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Jill Savage: Welcome to this month's Dive Deep interview. This is an interview with Todd and Karen Ehman, and they are coming to us from the great state of Michigan. Todd and Karen have been married 31 years, and Karen is an author of 11 books, and her best seller is Keep It Shut. But between all the 11 books, she's sold over 500,000 copies! That's amazing. So, we just want to welcome you, Todd and Karen.

Karen Ehman: Hey! 

Todd Ehman: Hello! 

Mark Savage: Hey, glad to be with you, guys.

KE: Our pleasure.

JS: Thank you for joining us. Well, we'd love to just start out by knowing just a little bit of your story. Just tell us a little bit about how you met and what drew you to each other.

TE: We met at a Christian college, and I had really had no interest in girls at that time. Karen was a little bit opposite. I was a new Christian, so girls weren't really on my radar. But as we began to notice each other, get to know each other a little more, that obviously changed as time went on 'cause we're married 31 years now. What drew me to her was her authenticity. In a college where a lot of kids are there because their parents' last ditch to straighten them up, type of situation, she was much different. Her authenticity, her ability to engage in conversation was very attractive to me 'cause I'm not a real big communicator. And also, just her willingness to reach out to people, always looking for people that were hurting of some sort, kind in a way. That was what drew me to her.

JS: Aw, that's nice. What about you, Karen? 

KE: He wasn't interested in dating relationships at all. All he wanted to do was study, so therefore I learned to hang out at the library a lot, so I would bump into him.

[laughter]

KE: And I think what I loved the most about him is the fact that he was brand new to a relationship with God, and he was very excited about that, and very much pursued learning about God and what that meant for his life. And he just was very focused on that and so, having a relationship didn't really come into play for him. I had to convince him that I would be good for him and his relationship with God, and he needed me.

MS: Oh.

KE: As I hung out more at the library, he started to come around a little bit and noticed me. And then there's two different stories about when we started dating, but mine is correct. We started dating a year later, got engaged a year later, got married a year later. It was about three years from the time we met til the time we walked down the aisle.

JS: Wow, very cool.

MS: When you guys got married, what were the frustrations that popped up in the beginning? 

JS: Or were there any? 

MS: I doubt there weren't.

KE: How much time do you have? [laughter] It's funny. I think that really what the frustrations were, at least from my perspective, were exactly the things that at first drew us to each other. Like he loved that I could talk and bring shy ones out of their shell and talk to everybody from the college president to the guy bagging groceries at the grocery store. And I loved how agreeable and laid back and easygoing he was. I just really liked that 'cause I'm pretty high-strung. But then shortly after we got married, probably on our honeymoon, he probably had the thought, "When is she ever gonna shut up? I like that she can talk, but now she's talking too much." And as much as I liked he was laid back and easygoing, it came across to me as being indecisive. I wanted him to do something, like when the faucet's dripping, fix it like my dad and brother did. And he wasn't raised in a home where he learned how to fix things. He just wasn't. He had lots of other strengths in other areas not fixing the dripping faucet. But to me, a good husband fixed the faucet, and got up and was decisive and made a decision. And so, I think, those things that at first drew us to each other then started, when they're left unchecked...

JS: Right.

KE: It's that old strength carried to an extreme is a weakness, that I think they started... For me anyway, those were the first two things, I thought, started clashing. I have a lot more flaws than him, so maybe he has more. [chuckle] More to say in that area.

[laughter]

TE: I think for me, it was, I don't process as quickly as Karen does. She wants decisions to be made quickly, if not as soon as right now or yesterday, where I'd rather wait two or three days. So I'm...

[overlapping conversation]

KE: Yes. Yeah. There was a balancing of those two worlds that had to come together, but I think that was it. Sometimes it felt like I was being pushed in a corner. Sometimes it'd be making decisions. She liked a good argument. I did not like a good argument. Matter of fact, I turned and ran when there's arguments 'cause I'm not a real good debater, articulator. That's really not my area of playing around, but she enjoyed it.

JS: Yeah.

TE: I think that was it. Just the pursuing, the pushing sometimes. I was much more slower in processing things, so I would say that'd be the greatest frustration.

KE: Yeah.

JS: Can you talk for a minute how you've resolved those things? 

MS: Right.

JS: I mean, have you found a middle ground? Where have have you given grace? Where have you learned... How have you kind of... Or do you still bump into those, but what tools are you using to resolve them that are maybe different than they were 30 years ago when you were first dealing with them? 

