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Preface

Ministering Spiritually to Families is designed to serve as an academic textbook 
and counseling resource book that draws together writers that have served as spe-
cialists, usually both as academics and practitioners, in helping families thrive. The 
role of spirituality in strengthening families is one of the most understudied aspects 
of counseling. As a result, many psychologists and family counselors have little 
understanding of the place of faith in strengthening families. Moreover, they often 
possess stereotypes about religious people. This is especially true of counselors who 
are not people of faith themselves. Some family therapists view people of faith as 
too idealist, overly focused on right and wrong, and even as prudes.

For counselors that are Christian or of another faith, Ministering Spiritually to 
Families will help them substantially enhance his or her effectiveness in helping fa-
milies across a number of different age groups and situations. For those others who 
are not faith-oriented, it will help them to understand, respect, and guide those who 
are believers. Recent Gallup polls indicate that the vast majority of Americans iden-
tify themselves as Christian and most of them view their faith as quite important in 
their lives. With these statistics in mind, it is of utmost importance for counselors to 
be able to relate with these individuals.

There are certain books that deal with the issue of ministering spiritually to fami-
lies. Nearly all of them, however, suffer from one of three weaknesses. First, often 
they are dated. Second, they do not look at the issue of ministering spiritually to fa-
milies in a way that combines the academic and the practical, that is so important to 
maximize the efficacy of a book. Third, they examine families at a very narrow and 
specific level. Regarding the final shortcoming, most books examine families with 
a focus either at the pre-marital timeframe, or address marital quality, or raising 
children. Almost none of them address all three spheres. Ministering Spiritually to 
Families is designed to help families at all stages of the life-course.

•	 In addition, few books offer the perspective of how children influence parents 
and that what constitutes an effective parent changes over the life course. Not 
only do the writers and editors who put together this book intend to use it in their 
university classrooms, but they also expect that academics, those in ministry, 
and families will desire to draw from the knowledge and wisdom contained in its 
pages.
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All in all, the book, Ministering Spiritually to Families, is a source that can aid in 
the development of family ties over a large span of the life-course. It will be a tre-
mendous resource for academics and practitioners desiring to help people believe 
for the right future spouse, during the process of marriage, and during the rather 
long span of time that they are raising children. It is a book that covers a wide range 
of topics, many of which are scarcely ever addressed in one volume with any real 
depth. In this way, this book functions to help families everywhere apply the deep 
but simple truths of the Bible that will make families healthier and happier.
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Introduction to Ministering Spiritually 
to Families

William Jeynes writes an important overview of the potential for ministering 
spiritually to families in the most general sense, in Chap. 1 entitled, “The Powerful 
Role of Faith In Family Ministry.” Dr. Jeynes asserts that marriage can be a much 
more joyful experience than it is for most people. The chapter lays out a narrative 
that explains how faith can have a vital role to play in family ministry and help 
the joys of marriage become restored in many relationships. Individual faith 
tends to spawn many of the qualities necessary to make it possible for a thriving 
marriage to emerge. The chapter examines how counseling that is largely devoid of 
religious considerations, as well as similar emphases within broader society, have 
stifled many expressions and advantages of faith that were once deeply rooted in 
marriage and society. The chapter contains many insights that will enhance one’s 
family life.

William Jeynes and Ralph Winter write Chap. 2, “Why Families Do Or Don’t 
Breakdown,” that is based on biblical principles and solid research that examines 
what divides and unifies families. Dr. Jeynes and Dr. Winter divide the factors into 
four distinct categories, based on the four combinations of two sets of factors, i.e., 
whether the factors are internal or external to the family and whether it has a posi-
tive or negative influence on the overall spiritual and psychological health of the 
family. The chapter is designed to strengthen families, due to an enhanced awaren-
ess of the forces at work both inside and outside the family that can serve to influ-
ence its members. Lou Selzer writes the next chapter, “Spiritual Mentoring For 
Healthy Family Development.” This chapter presents a mentoring model that as 
proven effective in fostering healthy family development. It examines how depen-
dent spirituality, one which responds to the Spirit, undergirds the effectiveness of an 
integrated strategy for mentoring family heads. His writing is immensely practical.

Gary Rieben writes the fourth chapter, which is quite touching entitled, “The 
Power of a Husband’s Delight in his Wife.” Dr. Rieben asserts that if husbands 
would redirect their devotion toward their wives and children, we would see a pro-
found and positive effect that would transform the character of our nation. William 
Jeynes writes the fifth chapter entitled, “Preparing For Your Future Spouse.” The 
chapter provides guidance for those contemplating the very important decision of 
anticipating- and pursuing- the decision of preparing for one’s future spouse. The 
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author provides principles that young adults can apply to each stage of the prepara-
tion process, including building the right personal foundation for making this event 
possible, how to believe for the right person, and what actions to take once one 
thinks he or she might have met that person. The chapter provides a great deal of 
wisdom that will enhance the chances of premarital and marital success.

Joe Wilmoth writes a solid research based piece called, “Marriage Preparation: 
A Ministry with Lasting Benefits.” Dr. Wilmoth declares that With the vast majo-
rity of marriage preparation provided in a religious setting, churches are uniquely 
positioned to help couples improve marital quality and stability by providing re-
search-based and biblically sound premarital counseling. This chapter discusses the 
importance of church-based premarital counseling and gives tools for developing 
an effective ministry. The chapter includes background information about clergy 
involvement in premarital counseling; best practices for marriage preparation; and 
the attitudes and behaviors of U.S. clergy related to this ministry that we have dis-
covered in our research.

Dick M. Carpenter writes the next chapter named, “Worldview, Christian Matu-
rity, and Young Adulthood: The What, When, Where, and How of Education after 
High School.” Dr. Carpenter insightfully argues that the years directly following 
high school graduation play a significant part in the realization of Christian matu-
rity. During this time, children begin to take ownership over most aspects of their 
life, including their spirituality. For many, this process unfolds simultaneously with 
post-secondary education in colleges or universities that can strengthen the faith 
system of the student’s childhood or divert her/his attention to a different pursuit. 
Consequently, children in their late teens need the guidance of parents to help them 
find the environment that will best enable them to grow in their Christian maturity, 
develop a Christ-centered worldview, and acquire the skills necessary to succeed 
personally and professionally.

In “Scriptural Views Of Parenting” William Jeynes presents biblical principles 
that are designed to help mothers and fathers be more effective parents. The chapter 
first examines a real centerpiece of faith-filled parenting, which is living by what is 
true and yet demonstrating loving sensitivity. Balance along a number of dimensi-
ons is a real emphasis of the chapter. Dr. Jeynes also examines the notion that one 
can be demonstrate better parenting skills for children of certain ages versus others 
and how the parent can adjust to become a more effective parent at some of the ages 
that are more challenging.

In “The Impact of Family Religiosity for Latina/o Youth: Building a Case for 
Personal and Academic Enhancement through Faith,” René Antrop-González, 
Tomás Garrett, and William Vélez describe the dual role of religiosity and its 
impact on academic achievement according to the experiences of 10 poor Puerto 
Rican students. They also discuss the implications of their findings in relation to 
families in the hopes that people can encourage schools to seriously look to faith 
communities and places of worship as important partners in the educative process.

In “Christian Principles For Ministering To Families With Children With Disabi-
lities,” Mary Poplin convincingly notes that the principles of Judeo-Christian help 
people value and love those who have disabilities much more than one commonly 
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sees in the world. It begins with a view of the human person’s highest and most real 
identity, which goes far beyond our disabilities and the utilitarian abilities valued 
by our secular culture. This view from “above” offers us God’s perspective, which 
is larger, greater and more creative than current law, theory and/or practice admits. 
It begins with a view of the “disabled”, first and foremost, as a beloved and essen-
tial member of God’s very diverse family. Dr. Poplin’s thoughtful perspective will 
touch, encourage, and challenge the reader.

“Laying a Strong Foundation in the Family: The Power of Storytelling” is an 
intriguing chapter by Roger Friend. Dr. Friend asserts that spiritual counselors and 
leaders can strengthen families if they are able to convey various spiritual truths 
regarding the family and character via storytelling. The author states that one can 
reach family members of all ages, particularly children using this technique. The 
chapter gives a variety of examples of teaching spiritual truths via this vast, rela-
tively underutilized, means of communicating truth.

Together these chapters provide the reader a very comprehensive view of what it 
means to effectively minister spiritually to families.
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The Powerful Role of Faith in Family Ministry

William Jeynes

© Springer International Publishing Switzerland 2015 
W. Jeynes, E. Martinez (eds.), Ministering Spiritually to Families, 
DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-13302-7_1

Abstract  The author asserts that marriage can be a much more joyful experience 
than it is for most people. The chapter lays out a narrative that explains how faith 
can have a vital role to play in family ministry and help the joys of marriage become 
restored in many relationships. Individual faith tends to spawn many of the quali-
ties necessary to make it possible for a thriving marriage to emerge. The chap-
ter examines how counseling that is largely devoid of religious considerations, as 
well as similar emphases within broader society, have stifled many expressions and 
advantages of faith that were once deeply rooted in marriage and society. The author 
suggests that acknowledging that strength that faith can provide can help create an 
atmosphere of love in a marriage such that there are far fewer fights and a spirit of 
thankfulness rather than one of entitlement. The chapter delineates truths that will 
help counselors and families increase the chances of helping couples disagree rather 
than fight, be thankful rather than feel entitled, love rather than hold back, and enter 
in to the full joy of marriage.

Keywords  Family · Marriage · Ministry · Faith · Spirituality · Religion · Christian · 
Counseling

The Joys of Marriage

The joys of marriage often fall short of what they can be because couples frequently 
take their eyes off of Christ’s example and instead focus on the examples set by oth-
er people (Piper 2011). This is especially problematic in contemporary society, be-
cause the moral standards established in recent decades have been in steady decline 
(Allen and Atkins 2012; Jeynes 2010a). What many individuals have sometimes 
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overlooked is that as these standards have declined, so have the interpersonal goals 
in a marriage (Fine and Harvey 2006; Selvaggio and Meath 2008). In past genera-
tions, churches and even wider society taught that married couples should sacrifice 
for one another and that arguments were to be avoided. Now terms like “delayed 
gratification” are viewed almost like curse words (Craker 2011). Moreover, a large 
number of marital counselors assert that arguing is actually good or, at the minimum 
is to be accepted as an unavoidable component of married life (Bach and Wyden 
1998; Coulson 1983; Doinick 1998).

If one uses the Bible as one’s guide, God views marriage entirely differently. 
Moreover, if the willingness to sacrifice and avoid arguments is absent from a mar-
riage, what replaces it is a relationship dominated by the formidable force of en-
titlement and an atmosphere that fosters hurt and these forces form a foundation 
that is the very antithesis of what is needed for a successful marriage (Lamb 1997; 
McDonald and Robinson 2009; McLanahan et al. 2013; Selvaggio and Meath 2008).

Lowered Standards for Marriage & A Spirit of Entitlement

Recently, there was a pastor giving a talk on relationships, who uttered a startling 
statement that was a reminder of the extent to which standards of character have 
declined in recent decades. He claimed that Christians needed to reject the standards 
of holiness once promulgated as the ideals of daily Christian living. Believers were 
not transparent enough, he argued. And indeed, that part is true. But he followed-up 
on that statement by declaring that one should readily admit his or her faults and that 
if a person could not admit to either lusting or getting very angry in the last 2 days, 
that such a person was either deceived or a liar. Now perhaps if the speaker had 
used the timeframe of 10 years rather than 2 days, some consensus could have been 
reached. But the timeframe was mind-boggling to many. Clearly, many wondered 
about the quality of the pastor’s relational life and indeed he shared that there were 
many strains. The virtually non-existent moral standards made one wonder how a 
marriage and family could thrive with the absence of even the most basic scruples.

This lack of a reasonable moral compass has played a large role in producing 
an epidemic of marital failure throughout the nation (Jeynes 2006c; Selvaggio and 
Meath 2008). Without this compass a pervasive attitude of entitlement reigns in a 
marriage and chips way at the foundation of that relationship (Block 2013). And 
few things do more damage to relationships, of any nature including marriage, than 
an attitude of entitlement. That is, an attitude one carries of, “You owe me” and “I 
deserve this from you.” The reality of the matter is that in any relationship people 
are owed either nothing or much less than they think. This planet and this life owe 
people nothing. God owes His creation nothing. In intimate relationships much less 
is owed than people tend to think (Block 2013).

In a marriage, to the extent that there are vows and Bible-based promises, there 
are clearly certain expectations that one should have of a marital partner. But ulti-
mately, acts of love should be appreciated in a blessed attitude of thankfulness and 
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humility (Clinton and Ohischlager 2002; Kostenberger and Jones 2004). These two 
qualities are at the very antithesis of an attitude of entitlement. Entitlement assumes 
deservedness and in reality, before God, people deserve nothing (Block 2013; Piper 
2011). This same spirit also asserts that there is little that merits one’s thankfulness, 
because of the de facto pride that concludes that a person is somehow entitled to 
acts of sacrifice and kindness by others. It is this lack of appreciation that is at the 
very heart of many peoples’ rejection of the significance of the sacrifice of Jesus 
Christ. And it is this same lack of appreciation that causes the deterioration of many 
marriages (Kindlon 2001). With each expression of appreciation and thankfulness 
a marriage grows stronger (Post 2000). In contrast, with each expression of entitle-
ment a relationship becomes weaker and slowly begins to debilitate.

To understand why an attitude of entitlement is so destructive, one does not 
have to look far for a parallel. Myriad people have argued that many Americans 
have a spirit of entitlement (Block 2013; Ehrensaft 1997; Kindlon 2001; Sigman 
2009). The former group points to record numbers of able-bodied Americans on the 
welfare rolls, receiving food stamps, and the attitude of many young people in the 
United States. Numerous historians, social scientists, and other leaders believe that 
the increasing incidence of this attitude is contributing to the decline of the United 
States to the status of having a second rate standard of living. Economists increas-
ingly point to the fact that the 50 % of Americans receiving entitlements is creating 
an untenable burden on the American middle class (Block 2013; McDonald and 
Robinson 2009; Sigman 2009).

Creating an Atmosphere of Peace

For any civilization to thrive for an extended period of time, there needs to be ex-
tended periods of peace; and warfare should be minimized (Cahill 1994; Johnson 
1997). The same may be said of constructing a strong marriage. Disagreements in 
a marriage should be kept to a minimum (DeMuth 2006; Vangelisti 2004). Some of 
them can be valuable for cultivating a higher level of mutual understanding in the 
long run. To the extent to that is true, some disagreements are necessary. What this 
means, however, is that husbands and wives should attempt to limit their disagree-
ments to those that are absolutely necessary.

Most disagreements are unnecessary. Most disagreements result from one of sev-
eral phenomena or a combination of them (Arnold 2007; Kruschwitz 2001). First, 
sometimes the speaker does not talk clearly. This can create certain misunderstand-
ings. Second, sometimes the hearer does not listen particularly closely. Third, nu-
merous times the two people are generally in agreement, but are simply expressing 
very similar ideas in two different ways (Arnold 2007; Kruschwitz 2001). Fourth, 
the two misunderstand each other because of semantics or some other language-
based reason (Jeynes and Littell 2000).

One way that these unnecessary disagreements can be minimized is to first ac-
knowledge these and other reasons. Husbands and wives should acknowledge that 
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sometimes one does not communicate clearly (Arnold 2007; Jeynes 2005; Krus-
chwitz 2001). I recall a man who was constantly getting in arguments with his 
spouse (and other people as well) because when there was a misunderstanding he 
consistently insisted to his wife, “You’re not listening.” Never once did he confess 
to the possibility that he could have been more lucid in his communication. Rather, 
it was always the other person’s fault. And this caused a plethora of conflict in his 
life. To insist that he always speaks clearly and if there is any misunderstanding it 
is the fault of the listener virtually guarantees eventual conflict. No one is perfect. 
The reality is there are many times over the course of time when a person can be 
clearer (Arnold 2007; Kruschwitz 2001). There are copious reasons why a person’s 
sentence might be unclear and all it takes is one of these reasons to make a state-
ment more nebulous than the speaker intended. Some of the reasons include that a 
communicator may be tired, assume the listener understands more than he or she 
does, be in a hurry, be ill, not care that much about the subject, be unfamiliar with 
the subject, or be dealing with intricate subject matter.

If a husband and wife both understand that a dearth of clarity in a sentence can 
spawn misunderstandings and consequently can also produce disagreements, then 
they can minimize them by deliberately making an effort to speak more clearly and 
when a disagreement is beginning to arise, checking to see if a lack of clarity in 
speech was the cause. The person who spoke needs to ask, “Could I have delineated 
the gist of the sentence in a clearer way?”

It is equally true that the failure to listen closely might also cause a misunder-
standing (Arnold 2007; Kruschwitz 2001). Once again, there are a variety of reasons 
why a person may not listen as carefully as he or she should. Among these reasons 
are a person may be simultaneously watching or listening to something else, have 
his or her mind on another matter, have something worrying him or her, be tired, be 
relatively unconcerned or uninterested in what the other person is saying, be ill, have 
a competing noise that makes it difficult to discern what is being said, and a host of 
other reasons. Once again, to avoid miscommunications resulting from listening, it is 
key that one ask if he or she could have done a better job of listening (Jeynes 2002b).

It is also amazing the frequency with which people who disagree are largely in 
unity on the propounded issue, but are expressing their ideas in different ways. On 
the one hand, this happens so frequently that it is actually quite humorous. But on 
the other hand, the regularity of these events also testifies to the extent to which 
miscommunication so easily takes place in a marriage.

Learning How to Disagree

One of the primary problems that married couples have is that they often do not 
know how to disagree with one another in a way that serves to reinforce the strength 
of the marital relationship as opposed to weakening the union. It should be noted at 
this juncture that although some disagreements between a husband and wife are by 
definition good, they usually are not constructive and in these cases are generally 
harmful to the relationship. Hence, this chapter has already examined how to limit 
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the number of disagreements. Clearly, this fact contributes to the strength of a mar-
riage (Hetzendorfer 2009; Tessina 2008; Vangelisti 2004). But a second step one 
should take in dealing with differences between a man and wife is to learn how to 
disagree (Kruschwitz 2001). That is, there are ways of disagreeing that increases the 
chances that good can emerge out of the disagreements and minimizes the chances 
that the differences in views will lead to arguments.

If a couple is to desire divine disagreements, then they must learn to develop 
the discipline of committing their disagreements to God. When a husband and wife 
sense a major disagreement commencing, the first step they should take is to pray 
and commit the time that is about to transpire to God. To some, even to suggest such 
a discipline may seem mind-boggling. But the reality is that not only is it possible 
to develop this degree of spiritual self-discipline, but it a major key to having a truly 
Christ-centered marriage. There are a number of very important benefits to this 
practice. First, it commits the marriage to God. Second, it commits the conversation 
to God. With this deliberate decision to be aware of God, the husband and wife tend 
to be much more careful about what they say to each other and before God. As a 
result, far fewer hurtful statements are spoken.

When a husband and wife sense a major disagreement beginning, the second 
step they should take is to attempt to recall all the loving acts their marriage partner 
had done. This takes a prodigious amount of self-discipline. When one’s spouse 
has committed a wrong against oneself, it is only natural to think of a host of other 
similar transgressions that one’s marriage partner has committed (Jeynes 2009a). As 
natural as this inclination may be, few personal habits can eat away at a marriage 
faster. The reason why this propensity is so deleterious is because when a misunder-
standing or argument develops over one particular incident, its significance is quite 
limited. However, when a person brings up the past suddenly the conflict broadens 
to something much more than a particular event, but rather becomes topical or even 
comprehensive or all-encompassing, depending on the extent to which old infrac-
tions are brought up. The more broadly defined the dispute becomes, the more dan-
gerous it is to the very relationship itself. As this takes place, the argument becomes 
less and less about an event and more and more about personhood.

Such an increase in intensity and scope in a dispute is also dangerous because 
everyone wants to feel that past wrongs, if they have been genuinely repented of, 
have been forgiven by one’s marriage partner. But when these old skeletons are 
resurrected, one is inclined to conclude that these other wrongs were never forgiven 
in the first place (Kruschwitz 2001). Instead, when one’s spouse revisits these sup-
posedly forgiven issues again, the question that come to one’s mind is, “Huh, where 
did that come from?”

The Unfortunate Acceptance of Fighting as the Norm

It is unfortunate that people’s definition of a “normal” marriage has become diluted 
over the last several decades (Jeynes 2003a, b). Fifty- to sixty- years ago fights in 
a marriage were regarded as generally unhealthy and should be limited as much as 
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possible. As time has passed, however, marital fights have become more accepted 
and even regarded as healthy in a relationship. This went far beyond simply assert-
ing that disagreements were a regular and healthy part of a marriage, but that the 
actual fights were healthy (Bach and Wyden 1998; Coulson 1983; Doinick 1998). 
Consequently, Americans, as a whole, and even those in the church have lowered 
their definition of what the ideal marriage is all about (Jeynes 2011a, b). Ultimately, 
when the ideal is lowered, the quality of many marriages declines.

One reason why the number of combative spouses is increasing is because the 
percentage of people who view themselves as fighters has been on a major upswing. 
I recall speaking with a university student of mine, who was frequently having 
conflicts with other people. I asked her why it was that she was constantly having 
disputes with other people. She replied that the reason was that her mother had 
always taught her to be a fighter and that if she wanted anything in life, she had to 
fight for it. I shared with my student that if someone was against her, I could un-
derstand to some degree why she would want to fight that person. But I then asked 
her how on earth she could ever want to fight those that were for her. The young 
lady was clearly stunned and then shared, “My goodness, I never thought of that.” 
Although she adamantly reaffirmed that she needed to fight anyone who was even 
in the slightest bit against her, she nodded her head pensively and uttered that she 
would really have to rethink some of her views on life.

The reality is, however, that there are a variety of statistics that suggest that 
there are a lot of angry people out in the world who have the attitude that they are 
going to fight just about anybody, if that is necessary (Fauteux 2011). As much as 
such an attitude often creates the same hurt and animosity that caused the fighter 
to be so pugnacious, the fighter is often either oblivious to this fact or pretends to 
be oblivious and tends to leave a trail of conflict, unnecessary wounds, and distrust 
wherever he or she tends to go (Fauteux 2011). And sadly, when a person enters a 
marriage with this kind of an attitude, instead of that relationship being a source of 
healing, restoration, and comfort, the home becomes yet another site of tension and 
battle. And indeed this is especially unfortunate because life is filled with a plethora 
of battles and challenges and to have one’s marital life filled with such conflict is 
often so totally unnecessary. Moreover, it is disconcerting when this takes place, 
because it is God’s plan for matrimony to be one of a person’s greatest sources of 
strength. And when the reverse it actually the case, the grand potential for marriage 
goes largely unrealized (Meyer 2002; Minith 2004; Montague 2011; Murray 2001).

Few activities drain unnecessary strength out of people more than fighting those 
who are for you. I Corinthians 9:26 ( Holy Bible, NIV 1979) states:

Therefore I do not run like a man running aimlessly: I do not fight like a man 
beating the air.

The declaration of the previous verse ( Holy Bible, NIV, I Corinthians 9:25 1979) 
is that the goal of any race is to win and verse 26 builds on this assertion. That is, 
if one wants to win a race, he does not “run aimlessly” or “fight like a man beating 
the air.” When people fight those that are for them, they do, in fact, “fight like a 
man beating the air.” In other words, they waste a phenomenal amount of energy 
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fighting needlessly and with no positive effect. It is analogous in some sense to Don 
Quixote’s famous or rather infamous battle with windmills in a book that bears his 
name. Don Quixote was no doubt convinced that his encounter with these windmills 
would yield some positive effect. But in the end he was fighting wind (air) and the 
means of wind production (Cervantes 2006). There is a certain degree of irony that 
both I Corinthians 9:26 and this section of Don Quixote involve taking on wind 
(Montague 2011). In one sense those who engage in such warfare are battling noth-
ingness with clearly no gain or advantage to such activity. That is one spiritual truth 
that arises out of both of these encounters.

It is nevertheless true, however, that even a deeper treasure radiates from both 
of these sets of experiences. That is, when one embarks in a battle against the wind, 
one engages in combat against a force that can potentially push from behind him or 
her and yield victory. Wind, whether it is directly from the air or from windmills, is 
a source of power that, when it is surging from behind one’s back or from another 
power source, like a windmill, can produce great effects. Might the benefit of these 
effects potentially be exaggerated? There is no doubt that this is so. Nevertheless, 
it is indisputable that if one has a tailwind, or runs a “wind assisted” 100 m race, or 
benefits from the power of a windmill or turbine engine, life’s participants can pre-
vail with regularity to the extent that they choose to utilize the power of the wind. 
Wind, then, can generate the precise energy that is necessary to be victorious. And 
this being the case, how foolish does one have to be to not only fail to harness this 
energy, but actually become its enemy by refusing to access its energy and succor, 
which are so patent and available. And yet as foolish as this clearly is, countless 
people fight their spouses who are that wind personified and can be a source of such 
great power and the “wind beneath one’s wings” (Jeynes 2006a).

In Galatians 3:1 ( Holy Bible, NIV 1979) the apostle Paul uses the phrase, “Oh 
foolish Galatians” and although the topic of his exhortation is different than the 
one being discussed here, the essence of Paul’s concern is still the same. People are 
capable of such utter acts of stupidity without God. And indeed, one of the wisest 
perceptions an individual can make is to fathom the divine extent to which human 
beings are capable of the most inane beliefs and actions without God and yet have 
the potential to be exemplars of God’s wisdom and ethereal intelligence with God. 
It is nothing short of astounding the frequency with which people fight their spous-
es, when their marriage partners are in fact the very resource God has provided to 
yield ultimate triumph. To continue to engage in this activity is an act of supreme 
idiocy. When one apprehends this principle, then one understands that fighting the 
air is not only aimless and an incredible waste of time, but is rather also like a deep 
sea diver attacking his or her air tanks and a survivor of a jetliner crash in an ocean 
seeking to puncture his or her life jacket. And as imprudent as such behavior ap-
pears, it becomes clear how frequently it is done when one understands that billions 
in the world wrestle and resist Jesus Christ, the very individual who has offered to 
save their soul. And indeed, frequently battling a spouse who is generally very sup-
portive often reflects a person’s deeper illogical wrestling match with God Himself.
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Allowing God to Develop a Marriage that has Almost 
no Arguments

When discussing arguments in a marriage, it is important to distinguish between ar-
guments and disagreements. There will always be periodic disagreements between 
a husband and wife. In fact, a disagreement once in awhile is healthy for a marriage. 
Both members of the team ought to feel free to be themselves. While there is always 
that goal of oneness between the husband and wife, it should not be something that 
is forced. Nor should it be a state of affairs that in any way diminishes the unique 
perspective that both members of the marital union bring to the relationship. Admit-
tedly, even disagreements can be too plentiful to foster a healthy marriage, as has 
been asserted in the previous section. It is often true that in any given marriage, a 
certain percentage of disagreements tend to explode into arguments. That percent-
age will vary depending on the temperaments of the man and wife, the extent of the 
external pressures around them, and so forth. With this in mind, a couple should try 
to keep the number of disagreements in a marriage to a minimum. And especially 
unnecessary disagreements married couples should try to keep at next to zero (Stro-
bel and Strobel 2010; Swindoll 1998).

The reality is that an overwhelming number of disagreements are unnecessary. 
And because most arguments begin as disagreements, what this means is that over-
whelming majority of arguments are also unnecessary. In fact, the percentage of 
arguments that is unnecessary is even higher than the percentage of disagreements 
in the same category. The reason why this is the case is that unnecessary disagree-
ments are what they are; they are caused by factors that really made the disagree-
ment unnecessary. But unnecessary arguments are not only caused by the same 
factors that cause unnecessary disagreements, they are also caused by necessary 
disagreements that somehow got out of control, i.e., the conversation should have 
remained at the disagreement level, but as emotions became stirred up and people 
were not that cautious about what they said, flared up into a argument.

Naturally, it is most crucial to reduce the number of arguments. The Bible refers 
to the tongue by a variety of names, but a “sword” and “knife” are among the most 
common (e.g., Psalm 55:21; 64:3; Proverbs 12:18). Sometimes words that individu-
als utter can be so cutting that they either cannot be healed over or at least easily 
healed over. Because of this potential damage that can result from an argument, the 
number and severity of marital alternations must be reduced. The best place to begin 
in attempting to do this is to start with a four letter word that copious people in con-
temporary society fear: “love” (Jeynes 2006b, 2010d). The most effective way to 
develop a long-term trend of little or no argumentation is to develop a long and clear 
history of loving your spouse and never attempting to hurt her or him (Worthington 
2000). When a marriage partner truly understands that the other spouse really has 
motives of love and would never purposely hurt him or her, there is really no reason 
for that partner to allow the disagreement to become an argument. Why argue with 
someone who loves you so much? It does not make sense. Disagree, yes. Argue, no.
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I recall really surprising my wife 1 day when I shared with her that I really felt 
that having arguments with each other was almost virtually unnecessary. I shared 
with her that we had been married over a quarter of a century and that she has seen 
in all those years that I have love her so much and that I never purposely hurt her. 
Why should she argue with me and act like my motives were any different now? 
Arguments generally produce some degree of pain and why would a spouse want to 
cause pain to a person who loves them so much? (again, assuming that this degree 
of love is in the heart of the other marriage partner). In fact, what couples often 
neglect to realize is that to start an argument with one whom loves you so much can 
be viewed as a insult by the other marriage partner. That loving spouse can think, 
“How can who speak that way to someone who loves you so much?” With the 
understanding in mind, a marriage partner should keep disagreements, which are 
sometimes necessary, at the disagreement level (Tessina 2008).

