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Preface
The See- Through Storm

Two months after we received the green light to write this 
book, there happened upon our hometown a snowstorm 
of historic proportion. Snow isn’t rare in our area, but Pa-

cific Northwestern municipalities are far from equipped to handle 
anything more than a few inches of it at one time.

When local news outlets warned of a “crippling snowfall,” they 
weren’t kidding. Most residents of our city and those surrounding 
us were relegated to staying home. That, plus intermittent power 
outages, meant there was ample opportunity for what I will call 
“recreational married people activities.”1 We made good and pro-
ductive use of our time.

Six weeks later, as we prepped to record that week’s pod-
cast episode— and between carving out moments to craft this 
narrative— Selena plopped a positive pregnancy test on my desk. 
This was not unwelcome or even wholly unexpected, but it was 

RYAN
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Preface

certainly not anticipated in that moment. In the past it had taken 
us longer to get pregnant, but this time was different. The mar-
velous blessing of such a “problem” is not lost on us, but it was 
jarring at this particular season of life.

Now, after writing our previous book, Fierce Marriage, while 
Selena was pregnant with our second daughter, we’d vowed to each 
other that we’d never again write a book while she was with child. 
Doing so made it too hard for her to think clearly (pregnancy hor-
mones are real!) or for us to collaborate effectively with a toddler 
at home. Regardless, it would seem that God has a sense of humor 
about these things, especially when we’re so cavalier and claim so 
much agency over the big, important things in our lives. So we found 
ourselves cowriting another book with a little one on the way— this 
time with not one but two other small children in the mix.

Coincidentally, that was also the first year we decided to home-
school our oldest (Dela, age five) and by default, our youngest at 
the time was brought along for the ride (Clementine, age two). 
Since I work from home as well, this meant our entire family was 
home for nearly every hour of every day. Rain, snow, or shine, 
there we all were. Good days and bad, in sickness and in health. 
We were all home, all the time.

Add to the above a large dose of family hardship, financial 
frustration, our new post as chaplains for a minor league baseball 
(MiLB) team, me starting grad school, and everyday life in be-
tween, and the result was an imperfect, stretched couple, begging 
and pleading for God’s help.

Writing a book is challenging enough with an abundance of 
time and silence! How were we supposed to think, research, syn-
thesize, and articulate ideas about such an important topic in a 
helpful and edifying manner when life was throwing so much our 
way? Nevertheless, writing this exact book in that exact season 
was our lot.

Thankfully, it is in our weakness when God’s strength becomes 
undeniably known. It is at our end where he begins his best work. 
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And it is in our moments of dim, hope- starved desperation where 
the light of his eternal wisdom bursts brightly forth for us all to 
see.

It was against this backdrop— real, chaotic life— that we 
planned, prepped, and penned these paragraphs and pages. Never 
before had our lives felt more overwhelming, exhausting, and out 
of our control. Still, the burden we felt burned hot in our hearts: 
the time has come for married couples far and wide— including 
you— to embrace true, gospel- centered, Christ- fueled, and bibli-
cally grounded transparency.

In Fierce Marriage we shared our story and drew connecting 
lines between deep gospel truths and everyday marriage. Much of 
what we covered had to do with pursuing each other in light of 
how God has pursued us in Christ. See- Through Marriage builds 
on those same principles by casting a compelling vision (we hope) 
of how living transparently can, and should, be thematic of our 
life and marriage— both for our immediate flourishing and for 
God’s eternal glory.

Nothing has taught us more about loving each other more like 
Christ than learning to live see- through lives. There were many 
hard lessons learned, and if the process of writing this book is any 
indication, there is never a good or convenient time to begin the 
journey. Still, good things never come cheap and they’re always 
worth fighting for.

So, here you are, holding this book in your hands.
You picked it up because you found something about it compel-

ling. Why? What is it about being known that we find so inviting?
I’d like to ask you to consider something slowly. I say “slowly” 

because it’s our tendency to gloss past questions like these. Resist 
that urge for a moment if you can. Here goes.

How transparent are you?

Are you truly known by God, your spouse, yourself, and 
others?
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How do you know?