KE: I think we still do bump into them, just maybe not as frequently as we did before. I still like a good argument. I like a hearty debate. I could've been a lawyer. Or, I would love to be on one of those cable news programs where they're discussing politics. I love that kind of thing. But I've had to learn that that's not always the best for relationships 'cause I get so caught up in making my point that I don't realize there's a person involved when I'm steamrolling over, making my point. And, two, I like to discuss things right away, and he wants, as he's said, to wait a while and I've learned that sometimes when I just intentionally keep my mouth shut and say, "I'm gonna wait a couple days 'til I bring this up again." I realize that it gives me a little time to cool off, it gives him a little more time to actually think through what he is feeling about it, and then we talk about it. It's a much healthier way, and I think we come to a better decision than when we go to either extreme, when just don't talk about it and shut it down like he would like to do or we process it right this minute like I would like to do. The best place is usually somewhere in-between. I think we've made progress in it, but our personalities still are that way, so we're gonna always bump into that just because that's kind of...

TE: Yeah.

JS: What about you, Todd? Where's been a growth point for you? A place that as you've continued to deal with those differences that you've learned to handle those in a different way? 

KE: Well I think the way I dealt with those is in that situation Karen is talking about, as far as making decisions that I need to be able to sway to her side and understand this can be a decision that can be made now. I'm just trying to procrastinate. I don't really wanna make that decision, but it's something I can do now, where there are times that a decision does need to wait. I think that's how we work through that. And I think the whole issue of grace is to understand that God has created a person to be a certain way, and I don't use that as an out because there are things in a marriage that need to be changed on behalf of the other person to better them and also to better myself.

MS: Right.

KE: God's designed us to be a certain way. When Karen's pursuing to understand because of her backgrounds and situations she was growing up in, I understand that that's why she does what she does, and she doesn't like when there's a situation, there's a lot of turmoil, so I try to think how Karen's thinking and I try to answer or resolve a situation that I know would help her out at that time. The ability to not change that person to allow them to be who God's created them to be, but also change things that I know I'm capable of changing because God's designed me to a way I can change those things.

MS: Yeah.

JS: I love it.

MS: Yeah. You guys, you've gained some great wisdom in your 31 years. What would be some additional points of wisdom that you could share with couples in keeping marriage a priority? 

JS: Because life, it's crazy. A lot of our couples that are here in No More Perfect Date Night have young children.

TE: Mm-hmm.

JS: I know your kids are grown now, but can you share with us, I mean I know you both, Karen you are busy speaking, you're traveling. What are you guys doing to make your marriage a priority? What lessons have you learned? And then think back also to when your kids were little. How did you keep it a priority when your kids were little? What wisdom could you give to couples that are trying to do that? 

KE: Well, I think when they're little, I've had to rethink exactly what it all looked like, as far as keeping your marriage a priority because date nights are great and important, and certainly they're something couples should to try to do, but they aren't always possible. Sometimes our date night was sitting all weekend long at one of our son's travel baseball tournaments for the weekend. And so, sometimes we'd just have to go, "Okay, between games, we're gonna go out and get a milkshake and split it or whatever," and have some time to talk and have some downtime, and realize that we might've wanted to go some place a little fancier with nicer food than a hot dog stand at the baseball game. But we had three kids and they were busy, and they had, not an overabundance of activities, but they each had at least one main activity that they liked to do. And we had to learn to just kinda roll with it and to not lose our marriage in the midst of parenting, but not to chuck our kids completely and go off just to be together.

KE: You've gotta find that balance, and it's different for every couple of blending those two things together. And then I think now the advice I would give is, in a way, stay off social media. It's so easy to see everybody else's perfect dinner with their husband and they look like they're getting along, and you guys are fighting and having leftovers for the third time that week. And I know, Jill, you've been one that has talked about this and has been an encouragement in my life that we compare our insides with someone else's outsides. You've told me that.

JS: Right.

KE: And I think it's really true and it's even worse now. The first time you said that to me, social media didn't exist, like 20 years ago. But now I think it's so true that you have these notions of everything's gonna be romance and perfection and expensive and fanciness and then it's not. You gotta learn to embrace your own romantic reality and quit looking. Not that you should shut down your social media accounts, I don't mean that, but quit looking at them and comparing yourself and just learn to be excited that you're having a hot dog and a milkshake with your honey. Just find the joy in your unique marriage and quit thinking it needs to be like somebody else's.

JS: Yeah. Well, even what I'm hearing you say is even sneaking in some time, like you guys would be at the ball games, but you would sneak away, maybe to get a milkshake or something like that. You still were thinking about it trying to prioritize it, but dealing with your real schedule which was kind of crazy at times.

MS: Right right. What about you, Todd? Do you have any wisdom? 

