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THE MARITAL PYRAMID

The Marital Pyramid illustrates well the steps to 
intimacy in a covenant love relationship.

1
Intimacy

Conflict Resolution & Management 
Communication Skills

Spiritual, Emotional & Mental Health of Partner

The Marital Pyramid has four layers. The bottom or 
foundation layer is the spiritual/emotional/mental health of 
the partner. This has a great bearing on the happiness of 
the marriage. No one has perfect emotional responses and 
attitudes. However, it is important to a successful 
marriage for both partners to be free of any major 
spiritual, mental, and emotional problems.1

The second part of the pyramid is communication 
skills. Communication techniques are provided in chapter 3. 
True intimacy cannot exist without effective communication.

The third layer is conflict management. Learning to 
solve problems is a sign of growth. The way one handles 
life's vicissitudes, in particular the way one handles 
marital conflict, shows what type of person one really is.

Intimacy is at the top of the pyramid. It is also 
the hallmark of a good marriage. Trying to help couples

Adapted from Friedsen and Friedsen, Counselling and
Marriage. 19:56.
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achieve intimacy while there are major unresolved conflicts 
is unlikely to be effective. This does not mean that the 
marriage has to be conflict-free. However, when conflict 
arises, the couple's closeness must be abie to help them 
deal with it constructively.

D. and M. Friedsen state that
any major psychiatric disorder— depression, 
anxiety, phobia, manic-depression, illness, 
schizophrenia, or paranoia, and any significant 
personality disorder— asocial, avoidant, 
antisocial, passive-aggressive— can contaminate 
the higher levels of the pyramid.1

57.
friedsen and Friedsen, Counseling and Marriage. 56,



257
According to Dr. Allen B. Weisse, the different 

types of personality disorders are readily recognizable.1 
Dr. Weisse's descriptions of personality disorders follow.

The paranoid personality is characterized by 
longstanding suspicion and mistrust of others.

The schizoid personality is isolated and lonely, and 
uncomfortable with human contact.

Histrionic types are excitable, emotional, and 
flamboyant, but often superficial in their relationships.

Antisocial subjects are unable to conform to the 
norms of society and are often found among the criminal 
class.

Narcissistic personalities tend to focus on their 
own physical and personal attributes and problems to the 
exclusion of others.

Avoidant personalities are unable to interact with 
others for fear of rejection and are commonly labeled as 
having "inferiority complexes."

The dependent personality is a submissive individual 
who often burdens others with his personal indecision and is 
in constant need of approval and reassurance from others.

The compulsive person is characterized by his or her 
inflexibility and perfectionism as well as indecisiveness.

‘Allen B. Weisse, The Man's Guide to Good Health 
(Yonkers, NY: Consumer Report Books, 1991), 162, 163. Dr. 
Weisse is a practicing cardiologist and a Professor of 
Medicine at New Jersey Medical School in Newark.
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The passive-aggressive person is driven by an 

underlying aggression masked by subtle obstructionism, 
inefficiency, and resistance to change.

The sadistic personality delights in hurting others
The masochistic individual enjoys being hurt or

abused.
Couples must be aware that

deaths of family members and friends, personal illness 
marital problems, difficulties on the job, financial 
insecurity, and problems with one's children all pose 
major threats to our sense of well-being— threats that 
we must all confront at one time or another in the 
course of our lives."

Individuals with personality disorders think of 
themselves as perfectly normal and rarely seek help for 
their problems. As a result, their patterns of behavior, 
well established by adolescence, usually persist throughout 
adulthood. For instance, the neurotic patient frequently 
continues to function in society— going on with his or her 
daily work and household tasks despite any distress caused 
by mental or emotional symptoms.1

The psychiatric disorders mentioned above, when 
manifested in a relationship, can, if they are brushed 
aside, undermine love and intimacy. Like athletes, couples 
must keep themselves in a state of physical and mental 
health if they want to experience optimum levels of marital 
satisfaction. However, in the final analysis, we sustain

‘ibid., 157.
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intimacy by choosing to give. Paul wrote to the 
Corinthians:

The husband should fulfil his marital duty to his 
wife, and likewise the wife to her husband. The 
wife's body does not belong to her alone, but also 
to her husband. In the same way, the husband's 
body does not belong to him alone, but also to his 
wife. Don't deprive each other except by mutual 
consent and for a time, so that you may devote 
yourselves to prayer. Then come together again so 
that Satan will not tempt you because of your lack 
of self-control (1 Cor 7: 3-5).

Married couples have the responsibility to care for 
each other. Therefore Christian couples should have a high 
regard for their sex lives. The man must understand that a 
wife desperately needs tenderness, understanding, and love. 
To be able to give herself freely to him, she needs to talk 
about unresolved conflicts and have them solved before 
making love.1

'Jack Mayhall and Carole Mayhall, Marriage Takes 
More Than Love (Colorado Springs: Navpress, 1978), 218.
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Building and maintaining intimacy constitute one of 
the best ways to create excitement in the covenant marital 
love relationship. DeLoss D. Friedsen points out: "The 
thoughts, the feelings, and the behaviors of people in 
intimate relationships are positive. Positive about the 
marriage, positive about their partners, and positive about 
themselves.Hl

Love and intimacy cannot be separated. They may not 
be equated, but they certainly go together. When partners 
are intimate, they are emotionally and physically close in a 
way that allows them to feel safe while being vulnerable.