We live in a time when vulnerability is stylish but true transpar-
ency is exceedingly rare. Every step you take toward transparency 
is a step away from the crowd.

Still, step with confidence.
Stick to the process.
More than anything, trust Jesus. He already knows everything 

about you, and yet he loves you without reservation or hesitation. 
You are seen and loved, friend! It’s from that place of confidence 
you can be seen by each other and learn to love as you are loved 
in Christ.
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ONE
The Case for Transparency

The human is but the glass through which the divine light is re-
flected, and all the sides and angles into which the glass has been 
cut serve no other purpose than to distribute to us the truth in all 
the riches of its prismatic colors.

Geerhardus Vos

The central point of this book is too important to bury, 
so I will just say it: true, unfettered transparency rescues 
relationships, glorifies God, and multiplies joy. You were 

designed to live in radical, vulnerable fellowship with God, your 
spouse, and others. There is too much good on the other side of 
transparency to live without it.

Our bold proposition is this: unless we can master the art of 
being known—I mean utterly and unequivocally revealed as mul-
tifaceted individuals— we will be unable to experience the fullness 

RYAN
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of grace, love, and joy available to us in life and specifically in 
marriage.

♦ ♦ ♦

It’s difficult to describe how I felt when we entered that church. 
Before you get ahead of me: no, it wasn’t our wedding day, but I’d 
say it was almost as special.

Just moments before we were standing outside, in and among 
the chaos of New York City. The city that never sleeps felt espe-
cially unrestful that morning, and every one of my senses fired 
on high alert.

Sounds from eight million people mixed into a cacophony of 
sonic striving, the hum somehow punctuated by horns, shouts, 
sirens, and footsteps from pedestrians and horses alike. Exhaust 
from thousands of cars blended with the cigarette smoke of pass-
ersby to form that familiar urban aroma— you know the one.

The frozen mid- December air bit relentlessly at my cheeks, and 
I could feel the present drizzle turning into full- fledged rain. My 
hands ached from the cold, and though my wool gloves took the 
edge off, numbness had prevailed in most of my fingers.

Selena and I began to ascend the stairs at a brisk pace, but the 
couple in front of us was taking their sweet time.

Hurry up! I thought.
Even above- average speeds feel slow when awash in the hustle 

and bustle of NYC. Though not anxious, I was eager to enter the 
large wooden doors of St. Patrick’s Cathedral. We both were. We 
both hoped to find reprieve from the cold chaos outside. I, however, 
had other reasons as well.

As we made our way at last through the massive entrance into 
the cathedral, a warm hush surrounded us and, looking up, I be-
held it— the most beautiful stained glass I’d ever seen. Rich hues 
of blues, reds, yellows, purples, and greens radiated into the rela-
tive darkness of the sanctuary, showering everyone with a bright, 
surreal glow. The entire structure of St. Patrick’s Cathedral is a 
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masterful work of architectural art, and while I did marvel at its 
archways, stone pillars, and intricate tilework, none of it affected 
me as viscerally as that stained glass.

Undoubtedly, the dimness of the cathedral amplified the drama. 
Every pane of vivid color shone brightly and boldly forth, each 
one fulfilling its intended role in the grand scheme— from the in-
dividual pane to the window to the entirety of the building. After 
snapping a few dozen photos, I finally gave up trying to capture 
it. This place was designed to be experienced in person. Photos 
could never convey its magnitude and majesty.

I stood and reflected as the light pierced the darkness. I won-
dered how it was all built, what ecclesiastical purpose the art was 
meant to serve, and, of more pressing importance, where we’d 
go for lunch.

Now, many years later, I think I’m starting to understand that 
experience and why it affected me so deeply. Stained glass isn’t beau-
tiful because it’s colorful or perfect in itself. It’s beautiful because 
of one thing and one thing alone: the light. Even the most stunning 
stained glass artwork is drab and pointless without the light.

In that sense, the glass itself has only a minor role in the ex-
perience of actual beauty. The light— not the glass— plays the 
lead role. Like a choreographer, the designer determines where 
each piece should be placed, and the light illuminates his or her 
masterful intent, making the grand design radiate forth for every 
onlooker to admire. The glass’s role is uncomplicated: it stays 
where it’s placed and lets the light shine through. That’s it. Simple, 
secondary, stunning.

