this morning.”

*
*
*
Wednesday evening church is over and Bible study looms once again on the second floor. I know I got through this last week, but then I was angry with Jared. Now that we’ve traded forgivenesses, what will happen? What if I fall apart at the sight of him? What if I get mad again? Todd once told me “the what-ifs will get you every time, Jordan.” How right he was. Father, You aren’t troubled by the what-ifs because You know what’s ahead. You can see clearly, but I can’t. I don’t have Your perfect perspective. Can You give me just a little look forward to Bible study and maybe the next two weeks?

Jordan, my beloved, because I see the future as well as the past, you are secure in Me. But it is your job to trust Me to work in your life as I’m working in Jared’s life. So co-lead Bible study tonight and I will, I promise, go before you.

Leslie is waiting when I get to the classroom. “What’s on for Bible study tonight?” she teases. “Any exciting news?”

“Well, I’m not sure, myself,” I smile grimly. “I know I didn’t memorize this week’s verses. How about you?”

Leslie makes a wry face of denial.

“And I know we’re reading about how to have a quiet time this week. That’s in the first half of tonight’s study. I haven’t a clue in the part Jared is teaching.”

“Ooh! Do I detect a little friction in the relationship?”

“Not on my part!”
The evening goes smoothly enough, although it’s awkward teaching the entire first half of the class, then sitting quietly through the second part without so much as commenting on what Jared is saying. While Ashleigh and Jennifer, and perhaps Leslie, know there’s tension between Jared and me, the rest of the class, I hope, is oblivious.

“Thank you, Jared,” I say when the class is over and we’re collecting our materials. “I appreciate your making this as painless as possible.”

“You’re welcome,” he replies without a hint of emotion. “For next week, would you like to meet for planning or continue leading one half of the class or the other?”

Ashleigh and Jennifer watch me closely, ready to jump in if I need rescuing.

“I think I’m up for planning, but could we do it by phone? Still around six-thirty?”

“That works fine. Until then, have good rest of the week.”

*
*
*
On Sunday, Jared is nowhere to be seen. On Tuesday’s phone call I ask about his apparent absence.

“I didn’t see you anywhere Sunday morning. Were you in church?”

“Church, yes. Here, no. Some of my personal Bible study has led me to the conclusion that I can more efficiently ‘redeem the time’ by helping others worship rather than just sitting in a pew by myself. So I went to the men’s shelter downtown and helped a couple of other guys lead church. It was a neat blessing! I’ll probably help out again next Sunday.”

“But…but don’t you miss Dr. Darby’s teaching?” I am saddened knowing my overly strong reaction to Jared’s previous marriage caused this change in his life. In my life, too.

“Not really. I bought the tape in the bookstore so I can listen over and over on my commute to work. That way I don’t miss out on his series.”
“But what about fellowship with other believers?” 

I’m sure Jared smiles, even though I can’t see his face. “I’m working with believers on Sunday and I’m helping believers, as well as non-believers. You’ll recall that’s something I like doing. Plus, there’s the Tuesday evening phone calls and Wednesday evening Bible studies. That’s a lot of good fellowship.”

I notice Jared doesn’t mention my name along with ‘Tuesday evenings.’ Has he written me out of his life for good?

*
*
*
As forewarned, Jared is not in church the following Sunday, but Jeff is there, very much aware I’m sitting only with Ashleigh and Jennifer.

“Hi, Jordan,” he greets after the service. “I wondered whether you’d like to go to dinner this weekend? Maybe down by the waterfront or across the bridge?”

I love fresh seafood and I love the water, although I’m concerned I might run into Scott who now lives down there somewhere.

“Uh, yes. That would be fine. Saturday works great. I can probably be ready by four.” Quickly I scribble out my phone number and directions to my second-story apartment. What, I wonder in amusement, will buttoned-downed, prim and proper Jeff think about my place? My area of town is sort of run-down avant-garde and Jeff is anything but that.

Saturday morning I clean my apartment and bake a cherry pie, just in case Jeff comes up when we get back from dinner. Four in the afternoon is a little early for an evening out, but the waterfront is thirty miles away. Besides, we both want to get home early for tomorrow’s church and Sunday school. 

Jeff is right on time, precisely at three fifty-five. He must have had good sales training somewhere during his career, knowing that ‘on time’ means exactly five minutes early.
“Hi!” I greet down at the front door when the bell rings. “Got my things right here and I’m ready to walk out, if you are.”

“Well, sure. I guess that works. Waterfront, here we come.”

We both make nervous small talk driving toward the water. Jeff asks how I happened to find the apartment and I tell him about my current seventy-seven-year-old landlord I was forced to find when my previous landlord made unwanted advances. I emphasize the ‘unwanted’ part because I’m not yet sure I welcome Jeff’s advances, either. 

Jeff is so patient and long-suffering! This is the third time he and I have embarked on a relationship, only to have it fade because of renewed attention from Jared. I wonder what he’s doing this afternoon.

When we get to the waterfront, the sidewalk is filled with skaters, boarders and people just walking along. The palm trees are waving gently and the sky is dark blue, just like Jared’s eyes. Between the rock jetties that slow the water’s natural erosion, the ebb and flow of tides and beach, the ever-present tension between ocean and firmament, there are stretches of sandy beach for swimmers and sunbathers. 

Across from the seawall are several restaurants and Jeff parks near Mario’s, one of the area’s most famous. It’s been here forever, its head chef buying crabs, oysters and other seafood right from fishing boats.

“We have about twenty minutes before our reservations. Would you care for a walk?”

“Sure. The breeze will feel good.”

We stroll quietly for awhile, walking side by side except when skaters or boarders force us to dodge aside. Once a couple of young boys are chasing each other so fast that I jump off the pavement onto the rocks. Fortunately, Jeff grabs my arm to keep me from falling to the water below. After that, we hold hands as we turn back toward Mario’s.

Our table is right by the window and even though it’s still light outside, Jeff insists our waiter light the little candle. 

“The etouffee is really good,” he suggests. “So is the stuffed grouper. But be sure to save room for dessert.”

“Oh, dessert. I can’t. Or at least, I shouldn’t.”

“Their cheesecake is awe…some,” he teases. “So are their pralines.”

“Well, since this is a special occasion, I guess that’s okay. But don’t tell Jennifer. She’s working so hard at losing weight.”

“I promise,” Jeff smiles broadly.

Jeff’s right about the strawberry cheesecake. It is wonderful. Heavy, creamy and so good! I detect light flavoring like Amaretto or Bailey’s Irish Cream. By the time coffee arrives, it’s twilight outside and the fading sun is casting a warm, rich orange glow over the ocean. The skaters and boarders are now replaced by couples holding hands or walking arm-in-arm. A perfect, romantic evening.

“Jeff, this is a great evening. Thank you so much for asking me out, for choosing a superb restaurant. I’d like to sit here all night, but I know both of us have to get up for church tomorrow. I guess it’s time to start back.”

“You’re most welcome, Jordan. I’ve liked your company tonight and every time we’ve been out. I…hope…there might be other dinners.”

“Me, too, Jeff.” What am I to say? What am I to do? Jared seems out of my life except for Bible study and no one else is asking me out. TJ from the Sunday school class came around lately, talked to me, but we don’t cross paths that often. Dark-haired, brown-eyed Brian is tall, muscular and equally as handsome as Jared, but he hasn’t noticed me. Not that I’ve noticed him, of course.

On the way back home, Jeff and I chat, a little uncomfortably, about church and our friends. I started attending just over a year ago, he’s been there nearly three years. So far he’s heard Dr. Darby preach on Matthew, on marriage and divorce, on several New Testament letters and on homosexuality. In Dr. Darby’s shoot-from-the-hip, tell-it-like-it-is style, that last subject generated such controversy the church hired bodyguards for him. Around the clock, seven days a week. Now there’s always an extra face on the platform Sunday mornings. I wonder what those burly men think when they hear the same sermon preached twice on Saturday night and three times Sunday morning.

“Jordan, I had a really good time tonight,” Jeff begins when he parks his pickup in front of my apartment. “Thank you for having dinner with me.”

“I had a good time, too, Jeff. Thank you for the invitation,” reaching for the door handle. 

“Do you mind if I kiss you goodnight?”

“I…uh…well, no, I guess not.” Jeff slides toward me, gently takes my face in his big rancher’s hands and kisses me full on the mouth. At first I’m startled, then I relax, not kissing back, but not resisting, either.