Arguments with a marriage partner who truly loves one and has never tried to 
hurt one are counterproductive, useless, and tend to hurt rather than help both the 
relationship and the partner who is showing all that love. Few patterns of activity 
eat away at a marriage more than a long history of argumentation. And if one is 
fortunate enough to be married to someone whose love is deep and real, they tend 
to be so totally unnecessary. When married to someone who truly loves you and 
would never purposely hurt you, one should remember: Disagreements at times, 
yes; arguments, no.

Affirming & Complimenting Rather than Disagreeing-
Build up, Don’t Tear Down-There is Enough of that 
in the World

It is key for any godly marriage to realize that the home is designed by God to be a 
place of refuge, i.e., a source of comfort, refreshment, and re-energizing. In order 
for this goal to be made a reality, marriages should be relationships in which com-
plimenting and building up one another is the pattern. Disagreements should be rare 
and cutting one another down should never take place. From God’s perspective, 
there is enough tearing down that transpires in the world. People are drained by a 
host of other people, criticized, subject to the jealousy and competition of others, 
and also attacked by spiritual forces. Marriage (as well as family) is God’s tool to 
replenish one’s spirit, soul, and body. In many respects, marriage works spiritually 
in the same way that food and rest work for the body. That is, the Lord has seen 
fit to use food and rest to nourish a body that each day needs to be built up again. 
Without that food and rest on a consistent basis, the body eventually lacks energy 
and begins to deteriorate to some degree. A healthy marriage and family life works 
in the same way. People need a happy marriage and family life. Without a healthy 
marital relationship, an individual loses personal energy and excitement about life. 
If this unsatisfactory state lasts for an extended period of time, it can begin to take 
a toll on one’s life.
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In the long term, the research is clear that marital friction and happiness can 
affect one’s health, appetite, disposition, composure, overall sense of wellbeing, 
and general outlook on life (Lillard and Panis 1996; Schmeer 2011; Wilson 2005). 
Academic journals and books are replete with studies indicating that those who are 
happily married live longer and healthier lives than either those who are unhap-
pily married or single (Lillard and Panis 1996; Schmeer 2011; Waite and Gallagher 
2000; Wilson 2005). One of the primary reasons for this trend is because when there 
are happy marriages people become refreshed after laborious days of work and 
reinvigorated after being pulled down by the forces of life (Lillard and Panis 1996; 
Schmeer 2011; Waite and Gallagher 2000; Wilson 2005). Ultimately, then, under 
these circumstances the home becomes a place of refuge and a type of oasis in the 
mist of what can be some debilitating and even torturous paths in life. The Lord re-
alizes that life can be difficult, painful, and even exhausting and He remembers that 
we, as human beings, “are but dust (Psalm 103:14, Holy Bible, NIV 1979).” Some 
people get offended by this fact, but in fact this shows the extent to which God is 
compassionate. He is keenly aware of what human beings can handle and what is 
beyond their ability to endure. With this in mind, the Lord declared that, “It is not 
good that man should be alone (Genesis 2:18, Holy Bible, NIV 1979).” Instead, he 
asserted that each marriage partner needed a “helper (Genesis 2:18b).”

It is important to remember that it is the Lord who uses the term “helper” and 
therefore this term should be defined both broadly and divinely, in the way that God 
would describe. Helper in God’s eyes clearly means more than just someone who 
provides physical assistance. Such an individual in God’s eyes means someone who 
is a helper in every sense of the word, i.e., spiritually, emotionally, and physically. 
One of the best ways to determine whether a husband or wife is acting like a helper 
is to simply ask the question as to whether the other marriage partner feels stronger 
or weaker at the end of the day, because of the other’s presence. If the answer is yes 
than that other marriage partner has clearly served as a helpmate, but if not than the 
strength God intended to emanate from such a relationship is truly lacking.

In order for a person from a marriage to flourish, there must be an understanding 
in that marital relationship that it is vitally important to provide encouragement and 
refreshment to one another. The reality of the matter is that God has provided only 
one relationship in which, as a result of the relationship, the two people become 
one, i.e., the marriage relationship. No other family member or friend fills that role, 
but only one’s spouse. As a result, there is no person that can provide the level of 
inspiration, vitality, and strength that one’s spouse can in this type of holy and ideal 
matrimony. This level of intimacy cannot be experienced with a child, parent, broth-
er, sister, or friend. The Lord reserves this beatific experience of unity for marriage 
between a man and a woman. With all that comes at a person in life, it is imperative 
that married couples understand that it is up to them to be a source of strength and 
support that is only surpassed by God Himself. Only with this cognizance of the 
unique source of strength and refreshment that God desires marriage to be can each 
partner embrace the potential benefit that marriage can yield.
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The Primacy of the Husband and Wife Relationship

Over the past several decades, secularists have pounded away at most of the prin-
ciple pillars of society including the church, the schools, the moral fabric, the eco-
nomic institutions, and certainly the family (Jeynes 1999, 2000, 2002a, c). It is 
repeatedly apparent that elitists in a variety of sectors do not view the marital re-
lationship with the degree of veneration that they once did. Regularly, the elite in 
Hollywood and the news media portray martial relationships as expendable and 
of questionable value, particularly if there are cherished secular values involved 
(Baehr 1998). Teachers in school who sacrifice for their students at the expense of 
their husbands, those engaged in civil disobedience but are flagrantly unfaithful to 
their wives, and those who fight for a valid cause, but lie, cheat, and steal from their 
spouse to accomplish their cause are elevated to the position of models of virtue and 
worthy of emulation (Gruwell 1999; Sawi 2000). In these cases, the feelings of the 
spouse are minimized and almost disregarded and on this basis the young people of 
today are constantly taught the limited value of loving one’s spouse.

In some elements of today’s society, commitment to one’s husband or wife has 
almost become a dirty word (Waite and Gallagher 2000). Cohabitation and short-
term commitments in the most intimate relationships are those promoted by Holly-
wood and larger society (Baehr 1998; Waite and Gallagher 2000). Many Christians 
dismiss the effects of Hollywood, the media, and these secular elements of society 
as irrelevant to their own personal marriage relationships and assert that they can 
pursue lives unaffected by these ponderous external forces. But the reality is that be-
cause powers are so puissant, even believers become far more influenced than they 
realize (Jeynes 2012c, e). Because even if they do not openly flout the institution of 
marriage, they do not readily acknowledge the level of intimacy and “oneness” that 
God desires to exist in a marriage.

The reality is the no one knows a person like his or her spouse. The husband or 
wife sees the opposite sex lifelong partner almost every day of every week. The 
spouse sees one’s deepest motives and behaviors that are totally unmasked and 
revealed for what they are. One’s husband or wife sees one “unclothed” in far more 
ways than in merely the physical realm. Included in this reality is also the spiritual 
and emotional realm. Granted, no one knows any individual like God, even includ-
ing one’s spouse. Among human beings, however, the relationship that a person has 
with his or her spouse is exceptional (Bronfenbrenner 1979; Ganong et al. 1999; 
Hetzendorfer 2009; Jeynes 2007a). In God’s eyes, there is no other person that God 
declares one is truly at one with: spiritually, emotionally, and physically. Clearly, if 
there is sexual infidelity, there is some sense of oneness (unfortunately). It is also 
true that the Lord makes declarations regarding “oneness” in the church and there is 
a measure of “oneness” that exists in friendships (John 17:11, 21, Holy Bible, NIV 
1979). But in Ephesians 5 and Colossians 3, as well as in other places in Scripture, 
it is clear that a marital relationship has an element of oneness that is apparent in no 
other relationship (Ephesians 5:21–33, Holy Bible, NIV 1979; Colossians 3:18–22, 
Holy Bible, NIV 1979). The Lord attempts to make this degree of spiritual, emo-
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tional, and physically unity more tangible and understandable to the human heart 
and mind by having marriage be the only human relationship that He compares to 
Christ’s relationship with the church.

No one knows a person like one’s spouse. A person’s best friend or intimate rela-
tive might be second. It might be that the second person is a best friend, because 
best friends are likely reasonably close in age and related to each other as adult to 
adult for a long period of time (Bronfenbrenner 1979; Jeynes 2006a). But the extent 
to which this is so largely dependent on the number of years they have known each 
other and the depth of their relationship. It is also possible for a parent to be second. 
However, in order for this to take place a strong relationship between the parent and 
child must continue each year, so that the parent’s familiarity with the child is not 
based on years far earlier. It is, of course, more rare for the child to know a parent 
very well unless a child is well into adulthood. This is largely because the percep-
tions of young children is limited and those of adolescents can be skewed as they 
struggle contending with the transition from being a child into the first exposure to 
some elements of adulthood. It is clear that one’s spouse, who lives with a person day 
after day and year after year and is in a unity of relationship with him or her, gener-
ally knows one the best (Borruel 2002; Spera 2005; Wallerstein and Lewis 1998).

With all this in mind therefore, people need to do their utmost to cherish and 
strengthen the marital relationship (Tuch 2000). Because in a marriage “the two 
become one flesh,” the beauty of it all is that when one seeks to encourage and 
strengthen one’s spouse, the encourager is also strengthened, as long as the spouse 
behaves the same way. The result is that the spiritual dynamic of one plus one ex-
ceeding two becomes a reality (Wickman 2011; Wright and Roberts 1997). That is, 
the couple, as a unit, becomes stronger than what they would be collectively if they 
were to each continue to live as singles. People have great potential being single, of 
course. It’s just that most of those same people in a marriage will give them even 
greater potential.

Important Questions to ask and Answer

To the extent that one’s wife or husband knows one better than any other individual, 
there are some important questions to ask along these lines.

What does one’s husband or wife regard as your three greatest strengths? There 
is a very good chance that one’s spouse is right.

What does one’s husband or wife regard as your greatest weakness? Here again 
a spouse is likely to have insight, especially if he or she is spiritual. If a spouse is 
less spiritual, there can be an element of projection. Nevertheless, a spouse is likely 
to be more accurate on this issue than any other individual.

What does one’s husband or wife regard as your three greatest gifts? Often one’s 
spouse is more perceptive about gifts than the “protagonist?”

What is one’s husband’s or wife’s overall impression of you? Of all the people in 
your life, this probably is the closest to God’s overall impression of you.
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Does one’s husband or wife really sense that you love them deeply? This is a 
pretty good indication of whether God knows whether we love Him deeply (Jeynes 
1999, 2009a, b). Our love towards human beings, especially the closest human 
beings to us, is indicative of our love life with God (Cloud and Townsend 2001; 
DeMuth 2006; Jeynes 2010c).

What does one’s husband or wife regard as your three greatest strengths? There 
is a very good chance that one’s spouse is right.

After one has lived a certain number of years, if one has possessed a listening ear, 
in the truest sense of the term, it is very difficult not to have a sense of what one’s 
greatest strengths and weaknesses are. As the years pass by, everyone has a growing 
list of the strengths and weaknesses that most frequently have been brought to one’s 
attention. When an individual is 25, or in some cases up to age 28 or 30, that person 
can perhaps dismiss some of these comments that occur very regularly as just one 
person’s opinion. However, when year after year, and even month after month, a 
copious number of individuals are mentioning the same strengths and weaknesses, 
it becomes difficult to ignore the overwhelming body of evidence that indicates that 
one possesses a particular strength or weakness (Jeynes 2009a). And indeed, by the 
time one is middle-aged and the same qualities or shortcomings have been brought 
to one’s attention 30, 50, and even 100 times, it would take a stubbornness of colos-
sal proportions to deny what is obvious to everyone else. Similarly, if a supposed 
weakness has only been mentioned one or twice after so many decades of living on 
earth, it is likely that such a viewpoint is either totally inaccurate or due to the va-
garies of individual perspectives. When one’s strength or weakness is consistently 
noted by one’s spouse and close friends, in addition to a variety of other people, then 
an individual should stand up and take notice. They are most likely correct. As a 
general principle, the opinions that a person should weigh the most heavily in such 
circumstances are: (1) those one knows very well, i.e., those are well acquainted 
with one’s personality traits and (2) those who are very spiritual and close to God. 
And certainly if a person possesses both of these attributes, the viewpoints of these 
people should be taken especially seriously.

Outside of the Lord, a person’s spouse knows them better than anyone. This is 
largely because an individual’s spouse is the only single human being that a person 
is at one with. And therefore, there is a mutual understanding and discernment of 
what are one another’s strengths that is usually considerably greater than in any 
other relationship. Even one’s children generally know one primarily when they are 
too young to fully understand what makes their parents who they are and often do 
not know their parents to the extent that a husband or wife does or even to the extent 
that a best friend might enjoy (Jeynes 2012b, d). Therefore, when a spouse states 
that he or she perceives certain strengths in oneself, these views need to be taken 
various seriously. And, in fact, a husband or wife can frequently be God’s most reli-
able mouthpiece in conveying certain of His messages to the other marital partner. 
For all these reasons, if a husband or wife perceives certain strengths or weaknesses 
in an individual, that person should take these perceptions very seriously. This is 
especially true if one’s spouse is in the ministry.
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Human beings, almost by definition, are filled with excuses. Some of these 
excuses are understandable and even justifiable, but others are not (Jeynes 1999, 
2003b, 2012a). Many of the great people of the Bible, who received great calls from 
God were initially filled with a plethora of excuses regarding why they seemingly 
could not respond to God’s call. Abraham declared that he was too old, Jeremiah 
asserted that he was too young, Moses declared that he was poor of speech, Gideon 
averred that he was too small and insignificant, and Isaiah claimed that he was not 
holy enough (Holy Bible, NIV 1979; Jeynes 2006a). And yet even with God’s spiri-
tual coffer teeming with all of these various and sundry excuses, in each case God 
communicated that His grace was more than sufficient to address these concerns. 
Ultimately, each of the individuals responded in the affirmative and God used all of 
them in a powerful way.

God is so overwhelmingly wise and one of the ways in which this wisdom is man-
ifested is through the godly counsel of one’s spouse. From a male perspective, some 
have called this counsel “women’s intuition,” but it would probably be more accurate 
to say that it is “opposite sex intuition.” That is, the reality of the matter is that mem-
bers of the opposite gender are “wired differently” (Gray 1992; Jeynes 2011a; Lamb 
1997; McLanahan and Sandefur 1994). And in spite of a myriad of attempts by sec-
ulzrists to say that basically everything is the same and of similar value, e.g., values 
and genders, the reality is that the full gamut of the body of research divulges a very 
different tapestry (Gray 1992; Jeynes 2011a; Lamb 1997; McLanahan and Sandefur 
1994). The research pattern is patent that females often see truths that males do not 
so easily espy and males similarly identify truths that females do not perceive. In 
practical terms, what this means is that husbands and wives often are able to identify 
propensities and gifts in their opposite sex partners that the person who has these 
abilities does not fully (or even partially) apprehend (Gray 1992; Jeynes 2010a).

What does one’s husband or wife regard as your three greatest weaknesses? 
There is a very good chance that one’s spouse is right.

It is naturally almost always the case that a person would rather hear what the 
spouse views as one’s three greatest strengths rather than, on the other hand, a list-
ing of the three greatest weaknesses. The one exception is usually a case in which 
the spouse is insisting that one get out of the present dormant situation and use those 
strengths, rather than continuing in a spirit of inaction and laziness (Gray 1992; 
Jeynes 2010a). Nevertheless, the same truth that holds regarding a spouses’ ability 
to perceive strengths in the marital partner is also true about the reliability of the 
discernment of weaknesses. No individual knows better the weaknesses that one 
possesses that the person who is at one with that individual (Arnold 2007; DeMuth 
2006; Jeynes 2006a, 2009a). It is a person’s marriage partner who sees a person at 
the closest range, with the highest level of transparency, and who sees the innermost 
parts of the heart and motives exposed (Arnold 2007; DeMuth 2006; Jeynes 2006a, 
2009a). In addition, there is a sense in which if there is a fruit or potato that is rot-
ten, it first evinces itself inside the and then works its way out. In other words, the 
husband or wife is generally the first to espy something and its deleterious effects 
as they make their way outward (Arnold 2007; DeMuth 2006). For this reason, the 
matrimonial partner is often the first to feel the trenchant pain of a weakness that has 
either failed to be controlled or has gone awry (Gray 1992; Selvaggio and Meath 
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2008). Even if people outside the family have not yet been influenced by the weak-
ness’ uncontrolled trajectory or its venom; it is only a matter of time before they do. 
Even if a person is in a prominent position such as being a pastor, if the sheep that 
is closest, i.e., the spouse, is hurting then a vital part of the ministry is hurting. If 
something is wrong with the sheep that is closest, it is hard to believe that the rest 
of the flock is as it should be (Selvaggio and Meath 2008).

With all of this being the case, a husband or wife should take the observations 
of one’s spouse quite seriously. The wife and husband have an “up close” vantage 
point that no one else really has. One would be sagacious indeed to quickly act on 
the weaknesses that one’s spouse points out, by coming before the Lord and asking 
if these shortcomings are indeed actually there. Note, that a person should not nec-
essarily assume that one’s husband or wife is correct in his or her assumptions. On 
the contrary, a person’s humanity and set of personal experiences cause a spouses 
remarks to either become tainted or jaded (Arnold 2007; Gray 1992; Jeynes 2010b). 
Nevertheless, one should respect one’s spouse and the marital institution enough 
so that a person at least goes before the Lord to ask that all-important question, 
“Lord, was that criticism from you?” If then, the answer to that question is yes, it is 
important that the spouse on the receiving end of that criticism respond swiftly to 
correct the problem.

It is also wise to look for a confirmation of one’s spouse’s observations by in-
quiring of the opinions of other close friends. If those close friends concur with the 
conclusions of one’s husband or wife then this is a pretty good indication that the 
perceptions are accurate (Arnold 2007; Gray 1992).

It can also be perspicacious to consider thoughtfully the perspective of one’s hus-
band or wife for two other reasons. First, the Lord often chooses to use one’s marital 
partner as His mouthpiece because generally there is no other person who has such 
unconditional love towards one as that individual. That being the case, a person’s 
spouse can be a vessel both God’s expressions of tender love, exhortation, and even 
rebuke in a way that will likely be received. Some truths run so intimate and are so 
deeply profound and meaningful that they will only be received if the conduit is a 
loving spouse. Second, because a spouse is the person an individual is at one with 
in a marital union, that person can look to the spouse to help one grow in a variety 
of respects and monitor one’s progress as he or she attempts to develop in this way 
(Selvaggio and Meath 2008).

Enabling a Congregation to Strengthen their Faith as 
a Means to Strengthening the Marriages in a House 
of Worship

When one asserts that marriages need to be given more to God, this is more than just 
an exhortation for individuals to act in this way. The church also must assume its 
responsibility of preserving the marriages that exist within the church. Many times 
believers are oblivious to the fact that they sometimes increase the likelihood that 
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divorce will take place. It often begins in an innocent enough form. Often what hap-
pens is that a person has a close friend who consistently complains about his or her 
spouse. That person believes that out of the motive of being a good friend, it is sup-
portive to not only listen to the complaints of a friend regarding their spouse, but to 
comment on them. For example, imagine a situation in which a woman complains, 
“My husband is so lazy and unwilling to help in the home. He comes home from 
work, eats like a slob, and then sits on the recliner, and does nothing. He never helps 
out in the home and is a good-for-nothing.” The friend, wanting to be supportive 
of the friend, declares, “You’re right. He is lazy. I wouldn’t put up with that.” The 
friend may not realize it, but he or she has just contributed to the friction in that 
marriage. To the extent to which comments like that are allowed to continue, the 
chances of divorce are increased.

Ministers and Lay Leaders Can Learn to Strengthen Marriages and Reduce the 
Divorce Rate in the Church

People need to be aware of the extent to which they often contribute to marital 
friction and divorce in the marriages of their friends and acquaintances. Ministers 
are probably the best spiritual conduit to enable this process to take place. The re-
ality is that families and society, as a whole, thrive when people are supportive of 
one another’s efforts (Allen and Atkins 2012; Barclay 2010; Jeynes 2008a, b). In 
contrast to this more compassionate scenario are the means via which people either 
overtly or inadvertently tear down a marriage. The primary way that this is often 
done is by friends and acquaintances agreeing with and affirming a married person’s 
complaints about his or her spouse. Ministers via counseling and pulpit ministry are 
often the ideal people to thwart these undermining comments and enlighten people 
regarding how potentially destructive such comments actually are.

In addition to pointing out the danger of perhaps well-intended, but baleful, com-
ments, ministers, counselors, and others need to also point out what is one of the 
most efficacious ways that friends can support their friends’ marriages. That is, 
in contrast, people need to be aware of the extent to which they can strengthen 
marriages by defending the spouses that are being criticized and pointing out their 
positive attributes. Although it is true that the married couple will be the primary 
focus of efforts to improve the quality of marital relations, the counselor is wise 
to acknowledge the fact that other people and factors can be major factors as well.

Concluding Thoughts

Many couples are settling for a quality of married life that is well below what is 
possible and those who minister to families spiritually, can incorporate faith-based 
principles that will help these families to flourish. The thanklessness, lack of love 
and commitment, and fighting do not have to have place in the marital experience. 
Wise spiritual guides can help couples experience marriage and family living as it 
was meant to be experienced.
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It is beyond dispute that one of the most ostensible trends of the last 50 years is that 
the family in the United States, Europe, and much of the world has broken down 
to a large degree (Amato 2001; Brooks and Goldstein 2001; Chadwick and Heaton 
1992; Glasser and Glasser 1996; Jacobsen et  al. 2012). After declining from the 
1948–1962 period, parental divorce rates surged beginning in 1963 (Becker 1981; 
Cherlin 1978; Fine and Harvey 2006). The research literature is inundated with the 
illimitable number of sobering results of the breakdown of the family, particularly 
on children but also on the adults involved (Allen and Atkins 2012; Bouchard and 
Doucet 2011; Lee and Bowen 2006). Among the children of these families, some 
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of these effects include declining achievement in school, increased incidence of 
depression and other examples of psychological duress, elevated likelihood of par-
taking in illegal drugs, and the greater likelihood of engaging in delinquent behavior 
(Fine and Harvey 2006; Lamb 1997; Pong et al. 2003).

Sadly, the trend toward the break-up of the family did not end with the rising in-
cidence of divorce, nor did it cease with the rising incidence of remarriage (Glasser 
and Glasser 1996; Jeynes 2006c). Rather, non-traditional family structures con-
tinued to proliferate so that never married single parent families and cohabitation 
surged (Guner and Knowles 2009; Palm and Fagan 2008). As time passed into the 
1990s and 2000s households in which neither parent was present, although rela-
tively small in number, increased in their incidence (Glasser and Glasser 1996; Post 
2000).

There may be situations in which family breakup is unavoidable or at least un-
derstandable. Prior to the 1960s, when there was only one parent in the home often 
people thought that perhaps either the father or mother died (Lamb 1997; Popenoe 
2000). There are also situations in which one of the marital partners commits adul-
tery (Allen and Atkins 2012; Clayton et al. 2013). Nevertheless, there are also a 
plethora of cases in which the breakup of a family is viewed as unnecessary, harm-
ful, and damaging either to couple involved, their children, and even to society at 
large (Nair and Murray 2005; Wallerstein 2005). There are, of course, going to be 
differences in the degree to which certain view particular breakups as necessary or 
unnecessary and the extent of the damage that is done (Glasser and Glasser 1996; 
Lamb 1997; Post 2000). A copious number of these differences are due to a variety 
of worldviews that people possess that run along the perimeter of a combination 
of religious beliefs, core convictions, and personal experiences (Allen and Atkins 
2012; Stokes and Ellison 2010). In the midst of these dearly valued worldviews, 
there runs a thread of common values that are logical enough and involve common 
principles of decency that would lead the overwhelmingly majority of Americans 
and other nationalities to the conclusion that the marriage could have been saved 
(Weiner-Davis 2001; Popenoe 2000; Post 2000; Rein 2007). The news media daily 
presents stories on family dysfunction, with the understanding that the facts that 
they present will lead 90 % of the television audience to reach the same conclusion 
(Guner and Knowles 2009; McDonald and Robinson 2009).

With this background in mind, it is indubitably true that virtually all Ameri-
cans concur that family break-ups should be reduced (Jeynes 1999; Post 2000). 
Moreover, if one were to ask virtually members of any family in the United States 
whether their ideal goal would be to breakup or remain together, the response would 
be in favor of remaining together (McLanahan et  al. 2013). The issue of family 
harmony and togetherness impacts the vast majority of people in the world in one-
way or another. This chapter could deal with few more relevant and timely topics 
than this one.

It is naturally easy to be critical of couples that divorce (Jeynes 2002b). At times, 
that criticism may be well deserved (Wallerstein 2005). Be that as it may, often indi-
viduals are quick to disparage couples who breakup in the aftermath of that divorce, 
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but do not show as much alacrity in addressing the copious number of factors that 
together increase a society’s proclivity toward family dissolution (McLanahan and 
Sandefur 1994). Only part of the solution to alleviating the high rates of divorce 
rests in passing laws to make divorce more difficult to initiate or complete (Stokes 
and Ellison 2010; Wallerstein 2005; Wallerstein and Lewis 1998). In order to have 
a much more efficacious impact, one must fathom some of the forces at work that 
increase the likelihood of family breakup. And indeed there are a host of factors, 
which fall under certain categories that are best conceptualized as internal and ex-
ternal factors. Utilizing the knowledge of these factors will not only help people 
adopt a strategy that will help strengthen families nationwide, but first and foremost 
will enable people to strengthen their own families and serve as a buttress for the 
marriages of those that they love. They can also be useful principles to apply in the 
inner city, where family dissolution is often so common (Jeynes 2003; Williams and 
Sanchez 2012, 2013).

Internal Factors

Positive

Marriage has many forces working on the couple to either draw the family closer 
or further apart. The internal factors are usually the most important ones because: 
(1) clearly families are almost always able to improve internal factors much more 
expeditiously and completely than they can the external factors; (2) external factors 
rarely reach levels that even approach near perfection, i.e., the environment that 
most families operate in is far from ideal; and (3) internal factors are more likely to 
have a prodigious and long-lasting impact on the family (Hayes 2011; Heaven et al. 
2010; McLanahan et al. 2013; Jeynes 2005c, 2012c).

With this context in mind, it is vital that those people who are pro-family realize 
that much more can be accomplished they focus on the steps that families can take 
to increase the strength of their marriages rather than overly criticizing those who 
are filing for divorce (Markman et al. 2010; Post 2000; Worthington 2000). There 
is a place for holding responsible those who take marital agreements far too lightly 
than they should (Glasser and Glasser 1996; Ingram 2009; Wallerstein 2005). The 
research evidence is so patent on this issue that one cannot reasonably gainsay the 
fact that millions of Americans do not take their marital commitments seriously 
enough (Clinton and Ohischlager 2002; Clayton et al. 2013; Glasser and Glasser 
1996; Shin et al. 2010). Nevertheless, the best times to express one’s views on this 
subject are during the pre-marital phase, in the early days of the marriage, and well 
before a couple decides to break-up (Post 2000; Worthington 2000; Wright and 
Roberts 1997). Any efforts to preserve marriage are feeble indeed if they are only 
explicated when a marital breakup has occurred.
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A Strong Family Begins with Right Priorities and Spending Time 
with The Family

For family harmony and bonding to be at its strongest, the priorities of each family 
member of the family should be God first, followed by the family, and everything 
else afterwards (Jeynes 2006a, 2010b). If these priorities are real and are seriously 
applied, they will be reflected in the degree to which members of the family desire 
to- and actually- spend time with one another (Henderson and Mapp 2002; Hoover-
Dempsey and Sandler 1997). When I first became a Christian, I did not have to ask 
the believers that lived around me whether they loved me or not. They desired to 
spend an incredible amount of time with me. That was my evidence. I must confess, 
my priorities of God, family, friends, and then ministry represent the essence of who 
I am. Due to these priorities I turned down my first invitation to speak at the White 
House in order to ensure that we could obtain a visa for one of our children, Elisha, 
to join us for a ministry trip in Brazil. At the time, Brazil was one of the hardest 
nations to obtain a visa for minors. I had gone down to the Brazilian Consulate 
in Los Angeles 4 times and my wife had journeyed there once to secure our son’s 
visa, but there had been no success. We really believed that going on trip to Brazil 
would change Elisha’s life and it did. That is where he engaged in music ministry 
with other believers for the first time. I also turned down an incredible opportunity 
to speak in Iran, that was extended to me, largely because of an interview I did with 
Aljazeera on Christian revival in Asia that received a great deal of attention and 
favorable responses, including over 2800 “likes” at the Aljazeera website, which in 
an Islamic environment is rather amazing. They wanted me to come, when one of 
our children graduated from college. I have also taken dozens of days off from work 
to help my children with their homework. Family comes first.