You and I are colorful, odd- shaped bits of glass arranged in 
God’s stained- glass masterpiece of creation. He is both the de-
signer of the work and the light that shines through it to illuminate 
its beauty. And like the glass, we are intended to live transparently, 
wherever he places us, so his glory might shine brightly for all 
to see. The result when we do? A colorful, awe- inspiring work 
of art that magnifies the skill of its Creator— each uneven edge, 
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odd shape, and imperfectly displayed color faithfully shining forth 
God’s light into every dim space and dark corner.

You and I are designed to live see- through lives, that much is 
clear. However, in this case clarity does little to alleviate the chal-
lenges we face when we actually try to live this way. Why is living 
transparently so difficult? Why do we find comfort— particularly 
within marriage— in obscurity and in the shadows?

If you’re asking these questions or others like them, you’re in a 
good place. As we’ll explore, hiding might be our default posture 
in life and marriage, but at every moment we are being called out 
of the darkness and into the light— and into Life itself.

Vivid, Visceral Light

God is most glorified in us when he shines most brightly through 
us. We are created for a see- through life, and every sanctifying 
experience on this side of eternity is meant to root out, work out, 
and heal our impurities— all so that we may transmit God’s light 
brighter and more vividly. But how does God call us to this life?

This call is a scriptural one, but it’s perhaps more crazy than you’d 
think. It goes beyond semi- vulnerability and faux authenticity— 
the kind where you show just enough of your “mess” to satisfy 
your Instagram followers or to pass another round of “How are 
you doing?” in your weekly small group. Christian transparency is 
radical. Ridiculous, even. At least by worldly standards. Christian 
transparency is as vivid as the light I saw that day in St. Patrick’s 
Cathedral. And it’s also just as beautiful.

Being see- through is bold and unmistakable, but there’s a pur-
pose to the vulnerability, and it is that purpose that makes the 
process worth the trouble. Let’s take a look at a few passages of 
Scripture that show us the path of transparency.

Jesus’s brother James beckoned readers to “confess your sins 
to one another and pray for one another, that you may be healed” 
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(James 5:16, emphasis added). The apostle John wrote, “But if we 
walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one 
another. . . . If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive 
us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:7, 
9, emphasis added). These passages and many more like them call 
us out of the darkness of hiding into the light of being known. But 
for what purpose? So that we can be healed, forgiven, and cleansed. 
For fellowship. So we can grow and flourish as God’s people. We 
are called into the open for our greatest good!

But our tendency as fallen people is to fight living in the open. 
Instead, we’d rather hide or pretend— we feel safer that way. Just 
like Adam and Eve in the garden, and for reasons like theirs, we 
feel exposed and ashamed, so we hide (or attempt to hide) from 
God and others.

The decision isn’t always as clear as I’ve just made it seem. To 
human eyes, our hiding doesn’t always look obvious. It’s usually 
subtle, disguised, and in plain sight. In fact, we live most opaquely 
not by running away and avoiding others in some blatant act of moral 
rebellion. Rather, we hide in the open by camouflaging our true 
selves and posturing in ways we believe will make us more lovable.

The problem is that hiding has the opposite effect. Instead of 
feeling more loved, we feel more lost. Instead of feeling more ac-
cepted, we feel more alone. That’s because human beings are not 
wired for hiding. The very act grates against the reality God cre-
ated for us in the garden— to be naked and unashamed, known 
and still loved, totally exposed and perfectly protected.

The Science of Being See- Through

Modern research only illuminates these ancient truths given in 
Scripture. Decades of psychological studies have reinforced the 
Bible’s theme that walking in the light is the healthiest way to 
live one’s life.
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Swiss psychiatrist and author Dr. Paul Tournier once said,

At the very heart of all psychotherapy is this type of relationship 
in which one can tell everything, just as a little child will tell all to 
his mother. No one can develop freely in this world and find a full 
life without feeling understood by at least one person. . . . Listen to 
all the conversations of our world, between nations as well as those 
between couples. They are for the most part dialogues of the deaf.1

We all want the type of relationship Dr. Tournier describes— 
one where we can be completely, utterly known. We long for it on 
a deep spiritual and psychological level. Somewhere in our lives, 
however, the instinctual desire to be fully known becomes clouded 
by the cares of this world. Maybe past hurts are the reason we 
hide our true self. Or perhaps current insecurities, shame, fear, or 
pride are among our reasons for remaining opaque. Personally, I 
know I’ve hidden for every reason I just listed. At the core of each 
one? Sin and brokenness.