“Thank you,” he says after a moment. “Do you mind if I join you and Ashleigh and Jennifer tomorrow morning?”

“That would be fine.” And I hop out of the truck before Jeff can come around and open the door. “Bye!” I wave as I unlock my familiar and safe, red front door.

*
*
*
Wednesday night Bible study classes come and go throughout the Fall, along with Halloween, then Thanksgiving. The Tuesday phone calls with Jared are longer now. We’re spending more time praying for class members and discussing in greater detail the points we want to emphasize, but sharing little about our personal lives

Early in December Kathy White, another co-leader of Bible studies in the Singles Department, falls into step as we walk from the worship center to the education building. 

“Did you know Trevor and I are dating?” she asks.

“No. I thought it was against the rules to date your co-leader.”

“It is, but we’re so much in love we can’t help it. You know, when you pray intimately with someone, it’s hard not becoming emotionally intimate, too.”

I nod my unquestioned agreement.

“We’re getting married in June, just as soon as the Bible study is over, but no ring yet. Trevor has to get a better job, he says.” Kathy smiles ruefully. I know she would love a diamond on her left hand. What woman doesn’t? It’s hard telling others you’re engaged when there’s no visible proof, no ring to show off. Where’s the fun in that?

“We spend nearly every evening together, except when Trevor and Jared meet for dinner.”

“I didn’t know Trevor and Jared were friends.”

“Yes, they are, and I thought you didn’t know that. Which is why I wanted to catch up with you tonight. Jared may not be sharing this, but I think you should know he really struggles with his attraction to you.”

“But he told me he doesn’t believe God will let him marry again, that it’s not biblical.”

“I know he believes that, but he’s incredibly lonely for you. He tells Trevor he just wants to share his life with you, that he wants to go grocery shopping with you, that he wants to watch sunsets with you. It’s not so much about the physical attraction as it is about sharing life together.”

I am stunned. Certainly Jared is courageous in following his understanding of the Bible. I’m not sure I would do the same. How will he deal with this…with his… disappointment? It’s sad he can’t talk about this with me on Tuesdays. What restraint!

“Trevor tells Jared he should marry you anyway, that God created men and women to have families, to be in love, to be in relationship. He even showed Jared a verse in One Corinthians where Paul says it’s better to marry than to burn.”

“I’ve read that verse,” I smile, ‘but what about where Jesus says marrying a second time is committing adultery? In Matthew, I think.”

“That’s where Jared is hung up. But at Trevor’s insistence, he’s meeting with Dr. Maxwell tomorrow afternoon.”

Oh, my! Dr. Maxwell is one of the wisest men in our church. Will he reveal my counseling with him several months ago? Will he give Jared the same advice?

“Please let me know what he tells Jared?”

“Oh, I will! You can count on that! I think…no, I know you and Jared are meant for each other.”

“I wish I could be as certain as you, Kathy. But thank you, anyway, for telling me all this.”

All during Bible study class, Jared is his normal, laid-back self. When he finishes leading the last half of the class and it’s time to share prayer requests, Jared asks for prayer for an unspoken request. “For wisdom in a decision I’m facing” is his only explanation. The only other time I’d heard him ask for prayer is before he went back to Texas to meet his ex-wife. Other class members ask for prayer for work or dating issues, for help in witnessing to neighbors and family, for this and that. Jared leads in prayer, as is our custom, members follow suit as they’re led, and I conclude.

I am so dumbfounded by Kathy’s news that I don’t even tell Ashleigh and Jennifer. This needs time alone with my Lord. I pass on our usual coffee at the Pie House, saying I need to get into bed early tonight. If Jared’s prayer request is, in truth, about us and if he’s still in decision mode, then perhaps we might possibly see each other again!

Father, what are You doing here? I thought Jared and I were finished, that he planned on being single the rest of his life. How can Your Word allow this? Does Jared have faulty theology? You know I would love continuing a relationship with Jared, but more than that, Father, I pray You will give him Your truth. I pray for Dr. Maxwell, too, that You will give him extra wisdom as he and Jared talk. Regardless of what this may or may not mean for my life, Father, I pray for Jared to have perfect understanding of Your holy Word.

I hardly sleep at all. How will Dr. Maxwell advise Jared? What will he say? At work it’s hard concentrating on phone calls and writing my analyses. Will Jared call about the meeting? Probably not.

But what if Dr. Maxwell tells Jared it’s okay to pursue our relationship, for whatever reason? How do I feel about possibly marrying a divorced man? Will I be committing adultery? 

Sunday morning Jared is still nowhere to be seen, presumably down at the men’s shelter. Jeff joins me in church again, along with Ashleigh and Jennifer. They’ve accepted that he and I are dating and don’t react when he puts his arm over the back of the pew during the sermon. After church I beg out of lunch, saying I have lots to do to get ready for a big presentation tomorrow at work. Truth is, I prefer spending time praying for Jared, for decisions about his future, and possibly our future.

I walk toward the parking lot to give the impression I’m going home, then double back to the prayer chapel. Yes, I can pray anywhere and do that almost continuously, but the prayer chapel is especially comforting. It’s where the Lord nurtured me through losing Todd and it’s where I learned to be in love with Him first.

I slide into one of the middle pews and kneel, a holdover from my more liturgical days when I want to feel particularly close to my Lord. Heavenly Father, I lift up Jared to You right now because I believe he’s still struggling with whether marriage is right for him, whether it’s biblical for a divorced person. I’m dying to know how Dr. Maxwell counseled Jared last Thursday, but that may never be mine to know. Nonetheless, You know I still care greatly for that man, yes, I even love him. In my heart of hearts, I’d love being married to him but right now that’s a dream I lay on the altar before You. 

My prayer for Jared is that You will guide him into the full realization of Your holy Word, of Your pure intent for men and women, both as You intended in the Garden of Eden as well as what You intend for us in a fallen world. What is truth in marriage today? What I read in Matthew and Corinthians and even Ephesians seems suggest only one chance at marriage, at least for believers, and I’m pretty sure that’s where Jared struggles, too. I pray You will show Jared the truth of Your Word and Your truth for him, individually. I also pray You will give him courage to act on whatever it is You reveal to him. In Jesus’ name, Amen.

One would think I’d feel better. I don’t. Usually talking with my Father helps take away my fears, my uncertainties, my restlessnesses and I come away with peace. Not this time. Do I need more prayer? Is the Holy Spirit working in a new and different way in my life, my emotions, my mind? Whatever is going on is not comfortable!

*
*
*
Tuesday evening Jared phones right on time at six thirty. There’s tenderness in his voice I haven’t heard before.

“Hi, Jordan.”

“Hi, how’s your week?”

“Doing good so far. Are you ready to talk about tomorrow night’s Bible study class?”

Planning the class is the last thing I want to hear about from Jared, but I know it’s the reason he is calling. “Sure. Let’s plan, then pray.”

“I’ve looked at this week’s lesson on how God has made us…body, soul and spirit…and it seems we can divide this lesson more easily into shorter segments. That might make it more interesting for the class, as well as for us. What do you think?”

“Uh, actually, I haven’t looked at this week’s lesson. I haven’t memorized my verses, either. Work, and life in general, have been kinda crazy.” There’s no need telling Jared how often I’ve been praying for him…and for me.

“Well, in that case, why don’t I lead off? I’ll take the class through the memory verse drills up through how our spiritual beings relate to God. That would be page seven. Then you can pick up the soul…our mind, emotions and will. Then on page twelve I’ll finish with the part about being the body of Christ and how we’re gifted, how each of us is uniquely made by God to assist other believers. Of course, we both should handle Q&As at the end. My guess is this lesson will generate considerable discussion.”

“That’s fine with me, Jared. I’m sorry to be so unprepared. Well, I guess I’d better get studying. See you tom…”

“No, don’t hang up yet, Jordan. I…if you have time, let’s talk.”

My heart is pounding. Will Jared share what Dr. Maxwell might have told him? Am I sure I want to hear? “Okay, I have plenty of time.”

“You may not know, Jordan, but I’ve really been struggling with our relationship ever since dinner at your place two or three months ago.”

Three months, two weeks and six days ago.

“You already know I think you’re a very attractive woman. And you already know I heard God tell me that He would bless our relationship, if I wanted. Once upon a time I concluded He might be leading us toward romantic involvement, perhaps even marriage. But after that dinner, I began to doubt. I questioned what I thought I heard from God, I pondered whether divorced Christians should ever get married again, I distrusted my own ability in relationships with women. That’s why I’ve spent so much time helping out at the men’s shelter, partly to be used by God, but also to avoid women in general and you, in particular. 