Right priorities are salient along more than one dimension. Not only is it true 
that each member of the home should have the priorities of God, family, and then 
everything else. It is also vital that each person in the home have the right priorities 
in terms of the character traits that are most important in life. Biblically speaking, 
it is quite clear just what those traits are (Clinton and Ohischlager 2002; Montague 
2011). Jesus Christ declared that the two most important qualities a person could 
have are love of God and love of neighbor (Holy Bible, NIV, Luke 10:27). He also 
declared that the greatest person in the Kingdom of God was someone who was 
humble (Holy Bible, NIV, Matthew 18: 3, 4). It would seem, therefore, that the three 
most important traits that a person can have are love of God, love of neighbor, and 
humility (Jeynes 2009a). In order for home-life to be spiritual, it needs to have love 
at its core. In addition, love and humility are never so beautifully blended as when 
they are inextricably harmonized in a spirit of forgiveness. That is in many ways 
what happened via Christ at the cross. The presence of forgiveness is necessary for 
any marriage to work. If a family member’s foremost priorities are other qualities 
that are not as important this can eventually cause fundamental problems in a mar-
riage and in family living (Clinton and Ohischlager 2002; Post 2000). For example, 
if a person values diligence, self-discipline, and mental toughness, these are all fine 
characteristics to possess. However, they should not enjoy the primacy that love 
and humility have. Therefore, if a person emphasizes these other traits more than 
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love and humility, that individual may become highly successful, reach impressive 
heights of notoriety, and be able to handle life’s stresses. However, that person may 
not be able to have a very serene and blissful home-life unless one has a very under-
standing spouse. Most marriages, especially, and families will thrive insofar as love 
reigns in the hearts of everyone in the household. Clearly, there are other factors that 
affect the quality of a marriage that go well beyond the realm of love and humility 
(Montague 2011; Post 2000). These forces may include financial pressures, health 
challenges, in-law problems, and so forth. In fact, many of these forces are external 
to the marriage and vary in the degree to which family members have much control 
over them (McDonald and McDonald 1994; Worthington 2000).

Although all of what has been shared above sounds wonderful in the ideal world, 
the reality is that the direction that the family goes in is often determined by the “weak-
est link” in the household (Post 2000; Rehm and Rehm 2002). That is, the member 
of the family that is least committed to a given home unit will often determine the 
ambience that exists in the household (Ingram 2009; Post 2000; Worthington 2000). 
This is why it is important for all members of the family to be oriented toward love.

Having Regular Family Devotions

It is wise to have regular family devotions. There is that old adage that states, “The 
family that prays together stays together.” In practice, many families truly no longer 
know what that phrase means. Family devotions provide a wonderful opportunity to 
study the Bible together, pray for one another’s needs, sing spiritual songs together, 
and encourage one another in the midst of life’s blessings and trials. It is not always 
easy to have high quality sharing time as a family, but a family devotional time pro-
vides an opportunity to bond via sharing that few activities can rival (Jeynes 2006a; 
Post 2000). If at all possible, these devotionals should take place every day that the 
family is not going to church.

Family devotions create an atmosphere and of love and support in the family. 
In addition, there is the opportunity to teach the children the importance of pray-
ing specifically. They can even encourage higher rates of literacy and academic 
achievement among one’s children (Jeynes 2010c, 2012c; Jeynes and Littell 2000). 
Research indicates that reading the Bible is associated with higher academic 
achievement (Jeynes 2010c, 2012a; Nord 2010). In fact, the difference between the 
average GPA of students with high Bible literacy versus those with low Bible lit-
eracy rates can be as much as the difference between an A- and C+ (Jeynes 2009b). 
Probably a large degree of this effect is due to the fact that if one is to understand 
much of American and world history, as well as literature, a working knowledge of 
the Bible is quite essential (Prothero 2007).

There is a fundamental strengthening that takes place in an individual, when a 
Bible devotional is done daily and the same principle certainly holds for the fam-
ily as well (Dallman 2007; Post 2000; Worthington 2000). If they are done with 
discipline good thoughts become actions and actions if done consistently enough 
become habits. If the habits are filled with love and acceptance, what results is 
godly character (Dallman 2007; Montague 2011; Novak 2005).
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Make Studying and Memorizing the Bible a Family Priority

The Bible serves as a moral compass to help shape family life. To the extent that 
godly behavior thrives in a household, family life will tend to be strengthened. The 
extent to which a person is committed to living out the exhortations of the Bible 
regarding kindness, gentleness, and upright behavior, the more likely it is that the 
husband, wife, and children will feel loved, valued, and appreciated (Jeynes 2009a, 
2009b). As a result, it is wise to encourage a diligent and consistent study of the 
Bible as a means to this end. Simply attending church in order to receive one’s 
spiritual nourishment gives one only a cursory exposure to the Scripture. Therefore, 
the parents should encourage the family to have morning devotionals in order to be 
affected by these spiritual truths every day. In addition, the members of the family 
should dedicate themselves to the memorization of the Bible in order to internalize 
many of the spiritual exhortations of the Scripture (Jeynes 2010c). Engaging in this 
practice will enhance the likelihood of peace, love, joy, kindness, and gentleness 
existing in a household.

The practice of studying the Bible and praying in the form of a personal devo-
tional time is probably best done in the morning, because it serves as a foundation 
for the remainder of the day. In addition, by initiating this practice at the beginning 
of each day, a person is making a statement about the importance one places of 
personal behavior, attitudes, relationships, and particularly the family. Family devo-
tionals are good to have at the end of the day, when everyone is home. This practice 
serves to draw the family closer to God and to one another (Dallman 2007).

Synchronize with What is Going on in Church and School

Communication is the lifeblood of any relationship and it is absolutely essential 
that parents be aware of what is going on in the church and the school and be active 
participants in each (Arnold 2007; Borruel 2002; Jeynes 2011b). This truism also 
applies to all relationships that exist within the home (Hayes 2011; Jeynes 2005a, 
2005c; Williams and Sanchez 2012). Parents who have experienced raising teenag-
ers are among the first to recognize the importance of this aspect of family living. 
The reality is that a myriad of the teenagers in the home are frequently uncommu-
nicative and this fact makes synchronizing with youth activities in the church and 
school challenging (Kennedy 2001; Post 2000).

The synchronization via family communication, especially designed to enhance 
one’s relationship with the children, must be ameliorative to the family’s dynamics 
in that it needs to be supportive, free-flowing, and helpful. This is not an easy goal 
to accomplish, especially when parents are raising teens. If all the family mem-
bers progressed through life with a plenteous amount of objectivity and compas-
sion, accomplishing these three goals might not be as difficult as it sometimes is. 
However, adolescents are not usually known for their objectivity and compassion 
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and can become defensive if adults ask them too many questions (Evertson and 
Emmer 2009; Williams and Sanchez 2012). It takes a certain degree of patience 
and creativity by the parents to create an ambience of the kind of productive com-
munication between adults and their children that strengthen family bonds rather 
than weakens them. The patience that is most beneficial in these situations is one 
that is rooted in love (Jeynes 2002a, 2006b). In other words, the key to patience is 
not to declare, “Give me patience and give it now!” but rather to seek to love the 
individual the way that God does. Patience goes considerably farther when it is 
founded on love than when it is not (Jeynes 2009a).

When the parents attempt to synchronize their hearts and minds with the church-
es and schools, it helps their children feel more grounded in the home and the 
community and gives these youngsters a greater sense of belonging. Nevertheless, 
accomplishing this requires a good deal of communication with the children, the 
church, and the school (Jeynes 2005b, 2007a, 2007b). Another advantage of this 
synchronization is that the parents become more aware of the spiritual and academic 
progress of their young (Jeynes 2002c, 2003, 2011a). It is wise for parents to estab-
lish strong bonds of mutual respect and communication with the ministers, Sunday 
school leaders, and teachers (Jeynes 2000).

Talk About Vocations for the Children

One of the most dramatic results of being a person of faith is that one believes that 
God has a purpose for his or her life. The fact is naturally true not only for adult 
Christians, but also for young children and adolescents as well. It is very important 
that parents convey these truths to children (Kennedy 2001). Young people are in 
the midst of trying to define who they are, they are developing their self-concept, 
and attempting to discern God’s purposes for their lives (Baehr 1998; Kennedy 
2001). It is therefore vital that parents communicate with their children about God’s 
will for their lives. This naturally includes a broad list of topics including God’s will 
for people’s lives generally, e.g., to be loving, honest, respectful, responsible, com-
passionate, and godly. Nevertheless, it also encompasses very specific issues such 
as comprehending the place of one’s gifts and talents in the context of God’s call-
ing on one’s life. Drawing these qualities together into a coherent whole is clearly 
typically more facile for an adult than it is for a youth. Therefore, it is especially 
important for mothers and fathers to help their children understand how all these 
factors interact in a way that helps them discern what type of career is best for them. 
This certainly does not mean that the parents should make the occupational decision 
for the children. To the contrary, deliberations regarding such paths as college and 
other occupationally-related conclusions should be largely up to the youth. These 
are some of the most important foundational decisions children will ever make and 
they should be consistent with the overall leanings of their own mind and heart. 
Within this context, however, it is helpful to offer parental input and wisdom.
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Negative

Favoritism is a Terror

In the Bible it is clearly taught that God’s essence is love. In I John 4:8 it is declared 
that, “God is love.” Moreover, in Romans 2:11 it is declared that, “God shows no 
partiality.” One of the most famous Bible accounts is in the Old Testament, regard-
ing the favoritism that Jacob showed Joseph over his other sons. This proclivity for 
Jacob to show Joseph more loving affection than Jacob’s other children almost led 
to Joseph’s death and played a large role in Joseph’s eventual selling into slavery 
(Jeynes 2006a).

Favoritism can cause unnecessary tension within a family. The word “unneces-
sary” is especially worthy of note because some challenges in life are difficult and 
at times even impossible to eschew. In other words, life will always have a certain 
degree of stress. Given that life often offers situations that are rife with stress, one 
would certainly not want to unnecesarily add to the list of stressors. One of the first 
places to do that is favoritism. This is not as easy as one might think, because one’s 
children will perceive favoritism different than the parents do. Most notably, some 
of one’s children will follow the rules of the home with greater alacrity than oth-
ers. Some children will perceive that the obedient children are treated with greater 
trust than the others. In reality, however, in establishing the same rules for all of 
their children the parents are actually being very fair. Therefore, in order to parent 
in a way that is extricated from even the least traces of favoritism, the father and 
mother must know their own hearts and know them well. Perceived favoritism is 
quite different from actual favoritism and it is important for parents to realize that 
children will often be ultra sensitive to any indication of favoritism. And given that 
human beings, especially children, have a real propensity to feel sorry for them-
selves, youngsters will almost always perceive themselves as being on the lower 
part of the totem poll when it comes to perceived parental favoritism. Because of 
the capricious nature of people’s perceived favoritism, it is key that people have the 
self-knowledge to have an accurate perception of their own heart in terms of being 
fair in the raising of their children (Levitt et al. 2001).

Rivalry is Serious

Virtually everyone has heard of the term “sibling rivalry.” In fact, numerous people 
have heard of the term so many times that they can easily become anesthetized to 
its potentially nefarious potential (Goldenthal 1999; Levitt et al. 2001). The reality 
is that people are born as individuals, i.e., single human units. Whether one operates 
out of a secular rubric of “survival of the fittest” and “self-preservation” or one of 
believing that humans have a divine orientation, but concurrently also have a self-
centered one, few who have lived on earth for any length of time would gainsay 
that human beings often behave in very self-serving ways. Young people have an 
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unmistakable propensity to be insecure, as they attempt to define themselves in the 
midst of the larger world in which they live (Goldenthal 1999; Levitt et al. 2001). 
Given that youth, of virtually all ages, tend to be insecure in one way or another, 
they tend to evaluate themselves in comparison to others among their peers (Gol-
denthal 1999; Levitt et al. 2001). This begins in the home and the genesis of such 
tendencies usually begins in comparing oneself to one’s siblings.

For the vast majority of young in the world, their first exposure to love comes 
from their parents. There are few experiences in life that are more fulfilling and 
generate such positive results as feeling loved (Jeynes 2006b, 2011, 2012c). Con-
sequently, it is not unusual for children to seek to outdo their siblings in one activ-
ity or another, so that they can “earn” a greater degree of love from their parents 
(Kennedy 2001; Levitt et al. 2001). While such an orientation among youth is both 
understandable and normal, it is potentially dangerous both to oneself and at an 
interpersonal level. There are a plethora of disadvantages to engaging in this kind of 
rivalry, just some of which are listed here. They include:

1.	 Being defined in value based on personal perceptions entrenched in comparisons 
and not in reality in terms of one’s worth in its own right.

2.	 Living a life that is focused on the acceptance of others rather than doing what is 
right and applying an “other orientation” that focuses on helping others become 
all that they can be.

3.	 Pursuing an existence that is concerned almost totally about one’s own pursuits 
and successes rather than also rejoicing in the victories that others experience, 
especially among those that are closest.

4.	 Spending one’s time trying to prove oneself rather than simply trying to be 
oneself.

5.	 Comparing oneself to others is generally a losing proposition because a person 
emphasizes his or her own inadequacies.

Parents clearly cannot always prevent such rivalries from emerging, but what they 
can do is recognize the potential perils of such competition and do what they can to 
prevent them from burgeoning.

When no One is Home After School

Communication is the lifeblood of any relationship and in no arena is this more 
patent than in the home (Cowan et  al. 2009; Jeynes 2010d; Micklethwait and 
Wooldridge 2009). To whatever extent dialog does not exist whether it be through 
the married couple or between the parents and their children, the quality of family 
life will tend to suffer. In recent years, some psychologists, family scientists, and 
sociologists have placed an emphasis on “quality time” as opposed to the actual 
amount of time (Altschul 2011; Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler 1997). Granted, there 
is clearly some truth to this emphasis. There is no question that there is a difference 
between time together spent in intimate and transparent interaction as opposed to 
being silent at the dinner table. Having stated this, however, research does indeed 
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support the notion that the quantity of time that family members spend together has 
a measurable impact on a host of outcomes, including psychological wellbeing, 
academic achievement, overall happiness, personal productivity, job performance 
and satisfaction, etc. (Dichele 2006; Frech and Kimbro 2011; Hognas and Carlson 
2010; Jeynes 2010a, 2010b).

The reality of life is that getting to know one another takes time. In many respects 
there are really no shortcuts. Therefore, while there is clearly a sense in which there 
are high “quality time” activities, people would be wise to realize that sometimes 
children do not want or benefit the most simply from activities that involve high 
“quality time.” These activities certainly have their place. Nevertheless, one would 
be wise to ascertain a salient truth: High quality time generally does not replace 
missed time. The presence of an individual and the time-invested by being present is 
generally so greatly valued by human beings, that it often cannot be replicated. For 
example, if my wife and have planned on 3 h of being together in an evening, I cher-
ish every moment that I spend with my wife to such a degree that if she calls and 
says that she will be late and can only spend 1½ h with me, but that it will be high 
“quality time,” I am usually quite disappointed. I enjoy just having my wife in the 
same room. We enjoy just holding hands. Although we enjoy the high quality times, 
we cherish every moment together. Therefore the word “time” is very important to 
us, whether it is high quality or not.

It is also true that research is quite consistent in demonstrating that on average 
children raised in two biological parent families accrue certain benefits to a greater 
degree than children raised in single parent families (Wallerstein 2005). These ben-
efits include better academic achievement, sense of wellbeing, psychological bal-
ance, and so forth than their counterparts in single parent households (Wallerstein 
and Lewis 1998). There are many single parents who are able to spend quite a bit 
of time with their children. Nevertheless, there is no question that it easier for two 
parents collaborating together to make sure that children are not alone at home with-
out parental supervision than it is for one parent to do the same. This is especially 
true when one considers that often single parents must go out and work in order to 
support the family. Consequently, research indicates that “latch key” children are 
far more likely to live in a home with a single parent than they are in a two biologi-
cal parent home (McLanahan et al. 2013; Wallerstein 2005; Wallerstein and Lewis 
1998).

When Children Don’t See the Parents Praying

Academic research often confirms common sense and the idea that actions speak 
louder than words is one example of this fact. The Bible and various pieces of 
Christian literature throughout time testify to the importance of setting an example 
(Holy Bible, I Corinthians 11:1). Parents can discuss about the importance of pray-
ing and studying the Bible all that they want, but it is the example they set that 
really impacts their children the most. If mothers and fathers want their children to 
enhance the depth of their relationship with God, then the parents themselves need 
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to be examples of what it means to be exemplars of dependence on God (Chapman 
et al. 2008; Hallett 1998; Peck 1993). Beyond this, youth need to see their parents 
pray as part of the initial level of strategy rather than as a last resort (Chapman et al. 
2008; Jeynes 2009a). It is a humbling but true axiom that children tend to follow in 
some of the precise prayer habits established by their parents.

One should also note that the general trend that takes place in a family is for each 
generation of believers to be a bit less dependent on God and less devout than the 
generation that preceded them (Jeynes 2006a). In order to prevent this likely trend, 
the key is to encourage one’s children to make an effort to have a personal experi-
ence with God. If the children’s faith is simply based on being raised in a Christian 
home, it is going to be difficult for these youngsters to have an intimate relationship 
with God. If parents want their children to have a strong relationship with God, they 
need to have set the example of what it means to have a close relationship with God 
(Chapman et al. 2008; Wiseman and Rapoport 2006).

External Factors

Positive

High Ideals Can Help as Well as Hinder

It is often a good quality for a family to maintain high aspirations. However, these 
aspirations should be God-based and realistic. Otherwise, a family can set itself up 
for a long string of disappointments. If high ideals are God-inspired and yet based 
on realistic expectations of other people, then high ideals can be very productive 
and helpful. In contrast, however, if expectations cause people to depend too strictly 
on only the most godly behavior to proceed ahead with one’s spouse and family 
members, then any individual with such a high degree of anticipation is likely to set 
themselves up for substantial disappointment. Such an attitude can result in a degree 
of rigidity that grace and forgiveness are both left out of the picture. It is particularly 
serious when this occurs because grace, love, and forgiveness are at the very core of 
the Christian faith (Appleby 2013; Kruschwitz 2001; Jeynes 2006a; Webster 2011). 
In order for a marriage to survive, these core qualities need to be active.

There are traps a family especially needs to avoid. The first is that married cou-
ples sometimes expect too much of each other. Some newlyweds enter their rela-
tionship anticipating that their spouse will meet all their needs, when in reality they 
are looking to their mate to fulfill many needs that only God can fulfill (Markman 
et al. 2010; McDonald and McDonald 1994). The second is that more than occa-
sionally parents expect too much of their children. This often happens in the realms 
of academics and sports. Instead, parents need to emphasize to their children that 
what they want them to do is simply try their best. I recall tutoring a immigrant stu-
dent for the SAT, who had above average grades and below average practice SAT 
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scores. I have rarely seen a student as inebriated with the idea of going to Harvard 
as he was and the reason was because his parents insisted that he go to no university 
other than Harvard. His parents knew of another immigrant couple, whose daughter 
had been admitted to Harvard. Therefore, in their view it was quite possible for their 
own son, who was my student, to do so as well. However, as focused as the family 
was on the idea of going to Harvard, it is also true that I have rarely seen a student so 
overcome by stress as he. He asked me what I thought the chances were of Harvard 
admitting him. I told him that I felt like I needed to be honest with him and share 
with him that even if his SAT scores skyrocketed, his chances of admittance were 
near zero. This student was very diligent and he responded very well to the tutoring 
so that his SAT scores did indeed surge hundreds of points. Nevertheless, he persis-
tently suffered from the stress of gaining admittance into Harvard and the intensity 
of the stress would rise in steady increments with each passing week. I felt badly 
for him because it was difficult enough to adjust to American life as an immigrant, 
but to see him become so encumbered by the stress of trying to gain admittance to 
Harvard was just too much for any human being.

In this context, however, my overburdened student came to my home one day 
filled with glee and laughter, as if a 500-pound weight had been lifted from his 
shoulders. I asked him why he has experienced such a sudden change in his counte-
nance and disposition. He said it was because his immigrant parents, who did under-
stand English well, had misunderstood the other family and thought that that latter 
had said that their daughter had gone to Harvard, when in fact they stated that their 
daughter had attended Haverford. Haverford is a fine school, but there is only one 
Harvard and Haverford is clearly not at that level. My student felt that he regained 
his life. Nevertheless, the stress that he had been under was venomous and this is 
what can happen when parents have expectations that are too high.

With this caveat in mind, however, it is indubitably true that high expectations 
that are realistic and subtler in nature can have a dramatically positive influence on 
the achievements, demeanor, and future of children. Meta-analyses, for example 
indicate that high expectations are probably the most salient component of parental 
involvement (Jeynes 2005a, 2007b, 2010d). In addition, high expectations among 
teachers are also extremely important (Jeynes 2010d). The explication of expecta-
tions requires careful delineation. The concept is not one of a parent foisting ex-
pectations upon their children, such as, “You must go to Harvard or Princeton” 
(Lancaster 2004). Rather, the type of expectations that possess the greatest impact 
are those that are subtle but understood by the child such as trying one’s best. When 
these healthy balanced expectations are in place, they can yield real benefits.

The Local Church can Help

The local church can potentially be of immense help in strengthening the family, de-
pending on its emphasis. The church has the potential to help families for a variety 
of reasons. First, the church can reinforce the values that already exist in a family 
(Kearney 2001; Weaver et al. 2002). When the church reinforces the values of the 
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family, it serves to reassure the family that it is on the right track, the husband’s and 
wife’s trust of each other is enhanced, and the children understand that the convic-
tions maintained by their parents are not limited to their home alone, but are widely 
practiced and understood to be wise (Micklethwait and Wooldridge 2009).

Second, especially based on communication with the senior pastor and youth 
pastor, the leaders of the church can support the parents in their attempts to raise 
children in a godly way. The church and its members can help youth take stands 
against the temptations of this life and the lascivious and corrupt ways of society 
that emphasize self and immediate gratification of desires that are often premature 
or ill-timed (Micklethwait and Wooldridge 2009).

Third, the church can via the preaching of the Word and other means cause the 
family, as a whole, to walk in greater righteousness. By the entire family becoming 
more loving, patient, kind, and compassionate, everyone in the family will be ben-
eficiaries and they will become stronger both as a unit and individually.

Friends & Relatives can Help or Hinder

It is almost axiomatic that friends and relatives can either strengthen or weaken 
a marital relationship, in particular. Often this is done without the couple or the 
instigators being even aware of what is happening. People often unwittingly un-
dermine the quality of a marriage because they want to be supportive of what their 
friend (the husband or wife) says. This becomes problematic, however, when the 
husband or wife, that they are seeking to support, makes pejorative statements to-
ward the spouse. For example, the wife might say, “My husband is a no good lazy 
slob. All he does after work is plop down on the recliner, do nothing, and make a 
mess, expecting me to clean it up.” The wife’s friend, wanting to be supportive of 
her friend might say, “You’re right. I wouldn’t put up with that kind of nonsense.” 
All of the sudden, the wife’s friend has contributed to the undermining of that mar-
riage. What is so sad about this scenario is that rather than even though the inten-
tions of the friend were unlikely to be nefarious, the friend actually neglected to 
embrace an opportunity to strengthen the marriage. The effect on the health of the 
marriage would have been far more positive if the friend had stated, “Remember 
though, that you husband is works hard because he loves you and after a long day 
at work plus an grueling and debilitating commute, he is absolutely exhausted. It 
is only natural that after ten or twelve hours in the grind, he wants to relax and 
unwind.” This alternative statement serves to strengthen the marriage rather than 
debilitate the union.

Clearly, there are situations in which the emasculating dialog above is inten-
tional and the two friends have at least agreed in less tangible ways to disparage the 
thoughts, behaviors, and attitudes of the husband. Nevertheless, it is equally true 
that on other occasions, the friend is simply trying to demonstrate some degree of 
loyalty or sympathy for the complainer and is hurting the marital union uninten-
tionally (Chapman et al. 2008; Post 2000; Worthington 2000). Whatever the motive 
of the friend, it is vital that churches and society as a whole more efficaciously 
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communicate the damage that such “friendly fire” can produce (Chapman et al. 
2008; Post 2000). Friends need to become more cognizant of the ameliorating ac-
tions they can take to strengthen the marriage of those they care about and how 
much good such strategies can do (Chapman et al. 2008; Post 2000). Moreover, 
ministers, counselors, and social workers would be wise to inculcate these prin-
ciples to friends and family of the couple, who are willing to do what they can to 
help increase the likelihood of marital success for those that they love. There is 
indubitably an often unrealized potential for teaching people to rally around a mar-
riage that is in trouble and to further bolster the chances of success of marriages 
in which greater mutual appreciation on the part of both the husband and wife is 
definitely needed.

It is also undeniable that in-laws can also cause the spiritual and emotional 
emaciation of a marriage. A considerable degree of pressure often originates from 
mothers- and fathers-in-law in particular (Cloud and Townsend 1999). A prodi-
gious amount of this pressure can be eschewed or reduced if the husband and wife 
are able to discern the primary concerns of most parents-in-law. That is, most are 
concerned about how one treats their son or daughter in the marriage (Cloud and 
Townsend 1999). Clearly, there are all kinds of exceptions to this general principle. 
Nevertheless, more often than not this is their overriding concern. If the wife and 
husband understand this reality, they will often be able to address these concerns 
and actually make the role of the in-laws in a family a positive force rather than a 
negative one.

In order to transform the influence of the in-laws into a positive force in the 
marriage, the married couple needs to acknowledge and act on the following facts.

First, when one weds he or she is not merely marrying an individual, they are re-
ally marrying a family. It is naïve to think that the quality of the couples’ matrimony 
is merely a product of the intricacies of that specific relationship. The spiritual, 
emotional, and physical health of the extended family can have a considerable ef-
fect on the couples experience of marital fulfillment (Chapman et al. 2008; Cloud 
and Townsend 1999). Second, few actions and attitudes can go farther in alleviating 
pressure from parents-in-law than those based on love for one’s spouse. For most 
in-laws it is the child being loved by the spouse that they most want to see. If they 
see that sacrificial love emanating from almost every action and word that proceeds 
from their child’s spouse, they will generally be quite supportive and cooperative 
of their child’s marriage. If husbands and wives will simply remember this very 
important, yet basic, principle, they will go far in establishing a happy and produc-
tive marriage.

From the perspective of the parents in-law if their son- or daughter- in law is 
loving their spouse consistently and sacrificially, one will be amazed at the degree 
to which the in-laws will actually cherish their child’s spouse. If the bride or groom 
treats their child as the most precious person on earth, one will be surprised the 
degree to which in-laws will usually treat one in a commensurate way (Cloud and 
Townsend 1999).
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Negative

Superstitions About Marriage Abound

A myriad of individuals likely view superstitions as relics of the past. This may be 
true within certain disciplines, but one can argue that when it comes to marriage 
superstitions abound in greater number and to more of an expansive extent than 
ever before. To be sure, the superstitions held by some may not be quite as brazen as 
those held centuries ago. In the supposedly sophisticated era of today superstitions 
are best expressed via intimating and alluding to something in order to ascertain a 
person’s reaction. Nevertheless, the superstitions are real and have risen largely due 
to the rampant increase in divorce, marital infidelity, and the rescinding of promised 
alimony payments and child support by “deadbeat dads.”

The surge in horror stories pertaining to marriage has caused a precipitous de-
cline in the level of trust that a newlywed has entering a marriage (Markman et al. 
2010; McDonald and McDonald 1994). Especially since 1963 when the divorce rate 
abruptly started to surge after 12 years of slight decline, it was clear that a process 
of spiritual atrophying was taking place in most newlywed’s trust in their marital 
partners generally and in their motives specifically (Jeynes 2002b). This fact is 
reflected not only in the divorce rates themselves, but also in the attenuating of the 
marriage rates that followed in the coming years (Carter and Glick 1976; Markman 
et al. 2010). And one should make no mistake about it, the ramifications of such de-
velopments could not be much more pervasive. The marriage rate is one of the most 
reliable predictors of future economic growth. When the United States led the world 
in the marriage rate during the 1945–1962 period, although the United States had 
only about 5–6 % of the world’s population it produced an astounding 56 % of the 
world’s goods (Carter and Glick 1976; Jeynes 2010a; Johnson 1997; U.S. Bureau 
of the Census 1975). Not surprising, Japan and Germany immediately replaced the 
U.S. as having the world’s highest marriage rates and during the 1963–1975 period 
these were the two nations increasing their economic prowess at the swiftest rates 
(Carter and Glick 1976; Jeynes 2010a).

Superstitions often rise when fears and mistrust become elevated in any given 
society (Johnson 1997). Divorce, marital infidelity, and unpaid alimony checks 
can spawn formidable fears that can cause people to feel more uncomfortable in a 
marital relationship than they otherwise would. There is no question that unpleasant 
societal trends can cause discomfort and fear in a relationship. It is the wise couple 
that acknowledges this possibility and attempts to alleviate these concerns in what-
ever way possible.

Our School System Breaks Down Families

The effects of the public school system in breaking down the family would not be so 
baneful were it not for the fact that a variety of highly influential educators over the 
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years have called for schools to supplant and some might say even usurp the place 
of parents in the lives of their children. This goal may be an example of “statism” 
at the expense of individual rights or something more pernicious (Counts 1932; 
Dewey 1920; Jeynes 2014). To be sure, since the Industrial Revolution the primacy 
of the family as the institution that raises children has declined (Dewey 1964). In the 
eyes of John Dewey’s, it was the school’s responsibility to increase the centrality of 
its role and execute some of the same functions previously reserved for the family 
(Dewey 1964). To Dewey and Counts this change was both positive and gave edu-
cators the opportunity to “reconstruct” society (Counts 1932; Dewey 1920). This 
shift of emphasis was slow to materialize during the 1920–1963 period, because the 
nation still had a core that emphasized Christian and family values (Jeynes 2007a). 
However, with: (1) the removal of the Bible, prayer, and character education from 
the public schools; (2) the sudden surge in the divorce rate that also started in 1963, 
this core was greatly challenged; and (3) the fact that by 1963 most teachers had by 
then been taught under the Dewey rubric, Dewey’s ideals now largely ruled in the 
public schools (Egan 2002; Jeynes 2007a).

