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Announcer:

Welcome to The Carey Nieuwhof Leadership Podcast. A podcast all about leadership, change and 
personal growth. The goal? To help you lead like never before in your church or in your business. And 
now, your host, Carey Nieuwhof.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Well, hey everybody, and welcome to Episode 390 of the podcast. My name is Carey Nieuwhof and I 
hope our time together today helps you lead like never before. So excited to have Jon Acuff and my 
wife, Toni Nieuwhof, on the podcast today. Jon's going to interview Toni and me. This episode is brought 
to you by Pro Media Fire. You can book your free digital strategy session today at 
promediafire.com/churchgrowth and by ServeHQ. Go to ServeHQ.church to start your FREE 14-day trial 
of their online subscription tools for churches and nonprofits, and use the code CAREY to get 10% off for 
life..

Carey Nieuwhof:

Well, I am so excited, because there are some things that are a lifetime in the making. Guess what? A 
book is one of those. My wife launches her new book called Before You Split today. It's really fascinating. 
So, as longtime listeners may know, Toni and I have been married for three decades. Yup, I'm Carey. 
She's Toni. Even our friends still mess that up sometimes. We met in law school and we tell some of that 
story in the interview. In the interview with Jon Acuff, we also talked about the rough patch in our 
marriage. We went through a really tough season, probably culminating in about 15 years ago around 
the time of my burnout. Man, it was just super challenging. We've been able to make it to the other 
side.

Carey Nieuwhof:

We tell some of that story in Toni's book, Before You Split. But the thing that makes it really interesting 
is she's also a divorce lawyer. You might be thinking, "Divorce lawyer? Aren't you a pastor's wife?" 
Absolutely, and a professional in her own right. But Toni really has a heart to helping families work 
through conflict and particularly protecting kids. So, she tried to do her best in divorce law. She's also 
completing her certification as a mediator, but that's one of the reasons she stepped out of law, to write 
this book and work on this book, because she really wants to help you find what you want for the future 
of your marriage. That's the subtitle. It's all the things you find out after you split, before you split. That's 
in this book, plus some of our stories.

Carey Nieuwhof:

So, you can get it on Amazon, anywhere books are sold. She's also got some incentives. For those of you 
who purchased the book now, you can go to toninieuwhof.com. Here's what you'll find: you'll find some 
launch bonuses. So, you will get a couple of free PDFs that will help you. You will get a roadmap for a 
way better future map that will help you chart your plans and progress. There's an accountability plan 
and a whole lot more.

Carey Nieuwhof:

So, get it on Amazon, wherever books are sold. Congrats, Toni. I couldn't be more proud of you. We 
opened up some of our personal story. I know 2020 has been a very challenging year for a lot of couples. 
If you're looking for some practical tips, hopefully, this episode and the book Before You Split helps.
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Carey Nieuwhof:

Today's episode is brought to you by Pro Media Fire. 2020 was a hard year as we've already said. You 
may be cautious coming into 2021. At the same time, we know that the world has changed and there's 
opportunities that have never existed before. So, the only requirements to seize this moment, I think, 
are an amazing team and risk. So, Steve Jobs took a risk developing Apple. Craig Groeschel, for example, 
who will be on the show soon, pioneered a new way of church growth through Life Church. They dared 
to do something great, but they didn't do it alone.

Carey Nieuwhof:

So, Pro Media Fire has a talented creative and digital team looking to bring your dream to life online. So, 
if you want to get the digital team you need to grow, book a free strategy session today at 
promediafire.com/churchgrowth. And, it's brought to you by ServeHQ. ServeHQ offers two online 
subscription tools for churches and nonprofits.

Carey Nieuwhof:

TrainedUp, an online video training platform for employees and volunteers, houses a library of over 700 
video modules for all ministry areas AND simple tools to create training courses with your own videos 
and training to fit your needs.

Carey Nieuwhof:

And, HuddleUp is their digital communication tool for teams with texting, email and chat all in one 
place. It’s designed to replace how a ministry uses Facebook Groups, MailChimp, Remind, Slack or 
GroupMe. HuddleUp is a central hub for communication with volunteers, parents and even students 
because it has safety and accountability baked into the design. ServeHQ is offering a new year special for 
our podcast listeners when they sign up during the month of January. Simply go to ServeHQ.church to 
start your FREE 14-day trial, and use the code CAREY to get 10% off for life.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Well, when Toni and I were talking about who we wanted to interview us for this episode in her book 
launch, we thought very quickly of Jon Acuff. Jon, as many of you know, is New York Times bestselling 
author of six books, including his most recent finish. He's got a new one coming out called Soundtracks. 
You'll hear about more than that. He's an INC Magazine Top 100 Leadership Speaker, speaks 50 times a 
year to audiences around the world from 500 to 8,000 people. He's got a massive social media presence. 
He's a really good friend. So, we sit down and said, "Jon, we'll flip the mic. You interview Toni and I. Here 
is some stuff about our life, about your life, and about how to make it better for the future of your 
marriage."

Jon Acuff:

Okay, I cannot wait for this conversation. I think it's such a fascinating book. I've gotten to know you 
guys over the years in 50 cities around America, because we've hung out in green rooms. Toni, it's 
always a delight when you get to join along for the ride. So, I want to jump right in. Toni, one of the 
things that is most fascinating to me about this book is that you're a divorce lawyer. That gives you a 
really unique perspective. So, in addition to sharing your story in a vulnerable, authentic way, you're 
adding years and years of experience and expertise from the legal background to this conversation. How 
did that impact the writing, the flow, the structure, the help of this book?
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Toni Nieuwhof:

So, Jon, the impact really was profound. Without that experience, working with clients, having people sit 
across the table from me and hearing their stories and seeing what they were going through and then 
even having clients come to me at the end of the day and say, "This isn't what I was expecting. I thought 
that X, Y and Zed would happen, but the opposite has happened." Finding that they got to the point 
where people sometimes said, "If I'd only known then what I know now, I would have worked harder to 
try to save my marriage."

Toni Nieuwhof:

So, that combined with what Carey and I went through when we struggled for years, both of those 
combined prompt me and give me the sense of urgency that there are couples out there who are like 
we were then. They need help. They need to see things more clearly from that lawyer's perspective, but 
also from the perspective of someone who went to that really bad place and back.

Jon Acuff:

What are some of the things that prompted somebody to say, "Oh, I wish I had known that then"? 
Whether it was conversations, whether it was tips, whether it was questions, as you survey your wide 
range of experience, what are some of those things that prompted that?

Toni Nieuwhof:

I would say the two major things were definitely the impact on the kids and what happened with 
parenting. The other was the financial fallout. So, naturally, most people really struggled with taking 
their income, their pre-divorce income, and then dividing it over two households, because that's the 
reality of what happens, at least in the short term, at least in the first couple of years. That causes strain 
for everyone. In some cases, it's worse than others. But aside from that, as far as parenting goes, some 
people imagined, for example, that the kids would live with them most of the time. They'd spend maybe 
a weekend or every other weekend with their other parent. But once the day of separation comes, well, 
then there's other factors that come into play.

Toni Nieuwhof:

Both parents sometimes realize that "Well, we talked about that way back when we were imagining 
what it would be like when we divorced, but now that we're actually here, that isn't what I want. I want 
to have my kids with me as much as possible." So, it was those kinds of, in some cases, really hard, 
difficult, emotional decisions and realities that are compounded on top of just the grief process that 
people go through when they're divorcing. It was all of that. I would say those were the major factors.