Stages of Intimacy
One of the keys to building and maintaining a 

sucessful marital covenant love relationship lies in 
understanding that intimacy goes through four stages. They 
are: the romantic/honeymoon stage, the conflict/power 
struggle-stage, the interdepencence stage, and the full 
commitment stage.

The romantic/honeymoon stage
This is the wonderful stage of togetherness and 

oneness that most couples go through. In its pure form, the 
man and woman want to spend all their time together and seem

126.
‘Friedsen and Friedsen, Counselling and Marriage.
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to have similar tastes, feelings, and desires. In this 
stage they perceive each other as being incredibly alike.
In this romantic or honeymoon stage, the need for closeness 
is met, and there is no fear of abandonment.1

This stage is wonderful; it is exciting. There is a 
strong feeling that you were made for each other or that you 
have found something that draws you together. This 
romantic/honeymoon stage is healthy and important.
"However, there is something potentially destructive about 
this stage if it continues too long. After a while, comes 
the fear of being swallowed up by the other person."* 2

The conflict/power struggle stage
This stage can also be called the separation and 

individuation stage. In this stage, the two persons 
emphasize individual identities. They no longer see 
everything alike. In fact, they may begin to emphasize 
their differences in taste, values, activities, parenting 
styles, and even religious convictions.

The conflict/power-struggle stage begins when you 
realize that your partner is not all he or she appeared to 
be. He does something you do not like. She disappoints or 
betrays you. You realize that some of your basic values run 
counter to his or hers. Your likes and dislikes begin to

friedsen and Friedsen.
2Friedsen and Friedsen.
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clash.1

Anger, silence, jealousy, yelling at one another, 
slamming doors, withholding sex, demanding sex, being 
"nice," feeling tired as soon as he walks in the door, and 
fighting over money are some of the symptoms of the power- 
struggle stage.* 2

In this stage, each sees the negative aspects of the 
other partner that strike at the other's core. The 
honeymoon or romantic stage has faded. Power struggles 
arise when the husband tries to tell his wife how she 
"should" be, but is not, and she does the same to him.

In this stage, each person pulls away from the other 
(separation) and each one emphasizes his or her individual 
identity (individualization). Doctors Judith A. and James 
G. Sellner remark:

This stage of relationship is inevitable and 
unavoidable. It's the stage at which couples 
separate, divorce, berate each other verbally or 
physically, and enter counseling. The problem is 
not that conflicts and power struggles occur in 
relationships; the problem is that we are not 
taught how to deal with them and move beyond them.

The interdependence stage
"Interdependence means each person can live and 

function independently of the other. The interdependence 
stage is the midpoint between the extremes of total

Kellner and Sellner, 22.
2Ibid.
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togetherness and dependence or total separation and 
independence.1,1

This stage can also be called the realistic stage.
To choose reality is to allow yourself to see the good, the 
bad, the ugly, and the beautiful sides of your partner. Out 
of this comes a feeling of safety based on knowing who your 
partner is. You are with a real person and each person has 
his/her strengths and weaknesses. You know that your 
partner can be sometimes "beast," sometimes "angel."

The full commitment stage
A truly loving relationship requires commitment. 

Marriage is a covenant. It is indissoluble. Clinical 
philosopher Peter Koestenbaum calls it "the decision to 
care." All relationships go through trying times— economic 
or psychological crises, illness, deep disappointments, or 
betrayals. That is the nature of ethical love, what has 
been referred to as covenant love. It is the result of a 
promise made and kept.* 2

‘Friedsen and Friedsen, 130.
2Sellner and Sellner, 31.
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The people in our lives might be divided into three 
groups. Acquaintances are people whom we know only 
casually. Friends are closer. They are people who care for 
one another, spend time together, and have similar interests 
and viewpoints. Intimates have all the characteristics of 
friends, but they also share mutual concerns and personal 
struggles.1

In marriage, intimacy includes sexuality. Husband 
and wife should show understanding and experience a 
closeness, acceptance, loyalty, vulnerability, 
accountability, caring, empathy, and love that is not 
present in mere friendship.

Physical communication is the most intimate 
expression of a highly successful marriage. For too long, 
principles and information concerning sexual relationship 
have been presented outside of God's truth. The implication 
often is that God and sex are set against each other. On 
the contrary, God is for sex!* 2

*Gary R. Collins, Christian Counselling (Dallas:
Word Publishing, 1988), 189./

2Tim Timmones, Maximum Marriage (NJ: Fleming H. 
Revell Company, 1976), 19.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF COVENANT COMMUNICATION

J. A. Fritze, a Lutheran minister and clinical 
counselor, has said:

You can't know anyone unless you communicate with 
them. You cannot love anything you don't know. 
Therefore, the depth of love existing between 
husband and wife will largely depend on the amount 
and depth of their communication.1

Communication (verbal and non-verbal) is a process of
sharing information with another person in such a way that
he or she understands what you are saying.* 2 Communication
experts tell us that there are six messages involved in the
communication process:

1. What you mean to say
2. What you actually say
3. What the other person hears
4. What the other person thinks he hears
5. What the other person says about what you

said
6. What you think the other person said about 

what you said.3
The basic, most important techniques that couples must 
possess to deal effectively with interpersonal problems are 
communication skills. Both partners must be willing and

*J. A. Fritze, quoted in Jack Mayhall and Carole 
Mayhall, Marriage Takes More Than Love (Colorado Springs: 
NavPress, 1986), 65.