TE: Yeah. I don't know who first said it to us, but early in our marriage someone said that we need to remember we're not each other's enemy. And I think we remember... We've been consistent to really keep that at the forefront, that we are allies, we're in this journey together. Christ is the one that has brought us together and will keep us together. And even in the midst of having kids, there's a frustration, there's arguments, but we had to constantly remind ourself, "We are not each other's enemy. We are on the same team, so we need to continue to process things together. We need to pray for each other, pray for the kids." And there's just times, sometimes, that even when you don't like each other, we are commanded to love one another. Love is not... It's emotion as well as it's a choice. But there's times I don't like Karen. There's times she doesn't like me. But we always remember, we are still on the same team. We are still partners together, and what God has called us to be. I don't like my co-workers at time, but we have a task to finish together and we need to do that as a team. And so, again, she's not my enemy. We're allies.

JS: Yeah. Well, that's good wisdom. Because it becomes very easy to start to see our spouse, because we're constantly bumping into differences and frustrations, and maybe we have unresolved conflict, and then it becomes easy to see each other as an enemy. So, you're right. That's important. Okay. So Karen, you have written a book called 'Keep It Shut,' and that is your bestselling book. And I don't know about you, but I know about me, that usually my books come out of my own learning curves, places that God is growing me. And so when I think about the whole Keep It Shut book... Let's talk about the principles in that book, some of the principles, and how they apply to marriage. And why do you feel that those principles are important in the marriage relationship? 

KE: Well, I wrote the book not from an area of strength, not from, "Oh, I'm really great at this topic, so I should write a book on it," which that can be a great place. If you're good at something, you wanna share how to practically do what you do naturally. But for me, Keep It Shut was probably... No, maybe the second book where I really wrote out of something I was not good at. I could tether a lot of fractured relationships back to something I either said to someone or I said about them, and I was tired of having little bumps in the road in these relationships, whether they were in the family, in the church, friends, whatever it was. And I remember my high school counselor who came to our wedding, saying at the very end before he walked out of the line where we were all shaking hands in the little reception line, he pointed up to the altar where there was an open Bible and he said, "The answers to all of life's questions are found in that book, young lady. Don't ever leave that book. Study it over and over 'til the day you die."

KE: And so with my mouth and with these relationships, I thought, "Okay, the answer has to be in there." So I started studying a lot about what the Bible has to say about words. And over 3500 verses I came across, they either say, "talk, words, silence, speak," all these things. And so I started to research it and write the book. And in marriage, it's interesting that so many times I feel like we divorce ourselves from the fact that our spouse is still our brother or sister in Christ. I had to try to tell myself, "Okay, he's not my husband. Right now he's driving me nuts. He's not my husband. He's my brother in Christ. How would I treat Mark Savage? If Mark Savage said that to me, I would probably be very kind in how I said something back to him 'cause he's my brother in Christ. But when it's your spouse, sometimes you unload."

KE: I think the biggest lesson I took away was not only to see that person, to see my spouse as also my sibling in Christ, but also to remind myself not to say something permanently painful just because I'm temporarily ticked off. 'Cause being temporarily ticked off happens all the time in marriage. And we let our words fly without any filter between our brains and our mouth which I do all the time, and he rarely does. He's really good at not regretting his words 'cause he doesn't say words that he regrets. But for me, or for whoever that more talkative one is in the relationship, so many times we let the words fly. They're permanently painful, but we were just temporarily ticked off. If we just cooled down and talked at a later date, even if it's now or later, we might not have regretted our words so much.

MS: Yep. That's good.

JS: That is good. Todd, just thinking of you, you're a man of few words. But just thinking about the concept of words, have you had to learn to speak up at all? Has that been a place where... Or have you found that that hasn't been necessary? 

TE: Oh, no. It's necessary. There's times that I know I need to say something. But my natural retreat is silence, so it's a constant for me. I don't know if it ever will be natural for me. A lot of times, I don't say something unless I feel like there's a situation where I have to say something. I would say where the Lord allowed me to shine in our family has been a lot of... If there's a crisis situation of some sort, is the Lord always gave me the words. And I don't know why that is, but I don't know if it's just my temperament of how I'm able to walk in with a calm spirit and not be irrational, but ask questions rather than giving information, or telling our kids that they should have done this or they shouldn't have done that. That's my natural for me, in that situation. But just everyday life is hard for me to do that natural engaging, but I force myself. And, yes, there are times I know that I need to step up. I need to say something. Just keep the words few. And so yeah. But it would be a constant for me until the day I die.

JS: Sure. Well I mean, you know it's... You have to be true to your temperament and yet, when we're in relationship with each other, we also have to sometimes step out of that or find different ways that... It works great if you just live in life isolated, but when you're in relationships, sometimes you have to grow a little bit. And one of the things we talk about in No More Perfect Marriages, is we talk about the God tool of courage. And I know that's been huge for Mark because also he tends to... I'm like you Karen, I can debate. I'm a talker, I wanna get in there and I wanna figure things out, and Mark always says it's like he's got a CD in his head and it's spinning and he can't find the song. [laughter] Do you relate to that, Todd, at all? 