Jon Acuff:

Carey, one of the things that I thought when I was reading this book was I'm curious about the writing 
process. Because you're an author too, were there times where she would bring you sections? That's my 
first question for you. What was the creative process like for you? Because you've been on the other 
side a number of times writing books, what was it like watching Toni work on this? How did you 
collaborate together? What was that process like? Because I know what it's like for my wife and I when I 
write a book, but I'm never the star of her book. You had a significant role in this book.

Carey Nieuwhof:
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Yeah. She was writing about me. So, yeah, we definitely had some moments where we had to talk about 
what made it into the book and what didn't make it into the book for sure. It's a pretty transparent 
account. We had some really, really tough years. There were some things that just were trigger words 
for me to be honest with you. It did get very bad at times. In the end, we agreed on the language that 
went in the book and I think you feel 100% great with it. But it's funny how you think you're past 
something and then you read something in black and white on an edit. I'm like, "Well, that's not how it 
happened. This is not us."

Carey Nieuwhof:

I would say there are a couple of tense conversations. It was mostly a back and forth. It was a two-year 
process for writing the book. It went through a number of drafts. You've authored scholarly publications 
before in law and pharmacy. So, you've been published. Toni has her first book. One of her first books, 
Jon, is a really thick 700-page legal document for an update of statute law in Ontario. It's quite amazing.

Jon Acuff:

I've got that on audio book.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Do you really? Wow.

Jon Acuff:

I did a pre-order bonus.

Toni Nieuwhof:

You used it to get...

Jon Acuff:

Let's say it didn't hit The Times list, okay? You know what that's like, but that one didn't quite make it.

Toni Nieuwhof:

Jon, you use it to get to sleep at night.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Yeah.

Toni Nieuwhof:

I'm assuming.

Jon Acuff:

Canadian pillow.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Exactly to Canadian pillow. Yeah.
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Jon Acuff:

Toni, to Carey's point about what goes in, what doesn't go in, the stories of vulnerability, chapter one 
opens with a really powerful scene. You don't waste any time. You jumped right in. You and Carey are 
sitting in the car. I think instantly everyone who's had this situation can understand, "Okay, how did I go 
from this to this so quickly?" You're supposed to have a lunch date. It goes off the rails pretty quickly, 
not with a big significant blow up, but just a series of small things that have finally added up to a big 
thing. You take off your ring. You throw it on the floor. Set us back in that moment. This is the middle 
moment, if you will, the middle of two different marriages you've had.

Toni Nieuwhof:

Yeah, Jon, I remember the day clearly. I remember the situation where we were in the middle of a tough 
season. So, it's not as if I went into our planned lunch date expecting that it was all going to be roses and 
petals flying everywhere, but I was expecting that we would have a pleasant lunch. That we would be 
civil. We would be out in public. We'd make a nice conversation. And then once I got triggered, then 
things went from bad to worse. Yeah, what can I say? It was, I would say, an epitome of the chaotic 
emotional rollercoaster we were on. Our differences would sometimes just blow up in the moment. So, 
it was a very accurate reflection of where we were actually at when our marriage was rough.

Jon Acuff:

Well, I liked that it didn't sugarcoat and it's set up that, "Okay, amazing marriage is possible. There's 
work and there's effort, but it's possible." You didn't start with a pedestal moment and then dare people 
to get on your level. You said it in the-

Carey Nieuwhof:

No, no, no.

Jon Acuff:

... car moment.

Carey Nieuwhof:

I don't think this was in the book, because you wrote the book, not me. But what I was thinking in that 
moment, because the first time someone's asked us that question, we've done a few interviews on this, 
but I love this. That was really hard. It was one of those things. In that season, date night was fight night, 
because we had two young kids. Stuff would accumulate through the week. You finally get alone. You 
get to talk about it. It's like, "I didn't like this. Well, I didn't like that." So, it was argument, not fight fight 
night, but it was tough.

Carey Nieuwhof:

I remember when you threw it down, it was one of those moments where I thought, "Oh, this could be 
over. She might actually not want to stay with me." It's so dumb what you remember, but I remember 
being crushed like it was a scene out of a movie. I remember thinking, "I sold my car to give you that 
ring."

Jon Acuff:

Oh, that's in the book that you sold the car that your grandparents gave you.
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Carey Nieuwhof:

Yeah.

Jon Acuff:

You turned it into a terrible car and a ring, I think.

Carey Nieuwhof:

You're right. It did. We've been through so many drafts. We thought we saw the actual-

Jon Acuff:

It's fresh to me. I just went through it.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Yeah. It was a 1980 MC Concorde if anyone's taking notes. As a car guy, you wouldn't appreciate that. 
That is an obscure vehicle, but to me, that was all I had. So, I had put all I had as a student into that. For 
you to throw it down and wreck it was in my mind just devastating, just crushing. Yet, I was in the 
process of treating you in a way that you felt crushed. So, it's just a ring. It's just a ring. So, we got our 
new ring, but you still have that one, don't you?

Toni Nieuwhof:

Oh, I still have it. I did end up retrieving it off the floor.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Yeah, thank goodness.

Jon Acuff:

It's interesting. Jenny and I, our first ring got lost. It was a jewelry store who's never lost a ring. They've 
been around for 80 years. They replaced it with a much better ring. For our marriage, it was this great 
new chapter, because we like any marriage had had struggles. The ring I got her was terrible. It was 
haunted. It was from a failed marriage. It had purchased it from somebody in my dad's church whose 
marriage failed in a spectacular way. I got a deal.

Carey Nieuwhof:

You got a deal.

Jon Acuff:

No woman wants to hear you got a deal on the ring. Oh, my gosh. We always say whenever somebody's 
in the prosperity gospel, Jesus rains down emeralds, we're like, "Well, he did rain down a diamond on 
that particular situation." It was way better, but I feel like your marriage in this book and in life is divided 
into three parts. The throwaway, the messy middle, and the priceless, that's how I would categorize it.

Jon Acuff:

If you had to come up with a mantra for each of those segments, what would it be? So, in the 
throwaway, maybe it was, "Date night is fight night," or maybe it was, "We're just trying to get to the 
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end of the day." In the messy middle, "we're willing to fight for what matters." In priceless, "it turns out 
it was worth it." What would you say was your mantra for those seasons?

Carey Nieuwhof:

Oh, you want to go? That's a great question.

Toni Nieuwhof:

I guess my mantra for the throwaway version would be, "How does he not get this?" I just could not 
understand where you were coming from, why you responded the way you did. Yeah, what would you 
say for that season?

Carey Nieuwhof:

I'd say what came to my mind was... This is not well articulated. "... can you not see how hard I'm 
trying?" That's what I would say is "I am intending to help us here. Clearly, it's not working out, but do 
you see the effort?" I think I expected to be rewarded for effort.

Jon Acuff:

Oh, yeah. Maybe using the wrong tools, that's the thing.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Yeah, yeah, totally.

Jon Acuff:

The harder you hit a screw with a hammer, it doesn't help the screw at all.

Carey Nieuwhof:

That's a really good metaphor. I'm an Enneagram eight. So, pretty much, it's hitting a screw with a 
hammer.

Jon Acuff:

What about the messy middle? There's this transition moment. There's this, "Okay, we're willing to 
invest in this." What is the mantra for that moment or what are some takeaways from that season?