2Ibid., 66.
Mayhall and Mayhall, 67.
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able to communicate. Regardless of how willing and skillful 
one's partner might be, the communication quality is 
impaired unless the other partner somehow matches this 
willingness and skill.1

Both partners must desire deep, personal 
communication in their marriage. They have to make this a 
mutual priority. If one partner desires intimate 
communication and the other is indifferent, there is the 
likelihood of an impasse.* 2 However, a kind, patient, 
understanding, empathetic, communicative partner can be an 
excellent teacher. Where there is a will, there is a way.

‘Challon O'Hearn Roberts and William P. Roberts, 
Partners in Intimacy: Living Christian Marriage Today (New 
York: Pantist Press, 1988), 33.

2Ibid.
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EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION

The first aspect of effective communicaton is the 
sending of a message. The three basic requirements for 
sending an effective message are to phrase the message so it 
may be understood, have credibility as a sender, and 
encourage feedback on how the message is affecting the 
receiver.1

How can couples know when communication is working 
effectively and when it is not? Effective communication 
exists between persons when the receiver interprets the 
sender's message in the same way the sender intended it. If 
John tries to communicate to Jane that it is a wonderful day 
and he is feeling great by saying, "Hi," with a warm smile, 
and if Jane interprets John's "Hi" as meaning John thinks it 
is a beautiful day and he is feeling well, then effective 
communication has taken place.* 2

Challon O'Hearn Roberts and William P. Roberts, in 
their book, Partners in Intimacy: Living Christian Marriage 
Today, declare: "If asked what is the most important thing 
a couple must do to work toward marital intimacy, the answer 
would have to be: Communicate1 Communicate1 Communicate!"3

Strong families and happily married couples have

JDavid W. Johnson and Frank P. Johnson, Joining 
Together; Group theory and Group Skills (Englewood Cliffs, 
NJ: Prentice Hall, 1991), 161.

2Ibid., 107.
3Roberts and Roberts, 30.
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been found to practice good communication. They are good 
listeners, and they are skilled in expressing their 
thoughts, desires, and emotions to one another.1 Judson 
Swihart remarks:

Strong families do not automatically have a good 
communication system. They have to desire it, 
work at it, re-evaluate it. Communication 
requires a constant watchful eye and large doses
of nurturing.* 2 3

David and Vera Mace in their book, The Sacred Fire, 
state, "An effectively functioning communication system is 
first and foremost in a marital love relationship.1,3

George A. Rekers, Counseling Families (Waco, TX: 
Word Books, 1988), 107.

2Ibid.
3David Mace and Vera Mace, The Sacred Fire: 

Christian Marriage Through The Years (Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 1987),
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CHARACTERISTICS OF GOOD COMMUNICATION

Dr. Ketterman1 has identified seven characteristics 
of good communication:

1. Communicators must have open minds and must 
focus on the present.* 2

2. Communicators make sure their intellects are not 
subservient to their emotions.

3. Communicators must resist the temptation to be 
judgmental or to condemn.

4. Communicators must learn to empathize with each 
other, while avoiding execessive sympathy or pity.

5. Communicators do best when they "listen with 
their hearts as well as their heads."

6. Communicators must remain focused on the goal of 
each transaction.

7. Communicators must be both assertive and 
gracious.3

David W. Johnson and Frank P. Johnson suggests eight

*See Rekers, 107.
2Dr. Samuele Bacchiocchi, The Marriage Covenant 

(Berrien Springs, Michigan, 1991), 112, echoes the same 
idea. Dr. Bacchiocchi recounts the story of a woman who 
complained to her friend that her husband became historical 
every time they had an argument. "Her friend corrected her 
by saying 'You mean he becomes hysterical'. 'No,' replied 
the woman, 'I mean historical. Whenever we have an 
argument, he brings up every related problem since we have been married.'"

3Jay E. Adams, The Christian Counselor's Manual (NJ: 
Phillpsburg Reform Publishing Co., 1973), 65.



guidelines to bear in mind when sending a message.1
1. Clearly "own” your messages by using first 

person pronouns ("I" "My"). Personal ownership includes 
clearly taking responsibility for the idea and feelings that 
one expresses.

2. Make your message complete and specific.
Include all the information necessary for the receiver to 
understand the message.

3. Make your verbal and non-verbal message 
congruent. Do not say one thing with your voice and another 
with your actions or facial expressions.

4. Do not be afraid to repeat yourself. Sending 
the same message more than once and using more than one 
channel of communication (such as pictures and written 
messages as well as verbal and non-verbal cues) will help 
the receiver understand your message.

5. Ask for feedback. To communicate effectively 
you must be aware of how the receiver is interpreting and 
processing your messages.

6. Make the message appropriate to the receiver's 
frame of reference. You would need to present the same 
information differently to an expert in the field and to a 
novice, to a child and an adult, to your boss and a co­
worker .

270

^avid W. Johnson and Frank P. Johnson, Joining 
Together: Group Theory and Group Skills. 110.
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7. Describe your feelings by name (I feel sad), by 
action (I feel like crying), or by figure of speech (I feel 
down in the dumps). Description will help communicate your 
feeling clearly and unambiguously.

