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Mark and Lisa Vellhausen sat in Pastor Miller’s office looking 
more like strangers on a New York City subway than a couple 

married for seven years. They avoided looking at each other; they didn’t 
look at the pastor, either, but instead looked off in the distance, totally 
preoccupied with the inner landscape of their minds. No one spoke. 
After a while, a distinct ping from Mark’s cell phone interrupted the 
awkward silence. Mark didn’t bother to check who was texting him. He 
picked up his phone and powered it off. Making eye contact with her 
husband for the first time, as if synchronized by some internal under-
standing, Lisa reached into her handbag, picked up her phone, and 
powered it off. This was the only time they seemed to acknowledge that 
they were somehow connected to each other.

Pastor Ted Miller took a deep breath and said, “OK, before we start, 
let’s offer a prayer.”

The prayer offered was short and simple: “Lord, I thank you for 
Mark and Lisa. They have come with a burden to change their lives and 
transform their marriage. I pray that you will take control of our first 
meeting. Even now, give them the courage to speak openly about the 
things that are bringing them down and wounding their marriage. We 
pray in the name of Jesus. Amen.”

During the twenty years that Ted Miller had pastored their growing 
church, Mark and Lisa had come to faith in Christ, met each other in 
the singles ministry, fallen in love, and asked Pastor Miller to officiate 
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that these couples were like a runaway train that could not be stopped. 
However, the train would come to a stop when it hit a wall. He wasn’t 
sure if Mark and Lisa had hit their wall, but he was going to do every-
thing in his power to find out.

“First of all, I want to thank both of you for coming by and meeting 
with me. When Jane, my administrative assistant, told me about your 
appointment last week, she only mentioned that it was marriage related. 
I wasn’t sure what that meant for your marriage. But based on the looks 
on your faces, I can tell something is wrong. Do you remember what I 
said to you seven years ago, during your premarital sessions? I told you 
back then that I would always be the pastor who performed your mar-
riage, and I told you that should you ever have a problem, do not hesi-
tate to call me. I am not in the business of doing Vegas-style weddings. 
I am here to build marriages. So I am glad you are here.” Pastor Miller 
paused, and that’s when they both lifted their heads and looked at him.

“So where do we start? How can I help you today?” Pastor Miller 
continued.

Mark and Lisa looked at each other as if trying to decide who should 
go first. Mark nodded and said, “OK. Let me go first, since I was the 
one, at Lisa’s behest, who called Jane and made the appointment.”

“Thanks, Mark.” Pastor Miller got up from behind his desk and 
took the empty chair across from them.

“I’m just going to tell it like it is. I came home from working out 
at the Y last week and told Lisa that I didn’t think our marriage would 
survive the rest of the year. I told her that if things don’t change between 
us, I’m going to ask for a divorce. I am Christian. I got married for life 
and for keeps, and I love Lisa, but…”

Mark trailed off, his emotions choking his remaining words. He 
lowered his head, unable to finish his sentence. He looked over at Lisa 
before speaking again.

“I’m sorry. I love you, Lisa, but I can’t do this anymore. I don’t want 
Mason growing up in a home where his parents constantly fight, shout 
at each other, and sleep in different rooms. I can’t do the constant fights 

their wedding. A few issues came up during their premarital sessions 
that Pastor Miller thought needed immediate attention.

Transparency: Mark spent a lot of time on social media. He did not 
allow Lisa to see his Facebook account.

Conflict: Lisa struggled to talk about things that matter to her. 
Whenever she spoke her heart, the conversation would always run down-
hill very fast and become a big fight between her and Mark.

Money: Lisa was a saver, and Mark was a spender. Even before their 
marriage, they had difficulty agreeing on best practices for handling 
their money.

Communication: Both Mark and Lisa had different styles of commu-
nicating with each other. Lisa liked to “Talk it all out right now and get 
it off my chest”; Mark, on the other hand, liked to think it over and talk 
about things another time when he felt ready.

As any good pastor or counselor would do, Pastor Miller alerted this 
young, vibrant, and so-in-love couple that they needed to hit the pause 
button and work to shore up these areas before getting married. He 
remembered how they looked at each other and, with sincere but naïve 
smiles, said to him, “Pastor Miller, we know we have these weaknesses, 
but we are confident that with our love for each other and with the pas-
sage of time, we will get better in all these areas. We have already rented 
the reception hall, and our wedding invitations will be mailed next 
week. Postponing our wedding would be a disaster for our parents.”

