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Introduction 
 

Welcome to Developing Healthy Relationships. I wrote this workbook because I have a 
passion for helping people grow and get spiritually, emotionally and relationally 
healthy. People long for relationships where they are truly loved and accepted.  The 
questions I have been asked over the years always cause me to think about life. “Why do 
I feel lonely?”  “What do healthy relationships look like?” “Is it wrong to want a special 
relationship?” “Does it make me less spiritual to want a relationship?” “Does God have 
someone special just for me?”  “If so, how do I find him or her?” “What about dating—is 
there a better way to find someone?” “Does God want me to be single?” “What about 
my past?” “What about divorce?” How can I heal?” “Can I remarry?” Let me be clear 
from the outset—God designed you for relationships. He wants those relationships to 
reflect His character of love, compassion, mercy and grace. God also designed you for 
community—a place to be nurtured and equipped to fulfill His call for your life. 
Healthy, authentic relationships happen best in the context of community. Finally, God 
is a God of second chances, who looks far more at where you are and where you’re 
going than where you’ve been.  
 
The desire for healthy relationships is one shared by most humans. In fact, when 
pollsters ask what makes a person happy, close relationships is the most frequent 
answer. An important goal for most individuals is to share life with others who truly 
care. The need to belong, to be known, accepted, acknowledged, loved, liked, and 
respected is common to all.  Yet we live in a culture that is fragmented, where more and 
more people report feeling alone. Many do not have any close relationships. Few can 
even define what a “healthy” relationship looks like. Trusting others is particularly 
difficult for those damaged or wounded by the past. There are horror stories of 
relationships, friendships or marriages that went sour. In spite of the difficulties, 
individuals have a deep need to connect with others.  
 
What is your situation? Are you looking for close friendships? Have you had past 
relationship failures? Have you chosen the wrong kind of partners in the past? Are you 
looking for tools to create a healthier lifestyle? Would you like to learn how to do 
relationships well? If so, then you will find this book extremely helpful. In the following 
pages, you will learn how to develop effective strategies for building healthier 
relationships, with yourself, God and others. Together, we will examine several key 
relationship issues, the most important being your own personal spiritual and emotional 
health. The thesis of this book is simple: You cannot have healthy relationships until 
you are healthy. True intimacy with another will never be achieved until you are a 
whole and healthy person. The road to authentic, vital relationships, my friend, begins 
with you. Are you ready to get healthy and have great relationships?  
 
 Jeff Parziale, Ph.D., M.Div. 
 Pantano Christian Church 

       InStep Ministries  
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Part One: Personal Wholeness 
What happens when we live God’s way? He brings gifts into our lives much the same way that 
fruit appear in an orchard--things like affection for others, exuberance about life, serenity. We 
develop a willingness to stick with things, a sense of compassion in the heart, and a conviction 
that a basic holiness permeates things and people. We find ourselves involved in loyal 
commitments, not needing to force our way in life, able to marshal and direct energies wisely. 
Galatians 5: 22-23 MSG 
 
Wholeness is God’s desire for you.   
Why Wholeness? The goal of this book is to help you have healthy relationships that 
reflect God’s character. The word “wholeness” symbolizes the totality of how we can 
become healthy individuals.  Some theorists use the term “differentiated” to describe 
individuals who can be with people but not become enmeshed and lose their own 
identity.  Jesus was that kind of person.  Maintaining your own identity is tough when 
you’ve been wounded by the past or when you have a head full of negative messages 
from childhood. However, the task is the same for all of us, get healthy, become whole, 
and develop healthy relationships. 

 
Wholeness is your best destiny. Many never achieve it in their lifetime, not because they 
don’t want to, but because they either did not have the willingness or perhaps never 
knew that it was possible. The first section of this book focuses on elements of personal 
wholeness or healthiness, while the second section deals more expressly with 
relationships. Remember our premise: you cannot have healthy relationships unless you 
are healthy (whole). This book is a guide, but it is not designed to be used on your own. 
Its real power is when you reach out to others, when you share your journey with a few.  
It takes courage to become whole. Our culture will not help you; but others on the same 
journey will. Find them.  
 
I leave this section with thoughts from a woman of great courage. Dr. Brené Brown is a 
researcher who studies shame. In her book, The Gifts of Imperfection, she talks about the 
courage of those who have struggled with immense shame.  “Courage originally meant, 
‘To speak one’s mind by telling all one’s heart.’ Over time…it’s become more synonymous with 
being heroic. Heroics is important…but I think we’ve lost touch with the idea that speaking 
honestly and openly about who we are, about what we’re feeling, and about our experiences (good 
or bad) is the definition of courage.” “Ordinary courage is about putting our vulnerability on the 
line” (pp.12-13).  
 
We all want to be happy, joyful, have great relationships, feel great, make a difference, 
and live meaningful lives. Yet many of us don’t. We live in the richest, most 
technologically advanced country in history, yet we are isolated, lonely, over-medicated 
and addicted.  Why? It’s because we are constantly looking for shortcuts, and we want 
to avoid the hard stuff. You can have all that God intended for you, but you “gotta do 
the work.”  
 
God bless you as you begin this journey. Stay the course. Join with a few others. Be 
courageous (Joshua 1:9).  
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I. Relationship 101 
“Let us make man in our own image.” God 

 
God intended for us to have relationships that are meaningful, full of life and joy and 
expressed in deep reverence for God, ourselves and others. Unfortunately, many people 
experience something much less. Why?  The answer is likely one you don’t want to hear, 
we sabotage our own relationships, because we lack personal wholeness. When you are 
not whole, you expect another person to “complete” you, either by you needing them or 
by them needing you. Regardless, relationships like this fail miserably—every time. 
There is only one solution, be willing to do the work of becoming healthy and whole. 
Interested? Take a journey with me as we discover positive, God-directed ways to build 
a healthy lifestyle, change unhealthy life patterns, embrace God and a few others and 
develop healthy relationships.  

 
Relationships are God’s Idea 
When God created Adam, He looked out at all He had done.  He had created an 
incredible world filled with beauty.  He had created life out of nothing. Many things 
were deemed “good” by God. Then, He looked at Adam and said, “It is not good that 
man is alone.” This was His first “not good.” At that moment, God was not referring to 
marriage. He was making a statement about His very 
essence. God is relational, and since we are made in His 
image (Gen. 1:26), we are relational at the very core of who 
we are.  The statement, “we are made in His image,” has 
huge implications.  It means that we have values, feelings 
and needs, that we can experience tremendous joy, peace 
and love, and that we are drawn to relationships. It also 
means that we will experience loneliness and be hurt or 
disappointed.   
 
To have healthy relationships, we must have a healthy self-image, one that reflects the 
Creator. Self-image is not just a psychological term; it represents the sum total of how 
we see ourselves.  Self-image shapes the responses you make to life’s challenges. In His 
Image…My Image Josh McDowell defines healthy self- image as seeing yourself as God 
sees you. He compares our self-image to a three-legged stool defining our basic 
emotional needs as the need to feel loved and accepted and to have a sense of belonging; 
the need to feel acceptable—to have a sense of worthiness; and the  need to feel 
adequate— to have a sense of competence. If we base our self- image in only one area, 
our stool topples down.  The healthier your self-image, the more it reflects God, the 
healthier your choices and the more peace and joy you will experience in life. The goal is 
to reflect God’s work in you, not the negative experiences of your life. 
 
This leads us back to the premise of the book: You cannot make healthy choices or be 
in a healthy relationships if you are not healthy yourself.  You cannot choose healthy 
friends or partners if you have not done the work to become emotionally and spiritually 
whole. So the question is, “What does a healthy relationship look like? 
 
Healthy relationships always contain these elements: mutual respect, trust, support, 
acceptance and truth-telling. These are essential for relationships to thrive. Individuals 
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in healthy relationships are authentic and honest; they speak the truth in love and value 
one another’s identity and boundaries. Individuals are celebrated for who they are and 
supported during times of stress or grief. Accountability is welcomed but never used as 
judgment or to control. 
 
The capacity to develop and maintain healthy relationships is really a product of healthy 
friendships.  If a person cannot make or keep friends, they likely will not make good 
relationship choices. Good friends provide balance, encouragement and accountability.  
Friendships that provide the basis for great relationships contain five facets. To 
determine how many true five-facet friends you have, list those who would need to be 
called or contacted if you were admitted to an emergency room in an unconscious state. 
These people could be neighbors, co-workers, group members, close family, relatives, 
friends or associates. 
 
Below are the five “facets” of healthy friendships:   
 

1. INVESTMENT: The relationship is a priority, there is a high level of involvement 
and friends are “tuned-in” to one another. Friends share a clear sense of loyalty 
and dedication.  They keep their promises and one another’s secrets.   

2. CONTACT: There is frequent face-to-face contact as well as texts, e-mail or 
phone connections. Contacts are both intentional and spontaneous. Even chance 
meetings are welcomed.  

3. SPIRITUALITY: The relationship has a strong spiritual dimension. There is 
authentic disclosure, forgiveness, truth-telling and accountability. Both take 
seriously the role of celebrating and encouraging one another’s faith.  

4. COMMITMENT:  The relationship has a strong “instrumental” base. That is, 
each person knows that any serious emergency or need would cost time or 
money to “be there."  

5. BALANCE: The relationship is mutually reciprocal and symmetrical. Healthy 
friendships are so evenly paired that both persons can give and receive without 
“keeping score.”  Individual identities are respected.  

 
One of the most powerful friendships portrayed in scripture (Mark 2:1-13) involves the 
story of four friends who lower their paralyzed friend through the roof of a house in 
which Jesus is speaking. Jesus is clearly touched and through their faith (and their risk-
taking and dedication) the man is healed. Do you have friends like that?  A good place 
to start is to become one yourself.    
 
How many “five-facet” friendships do you have? To be healthy, a person should have 
several of these friendships and at least some of these friends should know one another. 
Having too few of these friendships could lead to experiencing depression, isolation or 
acute loneliness. If connections drop below 2 or 3, friendships may take on more of a 
care-taking role. Many report that they have several “three” or “four” but few true “five-
facet” friendships. How will you increase the number of five facet friends in your life?  
 

Stop and think: How many five-facet friendships do you have?  Are you that kind of 
friend?  If not, how will you become one?  
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In the next chapter, we will examine loneliness, an important topic for singles. First, 
however, I want to summarize my key beliefs about relationships and dating. The 
remainder of this workbook will expand on these ideas.  
 
Here is what I believe:  
We are created in God’s image. We are made for relationships and intimacy, for joy and 
peace, with the power to truly love others, and a call to partner with God. Ultimately, 
however, life wounds all of us in some way.  These wounds may come from a toxic or 
neglectful family, some traumatic event, or from an unhealthy relationship. Sometimes 
wounds can become part of our identity. When this happens, we live with little joy or 
peace. We have difficulty letting anyone come close. We live in fear and anxiety and 
spend a lot of energy avoiding being hurt (which down-deep we assume will happen). 
Yet, due to our created nature, we are drawn to relationships. Fear and a need to self-
protect lead us to wear masks. Masks hide (blur) inadequacies, allowing us to present a 
healthy front to others. Masks also keep us from seeing others clearly. They also 
reinforce our own sense of inadequacy. The tragic, but largely unknown, consequence is 
that experiencing true intimacy is nearly impossible when we wear masks. That’s 
because intimacy can only be achieved through vulnerability and honest self-disclosure, 
when you are being the real you. We can never truly be loved if we are not fully known 
even with all our flaws. Most individuals settle for something less than intimacy in their 
relationships, which is ultimately unfulfilling.  Sexuality is often used as a substitute for 
or a shortcut to true intimacy. 
 
The reality is that unless emotional hurts and wounds are identified and resolved and 
we embrace life as God intended, we will live with little true joy, we’ll maintain our 
masks to feel safe and as a result, we will be involved in the same types of unhealthy 
relationships. To change this pattern, we must learn how to love and trust and allow 
others to see us without a mask. The degree to which a person trusts, is the degree to 
which they can love and be loved.  You may be thinking that this is easier said than 
done. You are right, but you can start by looking at past relationships and asking those 
you trust to provide feedback about how you relate to others.   
 
I also believe that dating, as it is practiced today, encourages the use of a self-protective 
“mask” or false self, which means people may achieve a form of approval or acceptance 
but never have their deep intimacy needs met. The reason this is true is that you can 
never be sure if another person likes you or your mask. Further, dating does not seem to 
be the best way to start or build relationships, since it does not encourage authenticity. 
Dating is often “false-self to false-self” with two people wearing masks. This typically 
results in two wounded people left in the wake of unsuccessful dating experiences. 
Needs draw us to relationships, unmet needs, however, can lead to relationship failures. 
Unless we have the courage to change, failures only reinforce our need to wear a better 
mask.  
 
The goal of dating (I will refer to it as “courting”) is not to find the “right” person but to 
become the right person and find the right relationship.  Focusing on finding the “right” 
person often keeps us superficial and places too much emphasis on what that person can 
do for us. Being the “right” person involves a commitment to grow and to involve others 
in your growth process.  Some of the factors involved are listed below:  
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• Embracing and resolving issues from the past  
• Addressing personal wounds  
• Identifying and addressing unhealthy behavior patterns or habits  
• Developing healthy boundaries, especially around sexuality  
• Becoming an active part of a spiritual community 
• Becoming willing to be held accountable for actions and attitudes  
• Actively building five-facet friendships 
• Finding the courage to be imperfect 
• Seeking to follow Jesus well 

 
The right relationship is a good fit for who you are and involves issues such as 
compatibility, similar core values and character.  
 
Being emotionally and spiritually healthy is a prerequisite to being in a healthy 
relationship. Healthy individuals live out their faith as they partner with God’s mission 
to redeem a lost world. They embrace the truth that God cares more about time spent 
with Him than doing things for Him.  They have a strong support network, and practice 
healthy self-care. They are committed to working through their emotional issues and 
have learned basic social and relational skills. They have an identity that does not 
depend on others for its true value but finds it in God’s love and acceptance.  
 
No matter how painful, you can learn to relate to people using your “real” self.  This 
means being authentic, open and vulnerable. Relating from our false self seems so 
deceptively easy and freeing but it never produces true intimacy.  Actually, relating out 
of our true self is easy too, but it takes ruthless honesty, something our culture does not 
model or encourage. Instead, our culture nurtures a sense of shame in us, which is why 
we try to hide our true self. But you are not defective, worthless or alone, no matter how 
you might feel. The God of the universe says so.   
 
Whatever your state or marital status, you can be healthy, happy and have great 
relationships. A healthy relationship with God and with yourself is a critical prerequisite 
to healthy relationships. After all, God made you in His image. II Peter 1:3-11 says that 
God has given us all we need to live abundantly.  
 
I believe it is difficult to stay connected to God and discover the life He has for you 
unless you can embrace solitude. You cannot do solitude (being alone with a purpose) 
unless you deal effectively with loneliness. Loneliness and emotional woundedness can 
make us feel isolated, believe that no one cares and drive us into relationships too soon, 
with tragic consequences. The pain of these consequences often drives us back to our 
need for intimacy and our tendency to use our “false self” as a way of self-protection. 
Our pain, loneliness and fear should lead us to seek God and a few others.  Giving our 
self-protective self to God is the only effective way I know for lasting healing and peace. 
God designed you for intimacy and joy and He put the tools right inside you.  Join 
others looking for authentic community and become whole and complete. That’s the 
pathway to healthy relationships. 
 
So I leave you with a few questions to ponder, or perhaps discuss with a few others. 
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• How many five-facet friends do I have?  
• What can I do to become a five-facet friend?  
• Why are healthy friendships a powerful prerequisite to having healthy 

relationships?  
• How have past experiences impacted my relationships? 
• How would I describe my mask?  
• What is my “big” relationship fear?  
• How can I practice solitude? 
• Are my boundaries in place? Do I struggle enforcing them? 
• How can I connect with a few others on this journey?  
• What’s stopping me?    

  
God bless you on your journey.  Remember, you were never meant to take this 
journey alone.  Find a few trustworthy traveling companions.  
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II. The First Relationship Challenge—Loneliness 
One is Not the Loneliest Number 

Let him who cannot be alone beware of community.  Let him who is not in community beware of 
being alone.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
 
I am the way, the truth and the life; I will never leave or forsake you. Jesus 
 
Meet Adam-the first single.  
Adam had it all. He was CEO of the garden, and  yet, God said he was alone and that it 
was not “good” for him to be alone (Gen. 2:18). What did God mean? Was this an 
oversight or a cosmic mistake? Didn’t Adam have God all to himself?  
 
I believe God was referring to what we call loneliness.  He certainly encourages alone 
time; Jesus clearly valued time alone. In fact, as we shall see, times alone with God 
(solitude) can encourage spiritual growth. Later, I will explain the difference between 
several “alone” words. For now, we can define loneliness as feeling disconnected, 
misunderstood, unsupported, rejected or unable to communicate your heart to others. 
Loneliness says to us that this state will go on indefinitely, and that it is our fault.  
 
Why did God create us with a need to relate to others? Why didn’t He make us self-
sufficient? The answer, in part, goes back to Genesis 1:26: “Let us make man in our own 
image.” He created us with a need and capacity for connection and relationship. He 
therefore, also set the stage for aloneness.   
 
Note: When God said it was not good for man to be alone, He was not referring to 
marriage, and He did not say being single was “not good.” He was talking about 
relationships.  
 
When God created us with a need for connection and relationship, He set the stage for 
aloneness. We are alone, and we have needs. Aloneness is not a character flaw; it is 
evidence of your God-given relational nature. It is okay to want to meaningfully connect 
to God and others in ways that removes your aloneness. The need to belong and find 
intimacy with others is part of God’s design.  
 
The science of loneliness  
Loneliness is an inevitable part of the human experience. We live in a culture that is 
fragmented; in fact, more people are reporting that they have few or no close friends. 
Seventy-percent of singles in America describe themselves as lonely. What’s more, 
research tells us that loneliness and isolation are bad for our health. Isolation is named 
as a health risk factor, along with smoking, high blood pressure, obesity and lack of 
exercise.  
 
One of the founding researchers on loneliness, Robert Weiss, began studying loneliness 
based on his interests in couples and primary relationships (that is, significant 
attachments made early in life).  What he discovered was that people who lack 
"primary" relationships tended to be very lonely and displayed three key dynamics: they 
experienced a strong upsurge of loneliness when they ended even an unwanted 



12 
 

relationship, loneliness seemed to persist despite developing new friendships, and 
loneliness could be abated quite suddenly with the promise of a new partner.   
 
How often do we believe that if we just found that right person or entered the right 
relationship, our loneliness would go away?  We may even think that all we really need 
is just that one special person. Weiss discovered that we actually need special people in 
our lives as well.  He called such individuals attachment figures, those who give us a 
sense of security or reassurance.  Our first attachment figures are normally our parents.  

He identified two types of loneliness, emotional isolation and social isolation. Social 
loneliness occurs when a person lacks a sense of social connectedness or community that 
might be provided by having a network of friends and associates at work or school. 
Emotional isolation, which Weiss believes is far more serious, occurs when we have lost 
or are missing an attachment figure.  Much like a baby cries when his or her mother is 
absent, so we too become fearful and listless as we search for an attachment figure, so 
that we can once again feel secure and loved.    

Recent research conducted by John Cacioppo and his colleagues suggest that loneliness 
is contagious and is literally transmitted from person to person. So how does a person 
"catch" loneliness? Cacioppo theorizes that it is passed on through feelings of mistrust 
and negativity. He suggests that people who feel lonely view the social world as more 
threatening and tend to think negatively about other people. This negativity begins to 
affect significant relationships, many of which, because of that megacity, will end 
poorly. People can spread their negative feelings simply by frowning or making other 
unpleasant facial expressions, making hurtful remarks or even adopting uninviting 
body postures. 

Over time, lonely people find themselves banished to the periphery of their social 
networks; as they lose friends and connections, they are pushed further to the fringes 
where they are only marginally connected to community.  

Social psychologist Warren Jones has studied people who go through long stretches of 
life feeling lonely. He placed them in various social situations and found that they 
behaved similarly to everyone else. But they asked fewer questions, talked more about 
themselves, and were far more critical of their own as well other’s social performance. 
These “loneliness-prone” personalities consistently demonstrated a lack of empathy and 
an avoidance of intimacy. Even with counseling, they were still lonelier than other 
people. Like Weiss, Jones believes loneliness begins in our relationship with our parents. 
If that doesn't go well, if it nurtures suspicion and distrust, subsequent relationships 
apparently won't go well either. 

None of the situations described above are unfixable, but it will take work to unlearn old 
habits and establish new ones. All forms of healing and growth involve an unlearning 
and relearning process. The answer is to be open and vulnerable, to let people into our 
lives, and to become whole. Real connection is critical. Only then can we bond with 
others in ways that are life-enhancing and reciprocal instead of draining and dependent. 
If this is a persistent struggle, you may need to seek a professional counselor.  
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Experiencing loneliness 
It can be a bottomless, nameless fear and/or an overpowering boredom. You would give anything 
to escape it.  You wait for the phone to ring.  You pace, watch TV.  You can’t sleep well. You 
can’t eat well—but go to the fridge 50 times. You try to read, but nothing holds your attention. 
You can’t concentrate.  Who do I call?  You make a call or two-no lasting help there. You are 
ashamed of yourself for not being able to handle a little solitude—although it does not seem like 
just a little—it seems like it will last forever. You wonder if this feeling will ever go away. You 
ask yourself—why is this so upsetting? Somehow you get through the night.  You hope you don’t 
have another day (or night) like that for a long time.   
 
Have you ever felt this way? The reality is that most of us have experienced loneliness at 
some time in our lives. Many men, for example, report that they do not have a true 
friend. Perhaps you have never experienced the level of loneliness and despair described 
above, but loneliness is for real and it is a powerful consequence of living in a broken 
world. Most of us are terrified of loneliness and fear that the pain will never end. The 
good news is that the pain will end, but only if you embrace your deep feelings of 
loneliness and allow God and a few others to minister to you. The solution is not to 
jump into an empty relationship or to stay busy and distracted; it is to seek personal 
wholeness and authentic community.  
 
How do you experience loneliness?  
Loneliness has many sources: abuse, neglect, abandonment or 
rejection, traumatic relationships, or deep hurts or dis-
appointments. Lonely people have an awareness that 
something is missing; they feel a deep emptiness. Loneliness 
can be terrifying. The fear is that no one cares, that this will 
last forever, and that there is no place to be vulnerable without 
being hurt.  We will do anything to avoid the pain of feeling 
alone. Richard Foster writes, “Our fear of being alone drives us to noises and crowds.” 
Foster suggests that aloneness may actually be one of the few ways we can encounter 
God. How do you experience loneliness? Do any of these statements describe you?  

• I never feel in tune with those around me. 
• I feel empty inside. 
• No one really knows me. 
• I feel like I have a hole in my stomach. 
• I often feel that people are around me but not with me. 
• I’m not sure anyone cares. 
• No one knows what’s going on inside me. 
• I feel abandoned.  
• I feel alone even in a crowd. 
• I doubt I will ever find a meaningful relationship.  

 
Portraits of loneliness. Psalm 31:9-11 gives us a powerful portrait of loneliness. Here’s 
an excerpt from Verse 12, my friends are horrified; they cross the street to avoid me. They want 
to blot me from memory, forget me like a corpse in a grave, discard me like a broken dish in the 
trash. 
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The Bible mentions several individuals who experienced moments of deep loneliness.  
Write down some key aspects of their situation.  How did they deal with loneliness? 
How do you relate to their story?  

• Joseph—Genesis 37-47 
• Job—Book of Job 
• Woman at the well—John 4  
• Jeremiah—Jeremiah 16:1; 17:10  
• Jonah— Book of Jonah  
• Elijah—I Kings 19:10 

 
Impact of loneliness  
Coping with loneliness has important relationship consequences. Loneliness can drive 
us to make poor relationship choices. One of the deepest needs of the human spirit is to 
connect with others, yet fear and self-protection can keep us from reaching out to others.  

• Loneliness can impact our finances. We may think that purchasing things will 
give us an emotional lift. This is, at best, a temporary solution and comes with a 
high price tag—uncontrollable debt.   

• Loneliness can lead to unhealthy relationships. Loneliness can drive us into 
relationships too soon.  In addition, since intimacy with another is one attempt to 
dispel loneliness, we can also seek out unhealthy physical relationships. A 
physical relationship can never fill any empty, lonely heart.  

• Loneliness can damage our self-esteem. This may be the greatest danger in 
dealing with loneliness. We doubt our worth to God and others. We feel so alone 
and hopeless. We no longer see ourselves from the perspective of God’s Word, 
which says that you are valued. Loneliness distorts our self-esteem and puts us 
into false bondage by whispering to us that we are unloved and valueless. Even 
though lonely people want to reach out to others but feel they cannot.  

• Loneliness can produce physical symptoms and lead to depression. Our bodies 
and emotions are intertwined. Prolonged bouts of deep loneliness can create 
physical problems, depression, and despair. 

Stop and think: Can you identify times when loneliness has impacted your life?  

 
Turning loneliness into solitude 
In The Wounded Healer, Henri Nouwen writes, “the Christian way of life does not take 
away our loneliness; it protects and cherishes it as a precious gift.” The good news is 
that you do not have to live a life of loneliness.  The ultimate solution to loneliness is 
intimacy with God. He made us in His image. He announced that it was not good for 
man to be alone. He designed us for intimacy with Himself and others. Jesus spent time 
alone, but He also developed many healthy relationships. Jesus also suffered the pain of 
aloneness in the garden on the night before His death. To deal with loneliness 
effectively, we must understand the relationship of three terms—aloneness, loneliness 
and solitude. Our spiritual goal is to turn aloneness into solitude, not into loneliness.   
 
Aloneness may be painful at times, but it is not a character flaw or a sign of insecurity or 
inferiority. It is a physical state of being separated from other people (Tom Hanks in the 
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movie, Cast Away). Loneliness is an emotional state of feeling disconnected from other 
people. Aloneness is the recognition of being alone; loneliness is the painful feeling of 
being separated, unwanted or abandoned by others.  Aloneness is seen as temporary, 
loneliness feels like an eternity. Aloneness moves us to connect; loneliness can move us  
deeper into isolation.  
 
Loneliness is not a physical condition but a state of mind. We can be alone and not feel 
lonely, or we can be surrounded by people and still feel very lonely. Our most common 
response to loneliness is to try to escape via distractions. We play, eat, drink, shop—
anything to keep us from the pain of feeling alone. At some point in life, all of us are 
alone.  Being alone is an inevitable condition of man, and since our society is so afraid of 
“aloneness” loneliness is an almost universal problem.  
 
Henri Nouwen called loneliness a gateway to God. Aloneness 
is something we must embrace. We must learn to move from 
loneliness to solitude—intentionally embracing being alone 
and not feel lonely. Solitude is a time of peace and reflection; 
it is a time when we can find ourselves and become intimate 
with God.   
 
In Sacred Rhythms, Ruth Haley Barton says that solitude is a place in time set apart for 
God, a time to unplug and withdraw from the noise and busyness of life,  a place where 
the soul gets refreshed. She writes, “The only time when I am not lonely and my longing 
for union is satisfied is when I am in solitude” (p.42).  In The Life You’ve Always Wanted, 
John Ortberg writes, “Solitude is the one place where we can gain freedom from the 
forces of society that will otherwise relentlessly mold us” (p. 90).  Solitude is being alone 
with a purpose. Our culture does not value aloneness or solitude.  In order to counter 
loneliness and move to solitude, we must rethink some of our assumptions. One way is 
to understand God’s solution to our loneliness, namely His abiding presence (John 14- 
16). You and I “belong,” and we are part of God’s family. His promise is that He will 
never leave or forsake us. Read Isaiah 54:10, Hebrews 13:5-6, Psalms 95:6-7 and 
Ephesians 2:19.  
 
What does aloneness mean? It could mean, “I am alone right now, no one is here” or “I 
am alone, because no one cares. I am unlovable, undesirable, a social failure, a bad 
person; no one would ever want to be with me. I will never be a whole person unless I 
have a partner or spouse.” We each attach our own unique meaning.  

 

Stop and think: What does aloneness mean to you? 
 

Aloneness gives way to loneliness if we believe our inner negative messages. Loneliness 
can overwhelm us and take us down a road of despair and disconnection with God and 
others. Loneliness can turn into solitude when it is motivated by a desire to know and be 
known by God. Before every major trial, Jesus chose time alone as a way to get clear 
about His mission and stay connected to His Father. Solitude is finding a time and place 
for God, and God alone (Matt 6:6). Henri Nouwen calls solitude a place of conversion 
where the old self dies and the new self is born.  It is not just being alone, but being 
alone with God. Have you moved from loneliness to solitude in your life? If you have 
not, you are missing out on valuable quality time with God.  
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The pain of loneliness is one way that God gets our attention. The best antidote for 
loneliness is connecting with God and a few others. Do not let the “busyness” of our 
culture control you. Learn to see aloneness as a gift, not a declaration of your 
inadequacy. Where are you stuck? If loneliness is overwhelming you, seek out a pastor 
or counselor, connect with others and have the courage to tell them about your feelings. 
Chances are they may be feeling the same things.  
 
How can I start dealing with my loneliness?  
In Struggling for Wholeness, Ann Kiemel Anderson and Jan Kiemel Ream write, "You 
are significant, even alone." In Through the Wilderness of Loneliness, Tim Hansel says that 
loneliness is not a time of abandonment, although it often feels that way.  It is actually a 
time to encounter, at a deeper level, the only One who can fill the empty places in our 
hearts. So what can you do?  

• Step one is to be a part of Christ, to abide in Him (John 15). 
• Next, take risks and move out of your comfort zone on behalf of others.  
• Change your mind about “alone” time. (Romans 12:1-2) 
• Start spending time alone (a little at first). 
• Start building a good friendship. 
• Get involved with a community of believers. 
• Build contentment into your life. (Philippians 4) 
• Start practicing solitude—listen for God. He is always nearby. 
• Meditate on God and His word (Psalm 1): don’t just “check in”  
• Develop healthy self-care skills. 
• Learn to sit with your feelings and discover what God is trying to teach you.  
• Start asking yourself the following questions.  If any answer is “No”, make a 

plan to address that need.  
Ø Do I have at least one person I can call in times of distress? 
Ø Do I have someone to pray with who knows what’s going on in my life? 
Ø Do I have several people with whom I can visit with little warning or 

apology? 
Ø Do I have several people with whom I can have fun? 
Ø Do I have people who could help me out in a pinch?  
Ø Do I have one person to whom I am accountable? 
Ø Do I have people who could provide guidance during a decision making 

time?  

We are never alone because God is always with us.  He is ever present and promises to 
never leave or forsake us. The Book of Job, one of the oldest books in the Bible, reminds 
us that even when we feel totally alone and abandoned, God is there. Read Job 7:16; 
Psalm 25:16; Jeremiah 29:11; 32:18 & 27; Lamentations 3:28; Isaiah 54:10; Heb. 12:1, 13:5-
6; I Corinthians 1:19; Rev. 3:20; Ps 1, 31: 9-11, 34:18. 

Stop and think: What is the life to which God is calling you?  How do you draw 
meaning from your circumstances? Do you need solitude (time alone with God)? 
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Intimacy is God’s antidote for loneliness. Our society has distorted the word intimacy to 
mean sex. However, its true meaning is much deeper.  What is intimacy? Intimacy is: 

• Knowing others and being known for the right reasons. 
• Caring enough to be actively involved in someone’s life and allowing them to be 

actively involved in yours.  
• Being vulnerable and disclosing and inviting someone to be open and vulnerable 

with you.  
• Creating a safe place where another can truly be real.  
• Revealing your needs to someone with the thought that you might not meet 

them.  
• Taking off our mask and risking being deeply hurt.   
• God’s best idea for transforming us, because it is a small glimpse into His 

character.  
 
When we self-protect and keep on our masks, we diminish the chance for real intimacy. 
That is why we worry and stay afraid.  Allowing someone to know us at our deepest 
levels is risky. However, God made us with deep relational needs longing to be fulfilled. 
Intimacy, after all, is God’s idea. We are created with the capacity to care deeply for 
others and allow them to care deeply for us.  God breathed the Church into existence at 
Pentecost and established close personal relationships through fellowship, known by the 
Greek word Koinonia. Koinonia is about oneness, community, being connected, living 
life together (Acts 4; Eph. 4). There is another Greek word used to describe the church, 
it’s the word Oikos, which means household or family (see Eph. 2:19-22). In essence, you 
are part of the family; you belong.   
 
Root out those negative lies that control you. You are not alone. You may experience 
aloneness, we all do, but you are never truly alone. Don’t let those lies and the strong 
feelings they generate control you.  Reach out to others; you will discover that they 
struggle just like you. As you risk being open with others, you will begin to truly 
understand and be able to embraced intimacy. The next step in the process is to 
understand intimacy needs. Relationships are designed to meet our needs. The catch is, 
we have to take off our mask and be willing to be seen as we are.  Don’t worry; we are 
all flawed behind our masks. 
 
Questions to ponder 

• What is the message behind my loneliness? 
• How well do I “do” solitude?  
• Do I fear intimacy? 
• What steps can I take to deal effectively with being alone?   
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III. Intimacy Needs 
Intimacy includes knowing someone, allowing that person to know you, and seeking to be 
caringly involved in one another’s lives. David Ferguson, Discovering Intimacy 
 
We are God’s image bearers. Created in God’s image as relational beings, we have a 
deep need for relational intimacy. We yearn to experience authentic relationships that 
are motivated by caring involvement and characterized by deeply knowing and being 
known by one another. Yet we fear such relationships, since they can only develop 
through the vulnerability of self-disclosure. We fear rejection, ridicule or 
disappointment and many of us have stories to reinforce our fears. Needing others 
seems risky or even non-spiritual.  Neediness is seen as a flaw in our society.  Most of us 
avoid appearing needy at all costs. Yet, experiencing relational intimacy can only occur 
through the meeting of our relational needs and those needs cannot be known by others, 
let alone met, if we never disclose them.  
 