With the above trends in mind, there are an increasing number of families who 
are sending their children to faith-based schools or are homeschooling their chil-
dren (Jeynes 2012a, 2012d). It is undeniable that some children thrive in the public 
schools and learn well how to share their faith. Nevertheless, it is also indubitably 
correct that values promoted in the schools can undermine family cohesion and the 
appreciation of one another. Such stresses are unnecessary and may cause many 
families to consider faith-based schools or homeschools for their children.

Children Aren’t Supposed to Grow up in Separate Worlds

For the last 50 years or more, many Western societies in particular have engaged in 
a social experiment (Egan 2002). There is a sense that many believe that given the 
technological advances that have occurred during this period that somehow children 
do not need the moral input of their parents in the way they did in previous genera-
tions (Counts 1932; Dewey 1920; Egan 2002). The youth therefore can be raised by 
larger society in a way that is more separate and distinct than in previous genera-
tions. Consequently, within many institutions children are separated to some degree 
and allowed to develop in their own separate world. This is especially apparent in 
the public schools, but it is also evident even in churches where the interactions that 
children are permitted to have with the senior pastors is perfunctory at best (Jeynes 
2009b). Children are often corralled into separate classes, creating age segrega-
tion that sometimes as a real as the post-reconstruction era in the South. What has 
emerged is a generation of youth that once they reach an adult age have almost no 
connectivity with the senior pastor and therefore have a sense of connectivity with 
their church and family.
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Our Concept of the Individual Breaks Down Families—Individualization

The United States and Western Europe are clearly some of the most individualistic 
societies on the face of the earth (Johnson 1997). While there may be some advan-
tages to this emphasis, a growing number of sociologists and family scientists be-
lieve that it has led to a world view that has caused people to become self-absorbed 
and narcissistic to the place that it undermines the health of the family. Increasingly, 
younger generations, in particular, have an attitude of entitlement to the place where 
they not only expect the government to take care of them, but they also believe that 
their parents and spouse owe them a certain income and certain activities around the 
house. In many ways it is ironic that as civilized as modern couples think that they 
are, this attitude of individualism and entitlement is at the very antithesis of what 
two of the foundational works of modern society, the Bible and Plato’s Republic 
declare that is necessary for society to thrive (Holy Bible, NIV 1979; Plato 2000). 
That is, people need to come together as families and a whole society in an attitude 
of love, harmony, cooperation, and out of concern for the greater good in order for 
these institutions to work.

Our Marriage and Family Ideas can Lead to Disappointment

A myriad of individuals enter in to their weddings with unrealistic expectations 
about what holy matrimony will be like. Some of the ideas that are conducive to 
disappointment are as follows. First, is the belief that one can change his or her 
marriage partner. The reality is that if a person cannot accept one’s husband or wife 
as is, the relationship already has some real potential problems. Few people change 
dramatically in a short period of time, unless they are committed to making certain 
transformations. Beyond this, the marriage will succeed or fail more on the basis of 
what the husband and wife are as opposed to what they should be.

Second, one can develop expectations of one’s spouse based on one’s experi-
ences with a godly parent. That is, if a wife has a godly father, she may expect that 
her husband will act in a way that is filled with the same level of love, wisdom, and 
integrity. Similarly, if a husband has a godly mother, he may anticipate that the wife 
will be filled with the same level of compassion, sincerity, and responsibility. The 
reality is, however, that a spiritual mother or father has had decades to develop such 
a high level of character and one needs to be patient with one’s spouse as he or she 
grows in this way (Jeynes 2010d).

The Influence of the Media

It is indubitably true that the media has contributed to the breakdown of the family, 
particularly Hollywood people. It is a sad commentary on Hollywood that one is 
generally shocked to hear of a long-time actor or actress who has not been divorced 
(Baehr 1998; Price and Dahl 2012). The degree of unfaithfulness in marriage is 
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astounding and it is probably not hyperbole to call it absurd. This undermining 
trend has been in place so long that those who divorced frequently 40 or 50 years 
ago (e.g., 7–9 times) were considered unstable and abnormal, whereas those who 
demonstrate the same behavior today (e.g., Larry King) are viewed as just fine 
(Baehr 1998). It is one thing to love a person just as he or she is. That should be 
done. Nevertheless, to comment on the emperor’s new clothes as perfectly accept-
able propounds a value system that undermines the development of wise thinking 
among the world’s youth and is an unconscionable disservice to them.

Increasingly the media almost glamorizes “doing as one pleases” rather than 
marital- and family- loyalty and faithfulness (Baehr 1998; Doinick 1998; Kirsh 
2006; Price and Dahl 2012). Some of this tendency clearly dates back to Freud, 
who appeared to favor some degree of lasciviousness rather than holiness (Doinick 
1998; Egan 2002). Nevertheless, Hollywood has taken this several steps farther. 
Hollywood disdains virginity and its leaders appear to regard illicit sex as more 
normal than pre-marital purity (Baehr 1998). In the view of many in the media, 
sleeping with prostitutes may be objectionable, but being a virgin is worthy of pon-
derous ridicule. It is not surprising that the Bible (Holy Bible, NIV, Isaiah 5:20, 
1979) speaks of calling “evil good and good evil.”

Poor Government Policies Regarding Welfare & Food Stamps

As if the factors already mentioned were not enough to substantially undermine the 
strength of the family, there is no question that the government contributes to the 
problem (Guner and Knowles 2009). There is no question that government policy 
influences a wide variety of family dynamics (Jeynes 2012b). The ease with which 
a person can qualify for welfare or food stamps from the government contributes to 
the weakening of the family. Two of the most prominent reasons, although certainly 
not the only ones, are as follows. First, nearly 50 % of all the people on welfare 
consistently started there as unwed teens (U.S. Department of Health & Human Ser-
vices 2010). It is one thing to have a safety net to support the injured, the diseased, 
and the suffering, but unfortunately so much more money could go to those who 
need it most, if the government did not provide so many loopholes so that people 
feel that they can easily break relationships because they know the government will 
support them. Second, the same phenomenon holds for those in a difficult marriage. 
There are many disputes in marriages that with a certain degree of love and humility 
can be worked out, especially for the sake of the children. However, divorce laws 
are often so loose and public assistance so easily procured that there is little incen-
tive to work out marital problems. Sadly, many couples later regret that they did not 
do more to try to save their marriages (Wallerstein 2005).
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Conclusion

A perusal of this chapter, as well as facing the everyday realities of family living, 
will no doubt lead many to conclude that there are many factors that work in con-
junction with one another to increase the likelihood that a family will break-up. 
However, one can hope that this chapter will enlighten numerous families to the po-
tency of these factors, internal ones and external ones, as well as positive and nega-
tives ones. To the extent that the strengthening ones are utilized and the weakening 
ones eschewed, the family in contemporary society can hopefully look forward to a 
future that is brighter than one sees now. The benefits of such a development could 
well be irrefutable and vast.
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Abstract  This chapter presents a mentoring model that as proven effective in fos-
tering healthy family development. It examines how dependent spirituality, one 
which responds to the Spirit, undergirds the effectiveness of an integrated strategy 
for mentoring family heads. This analysis contains a review of the interest in inde-
pendent or generic spirituality, which excludes reliance upon the Spirit.

The chapter also includes a comparison of the two approaches to spirituality and 
a summarization of the advantages that dependent spirituality has over independent 
in mentoring efficacy.

The second half of the chapter contains four categories of competency for men-
tors and concludes with problematic mentoring or dilemmas.

The overall goal is to demonstrate that the Spirit functions as the best agent of 
family health and transformation. The mentor who learns to depend more upon Him 
gains the best results.

Keywords  Family · Mentoring · Parenting · Spirituality

Today the need is great for authentic mentors who genuinely seek to establish and 
maintain caring relationships with those desiring spiritual moms and dads. Through-
out my 35 years of ministry, I have observed how divorce and other adversities have 
damaged family relationships, creating in many an affective void. As a result of 
this condition, an escalating number of people from hurting households are craving 
fulfilling relationships with wise parental substitutes who will faithfully facilitate 
healing and not betray trust.

Even those raised in healthy, functional homes can recognize the benefits of 
seeking wise direction and loving support from mentors’ life experiences. Most 
American families today live in a fast-paced culture where financial, vocational, so-
cial, moral, and various household responsibilities require informed decisions and 
plans, carefully implemented. Without the help of mentors, inexperienced family 
heads run the risk of making plans and taking actions that fail to consider harmful 



L. Selzer46

pitfalls. Mentors empower family leaders to navigate around these dangers by pro-
viding relevant insights, derived from life experience.

Wise mentors recognize the value of their guidance and support in assisting fam-
ily heads to foster healthy family development. Michael W. Galbraith and Norman 
H. Cohen affirm that “mentors gradually establish a collaborative and evolving rela-
tionship with mentorees for the purpose of enabling them to take appropriate risks, 
deal better with stress and uncertainty, develop more self-confidence, make more 
informed decisions, and attain immediate and future objectives” (1995, p. 6). Lauret 
A. Daloz also understands that heads of households should not pursue their dreams 
of family health in isolation; instead, they should seek the company of caring men-
tors who can provide enriching resources and encouragement for their journey of 
developmental discovery (1986).

For Daloz, this journey of developmental discovery encompasses a progressive 
apprehension of the value of self-sacrificing love for family health (1986, p. 139). 
A growing emotional maturity that manifests as a loving concern for the common 
good fortifies the family, making it more resilient to destructive agents. According 
to the Apostle Paul, whenever people learn to remove selfishness from their love 
and to consider the interests of others as an essential priority, they are traveling 
down a path of spiritual growth and development (e.g., Phil. 2:3–4).

Being in agreement with Daloz’s and Paul’s perspectives on love, this chapter 
will show how caring mentors can guide and encourage family heads to grow in 
spiritual maturity by practicing a self-sacrificing love which accentuates concern 
for the common good of the family. However, mentors need to detect those family 
heads who are inclined to receive the impact of mentors for the betterment of their 
families.

Family heads who neglect sound advice and fail to adequately cope with real-
world problems risk succumbing to cultural pressures that can overwhelm them. 
Galbraith believes that heads of households should establish a clear goal of one-to-
one mentoring, not only to assist them in preparing for needed change but also to 
motivate them into a collaborative relationship where they learn to become better 
decision makers (1991). Cohen and Galbraith explain that mentoring functions as 
“a pragmatic approach that helps mentees to successfully navigate the complex and 
rapid social and economic transitions that characterize our century” (1995, p. 5). 
Therefore, family heads who seek the guidance of mentors experience many advan-
tages over leaders who neglect or reject such assistance (cf. Murray 2001).

Spiritual Mentoring

Mentoring fundamentally consists of a relationship between someone with wisdom 
from life experiences and someone, usually younger, with a need for this under-
standing. Of course, mentoring may occur in a group, being not limited to one-to-
one relationships (Parks 1992).
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W. Brad Johnson and Charles Ridley explain that effective mentorships “are dy-
namic, reciprocal, personal relationships in which a more experienced person (men-
tor) acts as a guide, role model, teacher, and sponsor of a less experienced person” 
(Johnson and Ridley 2004, p. xv). Daloz adds that the goal of mentoring should be 
more than passing on a professional legacy but rather a transmission of wisdom for 
a transformation of the whole person (Daloz 1999, p. 18). When the wisdom that 
is imparted on this transformational journey bolsters the holistic development of a 
person, including one’s emotional and spiritual need for change, one can character-
ize the mentoring as spiritual.

The derivation of mentoring for holistic development originates from Greek 
fiction where Ulysses puts his son Telemachus under the tutelage of a sage named 
Mentor. Keith Anderson and Randy Reese believe that “Mentor’s task was to pro-
vide an education of soul and spirit as well as mind, an education in wisdom and 
not merely in information” (Anderson and Reese 1999, p. 35). They call this in-
structive relationship spiritual mentoring, since it focuses on the emotional and 
spiritual domains of a mentoree’s total development (1999). Daloz also recogniz-
es the value of a spiritual component to mentoring, noting that “both education 
and religion are centrally about growth of the spirit, and it is no accident that in 
less specialized societies healers, teachers, and priests are often the same person” 
(Daloz 1999, p. 103).

Although spiritual mentoring regards the importance of all the learning domains 
for transformational change, it devotes special attention to the development of the 
emotional and spiritual aspects of a person. The mentoring strategies chosen to 
achieve this goal of holistic development depend upon the perspective of the men-
tor regarding the meaning of spirituality. Mentors therefore need to decide whether 
or not to develop their understanding of spirituality from the insights of orthodox 
theology or somewhere else. I will examine the essence of spirituality in more detail 
later in the chapter.

To form a workable outlook for such a strategy or a mental model for methodol-
ogy, mentors should begin by recognizing that spiritual mentoring consists of two 
categories: independent and dependent. Upon arriving at some understanding re-
garding the meaning of spirituality, mentors can then decide which category should 
determine and guide the strategies and goals of their mentorships.

Independent spiritual mentoring professes to be self-sufficient, professionally 
competent, and free from any faith-based perspective to mentoring; whereas the 
dependent category requires a continual sensitivity and responsiveness to the Holy 
Spirit’s involvement in the mentoring process. Anderson and Reese describe the 
dependent category of spiritual mentoring as “a triadic relationship between mentor, 
mentoree, and the Holy Spirit,” where a mentoree can discover the wisdom relevant 
to his or her need “through the already present action of God” (Anderson and Reese 
1999, p. 12). These dependent mentorships function best within the boundaries of 
Christian ethics.

Although these independent and dependent categories differ in their depiction 
of subordination, they exhibit some similarities; for they are concerned both with 
solutions for heart issues which require caring relationships of authenticity and 
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with the establishment of trust (cf., Anderson and Reese 1999, p. 3). They also 
make the emotional and spiritual domains of a mentoree’s holistic development 
their priority.

This chapter explains more about these two categories later; but to illustrate 
better their differences now, two examples are shown here. First, as a representa-
tive of a more independent approach to spiritual mentoring, Carl Jung recognized 
a universal desire and need for a mentor with spiritual insight, “who appears at the 
appropriate time to assist a traveler on a transformational journey where insight, 
understanding, good advice, determination, planning, etc. are needed but cannot be 
mustered on one’s own” (Jung 1958, p. 71). Assuming that Jung mentored others in 
his profession, he probably relied upon his own understanding of psychotherapy to 
guide his protégés rather than to seek and utilize insights from practical theology. 
Furthermore, his capacity to illuminate his protégés for change was limited both by 
his self-reliance and by his own system of ethics. As a result of this independent 
approach to mentoring, some of Jung’s protégés could have struggles with their 
validation of his self-determined ability to help them legitimately. Joseph Campbell 
argues that mentorees can sometimes express fear and distrust within their mentor-
ships when their mentors display a self-reliant use of their own source of power to 
change them (Campbell 1949).

The apostle Paul serves as an example of a dependent spiritual mentor. Gor-
don Fee demonstrates how the Apostle Paul utilized “God’s empowering presence” 
in his mentoring relationship with Timothy and others (e.g., Fee 1994, pp. 758–
761). Fee points out that Paul also fulfilled a group mentoring role by assisting the 
churches of Galatia with the Spirit’s aid “to see how love, peace, gentleness, self-
denial, and goodness, for example, work out in everyday life” (Fee 1994, p. 460). 
John Barclay summarizes that a primary goal of any service which depends upon 
the Spirit consists of guiding and encouraging “the bearing of one another’s burdens 
to fulfill Christ’s law of love” (Barclay 1988, p. 146, cf., Gal. 6:2).

The Apostle Paul therefore exemplifies how mentors should rely upon the Spirit 
and the Holy Scriptures in mentorships and how they should function within the 
boundaries of Christian ethics, where “God’s glory is their purpose, the Spirit is 
their power, love is the principle, and Christ in the pattern” (Fee 1994, p. 463). This 
chapter demonstrates some of the advantages that this dependent approach has over 
other independent forms in mentoring family heads effectively for healthy family 
development.

A Mental Model for Spiritual Mentoring

This chapter utilizes the mental model of a bridge to make it easier for readers to 
understand the whole process of mentoring family heads for the betterment of their 
families (see Fig. 1). The bridge consists of five girders that support a five-lane 
road. These horizontal beams are upheld by four columns attached to piles that are 
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driven into bedrock under the water of ignorance and confusion. The road is formed 
from four large sections that fit together in consecutive order to complete the deck 
of the bridge. The bridge spans from pier A to pier B.

The horizontal portion of the bridge represents the strategy of mentoring family 
heads from where they are (pier A) to where they need to be (pier B)—to become 
more effective representatives and loving leaders of their families. The five-lane 
road signifies the five primary learning domains—affective, cognitive, volitional, 
behavioral, and spiritual. A complete mentoring strategy must include all five do-
mains to provide the range of possible solutions necessary to manage the complex 
and multidimensional problems that mentors often encounter today. The mentoring 
strategy that incorporates all learning domains for holistic wellbeing is called inte-
grated mentoring in this chapter.

The five-lane highway of the bridge is composed of four sections that portray the 
four-stage strategy for the integrated mentoring of family heads—“initiation, culti-
vation, separation, and redefinition” (Johnson and Ridley 2004, p. 81). These four 
stages delineate the consecutive order of different objectives that can be achieved 
within the duration of mentoring.

Fig. 1   The mental model of the bridge of mentoring demonstrating. How the whole process of 
mentoring helps families 
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The five girders of the bridge denote the mentor’s use of dependent spiritu-
ality for each of the learning domains. This chapter will explain the meaning of 
dependent spirituality and disclose its many advantages over independent spiritual-
ity. The four columns that support these girders depict four categories of compe-
tency for mentors—spirituality, understanding the affects of context, mentoring and 
coaching skills, and the proper utilization of ten mentoring agents, which includes 
an accurate feedback process for continual evaluation and improvement.

The four columns of mentoring competency are anchored to four piles driven 
into bedrock. The bedrock represents wise principles and core values developed 
from a sound belief system. The pilings signify the mentor’s devotion to wisdom 
and core values as they relate to each of the categories of competency. For in-
stance, a mentor’s spirituality must be based upon the truth derived from a reliable 
source. For the Christian mentor, the Bible constitutes the basis for the core values 
and spiritual understanding of effective mentoring. When properly understood, 
the Bible is the Bedrock that supports both the mentor and the whole mentoring 
strategy.

This chapter presents Christian mentoring as its primary means of ministering 
spiritually and effectively to families. The importance of Christian mentoring as a 
methodology for ministry requires a clear definition. Bobb Biehl describes Chris-
tian mentoring as “a lifelong relationship, in which a mentor helps a protégé reach 
her or his God-given potential” (1996, p. 19). Paul Stanley and Robert Clinton de-
fine mentoring as “a relational experience in which one person empowers another 
by sharing God-given resources” (1992, p. 38). Mentoring comprises a caring re-
lationship where spiritual parents impart God-given wisdom from life experiences 
and other sources of learning to help guide and equip mentorees in their journey to 
fulfill their purposeful callings.

I have divided this chapter into two major portions. The strategy for inte-
grated mentoring—the horizontal part of the bridge—will be the first portion to 
be examined, encompassing sections on the four-stage strategy, the five primary 
learning domains, and the undergirdings of dependent spirituality. The topic of 
dependent spirituality will include studies on the wide interest in “generic” spiri-
tuality, the meaning of independent and dependent spiritualities, and the impor-
tance of mentoring with dependent spirituality. The second portion—the vertical 
columns of the bridge—will scrutinize the four categories of competency for 
mentors and address the need for mentors who use a dependable source of bed-
rock wisdom and knowledge. This chapter ends with some mentoring dilemmas 
and conclusions.

I will attempt to show in this chapter that the Holy Spirit functions as the best 
agent of transformation, whether His activities are more direct, or indirect through 
people or giftings. As a result, the most effective spiritual mentoring requires the 
mentor’s ability to depend upon the Spirit for the transformation of family heads 
and their families.
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The Mentoring Strategy

The Four-Stage Strategy for the Integrated Mentoring 
of Family Heads

All types of mentoring follow a life cycle. Experts differ on how many stages 
should be identified. Most contend that mentoring requires a minimum of three 
stages. For example, Howard and William Hendricks recognize three: “definition, 
development, and departure” (1995, p. 218). This chapter’s working plan selects 
Brad Johnson’s and Charles R. Ridley’s four-stage model: “initiation, cultivation, 
separation, and redefinition” (2004, p. 81). Awareness of mentoring stages, no mat-
ter how they are identified, enhances successful relationships, since it assists part-
ners to anticipate and utilize the particular dynamics associated with each stage.

A mentoring design that incorporates an understanding of these stages helps 
family heads to achieve important learning goals. The process begins with the “ini-
tiation” stage. The proper pairing of mentors with mentorees—consisting of family 
heads—constitutes the first task of this stage. In a church context, mentorees are 
drawn to mentors who exemplify the eight components of Christian spirituality. 
These mentors may include pastoral staff, elders, and other church leaders who de-
sire to share their life experiences to assist families. Family heads who persistently 
seek the assistance of spiritual mentors will eventually find it, if they rely upon the 
Lord for guidance.

In the initiation stage, mentors and mentorees set the groundwork for the learn-
ing process. Mentoring partners seek to clarify their mutual expectations, agree on 
the duration of the relationship, and settle the ground rules. Also during this time 
partners mutually delineate biblically-based purposes and establish core values to 
provide guidelines for the process. Guidance in volitional and affective learning 
likewise starts here, as mentors help family heads become more open and respon-
sive to the motivational dynamics of the love of God. However, the primary respon-
sibility for responsiveness and perseverance through the learning process belongs 
to the mentoree (cf. Stanley and Clinton 1992, p. 43).

In the second stage, “cultivation,” all the essential elements of the learning pro-
cess are brought into alignment by a type of systems thinking. These components 
include: (1) giving careful contextual consideration; (2) using core values to es-
tablish the integrity of the process; (3) utilizing biblically-based learning tasks to 
achieve needed learning objectives; (4) evaluating learning with an honest and valid 
feedback system for continual improvements; (5) defining both the primary learn-
ing goal and the learning objectives necessary to achieve various aspects of this 
goal; (6) selecting and implementing any of the other supportive agents of family 
transformation mentioned later in this chapter.

Mentors in this stage need to understand the importance of context in the learn-
ing process. Lois Zachary defines context “as the circumstances, conditions, and 
centralizing forces that affect how we connect, interact with, and learn from one 
another” (2000, p. 29). Context can hinder or enhance leadership development and 
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spiritual formation in the Christian family. It influences motives, affects emotions, 
and colors perceptions and understanding. Overlooking this important factor dra-
matically hinders mentoring’s appeal, inclusivity, duration, goals, methodology, 
feedback, vision formation, and Christian relevance. Effective mentors intention-
ally develop contextual sensitivity, which aids in discerning the types of relational 
operations appropriate for each situation. Sensitive mentors design their sessions by 
giving a careful, balanced consideration to both the context and the content of their 
mentoring throughout the four stages.

While mentors practice contextual sensitivity, they guide family heads to dis-
cover and use learning tasks which provide guidelines—under the direction of the 
Spirit—to define and achieve learning objectives. These tasks refer to the active 
steps required to meet a specific learning objective. For the purpose of this chapter, 
a learning objective describes how to achieve one aspect of the primary learning 
goal—holistic leadership development for family heads. Learning tasks consist of 
learning disciplines that assist family leaders to fulfill their responsibilities, includ-
ing the need to satisfy their mentoring obligations so the appropriate learning pro-
cess can occur. The Holy Spirit uses His learning objectives to lead family heads 
by grace toward the goal fulfillment of family transformation. For instance, His use 
of mentors to guide family leaders to discover and utilize certain communication 
skills serves to reduce misunderstandings and enhance the verbal and non-verbal 
expressions of love within the family. Learning how to implement these skills to 
achieve this learning objective illustrates the planned use of learning tasks. The 
Spirit directs this process and empowers mentorees to perceive, assess, believe, and 
act in ways that achieve necessary learning objectives, those which encompasses all 
the aspects of the journey toward reaching the primary learning goal.

The third stage of integrated mentoring entails “separation.” Since mentors and 
mentorees should have already reached a termination agreement during the initia-
tion phase, they should be able to end their relationship smoothly, concluding on a 
positive note. Sometimes an extension is renegotiated, but mentors should always 
make themselves available for any further assistance. During this phase, mentors 
and mentorees should plan not only to review and evaluate learning accomplish-
ments but also celebrate any achievements.

The fourth stage encompasses a re-definitional transition. Here the mentorship 
changes into more of a friendship of peers—a relationship of co-mentors. The par-
ticipants may go their separate ways or re-establish another mentoring relationship, 
on more equal terms. Mentors should strive to train mature, family heads into co-
mentors, who function as facilitators for the Spirit’s maturation process of other 
family leaders. In this way, the original mentor can perceive the mentorees of his or 
her mentoree as spiritual grandchildren.

Both Christian mentors and mentorees have responsibilities throughout all four 
stages to rely upon the Spirit and the Bible for leading and empowering the learn-
ing process. The Spirit determines ultimately how to manage the discovery process, 
selects the required learning tasks and objectives, and activates the grace available 
to transform Christian family heads and their families through Christ’s resurrection 
power. The Spirit is the key agent of learning, regeneration, and transformation 
within the Christian mentoring process of discovery, trust and love.
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The Five Learning Domains for Strategic Integrated 
Mentoring

Integrated mentoring constitutes a relational process of helping a mentoree discover 
pertinent truths that incorporate inputs from all the learning domains. It highlights 
a combination of five primary domains—spiritual, affective, cognitive, volitional, 
and behavioral learning—to counter the multidimensional problems that can con-
front contemporary families (see fig. 2).

The historian Catherine Albanese (2001) presents a four-dimensional model. She 
suggests that the spirituality of “knowing the divine” is required for healthy family 
development. Her model contains the following four dominant ways people can 
learn about the divine for assistance in purposeful living: “knowing through the 
body,” which includes religious practices; “knowing through the heart,” which fo-
cuses on experiential affect; “knowing through the will,” which centers on social 

Fig. 2   Five learning domains for strategic integrated mentoring
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justice; and “knowing through the mind.” Since all four provide knowledge of the 
divine from different learning perspectives, she regards not only each domain as 
spiritual but also the total collection of ways to learn as spiritual. Although Alba-
nese’s model contains spiritual learning throughout her four primary domains, I 
prefer to include spiritual learning as a fifth domain, for the sake of simplicity.

The five-domain model of integrated mentoring presented in this section consti-
tutes the strategic learning paradigm that enables family heads to lead their house-
holds into holistic health. It functions as a five-lane highway across the bridge of 
mentoring strategy, since it includes all the types of learning needed to counter the 
complexity of problems encountered by mentors.

The first domain to be examined is spiritual learning, which can become one 
of the most important domains to consider for holistic health. A person’s spirit is 
the place of “an inner life with God that transforms the heart and builds deeply in-
grained habits of virtue” (Foster 1998, p. 8). According to Mark A. Laaser, the spiri-
tual regeneration and learning that can occur in the believer’s spirit constitutes the 
primary means of progressively removing selfishness, which he considers the root 
of most family problems (2005, pp. 86–88). From many years of pastoral ministry, 
I have also concluded that the goal of holistic health and vitality for the Christian 
family cannot be reached without both spiritual learning and the activity of the Holy 
Spirit—His “washing of regeneration and renewing” (Titus 3:5, NASB)—taking 
place in the spirit of the family head who believes.

Although this input from the spiritual domain of learning serves an essential 
function in the family development process, holistic health also requires learning 
from the other four domains of integrated mentoring—affective, cognitive, voli-
tional, and behavioral. Following are some suggestions on how a mentor can train 
family heads by using all five domains.

First, spiritual training at its core educates family heads on how to develop their 
devotional life with Jesus, which includes training in the spiritual disciplines—like 
prayer and meditation of Scripture. Spiritual learning also involves both the teach-
ing of biblical principles of individual and family maturity and the exhorting of 
family heads to apply these principles to their lives. As they learn to cooperate with 
the Spirit by yielding to His inner activities and His truth, they and their families can 
experience more of the Spirit’s transformational change. As mentors guide these 
leaders through this process, they establish a biblical basis upon which learning 
from the other domains can be built. They also assist family leaders to learn more 
directly from Scripture, so they can personally receive constant feedback for con-
tinual improvements.

Learning from the spiritual domain includes discovering how to recognize the 
wide diversity of divine communications that usually comes first to the believer’s 
spirit; from there these divine inputs influence his or her emotions, cognitions, 
will, and behavior. The process of training family heads to receive divine guid-
ance in an atmosphere of different types of prayer is often called spiritual direc-
tion. For instance, after a prayer of faith, a specific Bible reference can come 
into a believer’s mind—after entering his or her spirit—and when it is located 
and read, it provides the exact insight necessary to make the best decision for 
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the family. Mentors have been using spiritual direction for centuries, especially 
within certain religious orders of the Roman Catholic Church (cf. Dyckman and 
Carroll 1981; Edwards 2001).

