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Case Study

A Group of Churches Plans a Community Marriage Enrichment Event

Monthly Date Nights for Couples

· Several churches in a semi-rural locality came together with the idea of planning an event to enrich marriages in the churches and in the community.

· They identified the biggest problems for the families in their area as difficulty finding child care for the times they wanted to go out, and not really knowing what to do when they did get time out. The churches also wanted to provide the couples with some kind of marriage enrichment.

· One of the churches had seen ‘Ten Great Dates’ with David and Claudia Arp. They like the model of the programme, but found the content was rather American to use in a semi-rural English community.

· The churches decided to adapt this programme and developed the following project:

· Community Marriage Enrichment Event

· The churches planned 10 events – one for each month except August and December.

· The events took place on Saturday or Sunday afternoons/early evening, for three hours.

· The events were based at church with the best facilities for childcare.

· Recruits to help with the children’s programme came from those who had been police-checked and trained to work with children, and the current guidelines for child care were followed carefully.

· The couples would come and leave their children for a programme of activities, or a crèche, depending on the ages of the children. The parents provided a packed meal for their children. The children’s programme followed the pattern of a Holiday Bible School.

· The couples would meet together at the beginning of each session and have a brief seminar on an aspect of relationship – for no more than 15 minutes. 

· They would be given a few questions to talk about that connected with the topic (the topics were based on the Arp’s programme, and presented by the same couple each time).

· The couples were given a folder of ideas for times out together that would only take a couple of hours, together with Tourist Information leaflets, free maps, and vouchers for different restaurants, cafes and places to visit.

· The couples were then free to go wherever they wanted, according to their interests and finances. They were encouraged to discuss the presentation topic.

· The couples had to return by a fixed time to collect their children.

· Evaluation

· It was useful having the events one month apart as this placed less pressure on the leadership teams.

· It was relatively easy for the churches to work together to manage this programme, and one team worked on creating the date packs for the couples and negotiating the vouchers and discounts for the couples. Others managed child-care.

· Some couples found that their time together was put under pressure by having to collect their children at a specific time.

· Often couples were late coming into the presentation, or missed it, because they were settling their children.

· Some couples were regularly late in coming to collect their children afterwards.

· After a few months the host church created a small café atmosphere where the couples with very young children could stay and have afternoon tea, and be close to their children if they were needed. This also provided a low cost alternative ‘date’ for some of the other couples.

· The time out together was the most helpful aspect of the programme. It was harder to know how useful the mini-presentations were, without structured times for talking together and feedback from the group.

· Some couples reported using the discussion questions together at other times, too and finding them helpful to go back to from time to time.

· Some couples came together after the event and agreed to share babysitting on a monthly basis, so that they could take it in turns to have time out together.

What is Marriage Enrichment?

Marriage enrichment can encompass a range of activities that nurture the relationship between a husband and wife, over the full life-cycle of a marriage.

Marriage enrichment can be described as any activity that nurtures the relationship between a husband and wife.

It can involve some of the following experiences:

· Fun and romance

· Training and skill development in seminars or weekend events

· Times of spiritual connection

· Mentoring
Effective marriage enrichment programmes need effective leadership 

· Although not essential, it is helpful when a husband and wife lead out in an enrichment event together. Often the participants learn as much from watching how this couple works and communicates together, as they do from the content of the programme.

· Facilitators need effective and professional presentation skills, without losing the personal touch. 

· Facilitators need to be spiritually gifted in ways that demonstrate their suitability for this ministry.

· Facilitators need to be passionate about supporting marriages, but also gentle with those who are hurting.

· Facilitators need a support team that can help in practical ways, as well as support the ministry/programme with their prayers.

· Laity need to experience a model of marriage enrichment events so they can see what’s needed and what they are being asked to do – useful to advertise for support couples amongst couples at an event, as they have already experienced it for themselves. Potential support couples could be given subsidised places, or a simple job that suits their skills, such as managing the background music, or serving drinks, so that they can taste an event.

· Some of those who are most excited about marriage enrichment are those who came to retreats for engaged couples before they were married, and experienced the benefit when they were in a receptive and wanting-to-learn state.