8. Describe others' behavior without evaluating or 
interpreting. When reacting to the behavior of others, be 
sure to describe it ("you keep interrupting me") rather than 
evaluating it ("you are a rotten, self-centered egotist who 
won't listen to anyone else's ideas").x

Another indispensible element in interpersonal 
communication is the credibility of the sender. One lady 
said to me, "Pastor, I can't trust my husband at all. He is 
not trustworthy. He doesn't keep his word." No amount of 
communication techniques can help this husband in his 
communication with his spouse until he first brings his own 
credibility as a communicator into a state of repair. l

lSee Johnson and Johnson, 110.
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Obstacles to Covenant Communication

In his book, The Power of Ethical Persuasion.1 
Tom Rusk lists five barriers to human communication:

1. We all live in unique and private worlds of 
personal experience.

2. Nearly everyone is insecure to some extent.
Thus, when we feel threatened, hurt, or angry, we tend to 
react with blame and self-defense rather than with attempts 
to improve communication.

3. Everyone has difficulty handling strong feelings 
and maintaining a dynamic balance between mind and heart.

4. Feelings are facts to the person experiencing 
them. Rejecting a person's feelings makes the person feel 
rejected as a whole.

5. We almost always perceive some kind of power 
imbalance in difficult communication, but we rarely discuss 
power openly.

‘Tom Rusk, The Power of Ethical Persuasion (New 
York: Penguin Books, 1993), 9.
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Three Hindrances to an Effective Communication
1. The attitude that there is no point in 

communicating or continuing a dialogue is very damaging. 
Suppose Lisa had said, "Dan wants to leave. It is up to 
him. I won't discuss it with him." It is almost certain 
that Dan would have gone.

2. A second hindrance to communication is the idea 
based on a take-it-or-leave-it attitude. It is not enough 
to emit without being received. To be listened to— as well 
as to listen— is therefore essential. One lady said to me, 
"My husband sees only himself all the time. He does not 
care about my feelings at all."

3. Communication must be consistent if it is to be 
persuasive. The words we utter must coincide with the acts 
we do. In 1 John 3:18 we read: "Dear children, let us not 
love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth." 
Contradictory messages are harmful to a good relationship. 
We must send clear messages and we must be reliable and 
credible.
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TECHNIQUES FOR ENHANCING COVENANT COMMUNICATION
Couples need basic communication skills to deal 

effectively with their marital problems. My personal 
experience affirms this. One of the first things said by a 
spouse having marital difficulties is, "My husband and I 
don't communicate," or "My wife does not know how to 
communicate." Communication skills are vital to lasting 
relationships.

There are four important elements in communicating:
1. The Sender and Receiver of the Message
In this discussion, the couple constitute the sender 

and receiver. An exchange does not take place unless one 
sends a message and the other receives it. According to 
Judith A. and James G. Sellner, the effectiveness of the 
exchange is determined by the physiological and 
psychological condition of the individuals as well as the 
perceived relationship between a couple.1

2. Form of the Message
A message can be conveyed verbally (in words) or 

non-verbally (in silence, or by action). A rigid posture 
can send as powerful a message as a few well-chosen words.

3. Content
The content of a message can do four things:

(a) It can convey information. "I took your car 
to the garage, it will be ready at 4 P.M." "I *

*See Self-Counsel, 57.
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bought your favorite soap."
(b) A message can transmit a feeling. "I feel 
unhappy" (with no smile on the face) or "I love 
you" (followed by a warm hug).
(c) A message can convey the desire to have power 
or authority over the other. "You should," or "Do 
what I say."
(d) A message can make a statement about your 
values, prejudices, or beliefs. "What is the use 
of your religion?" "You only care about one 
thing."

4. Intent
Effective communication requires that you be aware 

of your intent. Are you entering into this exchange to 
create more understanding, love, and intimacy? Or are you 
more interested in changing or controlling the other person, 
getting your own way, or making your partner feel guilty or 
silly?
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Five Techniques for Exploring 
Your Partner's Viewpoint

1. Establish that vour immediate goal is mutual 
understanding.

When you realize that a communication is in trouble, 
you may try to say, "Look, it feels to me like things are 
getting out of hand. Can we back up a little and first make 
sure we really understand each other?" or "I don't feel like 
we are getting anywhere with this problem. Can we put a 
hold on finding a practical solution for the moment and 
simply compare our points if view in greater detail? I'd be 
happy to let you expand on your position first."

2. Elicit vour partner's thoughts, feelings, and 
desires about the subject at hand.

You can begin by saying, "I have a problem and would 
appreciate your help" or "I need to be certain that I 
understand what you want to happen as a result of our 
meeting or discussion."

3. Ask for vour partner's help in understanding him
or her.

Try not to defend or disagree. You might say it 
this way, "I think I hear what you are saying, but I want to 
double check. Do you mean that? . . ."or "Since nobody is 
perfect, I might be quite wrong about what is going on, so I 
need you to explain . . . "  "Maybe I'm jumping to 
conclusions, but to me what you are saying means that . . . 
Exactly what do you mean? How does it feel to you? Am I



27 7
getting it right?”

