We Abandoned Dating for Courtship
by Russell & Sharla Wiesner


In my early years of college, I went through the dating scene.  Boy meets girl, attachments follow, then a breakup.  The result was an emotional roller-coaster which robbed me of time, sleep, and made it difficult to focus on my studies!  I resigned myself to bachelorhood until graduation intending not to spend energy on relationships that would end with no ultimate purpose. Each broken relationship took some life out of me.  It just didn’t seem wise go through it each time.  I was determined to enter marriage with a degree, a career path, and a strong sense of personal wholeness.  So I abandoned dating until my senior year at California State University, Chico.  
Courtship came on my radar screen through an older and wiser friend of mine.  Bill had a strong marriage and I discovered that his children’s marriages were also healthy.  He explained the process of courtship which holds marriage as its ultimate goal.  The word courtship has curious origins passed down from the Middle Ages in Europe.  Royal families would receive a ship from the fiancé upon her betrothal (pre-engagement).  The ship would be displayed in the courtyard prior to the engagement and wedding ceremony.  
With courtship the man and a woman enter an agreement to spend time with one another in order to determine if they are suited for each other.  Customarily the boy asks the girl’s father permission to court her; to get to know her for the purpose and intention of marriage.  There is limited romantic interaction until after an engagement.  Courting takes place in public settings and in the families homes.  The couple’s relatives get to know each another through this process and give their opinions as to the couple’s compatibility.  If it is determined that the couple is not suited for each other, the courtship is ended.  If the courtship proceeds agreeably, the man asks the woman’s father for her hand and permission to marry is granted.  

Now for our story.  After a year or so of abstinence from dating, I was in my senior year at California State University, Chico when I met Sharla Earhart, a beautiful young nurse working at Community Hospital.  I thought she was awesome!  My impulse was to rush into a dating relationship like I had other times before, but I refrained.  Equipped with new information I began to explain to her my ideas on courtship.  My family had to meet her right away, so I took Sharla to my parent’s house.  She met with their approval!  Great, now it was time to meet her side of the family.  I somehow earned their endorsement and our courtship moved forward.  I still was not totally satisfied.  I had a church family that meant a lot to me.  I felt the need to have their authorization to go forward and court Sharla.  There was an annual youth camp that our church sponsored every year and most of the leaders and workers were involved.  Sharla agreed to volunteer as a staff worker at the camp and my church leadership got to know her.  She passed inspection with flying colors and our courtship continued.  I was in my mid-twenties and ready to settle down, but was cautious as we spent time together.  I was determined not to fall in love with the wrong woman who might keep me from marrying the right one.  After a few months of courting, which involved meeting at public places, going to church sponsored events, and spending lots of time with family, we began to form an attachment. I was convinced that Sharla was the woman for me!  I went to her father and asked his permission to marry her.  He said yes and I began to plan a proposal.  For fun I made it into a kind of scavenger hunt with the first clue taped to the door of Sharla’s apartment.  She followed the instructions which lead her back to work, then to a hotel lobby, and then to a restaurant where her sister was waiting.  Each stop along the way offered a gift; a bouquet of flowers, a bottle of Champaign, and an unsigned card.  At the restaurant Sharla met her sister who was in on the plan.  This threw her off, but her sister took Sharla to the gazebo in front of Bidwell Mansion where I waited just after sundown.  As Sharla approached I struck a match and lit a candle.  On bended knee I asked Sharla to marry me and she said, “Yes!” and we kissed passionately.  I had a camera set up, ready to flash a photo of the moment.    Not long after the engagement we decided to cool down our passions by limiting our kissing to a peck on the cheek after a date.   We were young, passionate, and committed to each other and we wanted to experience total intimacy for the first time on our wedding night.  This was our way of rebelling against the current culture that promoted casual dating that often leads to sex.  We honored each other by demonstrating restraint that ultimately caused us to deeply respect and admire each other.  This was not easy, for Sharla is a beautiful woman and I am a red blooded American male!  From September of 1990 until January 5, 1991 we did not kiss each other except for on the cheek after a date.  We made it to our wedding day and I gave her a kiss in the presences of God and witnesses.  We knew each other completely and passionately for the first time on our wedding night.  It was all beautiful and we would not have wanted it any other way!  I asked Sharla to give her perspective:  
Courtship was new to me until Russell explained it.  Before that all I knew was casual dating as is popular in our mainstream culture.  I am from Greenville, California, a small community near Lake Almanor and I dated in high school.  Courtship made me feel special.  I knew that Russell was a healthy passionate man, yet he was willing to control his desires in order to know me as his friend.  Wow, what a way to be honored!  I respected him because he did not want anything from me beyond a deeper understanding of me as a person.  Russell introduced me to all of his most important relationships; parents, pastors, friends and even his college roommates.  All the time he was asking them, “So what do you think of Sharla?”  We fell in love without the confusing dynamics of physical intimacy.  When we both knew we were meant for each other, Russell visited my Dad and asked if he could marry me.  My Dad respected him for that and he told me, “I really like this guy.”  I went into marriage respecting Russell because he honored me.  His self control then helps me trust his faithfulness to me now.  We have been married sixteen years and now have six children.  We have a beautiful story to tell our children of how we met, courted, and married.  The purpose of marriage is to build a team, a healthy legacy that lives beyond us.  I believe that we are accomplishing that.   – Sharla Wiesner
Why wait?  Before we marry, we build skills for a career in the marketplace and leadership in the home.  The world is competitive and dangerous and we should avoid distracting dating relationships that don’t lead to marriage.  Casual dating just does not make sense if you are living a life of purpose.  I recommend to any young person today to write a mission or vision statement for their life and develop core values that if followed would help them fulfill that statement.  The more they know who they are, they better equipped they are to choose a life partner.  
Now I am a father with six children with a teenage daughter.  I face courtship from a new vantage point, and the culture has drifted even further into interrelation chaos.  I still hold the principles of courtship to be self evident.  My daughters agree to the concept and they plan to not date in the contemporary sense of the word.  Here are some practical steps in preparing your daughter for marriage that I learned from my friend Bill Pittenger:  
The girl’s father and mother are responsible to train their daughter regarding moral standards for courtship.  The father provides his particular set of instructions, and the mother fills in the details.  The young man must ask the girl’s father for permission to start a courtship with his daughter.  Dad presents the agreed upon standards for and the young man must accept these standards or take a hike!  Dad & Mom should be on the same page when permission is granted for the courtship.

And in preparing a Son for marriage Bill says,
The father and mother of the young man should train him from early childhood for marriage.  The father is the principal instructor and example regarding moral purity.  He does not shy away from tough questions.  Both father and son should become experts regarding the book of Proverbs found in the Bible.
It is my hope that you become a cultural rebel and abandon dating for courtship.  Your children may resist, but in long run they will love you for it.  They will escape the emotional roller-coaster which may rob them of entering a great marriage as a whole person.  If you have already made mistakes in this area, don’t be discouraged, it’s never to late!  God forgives and restores people with messed up lives (1 John 1:9).  Sharla and I both experienced broken relationships in the dating scene.  We started over with courtship and with each other.  We are convinced that it works and we now teach our children the same principles.  Look for a new book by Bill Pittenger titled, “Hands Off My Daughter (Until After Marriage).”  
If you would like more information go to Bill Pittenger’s website:   www.onguardministries.com
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