· Important for facilitators to be comfortable about telling own story of relationship struggles and challenges, in an appropriate way, especially those that they have since managed to resolve, as these can help to normalise other couples’ own challenging experiences. These stories can also help to inspire other couples and help them to see that others have found a way through their challenges, and grown closer through their experiences.

Marriage enrichment events

· There is a need for local day events, as well as residential marriage retreat, as not all couples can afford the time and money to go away, and child-care is difficult for some to obtain.

· Include cohabiting couples in marriage enrichment events where appropriate, as this may lead them to consider getting married.

· Provide couple enrichment events that are open to cohabiting couples moving from cohabitation to marriage.

· There is a need for more marriage enrichment resources for couples to access on their own if they can’t get away from home, or feel uncomfortable coming to a group.

· It is useful if the marriage enrichment event can be a place where relationship, communication and conflict-management skills can be learned and practiced.

· There needs to be an appropriate boundary of confidentiality around the different marriage enrichment events.

· How can you make it easier for couples to attend an event? Look after their children? Provide a meal? 

· An evaluation process is helpful so that marriage enrichment events can be adapted to suit the needs of the couples, the community and the culture.

Changes in perceptions/expectations and culture that impact marriage and relationships

Issues and needs of the couples whose marriages/relationships we hope to enrich:

· Quick-fix attitude to problems – not so used to putting in long term effort needed to build relationships

· Individualistic approach to life – ‘Personal fulfilment’ highest priority

· Throw away society – ‘if it doesn’t work – throw it’. Microwave generation – if it takes longer than five minutes I can’t be bothered with it?

· There can be a lack of moral framework to guide people through life – the secular emphasis is on being free, doing what makes you happy, creating your own possibilities.

· Too many choices in life can be bewildering – no longer a clear pattern for marriage, family, and life plans. Life and relationships are a continuous do-it-yourself project?

· Families and couples are short of time, money, energy and childcare and this can prevent them from accessing marriage enrichment experiences.

· Many couples are experiencing severe financial pressures and difficulties with debt.

· Couples seem to be more serious about marriage preparation now – is this because they have experienced the break up of their own parents’ relationships?

· Many couples are also concerned about having a good relationship and are afraid that they might fail.

· Some people have over-high expectations about marriage and need to be aware that building a rich marriage relationship takes time and effort and it doesn’t just happen.

· Work is very flexible and irregular, and/or involves long hours, or there may be redundancies, short term contracts, working away from home and unemployment that may make it difficult for people to access marriage enrichment events.

· People more involved in individual leisure experiences, computer games, internet access, videos, mutlichannel TV etc and not spending so much time relating.

· Easy and sometimes uninvited access to internet pornography, cybersex and internet relationships.

· Families and couples may eat meals separately.

Other challenges for marriage enrichment and questions to consider:

· How do we work with couples when one of them becomes disabled or ill?

· How might we support a couple when one of them develops a mental illness?

· What can we offer to couples who are in serious crisis?

· How might we help a marriage when we only have access to one spouse – where one might be in prison, working away from home, one is not interested in being helped, where the couple have faith/spirituality differences?

· How might we offer marriage enrichment to a couple who may not be able to leave their home to attend an event because they are housebound, or caring for others in the home?

· How might we support marriages where couples are culturally different to us, or to each other?

· How do we support couples experiencing infertility, miscarriage, and genetic challenges?

· How do we support couples where one or both have learning disabilities when written material may be difficult to use?

· Many couples are co-habiting (and may also be parents) before they marry and this has implications for premarital preparation.

· Some couples are living a long way from the churches in which they may have been married and had their marriage preparation, so there is a ‘distance’ challenge to follow-up work.

· Some families are ‘patchwork’ families and involve very complex networks of relationships.

· How do we support families through major tragedies?

Perceptions of marriage enrichment events that need to be considered

· ‘Marriage enrichment events are only for couples having problems’

· ‘Why do we need to come to a marriage enrichment event? We’re fine!’

· ‘Marriage enrichment is another word for counselling.’

Strategies for promoting marriage enrichment

It can be useful to look at all of these strategies through a professional/quality focussed lens, and to consider how the metaphor of ‘marketing’ a product for the ‘customer’ might be helpful. 

· How do we work with the ‘felt need’ of the customer?

· How do we help to foreground the ‘need’ for marriage enrichment that has been at the bottom of the pile for a long time?