“All during this time I thought my head was screwed on right, that my theology was correct, but my heart was not at peace. I longed for someone, specifically for a woman, with whom to share my life, to talk with, with whom to experience the mundane as well as the exciting parts of life. You probably know Trevor Simpson…most people at City do. He and a Kathy White are co-leading another session of the Bible study and for the past couple of months, Trevor has insisted I should get married again, that God made men and women to be married, whether we’re divorced or not.

“Finally last week, I met with Dr. Maxwell. I don’t know if you know him, but he’s a wonderful, godly man. We prayed, we talked, I even wept some. I quoted chapter and verse from Matthew, Corinthians and Ephesians about my beliefs. Then I shared how my heart feels in the middle of all this neat, tidy theological understanding. Dr. Maxwell listened carefully and reached for his big red Bible. Do you know he was once a professional baseball pitcher?

“Anyway, he said to me, ‘Jared, you’ve clearly given this a lot of study, a lot of prayer, even perhaps some tears. But you’re missing one important point. You’re correct in that we’re under the new covenant; however, the entire Bible is as valid for believers today as when it was originally written, new covenant notwithstanding. The only practices which don’t apply to us here in the church age are those expressly for the nation of Israel, specifically the sacrificial system, ritual washings, keeping Kosher and the like. The commandments applying to all God’s children are written throughout the Bible, from Genesis to Revelation. Your theology is based only on New Testament scripture and doesn’t include the Old Testament.’ 

“’Yes, Matthew records Jesus’ observation that God’s intent was men and women should remain married all their natural lives. But, and here’s what you’re missing, Jesus does not negate Moses’ permission for divorce and remarriage under specific conditions. Based on what you’ve shared with me, I believe you are not only free to remarry, but that God is calling you back into marriage. Here is my rationale. First, Shannon committed the adultery, not you. Second, although you were both believers at the time your divorce took place, she left you, not the other way around. The Holy Spirit, speaking through Paul in First Corinthians, carefully deals with all of those.’ 

“’While God hates divorce, He nonetheless provides for it in Deuteronomy 24 because of, as Jesus says, the hardness of people’s hearts. That scripture is specifically written about husbands divorcing their wives because in that day women had no legal recourse for divorce. Today, since either wives or husbands can initiate divorce, the scripture applies both ways.’”

“But I want God’s perfect will for my life,” I told Dr. Maxwell, “Isn’t it better to not be married and devote all my time to working in His kingdom, like Paul says in Corinthians?”

“’Yes,’” he said. “’If, as the Holy Spirit says through Paul, if you or anyone can contain, as it says in the King James. From what you’re telling me, you are not gifted with that ability. That’s not a fault, it’s simply how God made you. I believe the Holy Spirit is leading you back toward marriage. I believe He wants to fill your life with the love and companionship and nurture of a godly woman. I believe God wants to bless you and use your marriage as a witness to Himself.’”

“And that, Jordan, is Dr. Maxwell’s counsel.”

“Wow,” is all I can manage. What does this mean for Jared? What does it mean for me? 

Chapter Seven
Safeguards
“Thank you, Jared. I appreciate your making tonight’s Bible study as painless as possible,” I say after class the following night. 

“You’re welcome. Would you like to get a cup of coffee at the Pie House?”

Ashleigh and Jennifer watch closely, ready to jump in if I need rescuing. I haven’t told them about my conversation with Jared last night, so they’re especially protective.

 “It’s late, but okay. It’s probably good for us to talk more.”

So much is going on for me. I have been deeply hurt and I have extended forgiveness. I have prayed actively, desperately and frequently. I have listened as best as I know how to my Heavenly Father. Am I ready to trust Him, and Jared, again? Clearly I’m still attracted to Jared, but I’m as skittish as a new kitten. I wave to Ashleigh and Jennifer and nod that I’m fine as we walk out of the classroom.
“Well, I’m finally convinced I’m not going to be a monk the rest of my life,” Jared begins once we’ve ordered decaf and blueberry cobbler.
“That’s good, I guess.” I’m not sure I want to hear anything more, regardless of the direction.

“Jordan, I’m beginning to believe again that God might have a relationship planned for us that goes beyond Bible study.”

Slow down, my heart. He’ll hear your ribcage echoing.

“I’m not sure about this and you may never be interested in going out with me, but I think there’s a possibility that God is leading us toward…marriage.”

“I…I…is this your idea of a proposal? It’s not funny!”

“No, no!” Jared laughs. “I’m not proposing and I’m not trying to be funny. What I am trying to determine is how much you meant that kiss several months back.”

“I…I…” I feel my face flushing bright red and I can no longer meet Jared’s penetrating gaze, but I reach out and take his hands in mine. For a long, long minute he searches my face until, at last, I look at him and smile ever so lightly.

Without a word, Jared stands up, puts three five-dollar bills on the table for the waitperson, then helps me to my feet and guides me out of the restaurant to my waiting car, to his warm embrace, to his full, rich lips.

*
*
*
Thursday evening Jared comes over for dinner. I repeat my menu from several months ago, hoping he won’t notice it’s all I know how to cook for guests. Once again, there are chicken breasts in cream of chicken and cream of mushroom soup, brown rice, a Caesar salad and broiled Parmesan tomato halves. This time, however, I don’t include the biscuits.

Jared greets me with a tender kiss, but I am determined this time we’ll finish our meal. After I serve our plates, Jared tells me what God has been showing him.

“Jordan, you know I’m susceptible to pretty faces and well-turned ankles, just as I think you’re attracted to certain types of men. So even though I believe God is leading and blessing our relationship, I want to create safeguards against our mutual attraction. In all of this, I don’t want to miss God’s blessing or His timing.”

“I’m curious. What are ‘safefuards?’ What do they look like?”

“There are four at this point and I won’t proceed with any of them unless you agree. First, I’d like to formally ask your dad for your hand in marriage. I know that’s old-fashioned, but parents have a way of seeing things we don’t or won’t or can’t. My mother warned me marrying Shannon was not right. I wish now I’d listened to her.”

“Me, too! But Daddy probably won’t even talk with you. He doesn’t like the men I date. Could be he’s over-protective or it could be he actually does see qualities that I don’t. I know he prays for me and my relationships.”

“If your dad were not in favor of our marriage, that would be a warning sign I’d pray about. He might have insights into my character, or yours, that we don’t have. Or he might just think we’re not a match. People might marry each other, but they get the whole family, like it or not. If I can’t relate to your dad, then there could be difficult times ahead, especially on holidays or other family times.

“I’d also like to talk with Scott and Todd to see whether either of them has plans of pursuing you. You are very attractive, you know. Whatever their answers, it doesn’t mean I won’t continue pursuing you, myself, but I’d like hearing their comments.”

“What? I don’t think so, Jared! I am not willing to reopen those cans of worms!”

“Then you and I might have a major hurdle. But first let me tell you about the rest of the safeguards. The third one is getting Ashleigh and Jennifer’s approval on our relationship, on our marriage. They’re your two best friends and are better able to advise both you and me about…us.”

“Good luck! Ashleigh isn’t your biggest fan, although Jennifer thinks you’re right for me.”

“Last, I’d like you to meet my family, especially my mother. Like your father, she can see parts of me that I can’t. She’s a pretty discerning woman. About a year ago she was here for a visit and I invited five different women I was dating to dinner, all at the same time. Of course, none knew about the others, they were just introduced as friends. After everyone left, I asked Mom’s opinion of each woman. This one was too sharp with her tongue, that one was overly concerned with her own appearance, another was too bent on catching me, and so on. While I continued dating a few of them, Mom’s opinions changed my thoughts and I eventually ended all those relationships.”

“Five women at one dinner? You’re weird!” Chill bumps prickle my skin. Meeting Jared’s mother is the last thing I want to do. 

“And what will happen if you get a ‘no’ from any one of these…these safeguards?”

“I’ll conclude the Holy Spirit has spoken against our being married.”

“Don’t you think that’s pretty risky? What about my Dad?”

“It’s not risky as long as God is in control. Remember, He’s the One who promised to bless us, He’s the One who set up our teaching Bible study together, He’s the One who taught me, through Dr. Maxwell, that marriage is best for most of us, in spite of our pasts. And the Bible teaches we need to honor our parents. If your father cares as much about you as I think he does, he’ll give us his very best advice. Most of all, I trust God. If He isn’t in this relationship, isn’t guiding it and giving you and me direction, then it won’t be successful, no matter how much you and I might want it to work.”