TE: Oh yeah, yeah, yeah. [chuckle]

MS: I'm very much like you, I think. [chuckle]

JS: Alright. Well, we've got one more question for you.

MS: If you guys could go back to your... Or if you could give wisdom to your younger self, what would you give? 

TE: Go for it. I'm a highlighter, so I like to highlight information people have given, so let her go ahead and start and I will highlight that.

KE: I would just tell myself, "It's gonna be okay, just pause before you pounce. You don't have to say it right now. Wait until another time." And I wouldn't have probably backed him in a corner so much, even though there's something in me that likes to back people in a corner 'cause I've got that debating factor. When I saw just the wasted time that we had with fighting, and then discussing it and... You know, the whole nine yards. Especially, probably the first two years we were married. If I would have just learned to just be quiet and go talk to God, about my... [chuckle] And then, address the situation a little bit later. Not, again, compromise, not six weeks from now, like he probably would wanna talk about it, or never, but not right this instant. If I would have just learned to kinda cool it for little bit, and back off for a little bit, and pray more than I processed out loud, I think things would have been better.

JS: Good wisdom.

TE: Oh boy. I think because I'm not the type of person that steps right up to the plate, and I tend to retreat, I would say in the midst of conflict, I'm better at this now, but I wish when I was younger, I was better at this that, to always remember the pain that person may be in at the moment. Whatever they're saying, however they're reacting, however hurtful it may be, as much pressure I feel like Karen may be putting on me, a lot of that really was from how she was raised, her fears, her concerns, her uncertainties of the future, her uncertainty for this moment. The uncertainty she may have had yesterday. That I would always try to pause and just have grace at that moment and try to react based on how she probably is feeling. When I need to step up and say something, then I needed to say that. But to not always... People say when you get into an argument, the argument most of the time is never the issue right there at hand, it's always something much deeper. Just always remember, a person's reaction, Karen's reaction to me, is not really about me sometimes, as though as that moment seems like it may be, but it's probably something from the past, and I need to try to figure out where that's coming from. What's really going on inside of her, so I could help process that myself.

MS: Yeah, that's good.

JS: That's so wise. You know we talk about our blueprint, and our home internship. The home that we grew up in is the home that we learned about conflict and God, and sex, and marriage, and everything, money. But we talk about it being really important to know and be aware of your blueprint and what you brought into marriage, but I love what you just said, Todd, because what you're saying is, you're really connected and you're knowledgeable of Karen's blueprint, and Karen's home internship. And so you're seeing her through that, and I think that that increases our compassion and really allows us to more easily forgive and give grace. So that's nice. Excellent, good, alright. Well, you guys, this has been fabulous. Thank you so much for taking the time to talk.

MS: Thank you.

JS: There are already just so many things that you said that are running through my head that I know that'll keep running through my head, and will encourage us. But I know it's gonna encourage those that are listening as well. And so we have one last easy question and that's, what's your favorite date night? Just what's your favorite thing to do together? Do you guys have a favorite thing? 

TE: Boy, I would just say this is not typical for most marriage books, but I just think the simple things of going out and shopping together. You know it's funny, as many conflicts as we may have in our marriage, we are at our game when we're just hanging out together, having a malt together, or going shopping together. That's just enjoyable time.

JS: I love it.

TE: I just really love that, that time together.

KE: I thought you were gonna say, "Watching Shark Tank."

TE: No.

KE: I'm not a TV person, and he's not really either, but he does like one show, it's Shark Tank. I thought you were gonna... But, yeah. I think we do, sometimes our date night is going to get groceries. There's actually a farmers market in a town not too far from us that gives out free coffee and free samples of all these different flavored popcorns. And then they have a really fun candy stand. I think we've done it twice now. We'd go there, and we're in and out for less than $3. 'Cause we get the free coffee. It's like this coffee bar where you can make all these different flavors and whipped cream, and we taste test all of the sweet and salty popcorn, the salty stuff, the ranch, the dill pickle, whatever. One piece of candy and we're done. And it's less than three bucks.

JS: I love it! 

MS: Yeah.

TE: It's funny 'cause when we were younger we used to make fun of people that used to go, when their story was, "Oh, we enjoy eating out." Or "We enjoy driving 30 miles to go eat." And it's like, we look at one another and say, "We have become the people that we never wanted to be."

JS: That's hilarious. That's good. That's great. It's inspiring to think outside the box. What's going on around us that we could take in? That's great. Thank you, guys. We so appreciate it. And we wanna thank you for those of you that are joining us, and we're signing off with a reminder that a real marriage isn't perfect. A real marriage is two people being perfected. And we wanna thank Todd and Karen Ehman for helping us to remember that.

MS: Thank you, guys.

JS: Thanks, guys.
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