God also gives spiritual gifts to the spirit of believers. Richard J. Foster points 
out that spiritual learning includes the receiving of charisms of wisdom, discern-
ment, miracles, and healings (1985, pp. 9–10). He defines a charism as “a divinely 
inspired spiritual gift that God bestows upon individuals for the good of the com-
munity of faith and the advancement of the kingdom of God upon the earth” (1998, 
p. 9). From his perspective, charisms equip family heads with divinely powerful 
resources to help them fulfill their family responsibilities.

Second, cognitive learning pertains not only to the renewal of the mind—through 
faith in the transforming of the Word of God and the Spirit (cf. Rom. 12:2)—but 
also to the discipline of one’s thoughts through wise reflection and intentional rejec-
tion of inappropriate cognitions, which are destructive to the family.

Third, volitional education encompasses biblical instruction on receiving divine 
guidance, surrendering to God’s will, and trusting in His promises. As a result, fam-
ily leaders can address selfishness and self-will, learning each day to recognize and 
remove some of them through faith in the Spirit’s leading and empowerment (cf. 
Gal. 5:16–18). The Spirit frees the Christian to choose to serve one another through 
love, rather than deciding to act selfishly (cf. Gal. 5:13).

Fourth, affective learning encourages the building of loving and healthy relation-
ships between spouses, parents and their children, brothers and sisters, and between 
men and women in the Christian community. It teaches families how to abide in 
peace, love and joy within these relationships. It also includes forms of training to 
assist family heads to receive inner healing for past wounds, which can hinder the 
development of healthy and vital family relationships.

Finally, behavioral learning could consist of the establishment of a mentoring 
policy of mutual accountability, with clear directives regarding honest and accurate 
personal assessments and feedback for needed improvements. Mentors and their 
mentorees must carefully align their actions with their core values and purposes for 
the family, so they can actively progress toward the fulfillment of objectives for the 
continual improvement of their families. For example, parents must learn to replace 
hurtful words spoken in haste with instructive and uplifting words spoken in love. 
They should also celebrate the consistent achievement of learning tasks which co-
operate and correlate with the Spirit’s development of the family.

Interest in Spirituality for Holistic Maturity

As interest in organized religion is declining in America, interest in spirituality is 
growing (Fuller 2001; Griffith 2004). Charles Taylor explains that a “culture of 
authenticity” inspires many today to strive to understand one’s own identity and 
unique purpose in life. Those who seek credible answers often resist conformity to 
any model imposed upon them from outside by a religious authority (Taylor 2002, 
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p. 83). However, they recognize that their identity as humans includes a spiritual 
component. According to Kathleen A. Mahoney, findings from national surveys in-
dicate that a majority of college students strongly desire to become more engaged 
in their own spiritual journey (2001).

The younger generations need mentors who will guide them in the process of 
self-discovery and personal purpose (Jacobi 1991). Some mentors believe that the 
ideal learning organization—“mentoring community”—is the college campus, 
“where faculty, professionals, and fellow students play a role in helping students 
find meaning in their lives” (Braskamp 2007, p. 2). Larry A. Braskamp argues that 
“colleges will only succeed in effectively fostering truly holistic development when 
faculty address the issues of meaning, purpose, religion, spiritual and moral growth 
along with academic learning in the classroom and in their relationships with stu-
dents, when the opportunities to do so are appropriate” (2007, p. 2). Even though 
campuses can become important learning organizations, Christian mentors claim 
that the church can develop into the most trustworthy mentoring community.

Whether heads of families learn how to develop healthy family relationships 
from mentors in churches or on campuses, they must come to understand that ho-
listic development requires spiritual learning (cf. Schmidt 2005; Vogel 1991). To 
achieve holistic maturity, family leaders must include spiritual learning with cogni-
tive, behavioral, affective, and volitional learning.

Christian mentors often regard the spiritual domain as having central signifi-
cance, since spiritual issues “lie at the core of the journey” (Daloz 1999, p. 251). 
Daloz argues that if educators are to properly regard the developmental needs of 
students as whole people, they must include spiritual learning (1996, p. 130). He 
explains that mentors should not separate the spirit from the intellect, but, instead, 
recognize that they are intimately intertwined—that “developing one depends pro-
foundly on developing the other” (1999, p. 257). Linda Vozel (1991) also points out 
the importance of guiding adult seekers along a meaningful, cognitive, and spiritual 
journey, so they can progress more quickly and more deeply in transformational 
maturity. Mentors, therefore, must learn how to serve seekers of spirituality by lead-
ing them through the process of spiritual discovery.

Generic and Independent Spirituality

Does spiritual effectiveness for family health require a dependence upon the Spirit? 
Is there a generic form of spirituality which can be used to help the family, even 
though it divorces itself from a submissive relationship to the Spirit? Can generic 
spirituality exist—can a person be spiritual but not religious? These are the ques-
tions I will attempt to answer in this section.

Some reject the concept of generic spirituality, arguing that all forms of spiri-
tuality have some type of religious basis for interpreting spiritual experiences 
(Wuthnow 1998, 2003). Nevertheless, many on today’s campuses claim to have 
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discovered how to be spiritual without being religious (Bender 2004). Others assert 
that students’ attempts to exclude various religious traditions from their spirituality 
merely substitute one religion with another. For instance, some experts challenge 
the authenticity of self-generated and non-religious spirituality. They claim that 
even though such spiritual seekers fail to participate within religious communities, 
they still can hold a religious viewpoint which can shape their perspective of spiri-
tuality (Albanese 2006; Bender 2004; Griffith 2004; Schmidt 2003).

The answer to the question regarding whether or not a person can be simulta-
neously spiritual and non-religious depends upon an acceptable definition of both 
spirituality and religion. However, the complexity of the widely diverse characteris-
tics and historical usages of these terms makes it impossible to formulate definitions 
which have unanimous agreement. Courtney Bender concludes that “definitions of 
religion and spirituality are porous, historically variable, marked by varieties of evi-
dent and implicit theological understandings, and always remain open to the charge 
that they are either too general or too specific” (2004, p. 1).

The support for the existence of generic spirituality is weak, because of the dif-
ficulty of defining religion. For instance, most would agree that Christianity is a 
religion, and Marxism is not. Yet, the often-quoted theologian, Dietrich Bonhoef-
fer, describes an ideal Christianity as “religionless,” where a person’s call to faith 
constituted more than religion—i.e., it was a call of Jesus “not to a new religion, 
but to life” (Zerner 1984, p. 169). Bonhoeffer’s understanding of a “religionless 
Christianity” corresponds well with the distinction between faith and religion found 
in the works of Karl Barth and Martin Luther. Luther even argues that faith derives 
from the spirit and religion from the flesh, thereby perceiving faith as spiritual but 
religion as carnal. Furthermore, Andrew Kerr Rule notes that some define religion 
with such indefiniteness that they would include Marxism as a religion—in spite 
of its fervent repudiation of religion (1984, p. 931). In light of this, it is unlikely 
for anyone to define religion in a universally acceptable way. Consequently, the 
existence of generic spirituality remains unresolved; for as long as more specific 
and definite definitions are questionable, the actuality of non-religious spirituality 
remains ambiguous.

Because of this difficulty with semantics, it is wise to circumvent the concept 
of generic or non-religious spirituality, and replace it with independent spirituality. 
From this perspective, the determination of whether or not a form of spirituality 
is religious becomes non-essential to the more relevant issue—whether people’s 
sensitivity and responsiveness in their spirits to the spiritual realm and its dynam-
ics involve their dependence or independence with regard to the Holy Spirit. As a 
result, a person who prefers independent spirituality purposefully seeks to utilize 
knowledge of spiritual dynamics learned from sources separate from the Spirit and 
from the divine revelation of the Bible.

For example, William James in his Variation of Religious Experiences under-
stood spirituality as independent and pragmatic. For him, the authenticity of spiri-
tual experiences must be tested by the pragmatic consequences of personal belief 
(1902). From his viewpoint, special experiences of individuals “in their solitude”—
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their spirituality—can be explained and interpreted by applying psychological 
knowledge, rather than accepting biblical explanations without practical evidence 
of their validity.

Many who could be classified as independently spiritual seek to utilize the spiri-
tual dynamics of love and compassion to better themselves and to help the per-
sonal development of others and their families. They usually attempt this altruism 
by utilizing their own understanding, rather than by relying upon either the Spirit 
or His divine revelation. Using this form of self-sufficient spirituality can benefit 
families temporally, but fails to adequately prepare them for eternity. By resisting 
both a dependence upon the Spirit and a submission to His will—as revealed in the 
Bible—those who manifest merely an independent spirituality forfeit all the eternal 
benefits that come from a “a unity of the Spirit” in the prefect bond of Christ’s love 
and peace (cf. Eph. 4:3; Col. 3:14–15).

Examples of Independent Spirituality

Recent history contains a variety of examples of individuals from diverse back-
grounds who exemplify independent spirituality—especially as it relates to unfail-
ing love. For instance, Mitch Albom’s Tuesdays wth Morrie contains a segment 
where the dying professor, Morrie Schwartz, explains life as a “tension of oppo-
sites” where “love always wins” (1997, p. 40). Albom conveys here his independent 
spirituality by communicating the validity of unfailing love as a spiritual dynamic 
for man’s betterment, but he does so in a manner intentionally free from reliance 
upon the Holy Spirit for that perfect love.

Victor Frankl, a survivor of Auschwitz, serves as another example of a spiritual 
man who helped families heal and develop maturity by utilizing the dynamic of 
love. By using an existential process called Logo-therapy, he guided families to 
discover the meaning of love, work, death, suffering, and life (1969). For him, all 
people have a spiritual dimension which enables them to gain an appreciation of the 
value of love and purpose in their lives (1962). As families gained a better compre-
hension of revealed meaning in their lives, Frankl could guide them to use love to 
develop relationships and make better decisions (1978).

Even though Frankl did not utilize a Christian perspective in his therapy, much 
of his perception and thinking on how love weaves life’s experiences into a fabric 
of meaning were compatible with Judeo-Christian theology (Tweedie 1961). Frankl 
exhibited an independence in his spirituality, for he neither appeared to acknowl-
edge the Holy Spirit as the “Weaver of love” nor did he depend upon the Spirit for 
Jesus’ regenerative transformation. Nevertheless, his apperception not only of the 
value of love and of meaning in life but also his attempts to utilize his spiritual 
perceptivity to guide people along a journey of purposeful development clearly con-
stituted a valuable spirituality. As a result, the spirituality of his therapy provides 
important temporal benefits for families.
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A final example of independent spirituality is surprisingly found in the works 
of Erich Fromm, an avowed Marxist and dialectic humanist. He argued that hu-
man beings show both a need for transcendence (to rise above animal behavior by 
being productive in love) and a need for an existential form of reference (a way 
of finding meaning in a world where society can pervert personality) (Mclemore 
1985). It is unclear whether Fromm acknowledged these needs as spiritual in 
nature, but he did recognize them as necessary for holistic health, which includes 
spiritual well-being.

Fromm’s perception and practices were spiritual, but they were independent of 
the Spirit and any other part of Christian theology, which he repudiated. Both his 
understanding of the power of unselfish love in the development of family relation-
ships and his desire to practice it—while attempting to motivate others to follow his 
example—revealed a perceptivity and responsiveness to the spiritual dynamic of 
unselfish love (1956). This understanding and desire demonstrated his independent 
form of spirituality.

Fromm’s rejection of Christianity limited the effectiveness of his work, for it 
forced him not only to arbitrarily determine the characteristics and distinctives of 
holistic health and goodness but also to exclude from his therapy the actual means 
to love unselfishly and live vibrantly—through the regenerative power of the Spirit 
in Christ. So, even though the spirituality of Fromm’s work guided families to es-
tablish valuable spiritual goals, his refusal to rely upon the Spirit prevented him 
from helping them to fully obtain these goals.

The Dependence of Christian Spirituality

Christian Spirituality (CS) consists of a perceptivity and responsiveness to the 
spirit realm and its dynamics—as revealed by the divine revelation of the Bible, 
and as activated, operated, empowered, and guided by the Holy Spirit. Similar 
to independent spirituality, CS acknowledges that a person’s spirit contains the 
potential for this spiritual sensitivity. Yet, unlike independent spirituality, CS re-
mains dependent upon the Spirit; is Christ-centered rather than human-centered; 
relies upon the finished work of Christ’s substitutional death, resurrection, and 
ascension; and strives by grace to find and fulfill God’s callings. CS uses wisdom 
from above to assist the seeker to take the downward path of humility to fulfill 
the upward call of God, while growing “in the grace and knowledge of our Lord” 
(2 Pet. 3:18, NASB).

By a mystical union with Christ’s Spirit through faith in Jesus’ identity, a Chris-
tian potentially shines as a spiritual lamp of Jesus’ love and resurrection life. As a 
result of this union in Christ, and this dependence upon the Spirit, CS offers count-
less advantages beyond what can come from its independent counterpart (cf. Nou-
wen 1996).
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Ministering with Dependent Spiritually

To spiritually minister to family heads begins with a workable understanding of 
ministry. From a Christian perspective, ministering ideally means to render personal 
service according to the pattern of wisdom and self-giving exemplified by Jesus 
(Lk. 22:27). Jesus taught that ministering as servant-leaders for the good of the 
community constitutes the only path of authentic greatness (Mk. 9:35, 10:44). A pri-
mary Greek word used in the New Testament (NT) to convey this form of ministry 
is diakoneo, the word from which “deacon” is derived. The Early Church, therefore, 
expected her deacons to be servant-leaders.

A growing number of religious and secular leaders have rediscovered the val-
ue of servant-leadership. Robert K. Greenleaf, a former AT&T executive, in The 
Power of Servant Leadership provides eight essays on the value of servant-lead-
ership in a variety of institutions or human organizations, including the family 
(1998). Fred Kofman and Peter M. Senge present servant-leaders as those “who 
lead because they chose to serve, both to serve one another and to serve a higher 
purpose” (1995, p. 35). For them, servant-leadership constitutes a combination 
not only of the idealism of strong beliefs in the dignity and self-worth of human-
ity but also of the pragmatism of respected leadership which inspires confidence 
in those led (1995).

Servant-leadership of family heads requires lifelong learning on how to serve in 
germane and applicable ways. Servant-leaders who attempt to develop their effec-
tiveness continually need someone or something to empower and direct the learning 
process. The potency of this guidance depends upon the reliability and validity of 
the principle of learning.

To minister spiritually requires a sensitivity and responsiveness to both the Spir-
it’s external and internal activity. Leaders who minister to their families by relying 
upon the Spirit’s direction and empowerment have a great advantage over those 
who do not. The degree that a head of a household depends upon the Spirit deter-
mines his or her ministry proficiency to the family, thereby pragmatically demon-
strating that person’s level of Christian or dependent spirituality.

The Four Categories of Competency for Mentors

The Mentor’s Spirituality

CS for mentors contains many fundamental components. Being able to help fami-
lies more permanently and comprehensively requires a better understanding of these 
components, so the Christian mentor can learn how to develop into a more effective 
vessel of God’s spiritual presence and activity. Drs. J. Robert and Richard W. Clin-
ton (1991) divide CS into eight components: centrality, interiority, exteriority, spirit 
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sensitivity, uniqueness of giftedness, community interaction, fruitfulness of Christ-
likeness, and progressive development throughout life. These eight fundamental 
components of spirituality constitutes the first column of mentoring competency, 
which was shown in the introduction’s mental model.

The first of the eight components, “centrality,” focuses on a believer’s connec-
tion with the person and work of Christ Jesus (1991, Ch. 4, p. 8). According to the 
Apostle Paul, all authentic Christians are joined to Christ, by being “baptized into 
His body,” and by being “made to drink of one Spirit” (1 Cor. 12:3, NASB). Paul 
considered all Christians to be members of Christ’s body—the Church—each given 
a divinely designated function, “for the building up of itself in love” (Eph. 4:16, 
NASB).

CS, therefore, starts and ends with Jesus, the one who begins and perfects trans-
formational change in all those linked to Him by grace and through faith. James 
M. Houston concludes that “Christian spirituality is the outworking, then, of the 
grace of God in the soul of man, beginning with conversion to conclusion in death 
or Christ’s Second Advent” (1984, p. 1047). The Christian’s mystical union with 
Christ through faith entails a connection where the Spirit of Christ indwells each 
believer and provides him or her with a position “in Christ,” certifiable by the Spirit 
himself (cf. Rm. 8:16). The Christians’ position of being “in Christ” and the condi-
tion of Christ dwelling in them, divinely validates their identity as people of the 
Spirit—spiritual people.

The theologian Gordon D. Fee describes the spiritual person as “the person with 
the Spirit” (1994, p. 108). He interprets the Apostle Paul’s concept of spirituality in 1 
Corinthians 2:14–16 to simply mean having the indwelling of the Spirit. Since God 
by His grace sovereignly established this “centrality” component of spirituality as a 
position in His Son, He designates all true believers as spiritual. Charles K. Barrett 
contrasted this form of spirituality with the “natural” or “soulish” man, who has not 
received the Holy Spirit because of his unbelief in the gospel of Christ (1968, p. 77).

The second component of CS, “interiority,” refers to the journey where believers 
give “attention to the life of the Spirit” in them (Nouwen 1972, p. 107). This aspect 
of CS “includes the capacity to develop a discerning heart among the many voic-
es and motivations within and to determine which aspirations are seeded there by 
God” (Shawchuck and Heuser 1993, p. 120). It involves “one’s conscious inner per-
ception of an on-going experiential relationship with God and the activities which 
stimulate that relationship” (Clinton and Clinton 1991, Ch. 4, p. 11). The spiritual 
disciplines—such as prayer, fasting, meditation of Holy Scripture, etc.—stimulate 
sensitivity and cooperate with grace for growth in this relationship. Faithfulness to 
the spiritual disciplines not only demonstrates interior spirituality but also provides 
a means of expressing it (Nouwen 1981, 1989).

The third component, “exteriority,” ascribes to spirituality “the outward testi-
mony to the inner life.” It consists of “a lifestyle, a spiritual tone that others sense 
and see which is consistent with the inner depth being experienced” (Clinton and 
Clinton 1991, Ch. 4, p. 13). It becomes a way of life which manifests Jesus (cf. 
Foster 1988). As Richard J. Foster explains, “We are to be the dwelling place of the 



L. Selzer62

Holy Spirit, making the reality of God visible and manifest everywhere we go and 
in everything we do” (1998, p. 251).

The spiritual dimensions of interiority and exteriority correlate with each other. 
These two characterize a practical side of CS, as the inner life expresses itself out-
wardly in faithfulness and acts of love. Grace empowers believers both to discover 
the divine revelation of their spiritual identity in Christ and to live out this truth by 
a life of faith that corresponds directly with it. In light of this, Christians ascertain 
who they are—spiritual people—and then, by faith act in a way consistent to this 
vision or revelation.

Sensitivity to the Spirit constitutes another essential component of spirituality, 
for it includes “the believer’s comprehension of Spirit activity” (Clinton and Clin-
ton 1991, Ch. 4, p. 27). The Spirit reveals to believers “the things freely given” to 
them by God (cf. 1 Cor. 2:12, NASB); but to the natural man—one without the Spir-
it—these revelations are rejected as foolishness, because the necessary discernment 
comes from the Spirit (1 Cor. 2:14). Norman Shawchuck explains that “spirituality 
is the means by which we develop an awareness of the presence of the loving Lord 
in our lives, and the processes by which we keep that awareness alive and vital, to 
the end that we become formed in the Spirit of Christ” (1993, p. 119).

True believers, by virtue of the presence of the Spirit within them, receive a 
clearer discernment into the nature of both family problems and their solutions. The 
spiritual person utilizes the Spirit’s assistance “to consider and appraise all things 
because he is not only inspired to understand what he sees; he is also furnished with 
the moral standard by which all things may be measured” (Barrett 1968, p. 77). 
Much of spirituality consists of discernment by the Spirit, who clearly imparts the 
necessary understanding as it is needed (cf. Fee 1994; Shawchuck and Heuser 1993).

Another component of spirituality refers to a certain giftedness which entails a 
charismatic uniqueness. In one of his letters, the Apostle Paul points out this aspect 
by correlating those with a prophetic giftedness with those who are spiritual (1 
Cor. 14:37). Fee agrees that spiritual people and individuals manifesting the Spirit 
through charismatic gifts are closely linked (1994, p. 259).

The Apostle Paul uses the word “spiritual” ( pneumatikos) to associate a person 
of the Spirit with a person who manifests the presence of the Spirit through some 
charismatic gift like prophecy (cf. 1 Cor. 12:7–10). He understands “spiritual” to 
describe not only one who has the Spirit (positional spirituality), but also one who 
can outwardly respond to Him (practical spirituality) through a spiritual gift used 
“for the profit of all” (1 Cor. 12:7, NKJV).

CS cannot develop in isolation nor can it exist in separation from the common 
good of the community. The believer’s spiritual union with Christ (cf. 1 Cor. 6:17) 
also includes a union with all others in whom the Spirit dwells (cf. Rom. 8:9–11; 
1 Cor. 12:13). In light of this, CS must embody a communal context. For instance, 
in Galatians (6:1–5), Paul shows that those who are spiritual should restore to fel-
lowship those caught in trespasses, as they demonstrate authentic love to the peni-
tent through their burden bearing (cf. vv. 1–2). They “sow to the Spirit” (Gal. 6:8, 
NASB) by taking advantages of opportunities to do “good to all men” (Gal. 6:10). 
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This horizontal accountability demonstrated in the Christian church through burden 
bearing constitutes another key component of spirituality—community.

As a fundamental requirement for healthy family development, communal 
spirituality provides a sense of connectedness with and a responsibility for others, 
especially those who belong to the church family (cf. Gal. 6:7–10). The educa-
tor Laurent Daloz refers to this loving concern for the common good—rather than 
merely for ones own benefit—a “constructive engagement with otherness” (1986, 
p. 139). Henri J. Nouwen describes it as the spiritual journey of “the way of the 
heart” (1981). Spiritual Christians, therefore, demonstrate their communal spiri-
tuality not only by family restoration and development, “but they must go beyond 
that by ‘bearing one another’s burdens,’ lifting the load of the weak and needy, as it 
were” (Fee 1994, p. 463). The Spirit empowers and guides this love for the family 
in its communal context.

“Fruitfulness,” another chief component of spirituality, consists of a process for 
growth in Christ-like characteristics, which manifest themselves in integrity and in 
effective service to others (Clinton and Clinton 1991). The Apostle Paul calls this 
creation of the likeness of Christ in character and function “the fruit of the Spirit” 
(Gal. 5:22, NASB). The Spirit causes this fruit to grow and mature, as Christians 
not only respond in faith and love to the revelations of their provisions and positions 
in Christ but also seek and savor the transforming presence of their Lord with joy 
and peace.

Obviously, only a portion of those who call themselves Christians actually 
act like Christ. Even the Apostle Paul recognized that he could not address some 
Christians as Spirit people ( pneumatikoi), but as fleshly—those who perceive and 
act like others who do not have the Spirit (1 Cor. 3:1–3). Paul’s choice here of 
the word sarkinos (fleshly) enabled him to distinguish these individuals from the 
natural man, and to do so without denying the positional spirituality that belongs 
even to these “carnal” Christians. Dallas Willard explains, “The babe in Christ in 
1 Corinthians 3:1 has spiritual life, but in a largely incipient form. Much in his or 
her embodied and concretely socialized personality is not under the effective direc-
tion of the Spirit, and the reintegration of the self under God is not yet achieved” 
(1991, p. 67).

Even though Paul may consider these “carnal” Christians spiritual by virtue of 
their position “in Christ,” they were still unspiritual in function—lacking fruitful-
ness. Fee elucidates, “Corinthians are involved in a lot of unchristian behavior, and 
in that sense they are ‘unspiritual,’ not because they lack the Spirit but because they 
are thinking and acting just like those who do lack the Spirit” (1994, p. 111).

Finally, spirituality includes the necessity of progressive development through 
constructive feedback from the Spirit. This additional component of spirituality 
consists of the continual process of discovery and fulfilling God’s daily calling 
for believers—to abide in His presence, as He abides in them (Jn. 15:4–8). The 
Christian must not perceive this journey as an upward path of elitism, but as a 
downward path of servant leadership. This spiritual development leads to a deeper 
understanding of Jesus, who He is, and who the Spirit people are in Him. God 
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requires believers to express outwardly their faith and love, so they can facilitate 
and not hinder the work of the Spirit in forming Christ “in” them—just as they were 
already “in” Christ through their faith in His promises.

This eight-fold model of CS should assist the reader’s understanding regarding 
the type of comprehensive spirituality which should ideally characterize a Christian 
mentor’s ministry to family heads.

Contextual Sensitivity

Should mentors develop their relationships with family leaders within a group or on 
a one-to-one basis? Should they utilize some or all the learning domains? Contextu-
al sensitivity increases the discernment necessary not only to answer such questions 
but also to decide on the appropriate action to improve the influence of mentoring 
for the betterment of the family. By understanding contextual variables, mentors 
can determine whether the mentoring strategy should be formal or informal, close 
or long-distant, life-long or short-term, involving frequent sessions or infrequent—
whatever is best for any given situation. A wise mentor, therefore, must consider 
contextual sensitivity an important pillar of mentoring competency.

Contextual dynamics also determine the developmental duration and extent of 
possible change. Some educators regard context to be so important that they believe 
it “should be considered with the same attention as the teaching and learning inter-
actions occurring within it” (Merriam and Cafferella 1991, p. 306). The importance 
of addressing this issue is due to the many contextual factors that can influence the 
measure of empowerment in a mentoring relationship. Wise and effective mentors 
design their sessions by giving a careful, balanced consideration to both the con-
tent and the context of their mentoring throughout the four stages of the mentoring 
strategy.

Mentors must also address issues of cultural context. For instance, culture de-
termines the family or clan head to be targeted as the primary agent for any needed 
change. As a pastor of a multi-cultural church, I have observed certain trends that 
have affected my choice either of mentorees or of heads of households to be trained 
as mentors. Among African-American families, mothers tend to function as the 
spiritual heads of their households, whether or not they live with the fathers of their 
children. However, in first generation families from Africa, the fathers usually serve 
as the dominant heads of their households. Among Latino families, the fathers are 
customarily recognized as heads of households; but at times some function more 
like figureheads, while their wives actually serve as the primary change agents. 
This trend can sometimes be found among Anglo and Philippino families, as well. 
With Hmong families, the clan leader and his older sons operate as heads over all 
the families that constitute the clan. In all of these cases, mentors should develop a 
contextual sensitivity to direct and support their mentoring strategy.
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Mentoring Skill

Developing mentoring skills constitute the third column of mentoring competency. 
Throughout my thirty years of Christian mentoring, I have discovered the impor-
tance of these wise words: “let everyone be quick to hear, slow to speak, and slow 
to anger” (James 1:19 NASV). For me, the first and most important mentoring skill 
consists of learning to listen carefully with a hearing heart.

The wisdom that King Solomon asked from God means literally to have a hear-
ing heart (2 Chron. 1:10–12). God still gives a hearing heart to those who ask Him 
with faith, but the recipients must develop this gift by practicing an inner listening 
to the Holy Spirit and to the mentorees. Only after listening with dependent spiri-
tuality can a mentor effectively guide the learning process and communicate the 
needed truths in love—never in anger.

Another way to listen and understand better comes from developing the skill of 
asking different types of relevant questions. Asking the appropriate question at the 
right time takes much practice, but it is worth the effort. This type of questioning 
takes the form of professional coaching.

Mentoring may include coaching, but it can occur successfully without coach-
ing. Stanley and Clinton regard coaching as “a relational process in which a mentor, 
who knows how to do something well, impacts those skills to a mentoree who wants 
to learn them (1992, p. 79). When mentors guide the learning process to train some-
one in a skill, or when they ask questions skillfully to help a person gain needed 
insights, they are coaching in a mentoring context.

Mentoring skills also include learning relational ways to communicate relevant 
lessons from personal life experiences. Since mentors function as spiritual parents, 
their compassion and wealth of life experiences can attract the interest of those 
seeking guidance for healthy family development. When given the opportunity, 
mentors use their wisdom and knowledge to direct family heads away from pitfalls 
that can capture and hold all who fail to recognize the danger, because of their inex-
perience and insufficient understanding.

Ten Mentoring Agents

Integrated Christian mentoring constitutes a viable means for developing families, 
because it furnishes ten important supportive agents necessary for an enduring pro-
cess of transformation. The Spirit uses each of these ten agents in ways that promote 
vitality, safeguard the holistic health of family members, and restore some of the 
broken and dysfunctional individuals to purposeful wholeness. These ten form 
one of the four columns of mentoring competency; and since they help to support 
the whole mentoring strategy, mentors should practice implementing this skill for 
greater effectiveness.
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These mentoring agents of the Spirit include (1) an openness in sharing needs 
with assured confidentiality; (2) a development of meaningful and satisfying rela-
tionships; (3) a system of mutual honesty and accountability; (4) an accurate feed-
back process for continual evaluation and improvement; (5) a compassion-driven 
service of wise mentoring; (6) a discovery process which guides the training of fam-
ily leaders by utilizing all the learning domains; (7) a procedure for teaching wise 
parenthood; (8) a use of spiritual direction and spiritual gifts for needed understand-
ing and healing of emotional and spiritual trauma, (9) a modeling of moral integrity 
in family leadership and spirituality; (10) a Spirit-led process that supplies grace 
to enable mentors and mentorees to actualize their potential development within a 
facilitating environment or structure.