Identity Crisis

Our greatest desire is to be known and still loved, and our most per-
sistent fear is that if we’re ever truly known, then we won’t be loved.

Not long ago, Selena and I were in church and our pastor said 
something that triggered two memories of things I did when I was 
a kid that I had all but forgotten. My memories brought with them 
feelings of deep shame and regret. That whole week, God had been 
working on my heart and causing me to reflect on areas of my 
past I had hidden and reasons I had done so. In that moment in 
church when these particular memories surfaced, my heart sank. 
I knew I had to share these parts of my past with Selena— simply 
for the reason of being known by her and trusting her to love me 
in return.

I didn’t want to share, but I knew I had to.
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Church ended, and we went to a friend’s house for lunch. The 
kids played, we all talked, and everything seemed normal . . . ex-
cept the whole time I was dreading sharing my shameful past with 
Selena. By God’s grace, our daughters fell asleep in the car on the 
way home so we had a quiet, focused, and private place for me to 
bring it all up. And I did.

After I shared, I braced for Selena’s response, fully expecting her to 
express disgust and rejection. What did she do? Instead of piling on 
more shame, she simply reminded me, “I still love you. This doesn’t 
change anything.” I teared up and breathed a deep sigh of relief.

She then went on to share moments from her past that she had 
felt were too shameful and embarrassing to share with me. It was 
one of the most visceral moments in our entire marriage (fifteen 
years in), and it happened in a moment of honest, ugly, mutual, 
and gospel- fueled vulnerability.

While I’d agree that what Dr. Tournier said in the above quote is 
true, I think the problem is much deeper than just feeling dissonance 
between who we are and who we aspire to be. We hide because we 
forget our very identities in Christ. We forget to stake our identities 
on him and live honestly from a place of unshakable security in 
who he says we are: loved, righteous, forgiven, adopted, and chosen. 
When we seek to find significance outside of Jesus, we are forever 
at risk of losing our sense of self, purpose, and significance.

Making matters worse, we live in an age of comparison. Now 
more than any other time in history, we compare. If it’s valuable, 
we compare ourselves by it. Comparisons of our public selves, 
our accomplishments, our failures, and our material wealth will 
always lead us to a place of posturing and pretending.

The Secret Society

In a study titled “The Secret Financial Lives of Americans,” re-
searchers interviewed more than two thousand people to discover 
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how well real- life financial habits of consumers matched the ap-
pearances maintained by their online personas.2 While the scope 
of the study was limited to financial information, it presents an 
interesting insight into the human condition.

The most telling line from the study’s summary reads, “Ameri-
cans have become like superheroes in reverse: heroes in public, with 
secret identities of normal people who break down into tears and 
struggle with money.” The researchers discovered that 52 percent 
of people had cried in the recent past because they didn’t have 
enough money. And before you assume too much, 42 percent of 
people making over $200,000 a year fessed up to crying for the 
same reason.

Let that sink in for a minute. Those people aren’t just saying 
they wish they made more money but are crying because of it. 
They’re crying in secret. And the data includes the wealthy! What 
could be going on?

The study also states that 28 percent of millennials admit to 
making themselves look more successful, wealthy, and put- together 
than they actually are, saying, “Aware of which financial indica-
tors their peers can see, Americans are financing the public half 
of their double lives by borrowing from the private half.” See the 
problem? It’s like sleeping in a cardboard box because you spent 
all your money on three nights in five- star hotels so your online 
friends could see your photos and think you’re rich.

This pretending is not limited to finances. It extends into every 
desirable trait culture glorifies:

physical appearance,

family health,

how “put together” you are,

professional aptitude,

parenting success indicators,

your adventurousness,
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how smart and cute your kids are,

and, of course, relationship and marriage health indicators.