Key intimacy needs 
Each of us experiences three fundamental needs: the need to feel loved and accepted and 
to have a sense of belonging; the need to feel acceptable, to have a sense of worthiness, 
and the need to feel adequate and to have a sense of competence. Actually, every one of 
us, have successful relationships at any level, we must learn to balance two key needs or 
drives: the need for autonomy or independence and the need to belong, to be connected. 
The struggle to balance those two drives or needs goes on in each of us at all times. Too 
much belonging and we can feel smothered and dependent and too much autonomy 
and we can find ourselves alone and isolated.  
 
In Discovering Intimacy, David Ferguson and his co-authors have identified ten key 
intimacy needs that you and I may experience. He believes these needs must be met in 
the context of relationship. The ultimate cure for loneliness is relationship and 
community. We cannot meet our needs alone. Ferguson writes, “We cannot manufacture 
by ourselves the intangible value that is realized when another person imparts his or her 
life to us by unselfishly giving to meet a need that we have” (p. 21). Neediness is not a 
flaw, but a part of our humanness.  We really do need each other.  

 

Stop and think: Examine the needs below. Rank them in order of importance in your 
life. How will you get these needs met?  How effective are you at telling others what 
you need?   
 
Top Ten Intimacy Needs  
Acceptance: When someone accepts you as you are, with all your feelings, choices, 
personality traits and so on, and doesn't try and change you. You accept others by 
looking beyond their flaws and faults, by being present, by forgiving and by helping 
them deal with their failures and disappointments (Romans 15:7). 
 
Affection: expressing care and closeness through non-sexual physical touch, kindness, 
thoughtfulness, considerateness, playfulness, romantic gestures and saying tender 
words like, “I love you” (Romans 16:16; Mark 10:16). 
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Appreciation: expressing thanks, gratitude, praise or commendation; recognizing 
accomplishment or effort. It gives depth to acceptance. "I admire you. I delight in you. I 
prize you. I acknowledge you. I appreciate you as unique."  We demonstrate this by 
praising people verbally, by focusing on what others do well. (Col. 3:15; I Cor. 11:2). 
 
Approval (Blessing): building up or affirming another; affirming both the fact of and the 
importance of the relationship. Noticing and affirming positive character qualities—
affirming people for who they are, not just for what they do (Eph. 4:29; Mark 1:11) (Eph. 
4:29; Mark 1:11). 
 
Attention: conveying appropriate interest, concern and care; taking thought of another; 
entering another’s world. We demonstrate attention by spending time with people, by 
listening, by being fully present and by encouraging them to talk about their hopes and 
dreams, feelings, goals and plans (I Cor. 12:25). 
 
Comfort: properly responding to a hurting person with words, feelings and touch; 
entering another person’s grief and pain; to hurt with and for them. To show comfort, 
learn the vocabulary of comfort: “I’m sorry you are hurting.” ‘I hurt for you” ‘I am here” 
Use appropriate physical gestures—being physically present, a warm embrace, holding 
someone’s hand, wiping a fevered brow (Romans 12:15; Matt. 5:4; II Cor. 1:3-4; John 
11:35). 
  
Encouragement: urging another to persist and persevere toward a goal; stimulating 
toward love and good deeds. To encourage, learn to recognize people who are weary or 
discouraged, stay in touch via phone calls, cards or letters and pray for them (I Thess. 
5:11; Heb. 10:24). 
 
Respect: valuing and regarding another highly; treating another as important; honoring 
another. Respect other people’s time, property, privacy and personal preferences. Keep 
confidences, don‘t gossip, and eliminate all prejudices (Romans 12:10). 
 
Security (Peace): harmony in relationships; freedom from fear or threat of harm. Be 
faithful, dependable, consistent and trustworthy. To provide security, keep your 
promises and provide for those to whom you are responsible. Let people know that you 
are aware of their physical, emotional and spiritual needs and that you are committed to 
being a part of God’s provision to meet those needs.  Be consistent in how you relate to 
others (Romans 12:16, 18). 
 
Support: coming alongside and gently helping with a problem or struggle; providing 
appropriate assistance. To show support, notice when people are experiencing periods 
of high stress and be available, offer to use personal resources to help (I John 3:17) and 
be willing to do practical tasks to help others (Gal. 2:2). 
 
Again, needs are not wrong, selfish or sinful. God made you with needs. His plan was to 
meet these needs through relationships and community. It is not wrong to express your 
needs to others. It is not wrong to develop relationships with those that can and will 
meet your needs. It is unhealthy to “jump” into relationships, due to loneliness or a 
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weak personal foundation, that have virtually no chance of meeting your needs. It is 
unhealthy to use other people or to take from them and give little or nothing in return.  
 
Obstacles to having intimacy needs met 
God clearly calls us to community, to sharing life together in love and acceptance, which 
includes moving toward others to meet their needs and allowing them to meet ours. 
However, there are several reasons why this often does not happen.  
 

1. Self-reliance—“I don’t have any needs” proclaims the self-reliant individual. “If I had 
needs, I would take care of them myself.” “God said He would supply all my needs.” 
The problem with self-reliance is that it not only blinds us to our own needs, but also to 
the needs of others. Needs were designed to be met in the context of community. Paul 
reminds us of this in II Corinthians 1: 3-6. As we face our own neediness, we are more 
aware of the needs of others.  
 

2. Self-effacing—“There must be something wrong with me” is the cry of the self-
condemner. “I shouldn’t need others; I must be selfish or inadequate.” “I don’t want to 
burden or obligate anyone.” The flaw in this thinking is that needs are normal and not a 
sign of sin or shortcoming. We enter relationships to have our needs met. God 
encourages us to share our burdens.  We must move toward one another and affirm that 
our needs are of equal importance. Henri Nouwen says that each of us is a minister, in 
that, we can place our own search for God, with all its moments of pain and joy, despair 
and hope, at the disposal of those who want to join the search but don’t know how. 
 

3. Selfishness—“You must meet my needs” “If you love me you will know my needs and 
want to meet them.” “My needs are more important than yours.” This kind of thinking 
typifies the selfish individual. This is a form of self-deception. Selfishness is not defined 
by the expression of one’s needs but by the relative unconcern or insensitivity for the 
needs of others. In Philippians, Paul reminds us not to do anything out of selfish 
ambition or vain conceit (2:3-4).  
 

4. Denial—“I don’t know what my needs are” is the catch phrase of true denial.  These are 
individuals out of touch with their feelings. They cannot articulate their needs because 
they really do not know what they are. Their feelings have been pushed down by some 
pain or trauma. They need the light, the easy yoke of Christ and  support, 
encouragement and a safe place to begin exploring their suppressed feelings and needs. 
John 4 tells the incredible story of the woman at the well. Here was a lonely person 
whose needs were deeply suppressed. Jesus was tender with her and she responded. 
 

5. Fear—“I’m afraid that if I move toward you, I will meet your needs, but you won’t care 
about mine.” The fearful person does not trust. He or she has likely been hurt in the past 
and is therefore extremely self-protective. However, without trust, we can never receive 
love. This person may actually believe no one would want to meet his or her needs. At 
its core, this is a spiritual issue. Ultimately, our trust must be in God. He wants to meet 
our needs, his main tool is community.  
 
Stop and think: Do any of the five patterns above describe you?  
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Acknowledging needs 
Having your needs met is life-giving. Unmet needs leave you hungry and wanting. Your 
ability to recognize and take care of your needs has a direct connection to the kind of 
people you attract and the quality of your relationships. The extent to which you 
recognize and take responsibility for your needs influences your ability to choose 
healthy partners. When you cannot freely articulate your needs, potential partners will 
see this as your defining characteristic. Those who are not needy will see this and 
scatter. Unfortunately, only those who do not recognize their own needs, and are 
therefore unable to meet yours, will be attracted to you. 
 
At the same time, the haze of unmet and unrecognized needs can cloud your judgment. 
When a potential partner strongly meets one of your main needs, you may discount his 
or her lack of other important qualities. Even if you are unaware of your needs, they will 
be sensed by a partner. If you are not taking care of your needs or not directly asking for 
what you need, your partner may feel manipulated and become resentful or he/she may 
move into a care-taking role. Such patterns can only produce unhealthy and short-lived 
relationships. If we believe that someone else has the power to make us happy, we are 
setting ourselves up to be victims. 
 
In order to have healthy, satisfying relationships, you must be able to clearly identify 
and articulate your needs. Many individuals falsely believe that simply being in a 
relationship will get all their needs met. That is why so many abandon their support 
network when they get into a relationship.  It is true that some of your needs can and 
will be met in a relationship, but ultimately you will always be responsible for your own 
needs being met. One person will never be able to meet all your needs.  
 
Intimacy “killers” 
These attitudes and behaviors can sabotage any chance of developing real intimacy with 
another.  
 
Dishonesty 
Intimacy requires us to be open and honest so that we can share what is true and real 
about us. It’s being willing to hear someone else’s truth. Sometimes we think that it is 
best to not say anything at all if it means it may hurt our partner. So we silently hang on 
to our truth. When we do this, there is no opportunity for the relationship to grow with 
integrity. 
 
Wearing a mask 
The facades and defenses we use are destructive to intimacy. In order for closeness to 
exist our masks need to be removed.  We need to be seen by others for who we are.   
 
Desire to Change People 
True intimacy necessitates acceptance, which is a powerful indicator of love. It doesn’t 
mean you like everything about the other person, but that you have let go of the need to 
change them. When we lack acceptance, our tendency is to control.  
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Not Listening 
Listening requires us to hear others with our heart. If a person is constantly 
communicating the same need or feeling over and over, chances are you are not hearing 
them with your heart. 
 
Self-Centeredness 
Intimacy requires a balance between self, the other person and the relationship. It’s not 
about just you anymore. You have to take the feelings and needs of the other person and 
the relationship into consideration.  
 
Lack of Respect 
The closeness of intimacy needs a general feeling of respect for self and your partner. It 
also means you need to behave in a way that deserves respect. You cannot expect your 
partner to respect you if your actions do not warrant respect. 
 
Emotional intimacy   
The keys to intimacy are disclosure (revealing myself to another) and servanthood 
(reaching out to another in need). Disclosure increases vulnerability, but without it, 
relationships stagnate and stay superficial and needs are left unfulfilled. Servanthood 
demands that we are present with someone and willing to move beyond ourselves.  For 
many, this involves some emotional “stretching.”  
 
Below are some suggestions for increasing intimacy in relationships. 

• Share personally. Talk about who you are, where you’ve been and what you 
dream.  

• Share authentically. "Speak the truth in love." Let people see the real you.   
• Account for broken promises no matter how small. Acknowledging your failure 

to have your actions line up with your words will make others feel respected and 
honored. 

• Learn how to receive. We may be good at giving or “getting” things for 
ourselves, but most of us are not good at graciously receiving from others. 
People who cannot receive love, never truly experience love.  

• Apologize often. The words, "Will you forgive me?" go a long way in creating 
strong relationships.  

• Work on self-disclosure.  Intimacy develops when people share deeply with one 
another.  Move past superficial conversations and superficial interactions.  

• Adopt a servant mind-set. Reach out to others in need. Sit with someone who is 
grieving. Pray specifically for your friends.  

• Establish community. Be accountable. Get involved and be a participant. Share 
yourself with others.  If you sit in the bleachers and watch the game, you may 
stay safe, but you will never “feel” or be truly connected. God made you for 
community. It is his answer to loneliness.  

 
In the message version, Romans 12:9-11 gives us a powerful model for relating 
intimately to another. Love from the center of who you are, don’t fake it. Run for dear life from 
evil; hold on for dear life to good.  Be good friends who love deeply; practice playing second fiddle.  
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IV. Building a Healthy Lifestyle 
Love the Lord with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your 
strength...and love your neighbor as yourself. 
Jesus in Mark 12:30-31 
 
These are powerful words and a great foundation for building a healthy life. God wants 
your lifestyle to reflect the “great commandment” Jesus described above—deep love for 
God, self and others. You can have a terrific life as a single person. What’s more, having 
a healthy, vital single life is a key to building Godly, enriching relationships. 
Unfortunately, some people focus on the fact that they are single and become unhappy, 
dissatisfied and lonely. Others give up having satisfying relationships and bury 
themselves in busyness or distractions. Many singles believe the myth that they cannot 
be truly happy without an intimate partner.  
 
Single or not, this is your life—the only life here on earth God has given to you. This is 
not a dress rehearsal or a waiting room for your next relationship, but your life, now. 
The surest way to have a happy, joy-filled life is not to “jump” into a relationship, but to 
build a life full of meaning and satisfaction. Below are several components for creating a 
healthy single life. 
 
A rock-solid relationship with God 
The main ingredient in a healthy lifestyle is your relationship with God. Look to God as 
your source of value and identity. It is from Him that your life draws meaning. He will 
bring situations into your life to help you grow and individuals to help meet your needs.  
Are you spending quality time with God? Do you know what He is doing in your life or 
where is He asking you to serve?    
 
Let’s get practical: Begin by putting your trust in God (Phil. 4:19). God wants quality 
time with you. This can be done by reading, praying, fasting and/or meditating. The key 
is to keep asking God to reveal Himself. He has a purpose for your life and true 
wholeness is only achieved when we understand and embrace this purpose. God will 
always help you draw meaning from your circumstances. Discovering that God is good, 
no matter what happens in your life, and that He accepts you just as you are is the 
beginning of an authentic faith. Your relationship with God is much more about “being” 
than it is about “doing.”  
 
Get connected  
Many feel lonely and disconnected, and it affects the quality of their lives. Connection 
happens when people feel seen, hear and valued, when they can give and receive 
without judgment; and when they can be nurtured by the relationship. We are hard-
wired for connection. Community is God’s way of creating connection. It means having 
people in your life who care about you and accept you for who you are, people who will 
hold you accountable and be there to celebrate or mourn with you. In Acts 4 we see the 
community of believers sharing their lives and resources with one another.  Needs met 
in the context of community help us grow spiritually and emotionally. We are less 
“needy” and therefore less dependent on only one person, like a partner, to meet our 
needs.  
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Let’s get practical: Get connected!! It takes some work and usually means moving out of 
our comfort zone. Do not isolate yourself. Instead, build community by getting involved.  
Join a small group, share your life, and begin helping others. The Christian life was 
meant to be played on the field, not watched from the bleachers. Find an accountability 
partner, someone you can trust and who will encourage you to live a life centered on 
God and His will for you. .  
 
Healthy self-care 
Self-care is about doing things for ourselves that are nourishing and nurturing. Many 
people are much better at taking care of others than themselves. Self-care is a 
commitment you make to yourself.  Begin by identifying the things you love and those 
that energize you.  Next, identify those things you tolerate—things that drain your 
energy.  
 
Let’s get practical: Take some extra time to pray and meditate. Get to know God a little 
better. Change negative self-talk into positive affirmations. Write a list of the things for 
which you are grateful. Do something special for someone else and do not tell them.  
Forgive someone. Being angry uses up lots of energy, and don't forget to forgive 
yourself because being angry hurts your soul. Ask yourself often "How important is 
this?"  Remember that loving others does not mean that you must constantly please 
them. Learn how to say “no.” Ask friends and family members for support. Set priorities 
for your life. Develop some goals. Spend time with good friends. Get enough rest, 
exercise and eat well.  Trust that you know what is best for you. Read a book or listen to 
music. Do absolutely nothing.  
 
Live life in the present 
Your life happens now.  When you stop participating in life, you stifle your spirit and 
accumulate resentments. Being present is life-giving and keeps us open to God. 
Unfortunately, many wait until they are in a relationship to live the kind of life they 
want and do the things they love to do. 
 
Let’s get practical: Make plans to begin doing those things—now. Enjoy life today. 
Practice being present with God. When you are with others, be fully present.  
 
Develop some great relationship skills 
Many resign themselves to a life of loneliness. They falsely believe there is nothing they 
can do. The truth is there is much you can do. You can learn new skills, change old 
patterns and enjoy life in the process.  
 
Let’s get practical: Put yourself in relationship school. Learn skills like listening, 
problem solving, assertiveness and conflict resolution.  Talk to others. Read books about 
relationships, get some counseling or coaching, go to workshops and seminars and keep 
learning. Soon you will become confident in your skills. Don't give up! 
 
Put the past in the past 
There is no surer way to spoil your life than to live in bitterness and resentment. Most 
people know they need to let go of the past. They just don’t know how, or they begin to 
identify with their wounds and can’t let them go. Many hold on to what happened in the 
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past as a way to prevent the same thing from happening in the future. Whatever the 
reason, the past drains your energy, leaving you bitter, depressed and discouraged. God 
does not want your past to define or control you.   
 
Let’s get practical: Be intentional about letting go of the past; this will take some work. 
Bitterness is a little like drinking poison and thinking someone else will die. Forgive 
yourself and others.  Realize that you are not your past. God says that you are a new 
creation. Read books, go to workshops and seminars, or see a relationship coach. Keep 
learning new ways to let go of the past. Read Philippians 3:8; Colossians 3:12-13; 
Romans 12: 9-21.  
 
Find passion and purpose in your life 
Passion is what makes our eyes sparkle. A life without passion and meaning is like a hot 
fudge sundae without the hot fudge. Discover what truly motivates and energizes you. 
Focusing on passion pulls you through life rather than needing to push or prod yourself 
to live a life you don't truly want. Purpose is about what you do after you wake up in 
the morning. What you want to contribute to others?  Where is God at work? Take 
action; your life's purpose will energize you when you pursue it. You will be happiest 
when following your passion and purpose. Many singles are waiting for a relationship 

to infuse their life with passion and purpose, not 
realizing that having a loving partner is never a 
substitute for a meaningful life. 
 
Let’s get practical: Determine what you are passionate 
about by what energizes and excites you. Whatever that 
activity, it is a part of your life purpose. By doing it, you 
will be transformed. If nothing comes to mind, you may 
be afraid, depressed or discouraged. Ask those close to 
you. Determine to work on any blocks to your passion.   

Know who you are 
Identify your values, your core identity. What are the traits that make you who you are? 
For example, a response of, "I am a husband, father and grandfather, a committed 
believer, a counselor, a pastor.  I love to engage people, read and work in my yard. I love 
to think and to write.” Identifying what defines you is so important because we are at 
our healthiest when we are being who we are—the person God created us to be.  
 
Let’s get practical: What are your likes and dislikes? What do you do really well? God 
endowed you with skills, abilities and gifts.  How are you using yours? 
 
Practice compassion 
The word compassion is derived from the Latin and means “to suffer with.” 
Compassion is not our default position, self-protection is.  The heart of compassion is 
acceptance; the better we are at accepting ourselves and others. The more compassionate 
we become. In essence, compassion is not about a relationship between wounded and 
helper, but about two equals. Only when we own our darkness, our woundedness, can 
we truly be present with the darkness of others.  
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Let’s get practical: we learn compassion by being honest about the times we shut down. 
We become compassionate through practice and through being vulnerable enough to 
meet people where they are and realize we’re  there too.   
 
Know what you need to be your best 
This is where we start getting specific. For instance, if you merely know that you need 
plenty of sleep to feel rested, you have only vague information. If however, you 
determine that you need eight hours of sleep, on a firm bed, with cotton sheets, and 
need to wake up to daylight and gentle music, the specificity of your needs will make 
them much easier to meet.  
 
Let’s get practical: Exploring this area will help you draw up a very precise list of 
activities rather than settling for whatever happens to turn up. Get specific.  
 
Understand what nurtures, renews and inspires you  
Life is wonderfully varied and therefore we experience a mix of highs and lows. Identify 
the things that nourish your body and soul, especially when you're traveling in the 
valleys of life. How do you find comfort, support, energy, and motivation? What 
rejuvenates you?  Personal renewal is life giving.  
 
Let’s get practical: Whatever renews you, physical activity or music or painting, for 
example, needs to become a regular part of your life and routine.  Choose the best times 
of the day to get alone for quiet times with God.  
 
Surround yourself with healthy people  
What kinds of people do you want in your life?  Surrounding yourself with healthy, 
Godly people helps you to grow emotionally and spiritually. Some individuals are 
“takers” and some are “givers.”  Too many takers and you will be drained and bitter.  
Too many givers and you will be not be challenged nor 
will you develop a servant mindset. How do your 
current relationships stack up?  
 
Let’s get practical: Examine your relationships.  Be clear 
about the kinds of people you want in your life, 
remembering that they will influence, counsel and 
comfort you.  
 
Refuse to tolerate situations that drain you spiritually, physically or emotionally 
As important as identifying how, when, and with whom you shine, is discerning where 
and when your life becomes arduous and lackluster. Are there things in your life you 
tolerate that are draining you?  This is a place for boundaries and personal limits.  
 
Let’s get practical: If, for example, you find that noise, traffic, or telemarketing phone 
calls irritate or frustrate you, you can choose to restructure your life and build in some 
boundaries to limit these distractions. The point is, you have choices.  
 
Give yourself the gift of “alone” time  
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Each of us needs time when we focus on ourselves. Jesus spent time alone before every 
major event in His life here on earth.   If you don't take such time for yourself, you will 
not be renewed.  Poor self-care leads to burn out.  When you leave yourself off the list 
it's nearly impossible to enjoy or appreciate the life God has given to you. Find ways to 
have time alone to nurture yourself. Neglecting yourself ensures that you will not be at 
your best. So, experiment and discover how much time and space you truly need for 
you. Then, make sure this time for self-care is part of each day. 
 
Let’s get practical: Schedule time for you.  Take a personal “mental health” day at work 
every so often.  Learn to say “no” and “later.” Jesus renewed His strength during alone 
times, and doing this sharpened His focus and reminded Him of His purpose 
 
Know how you would live if you were to die in one year 
By considering the remainder of your life compressed into a year's time, the truly 
important things will bubble to the surface. Rather than waiting for the “right time” to 
do something, do it now. If you continually put off what really matters, you wind up 
living a life of urgency and unimportance instead of creating a life to thoroughly savor.  
 
Let’s get practical: Focus on your real passions. For example, if your heart draws you to 
help children, you might consider finding volunteer opportunities or paid work that 
allows you to experience ways to share healing and compassion with kids. Stop 
tolerating things that are distracting or draining. Read books like The Last Lecture by 
Randy Pausch. Clean up any issues from your past.  Bitterness, anger, guilt and shame 
only drain our energy.  Get very clear with God.   
 
When you honestly address the components above, you will begin to identify the life 
you really want. Give yourself permission to start that process—now.  God calls you to 
live life to the fullest. Jesus came to give abundant life. The gifts and fruit of the Spirit 
are meant for you. God has gifted you for life and for service, so start now.  Get in the 
game. Live abundantly each moment. Remove any obstacles.  
 
Great relationships are built out of our own fullness. When we are full of God’s love and 
draw our value and worth from Him, we are truly free to move toward relationships—
both deep friendships and intimate relationships. Great relationships happen as we live 
life.  As we move in our direction, following our passion and purpose, we will encounter 
people along the way.  As we participate in authentic, spiritual community, we draw 
closer to people, and they begin to see the real us—warts and all.  
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V. Dealing with Emotional Wounds 
Confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed. James 5:16 

 
Relationships have nearly unlimited potential for joy and meaning. When our 
relationships with God and others reflect a healthy level of intimacy, the oneness we 
experience can be deeply fulfilling. Sadly, most of us have never experienced that level 
of intimacy. Abuse, neglect, abandonment, rejection, disappointment or conflict are 
much more likely to be experienced than deep unconditional love and caring. Life 
wounds us all. Traumatic events and experiences such as those listed above manifest in 
our physical, spiritual, and emotional lives and often result in incredible emotional pain 
and woundedness. Soon, feelings like joy, happiness, peace or contentment are just 
distant memories.  
 
Stop and think: When you think of past relationships, what feelings come to mind? 
 
The most common responses are hurt, anger, fear, guilt and shame. These are 
consequences of some form of trauma and nearly always result in unmet emotional 
needs. Unfortunately, these negative responses become expectations and patterns. “No 
one cares.” “I will never be good enough.” “No one will meet my needs so I will have to take care 
of myself.” “I don’t trust anyone, so I will have to protect myself from being hurt or rejected.” 
For some, these patterns can become extreme, leading to deep depression, intense fear, 
panic or anxiety, or debilitating emotional and/or physical symptoms that make it 
difficult to function. For most, they take the form of emotional wounds—deep cuts in 
our soul that causes us spiritual and emotional pain.   
 
While there are many ways these wounds manifest themselves, there are five primary 
traits of severe emotional woundedness.  

• Shame—feeling flawed, defective, unlovable, worthless 
• Fear—of abandonment, change, the unknown, failure, rejection 
• Trust—problems with either trusting too much and therefore repeatedly 

betrayed and hurt, or trusting too little and living in anxiety, suspicion and 
isolation. 

• Denial—fantasies, repression, delusions, lack of awareness, numbness 
• Alienation—difficulty bonding, loving or committing yet longing for these; 

intense loneliness and disconnection from others   
 
What do emotional wounds look like?  
Emotional wounds are invisible scars caused by harmful events in our life. Most 
woundedness is out of our awareness.  Wounds are adaptive forms of self-protection. 
They develop over time to enable us to cope with and survive the toxic events of our 
lives. The younger we are and/or the more chronic or traumatic the event(s), the greater 
our need for defense and the more resistant we become to change. At some point, these 
defenses become defining characteristics of our personality. These wounds become life-
guides.  
 
We choose partners, careers, friends, etc. based on the needs create by these wounds.  
Wounded people feel stuck in a revolving door of poor decisions, unwanted emotions 
and situations over which they feel they have no control. The dynamics of failed 
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relationships, for example, can trigger these wounds—creating a sense of continually 
being re-wounded. The feelings are very powerful, and the behavioral reactions are 
almost reflexive.  
 
Stop and think: Below are some examples of wounds. How many fit you? 

q Guilt—“Things are (always) my fault” “I do bad things.”  
q Shame—“I am a bad, defective or worthless person” low esteem, self-abuse  
q Disconnection from others—strong feelings of emptiness, loneliness or isolation 
q Difficulty bonding with others—feeling unlovable; inability to love oneself; 

confusing love with lust or pity or codependence, alienation and isolation 
q Spiritual and emotional numbness—not feeling anything; alienation from God 
q Rigid thinking—seeing things and/or people as black or white, good or bad, 

right or wrong; lack of flexibility.  
q Perfectionism—must have things “just so,” must be better to be the same 
q Control issues—overly aggressive and domineering or subtly manipulative 
q Conflict avoidance—cannot handle conflict at any level, withdrawal, or 

overreaction if cornered 
q Lack of affection--difficulty expressing affection; inadequate boundaries; fear 
q Depression—profound feelings of sadness or hopelessness  
q Stress and anxiety—tension, nervousness, restlessness 
q Addictions or self-defeating habits—problems with food, shopping, substances, 

sex, gambling, work, etc.  
 
If you checked more than three, please see your pastor or a counselor.  
 
Where do wounds come from?  
Family is probably the most powerful molding/forming force known. Many individuals 
grew up with the awareness that something was wrong with their family. Some will 
spend years trying to understand and undo the damage it has caused.  Others cannot 
face the pain of dealing with the past, so they stuff their feelings and choose to avoid 
meaningful intimacy.  Still others become victims or perpetrators, perpetually giving or 
receiving the pain they once absorbed.  The results are painful to acknowledge and can 
leave relationships in shambles, incredible woundedness, and patterns of self-protection 
that keeps us disconnected from others, and spiritual distancing from God. Healing 
cannot occur until the truth is out in the open.  We must embrace our past and allow 
God to free us and heal us.  Let’s look at some of the characteristics of non-nurturing 
families. Notice how many are true of your family-of-origin.  
 
They shame people. Family members grow up with no real sense of personal identity or 
value. Interactions are shaming. Name-calling and humiliation are common. 
Expectations are unrealistic and standards are impossible. No one is ever good enough, 
sorry enough, quiet enough, etc.  
 
They are performance oriented. Value and acceptance are achieved by doing rather 
than being. Members are told they will never measure up, but to keep trying harder. 
Children seldom grow up feeling valuable or worthwhile. Love is always conditional. 
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Failure to perform leads to shaming messages. Inward healthy or well-being is never 
encouraged or even discussed. Outward appearance is all that matters.  
 
Rules are unspoken. Behavior is governed by a set of rules that are rarely articulated. 
Unspoken rules are powerful.  They are only obvious if broken, and they change 
without notice.  Key rules include:  

• Don’t talk “There are no problems here. If you think there are,  then you are 
(have) the problem.”  Everything is private and unspoken. 

• Can’t win “Never lie, but tell the person on the phone that I’m not here.”  “Tell 
your parents everything, but don’t tell this to Mom, it might upset her.” These 
create confusing double binds. 

• Don’t feel “No one cares how you feel.”  Feelings are messy.  Only performance 
and appearance counts.  Feelings become irrelevant. 

 
Communication is always coded. Needs or feelings are never expressed directly.  
Talking about feelings always leads to being shamed. Talking about issues or concerns 
breaks the no-talk rule, so families learn how to talk in code. Verbal statements are not to 
be taken at face value.  For example, “Do me a favor” really means, “Do it now or else” 
or “It sure would be nice if someone around here took out the trash” really means, “You 
do it now (or else).” Non-nurturing families develop a personal “codebook” to help 
them decipher messages.  
 
They encourage emotional idolatry. Idolatry is turning to something other than God as 
a source of value and identity. In these families, value is given for obeying the implicit, 
unspoken rules: Don’t feel, talk, think, upset anyone, etc.  Value is gained by how you look, 
how you act or what other people think. People become numb to their own needs, and, 
in fact, are discouraged from having needs.  True spirituality and intimacy with God 
comes from personal struggle.  To effectively struggle, we must express our inner 
turmoil as well as our need for healing and deep relationship with a Holy God.  This 
kind of personal struggle or discovery is rigorously discouraged in these families.  
 
They are adult-focused. Since there is an emphasis on everything looking perfect, 
children represent an extreme challenge. A child discovering life can be messy since kids 
are hard to control.  Wounded parents are very self-focused and often extremely 
unhappy, so there are many oppressive and shaming rules: “Act your age.” “Don’t 
embarrass us.” “Don’t touch.”  “Don’t be a pest.”  “Don’t have too much fun.”  “Don’t 
laugh too hard.”  “Don’t ask for anything.” “Don’t get dirty.” The message children hear 
is, “Don’t exist for this moment.”  Children are shamed or coerced into behaving.  
 
They are preoccupied with fault and blame.  Blame is used to control behavior. The 
message is, “Don’t ever make us look bad, embarrass us, bring attention to us, expose 
us, etc.” Mistakes are dealt with harshly, with shame and blame. Overreaction is 
common.  One can never be good enough or sorry enough.  
 
They are strong on “head skills.” Survival means becoming an expert at self-protection 
skills, such as, learning how to hide, deny the existence of problems, blame others, or 
rationalize things away.  Questions are asked for which there are no right answers.  
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“What possessed you to say/do that? Is your brain malfunctioning?”  “What’s wrong 
with you?” The only safe answer is, “I don’t know.” Real issues are never discussed.  
 
They are weak on “heart skills.” Feelings are not allowed.  Emotions must be thought, 
not felt.  Experiencing certain feelings, i.e. loneliness, sadness, hurt, etc. is viewed as 
weakness.  Denial is common. The result is shame, and emotional numbness, as well as 
an incredibly deep, but unexpressed sadness.   
 
The individual has a distorted sense of self. Children are taught to subordinate their 
needs to those of the family. By doing so, they never develop distinct identities. Instead 
they create adaptive roles to help them cope. These roles are nearly always 
exaggerated—feeling worthless or having an overblown sense of importance. There is 
either over-adaptation—going along with everything—or total rebellion. Problem 
solving skills are non-existent. The grown child is clueless as to his or her needs and 
does not possess the tools to meet them even if known. For some the outcome is 
devastating.  Feelings of rejection lead to feelings of worthlessness which in turn lead to 
self-hate.  
 
The impact of woundedness 
There is a cycle of woundedness: where emotional pain leads to disillusionment and 
shame, which in turn leads to blaming or self-blame (self-protective defenses to maintain 
denial), which in turn leads to desperate attempts to fix us or hide, which leads to 
momentary pleasure (and guilt) then leads back to pain.  Emotional woundedness also 
creates “blind spots” making it difficult to see ourselves or others clearly.  Woundedness 
makes it difficult to wait for a healthy partner, to be discerning about potential partners 
and to do the things relationships need to thrive. How do these emotional wounds 
impact our life? The biggest impact is spiritually. Deeply wounded individuals struggle 
in their relationship with God. They have difficulty trusting God or experiencing joy in 
their lives. They may even blame God. In addition, they have a hard time trusting 
others. Below are several specific consequences of woundedness.   
 
Underlying wounds is a lifetime of unmet needs. As adults, we are driven to have 
these needs met in our relationships. Often this intense “neediness” overwhelms a 
partner, leading to further rejection.    
 
Wounded individuals have self-sabotaging core beliefs and expectations. These 
distorted beliefs soon become “guiding truths” that are unconscious and therefore not 
open to scrutiny.  Consequently, unresolved issues get replayed over and over again.   
 
Wounded individuals tend to make poor relationship choices. Wounded individuals 
lack insight into their own issues or those of others. Consequently they are rarely 
discerning about potential partners. They frequently pick emotionally unavailable 
partners. Red flags are typically ignored.  
 
Wounded individuals tend to attract one another. Wounded individuals are drawn to 
one another. Each hopes the other will make them whole and complete, something they 
cannot do. Relationships between two extremely wounded adults are very volatile and 
chaotic, and consequently full of love and hate, confusion, turmoil and distortions of 
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reality. Mistrust is common, there is little authentic disclosure.  Consequently, patterns 
of control, abuse, dependency, chaos, neglect or abandonment tend to be repeated over 
and over.  
 
Wounded individuals are unable to meet each other’s needs effectively. Woundedness 
leads to self-absorption. Therefore, wounded partners are incapable of seeing, let alone 
meeting the needs of another.  Woundedness also leads to self-centeredness, so personal 
wounds and issues always take precedence.  Wounded partners enter relationships to 
have their own needs met, but they become agitated when asked to meet someone else’s 
needs.  
 