Pastor Miller knew that Mark and Lisa were overestimating their 
abilities. But as a pastor with years of experience, he had seen this sce-
nario play out all too often. The couple was in love, and their over-the-
top optimism about their future gave them the confidence that together 
they could change the world. Pastor Miller often joked with his wife 



54

R A Y M O N D  H Y LT O N  S R .  A N D  J U D I T H  S .  H Y LT O N 5  D I S C I P L I N E S  O F  A  G R O W I N G  M A R R I A G E :

Pastor Miller stepped into the pause and said, “Thank you, Mark, 
I appreciate your openness. In order to get things going, we do need to 
speak with honesty and openness, so you’ve gotten us off to a good start. 
Lisa, how do you respond to what Mark just said?”

Lisa was already crying. Pastor Miller reached over to the coffee 
table and handed her the box of Kleenex. For the first couple of min-
utes, all Lisa did was wipe away her tears. The pastor couldn’t tell if 
these were tears of anger, shame, or relief. Chances were they were all 
part of the mix of emotions roiling in her heart. Each time she tried to 
speak, her words were drowned by a new wave of crying.

Lisa tried one more time. “I’m sorry to be so emotional. I promised 
myself when I got here that I wouldn’t get emotional.” She chuckled 
and, with a half smile, said, “So much for that promise.” With one last 
blow of her nose, Lisa seemed ready to speak.

Looking over at her husband, Lisa said, “I have to agree with 
Mark.”

Mark was surprised at her quick admission. When he said similar 
words to her a week ago back at their home, Mark remembered how she 
had exploded with anger and said, “Go ahead and quit. This seems to 
be the pattern of your life, right? You came home last month and told 
me that you quit your job. You know how important your income is for 
all the expenses that we have. But no. You didn’t have the guts to hang 
in there, but you just up and left the job without speaking to me as your 
wife. This is why I’m not surprised you want to now quit our marriage 
of seven years.”

But with Pastor Miller sitting across from them, Mark thought that 
Lisa would never say the same things in front of the pastor who married 
them and for whom they held such high regard.

As if reading Mark’s thoughts, Lisa said, “When Mark came home 
last week and told me that if things didn’t change, he wanted out of our 
marriage, I was so hurt, and I said some things I shouldn’t have said.”

“What did you say to him, Lisa? Can you be more specific?” asked 
Pastor Miller.

over money. We have enough money saved up, and I feel I should have 
the right and freedom to buy a few things that bring me happiness. 
Purchasing that sixty-inch TV for our entertainment center, or what 
you call my man cave, is really no big deal. It’s just a TV, and it was on 
sale. But the way you went on and on, pushing me to take it back, and 
virtually treating me like a little kid, was just over the top. I’ve come to 
the conclusion, after calling the folks at Electronics Central to come and 
pick up the stupid thing, that you have absolutely no respect for me. I 
helped to earn some of that money, so I have a right to spend some of it.”

Pastor Miller felt his gut tighten. During their premarital sessions, 
money was one of the issues he felt they would struggle with unless 
they worked out a plan. He remembers giving them Dave Ramsey’s 
EveryDollar budget tool and told them to download the software and 
begin using it together. Apparently, they didn’t. Mark also mentioned 
his son, and this reminded Pastor Miller that Mason was born six years 
ago. One month after his birth, they brought him to Pastor Miller and 
asked that Mason be dedicated in church. They told him how much 
they wanted to raise their son in a home where Christ is treasured. They 
wanted to see their son grow up to be a godly man.

Mark put his hands on his head and, with tears welling up in his 
eyes, said, “Two weeks ago Mason asked us if we were getting a divorce. 
That killed me. This kid is only six years old, and already he has to be 
worried about whether his parents’ marriage is going to survive. This is 
wrong. And so I would rather we go our separate ways and raise him in 
an environment free of this kind of hell. Excuse my French.”

Lisa looked at him, surprised that he would speak this way to the 
pastor.

“As I said, I don’t like the idea of a divorce, but I told Lisa that 
maybe we should separate and try living apart, and then after a few 
months come back together and assess how we’re doing. Of course, she 
didn’t agree with me and told me to call you and see if you could give 
us some advice that could help us save our marriage.” With that, Mark 
stopped abruptly and looked at Lisa.