Carey Nieuwhof:

Oh, yeah.

Toni Nieuwhof:

I'm not proud of this, Jon. But for the messy middle, I would say my mantra was, "I'm not willing to live a 
sham of a marriage. I don't want a marriage that looks good on the outside. It looks better on the 
outside than it does from the inside." There were seasons where we just struggled so much to get on 
the same page. Neither of us were willing to back down, but we both had such different opinions, 
different approaches. We were doing this. We just couldn't get to a place of harmony. I felt a lot of the 
time that even though, Carey, you say you were trying, it felt like I was undervalued, that I was never 
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making the mark. I was always just somewhat less than, not quite reaching that level of performance or 
whatever that would have brought us more happiness.

Carey Nieuwhof:

All that is fair. All that is fair.

Toni Nieuwhof:

That is what I would say. I'm just not willing to live a sham of a marriage.

Jon Acuff:

I love that, because I think it's embracing honesty. It's embracing that I have value. This thing together 
we can create has value, if we'll create it honestly. And then the flip side of all that, the priceless. So, 
you're in this other zone. You're in this other spot. You're in a spot where you love to spend time with 
each other. You work hard at it. You grow it. What are the mantras for the priceless?

Toni Nieuwhof:

Do you want to go first this time?

Carey Nieuwhof:

Yeah, I was going to say just to throw in my bit for the messy middle. I would say my mantra, what was 
going through my mind is, "Wow, this is really terrible. We're going to make it, but I have no idea how." I 
was committed to the marriage. I was committed to you. I was committed to solving it. I just didn't know 
how. And then to where we are now, it's the sowing and reaping thing. You sow different seeds. It is 
later and it is greater. I don't want to create, "Hey, we never ever disagree anymore." Yeah, we do, but I 
mean it is low level conflict now compared to what we went through. I would say your emotions 
eventually catch up to your obedience.

Carey Nieuwhof:

I've thought a lot about the season we've been in for the last decade, decade and a half. The feelings, 
they don't come back. They just get better, and they go deeper. I don't know that this is a universal 
thing. There are different circumstances. We didn't have an affair. We didn't have physical abuse to 
recover from or any of that stuff. So, I'm not saying this is universal thing, but I'm just saying for us, it 
was a lot of obedience. We got to figure out how to make this work. And then your emotions, I had 
hoped, but I didn't have a lot of affection. And then eventually your emotions catch up to your 
obedience.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Even being on lockdown for the better part of a year, we know a lot of couples for whom this has been a 
lot of struggle. For us, we've had our moments, but oh, my gosh. It's just been like, "Do I ever have to go 
back on the road? Can we just live this way for a long time?" It's good, and it's rich. I would have 
believed that it would have been better, but I would have no idea how to emotionally access what the 
result of that would be in a positive way. I don't know.

Toni Nieuwhof:

Yeah.
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Carey Nieuwhof:

You can frame it in your own words. See, this is another thing. Old Carey would have been like, "Let me 
tell you what to say about our marriage." New Carey is "you just say what you want to say."

Toni Nieuwhof:

That's true. That was the problem.

Carey Nieuwhof:

No, no, no. Yeah. You're right.

Toni Nieuwhof:

I would say mantra for the priceless version now, it's hard to put into words actually. I just think I'm 
living a marriage that way exceeds what I ever would have expected. The dreams on my wedding day fall 
short of what we're actually living out right now. I can hardly believe it. I am truly, sincerely grateful 
every day for the relationship, the way it is right now and the way God brought us through it.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Wedding day dreams are so naive, though, right?

Toni Nieuwhof:

Oh, they are. You don't really know.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Oh, my gosh.

Toni Nieuwhof:

You don't know what to expect, but I never would have expected that our relationship would be this 
rich. We would be this close and having this much fun and actually be able to spend endless amounts of 
time together.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Seemingly endless.

Toni Nieuwhof:

We're having fun all the time. We actually have not been able to exhaust our ability to spend time 
together in this season.

Carey Nieuwhof:

It's great. The other thing is I think we emerged as one but as two distinct individuals. It's not some mind 
meld where now you agree with everything and I agree with everything. One of the things that I think 
made this work is I'm an eight. You're a five on the enneagram, but you have a steel spine. Oh, my 
goodness. You have convictions and beliefs. I think I'm in a place where I respect them more than I'm 
trying to change them. That's been massively different. Oh, yeah.
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Toni Nieuwhof:

Yeah, I think part of what we did really struggle with in the throwaway version, the messy middle was 
that you do have a tendency to be controlling. I think in my own way, I do too. We were just in this 
power struggle. It went on for a long time.

Carey Nieuwhof:

I guess we both lost. Maybe we both lost.

Jon Acuff:

That's funny. So, Carey, you've touched on this a little bit. We're in the middle of a pandemic. Toni, what 
have you seen that do to marriages? You're a divorce lawyer. I mean, I can't imagine that your answer is 
going to be, "It's been amazing. It's one long vitamin. Everybody loves each other. There's so many tickle 
fights." But from your perspective as someone who's seen trends in divorce, changes in marriages, 
you've got this again big book to pull from, what do you think is happening for marriages in the 
pandemic?

Toni Nieuwhof:

Stats wise, the jury is out on what's happening. There are reports saying that the divorce rate is actually 
increasing. There are some conflicting reports as well. So, I think time will tell what the actual divorce 
impact is. But what seems to be happening relationally this year in marriages is that marriages that are 
okay, where there's been more space and less distraction, less activity, some of those have been getting 
better. That it was almost like there was a pressure valve that was released. Some of the steam released 
out of the system. People have found a way to grow closer.

Toni Nieuwhof:

On the other hand, where there was already tension and maybe the schedule was helping people avoid 
it, deny it, there's all kinds of activity going on. We can play nice when we're in the sandbox for a short 
time. In those cases, being in close quarters and having fewer activities to attend, it's actually made it 
worse and has just brought those tensions more to the forefront, maybe aggravated some of the 
emotional responses people are having to their conflict, because you just don't have as many escapes. 
So, I think we've almost seen a polarization, I believe, where some okay marriages are getting better, 
but shaky marriages are really struggling.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Yeah, we have seen statistical evidence that alcoholism has gone up. Alcohol consumption, drug use is 
hitting some highs. Mental health seems to be at a historic shaky point. The metaphor I heard, I don't 
know whether you've heard this, Jon, but I really liked this metaphor. That what happened during the 
pandemic, it's like the lake was drained. You finally see what's at the bottom. You're like, "Oh, I didn't 
know that was there." So, you didn't really have to deal with it, but now you got to deal with it. I think 
you either find a pleasant bottom or it's like, "Wow, there's some stuff there that we got to deal with."

Toni Nieuwhof:

A lot of garbage that has to be hauled out.

Carey Nieuwhof:
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Yeah.

Jon Acuff:

That's a really interesting way to think about it. I'm curious, how do you think a marriage rebuilds before 
it has to completely hit rock bottom? It reminds me of conversations I've had with Carey over the years 
about, "Do you have to burnout before you can rebuild?" How do you know? Maybe I'm listening to this 
and I'm in an average marriage. It's not happy. It's headed to a place. Marriages are always in motion. 
They're headed to good places or bad places. If you've got a spouse that says, "Okay, I don't want to 
need rock bottom to rebuild," what are some steps?