We live in a culture where what is seen is valued above all, even 
if it means that we ourselves remain unseen.

The Wild West of the World Wide Web

For many, appearance is reality— that’s nothing new— but the 
advent of the internet has given us brand- new tools for main-
taining, controlling, and aspiring for how we wish to appear. In 
other words, the version of ourselves we impress upon others is 
maintained without an in- person relationship with them. Who we 
are in actuality is represented by who we appear to be, not just 
publicly but publicly online.

This prevalent attitude creates a divide between our true selves 
and our ideal selves— the version of ourselves we’d like our friends 
and family to believe we are. A full analysis of the effect of social 
media on human identity is beyond the scope of this book, but for 
the sake of argument, let’s look at one current example.

Consider the meteoric rise of Instagram. One moment it didn’t 
exist, and a few short years later the social image sharing app 
has become ubiquitous— it feels like it’s everywhere and used by 
everyone. The entire platform revolves around sharing the best 
moments and images from our daily lives. The irony is thick. The 
content that gets the most attention (and floats through our feeds 
most consistently) is not “daily life” content in the least. It’s the 
absolute best the entire planet has to offer. How’s that for com-
parison fodder?

Instagram’s algorithm takes whatever innocuous, passing in-
terest you may have— food, fitness, travel, fashion, family, even 
Christianity . . . it doesn’t matter the subject— and serves you up 
the “best” possible content that is statistically proven to hold your 
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attention for the longest period of time. The result is an algorith-
mically curated feed that is engineered to incite feelings of desire, 
inadequacy, and longing.

Real quick, take an honest inventory: How do you feel after 
spending twenty minutes browsing Instagram? Do you feel more 
put together, more beautiful, more fit, more successful, more ad-
venturous, and more confident about yourself? I’m guessing not. I 
know I don’t. I want to either crawl into a hole of despair or find 
someone else to compare myself to— except this time it will be 
someone who will make me feel better about myself. And as we 
discussed above, the data confirms I am not alone.

Vital Validation

The issue is not the app. God knows it could be just about any-
thing. Human culture is no more than a full- scale reflection of 
human nature. The phenomenon of our culture clamoring for 
meaning and significance is not an out- there issue. It’s been inside 
each one of us since the fall. Culture at- large is a reflection of 
our individual internal brokenness as we desperately try to find 
elsewhere what can only be found in Christ.

In the case of Instagram, the app is just an amplifier of the true 
issue: the human heart’s need for validity, identity, and importance. 
We want to feel valuable. It’s been in our DNA since the begin-
ning, when God created humankind in his image (Gen. 1:27). He 
made us with value built in as the crown jewel of his magnificent 
creation. The value is there because God says it’s so. The trouble 
is that when we seek our value outside of the only One who has 
granted it, our true selves fall short, so we must construct and 
maintain a new self—a curated self.

Even the most “successful” celebrities, athletes, businesspeople, 
and online personalities don’t have it all figured out. Selena and 
I have recently had the privilege of spending some time as the 
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chaplains for our local MiLB team, the Tacoma Rainiers. It’s a 
Triple- A feeder team for the Seattle Mariners, so any of the guys 
could get called up to the majors at a moment’s notice (the Ms are 
notorious for having above- average movement within their farm 
system). The team is chock- full of young men with phenomenal 
talent just waiting for their shot at the Bigs.

In the time I’ve gotten to spend with the guys, and from what 
I’ve heard of the big leagues, they’re all brilliant baseball play-
ers, but few (if any) of them would say they have it all together 
in terms of life and identity. That’s why I love getting to know 
them— we get to talk through all things identity. Even with all 
their skill, fame, and (sometimes) enormous salaries, they still 
struggle with the need to present an image of success and to-
getherness that keeps them from walking in the light and living 
see- through lives.

To hit even closer to home, imagine a couple who you think 
has the perfect marriage. Got them pictured in your mind? Here’s 
a secret: they don’t have it all figured out. No matter who they 
are, they’re not perfect; they fight, they argue, and they’ve prob-
ably said very mean things to each other. Everyone is in need of 
deeper fellowship, cleansing from unrighteousness, and help with 
walking in the light.