4. Repeat vour partner's position in vour own words 
to show you understand.

"Okay, I want to make sure that I've got this 
straight. You are saying that . . . Have I got that right? 
Is that correct?" Or "It's important to me that I really 
understand. Let me see if I can put what you are saying 
into my own words" or "So what you are saying is . . ."

5. Ask vour partner to correct vour understanding 
and keep restating his or her position.

Ways to say this might include, "Okay, I need to 
back up a little. What exactly did you mean when you said?
. . ." Or "Sorry, I guess I am jumping to conclusions.
Tell me a little bit more about . . .  so I can get this 
straight." "Thank you for setting me right on this. Let me 
know whether I've got it now. The way I would describe your 
position is . . . "*

Remember the foregoing technigues are designed to 
help couples communicate and express their feelings in a 
more effective way. Poor communication undermines the 
marital love relationship. As one lady in a counseling 
session said to me, "My husband can't communicate. That 
explains the trouble."

*1 am indebted to Dr. Tom Rusk for some of these 
techniques. For more detail, see The Power of Ethical 
Persuasion. 70-80.
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WHAT IS FORGIVENESS?
Quite simply, when you forgive, you give up your 

right to punish. Forgiveness is an act of the will, a 
deliberate choice, which means you will not retaliate 
although you may feel the other person has wronged you.
True forgiveness does not throw your mate's failures back at 
him/her or use them to hurt him/her!

Pure and free forgiveness gives us something we 
often do not deserve. This is how God relates to His 
children. He has given us love when we deserve punishment. 
Forgiveness says, in effect, "I won't reject you for your 
failures. I choose to accept you fully just as you are and 
I won't remind you of your failures.”1

Forgiveness stands with the open arms of a loving 
friend, ready to embrace. It is difficult for a mate to 
resist such complete and unselfish love.

According to Walter Wangerin, Jr., there are three 
elements that must be present in the act of forgiveness:

1. Giving up
2. Giving notice
3. Giving gifts.* 2
Forgiveness is a willing relinquishment of certain 

rights. The one sinned against chooses not to demand her

’ibid.
2Walter Wangerin, Jr., As for Me and Mv House 

(Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1987), 79.
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rights of redress for the hurt she has suffered. He does 
not hold his spouse accountable for her sin, nor enforce a 
punishment upon her, nor exact a payment or any reparations 
from her. She does not make his life miserable in order to 
balance accounts for her own misery, although she might feel 
perfectly justified in doing so. The act of forgiveness is 
inconsistent with a tit-for-tat approach.



280

THE PROCESS OF FORGIVENESS
Beverly Flanigan in her book, Forgiving the 

Unforgivable.1 proposes six phases in the process of 
forgiveness:

1. Naming the injury
2. Claiming the injury
3. Blaming the injurer
4. Restitution or balancing the scales
5. Choosing to forgive
6. The emergence of a new self.

JBeverly Flanigan, Forgiving the Unforgivable: 
Overcoming the Bitter Legacy of Intimate Wounds (New York 
Maxwell Publishing Company, 1992), 74.



The Objective of Blaming
To blame someone is, first of all, to hold that 

person responsible for causing an event to happen.1 "It is, 
second, to assert that the responsible person did something 
wrong.1,2

People do not blame each other for good things, they 
blame each other when bad things happen. The story of Jonah 
is a good illustration of this. Because of Jonah's 
disobedience to the voice of the Lord, "the Lord sent a 
great wind on the sea, and such a violent storm arose that 
the ship threatened to break up" (Jonah 1:4, NIV). "The 
sailors said to each other, 'Come let us cast lots to find 
out who is responsible for this calamity.'" Jonah was 
responsible. Vs. 12 confirms this! "I know that it is my 
fault that this great storm has come upon you" (Jonah 7:12).

Thus, blaming has two steps. First, you must decide 
who caused something to happen. Second, you must decide 
that the responsible person was wrong— that is, morally 
wrong. The person blamed has violated an accepted moral 
rule and is responsible for having done so.* 2 3 There is 
nothing bad or good about blaming. Blaming in its technical 
sense is holding someone morally accountable.4 Blaming

‘Flanagan, 108.
2Ibid.
3Ibid.
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4Ibid.
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requires action. Taking action gives people some control 
over events in their lives.1 The first action towards 
blaming is for a wounded person to decide who exactly can be 
blamed for the injury. Who are the available "targets" of 
blame?2

In the case of Jonah, no one on the boat was 
responsible for the danger. It would have been morally 
wrong to blame anyone for the crisis. Only Jonah was to 
blame. Jonah was the available target.

Injured people need to be told that blaming is a 
positive step forward. But it is not, by any means, a place 
to land and stay; it is only a step on the way to healing. 
Once you can blame, you know whom you must forgive.

‘Ibid., 108, 109.
2Ibid.
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The Emergence of a New Self

As Janet1 put it, "If something devastates your 
life, a complete reorganization begins. I needed a whole 
new philosophy about people." You remember the story of 
Nancy mentioned earlier. Nancy became a new person after 
she realized that she could no longer harbor ill feelings 
against her daughter's murderer.