Toni Nieuwhof:

I would say, number one, is related to this tendency that we all have to try to point the finger when 
we're struggling. So, I saw this over and over, not only between us, but also once I was in practice, it 
really stood out as a trend. That almost every person I talked to believed that their spouse was mainly 
the one to blame for the depth of their problems.

Carey Nieuwhof:

This is every spouse ever.

Toni Nieuwhof:

Yeah. "If only he would stop doing X or she would stop doing whatever it is she does, then things would 
turn around and it would be so much better." I call it a victim narrative that "because it's mostly your 
fault," that means that I've got this assumption going on in the background that I'm a victim of whatever 
that weakness is. I don't mean victim in the sense that there's a safety issue or that there's something 
truly harmful about this. I just mean in the context of an unhappy marriage where both people hold 
complaints against each other, that victim story is putting on glasses that aren't yours.

Toni Nieuwhof:

If you've got the wrong prescription glasses, all you can see are blurry images. When you have that 
victim story going on in the background, it really does clear your vision about what's going on. So, when 
there's deep struggle, when things are already tense, the reality is that it's not unidimensional. In the 
vast majority of cases, it's also not your spouse's fault. There has got to be some part of it that is your 
own personal responsibility, but because of this victim story, you're not seeing it.

Jon Acuff:

What's the thing that people can own? So, okay, I don't want to say it's this person's fault, because 
there's a chance... Talk about how up to 80% of people who move to Hawaii from Mainland US move 
back within the first year, because the problems they had in Ohio followed them magically to Kona.

Toni Nieuwhof:

They'll figure.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Totally, totally, totally.
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Jon Acuff:

They don't remember packing those insecurities in Ohio, but lo and behold, they're there. So, if you 
don't deal with the things, the fifth marriage, the sixth marriages, the seventh marriage, it's not going to 
fix it. What are some things that if I said to you today, "Okay, I hear that. I believe that. I want to own 
some things I can own"? What can I own?

Toni Nieuwhof:

Yeah, that's a matter of personal reflection. I mean, you really have to be committed to looking at 
yourself, standing back, ditching that victim story and ditching the assumption that it's my spouse's fault 
and starting to look for, "Okay, here's the circumstance, what part of it am I contributing to?" Even if it's 
only 5% or 10% in your own estimation. I think that my tendency to withdraw maybe accounts for 10% 
of our problems, but the other 90% is Carey's aggressiveness and he won't give me space.

Carey Nieuwhof:

My glasses, my glasses.

Jon Acuff:

Carey's aggressive. We've gotten so dark.

Toni Nieuwhof:

But it's 90% his fault. Even if I'm off in my probably misguided estimation of how much the problem I 
own or I'm responsible for, if I will at least start to work on my part of it, if I can admit that, "Okay. So, 
my withdrawing from the conversation, the argument we need to have or the forum where we're 
dealing with our differences, if my withdrawing is causing a problem, what do I need to do so I can 
engage? What strategies or skills do I need, so that I can stay and be rational when we have this 
conversation?" So, there's a whole lot of self-awareness that really does come into play in personal 
growth and being able to make progress, make personal progress.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Yeah, I would say just to put an example into that from my end, it was definitely a lot of blame and the 
conflict spiral in our marriage. You talked about this in the book. I am undiagnosed, but self-diagnosed 
OCD. Not the compulsive part, but just the obsessive like the lawn has to be cut.

Jon Acuff:

I see your Instagram.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Yeah, my Instagram. If you follow me on Instagram-

Jon Acuff:

Subscribe to your lawn.

Carey Nieuwhof:
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This has not gone away, okay. This has not gone away. So, I have to drive a clean car. Look at my office, 
Jon.

Jon Acuff:

I know.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Don't look in the drawer, okay.

Jon Acuff:

Can't see the Canadian spider back there.

Carey Nieuwhof:

I'm that way. That was a source of conflict particularly when the kids were little, because Toni is more 
relationship driven and I'm more task driven. I think for a living, pray, think, whatever. If my 
environment is out of order, I'm out of order. That's just the way I'm wired. But where it would show up 
in our marriage is I would be like, "I got to go cut the grass." Toni's thinking, "No, you don't, you idiot. 
You got to look after your sons or you got to help with dinner or whatever." But in my mind, it was like, 
"No, can't you see objectively the lawn needs to be cut?"

Carey Nieuwhof:

It's really stupid looking back on it, but in my mind, I was fully convinced that you just didn't understand. 
And then I realized through a lot of counseling, reflection, prayer, all that stuff, it's like, "Oh, wait a 
minute. I'm actually crazy. Okay, now I get it. Okay." I am like, "This is not normal. You are actually 
normal." You're giving a reasonable reaction that the lawn doesn't actually need to be cut.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Now, I still go out and cut my grass, but it's not a source of conflict, because I can own that "Oh, I'm 
actually crazy. This is something I do, because it makes me feel good, but it's not objectively necessary." 
We just don't argue about it anymore, because our kids are older now. But if they're around, I'm going 
to focus on them. We've got our time in. And then if I want to spend my spare time cutting my lawn 
obsessively, that's up to me, but that was a big pivot. Does that make sense, Jon?

Jon Acuff:

100%, 100%. We've talked about some of the spiral stuff, some of the messy stuff, but I'd love to talk 
about some of the priceless stuff. I think you guys do a really good job with what I would call connection 
habits, so habits that connect you. So, they can be we kayak together, we do this together. What are 
some things that you've said, "You know what? First 15 years, we didn't do this"? Sometimes it can be, 
"We went to bed at different times. That was a disconnection habit. We didn't know." So, what in this 
season, in the joy-filled season have been some deliberate connection habits?

Toni Nieuwhof:

That's a great question. Jon, can I just tie this into the question you asked me before about what people 
can do to prevent getting to that rock bottom place? One of them has to do with just being there for 
each other's emotions. So, in terms of connection, you are going to build a closer connection with your 
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spouse if you can accept and validate their emotions and not dismiss, not brush over them or try to 
control them. I think, in the early days, we really got tripped up, because we would have a tendency to 
either dismiss each other's emotions or "it's not logical for you to feel blah, blah, blah."

Carey Nieuwhof:

You have to validate my lawn emotions.

Toni Nieuwhof:

Yes, "don't feel that way." Well, those are terrible emotional intelligence strategies to treat each other's 
emotions that way. So, just being able to let each other have our authentic emotions and even notice 
them. So, if Carey's venting, I don't jump into problem solving mode to say, "Oh, that's a terrible 
problem. You should blah, blah, blah. Did you blah, blah, blah?" That doesn't help, because I'm not 
actually acknowledging his emotions. It reminds me of a talk that I heard when I was earlier in my 
career. Stupid me, I didn't put two and two together when I heard it, but this doctor was coaching other 
physicians on how to build a bond with their patients. Because they had brilliant work ethics and 
brilliant treatments, but the problem was they were oncologists.

Toni Nieuwhof:

When they delivered a diagnosis and their patient started crying as they would, they would go on and 
explain how the treatment would go, but their patient would perceive them as being completely cold, 
because they didn't acknowledge their emotion. Just to stop and sit with your partner when they're 
going through some tough emotions and say, "Wow, that sucks. I'd be angry too if I were in your shoes." 
Being able to sit with and validate each other's emotions, it just brings you closer. So, it's one thing that 
we do now far more instinctively, but we were really getting it wrong in the early days.