Recognizing your own human need for validation is the first step 
in having an honest life that not only acknowledges but actually 
boasts in your weakness so that Christ’s power may be made more 
vivid. As Paul said,

But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power 
is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more 
gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest 
upon me. (2 Cor. 12:9)

If we’re honest, the real struggle is admitting we’re imperfect 
in a way that truly reveals our deep need for a Savior and for 

_Frederick_SeeThrough_LS_bb.indd   25_Frederick_SeeThrough_LS_bb.indd   25 1/28/20   8:10 AM1/28/20   8:10 AM

Ryan and Selena Frederick, See-Through Marriage
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission.



SEE- ThROUgh MaRRIagE

26

unconditional love. It’s fashionable to be vulnerable— but only 
to an extent. We live in a time when the appearance of genuine-
ness is attractive for non- genuine reasons. We must fight for ugly 
honesty,3 not for its own sake but because of the beautiful truth 
to be found on the other side.

Fashionable Vulnerability?

One example of the popularity of semi- vulnerability is the modern 
internet phenomenon I’ll call the “beautiful mess.” It started as 
a whimsical attitude to help moms slough off society’s unhealthy 
and unrealistic expectations. Don’t get me wrong, I’m all for re-
calibrating unhealthy expectations and aligning them more with 
God’s Word. However, the “beautiful mess” movement has since 
devolved into mainly a branding strategy for its most outspoken 
proponents.

Of course, I can’t speak to the motives of every beautiful mess 
blogger, but I will say that a unique and potentially unhelpful dy-
namic is created whenever we glorify the mess without coupling it 
with a pursuit of growth beyond the mess. True authenticity has a 
greater end in mind, whereas fake authenticity is an end in itself.

Fake authenticity is more damaging than the unhelpful expec-
tations it is meant to deconstruct. In reality, it trades one set of 
misguided expectations for another, while overlaying it with senses 
of self- justification and self- sufficiency. Posed authenticity compels 
us to construct walls around our true selves that look and feel like 
vulnerability but lack its clarity. We can lead ourselves and others 
to believe we’re living in the open while in fact we’re trapped within 
an opaque house surrounded by a ten- foot fence.

The challenge is not admitting that we’re imperfect; the true 
challenge is going the full distance and honestly admitting the 
depths of our imperfections, insecurities, and need—a need that 
can’t be met by looking within ourselves.
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The True Path of Transparency

We will never find true freedom on a path that leads us inward. 
The path of transparency that leads to true freedom starts and 
ends with Jesus. The key difference between worldly authentic-
ity and Christian transparency is that the former is self- focused 
and the latter is Christ- focused. One looks toward self- sufficiency 
and the other toward Christ’s sufficiency. One spurs little lasting 
change while the other radically transforms our very identity and 
character from the inside out.

We can see the same contrast being made in John’s first letter. 
As you read the passage below, pay close attention to the verbs 
he uses.

If we say we have fellowship with him while we walk in darkness, 
we lie and do not practice the truth. But if we walk in the light, 
as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the 
blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin. If we say we have no 
sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. (1 John 1:6–8)

Say, walk, cleanse, and deceive. These verbs stand out to me.
John’s picture of true Christ- followers who live authentically is 

one where what we say matches how we walk for the purposes of 
having fellowship and being cleansed. How we live our lives in real-
ity should resemble what we say we believe intellectually, especially 
if we hope to experience the richer, fuller life God has for us.

Action and transformation are the key differences between 
the biblical call to transparency and the worldly version of au-
thenticity. Scripture doesn’t say we should “sit in the light” or 
“stand in the light.” It says we should walk in the light! Our 
progression in Christ should match our profession of  Christ, 
and if  it doesn’t, we’re deceiving ourselves. (Oh, and there’s 
John’s final verb.)

Maybe that last sentence caused you as much heartburn to read 
as it caused me to write! If so, that’s okay. Our God is faithful 
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to stir our hearts however necessary— even in uncomfortable 
ways— as a means to draw us closer to him.

We are called to walk in the light as Jesus is in the light so we 
may have fellowship with him and purification from him. Another 
way of saying it is we must walk honestly with God and with 
ourselves for the purposes of relational intimacy and personal 
sanctification.