Wounded individuals pass this woundedness on to their children. Wounded 
individuals recreate the dysfunctional systems with which they are comfortable. Guilt, 
blame, shame, lack of nurturing, unhealthy rules and roles, denial and poor 
communication characterize these environments. Since problems are never 
acknowledged or dealt with, children never learn healthy coping skills.  The skills they 
do learn are generally how to deny problems or pretend everything is fine.  Wounded 
children produce challenges that wounded parents cannot 
handle effectively.   
 
Wounded individuals tend to isolate themselves. The 
need to belong is distorted by emotional woundedness.  
The consequence is emotional and physical isolation and 
one-sided, codependent relationships.  
 
Wounded individuals are very poor problem solvers and 
decision-makers because they are usually immersed in and distracted by their own 
inner turmoil and conflict.  Decisions, if made at all, are made impulsively, with little 
forethought and typically create more chaos. Communication or processing skills are 
generally absent. Problems are always treated like catastrophes, never as opportunities to 
learn or grow.  The result is that conflicts never get resolved. They stack up, and lead to 
emotional blowups and tremendous relational pain and despair.  
 
Wounded individuals are seldom at peace. Every day is a struggle. Needs are 
experienced intensely, fueled by the fear that they will never be met. Hope or joy are 
seldom present.   
 
Wounded individuals share some core misbeliefs. God cannot be trusted. Intimate 
relationships bring pain. If I am honest, I will be abandoned. 
 
These emotional wounds must be addressed before you can move forward with future 
relationships. The traits mentioned above will not go away with time, and they will 
adversely affect any future relationships.   
 
Where do I start?  
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And they that shall be of thee shall build the old waste places: thou shalt raise up the foundations 
of many generations; and thou shalt be called, The repairer of the breach, The restorer of paths to 
dwell in. Isaiah 58:12 NKJV 
 
This verse presents three needs we all have:   

• To be raised up. The Hebrew translation is “to help to lift up, establish, 
strengthen, confirm, or authenticate.” 

• To have our broken and shattered lives repaired. The Hebrew translation is “to 
walk in or around, to close up, hedge or enclose.” 

• To be restored to a healthy path. The Hebrew translation is “to rescue, recover, 
retrieve, to bring back home again or cause to make to return.” 

 
The first step of being raised up, repaired, and restored is always to see God’s presence 
on our journey and acknowledge his power to transform us. Healing comes from 
acknowledgment.  We must openly declare the existence of personal woundedness and 
its impact in our lives.  Commit to make whatever changes are necessary. The biggest 
hurdle you will face is the tendency to minimize or deny these issues. Partner with God. 
Become part of His family. Strengthen your relationship with Him. God's word tells us 
to cast our cares upon Him, for He cares for us (see 1 Peter 5:7). We need to realize that 
Christ has taken our pain on the cross, and if we will transfer it to Him, He is waiting to 
heal our wounds. Find other believers to share life with. Get as healthy as possible. Eat 
right, get rest, and cut out any harmful substances. Remove any distractions from your 
healing. Make amends for the past.  Forgive someone. Start a 12-step program. Seek 
Godly counsel.  Talk to your pastor.   
 
At some point in our lives, each of us will struggle with emotional wounds. The first 
step to healing is finding the wounds, and sometimes finding them can hurt. Healing 
emotional wounds is a process. To be a healthy individual and to be a healthy member 
of a relationship, these wounds and the issues surrounding them must be dealt with. 
Make recovery a priority. Below are a few suggestions to get you started:  
 

1. Review the following scriptures: Gal 5:3; II Cor. 1:3-6; Rom. 5:3-5; II Cor. 12:9; 
Rom. 8:1, 18:26-28; II Cor. 7:5-6; Ps. 23; Is. 41:10.  What application to your 
wounds can you draw? Stay connected to God’s Word.  

2. Make a commitment to yourself to deal with these issues now. Start with one area 
first. If possible, work on these emotional wounds before getting into a 
permanent relationship. If you are already in a relationship, take some time for 
yourself and work on these issues.  It is not necessary, however, to leave the 
relationship. 

3. Any work toward wholeness always begins with spirituality—work on your 
relationship with God.  

4. Join a support group.  
5. Explore your past. Understand the source of your pain and woundedness. Work 

through your numbness.   
6. Identify negative self-talk and unhealthy thinking patterns. Below is a list of 

faulty thinking patterns. Do you ever find your thoughts falling into one of these 
destructive patterns?  
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• All or nothing thinking—everything is black and white, perfect or a total 
failure 

• Overgeneralization—allowing the past to predict the future 
• Personalization—seeing events as personal attacks; seeing yourself as the 

cause of negative events 
• Emotional reasoning—assuming that the way you feel is the way things are 
• Mind-reading—making assumptions about the motives of others without 

ever checking things out 
• Fortune-telling—forecasting the future 
• Catastrophizing—exaggerating the importance of events or your response to 

them 
• Minimizing—denying or discounting your feelings 
• Labeling—attaching negative labels to yourself or others. “Loser” 

“worthless” “lazy”  “crazy” etc.  
7. Practice positive self-talk. The truth will always set us free (John 8:32). We need 

to experience God’s truth and healing in our lives. Catch your negative thoughts 
and change them into positive ones. Below are some examples of positive 
thinking.  
• I can change 
• I can ask for help 
• I can take responsibility for my actions 
• I can learn new ways of thinking 
• God made me in his image.  

8. Turn your positive thinking into positive behavior. (Romans 12:1-2, James 1:25) 
9. Develop one or two healthy friendships. Stop any unhealthy relationships. 
10. Get any addictions or bad habits under control. Addictions cloud our mind and 

numb our pain.   
11. Forgive yourself and others, and make amends for any wrongs you have done. 
12. Get your finances in order—cut spending, take pressure off yourself. 
13. Spend some time understanding the role your childhood may have played. 
14. Turn off the TV—read and meditate rather than getting lost in distractions. 
15. Do something different—laugh more, get some exercise. 
16. Do something that helps others. 
17. Avoid making major, life-changing decisions during your time of healing.  
18. Find nurturing and acceptance in God’s family.  

 
Take a first step.  Join a support or recovery group. Get connected.  
 
Questions to ponder 

• How do I keep others from seeing my woundedness?  
• What steps can I take to begin healing?  
• What negative feelings do I experience that I can trace to events from my past?  
• How can I let God see those parts of me?  
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VI. Facing Our Feelings  
We may fear that being in touch with our feelings will trigger an overwhelming chain reaction of 
pain and panic. AA Big Book 
 
We avoid dealing with feelings because we believe they are overwhelming, unfacable, or 
unbearable. We see having feelings as being weak or losing control. Facing feelings can 
be painful and force us to deal with our choices and our pain. It is easier to 
intellectualize our feelings than it is to feel them. We would rather deny and avoid them, 
especially if they are painful. How do you avoid facing your feelings? Do you eat, spend 
money, run away, stir up excitement or medicate yourself?  Have you experienced these 
thoughts? 
 
If I deal with feelings, I’ll hurt and may have to change, and that sounds scary.  
Someone might feel hurt or angry and leave me, and I’d rather sacrifice becoming whole. 
Feeling alone or left is unbearable and can’t be dealt with, and my entire life will end. 
I just can’t seem to sit still with my feelings to understand them. 
When I hurt someone, I feel better.  I want someone to hurt as much as they have hurt me. 
If I face my feelings, I am afraid I will hurt someone or myself.  
 
Think of your feelings as energy in motion. Feelings allow us to monitor our basic needs, 
give us information about ourselves, and provide us with energy to act. They also 
inform what is important to us in our relationships, help us take a clear position on 
important life issues, and assist us in clarifying limits around what is acceptable and 
tolerable to us as individuals. 
 
Because some feelings can be difficult and painful to face, many of us try to avoid or 
ignore our emotional world. What are the ramifications of not facing and exploring our 
feelings? Our experience of God, self, our sense of esteem and worth, and our ability to 
be intimate with others can be greatly impaired  
 
Negative feelings do not go away simply because we want them to. Rather, they 
typically grow in intensity and/or transform into needs for something else, such as 
alcohol, food, drugs, or control. Indeed, most of our unhealthy coping behaviors are due 
to avoidance of legitimate pain. Examples include addiction, codependency, excessive 
need for control, eating disorders, compulsions, and perfectionism. Typically these 
behaviors become enacted in an effort to avoid, alter, or escape from our underlying 
feelings. 
 
Jesus experienced intense feelings.  He expressed His feelings and He thought and 
prayed about them. He asked His disciples for prayer support, and He spent time alone 
with God to be sure his feelings and mission were in line. He was never ashamed of his 
feelings. Growing to become whole like Christ is a process we must embrace. Feelings of 
anger, shame guilt, aloneness or abandonment can be devastating and overwhelming, 
but they are faceable, especially if we invite others into our lives for support and 
encouragement. God will always be with you (Matthew 10:34-36).  Revenge is not the 
way to deal with feelings (Romans 12:19; Proverbs 24:17-18; Eph. 4:27-32). Revenge does 
not allow you to deal with or understand your feelings. Avoiding your feelings 
sentences you to reenact them—over and over. Ignoring your feelings is turning your 
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back on reality. Feelings are a gift from God. When we sit with our feelings and truly 
listen to our emotions, we are ushered into reality. Reality is where we encounter God. 
The goal is never to fear or deny our feelings or to feel demeaned by them.  The goal is 
to understand them and to allow that understanding to draw you closer to God. Feelings 
are just not a gateway to God, but to greater self-understanding. (Jesus in Matthew 
26:31-46; Eph. 4:26; Ps. 4:4.). 
  
What feelings are you facing?  
 
Anger 
Anger is a form of self-protection. It serves to defend us from future loss and hurt.   
Anger can mask other emotions such as hurt or fear. Anger serves as a signal of 
something inside us. Where does all our anger come from? Some anger comes from 
years of bottled up frustration and resentment due to a lifetime of betrayals, abuse or 
disappointment. You cannot change the situations that caused this anger. Anger also 
comes from the definable present, from current hurts and here and now situations. This 
anger can be dealt with directly if you accept responsibility for your anger.  There are 
clearly two forms of anger: righteous and unrighteous anger.  Unrighteous anger is what 
we feel most of the time.  It is based on the need for control. Righteous anger is the anger 
God feels when He sees injustice in the world.   Jesus had this type of anger when he 
chased the moneychangers out of the temple.  Dealing with anger is a process. There are 
no magic solutions.  Below are some suggestions for releasing anger: 

• Learn to recognize the many faces of anger in your life: impatience, intolerance, 
sarcasm, irritability, etc. (Matthew 5:22)   

• Understand that all angry expressions, good or bad, are the result of choice. 
(Proverbs 19:11)  

• Embrace your anger and try to determine what is God trying to say to you.  
• Take full responsibility for your behavior. (Ephesians 4:26-27; 31; Colossians 3:8)  
• Choose to relinquish your cravings for control in exchange for freedom. 
• Ground yourself in truth. 
• Practice radical forgiveness. (Ephesians 4:32)  
• Keep your lifestyle habits consistent with your emotional composure. 
• Live in humility rather than self-preoccupied pride. 
• Relate to others as equals, neither elevating yourself above them nor accepting a 

position of inferiority. 
• Avoid the temptation to rationalize your anger and assume full responsibility for 

who you are and what you do. 
• Be accountable for your ongoing growth. 
• Find ways to rechannel your negative energy in more positive ways. 
• Let go of the need for revenge or vindication. 
• Stop investing emotional energy into making yourself miserable. 
• Focus on God’s love and experience His forgiveness and acceptance. 

 
 
 
 
Hurt 
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Hurt develops because we have experienced deep pain and disappointment. We hoped 
for love and instead received pain. Instead of togetherness and partnership, we received 
loss and loneliness. Hurts are most often buried and hidden.  Most of us suffer in silence 
or dream of retaliation. Hurts can build up to the point where we experience little joy in 
our lives. Our emotional cup is filled to the brim with negative experiences that have led 
to negative feelings.  How do I empty this cup of hurt, pain and sorrow? 

• Know that God cares. (Psalm 34:18, Romans 8:18-19, 1Peter 5:7) 
• Discover that god sues every situation in our life not only for our own good, but 

to benefit and comfort others (II Cor. 1:3-4)  
• Abide in Christ. (John 15:15)  
• Let God lead you through the process of turning despair into joy. (Romans 5:3-5) 
• Allow others to share in your sorrow and to provide you comfort (Mattew5:4; 

Romans 12:15; Ephesians 4:32) 
 
Guilt 
Guilt is a feeling of self-condemnation that we experience after doing or thinking 
something we believe is wrong. Guilt can cripple our emotional health by causing 
depression and eroding our self-esteem. We need to distinguish between true and false 
guilt. False guilt comes from the experiences of our past and it tells us that we are 
inadequate or inferior. It comes from owning the guilt caused by other people’s action or 
by absorbing a lifetime of negative messages and hurtful experiences. True guilt 
concerns our standing before God and is felt when we are disobedient to Him or 
unwilling to place our faith in Him. True guilt results in Godly sorrow which leads to 
repentance and restoration (II Corinthians 7:10).  Learn to respond to guilt in a healthy 
fashion by doing the following:    

• Own your feelings. Be responsible for them, no matter how or why they 
occurred.  

• Seek repentance—be truly sorry for the behavior that has caused the guilt.   
• Surrender your need to act out and let go of any thought of revenge or tendency 

to be a martyr or victim. (James 4:10) 
• Determine to make every effort to turn from guilt-producing thoughts and 

behavior.  If it is false guilt, challenge the belief systems and the idealized images 
you feel you must live up to. If it is true guilt, deal with your issues of pride, self-
deception or a need to be in control. (Philippians 3:13-14) 

• Have compassion for yourself. Accepting yourself as someone Christ loves and 
forgives is critical to reconciliation and restoration. (Romans 8:33-34) 

• Remember that your worth is determined by God, not by others.  
• Allow God to restore you. He does not condemn you, so don’t continue to live in 

condemnation. (Romans 6:23; Eph.1:4; Isaiah 44:22; Romans 8:1-3; I Peter 1:16)  
 
Depression 
The dictionary defines depression as a state of feeling sad or as a condition in which a 
person feels very sad, hopeless, and unimportant and often is unable 
to live in a normal way. For many, depression and its symptoms can 
last for what seems like a lifetime. Soon we are struggling with 
feelings of worthlessness and hopelessness. Few things are 
pleasurable and the future seems just as gloomy as the present. 
Fortunately, our negative forecast seldom lasts as long as we fear it will. However, 
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depression can become overwhelming, to the point of feeling like running away, giving 
up or even harming ourselves.  
 
There are several things you can do to cope with depression.   

• Exercise—get active. Action tends to lessen depression. (I Thess.5:18) 
• Connect with others—depression leads to isolation. 
• Look at your spiritual life. What is God trying to say to you? God asks us to draw 

meaning from our circumstances. (Romans 8:8, 31; James 4:8)  
• Look at some aspect of your life differently. Ask, “How can I see this (issue, 

problem, etc.,) in a different way?” (Philippians 4: 4-13)  
• Focus on areas of your life that are going well. 
• Do something nice for yourself. 
• Resolve to do things better or differently in the future.  Thinking about the future 

tends to uplift our mood. 
• Remember a time of joy or success from your past. 
• Spend time with someone who is fun or playful. 
• Do not feel compelled to make life-changing decisions  
• Do not get caught up in the “shoulds” of your life.  
• Pray or meditate on God’s character and love for you (Psalm 42, Heb. 4:14-16).  
• Deal with any self-destructive habits or addictions. 

 
Shame 
Shame represents an entire family of emotions which includes humiliation, 
embarrassment, feelings of low self-esteem, belittlement, and stigmatization. In The Gifts 
of Imperfection, Brené Brown defines shame as the “intensely painful feeling or 
experience of believing that we are flawed and therefore unworthy of love and 
belonging” (p. 39). She goes on to say that there are three truths about shame. We all 
have it, we are afraid to talk about it and the less we talk about it, the more control 
shame has over us.  
 
Shame is often experienced as the inner, critical voice that judges whatever we do as 
wrong, inferior, or worthless. Often this inner critical voice is repeating what was said to 
us by our parents, relatives, teachers and peers. Shame has the power to make us feel 
alone and somehow different from everyone else. It is the key emotional outcome of 
living in a dysfunctional, non-nurturing family.  
 
If shame is an issue, learn to become “shame-resilient”  

• Recognize that shame is universal. We all have it. 
• The less we talk about shame, the more control it has over us. Shame loses power 

when it is spoken.  
• Shame needs three things to gain control over us: secrecy, silence and judgment.  
• Learn what messages and expectations trigger your shame.  
• “Reality-check” the messages that tell you that being imperfect means being 

inadequate. 
• Share your stories with people you trust. 
• Speak shame; use the word, talk about how it feels—don’t hide from it.  
• Develop empathy. 
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Negative feelings can dominate or even destroy a person who feels wronged. Take the 
time to work through your emotional issues. Face your feelings. Do not run from them. 
Seek spiritual help from a close friend, pastor or counselor. Do not allow your emotions 
to consume and control you.  Be clear about taking time for healing. Commit to 
becoming whole and Christ- like, no matter what (Matt. 6:33; Romans 12:1-2).  Feelings 
are faceable.  God is with you, and life will go on (Mt. 10:32). A healthy you leads to 
healthier relationships. 
 
Stop and think: What feelings are you avoiding right now?     

 



40 
 

VII. Spiritual and Emotional Blind Spots 
“The range of what we think and do is limited by what we fail to notice. And because we fail to 
notice that we fail to notice there is little we can do to change until we notice how failing to notice 
shapes our thoughts and deeds.” 
 -Daniel Goleman, Emotional Intelligence  

 
John Chapter 9 tells of Jesus healing a man blind from birth. Read this great chapter 
because it contains a story of God’s compassion and healing power, but also an 
indictment of spiritual blindness.  After the man’s healing, religious leaders question 
and ultimately chastise the man because Jesus healed him on the Sabbath. “All I know is 
that I was blind but now I see” (v. 25) is the man’s simple yet poignant response. In a later 
interaction, Jesus reveals himself as the Son of God and proclaims that there are two 
forms of blindness—physical and spiritual.  Jesus proclaims that He’s come to restore 
sight to the blind and to reveal how truly blind those who think they can see truly are (v. 
39). 

 
The point is that emotional wounds can leave us with many “blind spots.” Good people 
can have blind spots. They are difficult to identify and change, because we do not know 
we have them.  We don’t know what we don’t know. Blind spots lead to a lack of insight 
and make us blind to the effects of the past or to the possibilities of the present. We 
wrongly assume that time itself will heal or somehow change us. This can never happen 
without work on our part. Without making changes, a person addicted, abusive, sullen, 
passive or cold and insensitive in a prior relationship, will be just the same in the next 
relationship. Time does not heal; hard work and spiritual transformation heal. 
Emotional blind spots are emotions that we haven’t felt completely because we’re afraid 
of where they might take us. 

 
Below are some common blind spots.  Do any remind you of yourself?  

 

• A critical spirit 
• Fear of commitment 
• Fear of failure 
• Addictions or self-defeating habits 
• Anger and rage 
• Dependency  
• Lack of boundaries 
• Pride or arrogance 
• Being a victim or martyr 
• Jealousy  
• Commitment avoidance  
• Fear of conflict or a need to please 

 
In Should I Get Married, M. Blaine Smith discusses how blind spots have affected him.  
“When I reflect on my experience as a single Christian, I’m struck by two things.  First, 
I’m certain that some of the difficulties I experienced were unavoidable. There is a 
mystery—in short, a risk—in human relationships that can never be avoided if we are to 
experience the adventure of life as God has designed it and move toward the goal of an 
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intimate lifetime relationship. Yet I also realize only too well that some of my problems 
resulted from certain well-intentioned but misguided perspectives which made me 
prone to bad judgment and a sitting duck for disappointment.” (p. 13). Smith goes on to 
summarize three types of misguided perspectives or blind spots. 

Spiritualizing—expecting an unreasonable measure of guidance from God. This can 
mean taking no initiative in the dating process at all and waiting until God 
unmistakably brings someone into your life, or upon finding a partner, waiting for some 
supernatural sign from God before proceeding with the relationship.  

Idealizing—having unreasonable ideals about the perfect mate. This can mean looking 
for someone who will be 20 out of 20 on your list of desired traits and passing on 
someone who is only 18 out of 20. It can also mean setting yourself up for failure so 
often that you finally “just pick someone” out of desperation.  

Catastrophizing—is harboring unreasonable fear of risk by obsessing over potential 
problem areas. This can mean giving small incidents too much power or dwelling on 
problems that are not likely to occur. It can mean worrying yourself to the point of 
relationship avoidance 

Do you find yourself doing any of the above?  

Ways to deal with blindspots 
• Avoid denial: realize that everyone has blindspots, even you 
• Ask: trust what others say; ask them often 
• Authenticity: form healthy truth-telling relationships 
• Assessment: always research your blindspots. Never assume they’re all gone 
• Ascend: keep going up to a God who listens, forgives, heals and restores 

 
Ask yourself the following questions: 

• What am I afraid to know? 
• What’s the one thing I least want to accept? 
• What do I sense without knowing? 
 

 “Who perceives his intentional sins? Cleanse me from my hidden faults. Moreover, keep Your 
servant from willful sins; do not let them rule over me. Then I will be innocent and cleansed from 
blatant rebellion.” Psalms 19:12-13 

Stop and think: What are your blind spots? You can work through blind spots with a 
friend, pastor or relationship coach. Ask for an honest appraisal. “Do I have traits or 
behavior patterns that can sabotage a relationship?” “Am I seeing a potential mate 
clearly?” “Am I over or under-analyzing certain traits?” “Am I avoiding relationships 
due to fear of failure or rejection?”  
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VIII. Forgiveness 
“True forgiveness is the hardest thing in the universe.”  David Augsburger 

 
God asks us to forgive (Matthew 6:14-15; Ephesians 4:32). It is a part of His character 
(Psalm 103:10-12; Isaiah 43:25; Hebrews 8:12) Jesus clearly taught and role-modeled 
forgiveness (Matthew 18: 21-35). True forgiveness acknowledges the wound or hurt and 
extends grace through the pain or disappointment.  True forgiveness is intentional; an 
act of will.  Forgiveness is character defining. It makes us free. Forgiveness does not 
necessarily always lead to reconciliation however, but it does lead to personal peace. 
Unforgiveness can breed bitterness and resentment. (Hebrews 12:15) 

 
Pseudo-forgiveness 
I have observed that most forgiveness is really pseudo-forgiveness; that’s right, it’s not 
real forgiveness. Why is that true? True forgiveness can only happen when a person first 
acknowledges their anger and the pain and loss they have experienced—all of it; and 
most do not.  The reason is because most are uncomfortable with the anxiety of an 
unresolved situation or mistakenly think the Bible teaches “instant” forgiveness. This 
can hurt a person in several ways. First, by being in denial of the intense hurt and anger 
they’ve experienced, they can never experience resolution or freedom. By not 
acknowledging hurt openly, a person leaves themselves wide open for bitterness to take 
root; if effect, they are prisoners of their unforgiveness. Instead of forgiveness, we put a 
person on emotional “probation.”  The second destructive element is that of minimizing 
actions. This may inadvertently reinforce what the person has done and invalidate their 
repentance. If you’re outwardly saying you’ve forgiven but inwardly still resentful, 
you’re experiencing pseudo-forgiveness.  Forgiving isn’t as much about what happens 
outside as it is about what is being experienced inside? If you are tolerating someone, 
you have not forgiven. If you avoid or ignore, you have not forgiven.  
 
The importance of forgiveness 
Forgiveness leads to freedom. Forgiving others is critical to our spiritual growth. 
Forgiveness is part of God’s character.  Jesus modeled and taught forgiveness (Matthew 
18). “Forgiveness is an unnatural act. Truly, it is an act of the will. It is a decision you 
make to cancel the debt owed to you, and that makes it an expensive act. Forgiveness 
doesn’t restore what was broken; it doesn’t repair the damage done—it writes it off. And 
you can do it because on the cross Jesus showed you how. Forgiveness doesn’t erase the 
deed, if simply frees us from its grip on us so we can heal” (Ron Deal, Building a 
Successful Stepfamily).  
 
Healthy forgiveness is intentional; an act of the will. It is a long journey that starts with a 
decision to forgive. Feelings come later. Forgiveness heals us. In To Forgive is Human, 
McCullough, Sandage and Worthington define forgiveness as “an increase in our 
internal motivation to repair and maintain a relationship after the relationship has been 
damaged by the hurtful actions of the other person” (p. 22). Even so, forgiveness is a 
process one must embrace when the time is right.  
 
In Care for the Soul, Myrla Seibold wrote a profound essay on forgiveness entitled “When 
the Wounding Runs Deep.” Included below are several excerpts from her essay. 
“Forgiveness creates the possibility for justice, mercy and grace to meet. It is the 
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mysterious wedding of hope and love that gives birth to the possibility that something 
beautiful will arise...” (p. 301). 
 
“Forgiveness is about learning how to live again without being overwhelmed by self-
pity or driven by a passion for revenge. It is facing life soberly and realistically without 
repression, denial or escape/avoidance behaviors” (p. 306). 
 
“Forgiveness is about telling my story—not to impress others with my victimization or 
to smear the reputation of the offender, but simply to affirm that I am my story, that I 
am a person of dignity and value, worthy of respect”(p. 306) 
 
“Forgiveness is letting go of the past, but not in the sense of forgetting what happened 
or disconnecting myself from the pain. Forgiveness is refusing to allow the past to be the 
sole determinant of my life’s course” (p. 307).  
 
“When we have been deeply wounded, someone has acted unloving toward us.  The 
antidote is to be bathed in love until we are so filled up with love that we can begin to 
imagine letting some love flow out into forgiveness. Forgiving must flow from love, and 
forgiving is a form of loving” (p. 307). 
 
Finally, Seibold asks the question, “Why forgive”? The answer… “To move toward 
freedom from hatred and bitterness that can keep us from living life with joy and 
enthusiasm. To know more fully what it means to share in Christ’s suffering, to unite 
our spirit with His.  To give God more opportunity to work in the world—in the victim’s 
life, in the offender’s life, and in lives of everyone they touch. And finally, we forgive 
because these light and momentary troubles are minimal compared to the glory we shall 
someday share with Jesus Christ our Lord” (p. 308). 
 
The process 
“Forgiveness is something we do by a free act of the will, but the ability to forgive is a gift, even a 
miracle.” David Benner in Healing Emotional Wounds 
 
First, recognize (admit) that you are angry. You must not deny or suppress your 
feelings. Only by embracing your feelings, no matter how deep, are you able to truly 
forgive and let go. Also, be clear about the difference between anger and resentment. 
The latter is a result of re-enacting anger, instead of embracing it and ultimately 
releasing it.  
 
Second, be clear about the wrong, pain or loss you have suffered. You cannot forgive if 
you do not fully embrace the pain or the wrong done to you.  You must feel the hurt and 
name it. Don’t minimize it, excuse it or deny it—face it. Acknowledge the impact the 
pain or wrong has had on you.  You must clearly and comprehensively name the 
damage done to you 
 
Third, acknowledge your right to feel the way you feel. “I feel wronged, betrayed, 
violated, used, abandoned, etc.”   
Fourth, intentionally surrender your right to get even. “I have been wronged. I have 
suffered because of that wrong. I have a right to feel hurt. I now surrender my rights and 



44 
 

humbly release my need to retaliate or get even. I can now begin moving from hatred 
and bitterness to acceptance.”  
 
Fifth, revise your picture of the one that hurt you by praying that God will allow you to 
see him or her through His eyes. Pray that God will give you the freedom to wish this 
person well.  Begin praying that God will bless this person. Read Matthew 5:38-48.  
 
Finally, become open to whatever God wants you to do. Forgiveness is about us. True 
reconciliation cannot occur without repentance.  We do our part and then we ask God to 
do His part which helps us let go of the anger or bitterness and brings freedom and 
healing to our lives.   
 
Denial of any of the above will not lead to real forgiveness, but pseudo-forgiveness.  
 
All relationships involve risk 

• No human interaction occurs without the possibilities of pain, suffering and 
alienation. The hurts are always there.  Relationships at any level involve risk.  

• Without forgiveness, we can only achieve a level of safety via superficiality and 
self-protection. Forgiveness says more about us than the individual we are 
forgiving.   

• With forgiveness, we are set free to interact authentically and to risk being fully 
present with each other in integrity.  Such forgiveness draws people to one 
another. 

• God says we all relate at the point of common pain and truth: we have been hurt 
by others and we have also hurt others.  

 
Misconceptions about forgiveness  
People can behave in ways that are hurtful, even damaging to others. When we have 
been on the receiving end, we go through a whole gamut of emotions, from rage to hurt. 
Sometimes there is a desire for revenge. All too often, we react to the offense and simply 
move on, holding the grudge tightly. Few things are more damaging to the human spirit 
than the crippling effects of unforgiveness.  
 
Forgiving is not excusing the behavior. Forgiveness happens when there is no excuse.    
 
We are not doing the person who wronged us a favor by forgiving. Sometimes people 
neither know nor care that they have caused pain. So often we want to hold on to anger 
or hurt, often believing, with some justification, that the person who has caused us harm 
does not deserve to be forgiven. The gift of forgiveness is for our own spiritual and 
emotional growth, not just for the person who caused us pain.  
 
We are not protecting ourselves by not forgiving. In fact we are regaining the power 
that we have handed over to the person that hurt us. It is the forgiving that gives us 
freedom. Staying under the control of our unforgiving emotions and attitude stunts our 
spiritual growth.   
 
Forgiving does not mean forgetting. It simply means that the sting is gone from the 
memory, and we have a willingness to detach. Forgiveness means I will no longer hold 
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you accountable for the wrong. Forgetting comes in time, however, and normally only 
after true reconciliation.  
 
Forgiving is not an instant process. Forgiving starts as an act of obedience to God. 
“Cheap” forgiveness is not real. To entirely forgive requires acknowledging and venting 
feelings, regaining God’s perspective and then being faithful and allowing for healing. 
We know forgiveness has occurred at the deepest level when we are reminded of the 
memory, but not held hostage by the old feelings.  
 
We must not punish ourselves for bad choices. We must be responsible for our own 
actions. But we also have to stop holding ourselves hostage and also forgive ourselves, 
accepting our humanness and tendency to make mistakes, and let them go and move 
forward. God tells us He separates our sin as far as the East is from the West.  
 
Forgiving someone does not obligate us to a repeat performance. Some people and 
some situations are to be avoided because it is wise and prudent. God rightly asks, 
“What fellowship do darkness and light have?” Reestablishing a trusting relationship 
with someone takes time and a commitment from both to do so.  
 
We are not "giants" because we are forgiving.  This is clearly addressed in scripture. By 
holding a grudge, we become voluntary victims, giving the offender the power to make 
us miserable. That's not the freedom God has called us to. Forgiveness is about 
obedience.  It’s about the bigness of God who fills us full of Himself, not about how 
spiritual we are for forgiving someone. Forgiving another is my recognition of the 
wonderful forgiveness that I have been afforded by God through Christ.  
 
Steps to obtaining forgiveness 
Forgiveness is tough but getting forgiven may even be tougher. Because forgiveness is 
beneficial for both parties, and God asks us to forgive others, there is often a belief that 
anyone who is a spiritual person should offer forgiveness immediately. Certainly, to be 
able to forgive is beneficial to the forgiver. However, for the perpetrator, repentance 
must be a precursor to forgiveness. Repentance does not just mean saying you are sorry, 
especially if the sorrow is more about being caught than about regretting the original 
act. Repentance also means communicating sincere regret and taking steps to be sure 
that you never repeat the action. If you feel you need forgiveness from another person, 
consider the following steps:  
 
1. Take responsibility for the pain (or harm) you caused. Get real with God, and ask 

His forgiveness. Accept that, regardless of your reasons, it was your actions or 
words that caused pain for someone else.  Search your heart to be sure that it is the 
pain or harm that you regret, not just the  experience of your own consequences. 
Develop genuine sorrow for the other person (II Cor. 7:10).  

2. Understand that, no matter how much you want to explain, or how much the  
person wants to know why, once they know, the hurt will not change. Their feelings 
towards you may change, but don't count on it. The hurt will still be the hurt. “Why” 
is rarely a useful question, and explanations often sound painfully like self-serving 
rationalizations.  
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3. Decide what you need to do and how you need to change to ensure that you do not 
ever again make that kind of choice, and therefore cause others more pain. Make 
those changes in yourself. Until you have learned the lesson and sincerely attempted 
to make the changes, it is unreasonable to expect that the human heart will truly be 
able to forgive you, and it is questionable as to whether it should. 

4. Plan how you will communicate with the person you have 
hurt. Let them know that they need no longer fear hurt from 
you. Be clear in your mind that you will make an apology 
without excuses and rationalizations.  

5. Decide what could or should be done to make amends to the 
person(s) that you hurt. This will be in addition to an apology.  

6. View your offenses from God’s point of view. Only God knows 
the full impact of our behavior. Confession means to agree with God about the 
consequences of our choices, but also the power of His forgiveness and restoration.  

7. Make the apology and offer amends with no strings attached. Forgiving is not the 
same as returning to old situations. Do not count on a return to a previous 
relationship as a part of the forgiveness.  

8. If the individual wants no part of your apology or your amends, be prepared to 
accept this too. If that hurts, do not turn the pain into anger against them. They may 
need time to heal. Know that you have done the best you can, and plan on how you 
can use the process for your own spiritual and emotional growth.  

9. Be actively involved in community. Do not isolate yourself. Share your experiences 
with others.  

 
Stop and think: Where are you stuck? Who do you need to forgive? From whom do you 
need to ask forgiveness? Have you forgiven yourself? What is in the way: pride, fear, 
or a lack of repentance?  