Jon Acuff:

Have either you guys grow up with the belief that you didn't have access to certain emotions or certain 
feelings?

Carey Nieuwhof:

100%.

Toni Nieuwhof:

Yeah.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Yeah.

Jon Acuff:

Which ones? I mean, you're both Christians. So, anger, obviously, is of the devil.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Correct.
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Toni Nieuwhof:

Yeah.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Yeah, it's a really, really good point. I mean, I came into adulthood and I was basically either happy or 
angry. Those were the two emotions that I could access.

Jon Acuff:

Two speeds.

Carey Nieuwhof:

What's that?

Jon Acuff:

You had two speeds.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Two speeds, happy or angry. Generally, as long as you didn't get in my way, I was happy. And then I got 
married. So, that was a disruption, but yeah. I would say I was not very in tune. I can't exactly trace it out 
to how it happened. Although I have thought about this, but I felt like yeah, I wasn't good at feeling. If I 
was angry about something, it's like, "It's okay. It's okay. It's okay. It's going to be fine," but it's not okay. 
It's not okay, but I felt like I didn't have permission to talk about it being not okay or being upset or that 
thing parents do. "Cheer up." It's like, "But I don't feel cheery."

Jon Acuff:

That never is helpful.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Oh, no.

Jon Acuff:

Somebody else's deeper misery, that just makes you feel more ashamed for yours.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Exactly. So, I didn't understand my emotions at all.

Jon Acuff:

Could you say to Toni, "I feel sad"?

Carey Nieuwhof:

No, no.

Jon Acuff:
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Because that one, I think a lot of men... A friend of mine a year ago, we had a coffee and said, "I feel 
really sad about something." I was like, "Whoa, are we? We get to say that one."

Carey Nieuwhof:

Now, yes. Actually, as we're doing this interview, I have stepped back from the church. From a couple of 
weeks, I retired, finished the succession plan. I'm texting some friends who have done a similar thing. I 
did it fairly early compared to most leaders, but I'm like, "There's just this sadness that comes in waves." 
I said that to you. We talked about it at dinner. I'm like, "I just feel sad today, you need to know. I don't 
know why. There's nothing wrong. You didn't do anything. Nobody did anything. I just feel sad." You 
were like, "Okay." But you talk to a 32-year-old Carey and I would have been like, "Hey, how come the 
kitchen isn't cleaned up? Blah, blah." It would have come out pathologically-

Toni Nieuwhof:

In a different way.

Carey Nieuwhof:

In a very different way. Now I'm like, "I think I'm sad." That's naming your emotions. "I don't know why. 
That's okay. This too will pass." It does as you know. What about you, Toni, emotions you could or could 
not express?

Toni Nieuwhof:

Oh, well, I think it was complicated for me, because I did go through some trauma in my childhood in my 
family of origin. My dad had a problem with anger. So, anger was one of the emotions that I could not 
express. I could not. It was too potentially volatile. It was actually not safe. So, anger was really almost 
out of the question. But the thing is when you have that kind of trauma response, the anger eventually 
just ends up leaking out.

Jon Acuff:

Correct.

Toni Nieuwhof:

That's what happened.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Yeah, do you need a witness?

Jon Acuff:

Blows out the sides. So, Toni, I think it's interesting to think about that okay, you don't get to express 
anger or it's not safe. So, if I'm a wife listening to this or if I'm a husband listening to this and I want to 
have a better marriage, I'm encouraged by this, I want to read the book, I want to engage in the book, 
but I don't have a spouse that will go to counseling or I don't have a spouse that will meet me in the 
middle. We all know that subtly sliding a book about anger onto your husband's nightstand and be like, 
"Somebody talked about this, reminded me of somebody I sleep next to." What do you do in those 
moments? If you're the spouse and you're willing to change and you feel like your partner isn't, how do 
you walk somebody through that?
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Toni Nieuwhof:

I'm a firm believer that there's so much progress that you can make, even if your partner won't go to 
counseling. We actually started out that way.

Carey Nieuwhof:

I didn't want to go.

Toni Nieuwhof:

I went to counseling before Carey-

Carey Nieuwhof:

She started earlier.

Toni Nieuwhof:

... would join in. I saw some clues of the trauma that I really wasn't aware of. So, I had this tendency to 
dissociate. I would also tend to be triggered. Carey could provoke me at a level 3, but I'd respond at a 
level 10 in a flash. So, I could see from those clues that there was something else going on. I wanted to 
know what it was. So, going to counseling, it helped us both, because once I've got more insight, once I 
start to develop some more self-awareness, then it changes things. It shifts things. It was a long, slow 
path for us, but I would say to the person whose spouse really isn't on the same page, go and get some 
counseling.

Toni Nieuwhof:

Get insights that are helpful from a self-awareness perspective, such as Enneagram. Read The Road Back 
to You and identify a couple of ways that... One thing I like about The Road Back to You is that it shows 
you what you can do for your own growth journey. Take one or two of those and take those steps and 
see what kind of an influence it has. I would also say if there are ways that you can show genuine 
kindness, love to your partner, if you know each other's love languages, for me, if I'm trying to grow 
closer to Carey or make some progress between us, I know that-

Carey Nieuwhof:

Acts of service, acts of service.

Toni Nieuwhof:

Acts of service are the ticket.

Carey Nieuwhof:

You want quality time. I want acts of service. They compete.

Jon Acuff:

That's funny. That's funny. Yeah. If you don't know them, you can't serve them and then you push 
harder in the wrong direction thinking you're making progress.

Toni Nieuwhof:
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Exactly.

Carey Nieuwhof:

I would say Jon too, if I can just chime in real quick on that one. I was a resistor. If you had asked me this 
question 20 years ago, I would say, "Yeah, Jon, great, great, great, but you don't understand. It's Toni. 
The way she's like shutting down on me and she gets so angry and this and that. If you saw her and 
experienced her the way I did, then you would be as upset as I would be." I don't know that I would have 
listened. But what I've learned in this journey and having sat from a different perspective with a lot of 
couples in trouble over the years is yeah, you go with you wherever you go. As you said, those people 
who move to Hawaii is like, "Whoops, took myself there. Now, I got problems."

Carey Nieuwhof:

That is great incentive to me as a leader. I've learned that in leading teams. I've learned that in leaving 
children. I've learned that in being married to Toni. Oh, yeah, I'm left with me. My own prayer life and 
confession, it's like, "Oh, I seem to be the root of all the problems in my life." I remember the first time I 
did go to counseling and it was about an hour north of here. You were saying, "You have to go. This is 
not doable." I was like, "No, I send people to counseling. I'm not going to counseling." It was to see a 
friend that we both respected, a colleague who's older.

Carey Nieuwhof:

I remember it taking every ounce of strength and will and resolve I had in my body to get out of the car 
to swallow my pride to walk through the door of that little country church where he did his counseling 
and to go in. Even then, I spent the first hour explaining how I wasn't the problem and how Toni was the 
problem. And then he said, "So let's talk about you." It was one of the best things I've ever done. It 
launched a multi-decade journey into really where we're at today, but that is excruciatingly difficult. So, 
I just want to speak to the leader who's listening who's like, "Yeah, but you don't understand. It's my 
spouse." Let's not start there.

Jon Acuff:

There's a resistance, I think.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Yeah, there is a resistance, Pressfield.