The final phase of forgiving is called the emergence 
of the new self. It is in this phase that the word 
"forgiving" begins to make sense. The two parts of the word 
forgiving— "for" and "giving"— suggest the idea that a wound 
exists for the purpose of giving; in other words, wounds 
exist to give us a chance to give up one thing and begin 
something else.* 2

People who forgive choose not to dwell in the past 
but to look to the future. Jesus Christ, the source of 
forgiveness, forgave Peter for denying Him. He encouraged 
him to move forward. "Feed my sheep. . . . Feed my lambs" 
(John 21:15-17). Now that Peter was forgiven, there was a 
new task before him. He was to learn from, but not to live 
in, the past. The same holds true today both for those who 
choose to forgive and for the beneficiaries of the act of 
forgiveness.

In Rom 6:28, Paul says, "And we know that in all

‘Real person but fictitious name.
2Flanigan, 162.



things God works for the good of those who love Him, who
have been called according to His purpose." Some harm we
can control; some we cannot. Remember the Serenity Prayer,
"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."

When you forgive a person who has hurt you, and that
person may be your own partner, you say in reality:

Harm comes to every one; moral contracts cannot 
prevent injury; no one is immune from it, but a 
larger force (usually God) has a reason, however 
mysterious, for injuries that befall people.
People may suffer, but the suffering has a larger 
purpose. The test of a person's character is how 
well he functions even when he cannot understand 
God's plan for him.1
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BIBLICAL FORGIVENESS

How to Forgive
The Greek word for forgiveness is aphiemi. It is 

used often in the New Testament, especially in the Gospels, 
and means "send away from oneself" (Matt 13:36:); "let go" 
(Matt 4:20); "turn away" (Matt 19:29; 1 Cor 7:10); "pass 
over" or "neglect" (Heb 6:!).1 Hence it is used in the 
sense of remitting a debt (Matt 18:27; 6:12, 14).

Forgiveness includes making of no account the sin 
which has been committed (Mark 2:5; John 8:11). It also 
means the acceptance of the sinner (Luke 15:20ff.).* 2 Christ 
taught not only the duty of forgiveness or repentance, but 
also that it was to be unlimited both in quality and 
quantity. No offense was so serious, no repetition of 
offense so excessive that forgiveness might be withheld, 
provided only that penitence was shown.

Unlimited Forgiveness
In Matt 8:22, Christ shows that

Forgiveness is not a matter of mathematics or 
legal regulations, but an attitude. He who 
harbors within himself the idea that at some 
future time he will not forgive, is far from 
extending true forgiveness even though he may go

dictionary of The Apostolic Church (1926), s.v. 
"forgiveness."

2The New International Dictionary of New Testament 
Theology. Vol. 1, 701.



through the form of forgiving.1
If the spirit of forgiveness activates the he*rt, a person
will be as ready to forgive a repentant soul the eighth time
as the first, or the 491st time as the eighth. True
forgiveness is not limited by numbers.

The theologian William Barclay states that "there is
no reckonable limit to forgiveness."* 2 Alluding to the
story of the debtor, Barclay further comments:

It teaches that lesson which runs through all the 
New Testament— a man must forgive in order to be 
forgiven. He who will not forgive his fellow men 
cannot hope that God will forgive him. "Blessed 
are the merciful" said Jesus, "for they shall 
obtain mercy." As James said, "For judgement is 
without mercy to one who has shown no mercy"
(James 2: 13). Divine judgement and human 
forgiveness go hand in hand.3

If God has forgiven all, how much more should a man or woman 
be ready to forgive the partner who has done wrong!
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Forgiveness in Word and Action
Jesus prayed for those who crucified Him, "Father 

forgive them, for they know not what they do." He washed 
the feet of the one who was going to betray Him. He 
graciously pardoned Peter for his denial of Him, then He 
reincorporated him into the apostolic circle.

Seventh-Day Adventist Bible Commentary. Vol. 5, 
(Washington, DC: Review and Herald Pub. Assn., 1956), 449.

2William Barclay, The Daily Study Bible: The Gospel
of Matthew. (Toronto, Canada: G. R. Welch Co, 1975), 2:192.

3Ibid., 194, 195.



It was the French philosopher Moliere who wrote 
this: "Men are alike in their words, but their actions 
differentiate among them." Jesus, the source of 
forgiveness, did not merely utter the words "I forgive you" 
but by His actions He demonstrated the spirit of 
forgiveness.

Forgiveness, on the part of either God or man, is 
much more than a judicial act. It is a restoration of peace 
where there has been conflict (Rom 5:1). But it is even 
more than that. It includes the effort to restore the 
erring person himself (Gal 6:1). Applied to the marriage 
covenant, this idea implies that husbands and wives must 
pledge themselves to love each other unconditionally and to 
be always willing to overlook each other's frailties. 
Therefore I must be willing to forgive and accept my partner 
as long as I would like God to forgive and accept me. I am 
very much in agreement with Bacchiocchi's explanation of 
forgiveness:

In a covenant marriage, we recognize the sin that 
our mates have committed against us. We don't 
explain away the sinful behavior of our mates by 
saying "He did not mean what he said," or 
"probably I deserve what he did to me" or "I don't 
feel really hurt by what he did to me." Rather, 
we realistically recognize that we have suffered 
wrong, but we don't allow such wrongs to weaken 
our mutual commitment. Why? First, because we 
recognize that we are sinful beings who sometimes 
hurt each other terribly. We violate the deepest 
trust of our mates. We trample upon their 
unconditional love. Secondly, because we realize
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that since God can forgive our mates, so can we.1
2 B Q

^acchiocchi, 115, 116.
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COVENANT FORGIVENESS AS THERAPY

Researchers Michael McCullough and Everett 
Worthington concisely define forgiveness as a complex 
combination of

effective cognitive and behavioral phenomena in 
which negative effect and judgement toward the 
offender are reduced, not by denying one's right 
to such effect and judgement, but by viewing the 
offender with compassion, benevolence and love, 
while realizing that the offender has no right to 
them.

