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OUR US

CHAPTER
Our US

Every US is unique. Every US has a story. Every US has a beginning to their
story. This is ours.
I have a picture on my desk of my wife and me when we first met. If I had
to use one word to describe us at that point, it wouldn’t be . . .

Cute.
Young.
Fun.
Energetic.
Hopeful.
Optimistic.
Happy.
It would be . . .
Stupid.
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Yes, when we met, apparently we lost our minds.
Our US began at a large church at a student conference called “Pack Your
Bags, Jesus Is Coming.” Sounds romantic, right? I was a youth pastor and
had taken my youth group to the conference. The speaker told everyone
they had better get ready because the rapture could happen at any
moment. Every kid in my youth group was terrified they were going to get
left behind. (Some of them would have been.)
While I should have been comforting them, I wasn’t, because I was focused
on just one person out of the 800 in attendance—Nancie Hoblitzell. When
I saw her, I thought, “What in the world is she doing here?” I knew of her
from college because we ran in the same social circles, even though we
had never talked. I was surprised to see her because . . . well, let’s just say
that she, like me, was not hanging out at the campus ministry clubhouse.
She was the president of her sorority and seemed to be everywhere on
campus. She was pretty and loud, and in Southern sorority girl tradition,
often wore a big bow in her hair. And she was always surrounded by a
bunch of other loud, pretty girls with big bows in their hair. But make
no mistake about it, she was queen of the bow-heads. While I was in a
fraternity that socialized with her sorority, she was so out of my league. I
never dreamed of talking to her.
But there we were, three years after we both had graduated, at this
conference, and I’m thinking maybe I can talk to her. During those three
years, my faith had become more solid, and since she was there, I was
thinking that maybe hers had too. I was thinking maybe, just maybe, God
could intervene on my behalf to help me finally get the nerve to speak
to Nancie Hoblitzell. I spent the conference staring at her, plotting how I
could bump into her in the hall.
A friend sitting next to me said, “What do you keep looking at?”
I said, “It’s not what, but who.”
I pointed her out, and he said, “I know her.”
I said, “You are a liar.”
He said, “I swear I know her. Her name is Nancie Hoblitzell.
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Her brother and I were good friends in high school.”
I said, “We have to bump into her in the hall.”
So we did and he introduced us. I could tell after talking with her for just
a few minutes that her life had changed like mine. I got her number, and
I asked her out. (That was back in the day when you got numbers and
asked people out.) And by nothing short of divine intervention, she said
yes.
Because I didn’t want to mess things up, I took her to a really expensive
restaurant. But when we got to Applebee’s there was a 45-minute wait.
Nancie said, “No big deal, I don’t mind waiting.” But the seats in the lobby
were full.
She said, “Let’s just sit outside.” We went outside, but the benches were
full there as well.
She said, “No worries, let’s just sit on the curb.”
The curb? I’m thinking, “Now this is a low-maintenance woman!”
So we sat on the curb, and just like that our date was off to the races.
Within 15 minutes, I started doing the relational math.
Hotness + loving Jesus—no, I mean— loving Jesus + hotness
÷ the square root of sitting on the curb × smart + funny =
Wow, she might be the one.
We stayed up that night talking until 3:00 in the morning. The next day,
she was all I could think about. Nancie Hoblitzell, except for her hardto-pronounce/remember last name, was perfect. But there was just one
problem: We both lived in Alabama, and I was moving to California in just
two months.
But here’s the great news: She was as crazy as I was. We kept dating and
acting as if I weren’t moving. But as the day of my move drew closer, we
started asking ourselves, what are we going to do?
Our answer: Make a lifelong decision way too soon.
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About a week before I was supposed to leave for California, I said to her,
“I know you want to teach at a junior college, and I just happen to know
that there are several junior colleges where I am moving.”
She said in her oh-so-cute, perfect way, “I’m not moving to California to
be your girlfriend.”
And I said in my oh-so-cute, perfect way, “Then why don’t you move to
California to be my wife?” Boom.
So we decided to get married, to become an US. Of course we didn’t share
this with anyone, because it made no sense. So I moved to California. We
bought many plane tickets on our credit cards to see each other, and got
married exactly one year from our first date.
And there we were, newlyweds in our early 20s, living in beautiful, sunny
Southern California, enjoying our great, low-paying jobs, surrounded by
amazing people. Everything should have been perfect, right? It wasn’t—
at least not all the time.