Jon Acuff:

... for you to say, "Yeah, I didn't want to go." When I've done counseling or started new counseling 
relationships to drive, there is excruciating, because you're like, "I can't believe I'm doing this." It's 
getting on a roller coaster.

Carey Nieuwhof:

"Why am I still so messed up? How come I haven't got this figured out?"

Jon Acuff:

Exactly. It's going to lead places you don't expect. So, I love that you're changing that expectation of, 
"No, I just walked in. I was like, 'I'm here to workshop my problems,'" because that's not the reality. 
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Expectation is a word I want to ask you about, Toni. You talk about expectations a lot in the book about, 
"What does a wife expect? What does a husband expect?" I feel like culture does marriages significant 
damage by creating expectations that aren't true, that aren't realistic.

Jon Acuff:

What would you say is one of the best representations of marriage and one of the worst representations 
of marriage in a movie? So, an example of when I saw this, I was like, "That is the dumbest thing ever," 
or when I saw this, I thought, "That's a real picture of what a real marriage looks like, what a lighthouse 
for other people."

Toni Nieuwhof:

Wow, well, the first one that comes to mind on the picture of this is a terrible picture of marriage and 
I'm not sure whether everybody's going to get this or not, Jon. So, you guys might need to help me 
brainstorm here, but Leave it to Beaver-

Jon Acuff:

Oh, gosh.

Toni Nieuwhof:

The Cleavers.

Jon Acuff:

Goes back a while.

Toni Nieuwhof:

I've actually known-

Jon Acuff:

I don't remember the Cleavers.

Carey Nieuwhof:

I think they did. Yeah. They never kissed, only on the cheek, only on the cheek.

Jon Acuff:

Mouths were filthy in the '50s, cooties all in that mouth.

Toni Nieuwhof:

But it was just this pristine environment and everything's calm and peaceful. "Yes, dear. Yes, honey." It's 
just not a realistic picture of what a real relationship is like. There weren't disagreements and everything 
ends with a laugh. I've known a couple actually who had this Leave it to Beaver picture of marriage in 
their mind. Their own marriage was such a crushing distance from that that they couldn't handle it. They 
actually left. They just said, "Obviously, I've made a big mistake," and that was it early on in the 
marriage. So, I would say that definite male, female roles defined, everything's peaceful, everything's 
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orderly, nobody has a real disagreement picture of marriage is it's not a reality, at least in a healthy 
marriage.

Jon Acuff:

Finding a good one's hard.

Carey Nieuwhof:

It is.

Jon Acuff:

I mean, can you think of a single time when you're like, "Oh, my gosh"? I mean, I know there are, but it's 
easier for us to find the...

Carey Nieuwhof:

I think the modern equivalent of Leave it to Beaver, which I totally agree with Toni, is Instagram. I mean, 
you follow people. It's like man, you look so manicured. There's face filters on everything. You got the 
perfect romantic shot. I'm not criticizing, but you hired a photographer for the engagement pic. The 
wedding is on some mountaintop or whatever. Keller reference someone, I think it's a Jewish 
theologian, who said, "With the death of God in our culture, we have now taken all the expectations 
that we had we used to look to God for and we placed them on our spouse." In other words, "you have 
to fulfill me. You have to be everything." Actually, because we don't know about eternity, you have to be 
as perfect as eternity. You have to be as loving and forgiving. That is just crushing.

Carey Nieuwhof:

So, I see that and I think a realistic picture. I haven't seen the whole series, but I've seen enough of 
them. Maybe This Is Us, stuff that's just real, honest, day-to-day small things. What was that Rashida 
Jones and Bill Murray movie we saw? I forget movies, because I sleep through half of them, On the 
Rocks? That was good. It's an Apple TV thing, but it was actually good. Bill Murray and Rashida Jones, On 
the Rocks, I stayed awake for most of that. So, I think that was fairly accurate. Would you agree or 
disagree?

Toni Nieuwhof:

Yeah, yeah, no, I would agree. I think the picture is that it's a team approach, where you are both 
looking to support each other's goals, aspirations, and the things that have to happen around the home. 
You're talking about, "What are each other's strengths? How can we divide this up so that it makes 
sense for both of us? What do you feel is your purpose and your unique wiring? How your wiring meets 
the needs of the world, what is that?" We're both asking that question. And then practically speaking, 
how can we make it work? I think we need to get away from this concept that someone needs to stay 
home and look after the kids and someone else needs to be liberated to go out there and fulfill a calling 
or be the breadwinner or whatever that is.

Toni Nieuwhof:

I think the closer concept is a team approach. Now, it's still in that team approach, you may very well 
make the decision that one person is going to stay at home and raise the kids and the other one is 
primarily going to be running a business or whatever that is, but it's been a joint decision. You don't 
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have one person making the decision, calling the shots, or finding yourselves in slots that maybe your 
family culture as defined or your church has defined or your whatever community you've come from has 
assigned certain roles. I don't see that as fulfilling a way to live out a marriage.

Carey Nieuwhof:

As you're talking about that, I don't know that you would agree with us or not, because we haven't 
talked about it. I would say the beginning, middle, end or current phase. Hopefully, it's not the end.

Jon Acuff:

Got real dark.

Carey Nieuwhof:

That was really interesting. No, but beginning, middle, current. At the beginning, I would say we were 
two individuals. I mean, hey, two law school grads. They teach that. I mean, you are an individual and 
this whole idea of two becoming one would just be absolutely foreign to that school of thought. But I 
think we were two individuals who are trying to get the other to conform to their image. Now, we're in a 
phase where I would say, as far as teamwork goes, yeah, it's like we complement each other. You bring 
stuff to the relationship, I don't. We share values. We've worked really, really hard on our values and our 
principles. So, we agree on those and that makes everything else easier.

Carey Nieuwhof:

But it really is, Jon, when our kids, they left, we became empty nesters in our 40s. There is a lot of time 
left. I thought we'd be old and dead by the time our kids left. And then you're like, "Oh, my gosh. We 
may have more time. Just because we had our kids when we were in our 20s, we may have more time 
without our kids living at home than we had with our kids living at home." That's a whole lot of each 
other. So, we better get each other right, because this is going to be decades of this. We might actually 
be in good health. We could do things together.

Jon Acuff:

How old are you when you became empty nesters?

Carey Nieuwhof:

Let's see, 2009. So, I was 44 when our oldest left.

Jon Acuff:

44.

Carey Nieuwhof:

I was 49 when our youngest left.

Jon Acuff:

44 to 49, that's crazy.

Carey Nieuwhof:
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I know. Now, people are having their kids later, but I'll be 56 this year. Honestly, I feel better than when I 
was 36. I'm in better shape. Mentally, I think I'm probably a little bit sharper I hope than when I was in 
my 30s. We look forward to God-willing a couple decades of adventure and making a dent in the 
universe somehow together. There's decades ahead, dude, God-willing, which is nuts.

Jon Acuff:

I love that. I love that. One of my favorite stories in the book, because I didn't see the twist coming, was 
when you go to a party, Toni. It's a friend's party. You're excited. It's catered. It's amazing. I think 
everybody's wearing top hats and tuxedos. That's how I interpreted it. You're there and the night isn't 
over yet. Carey's like, "Alright, that's a wrap. I'm out of here."

Carey Nieuwhof:

That's me every party and every night.

Toni Nieuwhof:

Especially if there's dancing.

