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"Sometimes I wonder if men and women really suit each other. Perhaps they should live next door and just visit now and then." Katherine Hepburn

Today is the last message in our series, I want a new marriage. I truly hope that this series has been a help as well as a blessing to you in your marriage and all your relationships. The series is on our web page in both printed and audio forms, or you can request a CD of each message for yourself or to share with someone else. 

Most of us know that marriage is in trouble in America. High rates of divorce, non-marital childbearing and single parenthood are taking a devastating toll on our culture. This retreat from marriage imperils the social and emotional welfare of children, not to mention that it threatens the "American Dream," insofar as adults who do not get and stay married are less likely to strive, to succeed and to save for the future. This stark assessment emerges from a new report, When Marriage Disappears: The Retreat from Marriage in Middle America, sponsored by the National Marriage Project at the University of Virginia and the Center for Marriage and Families at the New York-based Institute for American Values. 

The breakdown of marriage and family has afflicted the poorest Americans for more than a generation. What is happening today is a widening gulf between the middle class, where a sharp decline in marriage is at work, and the most educated and affluent Americans, where marriage indicators are either stable or improving. Not surprisingly, the dangers posed by the disappearance of marriage also has implications for the decline of religious belief and worship, as well as beliefs about the moral or cultural underpinnings of family life. Just as getting married changes individuals, failing to marry delays or defers personal maturity. For earlier generations, marriage functioned as a gateway to acceptance of adult responsibilities and habits—including attendance of religious services—that reinforce those responsibilities. Narrowing or closing that gateway has profound effects. 

For example, the proportion of moderately educated adults who are in their first marriages declined from 73% in the 1970s to 45% in the 2000s. For a majority marriage is now a minority experience. And children are the first to feel the effects of such changes in the behavior of adults. In 2008, out-of-wedlock births in the United States surpassed the 40% mark for the first time—meaning that of 4.25 million babies, some 1.7 million were born to unmarried mothers. Among moderately educated Americans, the out-of-wedlock birth rate hit 44%, up from 13% as recently as 1982. Again, Middle America moved closer in behavioral norms to the poorest Americans, even as more educated and wealthier Americans are embracing a marriage mind-set. While reasons vary for this decline in Middle America's experience and expression of marriage, they include a decline in marriage-friendly values and a disturbing decoupling from religious attachments. Although their aspirations for a traditional marriage remain high, these Americans—and their children—appear to be turning away from a marriage mindset. 

Add to that, only one in four Americans believes premarital sex is always wrong. Among adolescents, only six in 10 would be embarrassed to give birth outside marriage. Having multiple sex partners also is on the rise. But none of these changes, of course, occurred in a vacuum. They correlate with evidence of a spiritual void. Since the 1970s, there has been a sharp decline in weekly attendance of religious services. The point is obvious – one will rarely have moral values without also having religious ones. 

Marriage in America is poised on a knife edge. The majority could go one way or the other. Faith, however, is constantly at odds with fatalism—the idea that historical or cultural trends are determined or irreversible. Faith is also in tension with materialism, the notion that human existence is no more than the ceaseless acquisition of consumer goods or sensory gratifications.

We are in a dire situation as marriage is increasingly considered optional or even a luxury for those who can afford it. Study after study indicates that individuals are healthier mentally, physically and economically, if they are also married. Children do better in every area of their lives when they grow up in a two parent married home. Apart from the Biblical guidelines, we cannot afford fiscally to become a non-marriage culture. In a speech to the National Association of Evangelicals in 1998, theologian Harold O.J. Brown pronounced his concern about the decline of marriage, which he rightly called "the most significant of all formal human covenants." By the time of his death in 2007, the tendrils of marital dissolution had insinuated themselves into the nation's core communities. 

So how should we as Christians respond to this "war on marriage"? First, we need to recognize the very clear connection between moral and economic issues. They frequently spill over and reinforce one another, just as the Great Society anti-poverty programs unintentionally sparked a huge increase in socially destructive family breakdown, and just as the loss of ethics was a major contributor to our current economic crisis. Second, the Body of Christ must teach its younger members—our children—what marriage is all about. While we should praise our young people who want to begin their marriage on a sound economic footing, we must also remind them that marriage is not primarily an economic arrangement. It’s a lifelong, covenant relationship between a man, a woman, and God. The husband and wife promise to love and cherish each other for richer, or for poorer.

In other words, for Christians, the call to marriage does not depend on a healthy economy or convenience. But teaching our young people is one thing, supporting them is another. Are we as a church willing to encourage and support marriage? If you know a struggling young Christian couple, are you prepared to help them in practical, Biblical, even financial ways? Are you committed to having a godly, healthy marriage yourself which is a model for others? Will you invest time in young couples’ lives so that you have a relationship with them, and they feel that they can turn to you for prayer and counsel? Will you hold them accountable when you see them heading down spiritually destructive paths? These are tough economic times. These are stressful days for marriage. And in these tough days, talk is about the only thing that is cheap. We are commanded to "carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ" (Gal. 6:2). Are you helping young couples carry their burden of a healthy marriage?