47 
 

IX. Resolving the Past 
To live is to change, and to perfect life is to have changed often. 
John Henry Newman 
 
Old beliefs do not lead you to new cheese. 
Spencer Johnson, Who Moved My Cheese 
 
You are not your past!!  You are not your mother or father.  You are not cursed by some 
cosmic entity.  You are, however, like all of us, impacted by your past. An important 
step in developing healthy relationships is to let go of the baggage from your past. 
Baggage refers to anything you carry from your past to the present, particularly hurt, 
distrust, disappointment, or fear. Baggage is loaded with negative expectations. Some 
people carry their hurts, resentments and fears as badges of honor, or treat them as if 
they were indisputable lessons life was trying to teach them. They are neither. They are 
byproducts of unfortunate situations and a broken world. You must own this baggage if 
you are going to release it. The sooner you can truly let go the less likely you are to 
recreate bad situations. Read Romans 12:14-21. Notice that Paul instructs us to live in 
peace and to do what is right.  
 

Stop and think: What is your baggage?  
 

Most people collect baggage without realizing it. Every time something unpleasant 
happens, it becomes emotional baggage. You can't move forward in life, and especially 
in relationships, with this baggage. It weighs you down emotionally and spiritually. You 
might experience it as excessive anger, a need to control others, reactiveness, self-doubt, 
fear, insecurity or anxiety. Want to drop this weight? Learn to let go of the 
unpleasantness in your life and in your past. Only when you are no longer controlled by 
thoughts and feeling about your past are you truly free to purse and to develop  healthy 
relationships.  
 
The past can control us in many ways including:  

• Harboring fantasies about a return to a past relationship 
• Dreaming of revenge 
• Closing ourselves off to others and to God 
• Seething with bitterness and resentment 
• Being consumed with fear, guilt or shame 
• Abusing and punishing ourselves with harmful habits or behaviors 
• Acting out sexually to attempt to validate our worth 

 
Baggage Rule: the sooner you let go, less likely you are to RECREATE bad situations. 
How do we make things in our life come true?  

• Self-fulfilling prophecies  
• Ghosts (Memories) 
• Failure to learn from the past  
• Refusal to grow or change 
• Blaming someone else (never yourself) 
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If we don't get rid of our emotional baggage, what impact can it have on our future?  
The pain and bitterness gets stored in our body, is projected onto the future and we pay 
the price by repeating hurtful, unhealthy patterns and being overly emotional. Baggage 
can turn our lives into desperation, chronic misery or one long nightmare.  Emotional 
baggage causes stress, illness and unrest. It interferes and repeatedly sabotages our 
happiness, composure, plans, commitments, reputation, progress and accomplishments.  
It is difficult to move into a new space in our life when we are burdened with old pain, 
fear and rejection.  Healthy relationships are a casualty.  

 
 

How do I let go of my past?   
“…but one thing I do, forgetting those things which are behind and reaching forward to those 
things which are ahead. I press toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ 
Jesus." (Phil. 3:12)  
 
Letting go of the past is amazingly difficult. We hold on to things, even painful things so 
tightly. God will always call us to let go of the heavy, but deeply cherished things we are 
carrying, because His dreams for us are bigger than our fears of the future. Ultimately, 
letting go is an act of the will and an act of faith. We really cannot go back, but we can 
stay stuck. Letting go is placing your trust in a future that you cannot see, because you 
trust a God who has never abandoned you or let you down.  
 
The first thing is to seek God in prayer. He wants to be your partner as you let go of past 
hurts. Next take ownership of your baggage. As long as it remains “out there” and about 
someone else, you have no control over it; in fact, it will control you. Then, allow 
yourself to feel all of your feelings, no matter how unpleasant they may be. Facing your 
hurts and disappointments is the only way to release them. Then get into action. Pick a 
few action steps below and repeat them until you have resolved the issue. Do whatever 
it takes to let go.  
 
Mentally open and unpack you “bags.” Write down all the hurts as you unpack. This 
may not be an easy exercise, as it often requires reliving the hurt. Therefore, you may 
need a close friend or counselor to provide necessary emotional support in the process. 
Now, think of each person/situation, in a different light and find a positive for each 
situation.  Remember forgiveness.  
 
Letting go of your past means accepting that there's nothing you can do to change the 
past. It means forgiving yourself for your mistakes. Ruminating on what you could've or 
should've done is ineffective and unhealthy. Letting go does, however, mean learning 
from your past; it also means being aware of your thoughts. When you find yourself 
dwelling or obsessing over the past, draw your thoughts back to the present. It means 
trusting the healing process. Together with God and a few others, you can move to a 
place of peace.  Letting go means making new connections and finding real community 
where you can be real and tell your story.  Finally, letting go means making a difference 
by using the power of your story to encourage others.   
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Practical letting go strategies 
“Do not remember the former things, nor consider the things of old. Behold, I will do a new thing, 
now it shall spring forth; shall you not know it?” Isaiah 43:18 
 
Write letters to the person(s) you feel resentful towards, feel hurt about or are still 
attached to. Say everything you want to say. Write as many letters as necessary to feel 
complete, each time going deeper to express your full emotions. Do not send these 
letters, but instead do something with them that leads you to feel you are getting rid of 
the feelings. Flush the letters down the toilet, burn them, bury them, etc.  
  
Tell your story over and over to a trusted friend, advisor or write your story in a journal. 
Make sure you and the other person listening do not edit or judge what you say or 
write. Give no advice, and make no comments to dispute your feelings. Your job is to 
communicate and be listened to attentively.  
  
Talk to the right person. Talk to the person with whom you struggle. Do this only if you 
are sure the person will be able to listen to you. Be sure not to blame or be rude, but talk 
about your feelings and the consequences in your life. If you have the opportunity, have 
as many conversations as you need to find closure and be able to let go.   
  
Role-play. Ask a trusted friend to role-play the incomplete situation with you or 
imagine being back in the situation. Use the role-play to act out how you wish you had 
responded. Repeat the role-play or imagine again, but this time have the other person 
act in a way that would have avoided causing the incompletion. Repeat the process over 
time until you feel complete.  
  
Reexamine the situation from the vantage point of the present. Was there a life lesson? 
What was God trying to teach you? How did you grow as a result? Was there a hidden 
gift in going through the experience? What did you learn as a result of the situation? 
Repeat until you can feel gratitude toward the situation and the other person.  
  
Own what happened. Take responsibility for it and figure out how to prevent a similar 
situation from happening again. Answer the following questions at length in your 
journal: How did you contribute to the situation, specifically? What motivated you? 
What did you ignore or not communicate? How will you respond differently next time 
at each of the key junctures?  
 
Create completion by understanding. Look at the other's motivations. You do not have 
to approve or agree. Simply understand. Answer the following questions at length in 
your journal: What made his/her actions inevitable? Did he/she have a true choice? 
What would have had to be different in order for his/her actions to be different?  
  
Repair the damage or loss. Actively repair the damage or loss. If something of yours was 
taken, replace it with an item just as good or better. If you were emotionally hurt, give 
yourself the kind of support, acknowledgment, love, etc. you wanted from the other 
person. Ask trusted others to provide you with the emotional support you needed and 
did not get.  
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 Move out of your comfort zone. Use your energy for good. Change direction. Make a 
difference.   
 
Quit re-hashing the past. “Death and life are in the power of the tongue, and those who love it 
will eat its fruit.” Proverbs 18:21 Every time we talk about the problem or pain without 
owning it or doing something constructive about it, we take what is in the past and 
bring it back into our present day.  
 
Let go of the shame. We make mistakes. Sometimes we consciously or unconsciously do 
things that hurt ourselves or others or we flat out disobey God’s Word. Thankfully, we 
have Jesus. Read and mediate on I John 1:9. Even if we have confessed and  received 
forgiveness, we must let go of the shame that may try to linger. Instead of dwelling on 
the shame, focus on the new spirit in you. Be thankful for the fact: “That was then and 
this is now.” 
 
Give it to God. Ultimately God is the final judge.  He asks us to forgive out of obedience 
and out of our appreciation for his incredible forgiving heart towards us. Not letting go 
dooms us to live in an emotional prison of our own making. Read Matthew 18.  
 
Stop and think: Where am I in the “letting go” process?   

 
Letting Go Questions:  
“Everything that is past is a learning experience to grow on, a beautiful memory to reflect on, or 
a motivating factor to act upon.” Denis Waitley 

• What is it time for me to let go of?  
• Have I begun to unpack old baggage?  
• Have I identified and sorted out all my losses? What am I going to do with them?  
• Have I accepted the necessity of going through a time of mourning? 
• Is there a pattern to my life choices?  
• Am I connected with others who can share your journey?  
• Where am I stuck?  
• Am I still living in fear, mistrust, or bitterness?  
• Have I spent some quality “alone” time meditating on these things?  
• Have I meaningfully challenged any of my habits?  
• Have I told my story for the purpose of letting go?  
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X. Grieving Losses 
You have turned my mourning into dancing. Psalm 30:11 
 
Life brings many losses and losses require grieving. Most of us do not grieve because we 
deny our losses or deny that they affect us. Inadequate grieving, however, is a major 
cause of relationship failure. Loss has many faces: disappointments, neglect or 
abandonment in childhood, the loss of a parent, physical, mental or sexual abuse, failed 
relationships, the death of a spouse, a divorce, etc.  Loss is also embedded in change. 
Every loss impacts us; we lose something of ourselves with each one. Most of us rush 
through the grieving process to avoid the pain. The result is that we block our own grief 
process and do not allow ourselves an opportunity to mourn. However, blocked, frozen 
or denied grief can slow down or even stop personal growth and limit our ability to 
bond to others.  
 
What is a loss?  A loss is a broken emotional or spiritual bond. Over time, we develop 
emotional attachments to people, pets, ideas, things, or situations and these things are 
sometimes taken away from us. The natural response is to grieve these losses.  Many of 
us refuse to grieve; we deny avoid or pretend, anything but authentic grieving.  Why?  
Grieving is painful; losses and their impact must be acknowledged. We nurture the 
illusion that life should not bring pain or loss; we are wrong. God allows us to 
experience loss because it is the natural way of things and because without loss we 
would be totally self-reliant, never learning to depend on Him. He allows us to grieve 
because He grieved. He wants us to embrace grief and not be afraid. What are some of 
your losses?  
 
Why is grieving so important? 
To spare oneself from grief at all cost can be achieved only at the price of total detachment, which 
excludes the ability to experience happiness. Eric Fromm  
 
Grieving is the natural way to help us accept and endure our losses. It can take as long 
as ten years to fully recover from severe loss. Successful grieving frees us to form new 
bonds.  Our culture, our wounds and our past often keep us from acknowledging our 
losses, experiencing our feelings and growing through our grief—we get stuck. God 
calls us to embrace our losses and grow through them.  
 
Individuals stuck in the grieving process will display some characteristic symptoms. For 
example, they may be unable to speak of the loss without re-experiencing intense shock 
and grief. They may engage in intense, self-defeating behaviors in response to minor 
trigger events. They may talk about their loss but deny that it hurts or impacts them or 
they may persistently avoid talking about the loss. Other symptoms include, denial, 
sleep and/or eating problems, thoughts of suicide, depression, addictions, physical 
symptoms, radical, impulsive changes and ritualizing or ‘enshrining’ the loss. 
Individuals operating from a childhood message or current environment that 
discourages grieving will report that they are fine—they probably are not. Adults and 
children need clear permission and encouragement to express their deep feelings of 
grief, hurt, sadness, anger, loneliness and confusion.  
 
What does healthy grieving look like? 
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In her landmark book, On Death and Dying, Elizabeth Kubler-Ross first introduced the 
world to the “process” of grieving; she called it the process of separation. Studying and 
observing hundreds of families grieve their losses; she identified five emotional stages 
that people pass through when they are experiencing deep grief. These stages are shock 
or denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance.  
 
Stages of Grief 

• Shock and denial often manifest themselves as numbness, disorientation or 
hysteria, “This can’t be happening to me.”   

• Anger can be overt and become rage or covert and develop into bitterness.   
• Bargaining can present as fantasizing, magical thinking or irrational pleading. 
• Depression presents as profound sadness, despair or even apathy.   
• This uneven process finally leads to acceptance and resolution.  

 
Not everyone goes through these stages in this order. Grief is very personal; each of us 
has our own style. The key is to give yourself permission to grieve. Loss can be 
excruciating; mourning our losses is critical.  What we do not mourn, we carry inside, 
perhaps forever. Going through the grieving steps is important, but to be successful the 
process must include a period of synthesizing and embracing the losses you have 
personally incurred.  As you come to understand what you have lost, you must 
determine to the best of your ability how this loss happened and why. You must 
determine your role in the loss and assess what this loss means to you. Drawing 
meaning from your circumstances is a critical part of your spiritual journey.  
 
Healthy grieving involves the following elements: 

• Acknowledging the loss and its impact on you. “What did I lose?” “How did it 
happen?” “What does it mean?”  

• Talking about your feelings to another person.  
• Developing personal faith in your ability to survive the loss. 
• Allowing yourself to grieve without guilt, shame or bitterness. 
• Involving a support network of pastors, friends, loved ones and professional 

helpers if necessary. 
• Taking personal time (as much as is needed) to sort out your feelings.  
• Understanding that there is no “right” way to grieve, only the way that works 

best for you.  
• Refusing to become a victim.  
• Partnering with a holy God who “knows our sorrows” and is “acquainted with 

our grief.”  
The Process of Grieving 

Work through the denial that hides the anger 
Work through the anger that hides the hurt 

Work through the hurt that hides the loss and loneliness 
Work through the loss and loneliness that hides the lack of self-esteem 

Work through the lack of self-esteem that hides the total confusion 
Work through the total confusion that hides our unwillingness to 

give up our own control and to surrender our lives to our creator God. 
AUTHOR UNKNOWN 
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God desires to be intimately involved in your grief process. However, many individuals 
are angry with God, feeling that He has abandoned them or let them down. “How could 
you let this happen to me” is a familiar question for God. Sometimes we cannot ask God 
for forgiveness because we have not forgiven ourselves. Sometimes our hurt, anger or 
shame prevents us from forgiving others and we continue to hold on to the hurt, often 
resulting in bitterness.  
 
“The deep fear lying behind every loss is that we have been abandoned by God who should have 
saved us. The transforming moment of conversion comes when we realize that even God has left 
us. We then discover it was not God, but our image of God that abandoned us.  This frees us to 
discover more of the mystery of God than we knew.  Only then is change possible.”  C. Barnes in 
When God Interrupts 
 

Stop and think: Are you stuck in the grieving process?     
 

Being “stuck” means intensifying your grief to the point of feeling totally overwhelmed 
for a prolonged time, and resorting to maladaptive behavior of some kind. Being stuck 
in grief occurs when you stay in a state of grief without progressing through the 
mourning process toward becoming emotionally whole again. 
 
Suggestions for getting unstuck and moving toward healing 

• Spend time with friends and your support network.   
• Never make lifestyle-altering decisions while you are stuck.  
• Allow yourself to cry.  
• Ask that others be patient with you and listen, really listen to you.  
• Ask others to temporarily suspend expectations of you.  
• Become maximally self-accepting and self-forgiving. 
• Be open and receptive to the gifts offered by others. 
• Meditate on God’s word as well as comforting literature, poetry or songs. 
• Make your daily activities as routine as possible.  
• Hold tight to your faith.  

 
Ways to support someone who is grieving  

• Be available. 
• Don’t over-talk the situation. 
• If you are not sure, ask what they need. 
• Never use pious platitudes. 
• Be present—emotionally and spiritually. 
• Listen with your heart. 
• Be okay with prolonged periods of silence. 
• Never try to fix things. 
• Allow the person to grieve in his/her way and at his/her own pace. 
• Stay within your limits. 
• Pray.  
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XI. Setting Healthy Boundaries 
A boundary is any limit I need to honor so I can love or work with you without resentment and 
with integrity. David Gruder 
 
To be a healthy person and have healthy relationships, you must learn how to develop personal 
boundaries. Boundaries are the invisible emotional fences we place around things, like ourselves, 
to differentiate them from other things, like someone else. An effective boundary allows you to 
ask for “alone” time, to gently tell someone when it is time to go home or get off the phone or to 
frame in careful language behaviors you will not tolerate. Boundaries are not walls.  Boundaries 
are about you, not the other person (Matthew 7:1-6).  Boundaries are not sinful, selfish, fleshly, 
rude, insensitive or uncaring (Galatians 6:2-5). Boundaries do not exclude servanthood. 
Boundaries are not a form of punishment or a statement of mistrust. Setting boundaries is not 
disrespectful, bad or wrong. In fact, boundaries make you feel safe in your environment and can 
prevent you from being hurt. Personal boundaries are healthy. Setting boundaries raises your 
sense of self-esteem, because you are sending yourself the message that you are worthy of care.  
 
Moreover, setting boundaries makes others feel safe around you. Boundaries let people know 
what you want and don't want. And more importantly, boundaries let people know what your 
limits are. This gives others the security of knowing your relationship guidelines, eliminating 
their fears about how they should relate to you. When you set boundaries, people in your life 
know exactly what they can and cannot do around you. 
 
A boundary is like a dividing line between you and anyone else, even a loved one. The line 
represents both physical and emotional limits others may not violate. Each person has their own 
internal indicator of when their line is being crossed. A boundary, when crossed by others, will 
create intense emotions (such as anger, rage, guilt, etc.) that serve as signals. Boundaries are 
drawn from your value system and help define who you are. They actually make you more 
trustworthy because you are consistent. The keys to setting effective boundaries are to tell 
yourself and others the truth, to have integrity, and to be true to yourself and to who God says 
you are 
 

Stop and think: What are your boundaries? Where do you draw the line? To find out, 
think of instances in the past year when you felt intense negative emotions in response 
to something done or said to you. More likely than not, your boundaries were being 
crossed. 
 

Boundary Myths  
• If I set boundaries, I am being selfish. 
• Boundaries are a sign of disobedience and not being a servant.  
• If I set boundaries, people will reject me.  
• If I set boundaries, I will hurt others. 
• Boundaries mean that I am angry. 
• When others set boundaries, it injures me. 
• Boundaries cause feelings of guilt. 
• Boundaries are permanent, and cause disconnection from others. 
• Boundaries aren’t Christian.   

 
 
 
Boundary problems?  
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Many people have trouble setting boundaries. For most, it is because they really do not 
know how to set them or why it would be important. For some, it reflects an unhealthy 
behavior pattern. In Boundaries, Cloud and Townsend identify four types of individuals 
with boundary problems.   
 
1. Compliants 
Compliant people have fuzzy and indistinct boundaries. Their boundary is like a screen 
door on a submarine. They give in easily to the demands and needs of others. They are 
“pleasers” and can’t say “no.” Compliants take on too many responsibilities and set too 
few boundaries. They often allow others to control them. They are clearly out of balance 
and out of integrity with themselves. Compliants say “yes” on the outside and “no” on 
the inside, mostly because of fear—fear of abandonment, rejection, shame, being seen 
negatively, of someone being angry, not being accepted, not seen as spiritual. 
Compliants lack awareness; the pain caused by a lack of boundaries is invisible to them. 
The emotional consequence for Compliants is a lack of spontaneity and personal growth. 
 
2. Avoidants 
Unlike Compliants who operate out of fear, Avoidants are unable to ask for help, to let 
others in or to recognize their own needs. Usually some emotional wound is at the heart 
of this pattern. Avoidants withdraw when they have needs; they do not seek the support 
of others. It is frustrating to try to get close an Avoidant; they are seldom disclosing or 
open. Their boundary is a wall; nothing and no one gets in or out. The emotional 
consequence for Avoidants is a lack of intimacy and fellowship. 
 
3. Controllers  
Controllers don’t respect the limits of others. Boundaries are for other people, not them.  
They resist taking responsibility for their own lives, so they need to control others. Most 
controllers have a deep need to be right (not wrong), although they would perceive it as 
an effective way to get things done. Often undisciplined, they seldom let anyone too 
close. The emotional consequences for control are social isolation, anger and self-
righteousness.  There are two types of controllers, active and passive. Active controllers 
are like tanks; they roll over anything or anyone. They may even be abusive. Passive 
controllers are usually subtly manipulative and like being left alone.  
       
4. Nonresponsives  
Nonresponsives are insensitive to the feelings of others. They do not violate your 
boundaries; they stay aloof and disconnected. They often present a critical spirit—
projecting their anger on others. They are so absorbed in their own issues that they 
exclude others. The emotional consequences are relational distance, isolation and 
emotional addictions.   
 
Stop and think: Do you see yourself as one of these types? Do you allow others to 
cross your boundaries? Are you violating the boundaries of others?  Are you getting all 
that you want out of your relationships? If your life is filled with more of what you do 
not want and not enough of what you do want, then it's time to set your boundaries. 
 
Examples of Unhealthy Boundaries  

• Accepting gifts, touch, or sex you do not want.  
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• Acting on first sexual impulse.  
• Believing others can anticipate your needs. 
• Expecting others to fill your needs automatically.  
• Falling apart so someone will take care of you.  
• Falling in love with a new acquaintance.  
• Giving of self or resources beyond your limits  
• Going against personal values to please others.  
• Letting others define you or direct your life.  
• Not noticing or caring when someone invades your boundaries.  
• Unwilling to say no, because you fear rejection or abandonment. 
• Drawing identity or worth from what you think others want you to be. 
• Taking on other’s problems as your own. 
• Rarely ask for help. 
• Seldom connecting with others.  

 
Healthy boundaries 
Individuals with healthy boundaries have a strong sense of identity and self-respect.  
They are able to say no or yes, and allow others the same courtesy.  In fact, they expect 
reciprocity in relationships.  They accept responsibility for their behavior, but will not 
tolerate abuse or disrespect. They take full responsibility for their own happiness and 
fulfillment, and allow others to be responsible for theirs. They are clear on their wants 
and needs and can articulate them clearly. They don’t compromise their values or 
integrity to avoid rejection. They share personal information gradually in a mutually 
sharing/trusting relationship. They know their limits and accept those of others. They 
are able to ask for help when needed.  
 
How do I set boundaries?  

• Start with baby steps (baby no’s) 
• Practice saying “no”  
• Understand the qualities that define who you are 
• Rehearse scenarios in your own mind. 
• Be clear about your values and motives. 
• Be clear about your spiritual relationship to the person(s) with whom you are 

setting a boundary. 
• Practice setting limits on your time, money, resources and emotions.  
• Work through any guilt and anxiety with an accountability partner. 
• Speak the truth in love. 
• Understand that boundaries define who you are and what you are willing to do; 

they are not an indictment of the other person.  
• Check your emotional pulse to understand the other person:  

Ø Feeling annoyed—attention getting-pleaser 
Ø Feeling pressured, challenged—active controller 
Ø Feeling frustrated—passive controller 
Ø Feeling patronized—compliant 
Ø Feeling hurt/ not heard—nonresponsive  
Ø Feeling helpless/exasperated—avoidant 

• Educate the people in your life about your boundaries.  
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• Don’t make people wrong for their past behavior toward you. Instead, calmly inform 
them about what they can and cannot do around you.  
 

The following boundary-setting process will help you further educate people who 
ignore or invade your boundaries. Use a neutral tone of voice. Note that each step in the 
process is slightly more firm. Stop when the other person responds positively to your 
request.  
 
Inform: "Do you know that you are speaking loudly (or hurting me, saying things I 
don't like, etc.)?" 
Request: "Please lower your voice." "Please stop hurting me." "Please stop what you are 
saying." 
Instruct: "I need for you not to yell." "I need you to stop hurting me." "I need you to stop 
what you are saying." 
Warn: “You may never speak to me in that tone of voice." "You may never hurt me like 
this." "You may never say this to me." 
Take a stand: "Stop. I demand you to stop right now." 
Time out: “What you are doing/saying is unacceptable to me. I am open to working this 
out when you are able to do so reasonably. I am now leaving for (duration) to protect 
myself." 
Extended time out: "I am going to distance from you to protect myself until you can 
do/say X or stop doing/saying X." 
 
Godly people set boundaries. Without boundaries, you are essentially giving yourself 
away. With boundaries, you give only what you want which means you can afford to be 
generous to more people over a longer period of time. If you want people to consistently 
respect your boundaries, try to understand why they are crossing them. Make it easy for 
people to understand and respect your boundaries. Boundaries allow people around 
you to grow. When you set boundaries, it makes others conscious of their behavior.  
 
Boundaries can be used not only to protect you from unwanted behavior, but also to 
foster behavior you desire and need. Identify what you need from others to thrive, and 
then ask for what you want. For boundaries to be a reality in your life, be willing to act 
consistently. Commit to uphold what is right and true for you. Practice makes perfect. 
Learning how to set boundaries takes time and practice. It will feel awkward at first. 
People may not like what you are saying, but keep practicing and communicating. You 
will get better, more skilled, and more graceful. 
 
In summary:   
Know your boundaries. Use your feelings, such as anger, guilt, or frustration, as signals 
that your boundaries are being crossed.  
Everyone has their own idea of the line that cannot be crossed by others. You are only 
responsible for your own boundaries. Your "line" may be different than someone else's; 
in fact it probably is. Be clear about your boundaries and respect the boundaries of 
others. 
 
Educate others about your boundaries. Tell others your limits in a firm but positive tone. 
Do not focus on the past and shame the person for past behavior. Just establish clearly 



58 
 

and calmly what they can and cannot do or say when they are relating with you. Some 
people will adhere right away, some never will.  Surround yourself with people who 
will respect your boundaries.   
 
Paul tells us in Galatians chapter five that when we are filled with God’s Spirit, we will 
experience fruit—love, joy, peace, etc. I believe a sense of peace is the ultimate 
consequence of maintaining firm and healthy boundaries. Most people will feel relieved 
that they now know how you want to be treated. People who want to be in relationship 
with you want to know what the rules are—and everyone's rules are different. In the 
great guessing game of relationships, sometimes people guess wrong. They have old 
patterns of their own and they have many past experiences, both good and bad. In fact, 
some people have never been treated well in a relationship and so they have difficulty 
with the concept of boundaries. Articulating boundaries makes a clear picture for all 
concerned. Boundaries are truly about love because through them you share who you 
are.   
 
Want to know more about boundaries?  Read Cloud 
and Townsend’s excellent book, Boundaries in 
Dating.  
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XII. Getting Spiritually Connected 
Every part of scripture is God-breathed and useful one way or another—showing us truth, exposing our 
rebellion, correcting our mistakes, training us to live God’s way. Through the Word we are put together 
and shaped for the tasks God has for us. II Tim. 3:16-17 
 
We were created to connect with others. God created us as social, relational beings. At 
the very core of who we are, we have a deep longing to know and be known, love and 
be loved. Part of this connection is spiritual.  Just as God is connected to the universe 
and to us, we are to be connected to Him and to one another. He made us to live out our 
faith alongside others. The dynamic of fellowship, Koinonia in the Greek, however, is 
more than just potlucks or volleyball.  The root of this word means to share or a sharing 
partner. Koinonia suggests common unity, sharing life together as the Body of Christ. 
Spiritual growth happens inside this fellowship. It is clear that God wants us to live out 
our lives in our culture, to be salt and light to our world. It is also clear that the energy to 
do this comes from a spiritual connection to other believers through His Spirit. You 
cannot have healthy, balanced relationships if you are not connected to others. If you 
want to grow in your walk with Christ—get connected.    
 

Stop and think: What are your spiritual needs?  Check all that apply. 
q To practice spiritual discipline 
q To see myself as a whole person in Christ  
q To be affirmed as valuable to God 
q To live life in the present 
q To invest in my life now—relationships, church, or serving others 
q To build margin into my schedule—time alone to heal, to set goals and to 

commune with God 
q To become more intentional in serving others 
q To commit myself to accountability relationships as a hedge against temptation 

and an antidote for isolation and loneliness 
q To enjoy solitude  
q To choose joy and celebrate the life God has given me 
q To forgive myself and/or others and experience God’s forgiveness 
q To love others out of my own fullness in Christ 
q To serve others out of my sense of joy and contentment to find my life purpose 
 

Why do I need to connect with others?  
“Community is the place where the person you least want to live with always lives.” Henri 
Nouwen 
One of God’s greatest gifts to us was the Church; the community of fellow strugglers 
and believers (Acts 2:42-47; Romans 12; I Cor. 12; Ephesians 4).  It is in this community 
that we share life with others and grow as believers. Transformation into Christ-like 
servants happens in community.  (Romans 12:1-2) 
 
What is community? Community is...  

• A place to learn the truth about yourself 
• God’s plan for the church 
• Where you and others are being formed into the likeness of Christ 
• Where the real you meets the real me 
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• Where everyone matters and no one stands alone 
• About unity in Christ, sharing experiences, trusting others and being vulnerable 
• Being committed to others and choosing to be accountable to them 
• A safe place where you can be yourself—flaws and all, and feel accepted 
• Where you are loved and encouraged 
• Where you discover how to apply God’s word to your daily life 
• Where Biblical transformation happens 
• Where you are spurred to repentance 
• Where others speak truth and love to you 
• A place to discover how to engage with God in His mission to redeem a lost 

world 
 
Jesus believed in community.  He did not write a book; he started a community. He gave 
His life to establish that community. Dietrich Bonhoeffer believed in community and he 
too died for his beliefs. The day before he was executed in a Nazi prison camp, this 
incredible man of faith was busy ministering to others.  He speaks about community in 
his book Life Together, a book that celebrates community, the shared life. Bonhoeffer 
believed that the gathering of God’s people was a gift of God, a celebration symbolizing 
the life that Christ gave to us through the cross. As we share life together, we live in 
expectancy of Christ’s return. Bonhoeffer maintained that it was a privilege to live in 
community with others. “It is by the grace of God that the ecclesia (Greek—gathered 
ones) is permitted to gather visibly in this world and share God’s Word and Sacrament” 
(p.22). 
 
Want to get connected? Find your space, find a group.  
Critical, dynamic things can happen in groups, big or small. There are four relational 
spaces in which you and I operate.  One of these spaces is the best place for you to find 
meaningful connections. Knowing your space is critical to experiencing community.  
 

1. Public space: where we share common experiences; occurs when people connect 
through an outside influence, such as picnics, games, outdoor activities. 

2. Social space: where we share “snapshots” of ourselves, small vignettes that 
reveal things about us. Social space provides a place for “neighbor” relationships 
and a place to identify those with whom we’d like to develop a deeper 
relationship.  

3. Personal space: where we share private experiences, feeling and thoughts. We 
call those with whom we connect “close friends.”  

4. Intimate space: where we share our most closely held experiences, thoughts and 
feelings.  People here know all there is to know about us. 

 
Each of these spaces provides different opportunities to connect. In each of these spaces 
(particularly the last three) processes occur that are essential to spiritual growth and 
development.  These processes happen best when we have meaningful connections with 
others. Below are five practices the promote both connect ion and spiritual growth.  
   
 
Confession (II Cor. 3:18; II Tim 2:21; James 5:16; I John 1:9; Psalm 32, 51) 
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Confession is the free and appropriate disclosure of my brokenness, temptation, sin and victories 
given for the purpose of healing and forgiveness and spiritual growth. It is about taking off our 
masks in an atmosphere of safety and trust.  Most of us keep our masks on because we 
fear rejection. Community is where we learn the truth about ourselves. It is where we 
can make our brokenness public and be accepted and supported. Self-disclosure is 
tough, but there is little personal growth without healthy disclosure. It’s important to 
point out that disclosure is a process; few will ever take off their mask until they feel 
safe.    
 
Application (Psalm 25:9; James 1:22-25; II Tim. 3:14-17) 
James 1:22-25 speaks of looking into the revealing mirror of God’s Word. Groups are a 
place where we can look into that mirror. Once we see our need for change, others in the 
group can help us apply the scripture to our lives and circumstances. Groups are like 
“schools of life” where God’s word is applied to every aspect of who we are. We all need 
someone who will walk with us through an issue.   
 
Accountability (Eccles. 4:9-12; Hebrews 10:24-25; Gal. 6:1-6) 
Accountability means opening our lives up to others and taking responsibility for each 
other. The Poet John Donne penned these famous words, “No man is an island, unto 
himself.”  God did not design us for the kind of “rugged individualism” that we find in 
our society.  He designed us for relationship, for community. Accountability has been 
defined as the process of having someone take us “kicking and screaming to a place to we 
really want to go.” We need a place for feedback when we are making life decisions. We 
will not simply “drift” into a mature relationship with Christ—we must decide to grow. 
Therefore, we must allow others to get close enough to help us grow. Our part is to be 
clear about our decision to grow and then to share this decision with others.  
 
It is interesting to note that the word for person (persona in Latin) comes from the Greek 
word prosopon, which is translated “face to face.” It reminds us that we are persons, 
standing face to face, turned toward one another, engaged in dialogue, involved in 
relationship.  We are not separate individuals, but people in community who need 
others to bring us to spiritual maturity.  
 
Guidance (Acts 13; II Timothy 2:22; I Peter 5:2-5) 
The whole purpose of spiritual direction is to penetrate the surface of a person’s life, to get behind 
the facade of conventional gestures and attitudes which he or she presents to the world, and to 
bring out his or her inner spiritual freedom, the inmost truth, which is what we call the likeness 
of Christ in his soul. (Thomas Merton, The Ascent of Truth) 
 
Community is where you intentionally involve others in your important decisions. Any 
decision is a time to enter into prayer and listen to God. Do you involve others in your 
decision making process? Guidance is about helping someone find his or her direction 
and learning how to listen to God together. God is always active; do you know what He 
is doing or where He wants to take you?  Below are some ways meaningful community 
can help you grow in Christ.   
• Providing a safe setting where you can be honest about your struggles, reflect on 

your pain, and face up to the questions with which you struggle. 
• Gaining strength and experience through sharing life with others.  
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• Drawing power and encouragement through other’s stories of struggle and victory. 
• Empowering others to ask you tough questions and allowing others to speak truth 

into your life. 
• Helping you get clear about personal limitations and priorities. 
• Assisting in making choices that reflect God’s character. 
• Never having to struggle alone.  
 
Love and encouragement (Romans 12:9-21; Ephesians 4:1-18)  
It truly helps to know that there is someone committed to us who loves and accepts us 
as we are. We need to see love in action. We need to be part of a group that helps us put 
our faith into practice. Love is where faith is given hands and feet. God becomes real 
through our caring for one another. We need to know that we matter to someone. This 
need for love and encouragement is universal. This kind of love is transforming.  We 
don’t venture out of our shells very often. When we share our problems and concerns 
and feel genuine love, the boundaries that separate us drop away and we feel a part of 
something larger than ourselves.  
 