Jon Acuff:

Yeah, I'm going to go change a light fixture at home. At first, I was like, "This is crazy." Well, one, I was 
like, "I get that." I tweeted once, "One of my favorite things is to leave things early." It is such a subtle 
joy. But I was like, "Oh, no, Carey, what are you doing?" But he left for a completely different reason. I 
thought it was a really great example of misreading each other's actions, misreading each other's 
intention. So, can you tell that story?

Toni Nieuwhof:

Sure, yeah. I remember the party well. It was a big milestone birthday for close friends of ours. So, she 
really had pulled out all the stops in planning this party. You're not exaggerating it the way you set it up. 
It was beautiful in every way. She even hired live dance instructors to come into the party to teach the 
guests live, how to do belly dancing or whatever that was.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Why wouldn't you leave?

Toni Nieuwhof:

We weren't even that far into the party. I don't even think they had served dinner yet. We were maybe 
just an hour into it. Carey said, "I'm going to head out now."

Toni Nieuwhof:

So, I went through stages. At first, it was shock. And then quickly, it was just anger. "What do you mean? 
We don't have too many of these opportunities."

Jon Acuff:

This isn't our fifth gala.
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Toni Nieuwhof:

Yes.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Yeah. Our kids were young. So, I mean, these aren't every night, right? This was a rare chance.

Toni Nieuwhof:

Yeah. So, I just was overtaken by that anger. How could you dare leave this party and leave me here and 
expect me to just be happy and keep on dancing? Do you remember that?

Carey Nieuwhof:

Oh, yeah.

Jon Acuff:

But the reason was completely different.

Toni Nieuwhof:

Oh, yes.

Carey Nieuwhof:

I had to leave for a reason.

Toni Nieuwhof:

So, we left. I was triggered in the car. I'm sure you could have heard me from the outside with the 
windows rolled up. It was not pretty. I was angry to the point for a long enough time that finally, Carey, 
you had to tell me why-

Carey Nieuwhof:

Yeah, she was getting angrier and angrier. You go ahead and tell it.

Toni Nieuwhof:

Well, I mean, Carey couldn't explain to me-

Carey Nieuwhof:

If I wanted to live.

Toni Nieuwhof:

... why he would leave this party and bail on date night. It didn't make any sense to me. On top of the 
frustrations that we'd already been experiencing in our marriage, it was just the straw that broke the 
camel's back. So, finally, we got to the point where Carey had to say, "Toni, I had to leave the party, 
because we've got 50 people coming over to our house for a party for you."

Carey Nieuwhof:
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Tomorrow morning. I got to get ready, okay? So, I'm sorry. It was a surprise. I had people coming in from 
hours and childhood friends and friends from Toronto, who are all coming to surprise her for your 
birthday, your 40th. Yeah, I didn't know how I was going to live through the night if that kept going.

Jon Acuff:

Just say it.

Carey Nieuwhof:

But you know what's interesting, Jon, about expectations now and I hadn't thought about this. I 
remember that story being in the book again. If you know publishing, it was a year ago that it went to 
the publisher, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah. So, we're going to get a copy soon. See if you agree with this, 
if that scenario played out today, because you still love to stay late and I still love to leave early. That's 
just me. That's going to be our dynamic for the rest of our lives.

Jon Acuff:

I'm with you, Carey. We'll ride it together.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Exactly. All right. So, I like to tip out early and I like to go to bed on time. I'm like, "Okay, this is enough. 
Put me with my five friends in the corner and then I'm going to leave." What happened, Jon, which was 
so interesting, because it reveals. It's like the lake drain and you see what's at the bottom. When you 
have a moment like that, it was a whole lot of me leaving for the wrong reason. It was a whole lot of 
unresolved frustration that was there all those years ago. Now I think if that happened and I really was, 
which I'm not, planning a surprise party for you and I'm like, "Honey, we need to go," or whatever, you 
would give me the benefit of the doubt.

Toni Nieuwhof:

Yeah, I think that's true.

Carey Nieuwhof:

You would be like, "Really?" I'm like, "Can you just trust me on this one? I really need to go." You'd go, 
"Okay." It wouldn't turn into a meltdown. The same would be the case for you. If you're like, "Hey, I 
know you've been looking forward to this, we got to duck out," on the way home, I think it would be 
like, "Well, why?" I'd be like, "I just can't tell you. Can you trust me on this?" You'd be like, "Okay." I 
would be the same. Is that fair?

Toni Nieuwhof:

Yeah, yeah. No, I think at that stage, trust was a real issue between us. We didn't have that sense that 
we had each other's backs in that day. It wasn't that we weren't trying. It wasn't that we didn't have 
good intentions. It's just that there was so much bad blood from all the unresolved junk that had been 
going on between us that we just didn't fully trust each other.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Because I'm not good at lying. My excuse was-
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Jon Acuff:

Fix a light fixture.

Carey Nieuwhof:

What's that?

Jon Acuff:

Was it to fix a light fixture?

Carey Nieuwhof:

Yeah, fix a light fixture. I think I may have also told you. "I have to clean the place up," which was a 
trigger for you, because I was obsessed with environment. Now, I actually had a reason-

Toni Nieuwhof:

Obsessive cleaning.

Carey Nieuwhof:

... to clean the place up this time, because we are having 50 of your closest friends show up tomorrow. 
But yeah, it was one of those things.

Toni Nieuwhof:

I think you're right. That was part of the trigger was you're going home to clean.

Jon Acuff:

If I can just throw this in there. I think, if that happened now, you wouldn't have waited until the 
moment to tell her you wanted to leave early. You would have set expectations together as a couple and 
said, "Hey, I don't want to stay until midnight. I'd love to leave."

Carey Nieuwhof:

Totally.

Jon Acuff:

I'd love to leave by 9:30.

Toni Nieuwhof:

Yes.

Jon Acuff:

Toni, you would get to express the desire and have a voice and go, "I'd really like to stay until these 
moments. So, I'm going to get a ride with a friend. I'll be home at 11:30." Carey, you wouldn't have gone 
home feeling guilty for leaving. Toni, you wouldn't have stayed feeling mad Carey left. And then when 
you got home, you would have talked about, "Oh, that's great. How is the party?"
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Toni Nieuwhof:

Yes.

Jon Acuff:

You would have had the room to be your own whole people with whole desires that work in a unit.

Carey Nieuwhof:

No, you know what, you totally nailed that one, because that is exactly what we have done over the last 
few years. If there's going to be an event and you're like, "I want to stay late," and I'm like, "I got legit 
reasons to be home," we'll take separate cars or get a friend to drive you home or that thing.

Jon Acuff:

You'll still love each other. You're not sitting there going, "All these people think we have a bad marriage 
because I'm the only one here." None of that is in the conversation.

Carey Nieuwhof:

You haven't got the digs. When we go out now, how many social events were ruined in the early years, 
because you put your happy face on when you leave the car, but there's all this like simmering-

Jon Acuff:

Yeah, people can tell.

Carey Nieuwhof:

... angst? People can tell. Yeah.

Jon Acuff:

Passive-aggressive and the sarcasm.

Toni Nieuwhof:

Yes.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Exactly.

Toni Nieuwhof:

That little sideways jab-

Carey Nieuwhof:

He'll want to leave early.

Toni Nieuwhof:

... just brewing.
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Carey Nieuwhof:

"She'll want to stay forever. She's so irresponsible," all those little jabs. Now, I don't know, it's been a 
long time. It's been a while.