These ten agents of integrated Christian mentoring ideally work together to 
counteract, remove, and replace most of the factors which contribute to family fail-
ures and relational weaknesses. The more spiritual mentors utilize these supportive 
agents—while giving careful consideration to the full range of learning required for 
holistic development—the better they are able to encourage family heads to take 
proactive measures to cooperate with the Spirit for needed assistance.

The Need of Trustworthy Mentors Who Use a Dependable 
Source

When heads of households seek mentors, they prefer ones who demonstrate consis-
tent trustworthiness. Erik Erikson asserts that people mature through eight stages 
of development, enabling them to resolve “life-crises” by developing basic trust, 
identity, intimacy, and productivity (1950). He believes everyone must develop a 
basic trust, which begins to be learned in a parent’s arms, before children can prog-
ress further in development. For him, trust fosters the security that enables a person 
to utilize tensions in life to progressively mature. Daloz also claims that “growth is 
fundamentally seated in a sense of basic trust” (1999, p. 128). Reliable mentors can 
facilitate relationships of trust, resulting in the security necessary for progressive 
maturity.

Mentors, in turn, must seek out a dependable source of wisdom and knowl-
edge—one which can enable them to appropriately interpret their own life experi-
ences and to gain useful insights to assist the more inexperienced in their develop-
mental journey of self-sacrificing love. For the Christian mentor, the Bible serves 
as an inerrant source.

Since all mentors’ trustworthiness depends upon what they have proven reliable, 
they must be careful of the accuracy and authenticity of their source for mentoring. 
Family heads are more inclined to receive input from mentors who have a depend-
able source of knowledge to help them along their journey of spiritual growth and 
development for the benefit of themselves and their families. Therefore, I am fully 
convinced that the most reliable source of knowledge and wisdom is the Bible. It 
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constitutes the bedrock that anchors the columns of a mentor’s competency, en-
abling him or her to be “equipped for every good work” (2 Tim. 3:17, NASB).

Mentoring Dilemmas and Conclusions

Mentors today encounter many mentoring dilemmas (cf., Murrel et al. 1999; Mur-
ray 2001). Due to limited space, this section will address only two major dilemmas 
of the Christian mentoring which uses dependent spirituality properly.

First, many who utilize independent spirituality, and who are content with its 
results, do not perceive a need for Christian mentoring. Misconceptions regarding 
the value of dependent spirituality abound among those satisfied with the wisdom 
of man. The Apostle Paul wrote that the Spirit enlivens or awakens the spirit of 
genuine Christians, so they can appraise the worth of “the things of the Spirit of 
God” (1 Cor. 2:14, NASB). Further, he pointed out that these things and the ways 
of the Spirit appear foolish and incomprehensible to those who seek independence 
from Him (1 Cor. 2:14). As a result, without attempting to examine the evidence for 
the Spirit’s transformation of families, many still reject Christian integrated mentor-
ing as foolish and unworkable for helping families. Some even view it as religious 
nonsense.

Second, when Christian mentorees seek to control the change process from a 
carnal perspective, they often experience incomplete results. For example, a limited 
effectiveness occurs whenever family heads seek superficial change that appears 
to fulfill merely immediate demands, as they reject or neglect the efforts neces-
sary to meet the need for deeper and more permanent, character formation. Yet, 
since these demands frustrate or interfere with the learning process—i.e., by mak-
ing it client-controlled rather than Spirit dependent—the final results are partial and 
disappointing. This absence of complete achievement appears to tarnish the glory 
of the Spirit’s stellar record of successes, which occur when mentoring partners 
depend fully upon Him. Therefore, in the initiation stage, a wise mentor should de-
cline assistance to carnal family heads who refuse to trust his or her key conditions 
for spiritual mentoring.

Integrated Christian mentoring that adequately utilizes dependent spirituality 
provides holistic benefits for committed households and their constituents—espe-
cially the family heads—because it relies upon the Spirit for His divine intervention 
and revelatory insights. Mentoring that functions with independent spirituality fails 
to supply the same results, for it divorces itself from the only authentic source of 
resurrection life and light.

When mentors depend upon man’s wisdom and exclude the wisdom from 
above—the way of the Spirit—they tend to accept at least partial credit for any 
major accomplishments. When mentors rely upon God’s wisdom found in Jesus, 
they value faithfulness to their call, no matter what happens; for they do not take 
responsibility for a mentoree’s unwillingness to finish the journey of development 
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in only God’s terms. As Parker J. Palmer insightfully asserts, a person expresses 
spiritual life through life-giving actions; and he or she should judge personal per-
formance “not by the results it gets, but by its fidelity to his [or her] own calling and 
identity” (1990, p. 76). Christian mentors who are dependently spiritual, therefore, 
recognize their calling and spiritual position in Christ’s body—the Church—and 
remember to give Him all the glory for every one of His gracious accomplishments 
for the betterment of families, by His Spirit and Word, working together through 
their love.
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Abstract  It is the premise of this chapter that the rise of the self-focused American 
male has birthed a plague of fractured marriages, frustrated wives, insecure children 
and a confused community. It further identifies the husband’s chief failure as his 
refusal to pursue his delight in the delight of his wife. When a husband makes his 
wife’s joy the passion of all that he does, his marriage will be solidified, his chil-
dren’s lives will be edified and his purpose for living will be satisfied.

The assumption of the author is that God the Creator designed marriage and pro-
vided the Bible as the unique and authoritative manual for how to build marriages 
and families that flourish. Jesus Christ is the supreme model. Christ came and died 
to present to Himself a radiant bride, the Church. He lived and died for His bride not 
out of duty but out of His delight. When a husband follows Christ’s example, when 
he is willing to die for his wife, when he makes her welfare more important than his 
career, his bank account, his buddies or his toys, his wife will find deep joy and his 
children will find health and happiness.

The dissertation of fathers from the home has had a disastrous effect upon our 
children. Over 30 % of our children now live with one parent, and of that number, 
83 % live with their mother. Recent studies have shown that children without a 
father experience “poor performance in school, early sexual experimentation, drug 
use and involvement with law enforcement.”

Real men are not remembered for their tattoos, their bank accounts or their fast 
cars. Real men will protect, provide and persevere for their families. If our hus-
bands would redirect their devotion toward their wives and children, we would see 
a profound and positive effect that would transform the character of our nation. 
When children see their dads loving their mothers with the same kind of love they 
have, when they know that his love for her is even more important than his love for 
them; when they know that he will never leave or desert his family, they are given 
a precious and safe environment in which to grow into confident and mature adults.

Keywords  Marriage · Family · Spirituality · Husband · Counseling · Bible
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The 2006 hit film, The Pursuit of Happiness, portrays a man by the name of Chris-
topher Gardner, [Will Smith] whose great ambition and drive is blocked at every 
turn by disappointments and frustration (Mancino 2006). Set in the early-1980s 
San Francisco, the film charts how Gardner had invested all of his money in a bone 
scanner that wouldn’t sell. In the financial disaster that followed, his wife left him, 
he lost his home, his bank account and his credit cards. Forced to live on the streets, 
the film displays this man’s incredible determination to find success while facing a 
series of setbacks that would drive a normal man into despair or drunkenness.

What distinguishes this “rags to riches” story from other “success chronicles,” 
is Gardner’s total devotion to his son. In the midst of his failed marriage, failed oc-
cupation and failed dreams, he refuses to fail as a father. He prevents his wife from 
taking his son [Hayden Smith] with her when she leaves the marriage. We get a hint 
as to the cause of this commitment when he confesses, “I met my father for the first 
time when I was 28 years old. I made up my mind that when I had children, my chil-
dren were going to know who their father was.” In a day when so many fathers are 
deserting their families for shallow and selfish pursuits, this film does an awesome 
job of depicting both the responsibilities and the rewards of being a faithful father.

However, in spite of this film’s excellent quality and redemptive plot, I left the 
theater feeling somewhat ambivalent. I know that the film was based on a real life 
story so its parameters were fixed by a real life storyline. But, I felt that the film and 
indeed our whole society had overlooked a crucial, life enhancing principle: The 
positive trickle-down effect of a husband’s love and devotion for his wife upon the 
welfare of his children. This film showed only the aftermath of the fights and feuds 
of a failed marriage. Some would say that was an accurate portrayal of the world 
we live in. But, must we live that way? I resist that fatalistic and dismal conclusion. 
The future welfare of our nation, our marriages, and our children are riding upon the 
back of an opposite affirmation. I insist that it is not too late, that our marriages and 
families can be restored to health and happiness by applying divine and time-tested 
principles to our marriages.

It is the premise of this chapter that there is no more positive influence upon the 
welfare of the children than for their father to find his joy in the joy of their mother 
(Bledsole 2012; Cornwell 2014). I base that conclusion upon my own personal ex-
perience of being raised by a busy, successful father who was also totally devoted to 
his wife of 55 years. That conviction has been reinforced by observations spanning 
over 40 years as a clergyman, counselor, teacher, and grateful husband. I have found 
that this principle, when applied, “works.” Whether it is in the ghettos of Manila, 
the compounds of Lusaka, the villages of Kenya or the plains of the Patagonia, 
when a husband loves his wife, joy floods the family producing an environment that 
fosters healthy and happy children (Piper 1996).

I affirm that it is the man, the husband, who has the primary responsibility for 
establishing a healthy environment for the family and the most important thing he 
does in that regard is to love and serve his wife with joy (Piper 2009). That may 
seem naïve, politically incorrect and offensive to some, but I am convinced it is 
the foundation necessary for building strong and healthy families. Seeing my fa-
ther cherish the most important woman in my life, my mother, had an incredible, 
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positive effect upon me and my family. We knew our father would never desert our 
mom. We knew our family would never be divided. Loud laughter rather than loud 
arguments filled our house. Our favorite place was the evening table where my 
father presided over a daily celebration of life. Life was satisfying, my family was 
special and I was secure.

Please understand, I am not merely advocating a return to the “traditional” fam-
ily. What I am promoting is far more important and profound than sociological 
constructs. The relationship I will describe and defend has its origins not in histori-
cal, sociological or evolutionary processes, but in divine and sacred purposes (Piper 
2009; Piper and Gruden 2006). God, the creator of all things, established the insti-
tutions of marriage and the family and uniquely designed them for the good of his 
people and the glory of his name ( Holy Bible, NIV, Ephesians 5:22–33). By study-
ing and applying God’s directions for our marriages, we can experience the libera-
tion and celebration he intended for our most cherished relationships (Mack 1998).

I am fully aware that my affirmations fly in the face of the strong winds of a 
culture that is pluralistic and postmodern, which dismisses and disdains any claims 
to objective and ultimate truths (Carson 2000). Complexity wins over simplicity. 
Theories trump truth. Feelings are favored over facts (Jeremiah 2009). But, I ask 
you to look around. What has such thinking brought upon us? In all of our sophis-
tication, what has happened to the celebration? Look at the broken marriages, the 
shattered families and the confused children that lie scattered across the landscape 
of our culture (Marriage and Family Fact Sheet 2012). Is our new found depen-
dency upon medications the result of solving the brain’s complexity or because we 
have lost our sense of human dignity? Are we not observing a society that is out 
of control, without purpose, without meaning, and without a center (Breggin 1991; 
Lockerbie 1986; Wells 1993)?

It is my conviction that there is a God at the center of all things whose purpose is 
to create cosmos out of chaos (Sproul 2009). He is the still point in a swirling uni-
verse. He has created all things and directs them toward his own ultimate purposes. 
He is a God who speaks and communicates his will and his ways in a book we call 
the Bible (Packer 1979; Packer 1996). That Book is as eloquent and relevant today 
as it was when it was first inspired thousands of years ago ( Holy Bible, NIV, Psalm 
119:89). From its pages we will discover that the relationship between the husband 
and his wife is a critical component in God’s comprehensive plan to reveal his wis-
dom and beauty to his creation. If we are to find the purposes and principles that can 
create marriages that sing, we must go to the Source. The Bible is the manual on how 
to have a holy and happy marriage and a healthy and happy family (Mack 1998).

Before we take up our study in God’s Word, let me further clarify my purpose for 
writing this chapter and the assumptions I will be operating upon.

My Reason for Writing  It is my intention to show that a husband’s calling to love 
his wife should not be a duty but a delight (Piper 2009). He does not have to serve 
her. He gets to. I will attempt to show how a husband’s devotion to his wife will 
not only give her great joy, but will bring him great satisfaction. Drawing from 
contemporary evidence, personal experience and Biblical principles, I will show 
why the husband’s delight in his wife is a crucial ingredient for the establishment of 
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strong, successful marriages and healthy, happy children. When Biblical principles 
are taught, understood and applied to marriages and families of any culture, they 
produce fulfilled, satisfied and productive people (Broger 1994).

My Unique Perspective  I write as a son who had the great privilege of watching 
my father devote himself to loving my mother for over 55 years of marriage. I write 
as a husband who has personally experienced the joy and delight of loving and 
being loved by one woman for over 40 years. I write as a pastor-counselor who has 
witnessed marriages healed and thrive on the principles taught in the Scriptures. 
I write as a teacher who has applied these same principles in diverse cultures and 
found them as powerful there as in America. I write as a Christian thinker who is 
convinced that the principles of Scripture, when understood and applied rightly, not 
only make sense, they work. I write as a follower of Jesus Christ, who has a passion 
that all men and women would experience the delight and fulfillment he gives to all 
who love him and obey his teachings.

My Foundational Assumptions 
•	 When a husband devotes himself to bringing delight to his wife, his marriage 

will be solidified, his children’s lives will be edified, and the husband’s primary 
desire will be satisfied (Piper 1996).

•	 The self-focused and unfulfilled American male has birthed a plague of fractured 
marriages, frustrated wives, insecure children and a confused community (Pope-
noe 2011).

•	 God designed marriage and he has written the Bible to be the unique and authori-
tative manual for building satisfying marriages, healthy children and dynamic 
communities.

•	 The Bible’s picture of the delight that Jesus Christ displayed in dying to present 
to himself a radiant Bride, the Church, is the model and motivation of how a 
husband can and should do the same kind of thing for his wife ( Holy Bible, NIV, 
Genesis 2:22–24; Ephesians 5:28–30).

•	 The wife will know how precious she is to her husband when he demonstrates his 
delight in her by making her welfare more important to him than his career, his 
bank account, his male friendships, his toys and any other rival to this precious 
relationship.

•	 If husbands will build their lives upon the unchanging, foundational truths of the 
Bible, God will send a new wave of joy and satisfaction to our marriages that will 
result in healthy kids and hope to a hurting society.

•	 Finally, it is the over-arching purpose of God to reveal his awesome beauty in 
all things (Piper 2000). Marriage is one of the ways he has chosen to reveal how 
good and great he is. When a husband and a wife learn to trust God and obey his 
commands, they will discover a deep satisfaction that can only be found through 
the wisdom and grace that he supplies. In the end, we are satisfied and he is glori-
fied.

Getting Back to the Beginning  The Genesis account displays the purposes for which 
God created the universe, man and woman, and marriage. First, Genesis reveals that 
man and woman together are created in the image of God:
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Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the 
fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the 
creatures that move along the ground.” So God created man in his own image,
in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. ( Holy Bible, NIV, 
Gen 1:26–27)

Man and woman are the unique and crowning act of God’s creative work (Gruden 
1994). Both have a dignity that sets them above and over all of creation. We are 
like God not only in our ability to rule but also in our ability to relate. God exists 
in a community of persons who commune and communicate in an environment of 
love and unity. We were designed with a capacity to participate in that intimate and 
infinite oneness that exists in the Eternal God. We will see that the institution of 
marriage is intended to be a sacred bond where the love between a man and his wife 
reflects something of the intimacy and unity that exists within the Godhead. (John 
Holy Bible, NIV, 17:20–23; Rieben 2012).

Marriage Is Given for Deep and Satisfying Oneness  In Genesis 1, it is recorded 
that seven times God declared that the results of his creative acts were “good.” In 
Genesis 2:18 ( Holy Bible, NIV), we see the first instance where God recognizes 
something as being “not good.” “The LORD God said, ‘It is not good for the man 
to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for him.’” Solo man was incomplete. In 
himself he was not able to live up to God’s glorious purposes for him. He was cre-
ated with a need of someone to complement him and to fill him up (Keller 2012).

The author of Genesis illustrates this in a very unique way. In Genesis 2:19–20 
( Holy Bible, NIV), we are told that God assembles all of the other creatures that 
he has made and marches them past the man, Adam. Revealing his unique author-
ity over other creatures, Adam is given the privilege of naming the animals. But 
this episode is intended to show more than Adam’s uniqueness. It also reveals his 
incompleteness. Genesis 2:20, sums up: “But for Adam no suitable helper was 
found.” It is obvious that man needs someone to communicate with him on a level 
that corresponds with his dignity. It is great to have a dog for a pet, but it will never 
be able to see, appreciate and share a beautiful sunset on the shores of the Pacific; 
or hear, enjoy and share the melodious strains of Mozart’s Symphony Number 41; or 
hold, love and share the baby created out of an act of intimate union. Adam needed 
someone like him and unlike him to fill him up (Keller 2012). The story continues 
to unfold.

So the LORD God caused the man to fall into a deep sleep; and while he was sleeping, he 
took one of the man’s ribs and closed up the place with flesh. Then the LORD God made a 
woman from the rib he had taken out of the man, and he brought her to the man.
The man said,
“This is now bone of my bones
and flesh of my flesh;
she shall be called ‘woman,’
for she was taken out of man.”
For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and they 
will become one flesh. The man and his wife were both naked, and they felt no shame. [Gen 
2:20–25, Holy Bible, NIV]



76 G. Rieben

The woman was created out of the side of the man, not from his head to rule him 
nor from his foot to be ruled, but from his side to be his friend and partner in life. 
This passage pictures God bringing the woman to the man as a special gift and that 
is just the way Adam receives her. His response is hard to translate into our English, 
but it has the sense of great excitement and pleasure. “God you did it! Just what I 
wanted! Wow!” [I confess I felt the same kind of excitement the first time I laid my 
eyes upon my wife Barbara. I still feel the same way after 44 years of marriage.]

I believe that God still presents our wives to us as a gift to be loved and treasured, 
not as trash to be used and discarded. The woman we have been given is more like 
God than any other creature on the earth. She is to be handled and cared for as if she 
was the most valuable and fragile vessel we possess. Just one slip of the hand or one 
careless act could destroy our priceless present. Of course, our wives are not easily 
broken but we should treat them as if they could be. And, yes, we will have mo-
ments when our selfish focus will cause a lapse in this commitment, but it is always 
handled with regret and with apologies. We have been entrusted with treasure and I 
believe we will answer to the Giver for our stewardship of her heart.

This text also shows that the marriage relationship supersedes all others in im-
portance (Piper 2009). Even the father and mother of the family of birth are now 
relegated to an advisory role instead of the previous supervisory role. Two individu-
als are transformed into a new and seamless unit. Literally, the text says that the two 
are now “glued together.” There is a mysterious oneness that is created that cannot 
be explained by science or psychology. It is a miracle of divine origin. In the early 
days of marriage it is experienced in the delight of discovery. The intimacy afforded 
by the exclusive commitment of marriage cracks open the door to the awesome 
secrets that have been deposited in the personality of the one we love. Every day 
and every experience becomes an opportunity to know and celebrate the pleasure 
of finding new treasure that has been hidden in our partner’s heart. Because of the 
promise of growth and maturity, it is a process that need never end. After 44 years 
of marriage, I am still being surprised and blessed by the precious jewels I uncover 
as I mine the depths of my wife.

Within the sacredness of marriage, sexual intimacy can flourish without shame 
or regret. God is not against sex. He designed it and gave it to his creatures as a gift 
(Piper and Taylor 2005). But, he did set down parameters for its practice. When we 
fail to follow those guidelines we stand guilty before the One who made us. We 
have tried to purge the idea of guilt from our culture but it remains whether we like 
it or not (Schaeffer 1971). We live in a moral universe because we were created by a 
holy and moral God. All men and women are created responsible for their decisions. 
We suffer the consequences of our wrong actions both inwardly in a deterioration 
of integrity; or outwardly, in broken trust with meaningful others. This principle is 
especially true in the area of sexual fidelity in marriage (Piper and Taylor 2005).

As I write this chapter, one of the most popular and venerated sports figure of all 
time has confessed to a series of marital “transgressions.” He admitted to violating a 
sacred trust to his wife and his family. The infidelity apparently went on for several 
months. We are not privy to the way it affected the unity of that marriage, but we 
can be assured that it did. Something was gone. A barrier was erected. Communion 
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was stilted. Communication was shallow. Intimacy was awkward and unfulfilling. 
Adultery breaks the bond of marriage even if it does not rise to a conscious aware-
ness. Something is profoundly wrong and it is felt within the family.

We have also seen a strong movement in our culture that seeks to reduce sexual-
ity to be something akin to animal behavior (Watts 2008). If we are nothing more 
than the result of evolutionary forces and chance chemical reactions, then there is 
no ultimate purpose or absolute wrongs. We just are. So, like the animals, we are 
free to seek pleasure whenever the opportunity presents itself, as long as it does not 
hurt others. But, simple reflection and honest observation would reveal the fallacy 
of such thinking.

No wife or husband responds to a spouse’s marital infidelity by saying, “Oh, 
well, they are just expressing their animal freedom. No big deal.” Trust is broken, 
feelings are hurt and the relationship is shaken at its most meaningful level. My wife 
has informed me that if I ever did such a thing to her and if I survived the shotgun 
blast I would be singing soprano the rest of my days. Although that may seem a little 
extreme, she has captured the seriousness of betrayal to this sacred commitment. Fi-
delity to this core commitment is absolutely essential to creating and maintaining the 
unseen but felt atmosphere of peace needed to raise healthy families (Keller 2012).

That is why the pornography industry is such a threat to our marriages. Fifty 
years ago, if one wanted to experience pornography, he had to sneak down to the 
seedy part of town (Easton 1994). Now, it comes right into our living room in the 
form of videos and internet. Sex is presented as a recreational sport and anonymous 
women are “things” who come to satisfy our most sordid fantasies. How can that 
not impact our relationships with our wives? How can they compete with that? 
Sexual joy was meant to be experienced as a celebration that arises out of the deep 
love that comes from a life-time commitment. Our culture tends to idolize the man 
who makes many conquests. But, true manhood is just the opposite. A real man is 
one who finds the woman of his dreams and devotes the rest of his life to being 
faithful to her alone. Dogs run around. Men remain faithful.

How Things Went Wrong  Our Designer knows what is best for us. He is holy and 
has determined that holiness, living according to his commands, would be the cri-
teria needed for humans to experience the satisfaction and fulfillment for which He 
created them. So, when Adam and Eve disobeyed and ate of the fruit of the prohib-
ited tree [Holy Bible, NIV, Genesis 3:1–6], their lives immediately disintegrated. 
We see this when God sought out the two in the garden [Holy Bible, NIV, Genesis 
3:8].

Their first reaction was to hide. Where once they looked forward to communing 
with God, they now hide in fear. They were not fully aware of all the ramifications 
of their disobedience, but they knew something was radically different and it was 
not good. They no longer felt comfortable in God’s presence. So, they sought to 
distance themselves from him.

Not only did their relationship with God radically change, so did their relation-
ship with each other (Gruden 1994). In the first report of a marital tiff, Adam de-
fends himself by blaming his wife for his failure to obey God’s command. Adam’s 



78 G. Rieben

refusal to take responsibility for himself established a pattern of behavior often 
duplicated by weak and “whimpy” husbands throughout history. Rather than “man-
ning up,” taking responsibility for their failures and making necessary corrections, 
they blame their wives and bale out.

Because this couple failed to follow the one restriction God placed upon them, 
their marriage became a drag instead of a delight. To the woman, God pronounced 
this curse: “Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you” ( Holy 
Bible, NIV, Genesis 3:16). Instead of the wife joyfully coming along side of her 
husband to help him become the accomplished leader God intended, she seeks to 
manipulate him into meeting her demands and her expectations. Instead of the hus-
band, focusing upon humbly serving his wife and seeking to make her life radiant 
with joy and satisfaction, he rules her and uses her for his own selfish and short 
sighted ends.

That is why today we see so many marriages begin with hilarity and hope and 
end in despair and disappointment. The facts are that feelings fade and fantasies 
fail when confronted by life’s painful realities. Once cultural mores held couples 
together for no other reason than for the sake of the children. Now, the emphasis 
on self-fulfillment and personal happiness has made it almost a sin to fight for a 
marriage when it fails to meet not only our needs but also all of our wild fantasies.

The tragic results of such loose thinking is seen in the statistics of failure. One 
study determined that only one third of all first time marriages will likely stay 
together until widowhood. (Bumpass et  al. 1990) Within three decades after the 
implementation of the no-fault divorce in 1969, the rate of divorce for American 
couples doubled. By 1990, the marriage rate had fallen to 41 %, from 148 marriages 
per 1000 women to 87 per 1000 in 1990 (Webster et al. 1995).

The innocent victims of divorce are the children. Since 1970, at least a million 
children a year have witnessed the divorce of their parents (Wallerstein 2000). Forty 
percent of children today do not live with their fathers and the rates are climbing 
(Popenoe 2011). And the results of divorce have had a disastrous effect upon the well 
being of the children. Studies have shown them to be more aggressive toward parents 
and teachers; more likely to be depressed; 2–3 times more likely to need psychologi-
cal counseling; to experience earlier sexual activity and more likely to have children 
born outside of marriage (Wallerstein 2000). Perhaps the most disturbing result is 
that many children blame themselves for their parents divorce (Schramm 2009).

Instead of having the security of a close and loving family, the children’s lives 
are torn apart. They are faced with the pressure of choosing sides. The two most 
significant people in their lives are fighting with each other. In trying to determine 
what caused the break, too often they blame themselves. Inwardly, the child inher-
ently believes that love is forever and their family will remain unbroken. But the 
tragic break-up of marriage and family instills within the child a deep sense of 
insecurity that is often missed by the parents who are caught up in a self-centered 
split. The negative side effects of divorce affect the personality development of the 
children and may create attitudes and fears that they will struggle with the rest of 
their lives. Not only will they miss out on the warmth and security a forever-loving 
family provides, they will be denied the blessing of seeing how love and commit-
ment can conquer any problem that life can throw at it.
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How the Curse Was Overcome  The God of the Bible is both great and good. He 
created us so that may know Him and enjoy his glory forever. So, we should not be 
surprised when we discover that He removes the curse he has placed on marriage at 
a very great cost to himself. In the New Testament, Paul records how God sent his 
Son, Jesus Christ, to redeem a people who he would forgive and restore to fellow-
ship. Paul, inspired by the Holy Spirit identified the redeemed family as the bride of 
Christ. In giving instructions to the husbands on how they should treat their wives 
in the new order, Paul penned,

Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to 
make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, and to present 
her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy 
and blameless. In this same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. 
He who loves his wife loves himself. After all, no one ever hated his own body, but he 
feeds and cares for it, just as Christ does the church—for we are members of his body. “For 
this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two 
will become one flesh.” This is a profound mystery—but I am talking about Christ and the 
church. However, each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife 
must respect her husband. ( Holy Bible, NIV, Eph 5:25–33)

Paul is in the process of identifying the different roles the wife and the husband play 
within God’s design of marriage. Although both are equal in dignity and worth, they 
each have unique roles that are complimentary (Piper 2006). Both roles are essential 
for couples to find soul satisfying-marriages. Both seek the welfare of each other 
[called “mutual submission” in Ephesians 5:21], but do it in different ways. The 
wife willingly seeks to come alongside her husband to help him become the godly 
leader he was meant to be. She is to follow the example of the Church. Just as the 
Church, the Bride of Christ seeks to honor her husband, Jesus Christ, by serving and 
respecting Him, she is to live that same kind of life before her husband. [Holy Bible, 
NIV, Ephesians 5:21]

Although this appears to be a daunting task for the wife, the husband’s part is just 
as challenging. He is to love his wife in the same way that Jesus Christ loved his 
bride. In other words, he is to give up his life for his wife. He is to sacrifice his own 
comfort and position for the sake of seeing his wife become radiant in every aspect 
of her being. In the same way that Jesus died to produce a holy Church without spot 
or wrinkle, radiant in splendor, so the husband puts the welfare of his wife above all 
of his personal interests.

What is completely overlooked by most men is the implicit reward he receives 
for putting his wife first: what the husband does for his wife, he does for himself 
(Piper 2009). Paul puts it like this: “No one ever hated his own body, but he feeds 
and cares for it, just as Christ does the church.” The wife and the husband are united 
in the same way that Christ and the Church are. What Christ does for the Church he 
does for himself and what the husband does for his wife he does for his own body, 
for they are one. No one hates his own body. Every man and woman feeds and cares 
for their body. They naturally think about themselves, their welfare, the comfort, 
their needs and their desires, first. From birth we seek our own welfare and need no 
one to teach us that.
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What we do need to be taught is how to put others first (Keller 2012). When 
husbands enter into marriage, they are faced with the crucial challenge of loving 
their wives in the same way they already love themselves. It is here that faith enters 
in. God promises that although it is costly up front, it is always more rewarding 
in the long run. Faith trusts in a God who never lies and has the power to always 
deliver what he promises. In one unbelievable demonstration of humility and love, 
God gave his Son for us [Holy Bible, NIV, John 3:16]. In that one act of unmatched 
sacrifice, he showed us what it means to put others first. He proved that he is a God 
worthy of love and complete devotion. He showed us that “love never fails,” both 
in its actions and its rewards.