Personally, I think Jared’s plan is a little over-zealous, but he explains he’s been attracted to women ever since he could remember, had girlfriends back in grade school, sometimes two or three at a time. So he doesn’t trust himself to choose a lifelong partner, in spite of having heard God speak so clearly about blessing this relationship. “This are safeguards I think we both need,” he says.

“If I agree to your plan,” I counter, “it seems I’m accepting a marriage proposal. This presupposes you and I will be married. Not! At least not yet. Yes, I agree God is using us, but I’m not sure I want to test His patience. Let me pray about it and I’ll get back to you.”

“Absolutely,” Jared smiles. “I won’t go ahead with any of this until you’re in agreement.” 

Father, I am so scared! Yes, I know last week You said it was Your desire for Jared and I to be married. Now that it’s all so close to reality, I feel out of control again. I feel You want me to become some sort of automaton forever “doing Your will,” whatever that is. This “being Your child” stuff feels like when I was eight years \old and told “good children are seen, not heard.” If You don’t want me to dialogue with You, to discuss, yes, even debate with You, then why did You give me a heart and a mind? Why didn’t You just make me a robot? Why is loving You so hard? Why is loving anyone so hard if all us Christians are supposed to be filled with Your love?

My child, I am love and the part of you that’s filled with Me is love. But in an imperfect world not all of you, or anybody, is totally filled with Me. You do not have to marry Jared or even continue dating him, but if you do, you will see Me do incredible things through your dating and your marriage.

“Let’s see,” I say, trying to move the focus off me, “you brought dessert, I think. What was on that heavy plate I put in the refrigerator before dinner?”

“Homemade strawberry cheesecake.” Jared stands up and clears our plates. “I have to add the strawberries and glaze, so it will take awhile. Could I talk you into coffee in the meantime?”

“I love a man who cooks!” And I pull Jared back down next to me, glad that now there are no biscuits in the oven.
*
*
*

Friday evening I’m home alone because Ashleigh has an honest-to-goodness date and Jennifer is tired from work, just wants to rest. I stop for a pizza on the way home, then change into shorts and a T-shirt and relax in front of the TV. By eight-thirty I’m bored. What is Jared doing tonight? If I knew where he lived, I might just pop in on him. That kissing we shared last night was…pretty good! 

Father, am I totally crazy? Am I completely nuts? Or is Your Holy Spirit behind this softening of my heart and my pride? Do You think it’s stupid of me to…to phone Jared? I could always agree to his calling Daddy and watch how that goes. That doesn’t lock me into a commitment, does it? Am I being too forward like my Momma warned me about?

Trembling, I dial Jared’s phone number.

“Hello, this is Jared.”

“Well, hi! This is Jordan.”

“What a surprise! I didn’t expect to hear from you until our Tuesday evening planning session.”

“Turns out I’m home alone. Ashleigh and Jennifer are both tied up, so I thought I’d see what’s new. How are you doing?”

“Well, work is okay. My quiet time this morning was pretty neat, though. I really like what God is saying to me through Ephesians.”

“Like what?”

“Like chapter six where Paul writes about the armor of God. I’m looking more closely at each of the parts of the armor—the helmet, the breastplate and so on. What a great mind that guy had!”

“Tell me about it.”

“Well, I’m no theologian, but it’s interesting we’re only protected when we face the enemy head-on, and that our only offensive weapon is the Word of God, His Bible.”
Part of me listens to what Jared is sharing. He truly has that heart for God that Dr. Maxwell talked about. The other part of me prays frantically. Father, I absolutely believe You have brought Jared and me together to bless us because You love us and want to use our lives as an example to others. You have done this magnificently through Bible study. Isn’t that enough? Yes, I know I’ve been asking You to bring a man into my life, and Jared is a wonderful choice, the exact choice I’d make if I were You. But because I’m not You, I’m so afraid, afraid of the future, afraid of not knowing what happens next. I’m afraid for me; I’m afraid for Jared. I’m afraid I will…fail.

Beloved, I am always with you.

“But there’s so much more, too,” Jared talks on. “The ‘helmet of salvation’ protects our head because the decision to follow Jesus must me conscious, cognitive, an intellectual choice, not just emotion. Our hearts, on the other hand, are protected by the breastplate of righteousness because living righteous lives are, in large part, choices driven by compassion for others. And our feet are feet ‘shod with the gospel of peace’ which enables us to…”

I’m not sure when Jared stops talking. I hope he didn’t hear my prayer. More than that, I hope he didn’t hear God reassuring me.

“Uh, Jordan…”

“Yes, I’m here. Jared, I don’t know how to say this, but I’d like to agree to the first step in your plan.”

“My plan?”

“Your plan to determine how God might use the two of us. It’s…it’s fine with me for you to call Daddy.” I let out a giant sigh. There, Father, I said it. More than anything, I want to be obedient to You, even if my mind screams ‘No! No! No!’ or even if You are leading me to marry Jared. If I’m about to come under Jared’s leadership, I want to know how his mind works and that he seeks You thoroughly. And I also want to know if this new direction in my life is truly from You.
“Wow. I don’t know what to say, Jordan. Are you really sure about this? I want this to be totally your decision.”

“It is, and motivated by my Heavenly Father.”

“Then I’ll call your Dad tomorrow and get back with you on his response. Thank you very much for calling tonight!”

“You’re welcome.” I wish Jared was here at my place. I wish he and I were sitting on my blue couch together. I wish…, but I know it’s better for us to be alone tonight. “Have a very pleasant rest of the evening,” is all I can say.

“Thank you, Jordan. I’ll phone you tomorrow.”

*
*
*
Saturday morning Jared calls Daddy who answers on the third ring. 

“Mr. Moore?”

“Yes?”

“I’m Jared Jones and I’ve been dating your daughter.”

“Yes, yes. She’s told me a lot about you. I understand you met in church. That’s the best place to meet quality women.”

“Yessir, that’s true. Now I’d like your permission to marry your daughter and…”

“Whatever she decides is fine by me. She’s been making her own decisions for more years than I can count and I’m sure she knows her own mind.”

“Yessir, I’m sure she does. But I’d like your permission to marry Jordan.”

“Well…yes, you have it. Thank you for asking me. Will I get to meet you before the wedding?”

“I hope so, sir, we…”

“And you don’t need to call me sir. Name’s Fred.”

“Thank you, si…er, Fred. Jordan talked about coming up to Bakersfield before Thanksgiving.”

“Good, I’ll look forward to meeting you then. Make sure she invites you. If not, give me a call and consider yourself invited by me.”

For Jared, this is Confirmation Number One in our courtship. He calls me around noon to tell me about talking with Daddy. This is so clearly the Holy Spirit saying “Yes” that I am astounded. Daddy rarely answers the phone and then only after ten or twelve rings, so answering on the third ring is unheard of! Besides, Daddy has never liked other men I’ve dated. I just thought he was being a normal, protective father, but maybe he really can see into the character of people. Daddy said Scott was too cocky and Todd was not to be trusted. An interesting insight, since I never told him about Todd being married. 

So how did Daddy and Jared hit it off so well? I have no answer, Father, except to believe You are working here. I’m beginning to think it’s inevitable that Jared and I will become a couple. I’m still frightened, but I’m also strangely intrigued. My prayer is You will clearly and loudly reveal Yourself during the next three steps. I need to hear You correctly and so does Jared. Being married is the second most important decision of my life and I don’t want to make a mistake. I don’t want a marriage that doesn’t honor You, that isn’t blessed by You, that isn’t used by You.

The following Saturday, with my permission, Jared phones Todd at work. Since there’s no secretary on Saturday mornings, Todd takes the call. For all he knows, Jared is a prospective client, but when Jared explains he is dating me, Todd hangs up in mid-sentence. We both take that to mean Todd is out of my life for good. Go-ahead number two from the Holy Spirit.

Thank You, Father, for speaking clearly and loudly. But, oh, the heartache! Todd was the first man who actually treated me as woman, as adult, as fully capable in my own being. Yes, he was married, is still married, I suppose, but I loved him, nonetheless.