Jon Acuff:

So, we're almost at the end of this. Toni, what's your hope for the book? People are listening. Carey has 
a massive audience. There's leaders. There's spouses, single adults. What's your hope for the book?

Toni Nieuwhof:

I hope there will be struggling couples who read through it, take a step back, and really think about how 
they might give their marriage a second try and identify maybe just one step that might help solve a 
problem that you haven't been able to solve so far. I think that would be my hope.

Carey Nieuwhof:

That's great.

Jon Acuff:

Carey, what was your proudest moment of watching Toni go through this journey with the book? 
Because it's awesome. It's awesome to see a spouse do something like this.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Yeah, watched her work so hard over the last three years, three iterations of this book, three 
substantially different drafts. Not having the confidence if I can say it that you would be able to do it. 
And then to see you doing this, to get a publishing deal, to go through the launch. I'm at the point, Jon, 
where I'm like, "If I just get to carry your suitcase for the rest of my life, I'm going to be the happiest 
husband in the world." So, I'm just so proud of Toni.

Toni Nieuwhof:

That's not going to be it.

Carey Nieuwhof:

No, I think that's going to be it. You're going to hit the list. It's going to be amazing. I'll get to carry your 
luggage. I'm just really, really proud of Toni and really proud of the message that this is a passion point 
for you. We're just hoping that a lot of other couples hopefully discover what we've been able to 
discover. It's not easy, but it's worth it.

Jon Acuff:

I love that. Well, Toni, thank you so much for writing this book. Thank you for letting me be part of the 
conversation. There's a million people that could have done this interview. Carey, you've had a billion 
great interviewers on your own podcast. So, thanks for tagging me for this.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Jon, we love you, man. That's why we asked.
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Toni Nieuwhof:

So great. Thank you.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Well, that was refreshing and challenging to have that conversation and so good. Jon, thank you so 
much. Toni, I'm so excited that you decided to hang in there. If you know some couples who are 
struggling with their marriage right now, Toni's brand new book Before You Split is available. There's 
some launch bonuses that you can get in on. So, order it on Amazon, and then bring your receipt over to 
toninieuwhof.com. You'll get free companion resources like an accountability plan, a way better future 
map to chart your plans and progress. If you'd be so kind, if you've got the book, leave a rating and 
review.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Just thanks for all the support and for your prayers as well. So, hey, next episode, we are going to sit 
down once again with Patrick Lencioni. Pat is one of my favorite people. Last year, in the midst of the 
pandemic, he developed a brand new resource called Working Genius. So, we do some free therapy 
with me. We ran my whole team through it. We're going to talk about how to maximize people's value 
on your team. Here's an excerpt.

Patrick Lencioni:

This is what's causing me frustration. I need other people to do... I can call people out to help me and 
know specifically what I need their help at. Whereas before, I often was just frustrated. They didn't 
know how to help me.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Right.

Patrick Lencioni:

So, we have language around that. I also am not feeling as guilty for not being good at tenacity and 
engagement. I can go back and realize in my childhood, I have OCD. I think one of the reasons why is 
because I spent the first 19 years of my life proving to the world that I was great at the two things that I 
hated.

Carey Nieuwhof:

So that's on the next episode. Also, coming up Seth Godin, Rachel Cruze, Rob Pelinka from the LA Lakers, 
Craig Groeschel, Mark Clark, John Kotter from Harvard Business School, Cal Newport. Yeah, I'm so 
excited about the 2021 lineup. Subscribers, you get it all for free. I've got a What I'm Thinking About 
episode coming up soon or segment, I guess is what it is. I'm going to talk about some insights I learned 
in our marriage. So, stay tuned for that. Again, if this episode has helped you or think it could help 
others, please share it on social. We do watch for those things and try to engage with you whenever we 
see it.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Now, it's time for What I'm Thinking About. I'm going to talk about some insights onto making it to three 
decades in marriage. So, this is brought to you by Pro Media Fire. You can put your free digital strategy 
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session today at promediafire.com/churchgrowth. And by ServeHQ. Go to ServeHQ.church to start your 
FREE 14-day trial of their online subscription tools for churches and nonprofits, and use the code CAREY 
to get 10% off for life. So, we have been married. It'll be 31 years this year. Crazy, man. Time flies, 
because I feel better at almost 56 than I did at 26, but that's a whole other story for another day. But 
what did I learn through three decades of marriage?

Carey Nieuwhof:

So, this is my take, not Toni's take. But number one probably, love is a decision, not an emotion. Yes, we 
are in love. Yes, I feel love for Toni, but it's a decision. My dad always told me, "Love is an act of the 
will." He's right. Culture says love's an emotion, right? I love chocolate. I love this car or love this 
podcast. It's something you feel, not something you do. But culture is wrong on that one. I have learned 
that it's a decision. You're not always going to feel like doing the loving thing, but if you do it, great 
things happen.

Carey Nieuwhof:

That actually leads us to number two, which is your emotions eventually catch up to your obedience. 
We went through that really, really tough time. As I hinted at in the interview, yeah, I wasn't feeling it 
every day. But now, almost 31 years in, it feels so much better, so much better. That leads me to the 
third insight, which is don't make tomorrow's decisions based on today's emotions. That's just a good 
leadership rule. I get emotional. I want to react. Sometimes I want to lash out or I want to quit 
something or whatever and just don't do it. Make your decisions on a good day, not on a bad day.

Carey Nieuwhof:

The final thing I'll leave you with is don't put pressure on your spouse that only God can bear. I heard 
this years ago from Tim Keller. He argues that with the disappearance of God from our culture, more 
people have lost a sense of the divine and the majestic. So, what we do, the things that we used to 
attribute to God, we now attribute to our spouse. So, I think that's really powerful. You look at 
weddings, which used to be much simpler affairs.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Now, it's like everything is riding on the wedding. Everything is riding on the Instagram. Everything is 
riding on the pictures. Everything is riding on this dream that we try to project to the world. It's like, 
"Whoa, whoa, whoa, some of that stuff, your marriage can't take that, right?" You need friends. You 
need a relationship with God. You need realistic expectations. So, I'm reminding myself on a regular 
basis, don't put pressure on your spouse that only God can bear. Turn to friends, turn to God, and honor 
your spouse in the midst of that.

Carey Nieuwhof:

And then finally, I would just say counselors are worth it, every single penny, okay? Counseling is 
expensive. I know from 25 years of ministry that people are like, "I can't afford counseling." It's like, 
"Yeah, well, you could afford that vacation." But listen, counselors are expensive. Divorce is more 
expensive. I promise you. It's way more expensive. So, those are some thoughts on making it to 30 years 
in marriage. I share a lot of those thoughts over at careynieuwhof.com.

Carey Nieuwhof:
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If you haven't joined the tribe over there yet, you're a listener but not a reader, we got a lot of people 
over there. We'd love to welcome you to the tribe. We send daily email to over 80,000 leaders and just a 
little nugget of wisdom. You can find that at careynieuwhof.com/email. Thanks so much for listening. 
Can't wait to bring you Pat Lencioni and so much more next episode. I hope our time together today has 
helped you lead like never before.

Announcer:

You've been listening to The Carey Nieuwhof Leadership Podcast. Join us next time for more insights on 
leadership, change and personal growth to help you lead like never before.
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