Jesus Christ came and died to “to present her [the Bride] to himself as a radi-
ant church.” In other words, Jesus died to present to himself the gift of a redeemed 
Church, His Body. It cost him up front unimaginable suffering and pain. But, the 
joy of receiving us as his Bride, pure and radiant, was worth the cost to him. In like 
manner, living for our wives may be painful at times. We may act and look weird to 
our peers and the culture in which we live. But, we know a secret. We are finding 
more joy and satisfaction than any man can imagine by finding our joy in the joy 
of our wives.

How to Develop Delight  There is an old saying that expresses just the opposite 
of what we are advocating. It goes like this: “Once I was looking for an ideal. It 
became an ordeal. Now I want a new deal.” (Carmody 2014, p. 1) That unfortunate 
pattern seems to becoming more and more prevalent in our world today. We think 
love just happens and when we lose “that loving feeling” then there is nothing to 
do but to pack the bags. But, love does not “just happen” and neither does it “just 
grow.” It takes work and perseverance and battle. The pressures and choices of our 
ever changing world can sap our energy and distract us from what really matters.

Too often our media is plastered with the stories of Hollywood romances gone sour. 
Lately, there has also been too many headlines of politicians who have proclaimed 
a pro-family, pro-marriage message in public but were caught messing around in 
private. There is a temptation to think that great marriages are rare and only happen 
by accident. But, that is not true. When a man and a woman follow certain laws, their 
marriage will sing. And, if we will look, we can find busy and influential persons, 
who have lived successful and powerful lives and still managed to experience a mar-
riage that was the joy of their lives. One example we can point to is the marriage of 
Prime Minister Winston Churchill and his wife Clementine. One writer, Laura Wood 
(2009, p. 1), describes what she found when she studied their relationship.

I discovered a tender and unwavering partnership that spanned 57 years and the major 
world crises of the 20th Century. Their marriage included great sorrows, the death of a 
young child, the suicide of an adult daughter, petty annoyances, disagreements, mutual 
loneliness and incompatibilities. But, if there is a pantheon for married couples, Clementine 
and Winston deserve to be admitted. It is a story that leaves at least one valuable lesson 
for those seeking marital harmony and is a reminder that all great marriages are worthy of 
study. Why do we spend so much time looking at the bad ones?
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It has been reported that near the end of his life, Churchill was attending a dinner 
in his honor. A time came for questions and answers and he was asked by one guest 
this provocative question: “Sir Winston, if you could live your life all over again 
and come back as any other man in history, who would it be?” There was a moment 
of silence and many wondered who he would choose. Would it be some military 
leader like Julius Cesar or Napoleon; or, a great philosopher like Plato or Socrates; 
or, maybe, another distinguished statesman like William Wilberforce or Benjamin 
Disraeli? When the time came for his answer, Churchill got up from his chair and 
moved behind his wife. Putting his hands on Clementine’s shoulders he said, “If 
I could come back as any man in history I would choose to come back as Lady 
Churchill’s second husband.”

That is what I am talking about! No regrets! Pure satisfaction! Now, anyone who 
was acquainted with Winston knew that he was not easy to live with. Not only did 
he have a lot on his table but he could be rather cantankerous and stubborn. But, 
with all that working against him, he loved his wife and worked hard at making 
his wife know how much he loved and appreciated her. A lot is written about what 
made Churchill such a strong and confident leader at a time when men of similar 
position were shaking in fear. One commentator gave this perspective: “Her advice 
on personal matters was usually followed by Churchill and her political judgments 
were often wiser and steadier than her husband’s.” I suspect that his wife’s love, 
support and counsel had as much to do with his success as any quality within him 
(Wood 2009, p. 1).

If you are searching for one principle to guide you in your search for a marriage 
that sings, you need to go no further than the Author of marriage. In Matthew 6:19 
( Holy Bible, NIV), Jesus was teaching his disciples the absolute necessity of getting 
our priorities straight. Addressing our proclivity to store and horde things he ad-
monished, “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust 
destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. But store up for yourselves treasures 
in heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in 
and steal.” [Matt 6:19–20, Holy Bible, NIV] The things in this life will disappear. 
Only what we invest in the future life will survive our death and the world’s rust. 
Then Jesus gave us our principle: “For where your treasure is, there your heart will 
be also.” [Matt 6:21, Holy Bible, NIV] Where you place your treasure, your heart 
will follow. What you work at, what you devote to, what you invest in, that will 
have your heart, devotion and love.

You can see how that is applied to our wives. When the wellbeing of our wives 
takes precedent over occupation, sports, friends and all other desires of manhood, 
she will be treasured. Our heart will follow our investment. Seeing a smile on her 
face and knowing that you did it is a reward in itself. Where many see marriage as 
dire duty, the loving husband sees it as pure delight (Piper 2009).

A few years ago I was traveling between the Philippines and Argentina and had 
a layover in Los Angeles. I had been away from my wife Barbara for a couple of 
weeks and it was our anniversary. I was missing her big time! On another trip I had 
found a clock that she had seen years before but we could not afford it. It was half-
price so I purchased it. Knowing that I would be absent on our anniversary, I hid it 
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in my closet. So, the night of our anniversary I called her from Los Angeles. In our 
conversation I told her to go to the closet where I had put a surprise for her. When 
she came back she was all excited and said, “Oh Babe, It is great! Thank you!” She 
was thrilled, not just because she got her clock, but also because I thought of her and 
took the time to plan ahead for her joy.

Now, what if upon receiving that clock she said to me, “Why did you do this? 
How could you give me such a great surprise?” and I answered, “I was just doing 
my duty,” that would not have worked. She does not want to know that I took the 
time and effort to surprise her just because I had to be a good husband. She wanted 
to know that I did that because I wanted to please her because I treasured her and 
wanted to make her happy. Her joy was my joy.

Out of that one principle flow many corollaries. Here are some of them.

Your Wife Wants to Know that She is Number One  My profession has called for me 
to be away from home in foreign lands for extended times. It is what I have been 
called to do. But, the thing I want to do more than any other is to be with my wife, 
sharing her presence and friendship. Knowing that, she has never complained about 
me being away from her or even my golf time with the guys or my love of sports. I 
naturally have other interests, but if I had to choose, she knows I would choose her 
every time. Why wouldn’t I? She is my best friend.

My Wife Wants to Know that I Want to Understand Her  Notice I said she wants to 
know that I “want” to understand her. In other words, I have made it a life’s project 
to study her. I will not always “figure her out” for in many ways she remains a mys-
tery. Men, can I hear an “Amen?” But I try.

The apostle Peter gave men this instruction: “Husbands, in the same way be 
considerate as you live with your wives, and treat them with respect as the weaker 
partner and as heirs with you of the gracious gift of life, so that nothing will hinder 
your prayers.” [1 Peter 3:7] In God’s economy, the way we treat our wives affects 
the way he relates with us. If we treat our wives badly, he will not listen to our 
prayers. It is as simple as that. We may lead a great and famous ministry, which at-
tracts large numbers and great acclaim, but if we are failing to love our wives, we 
are fooling ourselves if we think God is blessing us ( Holy Bible, NIV, Psalm 1:1–3; 
Psalm 119:1–3).

We are to live with our wives in knowledge [“considerate”]. We are to treat them, 
not as one who has no strength but as one who is precious. She is to be treated like 
a priceless vase where one mishandling might cause it to fall and be forever de-
stroyed. Most wives are not that fragile, but we are to treat them as if they are. They 
are precious to God and they should be precious to us.

The first year of our marriage was a time of intensive learning on my part. I came 
from a family who showed their love for one another by teasing. If you were not 
teased, you needed to worry. My wife came from a southern home where there was 
no teasing. So, when I teased her she took it personal. She thought I was serious. I 
took note that she would spend extended times in the bathroom and when she came 
out her eyes were red. At first I thought she had an unknown allergy. Then I would 
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get in bed and I would see that way on the other side of the bed was a back. Now, I 
do not claim to be real smart but I was smart enough to know something was wrong.

So, I would crawl over to her, turn her face to me and say, “Babe, I know you are 
upset with me and I don’t know why. So, I am not going to let you go to sleep until 
you tell me what I have done.” It is not without reason that the Bible says, “In your 
anger, do not sin. Do not let the sun go down upon your anger” [Holy Bible, NIV 
Ephesians 4:26]. Time does not heal differences. More often than not it causes a 
festering rather than a healing (Adams 2009). By dealing with the problem quickly, 
I not only became aware of the problem, I showed her that I really cared about her. 
She also learned that teasing was a sign of love and she has adjusted quite well, 
becoming a “master kidder” in the family gatherings.

My Wife Wants to be Included in all Important Decisions  I believe that God has 
made me responsible for the spiritual direction of our family. But, I would be a fool 
to not seek the counsel of my wife in the making of important decisions. She has 
gifts and perspectives that I do not have. I look long term and see in generalities and 
she looks short term and sees details. I have come to greatly appreciate her wisdom 
and council and been saved from many costly mistakes by listening to her. God gave 
me her for a reason.

My Wife Wants to be Able to Help Me Grow Without My Reacting in Anger  I entered 
marriage like any other man, with plenty of need for growth. And, my wife was 
given to me to help bring about that growth. My wife has graciously fulfilled that 
calling by pointing out areas in my life where I need to grow, not because she was 
seeking to manipulate or control me, but because she loves me. She is my friend and 
wants my best. Part of being in a loving relationship is receiving counsel that at the 
time is not comfortable for it challenges our way of living. But, my wife has a tender 
way of approaching me. She will say something like, “Honey, you are my man. I 
am so proud of who you are and how you love me.” It is only after reinforcing her 
love and care for me, that she shares her concern. Someone once commented to me, 
“Your wife is the best part of your ministry.” She was absolutely right.

I heard of the supposed true story of the mayor of Philadelphia traveling through 
his town with his wife when he suddenly realized he needed gas. So, he stopped at 
a corner gas station to fill up. While he was in the station, he noticed that his wife 
was having an animated conversation with the service attendant. He was a little 
upset by what he saw so after traveling a few blocks he asked his wife who that man 
was that she was talking to. “Oh,” the wife said, “that was my old boyfriend I had 
before I met you.” The mayor was quiet for a moment and then observed, “I guess 
you are glad you married me and not that gas attendant.” The wife shot back, “You 
don’t understand. If I married him, he would be the mayor.” True or not, it is a great 
illustration of my life.

My Wife Wants to Hear How Much I Love Her  It is so easy to take our love for 
granted. We are like the husband whose wife asked him why he never told her he 
loved her anymore. He responded, “I told you when I married you didn’t I? If any-
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thing changes I will tell you.” Not smart or good. Expressed words have power to 
hurt and heal. Our wives need to hear how much we love them in words sincerely 
felt and carefully thought out on a regular basis. Doubts can slip in and bring unnec-
essary pain when love is not regularly expressed.

Early in their marriage and after the birth of their first child, Clementine wrote a 
letter to Winston expressing a tinge of jealously and concern for his love for her. We 
are not sure of the reason for her nervousness, but we have a record of Winston’s 
response. He wrote,

We do not live in a world of small intrigues, but of serious and important affairs. I could 
not conceive myself forming any other attachment than that to which I have fastened the 
happiness of my life here below. And it offends my best nature that you should—against 
your true instinct—indulge small emotions and wounding doubts. You ought to trust me for 
I do not love and will never love any woman in the world but you, and my chief desire is 
to link myself to you week by week by bonds which shall ever become more intimate and 
profound. (Wood 2009)

He then closed his letter with these words: “Beloved I kiss your memory—Your 
sweetness and beauty have cast a glory upon my life. You will find me always, Your 
loving and devoted husband. W.” If there was any doubt or jealousy in the mind of 
Clementine, that lter should have dismissed it. Our wives need the same kind of 
expressions regularly (Wood 2009).

“My Wife Needs to Know that She Can Depend Upon Me to Protect Her from All 
Enemies”  When we hear a noise in our basement, I am the one who goes down to 
see if a burglar has penetrated the defenses of our home. There is a reason for that. 
I am the man. Even if the woman is physically stronger, the husband inherently 
knows that he should take the initiative in protecting his bride. We are given the 
charge to protect our wives even if it means laying down our lives.

That not only applies to their physical wellbeing but also their emotional wellbe-
ing. To my knowledge, I have never publicly said anything that cast a shadow over 
the beauty and value that is in my wife by her being. She is not my “old lady.” She 
is my dearest friend. I am proud of her and I want everybody to know it. If we are 
working through some issues like every couple will, I do not need to gather support-
ers to my position at the expense of my dear friend. And, if you want to see a lady 
turn into a tiger, attack me. We protect each other. Lovers do that.

“My Wife Needs to Know that I Will Never Ever Leave Her or Forsake Her”  One 
of the dearest and clearest love letters that has ever been written was delivered in 
a speech by the President of Columbia Bible College, and sent in letter form to 
the students, faculty and alumni of that school. In the communication, Dr. Robert 
McQuilkin explains why he is resigning his position as President of the school to 
stay at home with his wife who suffered from Alzheimer’s disease. Although he 
loved to serve the students in that capacity, he loved serving his wife more. Here is 
the text of the letter. It is so moving I have included the address in its entirety.



85The Power of a Husband’s Delight in his Wife

I haven’t in my life experienced easy decision making on major decisions, but one of the 
simplest and clearest decisions I have had to make was this one because circumstances dic-
tated it. Muriel, now in the last couple of months, seems to be almost happy when with me 
and almost never happy when not with me. In fact, she seems to feel trapped, becomes very 
fearful, almost terror, and when she can’t find me she can’t get to me there can be anger…
she’s in distress. But when I am with her she is happy and contented, and so I must be with 
her at all times …and you see, It’s not only that I promised in sickness and health, till death 
do us part, and I am a man of my word. But as I have said [I don’t know if with this group 
but I have said publically] it’s the only fair thing. She sacrificed for me forty years of her 
life to make my life possible…so if I cared for her forty years I would still be in debt. How-
ever, there’s much more…It’s not that I have to, I get to. I love her very dearly, and you can 
tell it’s not easy to talk about. She is a delight. And it is a great honor for me to care for such 
a wonderful person. (McQuilkin1981)

That letter captures the deep love and joy that is possible for all husbands who will 
learn to love their wives as Christ loved his Bride. We don’t have to love or live or 
die for our wives. We get to. It is the highest calling a man can enter into. It reaps 
benefits, not only for us but also for our family.

Can We Transfer this Gift to Our Sons?  Late night show host David Letterman 
once asked an actor: “Tell me. You’re a sex symbol who plays all sorts of excit-
ing roles with gorgeous women. How does that compare to your life, off-screen?” 
The actor reminded Letterman that he had been married for 20 years. Then he said, 
“Here’s the difference in a nutshell. In the movies, life is mostly about sex and 
occasionally about children. Married life is mostly about children and occasionally 
about sex.” Isn’t that the truth? Is not life less about sex and more about family? Is it 
not the responsibility of men to discover the highest values of life and transfer those 
blessings to their children?

My father was a minister for 55 years. He was a man among boys. He was like 
a tree, not a weeping willow but a northern red oak. He had integrity. He was the 
same in the pulpit as he was in the parsonage. But for all the lessons of character 
I learned from my dad, I will never be more grateful than the one I learned when 
I saw the way he loved my mother. I can remember him grabbing my mother and 
bringing close to his body, and my mother screaming out, “Oh, Bob, not in front of 
the kids.” Although I did not appreciate it at the time, I am glad he did it in front 
of us. It was not phony or fake. My dad had a passion for my mom. He declared it 
publicly so none of us would miss the point. She was the joy of his life and we were 
second. We did not mind.

When my father lay on a hospital bed, suffering from a heart attack, I visited him. 
Being a pastor myself I thought I would do my duty and pray for him. He would 
have none of it. He grabbed my hand and prayed for me. He prayed that I would be 
a man of God and a servant of men. He prayed that God would bless me and my 
family. When he was finished, I asked him if he was worried or concerned about 
anything. He said, “No. I am only concerned that if something happens to me, your 
mother will be taken care of.” I assured him that her kids would take care of her.

It was the last moment I had with my dad. It was precious not only because of 
his fearlessness in the face of death, or his prayer for me, but because he still had 
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one passion, the welfare of my mom. I will always be thankful for that. It shaped 
my life.

I have prayed one prayer throughout my married life: That I would love my wife 
and be faithful to her until death. It has been my hope that my boys would see the 
same kind of devotion and care of their mom that I saw in my father’s love for his 
bride. A few years ago, my son came home from Paris for the holidays. He had met 
a young lady from Ecuador and they were dating regularly. We had the opportunity 
to communicate with her and met her briefly on our visit to Paris. While sitting 
at the table 1 day, I asked my son what her impression was of me. He responded, 
“She really respects you.” I responded, “How is that? She hardly knows me.” He 
responded, “She respects you because I treat her like you treat mom.” My boy could 
not have given me a higher compliment.

We were created to know God and to enjoy Him forever ( Holy Bible, NIV, I Cor-
inthians 10:31; Lawson 2007). He has planted within his creation clues that point to 
the unbelievable treasures that are found only within His person. One of the means 
he has given us to discover and experience his joy is marriage. As a husband loves 
his wife as Christ loved his Bride, he experiences deep within his soul something of 
the joy God has for us. As he pledges a life-long commitment to his wife and by the 
strength God provides keeps that covenant, he displays to his children and the world 
that there is a God who is there and who is good. No other relationship on earth 
testifies to the greatness of God more than a sacred marriage lived out in obedience 
to his laws. Our children need to see this great lesson lived out before their eyes. I 
believe that one of the greatest gifts I could give my boys is to be devoted to loving 
their Mom with the same kind of passion that their Lord is devoted to loving them.
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The Journey Toward Marriage

Most people either do not fully acknowledge or do not practice the principle that 
probably the most important time for securing the success of a relationship with a 
future spouse is actually before the relationship commences (Wright and Roberts 
1997). The foundation that one permits God to create when one is single will also 
serve as the genesis of the foundation that emerges when one is first married (Jeynes 
2006a). Although, at first glance, this fact may seem burdensome, in reality if one 
examines this fact from the right perspective it is truly exciting (Wright and Roberts 
1997). That is, the time is now to begin the journey toward a fulfilled family life. 
Why wait until one’s wedding to prepare for marriage, when this is the time to initi-
ate this journey?

There are several principles, that when fathomed and applied, will enlighten one 
with the realization that the trek toward holy matrimony begins when one is single.

First, the foundation for one’s happiness commences when one is single. Myriad 
individuals view marriage as a path via which one can transcend the quagmire of 
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dissatisfaction and unfulfilled dreams to enter a life of ethereal bliss (Meyer 2002; 
Piper 2011; Post 2000; Worthington 2000). In reality, however, the degree to which 
one is happy before marriage is a good predictor of how happy one will be after the 
wedding has taken place (Meyer 2002; Piper 2011). Marriage, unlike the regenera-
tion that a person undergoes when he or she is born-again in Christ, is not a radical 
transformation, but the uniting of two lives (Jeynes 2009a; Meyer 2002). It is, if 
you will, the continuation of two lives that have chosen to live together in spiritual, 
emotional, and physical unity (Post 2000; Worthington 2000).

One can certainly think of copious individuals both in the Bible and historically, 
as well as in every day life, that are fine examples of this. In the Bible, Jacob is a 
very good example of this principle. Before Jacob was married he was a disgruntled 
individual and after he was married he was as well (Barber 2010; Wallace 2001). 
This principle, however, is not merely limited to biblical experience, but is also 
supported in academic research (Barber 2010; Jeynes 2010e; Wallace 2001). That 
is, the research literature indicates that there is a strong relationship between pre-
marital satisfaction with life and the satisfaction that one experiences after marriage 
(Jeynes 2010b; Minith 2004; Murray 2001).

Second, the spiritual level that a person is at prior to marriage will have a dra-
matic impact on the maturity of the person that one will ultimately marry. The real-
ity is that people of similar stages of spiritual inclination tend to attract one another 
(DeMuth 2006; Jeynes 2006b; Meyer 2002; Strobel and Strobel 2010). This is a 
tangible and practical truth that one can apply to one’s prayer life. Because there are 
many ministers who will encourage young singles to pray for roughly ten or twelve 
traits that they desire their future spouse to possess (Strobel and Strobel 2010). This 
is certainly a worthy undertaking. Nevertheless, it is rare indeed to hear a minister 
or any other individual to exhort young people to pray for ten or twelve traits they 
desire God to produce in themselves. And yet the truth of the matter is that even 
if one meets a potential future spouse who possesses all of these traits, unless one 
exhibits a roughly equivalent degree of character it is unlikely that this person of 
one’s dreams will be interested in the relationship that one desires. If one realizes 
this truism, he or she will eschew a great deal of pain. Commonly, young people 
endure a prodigious amount of unnecessary pain because they fail to be cognizant of 
this fact. Almost without exception, adolescents and young adults spend more time 
praying for godly traits to be manifest in their potential spouse than they do for these 
same traits to be exhibited in themselves. Consequently, they sometimes encounter 
the dilemma of meeting and desiring someone who possesses these traits, but is not 
the least bit interested in pursuing an intimate relationship with oneself.

Third, where one works and operates are likely to be the places where one meets 
one’s spouse and one needs to be realistic about this fact. If one spends a lot of 
time in bars, in questionable establishments, in neighborhoods where licentiousness 
reigns, that is likely where one will meet his or her future spouse. If one spends a lot 
of time at work or on the internet, that is also likely to be the place where one meets 
his or her future spouse. If, on the other hand, an individual is deeply involved in 
a church and volunteers to help others in faith- or community-based outreaches 
meeting one’s future spouse is most likely to take place there (Dobson 2007; Jeynes 
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2009b, 2009c; Strobel and Strobel 2010). I recall ministering to a lady who had a 
history of alcohol destroying her life. She was miserable over this fact, had been 
arrested for driving under the influence of alcohol, and worked as a bartender. By 
God’s grace, she was touched by what I shared with her over time. At my advice, 
she decided to change her job and left her job as a bartender. One of the reasons she 
was so willing to make the change is because she realized that she was “better off 
meeting her future husband at a church or community center than in a bar.”.”

This is a particularly salient principle for some of the most devout individuals to 
apply. That is, if one wants to meet someone with an equivalent degree of spiritual 
intensity, then he or she would be wise to go about the ministering of love, compas-
sion, faith, caring, and commitment that is consistent with who one is as an indi-
vidual and the kind of person that one anticipates uniting with in holy matrimony 
(Strobel and Strobel 2010). It is important that individuals seeking a calling in life 
in one capacity or another realize that because one is setting high standards that it is 
particularly vital that one be deliberate in thinking through the ramifications for the 
potential of future relationships of engaging in particular tasks and in frequenting 
specific locales (Baehr 1998; Dobson 2007; Strobel and Strobel 2010). Granted, 
that the tasks in which a person applies oneself and the places where one goes po-
tentially influences the kind of relationships that all people develop, this principle is 
especially weighty for people who believe that their purpose in life is quite unique 
and potentially demanding.

Many times people can greatly bolster their chances of having a rewarding mari-
tal relationship if they first humbly realize that being married to someone with their 
call in life is not an easy task and likely requires that the spouse be an understand-
ing, flexible, dedicated, and unique individual. What makes this issue especially 
complex is that some of the occupations that might fit under the category of chal-
lenging call are not immediately obvious. For example, people who own a restau-
rant or a store may not view their occupational choice as a particularly challenging 
call, but when marriage enters the picture it can be so. Unless an owner finds a 
magnificent assistant to consistently act in relief, the store can quickly become 
one’s life. The hours can become excessive and late, as well as early. Moreover, 
vacation times can be hard to come by. It takes a special spouse to be married to 
someone with this career. Being a physician or a minister can also be a demanding 
call, because the essence of one’s purpose becomes helping other people. Conse-
quently, that individual’s schedule is highly influenced by the people that he or she 
is seeking to help. Once again, although the salary of physicians tends to be high, 
the emergencies that occur with almost no warning can be stressful even for the 
most patient individuals. The challenges of being a minister are often considerably 
greater, on average, than that of a doctor, largely become the compensation is so 
much lower (Dobson 2007; Wickman 2011). It therefore takes a special person to 
be married to a minister.

With the above facts in mind, it is therefore wise to realize that one is far more 
likely to meet one’s future spouse in some environments and locales than in others. 
Additionally, it is far more preferable and forward thinking to understand that it is 
far better to meet one’s future spouse in some locales rather than others.
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Fourth, the time during which one is single is an excellent opportunity to pre-
pare the qualities needed to be a good spouse and parent. There are a number of 
traits that, scripturally speaking, are some of the most salient that one can possess 
(Jeynes 2006b, 2010a, 2010d). From the Bible, it is apparent that the Lord values 
three traits above all the rest and it is important that people develop these traits in 
order to have successful marriages. First, Jesus teaches that the commandments of 
God are based on two overriding principles: that one should love God and his or 
her neighbor (Holy Bible, NIV 1979, Luke 10:27, 28; Jeynes 2007, 2012a). The 
third of these prevailing traits is based on Christ’s assertion that it is the person who 
humbles himself like a child who is greatest in the kingdom of heaven (Holy Bible, 
NIV, Matthew 18:3, 4).

These three traits can probably go farther in securing a strong marriage than just 
about any other similarly sized set. Any intimate relationship should be saturated 
in love (Jeynes 1999, 2003, 2005). Christ asserted that this love must radiate from 
God’s love, which the Bible declares is the only pure form of love. In fact, the Bible 
declares that love is so completely central to Christian faith that the Bible declares 
that, “God is love” (Holy Bible, NIV 1979, I John 4:8). The Bible declares that 
as one relies on God’s love and becomes filled with that love, He is then capable 
of loving others with a God-based love. By having a marriage relationship that is 
based on God’s love, the intimacy is therefore founded on absolute truths that can 
enable the relationship to be well-founded on principles that are eternal and do not 
change. By founding their relationship on eternal truths, the idea is that it will be 
more likely that there marital relationship will also last eternally. And naturally any 
long-lasting relationship that entails this degree of intimacy must be founded in love 
(Jeynes 2002b, 2011a, 2013).

Humility is also a key ingredient that one needs to develop ideally before one 
marries. Few traits will have such a baleful effect on a marriage as pride. Moreover, 
it takes humility to both ask for forgiveness and to forgive (Barclay 2010; Cloud 
and Townsend 2001; Jeynes 2002a; Kruschwitz 2001; Swindoll 1998). Engaging 
willingly in each practice is indispensable if a marriage is to thrive (Barclay 2010; 
Swindoll 1998). The cross, the central symbol of Christianity, conveys a message 
of forgiveness (Barclay 2010; Cloud and Townsend 2001; Swindoll 1998). This 
primary message differentiates Christianity from every other religion in the world 
(Barclay 2010; Jeynes 2012b, 2012c; Swindoll 1998).

There are a variety of other traits that one should use his single years to develop 
in preparation for marriage (Kostenberger and Jones 2004). Some of these traits are 
inextricably connected to the three qualities just mentioned. For example, loyalty 
and its sister trait commitment are absolutely essential to develop before one mar-
ries, rather than after the fact. One of the reasons why it is so vital to develop loy-
alty before one marries and to value this trait in others is because the presence and 
practice of loyalty before marriage is predictive of loyalty after marriage (Selvaggio 
and Meath 2008; Strom 2002). One of the key questions that counselors would be 
wise to ask after one marriage partner has committed adultery is whether that person 
had engaged in pre-marital intercourse before marriage (Allen et al. 2005; Anderson 
2004; Selvaggio and Meath 2008; Tuch 2000). In the overwhelming percentage 
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of cases if one committed adultery after marriage, that same person engaged in 
pre-marital intercourse before marriage (Hetzendorfer 2009; Selvaggio and Meath 
2008). The reason that this close relationship exists is because pre-marital behavior 
is very predictive of after-marital behavior (Allen et al. 2005; Anderson 2004; Sel-
vaggio and Meath 2008; Tuch 2000). If one was not disciplined and loyal enough 
to refrain from coitus before marriage takes place, it is unlikely that this behavior 
will change after a wedding. Naturally, if one was an unbeliever before marriage 
and a Christian afterward, this is an important exception. Nevertheless, pre-marital 
behavior is highly predictive of what is likely to occur afterward (Allen et al. 2005; 
Anderson 2004; Tuch 2000). Along these lines, the way a person treats his opposite 
sex parent is often indicative of how he or she will treat one’s spouse after marriage. 
This is an important trend to note not only in choosing a marriage partner, but also 
to eye in oneself.

Steps to Believing God for One’s Best Partner

Faith in God’s Plan

It is a very spiritual declaration to proclaim that one believes that God’s plan for his 
or her life is better than one’s own. Moreover, there is no better time to believe this 
than when a person is trusting God to provide a future spouse. Thinking realistical-
ly, however, to what extent is this generally speaking actually the case? And to the 
extent to which this is true generally, how much more is this so when one encoun-
ters the specific experience of trusting God to provide one’s spouse. Most people, 
even Christians and other people of faith, proceed with the pursuit of the dream of 
a future spouse operating under the assumption that no one knows who is best as a 
potential marriage partner than oneself. Nevertheless, if he or she truly believes that 
God’s plan is best, this conviction should apply to all things, including meeting and 
developing a very special relationship with one’s future spouse.

