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Make the Unexpected Expected

“Faithful service in a lowly place is true spiritual greatness.” – D. Jackman

“If anyone forces you to go one mile, go with them two miles.” – Jesus

Gary and MaryAnn, married but with no children, both worked. They took turns preparing the evening meal, which worked well, since both liked to cook. However, the dishes were another matter. They were constantly arguing over whose turn it was to clean up after the meal. MaryAnn decided to take a different tact. After the meal, with no fanfare or even comment, she cleaned the table up and washed and dried the dishes.

Gary was a little suspicious, expecting something to be requested in return. But nothing was said. In fact, MaryAnn continued this practice for several nights. Little by little Gary began cleaning up his place and started helping dry the dishes. The arguments ended, simply because MaryAnn was willing to go the second mile.

Drs. Les and Leslie Parrott, in one of their booklets on marriage, teach that the single most powerful marriage principle is the “extra mile” principle. We all know how to walk the first mile. Our relationships wouldn’t survive without it. The first mile is doing what we know we have to do to make the relationship work. It’s taking out the trash or mowing the lawn or balancing the checkbook because we said we would do it.

So what’s the “extra mile?” It’s turning the ordinary into the extraordinary. It’s making  the expected into the unexpected. We walk the “extra mile” with our spouse when we take out the trash before being asked and without any complaining remarks, maybe even with a smile; when we prepare the meal with an extra flair or a favorite dish for our spouse.

The “extra mile” turns responsibility into opportunity. Walking the “extra mile” in our marriage turns our behavior from “have to” to “want to.” And our spouse will notice. Common courtesy is not so common anymore, and often becomes the extraordinary, turning drudgery into joy.

Research by M. Rands on “Implicit Theories of Relationships” used two groups of clothing salesclerks. Both groups sold the same items, but the sales approach was very different. One group of clerks spoke only when spoken to and kept conversation to a minimum. The other salesclerks did their best to make pleasing comments and to engage in conversation with the customers.

As you would expect, sales were much better with the overly friendly salesclerks, even when the customers admitted they knew most of the pleasing remarks were only flattery. This second group of salesclerks went beyond minimum expectations, and it paid off.

The Parrotts suggest several questions to help us explore our “extra mile” attitudes.

Do you WANT an “extra mile” marriage? Are you willing to walk the “extra mile” for your spouse – even if your spouse isn’t?

What is most likely to keep you from walking the “extra mile” in your marriage? Have weariness or busyness been obstacles for you?  The “extra mile” may appear to cost more initially. It is often a humbling experience. Are you willing to pay that price?

Are you willing to admit there’s a price most couples pay for doing the bare minimum in their marriage? In other words, do “first mile” marriages suffer from things that “extra mile” marriages don’t?

Can you give an example of when you benefited from the extraordinary love of your spouse, a time when he or she walked the extra mile for you?

How can you work together to practice the extra-mile principle in your marriage?  Consider a toughie – like forgiving even before the other says “I’m sorry.”

After walking that “extra mile” for a period of time, you may find that you begin to look for opportunities to bring that unexpected joy to your spouse. Since we are all unique individuals, the definition of the “extra mile” may vary, but keep looking. The opportunity is there.
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