In their research studies on forgiveness, McCullough and 
Worthington were able to demonstrate that forgiveness can 
lead to restored relationships and to restored peace of mind 
for both partners. When people forgive, there are decreased 
feelings of revenge, more positive feelings among every one 
involved, and more efforts to bring about reconciliation.1

Richard Nixon once said, "When you hate others and 
refuse to forgive, you are the one who really loses in the 
end. When there is forgiveness between people, the forgiver 
and the offender both benefit."

In his book, Stress Without Distress. Dr. Hans 
Selye, recognized as the world's foremost authority on 
stress, has stated that hate causes stress and love 
eliminates it. He asks, "If everyone loved his neighbor as 
himself, how could there be any war, crime, aggression or

‘Gary R. Collins, The Biblical Basis of Christian 
Counselling for People Helpers (Colorado Springs: NavPress, 
1984), 146.
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even tension among people?"1
The problem, wrote Dr. Selye, is that, "if we don't 

somehow modify our built-in selfishness, we arouse fear and 
hostility in other people."* 2

Professor Jean Monbourquette recounts an incident of 
forgiveness as therapy:

I was an eyewitness to a psychological, indeed a 
physical healing which followed an exercise of 
forgiveness. I received in therapy a university 
professor of deep faith. His industrious attitude 
and his marital problems brought him to the brink 
of depression. Furthermore he was suffering from 
ulcers. I asked him to admit his frustration, his 
anger against his alcoholic wife, his son (a victim of drugs), and his daughter's infatuation 
with a young man whom he detested. I suggested to 
him to forgive each of them. Two weeks later the 
university professor announced that he had no more 
ulcers and that his health was drastically 
improved.3

In his book, Loving Each Other.4 Leo Buscaglia 
recounts another cure of forgiveness. It concerned a 
husband and wife who had gone to a prison to embrace, in 
forgiveness, a man who had raped and murdered their twenty- 
two-year-old daughter. Bob and Goldie Bristol told of the 
horror and pain they felt on learning of their daughter's 
murder. They revealed their eventual decision to leave

‘Selye, 35.
2Ibid.
3Jean Monbourquette, Comment Pardoner (Ottawa, 

Canada: Novalis Centurion, 1992), 12, 13. (translation by
Vaudre Jacques).

1984) .
4Leo Buscaglia, Loving Each Other (NJ: Slack,



.2 9.1
retribution to heaven. Fortified with a deep sense of
religious faith, they decided to embrace their enemy in
love. After many attempts to reach Tom (the fictitious name
they assigned to their daughter's slayer), he finally agreed
to see them. Mrs. Bristol described their meeting in prison
in touchingly simple language:

The door opened, Tom entered the room. He was 
about six feet tall, dark haired and muscular, 
cleanly dressed and shaven. . . .  A person. God's 
love welled up within me and overflowed. Tom 
paused, his eyes filled with tears. My husband 
and I stood and each in turn embraced Tom. We 
wept together.1

She frankly admitted that they did not understand the "why" 
of his brutal action. They simply allowed themselves to 
experience his humanness— the aspect of Tom they were able 
to identify with, understand, and accept.

After their meeting, they felt free, purged of anger 
and resentment. Even their pains disappeared.* 2

Asking for forgiveness and forgiving others are 
complicated processes that involve deep sympathy, humanity, 
and wisdom. Historically, we have found that without 
forgiveness there can be no lasting love, no change, no real 
growth, no freedom.3 Dr. Gerald Jampolsky is right when he 
states: "Hate, bitterness and vindictiveness are
overpowering, self-defeating and intellectually as well as

'Ibid.
2Ibid. , 94.
3Ibid., 95.
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emotionally depleting."1
Again, the question arises: Why should we forgive? We 
forgive, for the price we pay for not forgiving is too 
great. To bear grudges, to harbor hate, to seek 
revenge, are all self-defeating and lead us nowhere. 
They neither satisfy nor heal. They keep us from 
moving forward and starting again. They bury positive 
energies in negative actions which serve only to 
exhaust and deplete us. They keep us suspicious and 
hesitant to trust again. They destroy our creativity, 
and retard our growth.* 2

It is certainly for this therapeutic benefit that 
Jesus instructed His followers to forgive (Luke 17:4). On 
another occasion, He spoke with disapproval about the 
servant who was forgiven a large debt, but then refused to 
forgive the much smaller debt of a fellow servant (Matt 
18:23-35).

The aim of forgiveness is reconciliation, God does 
not want brothers and sisters to live in estrangement. As 
Roberts puts it:

The aim of Christian forgiveness is not to rid the 
forgiver of an unpleasant and disruptive emotion 
but to strive toward the attitudes and 
relationships characteristic of God's Kingdom. 
Forgiveness is therapy, and love is the health at 
which it aims.3

Jesus is very specific in Matt 6:12: "Forgive us 
our debts, as we also forgive our debtors." We need to 
receive forgiveness and to extend forgiveness to others.

