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Marriage-Saving Churches
Would your hometown consider a community marriage policy?  by Dr. Sylvia Asay

prayer gatherings, community service projects and outreach events—
there has been some natural, but unfortunate, attrition in the joint 
attention to marriage. As years pass, Bob Wine points out, leaders 
change, new issues arise and pastors turn to more pressing issues in 
their parishes. 

Yet the precedent was set, so Bob and others are hopeful to keep 
the community in conversation on the subject. 

Any church that fosters a marriage-saving focus will see both short-
term and long-term benefits. Not only will marriages and families 
benefit, but individuals will be strengthened to serve in incredible ways. 
And those benefits will spill over into untold lives in the community. ■

1Visit www.marriagemovers.org to learn more about the Community 
Marriage Policy. 2Paul James Birch, Stan E. Weed and  Joseph Olsen, 
“Assessing the Impact of Community Marriage Policies on County Divorce 
Rates," Family Relations, Vol. 53, No.5, October 2004. 3Nebraska Bureau 
of Vital Statistics, Department of Health and Human 
Services (www.hhs.state.ne.us/ced/VitalStatsReport/
vs04.pdf). 

Sylvia Asay is associate professor of family studies at 
the University of Nebraska at Kearney, and certified 
premarital counselor and member of Kearney EFC. 

My Kearney community
As a counselor and lay leader in my church, I began 
to look for specific ways I could help local churches 
be intentional about saving marriages. My pastor 
was already committed to the idea, and we started 
with ways to strengthen our own emphasis on 
healthy marriages.

As I attended various workshops and received 
training to implement different programs, I also 
learned about the Community Marriage PolicyTM—a 
way of uniting churches to symbolically support 
marriages. I was excited to find out that my local 
ministerial association had already discussed such 
a policy. 

According to Michael McManus, president 
of Marriage Savers and creator of the Commu-
nity Marriage Policy, many churches are “wedding 
factories”—content only to pair up people and send 
them off with a blessing.1

When marriages are suffering, the effect radi-
ates outward. Imagine, then, what can happen if 
multiple churches in a community are proactively 
seeking to strengthen families?

Bob Wine, pastor of New Life Assembly in Kearney, 
began considering that question as he served on the 
Kearney Ministerial Association alongside 20 other 
pastors. In 2002, he formed a task force to discuss 
the idea of such a policy—whereby clergy unite to 
make marriage a priority and premarital preparation 
a requirement in their churches.

The policy symbolically reinforces the stand 
taken by the religious community to fight for 
healthy marriages and to curb divorce in their area 
of influence. A major study released in 2004 found 
that if clergy cooperate across denominational lines 
to develop strategies, they are able to reduce the 
divorce rate.2 

In September 2003, the Kearney Ministerial Asso-
ciation sponsored a gathering on the steps of the 
Buffalo County Courthouse to symbolically sign its 
own Community Marriage Policy. More than 75 percent 
of the community’s churches were represented.

Statistically, the Buffalo County marriage and 
divorce rates declined in the first two years following 
the policy—possibly an indication of more emphasis 
in the churches on the seriousness of marriage.3 

As an added benefit, the entire process forged 
greater unity among the pastors. They found them-
selves focusing on similarities rather than differ-
ences. Clergy began sharing ideas and resources, as 
well as asking for help with premarital preparation. 

Although increased pastoral connections lead to 
other joint efforts cross-denominationally—such as 

PASTORS must show that they STRUGGLE
with daily issues in their own marriages.

Marriage-Building at Kearney EFC

 M ike Shields, pastor of Kearney Evangelical Free Church, suggests 
that churches use a “family filter” to look at every one of their programs: 
Ask, “Does this benefit the family or tear it down?” 

To learn more about Kearney EFC’s marriage-building decisions, and about 
its comprehensive premarital counseling process, contact the church at (308) 
237-5968  or via e-mail (kefc@kefc.org).

While marriages are not a church’s only priority, healthy families do matter. 
Greatly. How can someone who is having trouble in their own home give any 
energy or attention to other ministry? 

Churches must not only offer well wishes and advice to those choosing to 
stand before God in marriage, but they also must accompany those couples on 
the voyage.
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A
Travelogue
Leg Two: Reaching Hispanics in Iowa, and beyond  by Liza Fernandez

At the 2007 EFCA Leadership Conference, the theme of “We must go 
through Samaria” resonated through music, messages and special events. 
The Urban & Intercultural Mission took 100-some conference guests on a 
tour of Minneapolis’ south side—opening eyes to some of the “all people” 
who are never more than a glance out our windows. 

We continued the tour in our fall issue of EFCA Today, visiting Ehab 
Melika’s ministries in both New Jersey and Egypt. In this issue, we are 
once again on-the-road, in an effort to catch the Samaria vision of Luis 
Martinez. . . .

Comfortable in both the Latin and Anglo cultures, Luis Martinez finds 
himself most at home in a mixture of both. What might be a Samaria 
to others is home to him, which is why he plays such a unique and 
powerful role throughout the EFCA: He is helping others reach their 
Samaria. 

Born and raised in New York City, Luis began his journey with the 
EFCA as a pastor in California. For 28 years he served in both Anglo 
and Spanish churches. Throughout his time in five different congre-
gations, Luis served both cultures, striving to bring greater unity and 
understanding.

While he worked as a pastor, he also directed Spanish BootCamps and 
Coaching Clinics and served on the Hispanic Leadership Team. “Luis has 
been Mr. Faithful—one of the go-to guys,” says Alex Mandes, director of 
EFCA Hispanic Ministries. 

“He works with Hispanics and then crosses over and works with 
Anglos. He’s always there, bridging that gap.” 

Alex has been so impressed with Luis’ work that he nominated Luis 
for the Urban & Intercultural Mission 2007 Bridging Award for being 
“ever the loyal partner” in Hispanic ministry. 

In July 2007, Luis took on the role of Hispanic 
Ministries director for the EFCA’s Central District. In 
fact, he is the first such director of any EFCA district. 
Cal Swan, superintendent of the Central District, is 
excited to have Luis on his team. 

“I see Luis having an impact by committing to 
three goals,” Cal says. “First, starting new Spanish-
speaking congregations. Second, motivating existing 
churches to start outreach ministries to Hispanics, 
and third, helping existing churches lower real and 
imaginary barriers so people of Hispanic background 
can comfortably become a vital part.” 

Luis shares that vision, and expands it: “I want 
to see all cultural groups connect and understand 
each other. I would love for us to move in a direc-
tion where God is using a variety of people to make 
[the EFCA] more diverse—a greater picture of who 
God is.” 

It’s a challenge, he acknowledges, meaning that 
everyone will be stepping into new Samarias all the 
time. But “we will be richer in Christ for it,” he says. 
And Luis should know. ■

Liza Fernandez serves as admin-
istrative assistant for EFCA  
ReachGlobal in Minneapolis. 
She is the daughter of Reach-
Global missionaries with the Latin 
America Training Network.

Luis Martinez, at left, helps churches in the Central District 
develop strategies to reach Hispanics in their communities. 
Here, he interacts with Grant Mangold, associate pastor of 
discipleship at Summit EFC, in Alta, Iowa. Summit is in the 
beginning stages of its own Hispanic ministry. 
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