· What is the range of marriage enrichment ‘products’ available for the customer?

· How do we ‘sell’ the marriage enrichment ‘products’ to meet the need?

· How do we deliver the product so that the customer experiences the benefit of the product in their own lives and will want to promote it to others?

· How can we keep on developing the ‘product’ to meet the changing needs of the ‘customers’ over time, and in different communities, through an evaluation and feedback process?

Normalising marriage enrichment

· Talk about marriage enrichment and follow up events as normal activities for married couples, when preparing couples for marriage, so that the idea is already in their mind that this is part of the usual process.

· Encourage a process of events to support marriages, so that there are events for couples throughout the lifecycle of their marriage.

· Meeting up after the weddings to share experiences and photos, over coffee and cake, can be a gentle introduction to marriage enrichment, especially where couples have been prepared for marriage in a group setting. A mini-taster seminar of the Marriage Course, or other marriage enrichment event could be provided during the evening.

· Include a programme of marriage enrichment events as part of your church’s annual programme, so that couples are aware of them and plan for them.

· Make events fun and appealing and find nice venues so that couples want to come along and are happy to invite their unchurched friends and older couples in the church community.

· Invite couples to tell their experiences when they have been on any kind of marriage enrichment experience, by providing a brief interview as part of the church service, or writing a short piece on their experience for a church or community newsletter.

· Use wording to help to break down the stigma attached to attendees when advertising marriage enrichment events. Often people perceive marriage enrichment events to be for couples in severe crisis, or about to break up, so use words like ‘for couples who care about their marriage’ or ‘to make good marriages work.’

· Stress that there will be no formal group work, so that couples know that they can talk privately. Play gentle music during couple talk times to relax the atmosphere and to minimise the possibility of being overheard.

Changing the culture from the top down

· Marriage enrichment and support for marriage ‘ministries’ of any kind is more likely to happen where church leadership, at all levels, understands the needs that couples have, in churches and their wider communities.

· Marriage enrichment is also more likely to take place when the church leaders and their spouses have had the opportunity to experience the benefits of marriage enrichment, etc, for themselves.

· Often church leaders can have a different set of priorities that inform their work than the families with whom they are working. It was noted that the higher the level of leadership, the less likely they probably were to be concerned to support marriages and families, whereas the quality of marriage and family life is often an important area of concern for families in our churches and communities.

· When church leaders actively support and promote marriage enrichment strategies and events, then it can help to change the church culture, and marriage enrichment becomes acceptable and desirable.

· Single ministers also need special training so they can understand the needs of married couples in their congregations.

Influencing church leadership at various levels

· Use research to help support the case for marriage enrichment. For useful research and resources see: 

www.2-in-2-1.co.uk 

www.oneplusone.org.uk
www.smartmarriages.com
· Focus on the experiences of clergy marriage breakdown. One church denomination decided to pay for all their clergy and their spouses to attend special clergy-focussed marriage retreats after several clergy marriages broke down. The break downs raised the awareness of the issues, and also highlighted the cost of clergy marriage breakdown on the family itself, financially for the employers, and through the impact of these breakdowns on their local congregations and communities. 

· Offer church leaders a gift of a place at a marriage retreat, especially those leaders responsible for clergy family care and family-focussed ministries.

· Working with higher church leadership to provide marriage enrichment events and retreats for clergy couples. Show what could be offered at clergy training events, conferences and retreats.

· Talking to the right people, meeting them personally to talk about the possibilities of marriage enrichment and marketing the issues and ideas in a professional way.

· Help to sell the strategy by demonstrating how a marriage enrichment strategy could relieve their burden of work in some way (what’s in it for them) and the support that is available, rather than presenting them with yet another plate to spin when they are already busy. 

Value of churches working together to support marriages

· It may often be more energy and cost efficient for churches in an area to work together to run marriage enrichment events, such as ‘The Marriage Course’.

· There is a need to provide marriage enrichment programmes of a professional and marketable quality that will also appeal to unchurched people.

· Churches working together can pool resources and skills and share the load more effectively.

· How can you develop a forum for working ecumenically? What might be the barriers to this in your area, and within and between churches of different denominations? How can we understand what these might be and bring about greater understanding, clarity and co-operation?