Back when Scott and I dated we were more friends than sweethearts. We met in our early twenties when life was fun and the toughest decisions were which parties to attend on the weekend. Those of us just out of college often ran as a pack, caravanning from one diversion to another. When there weren’t parties to go to, we all hiked or drove through the wine country, ate Mexican food or just hung out.
When Scott and I finally broke up, it was mostly because he wanted to continue partying and I wanted to grow as a couple. The parties had been great, but finally it was time to experience other facets of life. So I left small-town life for the big city.

Here the pace is definitely more intense. Work hours are eight to five, which for hard-chargers means at least seven to seven. Parties that would start in Bakersfield as soon as the workday ended, usually around four-thirty, don’t begin here until eight or nine. There’s no coming right to the party from work and changing into shorts and a T-shirt or the tank top you’ve Jenniferd in your sports bag all day. Here in the city it’s home to change into party clothes, then back out into traffic for another thirty-minute commute. 

Todd was the embodiment of city lifestyle. He drove a wonderful black Mercedes with tan leather seats that wrapped you into luxury and made you forget those long drives. His shirt cuffs were embroidered with his initials, and he wore the most wonderful, woodsy cologne. So different! So manly!
When we would go to dinner, Todd listened to what I had to say and he engaged me with intelligent conversation. Yes, sometimes he’d point out fallacies in my carefully considered logic, but always gently and with respect. Sometimes Todd could be playful, but that was not characteristic of him. He was one of the hard-chargers, one of the leading commercial real estate deal-makers in the city. I was always amaze he picked me to date.

Yes, breaking up with Todd was very hard. Now, of course, I see it was God’s protection and I’m eternally grateful. But at the time I wanted more and more of Todd. We were nearing the precipice of intimacy from which part of me longed to leap. The other, hopefully more mature part of me screamed, ‘Stop!’ It wasn’t the physical attraction to Todd so much as how he made me feel. He was a powerful man and in his glow I became powerful, too. That person I’d wanted to be all my life was finally happening, or so I thought. I hadn’t thought about what living with Todd would be like, I just wanted to be there! I just enjoyed being with him and having him enjoy who I am.

But that part of my life is over now, gone forever. I am a new person in Jesus Christ. He is my first love, the Person with whom I spend my days and my nights. His Holy Spirit is recreating a new me, a better me who is beginning to see the world from His perspective. People who in the past I never would have spoken with are now more approachable and less scary. Or is that because I’m more approachable and less scary?

As Jared once said, there are consequences from our past lives with which we all have to live. I am forever changed by having grown up in northern California and having one parent who died when I was in my early twenties. I am forever changed by having dated Scott. With him I enjoyed what some would call the “fast life” or the “party animal” existence. From Scott I learned I wanted more than continual fun and games. I grew into womanhood during that time and I appreciate our experiences together.

From Todd I discovered being treated like someone special, like I think most women want to be treated. I learned it’s not old-fashioned for a man to walk protectively on the street side and hold doors and coats and chairs for me. In fact, if a man truly cares, he will show those courtesies. For the first time ever, I knew my ideas, my perspectives on life do have value. Ultimately, however, I learned the hard way that men can be deceitful and dishonest. But I guess that’s not limited to the male gender because Jared experienced similar duplicity from Shannon.

So far, my Lord has not let me down. Todd never said he was not married, never promised to be there forever; neither did Scott. But Jesus has promised to be with me forever and ever. Question is, can I take that promise into my aching heart? 

Chapter Eight
More Safeguards
The next safeguard is Scott. I assume Jared will phone him like he did with Daddy and Todd. While those two calls sure generated different results, at least both answers were clear and unmistakable.
Jared, however, thinks he should meet face-to-face with Scott and he wants me to be there! I think he’s crazy. For one thing, Scott lives in another town three hours away. For another thing, I’m not sure I want to see Scott again. Yes, we say we’re still friends, but to be in the same room with him and Jared is…is insane!

Three days later Jared announces he and Scott are planning to meet here in the City this very weekend! I am both angry and terrified. How dare Jared set up a meeting without telling me? Nonetheless, he explains I’m invited only if I want to be there. He and Scott are quite comfortable meeting without me.

Father, what is going on here? Once again I feel like You and other men are running my life again. When do I get to vote? When do I get to say when and where and yes and no? When will it be my turn? Will it ever be my turn?

Beloved Jordan, trust Me. I have given you free choice, but this is My provision for you, ‘to give you a future and a hope.’

Scott suggests a Denny’s restaurant just off the freeway and Jared agrees to a nine-thirty Saturday morning breakfast. I might as well join them, I say, since I’m part of this crazy plan. While I’m terrified, I’m secretly fascinated by how this will all turn out.

Jared insists he and I arrive separately so I can stay and talk if it turns out Scott is still romantically interested in me. I suggest we pass on this safeguard altogether, but Jared is firm. This is harder than I bargained for! That man knows his boundaries!

Both Jared and Scott are in the waiting area when I arrive. Not knowing each other, one is standing by the door and one by the hostess stand. Father, You can’t let me down here! There stands a man I once loved and another man I think I love. Please make this painless!
“Hi, Scott.” I greet with a casual, half-hearted hug. “Have you met Jared?” I turn to include my surprised Bible study co-leader.

“Well, Jared,” Scott greets cheerfully with an outstretched hand, “you have a lot of chutzpa coming to breakfast this morning.”

“And the same could be said for you,” Jared smiles, returning the handshake warmly. I am frantically praying again!
“Three please.” Jared tells the waiting hostess, easing my embarrassment. Thankfully, she shows us to a table in the back.

Scott is never at a loss for words. Maybe it’s the freckles and carrot-red hair, maybe it’s his short stature. “So,” he plunges ahead when we’re seated, “I hear you’re ready to marry Jordan.”

“Thinking about it,” Jared corrects. “That’s why I wanted to meet you. This is probably the second most important decision in my life, as well as Jordan’s, and neither of us want to mess it up.”

“Well, that’s commendable. I say go for it!”

Gratefully, the waitperson comes to take our orders. I’m so nervous my face is sweating. “Er…eggs,” I mumble, “scrambled, I guess, and toast and water.”

Ever the rat-fink, Scott smiles at my confusion. Jared, not knowing me as well, thinks all is well. Men!
“So how can I help?” Scott asks when coffee arrives. “How do I figure into this relationship you two have?”

“I want to know,” Jared says quietly, but strongly, “whether you have any interest in marrying Jordan, now or in the future.”

“Please excuse me!” I beg before Scott can answer. “I need to fix my face.” And I dash to the ladies room, not wanting to hear them debate ‘who gets to marry Jordan.’ I’m so mad I think about leaving, but I’m so curious my feet won’t walk out the door.

Five minutes later I return. Scott and Jared are deep in conversation. “So what’s that first most important decision in your life?” Scott is asking.

Unhesitating, Jared responds, “Choosing whether to commit my life to Jesus Christ, to become ‘saved,’ as evangelicals say.” He makes quote marks in the air.

“Yeah, Jordan wrote me in a Christmas card she’d done that, too, and suggested I consider it, but it’s not for me. Not now, at least. I live a pretty good life and I think God will let me into His Heaven.”

“Well, the Bible says it’s not about being good or generous or kind…” Jared begins, starting down the Romans Road plan of salvation.

“I know…I know…I know. Jordan told me all that and so has my neighbor. What I’d like you two to know,” Scott deflects the conversation, “is I’m happy for you and I support your marriage. Heck, I’ll even give Jordan away, if she likes.”
I am so stunned I think I’ll have to go fix my makeup again. Jared only smiles. “Thanks, Scott, We both appreciate your kindness.”

“Uh, yeah, thank you,” I stutter. I can’t believe I’ve just witnessed two significant men in my life, normally competitors for my affection, pleasantly agreeing that one should marry me and the other should walk out of my life, perhaps for good. Father, You are beyond expectation. I don’t know whether I’m glad, mad or sad. I do know this is Your doing and Your’s alone. Human character wouldn’t have done this by itself.
“Well, I have to work to do, even on Saturday,” Jared says, “so I’ll excuse myself. I’m covering the check. You both sit and talk, if you like.”

“Um, I’m late for shopping with Ashleigh,” I lie. “I have to go, too.”

“Well, then I guess our meeting is over,” Scott replies cheerily, standing up. “Jared, it was good meeting you. Take care of this lady.”

“I intend to,” Jared says thoughtfully, firmly shaking Scott’s hand again.

*
*
*
Jennifer has already left a voicemail by the time I get home and Ashleigh is calling just as I walk in the door.
“Well?”