Someone writes, "I made a distinction between

'Cited in ibid.
2Ibid. , 104.
3See Robert C. Roberts, 199.
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forgiving in the head and forgiving in the heart. Not to 
forgive in your heart destroys your health and your heart. 
People should know, though, that it is hurdle after hurdle." 
Another person declares: "Not to forgive means not being the 
person you want to be. Not forgiving can do terrible things 
to a person. It changes you."

Janet wrote:
Forgiveness is a virtue, I think. Anger brings you 
nothing. No sleep, no smiling. Then it spurts out 
into other areas. . . . God doesn't want us to be 
miserable mentally or physically. If you are harboring 
anger or wanting revenge, you are not doing God's will 
for you. You are not allowing yourself to be the 
person God wants you to be. Forgiveness is a fantastic 
way to live. It releases you from so much. You can 
never again be so angry. Never as intense. Never for 
so long. I think it's one of the most important things 
to be able to do. It is accepting the fact that no one 
is perfect.1

!These are fictitious names.



TECHNIQUES FOR ENHANCING MARITAL COVENANT LOVE
Dr. Hans Selye, in his book Le Stress sans Detresse. 

remarks that "whatever is the problem, we cannot face it but 
by one of two fundamental types of reaction: Actively, 
struggling with it, or positively, by running from it."1

Dr. M. Scott Peck echoes Selye's statement when he 
says that

life is a series of problems. Do we want to mourn 
about them or solve them? Problems are the cutting 
edge that distinguishes between success and failure. 
Problems call forth our courage and our wisdom; indeed 
they create our courage and our wisdom. It is only 
because of problems that we grow mentally and 
spiritually. It is through the pain of confronting and 
resolving problems that we learn.* 2

Building love is a creative process, much more like 
painting a picture or playing a symphony than performing a 
mechanical function. Love will increase if both partners 
have or learn certain skills. Here are eleven techniques 
that can help build up marital love. These techniques are 
numerous and are not exhaustive, but the following ones are 
a good start.

1. Don't keep score.
2. Renew your marital commitment toward each other.
3. Take time alone to identify what each of you 

needs in order to feel loved.

-2 94

*Dr. Hans Selye, Le Stress sans Detresse (New York: 
J. B. Lippincott Co., 1974), 18, translation mine.

2Dr. M. Scott Peck, The Road Less Traveled (New 
York: Simon and Schuster, 1978), 15.
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4. Decide which of your desires are reasonable.
5. Understand that your needs and your partner's 

needs are not identical.
6. Take turns expressing and listening to each 

other's desires, attempting simply to understand, not to 
change them.

7. Identify which desires each is willing and able 
to satisfy.

8. Be consistent and fair.
9. Learn to express love and affection verbally.
10. Build your partner's self-esteem by giving and 

receiving positive feedback.
11. Control your anger.
Remember, the success of the marital relationship 

depends, to a large extent, on the degree to which both 
partners are committed to making it happen. Now, let us 
take a closer look at each of the eleven techniques.
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Technique 1. Recognize that love does not keep 

score. Sharing in love does not mean keeping a balance 
sheet of who is doing what and who is doing more. There 
will be times when we must give more than we get, but there 
will be other moments when we will need and receive more 
than we are able to give. Keeping score belongs in 
competitive sports, not in a mutually supportive 
relationship. True love is wanting to give to another 
person without any thought about who is getting the better 
of the deal. The idea that love involves some sort of quid 
pro quo is, at best, evidence of immaturity that needs to be 
outgrown. At worst, it is a distortion of love that turns 
two people into unhappy combatants vying for control.

Technique 2. Renew vour marital commitment to love
each other. Donovan and Ryan point out:

It is the nature of the human psyche to seek 
relationships that involve commitment and thus provide 
a sense of permanence and security. People need to 
know that no matter what happens, they have a home base 
they can always return to for love, acceptance and 
care.1

Although some people have a greater need for 
security than others, everyone has some need for a person or 
persons to "be there" for them and not just today or 
tomorrow, but also in the times ahead.* 2

The security of having a solid home base is what

xIbid. , 240.
2Ibid.



2*7

enables an individual to venture out into the world alone; 
without it, the world may seem more intimidating than 
exciting.

Technique 3. Take time alone to identify what each 
of vou needs in order for vou to feel loved. This technique 
requires that both partners grow to know themselves enough 
to understand what experiences are pleasurable to them. In 
fact, a delicate balance of the ability to give and the 
ability to receive is required. Many of us have experienced 
the frustration of trying unsuccessfully to satisfy a lover. 
Often this happens because the lover has failed to identify 
what would give satisfaction. Naturally, then, the first 
step to love enhancement requires that both partners know 
themselves and what they expect from the relationship.1

The key to this technique is to identify very 
clearly how your partner can act to meet your need. Too 
often, needs are left either unstated or stated so generally 
that your partner remains at a loss to know just what to do 
in order to fulfill your requests.2 Be specific and polite.

Technique 4. Decide which of your own desires are 
reasonable. While you are alone, go through your list of 
wants. Mark an "R" beside those you feel are realistic 
wishes, an "M" beside those that might be worth discussing

2Braiker, 193.

'John Wright, La Survie Du Couple (Montreal, Quebec:
Les Editions La Presse LTEE, 1985), 76.