· Working ecumenically to support marriages may help couples where the spouses are from different churches, denominations and faith groups, as well as couples where one or both of them are unchurched, as this may break down barriers, and create a safer space for the couple.

Strategies for couples who are in ‘spiritually different’ places from each other

· Work ecumenically to provide a range of modular, or linked seminars with minimal, non-threatening, or no overtly spiritual content.

· Provide a special seminar to help couples from different spiritual/faith backgrounds to talk about the issues that affect them. 

· Place a focus on the celebration of their relationship and on having fun together as a couple, to build closeness.

· The material needs to be highly relevant, and may need to be conducted in different sized and shaped groups to suit local needs.

· Couples may need ongoing support and events at which they can both feel comfortable. 

· The spiritual content of programmes may need to be adjusted sensitively, and each person made aware of the amount and type of spiritual content in the programmes provided, so that each spouse can make an informed decision about whether the programme will suit their needs as a couple.

Signposting couples for further help 

This can be done by:

· Providing booklists for couples under different topics.

· Have a section for enriching marriages on your church website – linking to good marriage-supporting websites, articles that can be accessed through the internet, Christian counselling organisations and organisations that provide marriage courses, retreats and special days for couples.

· Know who are the best Christian counsellors for couples in your area, and how to refer people to their service. Include lists of counsellors on a church notice-board, bulletin or newsletter.

· Add leaflets on different forms of support for marriages in registration packs for marriage events.

· Have a church notice-board with posters and leaflets for couples. 

· Start a library of marriage videos, books and resources for people to borrow.

Mentoring marriages

· The concept of mentoring married couples is relatively new

· Most of the experience comes from America

· This is an area that needs more exploration, consideration and training

· How are mentors selected and trained?

· How is the process managed?

· How is the idea of marriage mentors going to be marketed and who to?

· May be easier to start with couples who are planning to get married than those who have been married long-term.

· Mentors need to be mentored too.

· Mentors need to be working on their own marriages.

· Mentors need to be able to add extra skills and tools to their resources without having to become ‘therapists.’

· How do mentors know when to refer couples to other services?

· Needs to balance approachability with professionalism.

· What happens when the mentoring couple’s marriage breaks down – what is the effect on the couples they are mentoring?

· How can there be safeguards on the mentoring relationship? This is rare, but one mentoring man secretly offered extra help to a young wife who was in a marriage that was experiencing some sexual difficulties, and proceeded to have an affair with her, with devastating consequences.

Specialist marriage care

· There is a need for marriage restorers to work with couples whose marriage is in crisis.

· Currently it is not very easy to access Christian Counsellors who are trained to work with couples. 

· Intimate Life Ministries offer Marriage Intensive Events, and 24-hour Marriage Care events to provide specialist support for couples facing special challenges.

· The Catholic Church also has a Centre for Marriage Care in North Wales. 

· What other support is available?

· How can couples know that this resource is available to them, and how they can access it?

· There is a concern about some of the values expressed by non-Christian counsellors, such as ‘if you’re unhappy, leave’ and ‘so what’s wrong with your husband using pornography? You’re the one with a problem!’

Ideas for community marriage enrichment projects

· Use a good marriage preparation package to help couples be prepared for the realities of marriage.

· Use seminar series, such as ‘The Marriage Course’ and ‘Connect 2’, or an adapted version of ‘Ten Great Dates’ by David and Claudia Arp. 

· One-off seminars on topics such as conflict management, fun and friendship in marriage, enhancing communication, etc, or ‘The Sixty Minute Marriage.’

· Couple Banquets with special speakers, seminars, discussion stimulating dramas, quizzes, etc.

· Couple to couple dinners - one couple inviting another over to chat and build friendships.

· Pub quizzes on couples, marriage and relationships (see example at end of this pack).

· For lots of other ideas to support marriages look at Marriage Resource’s ‘100 Ideas for Strengthening Marriages in Your Community’ booklet.

Ideas for local churches

· Offer good quality marriage preparation to all couples being married in the church.

· Perhaps a relationship seminar could also be offered to couples wanting to have their children blessed/baptised/dedicated in the church.

· Follow up couples after marriage preparation to offer ongoing events, anniversary contact, support and encouragement etc.