“Well, what?” I tease.

“You know!
“Ashleigh, I never thought I’d see anything like this. There was Jared and Scott being downright cordial to one another. They actually seemed to hit it off. I’m the one who was the basket case.” 

“What did Jared say? Did he just come right out and tell Scott you two were thinking about getting married.”

“Pretty much,” I acknowledge. “Scott thought it look a lot of guts, but he offered to walk me down the aisle.”

“That’s a lot of guts for both guys. At least we know Jared is no shrinking violet, that he won’t be backed into a corner.”

“What’s even more cool is that Jared started witnessing to Scott right there at the table. I went to fix my makeup to avoid being embarrassed, and when I got back they were talking about salvation. Jared saw an opening in the conversation and went for it.”

“Jordan,” Ashleigh concedes, “I’ve had my doubts about Jared, more than you and Jennifer, but I think I’m finally convinced. Unless he has another wife hidden somewhere, he sounds pretty hard to beat. This whole deal is clearly from God.”

When I call Jennifer a few minutes later, she suggests the three of us formally invite Jared into our Three Musketeers’ Club.
“Uh, okay. Um, how do you think we’d pull that off?

“Let me think on it and I’ll get back with you and Ashleigh.”

*
*
*
On Sunday, Jared sits with Jennifer, Ashleigh and me during church. When the worship service is over, I ask whether he can join the three of us girls for lunch.

 “Well, uh, sure. What’s the occasion?”

“We want to get to know you better,” Jennifer smiles.

Since this is Dutch treat, we head for the nearest Pizza Hut. 

“Jared,” Ashleigh begins as soon as we order, “you should know I’ve been against your seeing Jordan ever since you two were introduced. I had a feeling you were not telling her everything about your past and when it came out you’d been married before, I told her never to see you again, whether that meant getting out of Bible study, changing churches, even moving out of town. But this week I’m grudgingly changing my mind. No, I’m enthusiastically changing my mind. I’ve heard Jordan’s side of your relationship and I fully support her. She also told me how the Holy Spirit has worked through your milestones with her Dad, with Todd and now with Scott. For now, I’m agreeing you should keep on seeing her, both in and out of the Bible study.”

“Thank you,” Jared says quietly.

“I, on the other hand,” says Jennifer, “have always supported your…your friendship, at least until a few months ago when you announced your former wife. I guess that was the dreamer or the poet or the romantic in me. You should know, however, that when you announced your former wife, I also insisted Jordan dump you immediately. Not a phone call, not a note, maybe even resigning from Bible study, if necessary. But I have to agree with Ashleigh it’s pretty clear that God is working in your relationship. So now I’m glad you two are moving forward. I give my blessing to your marriage.”

“Wow.” Jared says respectfully, understanding these are no spur-of-the-moment decisions. “I thank you both for your support. Yes, Ashleigh, there have been women in my life besides my ex-wife, and Jordan and I’ve talked about them. Perhaps,” he smiles, looking down at his salad, “she’s even shared some of that with you. But I want you to know that since I met Jesus on July 1 two years ago, my life is totally different. Yes, I’m still susceptible to pretty faces and well-turned ankles. That’s why I noticed Jordan in the first place. But my Heavenly Father has given me an ability to double-check my responses to those pretty faces and to lift them all to Him. In praying for attractive women, I’m somehow released from the power they used to have over me. Just as God is Jordan’s protector, He’s my protector, too, and the protector of our future.”

“Yep,” Jennifer adds, “it’s clear you are a gift from God and we want you to be part of our circle.”
Jennifer hands Jared a card. “Here is an expression of our friendship. All three of us want you to be part of our activities and Ashleigh and I hope you and Jordan will include us in yours.”

Jared opens the card and reads it thoughtfully, his eyes misting. Silently, he reaches out to pat our hands. “I don’t know what to say. Can I pick up the check?”

“Yes!”
“Friendship,” Jared insists when lunch is over, “should be celebrated. This is a special day for all of us, so let’s enjoy each another’s company with dessert. There’s a Marble Slab at the other end of the strip center. I’m buying.”

Ashleigh, Jennifer and I all protest, but dark chocolate fudge with pecans and sprinkles is too hard to resist.
As we sit eating our cones, it seems today’s celebration demands total honesty, so I gut up my feelings and begin. “This has been an interesting three months and I think it’s wonderful you two have given your blessing on our upcoming marriage. It was courageous on Jared’s part to phone Daddy and Todd and to meet Scott. I love his determination to know God’s will and verify it over and over again. This is the man I need in my life, to lead me…yes, you heard me right…and to guide me…yes, again…and to be my protector, next to God Himself. Now I ask you blessing and your prayers since Jared wants me to meet his mother at Christmas. We’re driving there December twenty-third.”

“To Michigan?” chorus Ashleigh and Jennifer together.

“Yes, to Michigan. His brother and sister-in-law are going with us, so there will be plenty of drivers.”

“But…but what about snow?” Ashleigh asks, wide-eyed.

“I’ll wear my boots,” I smile, “and I’ll take all my warm sweaters. It’s okay, Ashleigh,” I reassure, patting her arm. “I also need to know-that-I know this relationship is genuinely from God. All these safeguards Jared put into place benefit me, as well as him.”

“Well, I guess that’s true. I hadn’t thought of it that way.”

“Me, neither,” says Jennifer. “Besides, a white Christmas would be wonderful. Can we go along?” she teases.

Jared laughs for the first time in several weeks. I loved his laugh then and I would learn to love it even more during the years God would give us.

“We’ll bring you a snowball,” he banters. “I can just taste Mom’s turkey and bread stuffing with gravy! Umm!”

Chapter Nine
Meeting Mom
Three of Jared’s four safeguards are now fait accompli. I’m still amazed at how these have come about. First, Daddy, then Todd and Scott, and now Ashleigh and Jennifer, my trusted best friends. They insist I accept Jared’s proposal, assuming it happens.

“If you don’t grab him, I will,” Ashleigh half-joked last weekend.

My ever faithful Lord is showing me over an over again hoe He is working in this relationship, and that He is in total control. My job is to trust him, to relax, to go gently with the flow. Trouble is, I seldom go with the flow and when I do, it’s hardly ever gently. 

“Think for yourself,” Momma always said, and I do. “Don’t do something just because everyone else is doing it.” Following her advice isn’t always easy. In high school, classmates thought I was weird or aloof. In college, when I didn’t always bow to convention, I was once again an oddball, an outsider.
At work my manager encourages me to be part of the team. While I don’t resist his direction, I usually don’t play office politics like many of my colleagues, nor do I socialize like they do. Yes, even here I’m different and when I became a believer, the gap widened even more. But in spite of being independent and individualistic, management likes my work and my reviews are always high. It’s tough arguing with success. “The golden rule,” Daddy says, “is them who has the gold makes the rules. As long as you produce, you’ll have a job.” I guess he’s right, but I still want to deliver that success my way.

The only safeguard that remains in Jared’s plans is obtaining the blessing of his family, especially his mother. My Heavenly Father has cleared the way toward our marriage so far, but will He find reason to block what is now so close?

*
*
*
Friday evening Jared takes me to dinner at La Madeline’s. “This is one of the first places we planned Bible study,” he reminds me.

“Yes, and we stood in the parking lot for an awfully long time. I thought for sure you would kiss me.”

“Was I being slow?” Jared teases. “Did you think I was retarded? Did you think I might have preferred men?”

“Well, I didn’t think that, but it was suggested. So tell me, why didn’t you kiss me when I clearly wanted you to? Surely you could sense my willingness?”

“True enough, but I didn’t want to take advantage of your emotions when I hadn’t resolved my past. And I didn’t want our relationship to be just physical. If I had heard God correctly that Wednesday night in church, then I had to trust Him to bring us together. Not me. Not you. And if I read His Word correctly today, we’re all to follow the example set by Jesus. Some of us in this role, some of us in that role.
“The Bible talks about the church being the bride of Christ and He works in us, in the church, to present to Himself a bride without spot or wrinkle. Sure, the church occasionally needs correction and guidance, even discipline now and then, but like catching more flies with honey than with vinegar, all of us…the church as well as individuals…respond more readily to love.

“If Jesus Christ can love His church into becoming a perfect bride without spot or wrinkle, then I can also love you into a bride perfect for me. When you are fully loved, you’ll delight in our marriage and I’ll delight in you. God has already promised us His blessing. I’d be a fool not to follow His leading, not to accept His promise.
“Jesus gave Himself in order to get a perfect bride. I have to give myself to you, to meet your needs before my own.”