These five spiritual practices are so essential to your spiritual development. Are they 
present in your life? If not, what can you do to get connected?  
 
Developing a rock-solid relationship with God 
Are you spending quality time with God? Are you sharing your life with a few others? 
What is God doing in your life?  Where is He active? Where is He asking you to serve? 
Where are you being stretched or challenged? Put your trust in Him (Phil. 4:19); keep 
asking God to reveal Himself. God will always help you draw meaning from your 
circumstances. Slow down and spend some quality time with God. Your relationship 
with Him is much more about “being” than it is about “doing.” You do not need to 
know the outcome of this journey, because you know the Guide and He knows you.  
 
The key to spiritual growth is to acknowledge that God is in control.  Life is 
unmanageable without Christ at the center. The challenges of life, particularly coping 
with loss or disappointment, can be devastating and overwhelming. An intimate 
relationship with God helps us make sense of our suffering and leads us to real peace 
and joy as we allow God’s Spirit to fill our lives. There is no spiritual growth without 
change, no change without loss, and no loss without pain. It is the only path we know 
that really works.  
 
How does one mature spiritually to the point where Christ is Lord?  
Below is a brief outline of the process.  For a more in-depth study, see Mere Christianity 
by C.S. Lewis, Ragamuffin Gospel by Brennan Manning, How People Grow by Cloud and 
Townsend, The Life You’ve Always Wanted, by John Ortberg, Lifetime Guarantee, by Bill 
Gillham or The Spirit of the Disciplines by Dallas Willard.  
 
Confession (Ps. 32, 51; James 5:16; II Tim 2:21; I John 1:9; Rom. 10:9-13) 
“Faith is not so much believing this or that about God, as it is hearing a voice that says, come 
unto me.  We hear the voice and we start to go without really knowing what to believe about the 
voice or ourselves.  And yet we go.  Faith is standing in the darkness and a hand is there and we 
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take it.  In that moment of surrender, we stand in an open doorway to freedom from our 
seemingly irreparable past.” (Frederich Buechner)  
 
We are only as sick as our secrets.  Confession is the natural progression of a life that is 
passionate to change and has experienced the touch of a loving God. There is no more 
pretense or hiding behind masks, because the pain of not being intimate with God is 
greater than the pain of disclosure. Confession is about sharing our deepest concerns 
and our most internal battles with fellow strugglers in such a way that we connect 
spiritually. The masks come off, we tell our story and in doing so we relinquish our 
proud independence that has isolated us from God and others. When this happens, 
freedom is just around the corner.   
 
Accepting our own personal realities (Ps. 34; 139; Romans 7: 10-11)  
Accepting the reality of our situation can be difficult.  There comes a time to be honest 
with ourselves about our spiritual state. No more denial or secrets; no more blaming 
others.  Total honesty means accepting that you are powerless over some aspect of your 
life and that you are here, now, to settle this.   
 
God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I 
can, and the wisdom to know the difference. Living one day at time, enjoying one moment at a 
time; accepting hardship as the pathway to peace. Taking, as Jesus did, this sinful world as it is; 
not as I would have it. Trusting that You will make all things right if I surrender to Your will. So 
that I am reasonably happy in this life and supremely happy with You forever in the next. Amen   
Reinhold Niebuhr- The Serenity Prayer 
 
Repentance (Acts 17:30-31, II Cor. 7:9-10, II Peter 3:9, I John 1:9, Romans 6:15-18) 
You can believe in Christ intellectually and admire him. You can say your prayers to him 
through the keyhole as I did for many years. You can push coins at him under the door. You can 
be moral, decent, and good. You can be religious and pious. You can have been baptized and 
confirmed. You can be deeply versed in the philosophy of religion. You can be a theological 
student or even an ordained minister and still not have opened the door. (John Stott)  
 

Our pain leads us here. More accurately, the failure of our attempts 
to numb our pain leads us here. Repentance is admitting our 
brokenness and that our lives are out of control. It is calling upon a 
holy God to forgive and restore us. Repentance is letting go of our 
unhealthy and blatantly sinful behaviors and acknowledging our 
need for God.  The Greek word for repentance is metanoia literally, 

changing our minds or changing direction. Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) calls this 
“hitting bottom.” It is when you and I come to the end of ourselves; when we realize 
that our way isn’t working.  We confess, then we change our direction.  
 
 
Responsibility (I John 1:8; 2: 4-5; James 1:22-25; 4:10)  
I repent and respond to God in obedience, taking personal responsibility for my 
situation and my growth.  I begin surrounding myself by those who can help me.  I 
continue to let go of behaviors, environments or relationships that do not move me 
toward God. I consistently move toward spiritual maturity. We begin to long for not 
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what I want, but what God wants. I will make an intentional choice to stop being a 
victim and blaming others for my situation.  
 
Forgiveness (Psalm 103:10-12; Isaiah 43:25; Matt. 6:14-15; Eph. 4:32) 
Our Saviour kneels down and gazes upon the darkest acts of our lives. But rather than recoil in 
horror, he reaches out in kindness and says, 'I can clean that if you want.' And from the basin of 
his grace, he scoops a palm full of mercy and washes our sin. Max Lucado  
 
Receiving God’s forgiveness can be difficult. A lifetime of pain, guilt and shame can 
make us feel undeserving of God’s grace and forgiveness. Experiencing forgiveness 
comes at the point of our brokenness when we know that we desperately need His love 
and acceptance. The peace that comes from being loved, forgiven and accepted by God 
allows us to forgive others as well as ourselves.  
 
Transformation (Romans 12:1-2; II Cor. 3:18; Gal. 4:19; Gal. 5:22-23) 
God’s desire is to transform us, to change us from the inside out. Spiritual 
transformation literally means being changed into the likeness and character of Christ. 
Transformation occurs as you integrate Biblical truths into your life and begin applying 
those truths to everyday circumstances.   
 
Community (John 15:9-17; 17:15-26; Acts 2:42-47; Acts 4:32-35; Romans 12; I Cor. 12 & 
13; Gal. 6:2; Eph. 4:1-13; Hebrews 10:24-25; James 5:16; I John 3:11-19) 
Community is God’s gift to us, it is the fellowship of traveling companions. Spiritual 
growth cannot happen in isolation; it happens in the context of community. The 
transforming power of community is drawn from the Holy Spirit, who gifts each 
individual so the body of Christ “may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith 
and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole 
measure of the fullness of Christ.” (Ephesians 4:12-13) 
 
Celebration (Romans 8:1; 15:7; Eph. 1:4, 2:6; Col. 2:10, 13)   
As redeemed believers, we can celebrate the truths of our redemption. We are holy, 
accepted, blameless, complete, heaven-bound and totally forgiven.    
 
Servanthood (Gal. 6: 1-2; Phil 1:6; James 2:14-17; II Tim. 2:2, 20-21) 
Servanthood is giving back, not because we have something special to offer, but out of 
gratitude for what God has done in our lives. We give out of our fullness in Christ.  
 
Where are you in your spiritual journey? The good news is that you are never alone—
God is always with you. No matter where you are, connect with a few others; this 
journey was never designed to travel alone. 
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XIII. Emotional and Spiritual Wholeness  
Everything that goes into a life of pleasing God has been miraculously given to us by getting to 
know, personally and intimately, the One who invited us to God. The best invitation we ever 
received! We were also given absolutely terrific promises to pass on to you—your tickets to 
participation in the life of God after you turned your back on a world corrupted by lust. So don't 
lose a minute in building on what you've been given, complementing your basic faith with good 
character, spiritual understanding, alert discipline, passionate patience, reverent wonder, warm 
friendliness, and generous love, each dimension fitting into and developing the others. 
2Peter 1:3-7 MSG 
 
Peter reminds us that everything we need to live abundant lives has been given to us by 
God. What an amazing verse. Everything we need to live healthy, whole lives has been 
given to us by God.  It’s as if Peter is telling us that all the ingredients you will need to 
live abundant lives has been given to you. Now, go put them together and live life-
abundantly and courageously. Wholeness starts with faith (believing and trusting God) 
and ends with love (generosity and compassion toward others).  Wholeness is indeed a 
journey, and there are numerous obstacles and roadblocks to overcome.  Let’s take a 
look at a few.  
 

• Staying busy doing “God-stuff” instead of building an intimate relationship 
with a Holy God.  God is far more interested in ‘being” rather than “doing.” Yes, 
there are things to do; but He looks at our heart, not our list of activities.  

• Denying and covering up our brokenness. We are all deeply flawed and 
broken.  James tells us that we all stumble in different ways.  True wholeness can 
never come from “image management,” only by honest disclosure and 
vulnerability.   

• Minimizing our negative feelings.  As image bearers of God, feelings are 
normal and human. We mistakenly assume that fear, anger or worry has no 
place in our faith. Yet to deny these is to miss an opportunity to work through 
our own internal struggles. God uses our emotions to help us learn to trust Him 
and to give us freedom.  

• Living in false self.  False self is actually pretty easy to do. Instead of living in 
freedom, it’s allowing yourself to be controlled by “shoulds” and the 
expectations of others.  In The Gift of Being Yourself, David Benner writes, “The 
core of the false self is the belief that my value depends on what I have, what I 
can do, and what others think of me.” Signs you may be living in your false-self 
include: saying “yes” when you really mean “no”; needing approval to feel good 
about yourself; remaining silent to keep the peace; viewing your mistakes as 
failures; overcompensating just to be OK; comparing yourself negatively to 
others; and losing your own identity just to please another (or to keep them 
around).  

 
Steps to wholeness  
In his amazing book, Emotionally Healthy Spiritualty, Pastor Peter Scazzero introduces us 
to a process for developing healthy spirituality.  Below are three steps developed, in 
part, from his book.  
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Step One: Be Your True Self-authenticity 
In The Gifts of Imperfection, Brené Brown defines authenticity as “the daily practice of letting 
go of who we think we’re supposed to be and embracing who we are” (p. 50). Elements of 
authenticity include cultivating the courage to be imperfect, exercising compassion, 
setting boundaries and allowing ourselves to be vulnerable.  
 
Living authentically for God means being faithful to your true self, discerning your 
unique call and mission, understanding how He has uniquely made you and embracing 
your temperament, personality, likes, and dislikes. Clearly Jesus embraced His true self. 
In spite of untold expectations, He was always true to His calling. Living faithful to your 
true self is the ability to hold on to who (and whose) you are, affirming your distinct 
values and goals apart from pressures around you, while remaining close to those 
important to you. 
 
Your true self is the person God intended you to be; undeterred by a culture that calls us 
to be selfish, isolated and uncaring. Signs that you are operating in your true self 
include:  

• You are secure in who you are, unaffected by criticism. 
• You are certain of personal beliefs, but not dogmatic or closed. 
• You can respect others without having to change them. 
• You can listen without reacting and communicate without antagonizing or 

attacking. 
• You are free to enjoy life and play. 
• You are aware of dependence on others and responsibility for others. 

 
”Self-care is never a selfish act, it is simply good stewardship of the only gift I have, the 
gift I was put on this earth to offer others. Anytime we can listen to true self and give it 
the care it requires, we do it not only for ourselves, but for the many others whose lives 
we touch” Parker Palmer.  
 
Four ways to develop your authentic self 
 
Silence & solitude 
We need to be alone so we can listen.  Our lives are so full of distractions: noise, 
entertainment, busy-ness and people who want to fix us or set us straight about how to 
live. Somehow we need to slow down enough to give ourselves time and space to hear 
from God.   
 
Find traveling companions  
Few of us are willing to peel back the layers of our self unless we have a few trusted 
companions with us. Bonhoeffer called it “Being alone together.”  There are two 
obstacles to being healthy that we must overcome: the pressure from others to stay the 
same and our own uncanny ability for self-deception. Without mature companions, 
these obstacles are difficult to overcome. How do you find such companions? Pray for 
someone you can trust, and be willing to be accountable.    
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Leave your “comfort zone” 
Moving out of our false self can be scary and may feel very awkward. Perhaps the 
greatest gift you can give yourself is an honest, authentic connection to a loving God. A 
connection that starts with a willingness to present your real self to a God who already 
knows and loves you just as you are. Why is this so important? How can you affirm 
another's uniqueness if you can’t affirm your own? How can you possibly love others if 
you don’t love yourself?  
 
Pray for courage 
It’s tough to change deeply engrained patterns. Change always produces resistance from 
those nearest to us. From the study of family dynamics, we know that change can 
threaten the status quo. Some will embrace your growth to become your true authentic 
self, others will be apathetic, but a few will be hostile. Ultimately, you must be willing to 
tolerate the discomfort necessary for growth.  Keep growing, it’s God desire for each of 
(Romans 12:1-2)  

 
Step Two: Break the power of the past—freedom  
True freedom occurs when we can fully live in the present, because when we’ve 
overcome the destructive patterns of our past. In Emotionally Healthy Spirituality, Peter 
Scazzero calls it “going backwards to go forward.”  He asks why so many of us continue 
to live lives with deeply entrenched parts of us that are seemingly untouched by the 
power of Jesus. He believes the reason is based on two biblical truths: The first truth is 
that the blessings and sins of our families going back 2 or 3 generations profoundly 
impact who we are today and the second truth is that true discipleship (mature faith) 
requires that we put off sinful patterns of our family of origin and relearn how to live 
life God’s way in God’s family.  
 
All families are broken, because none of us comes from perfect parents. Many of us were 
hurt by negative messages that were generations in the making. The fear of bringing our 
issues, feelings and hurts to light often drives us to denial and compartmentalization.  
However, looking back, no matter how painful, always illuminates the present and 
offers a door to freedom.  Each of us bears the impact of early messages that continue to 
affect our current life and relationships. Some of us are living out those messages as we 
speak. Denying the past won’t help. It will take work to uncover and find freedom from 
those early influences. The good news is that our family of origin does not determine the 
future—God does.   Jesus says you’re family (Mark 3:33-35).  
 
In God's family, success is being faithful to His purpose and plan for our life. God 
declares us loveable.  We are called to seek His Kingdom first (Matt 6:33). Discipleship is 
working out these truths in our everyday lives, putting off old false patterns and habits 
from our biological families and being transformed as members of Christ’s family. God’s 
intention is that we grow into mature people.  We honor our families, but we obey God.  
 
Becoming aware of our family of origin’s capacity for emotional connection is a critical 
component. Our ability to love well as an adult is directly connected to how emotionally 
secure the environment was when we grew up. Take your own emotional maturity 
pulse by asking, “How emotionally secure and healthy was my environment?” “Do I 
recall being comforted as a child after a time of emotional distress?” Not routine, 
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mundane times, but times of real grief, hurt, stress or crisis. Can you remember being 
comforted after times like that?  The goal is not to find fault, of course, in our parents. 
Most parents did the best they could with what they had. The key is discovering the 
truth, because those years shaped our ability to love and to connect emotionally with 
people as adults. By looking honestly at the patterns that resulted, we can gain a picture 
of how we responded and how those responses formed the patterns with which we 
relate to our world, to others and to God today. Then, we can begin a journey of growth 
and change and going back to move forward.  
 
The point is that what happens to us growing up in our childhood leaves an imprint on 
the way we emotionally connect (or don’t connect) and relate to others.  We must look 
honestly if we are to be set free to love and live the abundant life. We’re called to 
maturity in our love for God, self and others.  This is the basis of discipleship.  The 
parable of the Good Samaritan reminds us that loving God and loving others are 
connected. We cannot separate the two. So if we want to mature as a Christian, it 
involves our relationship with God, self and others (The Great Commandment, Matt. 
22:36-40). 
 
Step Three: Become an emotionally mature adult-grow 
Growing into an emotionally mature adult can be terrifying. It’s frightening because for 
some of us, our “emotional awareness meter” is broken. We have never developed the 
self-reflective skills to even feel. We’re stuck and may not even know the first step 
needed in order to become mature. Becoming a Christian does not automatically make 
us emotionally mature, but it does give us the grace, courage and power to break out of 
our personal “prison” and learn to become emotionally mature adults and to love well. 
Grace enables us to take risks and do some things differently. We love our families and 
honor our culture in appropriate ways but now we are all about doing life God’s way, in 
His family, in the kingdom of God. 
 
Emotionally mature adults: 

• Give people (and themselves) room to make mistakes. 
• Appreciate people for who they are.  
• Are able to ask for what they need, want or prefer, directly and honestly. 
• Recognize and take responsibility for their feelings.  
• Accurately assess their own strengths and weaknesses. 
• Have the capacity to resolve conflict maturely.  
• Respect others without trying to change them.  
• Understand that the essence of mature faith is loving others well. 
• Live out their faith authentically. 
• Offer grace to others and make no excuses for their own behavior.   
• Speak the truth in love, accepting others where they are, never intending to 

manipulate or control. 
 
Where are you on the path? The best gift you can give yourself and others is 
a spiritually and emotionally healthy you.  
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Part II Healthy Relationships 
To love at all is to be vulnerable. Love anything, and your heart will certainly be wrung and 
possibly broken. If you want to make sure of keeping it intact, you must give your heart to no one, 
not even to an animal. Wrap it carefully round with hobbies and little luxuries; avoid all 
entanglements; lock it up safe in the casket or coffin of your selfishness. But in that casket- safe, 
dark, motionless, airless--it will change. It will not be broken; it will become unbreakable, 
impenetrable, irredeemable” C.S. Lewis.  

 
Reality: it takes two healthy, growing individuals to make a healthy relationship 
(PERIOD). No gimmicks, no shortcuts, no Hollywood romance exceptions.  This is what 
we all want: a healthy relationship (similar core values, compatible life styles and 
personalities, people who know us and still like us) where we are known (warts and all) 
loved and accepted for who we are, where there is a lifetime commitment to care for one 
another and to grow together and become more like Christ. 

 
I know this sounds like a mouthful. What amazes me is how often this does not happen. 
Are we duped or hood-winked? Mostly, we just don’t do due diligence. Our loneliness 
or lack of willingness to work on ourselves makes it unlikely we will make wise choices. 
Then we want to blame the other person for suddenly changing or for deceiving us. If 
you have not worked through the issues raised in Part One, please stop here, find a good 
friend or counselor, and do the work. Many, many roads lead to unhealthy, life-
squelching relationships.  
 
If you have done the work, let’s move forward. Be ready to challenge your relationship 
expectations.  God intended for us to have healthy, life-enhancing relationships, not 
because He simply wants to you to be happy and have a great partner, but because these 
kinds of relationships are a sign of an inner experience.  1Corinthians 13, for example, is 
really about authentic Godly relationships; so is Romans 12: 9-21.  In Ephesians 5, Paul 
says that marriage is similar to the relationship of Christ and the Church. The common 
thread in these verses is not “let’s all have great relationships;” it’s that these kind of 
relationships are not possible unless you are filled with God’s Spirit, unless you draw 
your worth and value from God.  God calls us to be on mission with Him. That means 
who we are inside is vital.  You cannot share something you do not have. Just like 
making a difference in the world (neighborhood, family, workplace), getting healthy is 
an inside job, and healthy relationships are the result.  
 
Not there yet? That’s OK. Just wait until you are.  In the meantime, work where you’re 
stuck.  Talk to a pastor or counselor, join a support group, or take a relationship class. 
Do whatever it takes.    
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XIV. Relationship Readiness 
If you think you’re ready for a relationship, ask a close friend first 

 
Being “ready” to be in a relationship may seem like an odd concept, but it is critical to 
relationship success.  Most people are unaware of their emotional readiness to enter a 
relationship. Consequently, they “jump” into relationships much too soon. Lack of 
readiness leads to poor relationship choices and a tendency to rush into relationships. 
Just so we are crystal clear, you are not ready to be in a relationship if you… 

• find yourself unable to be alone  
• are not satisfied with your life  
• do not have a good support network of family and friends around you.  
• have emotional baggage 
• are unable to compromise  
• have unrealistic expectations 
• are drawing your worth and value from something/one other than God 

 
What does readiness mean to you? 
To define readiness we often use the term complete. This term simply suggests that 
you’ve done (and continue to do) all the hard work necessary in a particular area of your 
life.  In one sense, we are never truly complete, but think of this as having grown 
significantly in an important area. The following checklist is designed to explore your 
relationship beliefs, skills and experiences. Negative beliefs and a lack of skills can 
prevent you from identifying a healthy partner. Mark the items that are true for you.  
Total them at the end of each section and add the section scores together.  
 
Past Relationship Patterns 

q I am clear on what didn't work in each of my past relationships 
q I know the role I played in those relationships 
q I am clear on what didn't work in my parents' relationship 
q Comparing the two above, I understand my relationship pattern 
q I have identified the types of partners I tend to attract 
q I have identified my relationship pattern 
q I understand how I developed my relationship pattern 
q I have identified the ways my relationship patterns benefited me 
q I have identified the ways my relationship patterns cost me 
q I have discovered what I believe about relationships 

____ Total number of statements checked 
 
Letting Go of the Past 

q I am complete with and have forgiven my mother 
q My mother did the best she could 
q I am complete with and have forgiven my father 
q My father did the best he could 
q I am complete with and have forgiven each of my past relationship partners 
q Each of my past partners did the best he/she could 
q I harbor no hope of reconnecting with past relationship partners 
q I am complete with and have forgiven the opposite gender 
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q I have forgiven and no longer compete with the same gender 
q I am complete with and have forgiven myself for my past relationship mistakes 

           ____ Total number of statements checked 
 
Understanding My Needs 

q I know everyone has needs and they are ok to have 
q I know I have needs and it is vital for them to be met 
q I know that someone I just met can't meet my needs 
q I know what my needs are 
q I recognize & know what makes me needy 
q I practice great self-care when I feel needy 
q I consistently take great care of myself 
q I have a system that meets my 3 top needs automatically 
q I have a spiritual solution to some of my needs 
q I no longer need a relationship to meet my needs 
       __ Total number of statements checked 

 
Strong Boundaries 

q I can and do say "no"  
q It's important for me to have boundaries to protect me 
q I know clearly what my boundaries are 
q I do not ignore people crossing my boundaries 
q I have an empowering boundary setting process 
q I am always heard when setting boundaries 
q I am being supportive of other people when I set boundaries 
q I am the most important person in my life 
q I gently but effectively educate people about my boundaries 
q I respect and honor another's boundaries 
    ____ Total number of statements checked 

 
Healthy Partners & Relationships 

q I can and do say "no"  
q I have defined what I need to thrive in a relationship 
q I have defined what is important to me living day to day with a partner 
q I have identified the key relationship needs I want to be met by a partner 
q I have defined what I value above all else in another 
q I have defined what I can't live without in a relationship 
q I have defined the worst thing(s) a partner could do to me 
q I have defined what I absolutely won't tolerate 
q I have dropped all demands on another that I don't demand of myself 
q I am willing to be in the process of growth with a partner 
q I am not willing to negotiate on the qualities most important to me 
     ____ Total number of statements checked 

 
Interactions with Others  

q I engage only in activities that bring me peace and joy  
q I  no longer engage in activities hoping to meet a partner 
q I no longer put my best foot forward; I am being me at all times 
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q I never use sexuality, power or money as a way to attract partners 
q I don't expect everyone to be attracted to me 
q I no longer require attention from everyone 
q I don't compare myself to others 
q I readily participate in activities rather than sitting at home 
q I surround myself with loving supportive friends 
q I am building a healthy, vibrant, loving community 
            ____ Total number of statements checked 

 
New Relationship Patterns 

q I recognize quickly the types of partners that attracted me in the past 
q I acknowledge this attraction as a reaction to past patterns 
q I recognize emotionally available people 
q I recognize Godly, spiritual people  
q I recognize people in the process of growth 
q I recognize kind people 
q I see people for who they are rather than for who I want them to be 
q I am attracted to partners who will be good for me 
q I surround myself with people who will be good for me 
q I have numerous role models of good relationships around me 
q I am developing close “five-criterion” relationships  
  ____ Total number of statements checked 
 
Vision and Passion 
q I am clear about my life dreams 
q I am living my life to the fullest 
q I know what type of work I am passionate about and I am doing it  
q I know what my life purpose is 
q I know what I contribute to others 
q I know how I want to spend my time 
q I know where and how I want to live 
q I know the legacy I want to leave behind 
q I have a life mission statement 
q My personal finances are in order and completely manageable 

____ Total number of statements checked 
 

Personal Faith 
q I have a personal relationship with God 
q I am connected with other believers 
q I have my own spiritual practices—prayer, study, quiet time 
q I take time for silence and connectedness 
q I am detached from my own sense of timing, in favor of God’s  
q I firmly know I will attract the right partner into my life at the right time 
q I am truly happy and living a full life in the present 
q I draw my value and worth from God 
               ____ Total number of statements checked 
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New Dating Patterns 
q I am a woman and I allow men to pursue me, or I am a man and comfortable 

taking first steps in a relationship 
q I stay away from verbal foreplay early in a relationship 
q I do not engage sexually until I am married 
q I limit my together time in the beginning of a relationship; I get to know the 

person slowly 
q I spend much more time courting in person that I do by phone or email 
q I am myself at all times in the dating process 
q I am clear about how I want and don't want to be treated and I communicate     

those desires to my partner 
q I do not test my partner 
q I see my partner for whom he or she is and not for his or her potential 
q I have fun in the dating/relationship process 

 
        __ Total number of statements checked        ____ Your total score 
 
75+ points: You have healthy relationship skills. In fact, you may already be in a 
relationship and are looking to improve your relationship skills.  
 
50 - 74 points: You feel good about yourself, the opposite sex and “dating,” sometimes. 
Other times, you feel as if something is missing. Work on specific areas of this checklist.  
 
Below 50 points: You may feel frustrated with dating or lack thereof and sometimes 
think there will never be a relationship for you. You know you need to do some work 
before you are ready for a relationship.  
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XV. Unhealthy Relationship Patterns  
In the book of life, the answers are not in the back. Charlie Brown 
 
If I am attached to another person because I cannot stand on my own two feet, he or she may be a 
lifesaver, but the relationship is not one of love.    Erich Fromm, The Art of Loving 
 

AN AUTOBIOGRAPHY IN FIVE SHORT COURSES 
 

I walk down the street. 
There is a deep hole in the sidewalk 

I fall in. I am lost…I am helpless 
It isn’t my fault. 

It takes forever to find a way out. 
 

I walk down the same street 
There is a deep hole in the sidewalk 

I pretend I don’t see it. I fall in again. 
I can’t believe I am in the same place. 

But it isn’t my fault. 
It still takes a long time to get out. 

 
I walk down the same street. 

There is a deep hole in the sidewalk. 
I see it is there. I still fall in…it’s a habit 

My eyes are open, I know I’m there. 
It is my fault. 

I get out immediately. 
 

I walk down the same street. 
There is a deep hole in the sidewalk. 

I walk around it. 
 

I walk down another street. 
 
Developing healthy relationships is much like this story. One important key is letting go 
of old, unhealthy patterns and embracing new, healthier ways to relate—taking a 
different street. Unhealthy relationships are forged from behavior patterns that make 
us vulnerable and allow us to tolerate being treated poorly. An unhealthy relationship 
is one in which two people make an emotional "contract" and agree to meet each other's 
needs in ways the end up being self-destructive. 
 
The behaviors below are learned ways of responding that will never allow you to get 
your true needs met and will make you a candidate for an unhealthy relationship.   

• You ignore your own feelings. 
• You take orders from others or do things even when you do not want to. 
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• You expect others to meet your needs whether or not you communicate those 
needs. 

• You apologize frequently for your behavior. 
• You often feel drained or exhausted in your relationships. 
• You believe you do not deserve to be loved. 
• You stop seeing other friends or family, or give up activities you enjoy because a 

partner doesn’t like them.  
• You “walk on eggshells” to keep your partner from becoming angry.   
• You are afraid to tell a partner your thoughts or feelings.  
• You stop expressing opinions if your partner doesn’t agree with them.  
• You think that you are the only one who can help your partner and that it’s your 

responsibility to help them change.  
• You stay because you believe that your partner will kill himself/herself if you 

leave.  
• You believe the critical things your partner says about you.  

 
The beliefs noted above always lead to unhealthy relationship patterns. We all have 
certain characteristic relationship patterns. We use these to relate to others and to get our 
needs met. Unfortunately, many of these patterns and the resulting behaviors are 
unhealthy and inappropriate in building relationships. These behaviors reflect 
unresolved issues within us. Some are learned responses from our childhood, others are 
reactions to past relationship hurts. The experiences of childhood and past relationships 
provide us with a “blueprint” for how to get needs met in a relationship. This blueprint 
forms our relationship patterns—characteristic ways we behave in relationships or allow 
ourselves to be treated. These patterns, even if unsuccessful, are repeated over and over 
again.   
 
In Dance of the Wounded Soul, Robert Burney, commenting on how we perpetuate 
unhealthy relationships writes, “…we build up huge walls to protect ourselves and then, 
as soon as we meet someone who will help us to repeat our patterns of abuse, 
abandonment, betrayal, and/or deprivation, we lower the drawbridge and invite them 
in.  We…have radar systems which cause us to be attracted to, and attract to us, the 
people, who for us personally, are exactly the most untrustworthy (or unavailable or 
smothering or abusive or whatever we need to repeat our patterns) individuals - exactly 
the ones who will 'push our buttons.” 
 
How can I identify an unhealthy relationship pattern? 
To put it bluntly, unhealthy patterns simply do not work.  What’s more, they make us 
feel awful—depressed, betrayed, hurt, disappointed, used, abandoned, frustrated or 
angry. Unhealthy patterns fall into two categories: I need to control you or I let you 
control me.  Both “feel” and play out differently, but the outcomes are always the same: 
no growth, no authenticity, needs remain unmet, and someone is always hurt.  
 
In The Emotionally Destructive Relationship, Leslie Vernick lists five relationship patterns 
that are always destructive. 

1. One or both parties commit physical, emotional, verbal or sexual abuse upon 
the other 

2. One person is regularly overprotective, overbearing or both toward the other. 
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3. One person is overdependent upon the other to affirm his or her personal 
value and worth, to meet all of his or her needs, and to make most of his or 
her decisions. 

4. One person demonstrates a pattern of deceiving the other through lying, 
hiding, pretending, misleading, or twisting information to make something 
appear other than what it is.  

5. One person exhibits chronic indifference, neglect or both toward the 
thoughts, feelings, or well-being of the other.  

 
While we are all capable of hurting or neglecting one another, what makes these 
patterns destructive are their repetitive nature, as well as a lack of remorse and an 
unwillingness to change.  Vernick writes, “If you’re in a relationship that lacks mutual 
caring, safety, honesty, or respect, and you regularly feel anxiety, fear, shame, anger or 
despair, then your emotions are warning you that you are in a destructive relationship” 
(p. 51).  
  
As you examine the following relationship patterns, pay attention to those that may 
reflect how you try to control, get your needs met or protect yourself from being hurt. 
Unhealthy relationship patterns will never meet your needs or bring you peace and joy. 
Not one of these patterns reflects God’s view of relationships. Read I Thessalonians 4:1-
8. Live your life pleasing to God; He God calls us to be servants and truth-tellers, to do 
no harm to others and to draw our value and worth from Him. 
 
Emotions are hidden or used to control and manipulate 
Feelings and needs are not expressed for fear of being 
hurt or rejected. The deep fear is abandonment.  Or, 
feelings are withheld as a form of punishment or 
control. Healthy relationships encourage free 
expression of emotions. Problems are discussed openly. 
There are no hidden agendas.  
 
Possessive jealousy 
Fear and insecurity control this response. This can lead to several unhealthy patterns, 
including smothering, clinging and ultimately abuse. Possessiveness is about insecurity 
and control.    
 
Reality is distorted or denied 
Even though you know that an individual has been unhealthy in past relationships, you 
choose to believe that he or she will not do the same to you. Or, you know your partner 
is deceiving you but you refuse to believe it, even though you know the truth. Healthy 
relationships are about honesty and truth-telling. (Ephesians 4: 15, 25, 29) 
 
Limited support network 
Unhealthy dependency can develop when a person looks to only one or two people to 
meet all of his or her needs. Healthy relationships are built on a solid foundation of 
other important relationships—family, friends, church, work, etc.  
 
Dependency replaces interdependency 
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Staying with someone because you don’t know how to say “no” is unhealthy. You fear 
or hate being alone, so you latch onto the first person that comes by and is available. 
One-sided relationships are unhealthy and often parental. Healthy relationships are 
characterized by inter-dependency, where two people are autonomous but depend on 
one another and mutually submit to one another (Eph. 5:21).  
 
Refusal to change 
Alcoholics Anonymous defines insanity as doing the same thing over and over and 
expecting a different outcome. In unhealthy relationships, individuals keep doing the 
same ineffective things, over and over. Rather than learn, grow and change, they stay 
stuck.  Change is hard, even painful.  Healthy individuals and relationships embrace 
change because they know staying stuck is even more painful. God calls us to change; 
“Be transformed” is what He says in Romans 12:1-2.  
 
The relationship is built on externals 
You notice only a person's looks and outside "package" and do not investigate or pay 
attention to what they are really like as a ‘person.’ The other person shows a lot of 
interest in you and you respond quickly and passionately, without really finding out if 
this person is who or what you really want in a relationship partner. Healthy 
relationships are patient and move from the inside out. 
 
Toxic relationships  
If two unhealthy people persist in a relationship, that relationship will become toxic. 
Toxic relationships are characterized by manipulation and control. Typically one party 
controls the other, through a variety of means.  The other party allows the control, even 
if it is demeaning or even dangerous, because they feel needed or are convinced no one 
else would want them. Below are examples of the behaviors people tolerate in toxic 
relationships.  
 

� Coercion and threats: threats to leave, to call child protective services or to 
commit suicide; pressure to drop domestic violence charges or to do illegal 
things. 

� Intimidation: creating fear via looks, actions, gestures; smashing things; 
destroying property; abusing pets; displaying weapon 

� Emotional abuse:  put downs, name calling, mind games, humiliation, guilt or 
blaming and crazy making.  

� Control: controlling what a person does, whom they see or talk to, what they 
read or watch on TV, or where they go.  

� Minimizing, denying and blaming:  making light of abuse or other 
inappropriate behavior, denying that it actually happened or blaming the other 
person.  