· Include marriage enrichment tips in the church newsletter or bulletin.

· Deliver sermons on marriage, especially during National Marriage Week.

· Plan marriage enrichment weekend retreats, or a marriage enrichment seminar during a church retreat whilst the children have another activity.

· Celebrate anniversaries in a special way as a church community.

· Invite couples to ‘taster’ events where they can experience what a fuller marriage enrichment programme might be like.

· Develop a library of marriage enrichment books, DVD’s and videos that couples can borrow to explore on their own.

· Put up a rack of leaflets that encourage marriages, and direct couples to Christian counsellors for counselling if they require it.

· Develop a marriage mentoring programme.

· Start a safe and secure babysitting programme so that couples can spend time out together without their children.

· Plan a special marriage thanksgiving service – as this can invite new couples into the marriage enrichment process. Perhaps a ‘taster’ seminar could be provided, with refreshments, after the marriage thanksgiving service.

· Make good use of National Marriage Week to promote events.

· Consider a seminar preparing older couples for retirement together. Care for the Family’s Prime Time team (Dot and Andy Croall) may be able to help with this.

· Make sure local churches have policies that support families and marriages and don’t tear them apart (such as not placing too many responsibilities on the members of one family; honouring the church leader’s day off; or perhaps organising all the church activities on one evening so that the whole family can come together and isn’t divided by having to go out several evenings in the week. (Children’s club, youth club, choir, prayer meetings, administrative meetings, etc).

Resources for enriching marriages

For suppliers of these resources see the contact section at the end of this document.

· FOCCUS inventory for preparing couples for marriage

· Prepare/Enrich inventory for preparing couples for marriage

· The Marriage Preparation Course – Holy Trinity Brompton

· The Marriage Course – Holy Trinity Brompton

· Connect 2 – Care for the Family

· Keeping Marriages Healthy – Intimate Life Ministries

· The Sixty Minute Marriage – Care for the Family

· Time for Each Other – CPO

· 10 Great Dates – David and Claudia Arp – Zondervan

· The Divorce Remedy – Book by Michele Weiner-Davies

· ‘Marriage Partnership’ Magazine from MasterPlan Publishing and www.marriagepartnership.com

· Marriage Leaflets from CPO

Marriage Milestones 

Living Together Successfully 

Marriage Key Card.

· Couples’ Date Nite - David C. Cook Publishing – videos, scripts, graphics disks, etc. for four couples’ evenings

· Simply Romantic Nights – creative date kit for couples from www.familylife.org
· ‘Covenant Eyes’ to help protect and monitor computer usage – includes accountability to another person

· Marriage Culture Strategy for local churches is available from Marriage Resource, as well as outlines for marriage thanksgiving services, and ‘100 Ideas for Strengthening Marriages in your Community’ booklet

·  ‘Choosing Wisely/Before you divorce’ – pack to help couples pull back from the brink of divorce - DivorceCare

· There are also lots of Christian books on the topic of marriage that can be useful.

Identified gaps in the resources

(These things may be available but we don’t know about them yet!)

· Creative sermon materials that enrich marriage relationships.

· Seminars for couples moving from co-habitation into marriage.

· Seminars for couples transitioning into retirement.

· Clear marriage mentoring programmes.

· More practical leaflets to help couples find their own way through challenging times.

· Up-to-date, fun and interesting material for couples to use on their own if they can’t get to marriage enrichment events.

· Develop some seminars that nurture couple spirituality.

· Work with the Association of Christian Counsellors to develop a list of trained Christian Marriage Counsellors, and their different theoretical and religious affiliations.

· Develop a seminar for couples who are in spiritually different places to each other.

· Advertise events in such a way that they are open to cohabiting couples as well, without any pressure or expectation that they should marry – but in order to offer relationship enrichment to any couple.