“And do you do that?”

“Absolutely. Every day I pray for your spiritual, physical, mental and emotional wellbeing.”

“But we’re not even married.”

“True, so the protection with which God surrounds you is not fully the same as He provides through a husband, but as a fellow Christian I can pray for you. While I’m not yet fully responsible, I can still be used by God in your life.”
Father, I’d say “Yes!” right now if Jared would ask me. But I know he’s following Your timetable, even if it’s too slow for me. This deliberateness is frustrating, but it’s also reassuring. Please give me the patience I need! Help me to not take this into my own hands.

Out loud I tease, “So what makes you think I want your intercession?”

Jared laughs at my tone. “Because you need it, missy. It’s my duty, dontchaknow?”

After dinner, standing in the parking lot next to Jared’s bright yellow Jeep, he turns me to him before opening the door, takes my face in his wonderful hands and kisses me fully and deeply, the way I’d wanted to be kissed in this very spot so many months ago.

“That is to make up for not kissing you last time we were here. This is because I love you.” Now he takes me into his arms, enfolds me, and kisses me even more longingly than before. My head is spinning and I’m breathless.

“I…I…well, thank you,” is all I can manage. 

*
*
*
Christmas and the trip to Michigan come and go. I like Jared’s mother fine and she seems to like me. I also meet two of his brothers and their wives and we seem to get along well. One night we watch slides of Jared’s growing up years, another night we go to church for the traditional Christmas pageant. Twenty-eight hours in the car each way seems like a long trip, but I wouldn’t have missed it for anything.
Jared, of course, is intent on knowing what his family thinks of me and our possible marriage. He faithfully tells how we met and how and what God had spoken to him. His brothers and sisters-in-law offer their approval and support immediately. Jared’s mother, however, gives her characteristic, “we’ll see.”

A week comes and goes. Then two, then three. Jared and I continue leading the Bible study and seeing each other on weekends. While I still don’t want to use the dating word, I have to admit we’re acting like a couple in love. We hold hands constantly, sit touching shoulders in church and passionately kiss goodnight. We even look at engagement and wedding rings, but Jared does not mention his mother or anything about a wedding date. I wait, too, wanting God’s will on one hand, wanting to rush forward on the other. Almost every time we’re are together, I have to bite my tongue to keep from asking about becoming engaged. “Forward girls,” Momma once said, “get themselves into trouble in more ways than one.”

Some days I wonder whether Jared and I will ever get married. Maybe we’ll just grow old together, seeing each other daily but living separately. Maybe we’ll be like a few other couples I know who love each other, but are afraid to marry. Like Howard and Sandi. They both come from divorced families and think they can avoid that pain if they never marry. But by not risking commitment, they also miss out on a lot. Not owning a home together. Not sharing the same bed. Not belonging to one another in either God’s eyes or the world’s. Even our amoral world still condones marriage over live-in relationships, still recognizes marriage legally and socially. I, for one, am not willing to live like that. If Jared is not the man for me, then I will pray daily and fast as long as needed until God brings another man or truly and totally shows me He intends me to remain single.

Father, You have made me in Your image. You have made me passionate about lots of things. You have made me unwilling to live a tepid life. As I read once, ‘live fully; die living; do not walk dead.’ I believe that’s how You created me, so I don’t understand Your purpose in delaying this marriage. Am I not good enough for Jared? Is he not the man for me? Have I missed Your leading altogether?

There is no reply.

It is now the end of January. On Friday night Jared takes me to the Pink Pelican, an upscale restaurant with white table linens and tuxedoed waitpersons. The candlelight is awesome and I know it’s working its charms on me. I’m hoping Jared is also enamored. I have salmon, one of my favorites, in a delicate white wine sauce. Jared sticks with his usual Veal Picatta. Tonight he asks whether I’d like dessert, which is not typical for us.

“Oh, probably not…” but the dessert cart arrives in mid-sentence and I am struck with reverence. What chef could have made such heavenly delicacies? “On the other hand…would you like to split something?”

“Either way, Jared smiles. “Choose what you’d like.”

“The…umm…the crème brulee, please.”
Coffee for me, espresso for Jared. In minutes the pastry chef arrives with his flambé cart. He grandly shows us a perfect, smooth pudding. Then he flicks the torch and crystallizes the top to a wonderful brown crust. For a moment all eyes are on us, on the glorious drama of an elegant dessert being served.

“Thank you,” Jared says when our two spoons have scraped the ramekin clean, “for having dessert. I wanted to spend more time with you this evening in this…this special place because I want to talk about being engaged and about marriage.”

My heart pounds so wildly I think the table next to us can hear it beat.

“You know I asked for four safeguards before we’d take our relationship to the next level. You know your Dad, Todd, Scott, Ashleigh and Jennifer have all, in one way or another, given their consent, and often their blessing. And you know my brothers and their wives think you’re absolutely wonderful, that you’re a perfect match. My mother, however, weighs her words carefully and doesn’t rush into lifelong, life-changing decisions for herself or her children.”

I am about to shout ‘yes!’ to the entire restaurant. I will marry this man tonight if we can find a preacher.

“My mother has not yet replied about whether she approves of our marriage. Because I believe it’s biblical to honor one’s parents, I still cannot ask you to marry me, Jordan. I pray daily for God’s direction and what I hear is ‘wait.’”

At least you hear something. I just stare at Jared. Can this be really happening? Is this déjà vu?
“It’s only fair to let you know where I am in this…this process. You know I love you, Jordan; you know I want to spend the rest of my life with you. But at this time I cannot give you a proposal and it’s been a long time since we completed that last safeguard. I hope and pray you’re willing to wait with me, for me, but I can’t expect that of you. You’re a beautiful woman and I happen to know I’m not the only man at City Church who’s infatuated with you.”

I manage a smile at the compliment, but my heart is breaking. I don’t care that other men find me attractive! I’m in love with this man! He’s stupid not to budge from his…his precious principles!

Beloved, those principles Jared adheres to are ones I gave him, for his protection and for yours. Just as I told him you are the godly woman he is seeking, the principles are there to guide him in implementing My will. Your job is to submit to My will and to Jared’s leadership and timing.

I am devastated by Jared’s pronouncement. The marriage I so looked forward to is not going to be. Once again my life is in shambles over this man. Only this time there’s no anger, just deep, bone-wrenching disappointment. Not so much with Jared as with the entire situation, even with my Lord God. How can You let this happen, Father? I have trusted You with my entire heart and with my life. I thought Your Word promises to give us the desires of our hearts and this one does not conflict with any biblical principle I know of. What is wrong?
*
*
*
Even though Jared ‘releases’ me to date other men, I continue seeing only him because I don’t know what else to do. While our relationship wisely becomes more platonic, other men do not interest me, not even sweet Jeff. I spend more time with Ashleigh and Jennifer who work hard at keeping me busy, keeping me distracted from my pain. They are the best of friends!
Jared, too, is less romantic, which is good, I suppose. No marriage is romantic forever, no honeymoon lasts and lasts. Even if God were to finally bless us with marriage, we’d sooner or later have to face this settling into our daily lives. Of course, later is what I’d prefer because I’m a romantic and being swept off my feet by my husband, my true love, my white knight, is exciting! I’m not especially fond of housework, but if there’s enough romance in our marriage, I can do anything. Or at least I’d like to try.
Nonetheless, Father, You are in control. You know me better than I know myself. You know Jared, too, because You created us. Besides being our Creator, You are our Father in Heaven. Not all Your creation can claim that, but You have blessed Jared and me incredibly by bringing the gospel of Jesus Christ into our lives and have shown us that spending eternity with You requires us to accept Your Son as our own, personal, individual Savior. Thank You forever for giving us this understanding! 

*
*
*
One Friday night Jared and I are working on plans for the Bible study when suddenly he gets up from the table. “I almost forgot,” he blurts out rather urgently, “there’s an envelope in my Jeep that has to go to Trevor Simpson at church. Tonight.”

“Tonight? It’s after eight o’clock. Trevor won’t be anywhere near the church. Can’t we drop it off tomorrow or Sunday morning?”

“No,” Jared is emphatic. “I promised to deliver it tonight and I want to keep my word, even if Trevor isn’t there. Besides, he may come in for a few hours tomorrow morning. I’d run over there alone, but this is Friday night and I’d like your company.”