There’s an important distinction to be made at this point. Every 
meaningful step we take toward sanctification flows from an already 
transformed heart. It’s an inside- out reality that is only possible 
by the regenerative work of the Holy Spirit. Actions alone cannot 
buy or create heart transformation, but genuine heart change will 
be readily evident through our actions. Or, as James would argue, 
“faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead” (James 2:17).

Meaningful Risk as True Vulnerability

In his book Strong and Weak, Andy Crouch thoughtfully examines 
vulnerability as a key ingredient to human flourishing. I’m grateful 
for his care in delineating between vulnerability that is fruitful and 
that which is pointless. He writes,

The way I will use vulnerability in this book is a bit different from 
its usage in America today, where it is often limited to personal or 
emotional transparency. We live in an age of oversharing. Ordinary 
people and celebrities disclose all kinds of seemingly shameful or 
incriminating details of their lives. Indeed some people who have 
become celebrities simply through the sheer volume and extrava-
gance of their self- disclosure are praised for their “vulnerability.”

But this is not really what I mean by the vulnerability that leads 
to flourishing. Instead, think of it this way: exposure to meaning-
ful risk.4

Living with meaningful risk is an excellent description of what 
it means to live a see- through life. False vulnerability is without 
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true risk, and vulnerability without risk is not transparent, it’s 
opaque. Being truly vulnerable means we are exposed to risk on an 
emotional and relational level—I’d even say on an existential level.

Consider the following differences between false vulnerability 
and meaningful risk.

False Vulnerability Meaningful Risk

Is quick and dismissive. Takes time and back- and- forth 
dialogue.

Admits to struggling with sin gen-
erally with hope of glossing over 
the details.

Admits the sin by name and exposes 
heart motivation with hope of healing.

Includes inaccessible language and 
a hardened heart.

Includes honesty and a soft heart.

Is stagnant and maintains the 
status quo.

Is active and growth oriented.

Is easy, cheap, and safe. Is difficult, costly, and scary.

Says things like:

“We have struggles just like every 
couple.”

Says things like:

“We’ve been fighting almost daily 
because . . .”

“I accidentally overspent last 
month.”

“I have a pattern of buying things I 
don’t need because I want to fit in.”

“I struggle with lust; pray for me.” “I’m addicted to pornography and I 
feel ashamed, but I don’t know how to 
stop.”

“Work has been stressful.” “I’m afraid I’ll lose my job 
because . . .” 

“I’ve been working through things 
in my past.”

“I should fast from social media 
because it’s distracting.” 

“I struggle with self- image and depres-
sion because of how I was raised.”

“I spend too much time and energy 
seeking personal validation online, and 
it is causing dysfunction in my (walk 
with God, job, family, sleep patterns).”

The risk that accompanies being see- through comes as we take 
a humble posture that says to others, “My heart is open to you; 
help me become more like Jesus.” We actually have skin in the 
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game when we say, “No part of my life is a secret to you; I realize 
that I’m not perfect. I need your help in becoming the person God 
wants me to become.”

Tragically, Selena and I have talked with many couples who are 
facing hardship because of riskless, fruitless vulnerability or a lack 
of vulnerability altogether.

One couple comes to mind where the wife admitted “falling 
out of love” with her husband yet refused to reengage with him. 
For whatever reason, her heart was hard and her mind was made 
up. When challenged in her thinking, she insisted that what they 
once had was lost, and that no number of loving actions could 
rekindle her emotional desire to be with her husband.

I’m also reminded of the wife whose husband was addicted to 
pornography and had been for more than a decade. He was can-
didly open with his sin, and even though he knew it hurt his wife, 
he saw little value in changing his behavior or getting outside help. 
When she urged him, he admitted that he fundamentally didn’t 
want to change or see the need. His words were authentic, but his 
heart was hard. What sort of fruit will that type of “vulnerability” 
produce? Certainly not righteousness, and definitely not closeness 
in his marriage.