We thought we were going to be different from other married couples.
And by different, I mean great. We thought we had something special
that the rest of the married population appeared not to have.
We weren’t going to fight.
Our love would always find a better way.
This bliss we were experiencing would never end.
Our US was going to be beautiful in every way, unique in every way, every
single moment of every single day.
Our marriage was unique, but our struggles were common. We weren’t a
train wreck, but on some days we got close. And on other days, we were
stinking adorable. We enjoyed each other so much.
We were what we now describe as average, with moments of awesome
and moments of awful.
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And it was no wonder we had moments of awesome. We had quickly but
unintentionally created some great marital habits:
We were both strong in our faith.
We were still silly and fun with each other.
We made time for each other.
We had sex often.
We surrounded ourselves with great people.
We both cared how we treated each other.
We spent time with another couple who modeled what it meant to have
a great marriage.
These habits led us to have moments of awesome. These moments made
us feel connected, in love, and in like with each other.
But we had also quickly but unintentionally created some bad marital
habits that led to moments of awful. At lightning speed, we could go from
feeling very connected to very disconnected. I remember thinking how
crazy it was that it only took one wrong look, minor disagreement, or
unmet expectation to ruin an otherwise perfectly great day. While our
moments of awesome were varied in size and shape, our moments of
awful had become a script we acted out over and over.
It went a little something like this: I would say something the wrong way.
She would shut down. I would relentlessly try to get her to tell me what
was wrong. She would finally tell me. I would then clarify in painstaking
detail how she had heard me the “wrong” way.
This was our connection-killing habit, regardless of how trivial the topic.
We would get amped up over petty things like what time we needed to
leave, feeding the dog, taking out the trash, speaking words with a certain
tone, being too quiet, being too loud, spending time with our friends,
not spending time with our friends, buying this, not buying this, saying
that, not saying that . . . the options were endless, but the ugly dance was
basically the same.
Like our moments of awesome, it was no wonder we had moments
of awful. We were very different people with different backgrounds.
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Growing up, Nancie moved often due to her dad’s job as a coach. My
dad is a fifth-generation farmer who wasn’t moving us anywhere. She
had a stay-at-home mom. My mom died when I was 10. On top of that,
our personalities were and are very different. We have different views on
money. She has the brain of an accountant. I have a brain floating in a sea
of ADHD. She is very scheduled. I am very spontaneous. So in our first few
years of marriage, our differences were like relational bumper cars; some
days the bumps were fun and giddy, other days they hurt.
But then our US took an unexpected twist.
Amazingly, and giving no credit to our US, we were working at one of the
largest churches in the country, Saddleback Community Church, where
Rick Warren is the pastor. If you haven’t heard of Rick Warren, he is like
the Elvis of pastors, and Saddleback Church is Graceland. I will save you
the very long story of how this happened, but through a crazy turn of
events, we started performing sketches and skits in the weekend worship
services.
To help him make a point in his messages, Pastor Rick asked us to act
out 6–10-minute scenes of a married couple experiencing the different
tensions or situations he was addressing in his sermon series.
After the services, people often told us they had the exact same
experiences in their own marriages. One couple even accused us and
the church of spying on them. (They weren’t kidding.) Married couples
passionately wanted us to know that they related to what they had just
seen us play out on stage. These scenes resonated so much with people
that we quickly became regulars at the weekend services as well as at the
marriage events at our church.
The next thing we knew, it was five years and one baby later, and we
were traveling all over the country acting at different marriage and youth
events. But our moments of awesome were starting to be overshadowed
by our moments of awful.
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As we were performing at one event, I noticed that our faces were on
hundreds of screens throughout the arena. We were in front of 18,000
people, and I got a little puffed up with pride. After the performance, we
were walking down the stage stairs while people were still clapping, and I
said, “Wow, that was incredible.” Nancie said, “I just want to get home to
the baby.” Why? Because just moments prior to that performance we had
been fighting in the green room. It appeared that not even arena events
could trump the effects of our increasing moments of awful.