� Abusing authority:  disrespect, treating someone like a servant,  making all the 
major decisions, and defining the rules and roles in the relationship 

� Economic abuse:  preventing someone from getting or keeping a job, making 
them ask for money, or not letting them know about or have access to joint 
income. 
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What can you do? 
We have just examined some unhealthy ways to relate to others. None of these patterns 
will meet your needs or allow you to develop healthy, godly relationships.  These 
patterns reflect deep emotional wounds, motivated primarily by fear. Yesterday’s pain 
prompts today’s fears about tomorrow. We are always capable of change, but not 
without four key elements.  First, you must be committed to change.  Next, denial and 
self-deception must give way to an honest self-appraisal. Third, you must learn about 
who you are and the patterns you have developed.  Fourth, you must stay motivated 
and be willing to exert the effort necessary to complete your journey.  
 
Start by living in the present, not the past. Develop a giving (vs. taking) spirit. 
Understand the places you get stuck and the behaviors you keep doing over and over in 
an attempt to meet your needs. Learn to be vulnerable and a courageous truth-teller.  
Speak your truth in love.  Face your fears—underneath every fear is a lie.  Take every 
thought captive (II Cor. 10:5), renew your mind (Rom. 12:2), and replace old relational 
patterns with new ones that reflect the character of God (Eph. 4: 22-25).  
 
Authentic relationships reflect Christ’s character; they are mutual, reciprocal, 
accepting and life-enhancing. It takes courage to face the fears that maintain our 
unhealthy patterns.  And remember, you cannot do this alone.  
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XVI. Developing Healthy Relationships 
“Life should come with a warning label: do not attempt this by yourself.” 
-Mike Breen and Walt Kallestad, A Passionate Life 
 
You may be asking, “How do I create “five-factor” relationships?  I have been moving 
from loneliness to solitude.  I am working on my relationship with God. Now what?” 
 
Start by creating community—getting plugged into a local church, a small group and 
establishing accountability relationships. Next, begin building a healthy personal 
lifestyle. Healthy relationships have at their core a love for God, others and self (Mark 
12:30-31). They share a commitment and connection to the Creator of life.  The love of 
God then allows us to love others as we love ourselves (I Cor. 13).  This type of 
relationship is free and servant-minded, not fearful or controlling. Next, make healthy 
relationship choices. Making healthy choices has a few prerequisites:  

• Taking charge of life versus being a passive victim 
• Practicing agape love versus just seeking personal or physical fulfillment 
• Developing genuine friendships versus looking for lovers 
• Building a structure for one’s time and relationships versus passively waiting 

around 
• Developing one’s uniqueness versus seeking to be entertained 
• Accountability versus secrecy and isolation 

 
There are at least five patterns of unhealthy choices: 

1. Expecting others to make life interesting, enjoyable and rewarding rather than 
developing one’s own gifts and finding interest, fulfillment and rewards in 
oneself. 

2. Entering into relationships more to have one’s needs met than to contribute to 
others. 

3. Placing blame on others when problems occur and avoiding accountability or 
responsibility for one’s situation and circumstances.  

4. Looking for the “perfect” partner and thus discarding those who do not qualify.  
5. Not involving your support network in your relationship choices.  

 
Relationship building blocks  
There are certain elements foundational to any relationship. Listed below are some of 
those key elements, which I refer to as building blocks. 
 
Honesty and integrity 
Honesty can be seen as personal (telling yourself the truth) and relational (telling your 
truth to others). Not all relationships demand a deep level of intimacy, but all thrive on 
authenticity.   
 
Mutual respect 
We are all created in God’s image; therefore each person deserves our respect; even if we 
disapprove of their behavior or lifestyle. Healthy relationships exist when people can 
give and receive.  
 
Commitment and care 
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Caring for the well being of the other person is a hallmark of all healthy relationships. 
Commitment suggests a strong intention to place a high priority on the relationship. 
 
Strategies for developing healthy relationships  
Below are some strategies for helping you to develop healthy, authentic relationships. 
The keys to developing healthy relationships are threefold: absolute dependence on 
God, a healthy sense of self and an unshakable respect for other human beings.  
 
Place your trust in the “right” person—God (Philippians 4:19). God wants to partner 
with you in everything, including your relationships. He made you a relational being. 
Your growing relationship with God will actually enhance your relationships, because 
you will be relating out of fullness, not weakness and neediness. We then draw our 
value and worth from God, we do not have to depend on others to fill a role that they 
ultimately cannot fill. Godly relationships are full of love, acceptance, forgiveness and 
grace.  
 
Authentic relationships are “grace” filled. Grace is such a powerful word; it instills 
thoughts of mercy, compassion, forgiveness, tenderness and kindness. Grace is a 
character trait of God. Colossians 1:6 states that we should extend grace to others. Grace 
is to be shared.  It should infiltrate every one of your relationships.  
 
Discover and celebrate your needs. Most of us are uncomfortable asking others to meet 
our needs. The paradox is that we all enter relationships to get our needs met. There is a 
direct correlation between the quality of your relationships and your ability to recognize 
and meet your needs. Everyone has needs—that's a part of human nature. In fact, our 
needs facilitate relationships. The giver and the receiver both feel better and more 
connected when each other's needs are voiced and met.  
 
Develop strong boundaries. To know and honor your limits builds your self-esteem, 
while earning the respect of others. Boundaries are there to protect you, and to help you 
honor your needs and wants, not your "shoulds." You have boundaries when you can 
choose to say yes or no to something, someone or a situation. You have boundaries 
when you can stop a situation that is hurting you. You have boundaries when you know 
your needs and ask others to respect them. Having boundaries makes you discerning, 
gives you self-respect, and inspires other people to both respect you and treat you well. 
Incidentally, having healthy boundaries makes it much easier to identify and respect the 
boundaries of others.  
 
Redefine socializing. You have likely participated in many social situations simply as a 
way to meet available partners. Chances are you were not very successful, or the 
relationships formed this way crumbled quickly. Here is a paradox—if you want to meet 
your “ideal’ partner, stop looking for her or him. Socialize as a way to create a rich, 
satisfying life and as way to create a supportive, vibrant community. Be social to 
enhance your life and not to look for a partner. When your life works and you are 
happy, the right partner will be drawn to you.  
 
Develop life vision. Focus on creating the kind of life you want. What is your ideal life? 
Where do you want to live? What do you want to do for a living? What do you want to 
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contribute to the world? The key to creating your ideal life is to make yourself happy 
now and to set yourself up to be happy in the future, regardless of whether you are in a 
relationship or not.  
 
Get connected. Build a community. Be a participant. Get people into your life to meet 
your needs, to support you, to nourish you. Community not only helps meet our needs, 
but it provides vital emotional and relational feedback and accountability. Some of the 
valuable roles a support network can provide are guidance, application and prayer. Our 
close friends can help us apply God’s word to our lives and to our relationships and 
provide caring guidance as we make life decisions. They can also pray with us and for 
us that we remain obedient to God and consistent with our values.  
 
Acknowledge that you simply cannot change other people. Stop wasting your energy 
trying to change others. Instead change yourself if you are unhappy.  Relationships 
become codependent and unhealthy when personal happiness and well-being is 
dependent on someone changing.  People do change, but never on cue and not always in 
the ways we want. If someone makes changes just to please you, those changes will 
rarely be permanent.  Instead of putting your energy into changing others, work on 
yourself. When you change your own behavior, the dynamics of the relationship will 
change. You may not get what you initially wanted, but you will be happier with 
yourself and will stop resenting the other person for not changing to suit your needs.  
 
Understand that other people are mirrors of ourselves. When something about another 
person annoys you or upsets you, instead of reacting to what they are doing or saying, 
take some time to look at yourself, and ask, "How might this situation be a reflection of 
me, of my behaviors, of my choices?" Most of the time, the irritating character trait we 
detest in the other person is something we do not like about ourselves. If you 
consistently choose partners who do not treat you well, take a look at yourself and your 
negative relationship patterns. You may not like what you see in your "relationship 
mirror," but the willingness to get real will greatly enhance your ability to have healthy 
relationships (James 1: 19-27).  
 
Accept that the people in your life are there because you made the choice to be with 
them. If your relationships are unsatisfying or unhealthy, you can choose something 
different.  If you are in a relationship with someone who is not treating you well, you are 
responsible for this, because you are allowing that person to continue the behavior. You 
have choices and the power to make changes.  You can choose to allow the relationship 
to continue or you can choose to stop tolerating the behavior and set boundaries by  
letting the person know what is and is not acceptable. If the relationship remains 
unhealthy, you can also choose to leave a relationship. You always have choices. 
 
Allow others to be responsible for their own needs.  Many of us go through life “doing” 
for others, trying to make them happy and fulfill all their needs.  We do this for several 
reasons: to keep them from being upset or angry, and ultimately to keep them from 
leaving or abandoning us. With the obvious exception of caring for your children or 
others who literally need your help to survive, you are not responsible for others to the 
extent that you are draining yourself. You do not need to "buy love" from others by 
making yourself an indispensable doormat!  
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Do not take responsibility for how other people choose to feel. Just as you cannot 
change another person or be responsible for their needs, you also cannot control the way 
another person feels. We have choices about our reactions to things. We are all familiar 
with the expression, “It is not what happens to you, but how you react to it that counts.” 
This is an important concept. Unless you accept the validity of this statement, you will 
forever be suppressing and withholding your real feelings for fear of offending or 
hurting or angering another person. Your sole responsibility, when communicating 
with another person, is to speak the truth from your heart, with love and compassion, 
and to do it authentically and directly. As long as you are speaking your truth, and 
doing it in a non-reactive way, you are not responsible for how the recipient chooses to 
feel about it. Accepting this point frees you from a great deal of guilt and allows you to 
speak the truth in love.  
 
Understand that people are always doing their very best in life, even if their best may 
not be enough for you. When we feel hurt or disappointed by other people, it is easy to 
blame them.  Realize, however, that most people are doing the best they can at that 
moment in their lives. Everyone has baggage from their past. We can't always know 
what is on another person's mind or heart. People make choices, and sometimes their 
choices cause us pain. Understanding that people seldom try to hurt us purposely and 
accepting them for who they are is extremely freeing.    
 
Be your authentic self in your relationships.  Some people stay in their “false self” to 
make a relationship work. They say what they think the other person wants to hear or 
do what the other person wants to do, even though it is not a true expression of who 
they really are. The scenario is common:  you are afraid to be your "real" self early in the 
relationship, so you pretend to be something else (false self). But it’s difficult to keep up 
the façade for long.  Soon you are anxious about the other person seeing the real you 
and possibly rejecting you. The worst part is that you never have what you really want, 
to be loved and cherished for who you are. Sound familiar?   Then stop now and be the 
person God designed you to be.  If there are things in your life that need to change, by 
all means change them. At all times be yourself, or you will never be happy or content. 
As you become healthy and whole, you will no longer need a mask.   
 
Practice healthy self-care.  Great relationships start with you. If you are taking care of 
yourself, you will not enter dependent relationships. Healthy relationships are mutual 
and reciprocal. Being a healthy and whole person will keep you from entering unhealthy 
relationships.  Do you find that you are unable to take care of yourself in a suitable 
manner or unable to request support from your partner? Perhaps something in the 
relationship is out of balance. Create a healthy lifestyle for yourself. Do not function out 
of neediness.  
 
Know what you want, and know how to articulate it. What is it that you really want 
when you envision your day-to-day life in a relationship? Once you have developed a 
sense of what you want, write it down! Talk about it with friends! Make sure that you 
say it out loud and repeat it in your mind. Know your non-negotiables. Be clear on your 
values, passions and goals.   
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Develop your ability to respond to others emotionally.  Closeness and intimacy 
develop as we become comfortable sharing our thoughts and feelings. Responding with 
your emotions means relating directly to the feelings that are present in another by 
acknowledging and validating their importance. Elements of emotional responding are 
focused listening, gentleness, empathy, concern, reassurance, confession and 
forgiveness.  
 
Build friendships and accountability relationships. Get rid of the black and white 
thinking that you cannot be friends with the opposite sex, that they must be lovers or 
partners. God calls us to friendship and community.  
 
Do not try to move directly from loneliness to relationship. There are several steps in 
between (solitude, community, friendships, etc.). The American fantasy is the lonely 
person who suddenly and mysteriously finds the partner of his or her dreams. The 
reality is that this seldom ever happens. The tragedy is that the vast majority of these 
relationships fail because fantasy keeps us from looking too closely or from asking hard 
questions.  
 
Stop and think: Where are you stuck? Where are you strong?  
 
If you follow the guidelines above, you will build great relationships. Take great care of 
yourself. Be a great listener. People will tell you what they want and need. Share your 
expectations, your dreams and your goals. Listen carefully and accept what you hear.  
Enjoy the moment.  Be fully present. Allow relationships to grow naturally. Have fun. 
Become friends. Hold confidences. Never compromise your values. Pray together. Seek 
wise counsel from your support network. Enjoy the journey.  
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XVII. What Do Men and Women Really Want? 
Men and women are not created equal. Mark Gungor 
 
Throughout human history, it seems that men simply don't understand women, and 
vice versa. A great number of books (i.e. Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus, You 
Just Don’t Understand Me, or my favorite title, Men are Like Waffles and Women Like 
Spaghetti) talk about gender differences.  
 
Having worked with men, women and couples for over 30 years, I have formulated 
some tentative answers that I believe address, however inadequately, some age-old 
questions each gender has about the other. The truth is that men and women are really 
not all that different.  
 
Women ask, “Why don't men talk about their feelings?” Beginning in childhood, men 
have been taught to ignore their own emotions. They rarely learn the vocabulary of 
feelings, so they have difficulty putting their feelings into words. They are told that 
emotional expression, except anger expressed through aggression, is a sign of weakness 
or "not masculine." Adult men are often told that emotions get in the way of clear 
thinking and logic, and therefore should be suppressed. Men have learned the best 
characteristic for a male to have is the ability to think...not feel, which is not necessarily 
true!  
 
Men ask, “Why do women talk so much...especially about feelings and relationships?” 
Women are usually rewarded with nurturing when they express their emotions, except 
anger. When a little girl is scared, sad, hurt or happy, and expresses these basic feelings, 
she is usually reassured, comforted, or told she is "cute." Women have been taught to 
connect with others through verbal expression of their feelings, not through sharing 
their "thinking." Therefore, women are more prone to talk as a way of making contact. 
Women have learned the best characteristic for a female to have is the ability to "be 
emotional"...not to think, which is also not necessarily true!  
 
What do women want men to know? Some answers include:  

• Women are competent and strong, and that is not a threat to men.  
• They can love men without needing them or competing with them. 
• Their reasoning may be different, but it is just as valid as men's reasoning. 
• It is okay for women to express their strong emotions without men feeling 

overwhelmed, abandoned, suffocated, or less valuable; disagreement is not 
rejection. 

• Being upset is not necessarily asking for help nor a sign of weakness or 
inferiority. 

• Genuinely being listened to is more important than "fixing" things.  
• Love and affection is not the same as sex. 
• Men need not be threatened by a woman’s talent and capabilities.  

 
Generally speaking, women are not as independent or competitive as men, and they 
tend to focus more on the “here-and-now.”  
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What do men want women to know? Some answers include: being a "success" is not 
required in order to be loveable; men are not always "out for sex"; men need intimacy 
and closeness too; men are not as all-knowing nor as powerful as they often appear; men 
don't want to stop being masculine in order to be approved of by women; "macho" men 
are equally acceptable as "sensitive and vulnerable" men (in fact, all three characteristics 
can exist within the same man); men are as fallible, imperfect and human as women; 
men are under pressure to be "right" and feel less adequate or less valuable if they make 
mistakes or are ignorant about something; both genders need to be acknowledged, 
respected, validated and loved, and honestly known for who they are as individuals. 
Generally, men tend to be more into bullet-point talking and competition and less in 
touch with their feelings than their females counterparts.  
 
Perhaps the misunderstandings between males and females will continue as long as the 
human race exists. Clearly there are some biological differences between the genders. 
But these differences are to be valued equally, not seen as making one gender "better" 
than the other. Until we honestly desire to know ourselves as well as the other gender, 
misunderstandings and consequent miscommunications will continue. If we are to form 
happy and satisfying relationships, we need authenticity, mutual empathy, awareness 
and respect. And just perhaps a little mystery about the other gender may enrich our 
own life as well. We are all “fearfully and wonderfully made” by God, male and female, 
yet both are created in His image. It seems healthy to have a little awe and wonder at 
God’s creations.   
 
In Laugh Your Way to a Better Marriage, Mark Gungor suggests that there are no perfect 
partners and contends that men and women are not created equal.  He goes on to say 
that men and women think and communicate differently and want different things from 
a relationship. Experts report that relationship problems often stem from the fact that 
men and women do not know what the opposite sex wants and expects. Even worse, 
they assume incorrectly that they do know what the opposite sex expects. This is a good 
place to say that relationships are the ultimate personal growth school. One thing I do 
know is that God made us relational beings in His image. So, it seems the better we 
know God, the better we will understand each other. Men and women may be different, 
but they are of equal value.  The only way a relationship will survive is through respect 
and a commitment to listen, accept, grow and change. Otherwise, relationships get stale 
and die from resentments, and uncommunicated and unresolved baggage.  
 
Some truths about relationships I have learned along the way: 

• We teach others how to treat us. 
• Communication does not mean talking—it means listening and sharing. 
• Infidelity is the surest way to destroy a relationship. 
• Generosity is rarely about money or things; it is mostly about heart. 
• Until you resolve your past, you are not free to have a future. 
• What people do to you is rarely about you, but almost always about their own 

unresolved past. 
• Relationship history almost always repeats itself.   
• Until you realize that a great relationship is created by who you are, you won't 

have one. 
• Until you love yourself enough to take care of your needs, no one else will. 
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• If you feel empty, a relationship will most likely make you feel even emptier. 
• Women rarely appreciate money and assistance as a substitute for emotional 

intimacy. 
• If your partner continuously says, "There is nothing wrong with me…our 

problems are your fault. Get help or get out.”  
• You are not your parents. There is no reason your relationship or life should look 

like theirs. 
• Even when someone loves you more than life itself, they will still look out for 

their interests first. 
• Being a people-pleaser is not an effective way to create good relationships; it is 

an effective way to get taken advantage of. 
• If you always take care of someone, you take away their power. Your partner 

will resent you for it. 
• Supporting men financially can take away their self-esteem; give them moral 

support instead. 
• The best relationships are partnerships. 
• If you get to be right most of the time and make your partner take all of the 

blame, you will end up alone. 
• A relationship with a foundation of dishonesty is like a house of cards. 
• Grass only looks greener on the other side; it still must be mowed and watered.  
• You may secretly wonder if there isn't a better partner out there. This is your 

mind's way of communicating that you are dangerously close to real intimacy. 
• If your partner says he or she is willing to grow and change, do all you can to 

support that commitment. 
• Emotional maturity is knowing when you are overreacting. Stop and take care of 

your needs so you can get back in balance. 
• Communication means two-way understanding, not one-way accusing. 
• Being gentle with a partner, especially during conflicts, is one key to lasting 

relationships.  
• Most relationships end with a “whisper” not a “shout.”  
• Men and women want the exact same thing: to be loved and cherished, to be 

accepted for who they are and to be safe in that relationship.  
• Only by putting your trust in God, and being accountable first and foremost to 

God for the way you treat others, can you truly be happy and have great 
relationships.   

 
Stop and think: What are you learning in your relationship school?                                                                              
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XVIII. Dating: My View 
Dating involves so much game-playing that you sometimes feel the last person to know  
the real you would be someone you are dating.  Judith Sills  
 
Dating is probably one of the most ill-advised, ill-conceived behaviors mankind has ever 
created. It is notoriously unsuccessful, it is poorly defined, and by its very nature, 
encourages the exact opposite behavior that it is designed to promote. Interestingly, 
dating, as it exists today, is a relatively new phenomenon, starting in the early 1900’s. 
There was no dating per se in the Bible, but clearly, God wants all of our relationships, 
including dating, to reflect His character.  
 
For most of recorded history, marriages were a family and community affair. The key 
issues driving marriages were survival and procreation. Since early cultures were rural 
and the family and community governed the marital process, individuals had many 
opportunities to observe each other in a variety of work and social settings. 
Relationships emerged via community and religious gatherings. Until a few hundred 
years ago, most marriages were arranged, primarily for political or economic reasons. 
Some marrying couples barely knew one another before the ceremony. There was 
virtually no intimate social contact prior to engagement.  It was assumed that “love” 
between a couple would develop over time.  
 
Today, dating is about texting and Facebook. We have “speed-dating” and “hooking 
up.”  People are marrying much later and cohabitating more often. There has never been 
a dating system like the one we practice today. People are now taught to prepare for an 
extended period of relational experimentation in which each presents his or her best self.  
The current system favors the young, the beautiful, the wealthy and the outgoing, who 
thrive on the challenges dating presents. Dating is a “staged play” in which each person 
wears a mask and presents an “ideal” self to the other. True friendship and honest 
disclosure are not encouraged. There are few formal rules and lots of unknowns.  
Fantasies abound.  Healthy relationships always start with a healthy you. If you are not 
growing emotionally and spiritually and if you have unresolved issues from your past, 
uou will not develop healthy relationships, and you will not choose healthy partners.  In 
fact, you will likely pick the same types of unhealthy partners over and over and 
experience a great deal of emotional hurt and disappointment.  
 
Dating and the real self 
Early in a relationship, we tend to look at life through rose-colored glasses. These glasses 
can serve as blinders to keep us from seeing a relationship that is not healthy or they can 
hide our flaws and weaknesses. To cover our flaws and present ourselves in the best 
favorable light, we wear a self-protective emotional mask called the “ideal self.” This self 
is created from what we think others expect. It’s a way to get approval and acceptance. 
It’s also a product of our belief that we are not okay.  “If 
people knew the real me, they wouldn’t like/date/marry 
me.” So, we show others the self we think they would 
want to see. For example, we find out what we think a 
potential partner “expects” from us and then try to 
emulate that in our behavior. This is a great definition of 
“unhealthy” dating. Suppose both people do the same 
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thing? Let’s look at this pattern a little closer.  I call it the “false-self to false-self” dating 
pattern. 
  
                  Dating Encourages Us to Present Our False-Self 
 
This pattern starts with two people, both lonely and looking for companionship. Inside, 
both are wounded (perhaps from childhood or past relationships). Inside, they are 
tentative, weak, insecure, or afraid, but outside, they present a healthy looking “ideal” 
self. They want to appear attractive, and consequently, each of them only sees the 
external image of the other.  If they fall in love, they will fall in love with an illusion. 
Why does this happen? The need to find a “good partner” blinds us to the need to be 
real. The fear of being alone, rejected or found unacceptable drives us to show our ideal 
self and also to accept another’s ideal self without question.  Without revealing their 
private selves, couples look for other ways to connect. They often become entangled 
sexually, usually after the first or second date. They believe sex is a quicker way to 
intimacy than conversation. Perhaps they can have someone fall in love with them 
without having to reveal too many flaws.  If a couple marries during this time of joint 
delusion (usually within the first year), the relationship will likely end in disaster. Two 
masks literally fall in love. The tragedy of this approach is that we can never achieve 
what we really want or need—to be accepted or loved for who we really are.  We settle 
for something much less than God intended for us.  
 
The goal of “healthy” dating or courting is to develop a friendship (allowing a person to 
discover and embrace your real self) over time and in diverse settings, which evolves 
into a close intimate relationship. This way, friendship is really the catalyst for more 
intimate relationships.  
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XIX. Relationship Fears 
“My perfect love casts out your fear.” Jesus 
 
We seldom want to look at the "fears" that affect our actions when dealing with 
relationships. Fears of rejection, failure and abandonment are real. The most effective 
solution for fear is a strong sense of self, deeply-rooted in a solid faith.  A wise friend 
once told me, never fear trusting an unknown future to a known God. God wants us to 
face our fears, consider the consequences and claim His truths. Read II Timothy 1:7; 
Psalm 23; and Joshua 1:5-9. 
 
We can literally become prisoners of fear, especially the fear of change. Yesterday’s pain 
can prompt today’s fear about tomorrow. Fear can keep us trapped in old patterns that 
make us feel alone and inadequate and sabotage our relationships. Relationally, our 
fears can move us to control intimacy or to avoid it altogether.   
 
Stop and think: What kinds of things do you fear?  

• The unfamiliar and the unknown? 
• Embarrassment, rejection, abandonment, or being out of control?  
• Negative events from the past that might reoccur at some future time?  We can 

get stuck dwelling on the past and not on the present, focusing negatively 
instead of positively, assuming the worst instead of the best. 

• Change—moving out of your comfort zone?  We fear change because it has to do 
with an unknown future. We are creatures of habit. We like the predictable and 
the familiar.  

 
The technical definition of fear is a transient, relatively automatic reaction to a variety 
of perceived dangers and threats, either rational or irrational.  
 
Fear is a normal, protective response to a perceived threat. It is a natural learned 
response that is designed to protect us from pain. Fear is based on deep-rooted beliefs 
that lead to strong emotions that lead to certain patterns of behavior. Your fear response 
to relationships follows a pattern. Do you know what it is? Fear is cyclical, and fearful 
emotions lead to fearful thoughts that lead to physical symptoms and self-defeating or 
self-protective behaviors. 
 
Fear-based lifestyle  
If childhood experiences create pervasive fears, we can develop a fear-based personality. 
A fear-based life is based on certain beliefs, such as, “life and others are scary, hostile 
and/or intimidating,” and “I am weak or inadequate.” Fear-based traits include:  

• An over avoidance of conflict. 
• Obsession with pleasing, helping and/or rescuing. 
• Tendency to freeze, panic or flee when someone shows strong emotions. 
• Tolerating toxic, demeaning relationships. 
• Apologizing compulsively. 
• Walking on eggshells around others and doing nothing about it. 
• Rarely asserting personal needs or opinions. 
• Repressing and withholding most emotions.                                      
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• Being highly uncomfortable with change. 
• A history of relationship failures. 
• Obsessive need for clear rules, plans, etc.  
• Catastrophizing 
• Avoiding true emotional intimacy. 
• Unable to clearly describe likes and dislikes. 
• Unable to articulate what you really feel, need, etc.  
• Emotional numbness. 

 
The three most common relationship fears are fear of intimacy, change or abandonment. 
How can I know if I struggle with one of these?  Here are some clues: 

• Over-involvement in another person's life 
• Constant phone calls, visits, e-mails, etc. 
• Requests for attention or acknowledgement 
• Jealous or controlling behaviors  
• Withdrawal or extreme guardedness 
• Extreme insecurity  

 
Below are common fears or “myths” that could block you from having the kind of 
relationships you want. These fears originate from childhood or past experiences, and 
the sense of self derived from these experiences. Your relationship history often serves to 
intensify or solidify these fears, making you more vigilant.   
 
You will leave (abandon) me 
Relationships do end, and when they do, inevitably, there is pain. It is the idea of the 
inevitability of the end that needs to be addressed. To confront the fear of the future, or 
the past, it is important to remain in the present. Avoid focusing on past 
disappointments, or dwelling on what might happen. By staying in the present, the 
relationship has the greatest opportunity to evolve. In addition, you give yourself the 
opportunity to recognize and process intuitive signals about the relationship that may 
help to avoid additional hurt in the long run.  
 
Potential pain and disappointment 
Our culture has tried to convince us that we should be 100 percent happy 24-hours a 
day. Hurt, pain, disappointment, and loneliness are not comfortable feelings, but they 
are human. Without the risk of experiencing them, one can never experience loving and 
being loved.  
 
Giving up freedom 
Many see relationships not as gain, but loss. They focus on what they might lose or have 
to give up, not what they might gain. Apparently this relational fear is quite common, 
and also rather unconscious. When it is present, it can look like commitment avoidance. 
Can you risk giving up some of your freedom to care about another person? Can you 
learn to be an individual and maintain your unique identify inside a healthy 
relationship?  
 
You will make me give up too much of myself. 
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Each individual has the power to set the boundaries for his or her life. If you have 
difficulty establishing firm boundaries for your "self," work on this in counseling. By 
exercising healthy self-care, you will be able to bring more of your authentic self into the 
relationship, and the result will be a healthier relationship. Healthy relationships allow 
each person to be who they are. Establishing and maintaining a healthy, satisfying 
relationship does require work. 
 
You will eventually see the "real" me and reject me. 
Human beings tend to wear masks. We want people to see a certain “us.” We put on an 
“ideal self” mask for others to see. However, if you spend enough time with someone, 
glimpses of their authentic self will appear. Besides, the false self is a part of you too.  
Everyone has strengths and weaknesses.  Embrace all aspects of yourself.  Learn to 
celebrate who you are in Christ. Work on those aspects of yourself that need changing. 
Until you are willing to accept yourself for who you are, you will have a hard time 
believing that anyone else can. Healthy relationships involve people who accept 
themselves and each other just as they are.   
 
You will make sexual demands and leave if I do not give in. 
This issue has become more prevalent, especially with skyrocketing numbers of couples 
cohabitating. Consequently, it must be addressed. Find out where the other person 
stands.  Deicide what the two of you will do. The sooner this is resolved, the sooner you 
can focus on building a great relationship. Research tells us that sex is not the main 
reason relationships work. If you are being pressured in a relationship to violate your 
values or boundaries, change the relationship or get out. Sex is not intimacy. As a matter 
of fact, sex is false intimacy. Sex makes it seem that the relationship is much deeper than 
it really is.  Don’t cave in on this.  Honor God and yourself.  
 
You will find some flaw and judge me for it. 
Being real and vulnerable is risky, but it is necessary. We must show a certain amount of 
vulnerability and trust that the person we've chosen authentically loves and cares for us, 
in spite of potential flaws. However, we cannot control other people's responses. The 
best thing to do is to allow others to see who we are (over time) and learn whether or not 
they are worthy of our trust. Fearing their response doesn't serve our own long-term 
interest. If they judge us, we need to move on, if they don't, hiding from them only 
breeds mistrust.  
 
You will never be totally honest with me, so I will never be able to trust you. 
Some people are neither honest, nor worthy of our trust. This is a good reason to stay 
present and in touch with your thoughts and feelings. Assuming that you can't trust 
anyone indicates the issue is more related to earlier life issues. In order to have a healthy 
relationship, it is necessary to allow yourself to be vulnerable, not to the point of 
potential danger, and not fully vulnerable immediately. Typically, people can be trusted 
because they are looking for someone that they can trust.  
   
You just want something from me. 
This represents victim or scarcity thinking. You imagine that relationships are about 
taking, not giving and fear being used or used up. In reality, you are always in control 
and able to set boundaries for what you are willing to give. Be fully responsible for what 
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you freely give to people, and then you won't feel taken advantage of as easily. 
Relationships are about giving and getting out of the fullness we have in Christ. If you 
are willing to "give" yourself freely, no one has the opportunity to "take" from you.  
 
This relationship will probably fail, just like the last one. 
There are no guarantees when it comes to relationships; they always involve risks.  
However, relationships do not end because of some “unknown force in the universe” 
and you are not “cursed” and therefore doomed to a lifetime of failure.  Relationships 
work because of some very basic principles. Healthy relationships are made up of 
healthy people who have taken the time to build a great friendship before entering into a 
deeper relationship.  
 
Outcomes of relational fear 
Our relational fears can make us defensive, and afraid to reveal ourselves. When people 
point out weaknesses, we retaliate and defend ourselves. Our fears can keep us distant 
and not allow people to get close to us. We withdraw and hide our emotions; we avoid 
being open and honest. Our fears can also make us demanding. The more insecure we 
are, the more we try to control or dominate things. When this is true, we try to have the 
last word in a relationship.  
 
Stop and think: Understanding your fear. 

• Is there anything in your past that has made you afraid?  
• Has anyone ever betrayed your trust or confidence in a way that still haunts 

you?  
• Were you ever in a promising courtship that looked as it would lead to marriage 

and didn't?  
• Have you had limited dating experiences, or never been in a healthy long-term 

relationship?  
 
Benefits of conquering relationship fears 

• Relationship possibilities. Conquering fear allows others to get close, because  
vulnerability and open disclosure lead to intimacy.   

• Faith in yourself and others. Having faith in people enables you to be fully 
present and to live a life full of meaning and purpose.  

• Increased awareness. You become more sensitive to yourself and more aware of 
choices about how, when, and where you wish to share your feelings. You know 
when you are experiencing love, joy, anger, etc.  

 
The longer fears are left unaddressed and unresolved, the more emotional pain they 
cause and the more distorted our relationships will become. When we respond by 
attempting to avoid or control our relationships, we severely limit any opportunity for 
intimacy. In general, fear drives us in one of two directions: a fear of closeness—that our 
freedom or independence might be restricted, or a fear of abandonment—that we might 
be left alone and insecure. If one of these patterns describes you, acknowledge that you 
are stuck, determine the unmet needs that are driving the pattern and replace your 
unhealthy, unproductive ways of responding with behavior that is healthier and more 
godly (Eph. 4:22-25).   To counter these fears, we move toward one of two defensive 
postures: control—attempting to control our relationships (via threat, manipulation, 



93 
 

dependency, etc.) or avoidance—running from intimacy and closeness (emotional 
distancing, anger, aloofness, etc.). Which have you experienced? 
 
Listen to the words of John in 1John 4: 15-18: “God is love. When we take up permanent 
residence in a life of love, we live in God and God lives in us. This way, love has the run of the 
house, becomes at home and matures in us, so that we’re free of worry of Judgment Day—our 
standing in the world is identical with Christ’s.  There is no room in love for fear. Well-formed 
love banishes fear.  Since fear is crippling, a fearful life—fear of death, fear of judgment –is one 
not yet fully formed in love (MSG). 
 
Fear must be displaced by perfect love. Fear will not disappear by wishful thinking. It 
must be acknowledged and placed under the white-light of God’s incredible love. Face 
your fear, do it anyway, and embrace fearful situations. Understand that 99% of the 
defenses we use for fear are worse than the fear itself. Fear must be confronted.  We 
must embrace it at every level—spiritually, emotionally and cognitively. Fear only has 
as much power as we give it. 
 