Finally, I remember Jack and Hannah, who after being mar-
ried for three years ended their relationship abruptly. As was later 
discovered, Jack had been going through a years- long, silent crisis 
of faith. His quiet doubts finally mounted to the point where he 
simply walked away from God, Hannah, and their church all at 
once. All of it happened while they attended a small group at their 
church with others they considered close friends. However, hidden 
in the dark, Jack’s doubts festered and grew without chance of 
being truly known or helped by those around him, namely Han-
nah. Neither she nor their community saw Jack’s exit coming 
until it was too late.

In the above cases, each couple had built a marriage culture de-
ficient in meaningful risk. There was a semblance of vulnerability 
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but it lacked power and was without a deep desire for fellowship 
and holiness that could lead to sanctification.

Being see- through means offering up our whole selves, includ-
ing our brokenness, with a will and desire to see it rooted out 
and transformed by God. Truly vulnerable confessions of sin or 
admissions of doubt will always be paired with tangible steps 
toward life transformation.

Back to the Start

Our visit to St. Patrick’s Cathedral that cold December morning 
was the first stop in my elaborate plan to ask Selena to be my 
wife. My intent was to take her on a journey to visit four symbolic 
locations that represented the “pillars” of our relationship. The 
massive, beautiful cathedral symbolized the importance of our 
faith and our dedication to keep God first in our lives. All these 
years later, I’m just now seeing the weight of that statement on a 
smaller scale and with more detail.

If we’re honest with ourselves, our faith in God should have real, 
beautiful, and costly application. Our faith in Christ should cost us 
not just something, but everything. Any other faith is a counterfeit.

Bonhoeffer writes in his timeless book, The Cost of  Disciple-
ship, this harrowing line: “When Christ calls a man, he bids him 
come and die.”5 When you and I were called unto Christ, we were 
called to share in his death on the cross. However, that’s not the 
end of the story. We were also called to new life— life in him, 
through him, and by him.

Living a see- through life only makes sense after you’ve re-
sponded “yes” to Christ’s call to come and die. It only makes 
sense when your worth, value, and importance rest squarely on his 
shoulders, covered by his completed work on the cross. Without 
Jesus, our lot is shame. With him, our birthright is forgiveness, 
acceptance, and perfect communion with God.
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As I reflect back on those ornate, radiant panes of  stained 
glass, I’m reminded that if  we are to become the people God is 
calling us to be, we must value and pursue his brand of transpar-
ency. We must live see- through lives as a crucial, visible part of 
his grand design. We must not obscure God’s light in us, but we 
must fight to have lives where we are fully known to ourselves, 
to each other in marriage, and to those we live in community 
alongside.

At this point you may be wondering what this means for your 
marriage. You may cringe at the thought of being exposed, and as 
you read this there’s a sinking in your gut about something you’d 
hoped would never see the light of day. You may feel uneasy as 
you think about sharing your fears, doubts, and most personal 
struggles with your spouse. You may also fear what you’ll unearth 
if you start digging around.

If that’s you, take heart! You’re not alone, and you’re not with-
out hope. The beauty of being hidden in Christ is that it eliminates 
the need to actively hide yourself. You have everything to gain by 
being hidden in Christ— joy, fellowship, hope, clarity, intimacy, 
and more— and nothing you’ll lose is worth keeping.

As you embark on the journey of becoming more see- through 
and taking truly meaningful risk, God’s Word promises that it’s 
worth it. You, believer, have much to gain, and you serve the God 
who is faithful to fulfill every promise he has made.

Ready? Let’s do this.

QUESTIONS FOR  
Study and Discussion

 1. Read 1 John 1 out loud together. Take time to consider 
the ramifications of John’s words for your marriage. What 
stands out to you both?
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 2. On your own, take some time to assess the role of social 
media in your life. Share your answers with each other and 
talk through the effects, either positive or negative, that 
these online interactions have had on your marriage.

 3. As you review the differences between false vulnerability 
and meaningful risk, what thoughts or questions come to 
mind? How would you describe where your marriage falls 
on this spectrum?

_Frederick_SeeThrough_LS_bb.indd   33_Frederick_SeeThrough_LS_bb.indd   33 1/28/20   8:10 AM1/28/20   8:10 AM

Ryan and Selena Frederick, See-Through Marriage
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission.