But as we traveled, there was still something in me that knew our marriage
could be better. I somehow knew not to settle. I became increasingly sure
God didn’t want us to settle either. I felt more compelled every day to figure
this marriage thing out—not just for us, but also for other couples who
were experiencing the same things. So I started listening to the marriage
experts who surrounded us at these events. I was reading every marriage
book I could get my hands on. I asked successful married couples how
they did it. I became a student of marriage. I started to secretly and not
so secretly implement some of my findings in our own marriage. Some
of these simple changes were working. Moments of awesome in our US
increased. Moments of awful in our US decreased.
I didn’t want to keep this hope to myself. Just as our scenes of tension
had resonated with people, I wanted to provide answers that empowered
people. I wanted to help couples start to experience what we were finally
experiencing. While there were many good ways to do that, for me, I felt
the church was the best place to start.
So after many prayers and conversations with Nancie, I was compelled
to figure out ways to help marriages through the local church. I wanted
to create avenues for the local church to help marriages in a way that
would resonate with women AND men. I wanted to give couples bite-size
wins for their marriage instead of dumping five years’ worth of content
on them in two days. I wanted to do it in a way that resonated with every
marriage regardless of their faith. And I wanted it to be fun. So I dreamed
and wrote and had conversations and researched, and I felt in my gut that
this was what I was created to do.
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As we continued to travel, I met another very influential pastor of a
large church—Andy Stanley, pastor of North Point Community Church in
Alpharetta, Georgia. I shared with him my heart’s desire to help married
couples. He introduced me to the family pastor at North Point, Reggie
Joiner. I shared with Reggie the same thing I had shared with Andy.
Several interviews later, I was offered the job as the Director of Married
Life at North Point Church. (Record screech)
What? We had been married six years at the time they hired me. And while
we had found some hope, we were still experiencing some moments of
awful. I’m not sure who was crazier—them for hiring me, or me for saying
yes. Yet, I had a sense of peace (most days) and an even bigger sense of
excitement (some days).
I led a team that was given the rare gift in ministry to create something
that hadn’t been done before. And I knew I wanted to create something
not only for couples who were stuck or on the verge of divorce, but
also for the countless numbers of couples like us experiencing varying
moments of awesome and awful.
One of the first things we created at our church were quarterly one-night
events for married couples. We worked very hard to make the events
proactive, appealing to both men and women, fun, and—following Andy
Stanley’s message model1—we wanted couples to walk away with just
one, doable thing that could make their marriage better. In preparation
for each quarter, I would dive into a passage from the Bible that was
relevant to marriage. I would study it to death, and out of that time
something powerful would emerge: one simple truth with one powerful
action. Here’s the crazy part: Secular research also backed up these
biblical principles and applications, so these truths were relevant to every
person in the room.
Putting these truths into action worked not only in our own marriage
but also in the marriages of the people at our church. We heard story
after story of couples who were applying these simple applications to
complex issues. They were experiencing wins in their marriages like
never before. To the events we added small group experiences focused
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on marriage and date nights for couples to do on their own. So many
married people were having more and more moments of awesome and
fewer and fewer moments of awful. I was Director of MarriedLife for nine
years before starting MarriedPeople2, an organization with the mission to
help churches help marriages. Every year we help thousands of churches
teach what you are going to learn in this book.
So since 2001, my job has been to help married couples—in the real world—
have a great marriage. And in the middle of pouring into other marriages
all these years, I think our US has benefited the most. Nancie and I are two
very stubborn, opinionated, different people. We have three kids we adore
but who also serve up their own daily doses of awesome and awful. We
have experienced great tragedy in our years together. But in the middle of
it, we have a great marriage—not because we are perfect, but because we
have applied what you are about to discover in this book.
That is why I finally decided after all these years to write this book. Because
so many marriages, mine included, have practiced these easy-to-understand
principles and applications, and they work.
So often in the name of helping married couples, experts with great
intentions paint a picture of the perfect couple that no one can live up to.
This book isn’t that. This book is designed to help you become your best US.
Because there are things you like to do, places you like to go, and histories
that are your own. And whether you are loving your US, wondering if your
US is going to make it, or somewhere in-between, we all, at some level,
want to become our best US.
And here’s the great news, while the
way we are wired both individually and
as a couple may be different . . .
While our stage of life might
be different . . .
While our situations may
be different . . .
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There are some great marital habits that empower all of us—specifically
four core habits (that come from the Bible) that can help every couple
become their best US.
You can do what you are about to read even while living in the real world.
So get ready, because your US isn’t going to know what hit it . . . in a good
way.
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