Fear is a patterned reaction that is easily changed with the following formula: 

• Face your fear head on; name it; understand what it wants you to do (or not do); 
learn everything you can about it.   

• Recognize you are in a reaction pattern. Notice it and make it okay.  
• Interrupt the pattern by changing your self-talk (ask better questions, focus on 

positive outcomes) and your body positions (breathe fresh air, stretch, walk or 
run)  

• Replace fear with the behavior you want.  
• Trust God’s love and His perfect love will cast out fear. (1John 4:18)  

 
Tips for facing your fears:  

• Learn to live life in the present (Joshua 1:5-9; Is. 41:10) 
• Take action, fear breeds inactivity. 
• Acknowledge your fear, do not deny or avoid it. (Psalm 23:4)  
• Begin recognizing your fear patterns. Fear can become self-reinforcing. 
• Change your response to fear. Form new beliefs, and replace fear with the 

behavior you want, and learn to trust God and others. (John 8:32; Heb. 13:5-6)  
• Stop believing the lies that lurk beneath your fears. 
• Get and stay connected with others, and seek feedback from them. 
• Love others from your fullness in Christ. (Philippians 2:3-4)  
• Learn from mistakes and constructive criticism. 
• Stop punishing yourself, and learn to forgive and accept yourself. 
• Celebrate your successes, and build on your strengths. Take great care of 

yourself 
• Take a step at a time, and celebrate each step. 
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XX. How to Sabotage a Relationship 
“You may never know a line is crooked unless you have a straight one to put next to it.” 
Socrates 
 
There are mistakes that seem obvious when you look back but are completely invisible 
when you are involved in a relationship, especially in the beginning. Hopefully this list 
will help you avoid making these mistakes yourself. 
 
Signs that you might be sabotaging your relationships  
 
Unrealistic expectations 
We sabotage relationships by expecting perfection from a partner. Here are some 
questions to determine if this might be operating in your life. Are you often 
disappointed in a partner? Do you find fault with the things they say or do? Have you 
found yourself wishing they would be a different kind of person? Ongoing 
dissatisfaction, or a history of being dissatisfied with partners, may suggest that 
expectations are unrealistic. 
 
Silencing the self  
A good relationship is based on a genuine connection. Both partners must be free to be 
themselves, to respectfully express their needs and feelings, and to know they are 
accepted as they are. Do you hide your feelings or opinions or fail to state what you 
need and want? Do you go along with a partner’s wishes to avoid conflict? Individuals 
who are discouraged from speaking their mind allow fear and shame to keep them from 
expressing their needs.  
 
Hiding the real you to fit into a relationship 
Hiding who you are actually increases your shame and sense of inadequacy. You know 
you are out of integrity. You can only suppress your emotions, reactions and needs for 
so long.  Eventually, who you are will start showing up. The “false self” can never give 
you what you truly want—to be loved and accepted for who you are. 
 
Dropping all your friends when you find a partner 
The myth that one person can meet all our needs is so pervasive that it radically clouds 
our judgment. You are still responsible for meeting your needs. God designed 
community to be the context not only of relationships, but the journey to wholeness. 
Friends provide guidance, feedback and accountability. When we isolate from our 
support network, we are cutting ourselves off from people who will tell us the truth and 
hold us accountable.   
 
Confusing the trappings of love for real love 
Trappings of love can be physical attraction, frequent phone calls, flowers, cards, 
compliments, poems, or over the top attention.  All of these are the stuff associated with 
love, and might make you feel loved and wanted, as if you have found the right mate. 
These trappings do not necessarily mean a person is in love with you. These are simply 
ways people express like, lust, desire, attraction, and yes, love. These are also ways 
people behave out of habit, to be nice, to be liked, because they think they should or 
because they get caught up in the moment. Real love shows itself in more powerful 
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ways, such as spiritual connectedness, commitment, friendship, support, acceptance and 
communication and uses the trappings of love as the icing on the cake. 
 
Chronic mistrust  
Do you find yourself suspicious of a partner in the absence of any reason to their love or 
fidelity?  Do you fear they are lying to you, even about inconsequential things? Do you 
question their motives and behavior? Consistent doubt about trustworthiness is a sign 
that past experiences are influencing your perspective. 
 
Blaming relationship problems on the other person 
Blaming your partner means that you are not taking responsibility for your behavior or 
your role in the relationship.  We see another’s faults so clearly. You always play a role, 
either actively by choices you make or passively by choices you fail to make. It is no 
coincidence that Jesus told us to get the log out of our own eye before we deal with the 
speck in another’s. 
 
After a break-up, jumping right into a new relationship 
Break-ups hurt, and it’s tough being alone and not having someone to share life with. 
You find a new person and immediately get into a relationship, long before you are 
ready. Loss deserves grieving. It takes time to heal and to learn from the past. Being 
alone is not punishment or torture; it is a gift of getting to know yourself and learning to 
depend on God. Your ability to be alone is what gives you the strength to create healthy 
relationships in the future. 
 
Assuming that being “attracted” to someone means that you are meant to be together 
Attraction is normal and important, but it does not tell us about a person’s character or 
whether they would be a good relationship fit. Using attraction as the sole measure of a 
relationship means that other vital areas are never explored.  Interestingly, attraction is 
seldom among the reasons couples break up. Attraction is important, but it is not a 
substitute for taking the time to get to know someone and allowing them to know the 
real you.  
 
Seeing people for whom you want them to be instead of who they are 
Have you ever thought that a potential partner would be perfect if only they made more 
money, got their life together, or got rid of an addiction? Did you try to change the 
person into your perfect image? If you have ever done this, you know this does not end 
well. People who want to grow and change will be the first to tell you what they are 
working on and how fast they wish to proceed. They do not need you to be the agent of 
change. If you try to move someone in a direction they are not interested in going, it will 
consume all of your energy. Even then, you will likely fail, because it is your direction, 
not theirs. It's better to love and accept people for who they are. 
 
Believing that a relationship is all you need to be happy and to have a complete life 
This is a dangerous deception; a partner, no matter how much they love you, can never 
make you whole and complete. Wholeness is your responsibility.  In fact, if you are not 
whole, you will likely choose unhealthy partners. Unhappy, angry or depressed singles 
are exactly the same after they marry.  
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Jumping right into a relationship 
This is my “hot button.” People get too involved, too fast. This is encouraged by the way 
media portrays love. In reality, you cannot build a relationship in 24 hours, a week or 
even a month. Even if you believe you have found “the one,” you would do well to 
ignore that feeling and build your relationship slowly. Immediately assuming a person 
is your soul mate is a huge mistake, and not from God. Looking for signs that faith (or 
fate) has brought you together and being “amazed” by the coincidences or correlations 
in your lives is wishful thinking straight from Fantasyland. You simply cannot and 
should not rush the process.  
 
Not involving God in your relationship decisions  
God wants all of you.  He wants to fill you with His Spirit. His desire is to be included in 
every decision you make, including who you date and/or marry. God designed 
community to be the place you get accountability, guidance and support for your 
decisions. Do you take God along on your dates?  Why not?   
 
Having sex right away  
Sex at the beginning of a relationship is the surest say I know to sabotage a relationship. 
Relationships work best when they evolve over time.  Sex is not intimacy and it is 
certainly not a short-cut to intimacy.  A person wanting sex right away is saying that he 
or she is not interested in a life-time commitment. Sexual compatibility is over-rated. I 
have seen very few marriages break up because “sex” didn’t work.  
  
Ignoring anything that does not mesh with your core values: faith, values, lifestyle, or 
belief system  
Dating someone who does not share your faith or other core values is a huge mistake.  In 
fact, dating someone who is not at your level of spiritual maturity is ill-advised.  
Compromising the very things that define you is tremendously unhealthy.  In fact, 
experts agree that similar core values are the key to life-long relationships.  
 
Being too selective or vigilant   
Sometimes, to protect ourselves from hurt, we become overly selective in our choices. 
We can set the bar very high or make a potential partner jump through a number of 
hoops. We zero in on the flaw in every person we date. We force the other person to 
prove him or herself over and over. We assume that this person is hiding something or 
that they will let us down if we drop our guard.  Consequently, we never let people “in” 
to see the real us. In reality, the best hedge against hurt is time, authentic sharing and 
honesty.  Share your needs, your dreams, your goals and passions.  Listen carefully as 
the other person shares theirs.  Look for a good fit.  
 
Not being selective enough 
Sometimes our own sense of low esteem or inferiority causes us to date indiscriminately. 
We set the bar too low and have few expectations of a partner. We stay in unhealthy and 
unfulfilling relationships too long and never tell our truth. Fear can drive us into 
relationships that don’t meet our needs.  Without effective guidelines, we will be in and 
out of relationships often, and dealing with a good deal of sadness and rejection.  Be 
clear on the things that are important to you. Look for partners with similar goals, 
passions and values. Keep your boundaries strong.   
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Doing lots of drama together  
Job, family, or life crises may seem like “great” ways to establish a relationship and test 
if you are truly meant to be together. It may be exhilarating to help someone through a 
crisis, but once again, relationships do best when they are allowed to grow over time.  
Drama tends to beget drama.  The fact that two people can get through a crisis together 
does not mean they can stand the test of time.   
 
Spending as much time together as possible  
Sure it’s fun to be in a relationship, but healthy relationships are a part of life, not life 
itself.   The first phase of a relationship is called the “honeymoon” or “fantasy’ stage.  
This is the fun part; everything is new and exciting. The second stage is really the 
defining phase; it’s called the “struggle” or “reality” stage.  This is where the real work 
of disclosure and vulnerability come in and expectations and differences and are 
identified and addressed. Most relationships do not make it through this stage. Take the 
time to let your relationship develop gradually.  
 
Ignoring behavior that crosses your boundaries or hurts your feelings 
It’s your task to educate any potential partner about your boundaries. True love does 
not mean I will never cross your boundaries. People are not mind-readers. The opposite 
problem is to push the relationship forward and demand that it go deeper, in spite of 
where your partner is emotionally. Distorted, selfish thinking says it’s your right to have 
the relationship exactly how you want it. Discuss your limits up-front and right away.  
Boundaries will never chase away a healthy partner.  
 
Lavishing a huge amount of attention on your partner or expecting a huge amount of 
attention to be lavished on you This is another “short-cut” problem.  Even though we 
“know” that relationships take time to develop, the moment we get in one, our brain 
shuts down. Trust the process and believe in yourself.  Allow the relationship to grow, 
slowly.  Do not try to obligate or manipulate a potential partner into being with you.  
Feel good about yourself and the things you bring to the relationship.  
  
Stop and think: How many of these have you done? How will you stop?  



98 
 

XXI. Strategies for Successful Courting (Dating) 
There is hardly an activity, any enterprise, which is started with such tremendous hopes and 
expectations and yet which fails so regularly as love.   
-Erich Fromm, The Art of Loving 
 
As you may have guessed, I am not a big fan of dating. I view dating as random 
interactions that utilize “false-self” tactics and are about superficial, casual, and 
oftentimes physical contacts that do not have marriage as a goal. Courting, on the other 
hand, is about building long-term friendships that are allowed to develop into life-time 
commitments. Courting is “real-self” no matter how painful. Courting puts as many 
things up front and on the table as possible.  Dating “springs” things on people after we 
think they like us.  Dating usually ends poorly with people being hurt and disconnected. 
Courting begins and ends with two people being friends. I believe dating is harmful to 
you spiritually and emotionally. It places too much emphasis on externals and 
performance and not enough on character and what’s inside a person. Please remember 
my most important maxim, the goal is not to find the right person but to be the right 
person and find the right relationship. Okay, here are some rules for the road.  
 
Love others well, just as God does. 
In the Message, Philippians 1: 9-11 reads, “So this is my prayer: that your love will flourish 
and that you will not only love much but well.  Learn to love appropriately.  You need to use your 
head and test your feelings so that your love is sincere and intelligent, not sentimental gush. Live 
a lover’s life, circumspect and exemplary, a life Jesus will be proud of.” Here’s the key question 
you must address in courtship. “How can I love this person well from God’s 
perspective?” God’s word provides some answers. Love doesn’t cause another to sin 
(Luke 17:1-2; 1Cor. 8:9-13). Love considers the interests of others (Phil. 2:4). Love tells the 
truth 1Cor. 13: 6).  Love encourages spiritual growth (Heb. 12:25). Agape love is 
unconditional, affirming love.  Read Paul’s incredible definition of agape in 1Cor. 13.  
 
Stay connected to your support network 
Many people want to simply find "the one" and then proceed to isolate themselves as if 
one special relationship will make them complete and meet all their needs. What a stress 
on a relationship! Can you put all of your needs, wants, desires, and interests on one 
person? Do you think one Prince or Princess Charming will somehow meet all of your 
needs? We need community. We have too many needs for one person to meet them all. 
Get and stay connected.  
 
Be yourself at all times.  
Be clear about who you are and what you want.  Doing so allows both of you to clearly 
see if the relationship will work. If you are compatible, you will discover more things to 
like about each other. If you are not compatible, you will be able to find out sooner 
rather than later. 
 
Accept your new partner as he or she is or don't engage in the relationship.  
If a certain behavior bothers you but does not bother him or her, you can be sure that 
this behavior will continue. Accept how your new partner is now, rather than hoping for 
change, or get out.  
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Know your needs and take responsibility for them. 
Be able to clearly articulate what you want and need. Partners are not mind-readers.  
Since we enter relationships to get our needs met, be clear that your partner is willing 
and able to meet your needs.   
 
Understand that the more you want a relationship have a laundry list and a timetable 
for when it should occur, the less likely you are to have it.  
The best way to attract a fulfilling relationship is to have a 
fulfilling life. You can have a fulfilling life with or without a 
partner. When you are living out of your own fullness, you will 
no longer need to look for a relationship. You can be patient and 
allow the right relationship to develop. Unrealistic expectations 
often drive us into unhealthy relationships much too soon.  It is 
never wrong to have healthy boundaries and limits or to have 
certain non-negotiables. Allow yourself   to be driven by a patient 
peace that comes from being content in your situation (see 
Philippians 4) not loneliness, fear or desperation.   
 
Never expect a person to fulfill all your needs and make your life a dream come true.  
You and you alone, are responsible for yourself and your needs. Many of our 
frustrations stem from our expectations of others. We often expect the other person to 
"make" us happy, to "bring" us love, to "give" us respect. We expect them to show they 
care by placing conditions on the relationship: “If my kids really loved me …”  “If he 
really loved me, he'd bring me flowers and take me out to a nice dinner every 
weekend.”  “If she was really a good friend, she wouldn't have forgotten my birthday.” 
Other people cannot "make" us happy, "bring" us love, or "give" us respect. Those things 
have to come from within us. If you're expecting a partner to provide you with those 
things, chances are you're feeling rather disappointed in others on a regular basis, 
because no one can ever live up to those high expectations you have.  
 
Be willing to be vulnerable and take realistic risks.   
You cannot have a truly healthy relationship until you are willing to take risks and be 
vulnerable. Playing it safe and hiding your real feelings and thoughts are self-protective 
tactics that will prevent you from experiencing the true joy of healthy relationships. 
Although it's scary, you have to be willing to take some chances and even willing to be 
hurt. The benefits will far outweigh the risks as your relationships grow and become 
more intimate and fulfilling.  
 
Discover old relationship patterns.  
Take inventory of how you act in relationships. Why? If your past relationships have not 
worked out, you are at least 50% responsible. If you don't clearly see what you did to 
end those relationships, you are powerless to do relationships differently. We tend to 
pick the same types of partners over and over.  You want to look at all aspects of your 
relationship behavior. Ultimately, you also want to take inventory of what you believe 
about relationships.   
 
  



100 
 

Develop a new set of relationship behaviors.  
How you and your partner interact with each other at the beginning of your relationship 
will lay the foundation for the duration of your time together. It will either guarantee a 
lifetime partnership or a breakup. The essence of co-creating a lifetime partnership is to 
move slowly and spend quality time interacting in person. Conversations on the phone 
and messages through email, Facebook, or Twitter are not the same as spending time 
together. Most importantly, build a relationship on a foundation of 100% honesty. A 
relationship built on such a foundation will last for a lifetime.  
 
Replace your old ineffective patterns.  
Most “dating” is false-self dating, and we already determined that it will never meet 
your intimacy needs. Changing your old patterns sounds harder than it really is. Deal 
with your resistance to change first. Then remember that relationships are God’s way of 
meeting our intimacy needs. False-self dating will never accomplish that. Relating out of 
our fullness will allow us to be vulnerable and self-disclosing.  New patterns of relating 
should include the following:   

• Seeing people for who they are and not for whom you want them to be or who 
you are afraid they are. 

• Recognizing your attraction to people, understanding what you are attracted to 
in them and realizing that you have a choice in what you will do about it.  

• Knowing what you need and being able to assess if a potential partner is able 
and willing to meet your needs.  

• Knowing and respecting your boundaries, and communicating when they are 
crossed and being able to respect the boundaries of another.  

• Being clear about your definition of an ideal relationship and being able to assess 
if a potential partner has the capacity to co-create that kind of relationship with 
you.  

• Having a strong community and support network and a satisfying social life, one 
where your needs for companionship are well met. 

 
Tell a potential partner what you want from the outset.  
Share your expectations, your values, your passions and your boundaries. Great 
relationships involve people who share similar goals, values and expectations. Staying 
in relationships where these values and goals are not shared almost always ends in 
disaster. It is critical to have an open discussion about the future of the relationship. 
How many of your values, goals and desires are you willing to give up? How many of 
your partner's desires are you willing to ask him or her to give up? How long do you 
think a relationship can survive under those conditions?  Relationships are always a 
choice.  
 
Realize that you will not be able to develop a great relationship by knowing what men 
or women want in a relationship and trying to provide it.  
This is thinking from fear and from the “false self.” If you know what you want and 
what you can give in a relationship, you will connect with a partner who is a natural fit 
for you. Look deeply inside yourself, and find out what you want in a relationship and 
what you can give. Do not compromise your values. Making huge changes or denying 
parts of yourself just to be in a relationship will never bring peace or ultimately meet 
your needs.  



101 
 

  
Continually ask, “Is this relationship healthy?” Here are some questions you can use.   

• Can we talk honestly and openly about our feelings, needs and wants, and do we 
listen to and respond positively to one another?  

• Can we make relationship course corrections when necessary?  
• Do we have effective communication and problem solving skills?  
• Are we meeting each other’s needs?   
• Can I be “me” in this relationship?  
• Do we accept one another’s weaknesses 

 
“Yes” means there is good chance you are in a healthy relationship.  
  
One key to knowing that you are making a poor choice in a partner is when the other 
person seems to adore you from the very beginning.  
He or she hardly knows you and yet everything suddenly revolves around you. This 
kind of behavior is more about the need to be connected to someone than it is about you 
personally. A relationship such as this will cool off within a short period of time. You 
will be left feeling the urge to chase the person to continue to get the same amount of 
attention. Take it very slowly in the beginning of any relationship, even if your new 
partner is pushing to speed it up. Too much, too soon is a huge “red flag.”  
 
Maintain your limits. 
Why do you need to have boundaries in a courting relationship? Even the best of 
partners will inevitably do some things that will not be “OK” with you. If you say 
nothing, your partner will not know that his or her behavior is affecting you negatively. 
This will inevitably lead to unhealthy relationship patterns. Limits keep us healthy 
because they re-iterate our values.  Boundaries also greatly enhance your ability to select 
the right partner. Healthy partners will respect our limits. The wrong partner will cross 
your boundaries fairly early into the relationship. If you are aware of this, the wrong 
partner can quickly be recognized.  
 
Understand that we choose mates based on a pattern created in our childhood.  
Relationship choices are nearly always based on and influenced by our parents' 
relationship. If our parents' relationship did not work well, we may be “stuck” with 
painful, unhealthy relationship patterns. The only way out is to analyze and understand 
our parents' relationship to see how it influences our choices. We need to consciously 
choose what works for us and what does not. Look at your parents' relationship to see 
how it parallels your relationship history. Then make a conscious choice about how you 
want to create your relationships. Do the hard work of changing your old patterns.  
  
Learn to ask for what you want in a relationship. 
In order to be fulfilled in any relationship you need to be able to ask for what you want. 
It is a myth that people should know what you want. When you are able to ask for what 
you want, you become healthier, easier to be with, easier to delight, and much more 
attractive. People will see you as clear and straightforward.  
 

• Discover what kind of interactions you want to have with your partner. 
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• Ask yourself what kind of a person would be suited to naturally engage in that 
kind of interaction. You will arrive at a clear description of your ideal partner 
and make it easy to attract him or her.  

• Create a list of the kind of interactions you want in a relationship and derive 
your list of ideal partner qualities now.  

 
Define your ideal relationship.  
To define your true ideal relationship, ask yourself not what you want but what you 
need. What can you not live without in a relationship? What do you need to thrive? 
What do you need from a partner day to day? To purge fantasy from your definition, 
ask yourself what you want from another that you are not willing to do or be yourself. 
Look at the relationships you value most and model your love relationship after those. 
Keep out people who are not a match and invite in those who are. Stop doing behaviors 
that sabotage what you want in your relationship, and instead, take action to create 
what you want. 
 
Practice sexual stewardship. 
It is normal for all adults to experience sexual desire and even arousal. These sensations 
are not sinful.  These are physiological responses created by God. However, part of 
God’s design was that sexuality would not achieve full expression until marriage. Know 
your sexual boundaries before you begin a relationship. Respect and honor the 
boundaries of a partner. Address the issue up front in your relationship. Remain pure. 
Covenant to abstain from sex until after marriage. Have your support network hold you 
accountable (Prov. 27:17). Keep affection appropriate. Paul reminds us in Ephesians 5 to 
not let our love turn to lust. Relationships are partnerships. Sexuality is a part of a 
committed relationship, but it is not a good foundation on which to build a relationship. 
 
Discern “emotionally” available partners. 
When individuals share why past relationships have not been successful, they often say 
it was because their past partners were "emotionally unavailable." They described such a 
partner as: uncommunicative; kept secrets; didn’t talk about feelings; didn’t talk about his/her 
life; didn’t have time for the relationship; geographically distant and did not want to change the 
situation; did not want a commitment and did not want to move to the next step in the 
relationship. Do any of these behaviors describe past or present relationship partners? 
 
The behaviors above represent gaps in communication, amount of time each partner 
wants to spend together, or in the level of commitment. These gaps are what make one 
partner feel the other is unavailable. We each have a different level of need for intimacy 
and availability from a partner. If we connect with a person whose need for intimacy is 
drastically different than ours, we will struggle in the relationship. It is important to 
accurately assess how much intimacy you need in a relationship before you get involved. 
 
You can learn to recognize whether a potential partner will be emotionally available by 
listening and observing. They will communicate clearly who they are and what they are 
looking for. For example, if a person says he is not interested in a committed 
relationship, and you know you are, then he is not “available enough.” If she says she 
loves her life working 80-hour weeks, while you want someone with you every night, 
she is not “available enough.” 
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One key point to remember is that most people you will date are not the right partners, 
although they may make great friends. Work on discovering a partner who wants 
similar things and has a similar value system. “Equally yoked” is an important concept. 
In 2Corinthians 6:14 Paul urges us to not be unequally yoked to a nonbeliever. 
The Message version reads,  “Don't become partners with those who reject God. 
The principle is to find a partner with similar values, ideals and aspirations. It will 
become easier to determine those who are not right for you. They are simply not 
“available enough.” Once you begin viewing relationships in this way, you will be free 
to identify a partner who is “available enough.” 
 
Five key questions you must always ask.  
1. Are we compatible?  

Compatibility actually contains three dimensions: chemistry, complementarity and 
comparability. Chemistry is about attraction. This is an important initial factor, but 
not very useful as a judge of character or long-term success. Complementarity 
refers to differences and how they help two people connect. Do you become a better 
person with this person? Does time help you blend differences to be mutually 
beneficial? Do our differences make us better? Comparability is about similarities 
and core values such as faith, temperament, values or lifestyles. Do we share similar 
core values?   

 
2. Do they possess adequate relationship skills?   

This includes: communication skills, listening, ability to be open and self-disclosing, 
conflict resolution, humility, forgiveness, humor, and kindness. Is this person a 
good listener?  How does he or she handle conflict?  

 
3. Are their relationships healthy?  

How they treat strangers, past dating relationships, family and friends? Your 
partner’s friends will mirror qualities in them. Does he or she have a close 
relationship with parents? Siblings? What about work relationships? How many 
five-factor friends do they have?  

  
4. What about their family?   

This involves family closeness and flexibility, family structure/roles, and 
relationships to parents and siblings.   

  
5. Do you have good character? 

The best measures are a conscience and the ability to delay gratification to achieve a 
goal.  In 1Cor. 6:12 Paul reminds us that not all things are profitable. Are the 
person’s attitudes and behaviors consistent? How do they act when they are 
wrong?  How do they deal with authority?  Are they impulsive? 

 
To take the mystery out of relationships, remember a few basic truths. 
 

1. If you listen well, people will always tell you who they are, what they want and 
what they will or won’t do.  
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2. Involve your head, heart and hands. Feel deeply, think critically, and engage the 
other person in as many different environments as possible.  

3. Compatibility is about how your differences make you stronger and better, not 
just about areas of agreement or similarity.  

4. People never get healthy by magic.  It takes hard work over time. There is no 
other way.  

5. If you really want to know if the other person is wearing a mask, take yours off 
first. 

6. Trust God, and remember that at the end of the day, His approval matters most.   
 
Use the above strategies as you relate to others. Build a great relationship that 
reflects God’s character and that will meet your needs. If you choose to date (court), 
date only believers who are at a similar level of spiritual maturity and commitment 
(II Cor. 6:14-18). Relate from you fullness. Now, let’s take a look at some qualities of 
a healthy life mate.  
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XXII. What to Look for in a Potential Mate? 
A great marriage requires two emotionally and mentally healthy people, and the time to get 
healthy is before you get married.  Neil Clark Warren, creator of EHarmony 
 
Traits to build on 
When couples are asked to share the qualities that are the most enhancing to continued 
growth of their relationship, the most typical responses are:  

v communication  
v affection 
v compassion 
v forgiveness 
v honesty 

v acceptance  
v dependability 
v sense of humor 
v romance  
v patience and freedom 

 
 
In Married People: Staying Together in the Age of Divorce, Francine Klagsburn lists several 
characteristics of successful long-term marriages including:  

1. An ability to change and to tolerate change. 
2. A willingness to live with the things one cannot change. 
3. An assumption of permanence in the relationship. 
4. Trust between the partners. 
5. A balance of depending on one another. 
6. A balance of power. 
7. Enjoyment of each other. 
8. A shared history that is cherished. 

 
This list suggests that healthy couples have shared values and beliefs, a common 
problem solving style and a similar way of looking at the world. They perform small 
daily acts of self-sacrifice that signal a willingness to put “we” above “me.” They have 
made a commitment that binds them together. The first two traits on this list are 
particularly important, considering that researchers have determined that 70% of the 
issues in any relationship cannot be easily resolved or reconciled.  
 
Laundry list  
Getting to “really” know someone may seem a daunting task.  However, there are skills 
that can make the task not only effective but also pleasurable. The key is to be a critical 
listener and observer. Listen for important cues. Listen with a discerning ear.  Observe 
behavior in a variety of settings. Do words and behavior match? What do others say? 
Observation and listening are perhaps the best way to determine if the traits above are 
present in an individual.  It is not at all unhealthy to listen for and observe your 
potential partner in different situations in regards to the above traits. Time is a real ally.   
 
Some singles have a “laundry list” of things they are looking for in a mate. The keys to a 
good laundry list are to keep it simple and use it. Be sure your list and the person 
actually match. Be prepared to take some time thinking about this and compiling your 
list. Be patient. In terms of lists, I have seen them with as many as twenty items. In my 
experience, four traits stand out as important. First, however, are four traits to 
absolutely avoid: a person who does not respect boundaries, who is unable to see 
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another’s perspective, who demonstrates a lack of emotional controls, and who resists 
changing.  Now for the positive traits.  

  
1. Good insight into themselves and how others see them. 
2. Good emotional controls  
3. Good relationship skills 
4. A vibrant, growing relationship with God. 

 
How do I determine if a person has good insight? One way is to pay attention for any 
signs of denial.  

• Are certain subjects avoided or discounted as unimportant?  
• Are there times when compensation is used to cover-up low self-esteem? 
• Is there a discrepancy between words and actions? 
• Are there any body language “red flags?” 
• Is there a noticeable emotional shift when certain subjects are discussed? 

 
There are also certain cues for determining an individual’s level of emotional control.   

• Is this person's emotional response to various events what you would expect it to 
be? 

• Can this person experience peace and joy in the company of others and when 
alone?  

• Are there significant differences in mood when this person is around family 
members?  

• Does this person manage anger or disappointment well? 
• Is honesty or denial used when angry?  
• Is there frequent use of sarcasm, criticism, withdrawal, depressed mood, or 

blame?  
• What do others say about his or her emotional reactions? 
• Are career and finances stable? 
• Has “acting out” behavior ever caused serious consequences?  

 
Relationship skills are critical. Questions to consider about relationship skills are:  

• How has this person behaved in other relationships?  
• How are past relationships described?  
• How does this person relate to parents or other family members?  
• Are there patterns of behavior that seem to interrupt relationships for this 

person?  
• How does this person relate to friends and associates? 
• Does this person present a Godly spirit when dealing with others? 
• Does this individual possess good problem solving skills? 

 
Finally, any potential partner must have his or her relationship with God in good 
order. This includes: 

• Regular church attendance and involvement 
• Daily quiet time 
• Small group/support group participation   
• A heart growing in honor and obedience toward God 
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These four characteristics are obviously interdependent. It is rather unlikely that a 
person would excel in one area and be totally lacking in the others. But these are areas to 
consider as the dating relationship continues and marriage is contemplated. The quality 
of the dating relationship is an excellent predictor of subsequent marital success. 
 
Mr. or Ms. Right? 
How do you know if you have found the right person?  Big question, with no easy 
answers.  Remember compatibility? A person is compatible with you if there is a high 
level of attraction, very similar core values, and differences that add to, not detract from 
the relationship.  The right person provides emotional and spiritual support, can freely 
express love and affection, is a good communicator, and is honest and trustworthy. Let’s 
unpack these briefly.  
 
Support 
The right person supports and encourages your emotional, spiritual and intellectual 
growth. They partner with you to become spiritually and emotionally healthy and to feel 
good about yourself.  They provide acceptance and a safe place where you can be 
yourself.   
 
Affection and Love 
The right person can freely express love in words and deeds. They respect your 
boundaries, especially your sexual boundaries. They are a friend; someone with whom 
you enjoy spending time. They are kind, considerate, and polite.  

 
Communication  
The right person can express his or her thoughts and feelings in appropriate ways. They 
are ready and willing to discuss issues, no matter how sticky, and they can embrace 
differences between you without feeling a need to change you or themselves.  

 
Goals and Values  
The right person shares your goals and values and cherishes your dreams.  They are 
committed to taking care of themselves and encourage you to do the same.  They are 
willing to share tasks and responsibilities and have found a good balance between faith, 
work, play and personal time.  

 
Trust and Honesty 
The right person is authentic and trustworthy.  They will not attempt to “monitor” or 
control the things you do or isolate you from family or friends. They will honor your 
time and your commitments and value what you bring to the relationship.  
   
Warning signs?  
We have just addressed some positive traits to look for in a potential mate. You may be 
wondering, “Are there some red flags?” “Are there personal traits in a potential partner 
that suggest caution?” The answer is yes. There are negative traits, expectations and 
situations that, when present, nearly always lead to disaster. These include: 

• Wanting someone to make your life complete.  
• Needing someone to take care of you.  
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• Looking for someone who will focus on your needs exclusively. 
• Looking for someone who will control the relationship. 
• Dating someone with children if you have no interest in being a parent. 
• Dating someone who is not interested in your children.  
• Dating someone who pushes sexual involvement. 
• Dating someone who pushes the marriage idea too soon. 
• Dating someone who is not spiritually mature (or not a believer).  
• Dating someone who wants to cohabitate. 
• Dating an individual who is separated (not yet divorced) or just recently 

divorced. 
• Assuming or fantasizing that your potential partner will change after the 

marriage. 
• Dating a person with obvious emotional wounds or an active addiction who is 

not in some form of recovery. 
• Dating a person whose goals and core values do not match yours.  
• Dating someone with poor financial habits, i.e. uncontrolled spending, 

materialism, or tons of debt.  
• Dating someone with undeveloped career goals.  

 
Stop and think; Are any of these present in your current relationship? If so, what will 
you do?  
 

Learn to recognize relationship red flags. The presence of a red flag does not necessarily 
always mean “no” or “stop,” but it certainly means, wait and explore. Consult your pastor 
or a counselor to examine these areas before proceeding with the relationship. If several 
of these factors exist, please put the relationship on hold and seek professional 
assistance.  
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 XXIII. Sexuality and Dating 
Ours is a culture crying out for intimacy, but only able to conceive of accessing it through sex.  
Mike Starkey, God, Sex and Generation X 
 
Our culture brainwashes us with sex; it surrounds and bombards us—constantly.  It is 
also clear that God wants us to see sexuality from an eternal perspective. Sexuality is 
part of God’s design. Just as He made us relational beings, He also made us sexual 
beings. This area is an incredible stumbling block for those that are dating. Singles 
looking to marry often have an abbreviated courtship period due to finances and 
loneliness. A strong desire for intimacy, including sexuality, often hastens a couple 
toward marriage. Sexuality is a gift from God that calls for stewardship and 
responsibility, not misuse or abuse. Please review the following scripture: Proverbs 6:20-
7:27; Romans 6:12; Gal. 5:16-24; Phil. 1:10; I Thess. 4:1-8; Titus 2:1-8; James 1:13-15; I John 
2:15-16)  
 
In Dating, Waiting and Choosing a Mate, Norman Wright and Marvin Inmon list five 
advantages to not being sexual before marriage.   