“Alright,” I agree. “I’m tired of the Bible study, anyway.” Sometimes I just can’t read Jared.
At the church Jared insists I walk with him to Trevor’s office, telling me it is a balmy night for February 13. He slides the envelope under the door, but instead of heading back to the Jeep, he reaches for my elbow and guides me toward the center of the church complex.

“Uh…the Jeep is back that way.”

“I know, but it’s such a nice night, let’s go sit in the Prayer Garden. We haven’t been there in a long time. And on the way home I’ll buy you a cone at Marble Slab.”

Unfair! Jared knows good and well that ice cream is one of my major weaknesses. The other is probably shopping for artwork or clothes. Besides, it is a balmy night for February, so off to the Prayer Garden we go.

“Let’s pray,” Jared says when we reach the bench under the live oak tree. It’s the same bench where we prayed back in September, at the beginning of our Bible study adventure. Reaching for my hand as he always does when we pray, Jared begins. “Heavenly Father, I praise Your Name for having brought Jordan and me together to teach the Bible study, to know one another better, and to…to fall in love. You promised on that Wednesday night back in August that You’d bless our relationship and You have done that. Faithfully, time after time after time. Now I ask for Your continued blessing as…as I ask Jordan to be my wife…”

“What?” I don’t know what to do. I cry and I laugh all at the same time while poor Jared tries to formally propose.

“Jordan, God has blessed us…”

“Yes! My answer is yes!”

“…and I want you to know I love you with all my heart…”

“Yes!” I cry, hugging him fiercely.

“…you are so different from the other women I’ve known that you clearly are from God…”

I cannot stop the tears of joy. They splash everywhere from my nose and chin to my beautiful silk blouse to my hands to Jared’s face that I now hold so close to mine.

“…and…and I ask you to be my wife. For as long as we both live.”

“Oh, yes! Yes! Yes!” And then Jared slips on my finger the most beautiful diamond ring I’ve ever seen. To this day, it makes me proud to wear it. Of course, it’s one we’d looked at many, many weeks before. Smart man, my fiancé!

I don’t know how long Jared and I hold each other, laughing and crying and kissing all at the same time. What I do know is this moment is burned into my memory forever. Father, You are so faithful! Thank You! Thank You! Thank You!

Back in the Jeep on the way to Marble Slab, I ask Jared about his mother’s blessing.

“She called last week and we had a really good talk about you. My Mom’s pretty wise, even though I used to think I could fool her. So I wanted her input on us, I wanted the opinion of someone who knows me very well, who has my best interest at heart and who won’t be afraid to tell me the truth. I absolutely do not want to repeat my mistakes of the past.”

“What’d she say?” I ask, not sure I want to hear the answer.

“Mom gives us her full blessing. She prayed long and hard about us and has no reservations about our marriage. Her only caution is for me to understand this is God’s provision for both your life and mine and I’d better not take it lightly. Even though my ex-wife initiated our divorce, it usually takes two to bring marriage to that point. Yes, I’m sure I could have been more attentive, I could have been at home more often rather than trying to become a leader in the business world. My ex and I could have talked about boundaries and expectations, too, and I could have helped around the house more often.”

Those biblical principles again! Even though Jared was a minimal believer in his first marriage, God’s laws are always at work. For all of us, Christians and not. Father, I am so, so happy with my new life. The life, the love, You have given me. May I always treasure Your second gift as much as I treasure the gift of Your Son. Thank You!

Epilogue

Three months to the day after Jared proposed, we were married. The chapel at City Church was beautiful with its light rose carpet, walnut pews draped row to row with white ribbons and bows, and the soft glow of twenty candelabra. Never one for a lot of pageantry, I wore a simple, white lace handkerchief gown, chiffon veil held in place by a beaded headpiece, and white leather shoes. Ashleigh and Jennifer, my bridesmaids, were exquisite in full-length, dusty rose gowns and veils. Within six months, Ashleigh was also married. Sweet, gentle Jennifer, however, remains unmarried to this day.

Trevor Simpson, whose fiancée, Kathy, told me about Jared being attracted to me, stood up with my handsome new husband, along with JP from Jared’s Sunday school class. Everyone from our Wednesday night Bible study was there, saying they wouldn’t miss this wedding for all the world since they’d witnessed the courtship first-hand. Sometimes they’d been more aware of what was going on than Jared or me. 

Daddy was so proud as he walked me down the aisle! His only daughter, given to a man he respected, a man he trusted to take as good as care of me as himself. Truly God has blessed us all!

Dr. Maxwell, of course, performed the ceremony. More that once his wise counsel had helped me get my eyes off Jared and back onto Jesus. During his homily, Dr. Maxwell gently, but soberly, warned Jared to honor our marriage vows with all solemnity, saying he, himself, now had a personal stake in the success of our relationship.

The wedding party wasn’t large, but it was wonderful! Better yet was our honeymoon in picturesque Sausalito. One whole week with my prince, my knight, my very own husband! Clearly we were lovebirds, walking up and down the hills and through the shops, stopping here and there to admire jewelry or pottery or wandering in and out of galleries. More than once we were tempted by the beautiful craftsmanship, but knew there would be time for that in the future. This trip was about melding our lives together in one glorious testimony of what God will do in people’s lives and marriages when they fully yield to His perfect leadership.

Lovingly yours,

Jordan Montgomery Jones

Sacramento, California

The 7 Needs of a Woman
1. A woman needs the stability and direction of a spiritual leader. That’s the way God has wired women. A godly woman not only wants to know her man seeks the Lord and prays daily, she also needs to know his convictions and principles are based on scripture. Then she needs to see he’s determined to follow those scriptural convictions, that he won’t waffle when confronted. Most of all, she needs to know his leadership is motivated by love of God and love for her.

2. A woman also needs to know she is meeting vital needs in her husband’s life and work, especially in ways no other woman can meet. In response, she desires the affirmation and praise of her husband for meeting those needs. The most devastating thing any husband can do is give one of his wife’s special tasks to another woman.

3. A woman needs to hear and see her husband cherishing her and delighting in her as a person. “To cherish” means seeing great value in your wife as a person and as a partner in life. She needs to hear her husband voicing the character and personality qualities that attracted you to her.
4. A woman needs to know her husband understands her by protecting her in areas of her limitation. Basic to understanding your wife is knowing she wants boundaries set out of concern for her, not of neglect. She wants a husband who’s aware of her spiritual, mental, emotional, and physical strengths, as well as weaknesses. Know your wife so well that you know when to be firm and when to be lenient.

5. A woman needs to know her husband enjoys quality time for intimate conversation. This is only possible when there’s oneness of spirit. When you come home, your wife likely has more things to talk about than you suspect. Her enjoyment of sharing them only comes if she knows you like listening and aren’t anxious to be doing something else.

6. A woman needs to know you are aware of her, even when your mind is on other things. This assures her of your love and protection. This is what won your wife in the first place and assured her parents you’d be a good husband. Your attentiveness to her presence is the basis for good manners and explains why so many women complain about their lack.

7. A woman needs to see her husband is making investments in her life and career to expand and fulfill her world.

The 7 Needs of a Man
1. A man needs a wife who respects him as a man. He naturally wants to prove his manliness, so a woman can support her husband by telling him how he can protect her. She can ask, and truly value, his opinion in spiritual matters. She can wisely appeal wrong decisions, rather than becoming his conscience.
2. A man needs a wife who accepts him as a leader and believes in his God-given responsibilities. She can prove that by never asking another man for counsel without first getting her husband’s approval.

3. A man needs a wife who will continue to develop inward and outward beauty. She can understand kinds of attractiveness he values and implement those on herself, especially in dressing with care. Even “work clothes” can fit nicely and coordinate colors.

4. A man needs a wife who can lovingly appeal to him when he’s over-reaching or over-extending himself. She can ensure there are Christian principles being followed in their home and not be willing to participate in known sin.

5. A man needs quality time with himself and with God. God made man first, to have fellowship with God. This is essential if he’s to lead you and your household with godly and scriptural principles. The more rich a man’s fellowship with God, the sweeter his relationship with his wife.

6. A man needs a wife who is grateful for all he provides, both financially and in their relationship. Whether little or much, a woman can praise her husband for any achievement, especially in areas where she’d like him to excel.

7. A man needs a wife who will be praised by others for her character and good works. Her spiritual leaders should praise her; her work leaders should praise her; her children and her neighbors should praise her.
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