Useful Websites and Resources

www.familywellness.org

www.marriageresource.org.uk – Marriage Resource

www.promotingmarriage.com 

www.2-in-2-1.co.uk – excellent website for all kinds of matters marital.

www.smartmarriages.com – research, marriage strengthening tips, books, conference information, video discussion guides, etc.

www.familylife.com - email devotionals, romance tips, a study guide for couples and the ‘Simply Romantic Nights’ kit.

www.marriagepartnership.com – magazine website

www.marriagealive.org – information about David and Claudia Arp’s ‘Ten Great Dates’ kit.

www.longdistancecouples.com – ideas for couples who live along way apart

www.care-for-the-family.org.uk – books, videos, magazine, resources and seminars

www.celebratingmarriage.com – a range of materials to promote positive understandings of marriage and family life for all ages from young children to teenagers, including an exciting CDROM programme for older teenagers.

www.bcft.co.uk – Bristol Community Family Trust

www.cpo.org.uk – Leaflets about marriage, ‘Time for Each Other’ videos and workbook packs.

www.divorcecare.org – small group materials for people who are divorced or separated, encouraging personal and spiritual development. Thirteen video sessions, leader’s notes and participant workbooks.

www.affinities.org.uk – FOCCUS materials – questionnaires for couples that help mentors identify useful areas for discussion.

www.prepare-enrich.co.uk – inventories for engaged and married couples, that facilitate communication and understanding. To be used with a trained facilitator.

www.nmw.org – National Marriage Week information
Care for the Family

PO Box 488

Cardiff

CF15 7YY


www.care-for-the-family.org.uk

mail@cff.org.uk
CPO (Christian Publicity Organisation)

CPO

Garcia Estate

Canterbury Road

Worthing

W. Sussex

BN13 1BW


www.cpo.org.uk

(Church Initiatives) ‘Before you Divorce’ 

Merrily Richie

57a Windsor Road

Forest Gate

London

E7 0QY

Tel. 020 8534 7339

105344.1642@compuserve.com

FOCCUS

Nicholas Gulliford

FOCCUS Scoring Centre

Quel Bec

Cothelstone

Taunton

Somerset TA4 3ED

Tel. 01823 432 420

www.affinities.org.uk
Intimate Life Ministries (Keeping Marriages Healthy)

ILM Great Commandment Ministries

PO Box 3065

Warwick

CV34 6DW


mail@greatcommandment.org.uk

The Marriage Course 
The Marriage Course

HTB – Brompton Road

London

SW1 1JA


www.themarriagecourse.org

familylife@htb.org.uk

Marriage Partnership Magazine

MasterPlan Publishing

Thames House

63-67 Kingston Road

New Malden Surrey

KT3 3PB 


www.marriagepartnership.com

Marriage Resource

24 West Street

Wimborne

Dorset

BH21 1JS

01202 849000

www.marriageresource.org.uk
PREPARE/ENRICH

John Deagle

41 Melrose Road

Southampton

Hants

SO15 7PG


02380 780301

www.prepare-enrich.co.uk
An example of an idea for National Marriage Week

Event: 
A Mr and Mrs Quiz night

Aim: 

Reaching Unchurched Couples 

Venue: 
Local Pub, community centre, café etc. 

Time: 

7.30-9.00

Publicity: 
Advertise through articles in free newspapers, posters in libraries, pubs, community centres, café’s, health visitors, churches, playgroups, registry offices, schools, Sure Start, buses, etc. Also invite couples who were married in local churches in the past few years.

Quiz:
Each couple is a team of their own – to encourage joint communication and co-operation 


Use usual quiz-type questions re famous couples – 

Pictures of couples to name

Funny facts about famous couples – true or false

Matching famous couples to their wedding dates, etc

Quotes about marriage and who said them

Show clips from couples in soaps and films and having multiple choice answers about what happens next.

Then asking what the couple could have done differently that might have improved their relationship.

This could be guided into an open discussion on how to manage conflict and improve couple communication

Prize: 
Ask a local restaurant if they might donate a dinner for two as a prize for the quiz, in exchange for some ‘free’ publicity.

Goody bag:
Provide a pack of marriage leaflets such as leaflets produced by CPO for couples as take-home ‘goody bags’ for each couple, and suggest these could help them to help their friends. Perhaps give each couple a small token such as a miniature box of chocolates, or heart-shaped chocolate to share, etc.

Follow up:
Use the event to highlight local resources for couples, support, materials, counselling, events etc, by putting up tasteful posters in a display, and including leaflets in goody-bags.

Advertise local ‘Marriage Course’ seminars and Care for the Family’s ‘Connect 2’ programme to increase awareness of these events for a wider audience.
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