1. There will be no guilt over having disobeyed God’s laws. 
2. There will be no fear of conceiving a child and having to decide what to do next. 
3. There will not be any comparing of one’s current partner with a former partner.  
4. The self-control learned by waiting will be transferable to any subsequent 

periods of absence from one’s spouse. 
5. The pleasure of sexual satisfaction shared with only each other brings excitement 

to the marriage.  
 
Biblical truths about sexuality 
That you may be able to discern what is best and may be pure and blameless Phil. 1:10 (NIV) 

• Our sexuality is a gift from our Creator. 
• God’s standard is purity-even if that means secondary purity. We are new 

creatures in Christ.  
• Sexuality is multi-faceted, and includes social, emotional, and spiritual as well as 

physical aspects. 
• We are each a steward of our own sexuality. 
• God knows best when it comes to sexual boundaries. 
• God has put limits on sexual expression for our good. 
• Our relational and intimacy needs can be met without sex. 
• Stewardship of my sexuality is a lifelong process. 
• We can trust God with our lives and our relationships.  

 
You may be struggling with your sexuality. You may be considering a sexual 
relationship with your partner; you may already be sexual.  Perhaps you are already 
living with someone. You may be dealing with the consequences of childhood events 
such as abuse or incest or more recent trauma such as spouse abuse or rape.  You may 
feel you hate the opposite sex or you may even hate yourself. You may have difficulty 
seeing yourself as a sexual being or you may be having difficulty with your sexual 
boundaries. Some of you may be struggling with the unfaithfulness of a partner.  You 
may have even contracted an STD through his or her behavior. Sexuality and 
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understanding your own sexual boundaries are clearly important topics in dating and 
remarriage. In reality, sexuality is about you. My goal in writing this section is 
absolutely not to shame you but to inform you. God has a great deal to say about 
sexuality.  Just as important, however, He has a lot to say about you.  He loves you and 
wants the very best for you.  God is not a cosmic killjoy. I believe His ideals lead to our 
best possible destiny.  Please review the following material and make informed choices. 
This is a critical area of discussion with a potential partner. Please take the time to get 
clear about your sexuality.  
 
Sexuality is spiritual. God made you a sexual being. Whenever He asks you to avoid 
something, it is not because He is a cosmic killjoy, but because He knows what is best for 
you. Whenever God asks you to do (or not do) something, it is always because it will 
lead to a greater good.  This demands faith and obedience. The risk is that it will often 
make no sense at the time. 
 
Sexuality is personal. You have choices about the level of your sexual involvement.  
This is true no matter what your past; even if you have been sexually active and/or 
traumatized by abuse, incest or rape. Today, you can choose what is best for you. 
However, if you struggle with sexuality due to past events, please talk to a caring pastor 
or counselor.   
 
The decision to be sexual with a partner is a choice you should make without feeling 
coerced or obligated; it should be consistent with your core values. Sexual boundaries 
can appear vague and blurred to those who have already been sexual. The stigma 
surrounding abstaining seems less urgent or less relevant. A strong desire for intimacy, 
including sexuality, often hastens a couple toward sex or even cohabitating before 
remarriage. For many, sex is a way of finding acceptance or dispelling loneliness. 
However, sexual contact tends to make a new relationship “feel” more intimate than it 
really is.  Sex creates a bond, but it does not necessarily create love. Sexuality can create 
a false sense of oneness, which is a distortion of God’s call for a couple to become “one 
flesh.”  Sexual contact can result in relationships that do not “fit” and partners that we 
would normally not choose. God created sex and He meant it to be pleasurable. He also 
meant it as a gift to be enjoyed in marriage. Resolve to keep your relationships non-
sexual until marriage.  Be clear about your values before the first date.  
 
Intimacy is the gradual development of understanding and appreciation for another 
person by listening, discussing, sharing, and being mutually involved. It can exist in 
several realms, not just the physical. One can be intimate with a person and not 
physical. Dating someone who is not actively living his or her faith will result in great 
disappointment. Take the time to find someone spiritually compatible. (II Cor. 6:14) 
 
My advice is to not have sex until you are married. Become friends first. Agree to wait. 
Be firm and intentional here. Sex should be discussed up front. Limits and boundaries 
should be crystal clear.  If a person will not respect your boundaries here, he or she has 
impulse control or integrity issues and will likely not respect your boundaries in other 
areas. If a person consistently violates your boundaries or continually pushes your 
limits, terminate the relationship. If you do not, not only will you lose their respect, but 
your own as well.  
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If you are currently having sex with your partner, please stop. You are harming yourself 
and the relationship. Sex tends to “rush” relationships, not allowing time for two people 
to truly get to know one another. If you are currently cohabitating, one of you should 
move out. If that is not possible immediately, then move into separate bedrooms and 
stop having sex. Co-habituation clearly decreases marital success because it emphasizes 
relationship without commitment.  Also, be clear on this, God has forgiven your past. 
No matter how sexually active you have been, or how many broken relationships you 
have had, God can heal, forgive and restore. Please do not continue to have sex out of 
guilt, shame or fear. Sex will never lead to the intimacy you desire.  
 
Sexuality can drive us into relationships in a sinful context. Many individuals tell us 
they have become sexual or contemplated moving in with a partner as a way of 
determining sexual compatibility. Their reasoning is that knowing if they are compatible 
before marriage will lessen the chance of divorce in the future.  In my experience, sexual 
compatibility is an overblown concept. In over thirty years of counseling couples, I have 
seen very few cases of true sexual incompatibility.  Two human beings that deeply love 
one another can be sexually compatible. Sex is a powerful way to deepen love between 
two people and enhance their relationship.  It is also a powerful way to hurt when it is 
experienced in the wrong context.  While sex creates a powerful bonding, it does not 
necessarily create love.  In fact, it often does the opposite.  Many men, for example, 
begin to have a lower view of their partners once they have sex with them. Again, the 
facts refute this anti-abstinence argument.  Women who live with their boyfriends, for 
example, are more likely to be physically abused than married women. The statistics on 
cohabitation are overwhelming and compelling—it actually increases the chances of 
divorce. Cohabitating relationships break-up seventy-five percent of the time! A strong 
commitment to God and to one another is still the best hedge against divorce.   
 
Find people who can encourage you and to whom you will be accountable. If you are 
struggling in this area, talk to a pastor or counselor. If you feel you have a sexual 
disorder contact a physician.  If you struggle with sexuality issues due to past abuse, 
please contact a professional trained in abuse counseling.  
 

Stop and think: Personal Sexuality Checklist  
 

q I am comfortable with my sexuality. 
q I am resolved to remain pure until marriage.  
q I feel good about my body.  
q I accept myself fully.   
q Sex without love is not okay. 
q My values regarding sexuality and my behavior line up.  
q I talk freely about sex. 
q I acknowledge my feelings and consider them an authentic part of me. 
q I recognize my vulnerabilities. 
q I am authentic in my relationships with others. 
q I can articulate my sexual boundaries and expectations. 
q I understand the distinction between sex and love.  
q I do not fear a partner leaving because of my sexual boundaries.  
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q I have addressed any past issues regarding sexuality.   
q I am able to trust those close to me.  
q I take great care of myself.  
q I seldom feel vulnerable or defensive around members of the opposite gender. 
q I am clear on God’s view of sexuality. 
q I view celibacy as a gift and an opportunity. 
q I do not sabotage relationships because of a fear of intimacy. 

 
If you answered yes to all or most of these questions, your attitude toward sexuality is 
quite healthy. If not, please talk about this topic with a friend, counselor, pastor, 
accountability partner or small group.    
 
God made you a sexual being. He made sex to be a source of pleasure and unity. He did 
not design sex such that by its avoidance you would grow closer to Him. Sex has 
meaning beyond itself—it is a gift that reflects the very essence of God. Sexual 
relationships between a man and a woman should be based on mutuality. Love is more 
about giving and serving than taking or being served.  The deepest desire of men and 
women is not sex; it’s wholeness. Where’s the best place to search for and find 
wholeness, community in the body of Christ.   
 
Summing it all up friends, I’d say you’ll do best by filling your minds and mediating on things 
true, noble, reputable, authentic, compelling, gracious—the best, not the worst; the beautiful, not 
the ugly; things to praise not things to curse. Phil 4: 8-9 MSG. 
 
 
Questions to ponder 

• Read, reflect and respond to Hebrews 13:4 
• How do I view sexuality? 
• What does God’s Word say to me?  
• What strategy will I use to maintain purity?  
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XXIV. Relationship Issues 
Love from the center of who you are; don’t fake it Romans 19:9 MSG 
 
Most people have a fantasy about relationships. It goes something like this: 

 
One day I will meet my ideal partner. This person will understand me completely and will 
easily connect with me and meet all my needs. There will be no arguments. Everything will 
be perfect. Magic will happen and will continue forever. 

 
Reality is quite different. An intimate relationship is one of the most powerful 
opportunities for personal growth. Growth, even for the healthiest, most well-adjusted 
person, involves change and brings pain. But it also brings incredible joy. Relationships 
are akin to life–sometimes sublime and sometimes challenging. As with life, the amount 
of satisfaction you derive depends on how much you are willing to move outside your 
comfort zone. 
 

Stop and think: How tough is it for you to step out of your comfort zone?  
 
Sometime between three and twelve months into a relationship, a couple enters a period 
of struggle. During this time, the couple begins having disagreements and partners 
blame the difficulties on the other. This period can last up to one year.  During this time, 
the couple is developing intimacy and establishing the rules of conduct for the 
relationship. Each partner, having grown up in a different family culture, has different 
conduct rules. Since these rules are subconscious, neither is aware they are enforcing 
their own standards. For example, a woman may have been raised in a family where 
feelings were not expressed and communicating her feelings was scorned. Her partner, 
however, was raised in a family with excessive emotional closeness and sharing. While 
she may not expect any emotional expression and sharing in the relationship, her 
partner does. 
 
The couple's task during this period is to create a shared set of rules that are 
independent of their respective family dynamics. Each one must look inside and 
discover what they want from this relationship. This requires a strong commitment to 
the relationship and detachment from family patterns. Without realizing it, most people 
are deeply loyal to their family patterns and beliefs. Each partner will believe that his or 
her approach is the correct one. When the other partner does not comply, he or she will 
be seen as bad or wrong, and attempts will be made to force compliance. 
 
This period in the relationship is frustrating and painful. It is the point where most 
relationships end. The key ingredient to the survival of the relationship is the 
willingness of each partner to grow. Both must be willing to rework their rules of 
conduct and meet in the middle—establish some form of middle ground. If one partner 
becomes unwilling to grow and change, the relationship will end. A vital, dynamic, 
loving partnership cannot exist when one partner exerts his or her will over the other. 
The relationship will eventually end with both people deeply wounded. 
 
Relationships in real life are not the way they are portrayed in fairy tales. The beauty of 
relationships is that they provide an opportunity for each partner to transform. Growth 



114 
 

will be painful at times because it will require each partner to go beyond what they 
know about relationships. If you are unwilling to look within yourself and move outside 
your comfort zone, your relationships will not be healthy or reflect God’s character.  
 
Issue #1: Picking the same types of partners 
It is perplexing to end an unhealthy relationship—vowing to never again date a person 
“like that”—only to end up with a new partner who turns out to have those same 
qualities.  In the beginning of a relationship, you are convinced it will be different. But at 
the end, you wonder if you will ever stop doing this to yourself. Why do we seem to 
pick the same type of person over and over? The primary reason is a lack of resolution 
of issues, hurts, conflicts or emotional wounds. These issues have many etiologies; some 
are a normal part of growing up while others are due to horrific abuse or neglect. 
Nevertheless, they shape our relationship choices. If we do not understand our 
relationship patterns, or the unresolved issues that drive them, we will continue to pick 
the same type of partners—over and over. So here’s the bottom line, if you have 
unresolved issues from the past, you will unconsciously pick partners to help you 
resolve those issues.   
 
When we have a wound, or a need that was not met in childhood, we re-live it over and 
over again as adults. We will retell our traumas over and over again in our behavior, 
until we are finally heard. We will find partners who are similar to our parental figures 
in just those behavior patterns that caused us pain and disappointment in the first place. 
This way, if we are really good and lovable, our partners will finally love us and care 
about us. They will change for us and we will get our wounds healed. We will become 
whole. 
 
The irony is that what we want from our partners is exactly the thing that they do not 
know how to give us and it is exactly the thing they need to learn how to give in order to 
heal their own wounds. So, we are not wrong for asking to be loved. We are actually 
giving our partners a gift by asking for what we want. 
 
There is only one problem. In order to meet our needs, our partners have to heal their 
own traumas and they may not be able to, or may not want to, or may not know how. 
They may be perfectly happy the way they are and perfectly satisfied with the status of 
their relationships. They may not see any need for change. 
 
Unfortunately, many people pick partners who are not willing to grow. In fact, they pick 
them just for that reason. It is not enough to get your needs met. You must convert and 
change your partner. It does not count as healing your wounds if your partner grows 
willingly. He or she must be a hard case and you must win him or her over with your 
incredible lovability. This is a no-win situation for both partners. The cycle looks 
something like this: 

• We are born with basic intimacy needs. 
• Due to sin and an imperfect world we are harmed and our needs are not met. 
• We become wounded. 
• We develop strategies to protect us from further wounds and to meet our own 

needs.  We wear an emotional mask.  
• Out of this self-protectiveness, we chose our own ways over God’s. 
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• We wear a mask—to hide and to self-protect.  
• We are partially successful at meeting our needs, but there are always residual 

emotions.  We wonder if someone could love us for who we are.  
• Our own strategies (including relationship choices) eventually fail us.  
• Once again, we face our need for intimacy and must chose between staying safe 

or becoming vulnerable enough to be loved.  
 
Stop and think: What will you do when you realize your old strategies are not working? 
Are you choosing people you have to convince to love you? 
 
Suggestions:  
1. Understand what you are really doing in relationships. Look at your motivations. 

Look at the story of your life that you are trying to tell.  Have you chosen to let your 
wounds define you? If you get stuck here, get some counseling.  

2. Start to heal your wounds by taking better care of yourself. Didn't get enough 
attention as a child? Spend an hour a day with yourself in silence finding out how 
you feel and who you are. Get your needs met. 

3. Develop a few healthy friendships. Practice accepting them just as they are.  
4. Spend time with people who are willing to grow. People who are not willing to grow 

are not bad, but being in an intimate relationship with them will hurt. Relationships 
are always about growth.  Intimacy needs cannot be met without vulnerability and 
disclosure.  People unwilling to grow will never be able to handle your truths.  

5. Understand that God has equipped you to practice and enjoy intimacy.  Intimacy 
flows from honesty with God, others and us. We live in a broken world, and broken, 
flawed relationships are a consequence. Only by being filled by God can we live and 
love sacrificially, from our fullness; not dependent on the imperfect love of another.   

6. Understand the “self” you present to others to get them to be attracted to you. This 
self can be manifested by your mannerisms, speech, dress, or other characteristics, 
some of which you may be totally unaware. To discover this “self” you present, ask 
yourself, “What do I think I have to offer someone?” “What aspects of me do I 
emphasize or hide when I meet someone?” “What kind of “game face” do I put on 
when I am going to meet someone for the first time?” Ask a friend, “How do I 
change when I am around someone I am dating?”  Of course, the key is to be your 
“true self.”  Stop trying to impress others.  Allow them to see the real you—warts 
and all. Only then will you know if the relationship is real and can be trusted.  

7. Choose people who want to be with you, past the three-month crush. Be conscious 
and choose wisely. It is your life. Make it full of love. 

 

Exclusive dating: A Checklist   
I do not believe in multiple dating.  Allow your friendships to blossom into 
relationships. Suppose you are ready to “date” someone exclusively, meaning that you 
are ready to explore marriage with this person. Here are a few guidelines. 
 

� Follow Jesus’ model; Jesus prayed before He did anything. Be clear on your 
decision.  

� Know and be able to articulate your core values.  
� Be crystal clear on what you want and need and what you can give.  
� Do not date if you are not prepared to marry. 
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� Accept the person just as they are. You must be able to say, “If this person never 
changes, I would be willing to marry and live with him/her forever, just the way 
he/she is right now.”  

� Be authentic; the language you use is not as important as your heart.  
� Maintain your boundaries.  
� Consider relationship or pre-marital counseling.  

 
In Too Close Too Soon, Jim Talley and Bobbi Reed give some wonderful advice for those 
ready to make a commitment to one another.  

1. Accept the fact that you both have faults as well as virtues.   
2. Understand the differences and similarities between your approaches to life.  
3. Be clear on your expectations; discard any unrealistic fantasies.  
4. Identify and work toward goals together. 
5. Communicate openly; learn healthy problem solving skills 
6. Spend time apart constructively. 

 

Stop and think: Check off those issues that are resolved and in place.  
 
q You are clear on who you are and what you want. 
q You are clear on your partner’s identity, wants and needs. 
q You have been totally honest and disclosing.  
q You are growing emotionally and spiritually. 
q You have not “sold out” to hold to the other person. 
q You have a solid support network in place (five-facet relationships).  
q You are not isolated. 
q You are comfortable making friends and taking great care of yourself. 
q You are operating out of fullness in Christ, not driven by loneliness, insecurity, 

or desperation. 
q Your support network feels good about the relationship (clearness committee). 
q You have seen each other in “enough” diverse settings over time. 
q Family relationships are okay. 
q You are at peace with self and others. 
q You have addressed blind spots and red flags.  
q You are ready for commitment. 
q You have prayed for discernment. 
q The spiritual component of your relationship is healthy. 
q Physical boundaries are in place and honored. 
q You are convinced this is God’s best for you. 

 
Issue #2: Making relationship adjustments 
“Checking in” is critical to the life of a relationship.  Are needs being met?  Is there 
growth in love, trust, honesty or disclosure? Is the relationship authentic? The following 
are suggestions for making “course corrections” in a relationship: 
 

• When a relationship has lost its center—Christ.  Relationships are God’s plan for 
meeting our needs.  Our relationships need to reflect His character and be 
grounded in obedience to His word.  
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• When it's the other person who always sets the parameters or the rules.  It isn’t a 
partnership if you're not both creating the ground rules.  

 
• When your differences of opinion don't improve each other or the relationship, 

and instead injure one's feelings or pride. When both people are committed to 
the partnership, each rises above the differences and embraces the best of both 
perspectives.  

 
• When you've lost your sense of purpose, it's time to re-evaluate what brought 

you to the relationship in the first place. The important thing is to evaluate where 
you are now and what it is you want and need.  Does it still answer your needs? 
Or, have your needs changed and you've not effectively communicated these 
changes? Or, have you and your partner lost the commitment and energy 
required to respond to each other, to make the relationship work?  

 
• When you have lost a sense of fun. How can you make the relationship better? 

How can you bring new life, passion or commitment to it? Living things need to 
be nurtured.  If you're not enjoying each other, it's time to pay attention to ways 
in which the relationship can be nurtured.  

 
• Be clear about what you each bring to the partnership, and double-check with 

each other that you're still willing and able to provide or be that for the other. 
 
• When one person's doing all the work and the other person's not contributing to 

the relationship with commitment, it's time for a review. Look at the balance of 
power, look at the process, and the outcomes. Over time, each of your 
contributions should add to each other. 

 
• When the commitment to communicate is no longer solid, the relationship 

suffers. You might have an incredibly close relationship but have not yet "faced 
the fires" that make or break a partnership. Communication is essential for 
keeping the relationship open and full of possibility. Respect and love are not 
always enough. Communication is what oil is to a car - it lubricates the parts and 
keeps the engine running smoothly. Don't underestimate the importance of 
communication. It’s how our needs are met. 

 
• If respect is lacking, it is also time to evaluate. Self-respect, as well as respect 

from and for your partner, is essential. If you and/or your partner don’t respect 
each other, it’s a signal that something, somewhere, is wrong. Deal with the 
source immediately. The longer you put off dealing with the relationship, the 
harder it is to get back on track.  

 
• If you find yourself lying or not telling the truth about something, this too is a 

sign to re-evaluate the relationship. Integrity is about keeping one's word. If your 
integrity is out, there's no better way to restore it, than to tell the truth. Paul 
reminds us in Ephesians Chapter 5 to speak the truth in love.  
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• If you have lost the servant “mindset” it’s time to look at your relationship. God 
reminds us that we are here to serve not to be served.  Can you truly see you 
partner as someone you enjoy serving.  If not, it’s time for some spiritual fine-
tuning 

 

Are any of these true for you?  If so, what will you do?  Step one is to stop and 
assess the relationship. Are needs being met? Are we equal partners?  
 
Issue #3: Ways to open up and share feelings 
When past relationships have been hurtful, it can be difficult to open up and trust again. 
If your current partner does something that hurts, it’s equally difficult to move toward 
them.  Yet, you want to love, you want to trust, you want to open up. Throwing caution 
to the wind you open up again, hoping you will not get hurt. Still you find yourself 
getting hurt over and over again. How do you open up and trust another person while 
staying safe and protected from hurt? 
  
First, assume that any person close to you will eventually hurt you. Have you ever hurt 
the people you love? Was it intentional, malicious? Were you sorry afterwards? Did you 
have trouble admitting your remorse? When others hurt you, realize they are just like 
you. They have likely hurt you unintentionally, and are remorseful and sorry 
afterwards. Do not assume that knowing someone well or being in love is going to 
prevent hurt. Getting to know someone well may prevent you from ending up with a 
partner who will be nothing but hurt and heartache, but it still won't prevent you from 
getting hurt eventually.  
 
When someone does hurt you, assume it is not personal, is not directed at you and is not 
about you. When your partner or potential partner does something that makes your 
heart ache, think back to a time you inflicted hurt on another. You did not do it 
intentionally, maliciously. You were afraid or upset or you could not help yourself. The 
same is likely true of your partner, who was reminded of something in his or her past, 
was afraid, could not help him/herself, etc.  
 
Next, learn to set boundaries. To find out what your boundaries are, ask yourself the 
following questions:  

• What don't I want in my life, in my relationships?  
• What type of behaviors hurt me?  
• How would people need to behave around me in order for me to thrive?  

 
Stop and think: Make a list of your answers. Make your boundaries big enough so that 
you feel very safe. Start to educate people about them.  
 
When you have been hurt, learn how to immediately take care of yourself by removing 
yourself from the situation. For example, if your partner raises his or her voice when 
upset and this hurts, learn how to say "stop" and "I will not talk about this when you 
raise your voice at me." Or, suppose you have been waiting several days for a call from a 
potential partner. Remove yourself from the situation—stop waiting for the call. Take 
care of yourself.  Handle the call when it comes. 
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Realize that the key to staying safe is not in trusting the other person but in trusting 
yourself and God. You can never guarantee that another person will not hurt you. In 
fact, you can be assured that most people--especially those close to you--will hurt you 
occasionally. But this does not mean you can never open your heart for fear of being 
hurt. You can learn to trust yourself to take care of you in a hurtful situation by 
removing yourself from the situation and practicing healthy self-care.  
 
Become the kind of person who can be trusted to take care of him or herself. Only then 
will you be free to develop a healthy relationship. Taking care of yourself can be 
anything from ending a disagreement the minute it begins, to making a request about 
your needs. Learn to communicate effectively and powerfully, yet gently. Stop hurtful 
behavior, but do so in such a way that the person does not resent you. For example, let's 
say again that your partner raises his or her voice at you in anger, which you do not like. 
You may want to stop the behavior by calmly saying, "Please do not speak to me with a 
raised voice. I cannot hear you when you raise your voice and I want to hear you. Can 
we speak calmly now or should we have this conversation later?" There is no attack, no 
accusation, yet everything that needs to be said to make an impact is said with grace and 
heart.  
 
Learn to trust and take care of yourself. Sometimes in relationships, hurtful things can 
be said in the heat of the moment. Sometimes these things don't need to be said. Believe 
in yourself and appreciate yourself enough to be able to dismiss the hurtful words and 
the vague feeling of being judged as irrelevant. Learn when it's appropriate to forgive 
and when it may be best to end the relationship. Any partner will hurt you occasionally. 
The question is how much and how often. An occasional hurt or annoyance can be 
forgiven or dealt with for the benefit of the relationship. Working through the hurt will 
make you grow together. On the other hand, if you find yourself being hurt from the 
onset of the relationship and it never stops, you may want to reconsider your choice of a 
partner.  
 
Issue #4: Resolving conflicts 
Conflicts are natural in relationships. Healthy relationships are not defined by the 
absence of conflict but by the quality of those disagreements. If you have opinions, 
strongly held beliefs and maybe a blind spot or two, you will probably disagree with 
someone about something.  People who see conflict as a chance to learn and grow closer 
tend to create more happiness than those who avoid or ignore differences.   
 
Most individuals are very poor problem solvers, primarily because they dislike any form 
of conflict or confrontation. Successful problem solving involves the ability of two 
people to listen intentionally as each shares their needs and concerns and to respond to 
what is shared with understanding and acceptance. There are several unhealthy conflict 
patterns. These include immobilization, submission, attack and escape.  
 
Immobilization-- Some individuals view a pending conflict as a red flag of danger. As 
they perceive the danger getting closer, their level of anxiety rises.  The anxiety they 
experience causes them to “freeze,” leaving them unable to say or do anything, hoping 
that the threat will simply disappear. Over time the threat usually does subside.  
However, unresolved issues do not go away for long. Characteristics of individuals who 
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tend to submit include: low self-esteem, inferiority, inadequacy, insecurity, pleasing, 
worry, fear, shame, guilt, tension, nervous habits, somatic symptoms, etc.  
 
Submission-- Some individuals have learned to give in to the other party in a conflict.  
Common expressions of giving in include: depression, suicide, helplessness, 
hopelessness, martyrdom, perfectionism, “walking on eggshells,” passivity, and co-
dependency. 
 
Attack-- Anger and a win-lose mindset fuel this approach. Rage and anger are very 
energizing and action producing. Individuals who utilize attack always see the problem 
as “outside” them. They consider themselves as having little or no control over or 
responsibility for the problem. They assume that the problem will only improve or be 
resolved if they can get the other party to change, no matter what approach they must 
use. Common attack methods include: demands, manipulation, criticism, blame, 
sarcasm, accusations, “you” statements, coercion, threats, violence and intimidation.   
 
Escape--Individuals who feel powerless or overwhelmed will flee from potential conflict 
situations. Escape can take many forms, both physical and emotional.  Some individuals 
will flee the relationship entirely. Others will escape via addictions-drinking, smoking, 
drugs, gambling, shopping, pornography or food Other commons forms of escape 
include: suicide, work, exercise, traveling, excessive TV viewing, obsessive-compulsive 
behaviors, denial, social withdrawal, walking out of the room, refusing to talk. 
 
Stop and think: Which one of these describes you?   
 
A model for resolving conflict 
Resolving conflict well involves a promise between two people to understand each other 
and find ways to meet each other’s needs well enough that both feel okay with the 
outcome. Below are elements of this process:  

• Acknowledge the conflict immediately. 
• Pick one topic and stick with it.  
• Say what you want and need.  
• Find places of agreement.  
• Avoid a “win-lose” mindset.  The focus is on win-win, and finding good enough 

solutions for both. This cannot happen without mutual respect.  
• Listen carefully. Clarify and understand the other person’s issues and priorities. 

What needs to happen in this situation?  What do they want or need?  
• Have the same information about the problem. Each of us hears information 

through our own set of filters.  Discuss the facts together. Be clear on all the facts.  
• Focus on issues, not people. Do not attack the individual or demean their 

character.  Identify the key issues. Agree that the goal is to find common ground 
and work together.  

• Focus on interests, not positions. Issues are concrete, measurable and generally 
negotiable. We use these as a basis for our position.  Interests, on the other hand, 
are very personal, relate to needs and are less quantitative and negotiable. Issues 
are much easier to identify than interests, but interests are the key to resolving 
conflicts.  Find areas of common interest.  
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• Be honest and direct with each other.  This is harder than you might imagine 
because two types of information are typically withheld in a discussion.  The first 
is a hidden agenda–the things I do not really want to say.  The second is 
expectations that are often difficult to articulate, or even fully know, until a full-
blown conflict arises.  The key is to reveal these as soon as you become aware of 
them. 

• Accept responsibility for your feelings. Naming and claiming our feelings, 
while not projecting is powerful and healthy. Unfortunately, blame is a common 
problem-solving method.  When I blame someone else for my feelings, I am not 
being responsible.  

• Confront and deal with the problem openly. Do not venture into a topic unless 
you are ready to discuss it and solve it, whatever that means. 

• Listen honestly and intentionally, without making the other person wrong.  
• Be willing to negotiate. Mutual collaboration to solve problems is the heart of 

resolving conflict.  
  

Issue #5: Relationship-making 
The goal of developing an intimate relationship is to ensure that it will meet all of your 
and your partner's relationship needs. Most people don't know how to do this. As a 
result, most relationships go through a predictable cycle: 
 

Honeymoon: First several months 
Struggle: Up to 3 years or more 
Negotiation and peace or breakup 

 
To avoid this cycle and establish a nourishing relationship, 
develop an authentic relationship with your partner and start meaningful dialogue. It 
may span many discussions, perhaps over weeks or even months. The right time to 
initiate this dialogue is when it's clear that there is mutual interest and that both of you 
are ready to go further. However, it is never too late to have this conversation, even if 
you have been together for years. Cover the following topics in this conversation: 

• What God expects from a relationship. 
• Commitment to being whole and not dependent on one another to make us 

complete.   
• What you expect from a "relationship partner," on spiritual, emotional, mental 

and everyday levels. 
• What actions, words and feelings each of you needs from a partner, in order to 

thrive. 
• What you and your partner absolutely refuse to tolerate in a relationship. 

 
As you share, listen to each other intently, frequently paraphrasing what the other 
person is saying. Be sure there is mutual understanding. Reflect on what is being said by 
sharing your thoughts and feelings. Do not make each other wrong. Each of you has a 
right to your own view of what is needed and desired in a relationship. If in the end you 
both decide you have enough in common to pursue the relationship further, you will 
need to negotiate how the relationship is actually conducted. You will need to agree, 
disagree or negotiate to uphold the verbalized parameters in your relationship. I know 
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this probably sounds very unromantic, almost artificial, but this is how the best 
relationships are created. 
 
Decision time—your Kairos moment   
Kairos is one of two words for time in the Greek New Testament.  It means a moment in 
time, an opportunity.  Kairos moments have great significance, they are often teachable 
moments or opportunities to make powerful, even monumental changes in direction. 
Jesus presented us with a Kairos moment in Mark One when he announced, “Repent, the 
Kingdom of God is near” Much like the road less travelled, you are at an intersection 
that requires a decision—keep moving forward and ignore the door for growth, stop 
and refuse to move in any direction, go backward and re-trace your steps or pass 
through the door and embrace an opportunity to change and grow. My prayer is that 
you will go through the door.  
 
 
 
 
 
I hope this workbook has been helpful. Take great care of yourself and find ways to 
love and nurture others along the way. Love yourself and others just as Christ has 
loved you—sacrificially, unconditionally, authentically. Take the time to let your 
relationships grow. Find peace in alone time with God. Surround yourself with loving and 
caring friends. Identify and address your relationship patterns. Learn to articulate 
your needs. Remember that great relationships begin with a healthy you.  
                                                              God bless you on your journey. 
 
 
If you want to know more about InStep Ministries, visit our website: 
www.instepministries.com. If you have questions or you would like information about 
hosting a Developing Healthy Relationships Seminar, contact us toll free at 1-888-5INSTEP 
or via email: jeffparziale@gmail.com Dr. Parziale is available for personal relationship 
counseling and coaching, as well as marriage preparation and weddings. Contact him by 
phone or email to set up an appointment.  
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XXV. Suggested Readings 
 
Augsburger, David. Caring Enough to Forgive. 
Brown, Brene. I Thought It Was Just Me. 
Brown, Brene. The Gifts of Imperfection 
Burge, Chris & Toussaint, Pamela. His Rules.  
Chapman, Gary. The Five Love Languages. 
Cloud & Townsend. How People Grow. 
Fisher, Bruce & Alberti, Frank. Rebuilding: When Your Relationship Ends. 
Gillham, Bill.  Lifetime Guarantee. 
Gottman, John. The Seven Principles for Making Marriage Work. 
Gray, John. Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus. 
Gudgel, David, Before You Live Together  
Gunger, Mark, Laugh Your Way to a Better Marriage  
Harris, Joshua. I Kissed Dating Goodbye. 
Hendrix, Harville. Keeping the Love You Find. 
Hsu, Albert. Singles at the Crossroads. 
Jones, Thomas. The Single-Again Handbook. 
Joy, Donald. Bonding. 
Keller, Tim. The Prodigal God  
Lewis, C.S. Mere Christianity. 
Manning, Brennan. The Ragamuffin Gospel. 
Marquardt, E. Between Two Worlds  
Merton, Thomas. The Ascent of Truth. 
McCullough, Sandage and Worthington. To Forgive is Human. 
Ortberg, John. The Life You Always Wanted.  
Ortberg, John. If you Want to Walk on Water, You’ve Got to Get Out of the Boat.  
Parrot, Les & Leslie. Saving Your Marriage before it Starts. 
Parziale, Jeff & Judi. Looking Before You Leap...Again. Preparing for the Adventures and 
Challenges of Remarriage.  
Parziale, Jeff and Judi. Through a Child’s Eyes: Helping Your Child Through Divorce and 
Remarriage.  
Scazzero, Peter. Emotionally Healthy Spiritualty 
Smoke, Jim. Growing Through Divorce. 
Seibold, Myrla. Care for the Soul. 
Smith, M. Blaine. Should I Get Married? 
Stedman, Rick.  Pure Joy— The Positive Side of Single Sexuality. 
Talley, Jim & Reed, Bobbi.  Too Close Too Soon. 
Tannen, Deborah. You Just Don’t Understand Me. 
Trafford, Abigail. Crazy Time.  
Vernick, Leslie. The Emotionally Destructive Relationship 
Wallerstein, Judith. Second Chances. 
Warren, Neil.  Finding the Love of Your Life. 
Willard, Dallas. Sprit of the Disciplines. 
Wilkinson, Bruce. The Dream Giver.  
Winner, Wilson, Holland, Lindvall and Clark. Five Paths to the Love of Your Life. 
Wright, H. Norm. Finding Your Perfect Mate. 
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