There a number of reasons why it is both wise and practical to view God’s plan 
as superior to one’s own when it comes to believing for one’s future spouse. First, 
a primary principle of the Bible is that God’s plan is better than one’s own (Holy 
Bible, NIV 1979, Isaiah 55:8, 9). Second, God as Creator knows people more than 
anyone else. He knows their hearts better than does any other individual. He also 
knows the types of individuals into which people will develop. Third, God knows 
the future circumstances that will unfold and how people will develop and behave in 
the future better than any human being. If one is a person of faith, it makes perfect 
sense to reach a logical conclusion that God’s wisdom is better than human insight 
on these matters.
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The Input of Godly People Who Know One Well

One truth that many couples experience is that when one enters into a serious re-
lationship with a member of the opposite sex, there is usually no shortage of the 
number of people that are willing to offer advice. Almost always these people mean 
well, but the question is whether these individuals are offering advice that is reli-
able. There is certainly a propensity that is almost innate in human beings that cause 
them to look toward those who could offer some insightful advice (Dobson 2007). 
Most young singles are cognizant of the fact that they lack the experience neces-
sary to consistently act in the best interests of God, their beloved, and themselves. 
Insightful advice from the right people can therefore be of immense help (Dobson 
2007). The quandary that so many couples encounter is that it is not always clear 
just who the right person is. The key is to find a person who both has a close rela-
tionship with God and knows one well. There are many people who meet one of 
these criteria or the other, but there are seldom individuals who meet both. Natural-
ly, some are going to know at least one member of the couple quite well and will be 
able to offer some insight from this perspective. Nevertheless, most of these people 
will not be particularly close to God and therefore may not be able to offer the deep 
spiritual understanding that people close to God might possess. On the other hand, 
there are other individuals who will have a special relationship with God that will 
indubitably mean well, but they really do not know about your personality traits, 
preferences, tastes, and convictions. Therefore, the most they can really offer is 
general principles on which to act rather than real insight that can address one’s own 
particular relationship. For these reasons it is best to procure advice for a person 
who is both spiritual and knows one well.

Thoughts to Consider When Meeting Someone Who 
Potentially Might Be One’s Future Spouse

In the vast majority of circumstances, one first meets someone with potential as a 
future spouse before he or she knows with certainty that this person is that special 
someone with which one will experience holy matrimony. One of the most im-
portant questions a person can ask along these lines is, “What are the indications 
that the person I am interested in would make a good husband or wife?” Here a 
few ideas to consider. First, it is wise how to observe how this person treats his or 
her mother and father. These are the closest personal relationships that he has and 
probably the best indicator of how one can expect to be treated in the future. An 
individual might feel that one’s potential future spouse might be a nice person now, 
but that is while both members of the potential couple are young and good looking 
and there is great incentive to put one’s best foot forward. How a person treats their 
parents, however, is a very good indicator of how one will likely be treated in the 
future. It is especially insightful to observe carefully how one’s potential spouse 
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treats the parent of the same gender that one is. Patterns that a person’s potential 
future spouse show are trends that usually continue into marriage and it is vital that 
people be aware of this fact. In decades of counseling families, my wife and I can 
tell you that people who have been verbally abusive to their parents are almost al-
ways very abusive to their spouse, unless they have experienced a dramatic spiritual 
change (DeMuth 2006).

Second, one demonstrates perspicacity when one observes how the individual 
of interest treats other people as well. There is an old adage that states, “If a person 
does not treat waitresses well, he or she is not a nice person.” There is a lot of truth 
to that statement. While it is quite possible that the person will treat one well now, 
personality traits tend to reside quite deeply in a person and will likely surface over 
time. Whatever negative attitudes and behavior are directed at coworkers, strangers, 
and acquaintances now will probably be aimed at a spouse at various times along 
one’s lifespan. Anger, disloyalty, condescension, disrespect, maliciousness, and 
nastiness will tend to manifest themselves toward different people at various times. 
This is because one’s personality tends to be quite consistent over time (Cervone 
and Shoda 1999; Hetzendorfer 2009; Zuckerman 1991).

Third, consider that the person one marries will not only be one’s spouse, but 
will also in all likelihood function as the parent of one’s children. With this in mind, 
it is therefore wise to ask, “Would this person make a good parent of my future 
children?” Admittedly, there is and should be a considerable overlap between those 
people who will make good spouses and those who will make good- fathers and 
mothers (Jeynes 2011b; Lamb 1997; Wilson 2005). Nevertheless, it is frequently 
the case that a potential future spouse may make a fine husband or wife, but a very 
poor mother or father (Hetzendorfer 2009; Wilson 2005). For example, some of the 
most important qualities if one is to be a good husband or wife include being loving, 
loyal, faithful, a good provider, a reliable communicator, romantic, a strong team-
player, and someone who can build bonds with in-laws. Some of the most salient 
qualities for a parent to possess include being loving, a great example, someone 
who balances kindness and giving children a sense of structure to their life, some-
one who is willing to take time to both care for and interact with the children, a 
person who can relate to people much younger than he or she is, and someone who 
realizes that children are people too (Vangelisti 2004; Wright and Oliver 1999). 
While it is patent that there are certain similarities between the qualities necessary 
for effective motherhood and fatherhood on the one hand and married life on the 
other, it is clear that there are also differences (Jeynes 2010c; Waite and Gallagher 
2000). With these ideas in mind, it is therefore wise for one to ponder and pray 
about whether the person one is considering marrying would not only make a good 
spouse, but also whether this person would make a virtuous parent.

Fourth, one should consider how one’s future spouse treats God. The Scripture 
is clear that how one treats God and other human beings are closely related (Holy 
Bible, NIV 1979, I John 4:20, 21). One of the most powerful traits that people as-
sociate with God is that He keeps his word. In fact, the entire Christian faith is built 
on the notion that God keeps His word. With this in mind, one can make an argu-
ment that one of the most vital traits that a person can have is that he or she keeps 
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his word, because this is truly godly. A valuable question to ask, therefore, regard-
ing one’s future spouse, is does he or she keep his word (McDonald and Robinson 
2009). Does the person one is interested in keep his or her word with God? with 
others (McDonald and Robinson 2009)?

Actions to Take Once a Person Finds Their Future Spouse

What is very important after a person thinks that he or she has found one’s future 
spouse and the couple is engaged, is that a strong spiritual foundation for the rela-
tionship be established (Cloud and Townsend 2001). It is vital that the couple be 
cognizant of the fact that the formation of this foundation begins before the mar-
riage is consummated (Cloud and Townsend 2001). Naturally, a spiritual founda-
tion must begin with God and that means that prayer and the study of the Bible are 
important. Therefore, it is wise for the couple to begin every meeting with prayer. 
It can be brief, but this simple act produces a number of advantages. First, the 
couple’s relationship is dedicated to glorifying God. Second, the man and woman 
are acknowledging their dependence on God. Third, acts of anger, spite, jealousy, 
and others that potentially can undermine a relationship are minimized because the 
couple is attempting to walk in the grace and love of God. Similarly, it is wise to 
conclude each time together with some prayer.

In addition to these actions, it is important to try to have joint devotional times as 
much as possible. These can involve times of studying the Bible together praying, 
and spending some time worshipping God as a couple. The latter is especially ben-
eficial if either the man or the woman is musically inclined. They can sing around a 
piano together and play the guitar and sing. These times are essential and the couple 
must not take the engagement period lightly, even though the marriage has not yet 
taken place. There is a sense in which there is a foundation that is clearly built once 
a wedding takes place. That is, the early days of a marriage are very important. 
Nevertheless, the salience of the pre-marital period must not be underestimated. In 
many respects, the true foundation for the relationship commences during this pe-
riod (Arnold 2007). Given that when a man and a woman get married they become 
one, it is important that the couple become spiritually united in the most positive 
way possible. This process can be realized the extent to which the couple studies 
the Bible-, prays-, worships-, and fellowships- together. To become united in these 
ways eventually creates a married couple that is single minded and single hearted 
(Cloud and Townsend 2001). Marriages in which the husband and wife view the Bi-
ble in a similar way tend to thrive more than when this unity is not extant. Naturally, 
this does not mean that the husband and wife will have total unanimity in their view 
of Scripture. Disagreements do, and to some extent, should happen in the sense that 
iron sharpens iron (Holy Bible, NIV 1979, Proverbs 27:17).

A second act of wisdom the prenuptial couple should take is to try to iron out 
whatever concerns they have and interactive irritants that might exist. Specifically, 
it makes a lot of sense to ask the question, “If there was one way in which I would 
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like my future spouse to improve in, this would be the way.” It is sagacious to focus 
on one primary quality, for the following reasons. First, often if the couple is able 
to see victory in their main area of concern, they are usually able to prevent major 
harm coming to the relationship. Often what causes relationships to either crumble 
or become debilitated is a direct result of one area that has not been adequately 
addressed. Second, human beings by nature are quite stubborn. Change can be dif-
ficult and time consuming. Generally speaking, if a person has rather obvious faults 
that need to be worked on, most people can only effectively work on one fault at a 
time. That is particularly true in a marriage or other intimate relationship.

Third, the engagement period must be used efficiently in another respect. It is an 
excellent time for the man and woman to get to know their in-laws. Virtually no one 
would gainsay the fact that the quality of a couple’s relationship with their in-laws 
can have a major impact on their marital relationship. Tensions between in-laws can 
sometime emerge because of problems that are predictable and, at times, unavoid-
able (Arnold 2007; Chapman et al. 2008; Cloud and Townsend 2001). However, 
there are other in-law problems that arise due to miscommunication. Miscommu-
nications can be reduced if there is enhanced communication before the marriage 
takes place. This often is not as facile as it might seem, because most young couples 
are not especially jubilant about the idea of meeting their future in-laws. Neverthe-
less, engagement couples must jettison any predispositions toward avoiding meet-
ing their future in-laws and think about what is best for the future of the marriage 
and family. Showing a willingness to meet one’s in-laws produces a number of 
immediate benefits. For example, it indicates to the family the way you are likely 
to treat them in the future (Barber 2010; Swindoll 1998). Many times the family 
draws conclusions about how their future son-in-law or daughter-in-law is likely to 
treat them after the marriage takes place (Hetzendorfer 2009). If one thinks about it, 
such a perspective is quite reasonable and logical (Hetzendorfer 2009). In fact, how 
sons-in-law and daughters-in-law treat their future parents-in-law before marriage 
actually is a good indication of how they treat them after the wedding takes place 
(Barber 2010; Hetzendorfer 2009).

Fourth, reaching out to the in-laws in this way can also enhance a person’s re-
lationship with his or her future spouse. A person generally loves it when an indi-
vidual, especially someone close such as a future spouse, demonstrates love and 
show interest in his or her family. It is difficult for most individuals who are about to 
become a husband or wife to feel totally accepted unless one also loves their family 
(Jeynes 2011b; Swindoll 1998).

Fifth, it is wise for a couple to talk about any potential problems they foresee 
once the wedding takes place. It is vital to discuss this issue before the wonderful 
day of matrimony takes place. To whatever extent pre-nuptial discussions can re-
duce marital surprises later can be a real boon for a marriage. Often what happens 
in a marriage, especially among newlyweds, is that the sudden unexpected nature 
of an event causes them to overreact more than the event itself does (Barber 2010; 
Hetzendorfer 2009). Therefore, couples would be prudent to try to anticipate any 
potential problem that might arise following marriage including problems related 
to finances, in-law problems, mutual expectations, future direction, occupational 
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hazards, employment demands, college and graduate school training, anticipated 
timelines, and so forth. The more that these subjects are discussed prior to the wed-
ding, the more likely the newlyweds will find building bonds between them as be-
ing facile rather than a source of an act producing difficulty.

Concluding Thoughts

It is humbling but true that most people make a majority of the most important deci-
sions of their lives between the ages of sixteen and thirty. Moreover, it is also true 
that for the person of the faith, the decision to marry is second in importance only to 
one’s decision to follow the Lord. To the extent to which this is true, preparing for 
one’s future spouse is one of the greatest acts of wisdom that one can make. To the 
extent that counselors, spiritual leaders, and moral examples can help young adults 
in this process of preparation, they will be participating in a work of eternal worth.
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Abstract  With the vast majority of marriage preparation provided in a religious set-
ting, churches are uniquely positioned to help couples improve marital quality and 
stability by providing research-based and biblically sound premarital counseling. 
This chapter discusses the importance of church-based premarital counseling and 
gives tools for developing an effective ministry. The chapter includes background 
information about clergy involvement in premarital counseling; best practices for 
marriage preparation; and the attitudes and behaviors of U.S. clergy related to this 
ministry that we have discovered in our research. We offer specific suggestions to 
help the minister develop appropriate skills, recommend tools to address the unique 
needs of each couple, and suggest strategies for utilizing additional resources. An 
appendix lists websites that provide specific resources.
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Marriage Preparation: A Ministry with Lasting Benefits

Marriage preparation (also called premarital counseling or premarital education) 
is an effective ministry of the church that usually leads to marriages that are hap-
pier and more likely to stay together (Stanley et al. 2006). An increasing number 
of therapists and secular agencies provide various kinds of premarital education or 
counseling, but the vast majority of marriage preparation in the United States takes 
place within a religious setting (Glenn 2005).

The benefit of marriage preparation goes far beyond the welfare of the couple 
getting married. In light of the significant social costs of divorce and marital dis-
cord (Wilcox et al. 2005), religious leaders are uniquely positioned to impact the 
economic, social, and emotional well-being of individuals and families by provid-
ing this service. However, there is reason to believe that this vital ministry could 
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be much more effective when pastors use proven methods and resources. Although 
adequate discussion of marriage preparation would require at least book-length 
treatment, in this chapter I want to introduce several important aspects of effective 
marriage preparation: (1) background information related to clergy involvement in 
marriage preparation; (2) best practices for marriage preparation, based on the re-
search; and (3) the attitudes and behaviors of U.S. clergy related to marriage prepa-
ration, as discovered in our own research.

Background Information Related to Clergy Involvement in 
Marriage Preparation

Marriage Preparation in the United States

In the United States, the risk for divorce is higher than in other Western countries, 
with approximately half of marriages expected to end in divorce (Schoen and Canu-
das-Romo 2006). The Centers for Disease Control (2009) reported that the marriage 
rate is 7.1 per 1000 people and the divorce rate is 3.5 per 1000 people. The financial 
cost of marital dissolution for the state, local, and federal governments has been 
estimated to range from $ 33.3 to $ 112 billion per year (Scafidi 2008; Schramm 
2006). In addition to financial costs, the individuals involved in a divorce often 
experience negative outcomes: depression and reduced commitment to marriage 
(Amato and DeBoer 2001; Simon 2002), maternal stress and quality of parenting 
(Osborne and McLanahan 2007), and unhealthy relationship dynamics (Booth and 
Amato 2001). Increased risks for negative emotional, behavioral, and health out-
comes for children also have been associated with family fragmentation (Amato 
2007). In contrast, Wilcox et al. noted the opposite to be true for healthy marriages:

Communities where good-enough marriages are common have better outcomes for chil-
dren, women, and men than do communities suffering from high rates of divorce, unmar-
ried childbearing, and high-conflict or violent marriages. Moreover, as we have seen, the 
benefits of a strong marriage culture extend across lines of race, ethnicity, and class. (2005, 
p. 32).

Multiple studies have demonstrated the potential for adverse impacts from marital 
conflict or divorce not only for couples but particularly for children. Many of the 
effects are especially apparent in the months immediately following parental di-
vorce (Hetherington and Stanley-Hagan 1999). For example, immediately follow-
ing parental divorce children are more likely to participate in early sexual activity 
(Ellis et al. 2003; Jeynes 2001c) and to consume alcohol (Jeynes 2001a; Tomcikova 
et al. 2009) and other drugs (Jeynes 2001b). Furthermore, effects often linger into 
adulthood (Amato and Cheadle 2005; Cherlin et al. 1998). Some of the long-term 
effects identified in the literature include reduced educational attainment (Amato 
and Cheadle 2005; Biblarz and Gottainer 2000; Jeynes 2000), reduced levels of 
marital commitment and confidence (Whitton et al. 2008), marital problems, and 
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tension between parents and children (Amato and Cheadle 2005; Yu et al. 2010). Of 
particular interest to clergy is the finding that individuals whose parents divorce are 
less likely to maintain their connection to religious congregations as adults (Myers 
1996).

On average, children whose parents divorce are more likely to have adjustment 
problems socially, emotionally, and academically compared to children in nondi-
vorced families. The greatest effects for the adjustment of children are most likely 
to be externalizing disorders such as aggressive, antisocial, and noncompliant be-
havior as well as low social responsibility, absence of self-regulation, and dimin-
ished cognitive achievement and agency. Internalizing disorders associated with 
divorce include anxiety and depression, and children are more likely to have dif-
ficulties in relationships with siblings, parents, teachers, and peers (Hetherington 
and Stanley-Hagan 1999).

Premarital education has been shown to be one of the most effective interven-
tions available to prevent marital dissolution and improve marital satisfaction (Stah-
mann and Hiebert 1997; Stanley 2001). For example, Stanley et al. (2006) found 
marriage preparation to be associated with a 31 % lower rate of divorce in a large 
multi-state random survey.

Clergy Involvement in Marriage Preparation

Although barely one third of couples currently receive premarital counseling, more 
than 90 % of couples that receive marriage preparation do so from a church or re-
ligious institution (Glenn 2005). Among the respondents to our national survey, a 
clergyperson performs an average of 4.91 weddings annually ( SD = 6.19), although 
nearly half conduct two or fewer a year. Even though clergy already provide most 
premarital education, scholars and marriage advocates have called for an increased 
emphasis on effective premarital education by churches and clergy (e.g., Institute 
for American Values 2000; Stanley 2001; Stanley et al. 2001). Clergy often have 
been singled out as having several advantages for providing marriage preparation: 
access to and influence with couples, since as many as 80 % of first marriages occur 
in religious organizations (Stanley et al. 2001); a belief in the value of marriage; a 
strong educational tradition; and an institutional base of operations (Stanley et al. 
1995).

In addition to having unparalleled opportunities for providing marriage prepara-
tion, clergy also have the ability to provide the service effectively. For example, 
Stanley et al. (2001) discovered that clergy and lay religious leaders were as effec-
tive in the short run as university staff in presenting PREP (Prevention and Relation-
ship Enhancement Program; Markman et al. 1988), a program created to prevent 
marital distress and divorce.

Well-constructed premarital programs show evidence of having a significant 
short-term effect on behaviors related to marital satisfaction (Carroll and Doherty 
2003; Fagan et al. 2002). However, long-term effects have not been established as 
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definitively (Halford et al. 2008). Also, since many studies showing efficacy of pre-
marital education have been conducted with mainly white, highly-educated couples 
(see Halford et al. 2008; Hawkins et al. 2008), it is possible that these programs 
might not have the same effect among groups with social disadvantages that are 
highly correlated with the risk of divorce (Ooms and Wilson 2004).

Schumm et al. (2010) found that the quality of premarital counseling, specifi-
cally within a religious setting, predicts both the short- and long-term helpfulness 
of premarital counseling in a couple’s relationship. Although clergy have the op-
portunity and capability to provide quality marriage preparation, questions remain 
about the current effectiveness of clergy-provided programs (Wilmoth and Smyser 
2007). Because little was known about the content and requirements of marriage 
preparation provided by clergy (Wilmoth and Fournier 2009), we conducted a na-
tional study to see what marriage preparation looks like in the United States. This 
study is the first to use national random sampling to determine the behaviors and 
attitudes of clergy related to marriage preparation. More details about the study are 
discussed later in the chapter.

Best Practices in Premarital Education Based on Research

After pastors have made the decision to prepare couples for marriage, they have 
several important questions to answer:

•	 What kind of structure will I use? This broad question includes aspects such as 
the number of sessions to have with a couple; how long the sessions will be; how 
long before the wedding they will start; whether to use an assessment inventory; 
whether to include the couple alone or in group classes; whether to conduct all 
the sessions personally or to ask someone else to help, such as a mentor couple, 
a financial counselor, a therapist, or a relationship educator; and whether the 
process will be information-based or skills-based.

•	 What content will I cover? Marriages are complex relationships, and their suc-
cess includes many dimensions. Which are the most important areas of content 
for the pastor to cover during marriage preparation?

•	 What resources will I incorporate? Pastors can use homework, readings, vid-
eos, and other sources. In addition, a number of formal programs and curricula 
designed specifically for marriage preparation are available. Many pastors have 
joined healthy marriage initiatives and have signed Community Marriage Poli-
cies®, agreeing to a common set of standards for marriage preparation: Is this 
something the pastor wants to participate in?
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Structural Components of Marriage Preparation

One of the important decisions pastors must make is how to structure marriage 
preparation. Murray (2005) observed that dosage, format, and approach are three 
important process-related aspects of effective marriage preparation. In addition, 
Hawkins et al. (2004a) identified intensity and methodology as crucial components 
of decision-making for marriage educators.

Timing and dosage  For long-term behavioral change to occur, the length and inten-
sity of marriage preparation are key factors. One study revealed that couples that 
had attended four or more education sessions rated their marriage preparation sig-
nificantly higher than those that attended no sessions or one session of premarital 
education. Additionally, the study’s findings suggested that 10 or more education 
sessions did not increase the perceived value of the marriage preparation and may 
even be counterproductive (Williams et al. 1999). Hawkins et al. (2008) meta-anal-
ysis revealed that programs with a moderate dosage of instructional time produce 
significantly stronger effects.

Stahmann and Hiebert (1997) recommended that, for counseling to be more ben-
eficial, clergy should provide at least five to seven, 2-h sessions beginning several 
months before the wedding. Barlow (1999) also noted that premarital education 
should be 6–8 months before the wedding and consist of six to eight 1-h sessions. 
Sullivan’s small study ( n = 62; 2001) found that clergy most frequently provided 
four to six education sessions with a range of 30–90 min per session. Our national 
study looked at the structural components that pastors require for marriage prepara-
tion. When a preparation or waiting period before the wedding was required, the 
average length of time was 3.21 months ( Mdn = 4.00, SD = 1.01). When meetings or 
sessions with the pastor were required, the average number of sessions required was 
3.98 sessions ( Mdn = 4.00, SD = 2.12). The average time per session required was 
68.5 min ( Mdn = 60.0, SD = 27.16).

Another component of marriage preparation that has been recommended by 
scholars is follow-up sessions after the wedding (Stahmann and Hiebert 1997). 
Murray (2005) noted that some providers have expressed an interest in providing 
booster sessions to refresh the couple’s skills. My Oklahoma study (2005) found 
that very few Oklahoma clergy provide such post-wedding services. Among pastors 
who include sessions after the wedding, our national study found the average was 
1.65 sessions ( Mdn = 1.00, SD = 1.00). These meetings or sessions took place an 
average of 5.47 months after the wedding ( Mdn = 6.00, SD = 3.35).

Format  Murray (2005) noted that marriage preparation employs diverse formats 
such as one-on-one sessions, classrooms, and support groups. Williams (1992) 
found that engaged couples prefer the following formats: counseling sessions with a 
minister, weekend retreats, meeting with a married couple, and small group discus-
sions. Private sessions with a sponsor or mentor couple also were highly regarded 
(Williams et al. 1999). My 2005 study of Oklahoma clergy found that mentor or 
sponsor couples and group premarital classes were among the least required compo-
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nents of marriage preparation. Our national study found that 68.9 % never required 
group classes and 73.5 % never required meetings with mentor couples.

Skills  The format of marriage preparation also is distinguished by whether the 
approach is information-based or skills-based. Information-based premarital edu-
cation promotes understanding of a concept (i.e., knowledge or attitudes about 
marriage) through lectures, demonstrations, and/or audio-visual presentations. 
Skills-based marriage preparation not only promotes understanding and knowledge 
but also provides opportunities to practice relationship skills and receive feedback 
on these skills (Halford et  al. 2003; Hawkins et  al. 2004a; Trathen 1995). Skills 
most often addressed are communication, conflict resolution, and problem solv-
ing. As noted by Halford (2004), examples of skills-based relationship education 
are PREP, Relationship Enhancement program (RE; Guerney 1977), and Couple 
Commitment and Relationship Enhancement program (Couple Care; Halford et al. 
2004).

An example of teaching communication skills is PREP’s use of the Speaker-
Listener technique. The process is based on the idea of letting one person at a time 
have the “floor,” while the other person in the dyad focuses on listening. Rules 
for the speaker are (1) Speak for yourself, don’t mind read! (2) Keep statements 
brief. Don’t go on and on. (3) Stop to let the listener paraphrase. The listener has 
two rules: (1) Paraphrase what you hear. (2) Focus on the speaker’s message; don’t 
rebut. During a PREP seminar, each couple has multiple opportunities to practice 
the technique as they discuss low-conflict topics, and the instructor or an assistant 
will observe the discussion to provide feedback on using the technique effectively 
(Stanley et al. 1999). Another example is the Couple Communication model (Miller 
et al. 1992), which guides couples through the use of the Awareness Wheel and the 
Listening Cycle, providing hands-on practice and feedback from the instructor.

Similarly, skills-based curricula often teach methods of conflict resolution and 
problem solving. For example, PREPARE-ENRICH (Olson et al. 1986) provides a 
couple feedback form that includes exercises for practicing assertive communica-
tion, active listening, managing conflict, and solving problems. The pastor typically 
will ask the couple to work through the exercises during the marriage preparation 
sessions, and the pastor can provide feedback on ways to improve the skills.

Research has shown that this type of premarital education is effective because 
crucial relationship skills can be learned (Halford et  al. 2004) and because the 
training is based on variables that influence relationship outcomes (Halford 2004). 
Hahlweg et  al. (1998) found that skills-based premarital education is associated 
with higher levels of relationship satisfaction and functioning even after 5 years 
of marriage. Additionally, skills-based education improves couple communication 
(Hahlweg et al. 1998) and reduces the risk of future relationship problems (Halford 
et al. 2003).

Although research has found skills-based premarital education to be useful in 
influencing marital outcomes for most couples (see Halford 2004; Halford et  al. 
2003), only 26.5 % of clergy in our national sample reported using a skills-based 
strategy, “which not only promotes understanding but also provides the opportunity 
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to practice learned skills” (Wilmoth 2005). Given that the skills-based approach is 
the only method of marriage preparation that has reliably demonstrated its effec-
tiveness (see Hahlweg et al. 1998; Halford et al. 2003; Hawkins et al. 2004a), this 
finding suggests that the majority of clergy are still using programs that have not 
been proven effective.

Using a skills-based approach to marriage preparation requires an investment 
by the pastor on multiple levels, but the difference in outcomes is worth the extra 
effort. Buikema (2001) determined that pastors generally are uncomfortable with 
communication, conflict resolution, and problem solving so teaching premarital 
couples those skills can be intimidating. Using skills-based curricula such as those 
mentioned above usually requires 2 or 3 days of training, but I believe most pastors 
who take advantage of these programs will feel much more confident about their 
ability to work with premarital (and married) couples.

Premarital Assessment Questionnaires  Premarital assessment questionnaires 
(PAQs) are considered a meaningful component of many premarital counseling and 
educational programs (Larson et al. 2002), including programs provided by clergy. 
For example, the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (2008) asks couples 
to take a marriage preparation inventory, such as Facilitating Open Couple Commu-
nication, Understanding, and Study (FOCCUS; Markey and Micheletto 1997), the 
PreMarital Inventory (PMI; Burnett 2004), or the PREmarital Personal and Rela-
tionship Evaluation (PREPARE; Olson et al. 1986). One partial explanation for the 
widespread use of premarital inventories is the structured training and implementa-
tion available for individuals who utilize these instruments (Halford 2004).

Stahmann and Hiebert (1997) suggested six advantages for using PAQs, includ-
ing the promotion of couple involvement, the investment of couples in the process, 
and the opportunity to elicit information more efficiently than through an interview. 
Halford (2004) also reported that some PAQs, such as FOCCUS, PREPARE, and 
RELATionship Evaluation (RELATE), assess factors relevant to relationship satis-
faction, as evidenced by their ability to predict satisfaction in the early years of mar-
riage (e.g., Holman et al. 1994; Larsen and Olson 1989; Williams and Jurich 1995), 
and provides couples the opportunity to use this information to assess their personal 
risk and resilience profiles. Busby et al. (2007) also noted that inventories provide 
information to facilitators and couples that make it possible to focus on specific is-
sues that are particularly relevant for the couple.

Halford (2004) suggested two weaknesses of inventory-based premarital educa-
tion. First, there is no empirical evidence of long-term benefits, and some would 
suggest that revealing partner differences or relationship weaknesses might actually 
create problems for the couple unless they have necessary skills to deal with the 
revelations (Silliman et al. 2002, cited in Halford 2004). Second, some self-report 
assessments may not identify dynamics, such as certain communication deficits, 
that can be detected only with observational assessments (Larson et al. 1995; Sand-
ers et  al. 1999). Therefore, Halford (2004) recommended using an inventory in 
conjunction with development of cognition and skills, an approach that Busby et al. 
(2007) suggested would alleviate some of these concerns.
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Clergy report using a variety of assessment instruments in marriage preparation, 
some of which may not be optimal for use with premarital couples (Sullivan 2001; 
Wilmoth 2005). Larson et  al. (1995) suggested that for premarital inventories to 
be adequate they must (1) be designed primarily for assessing the premarital rela-
tionship, (2) collect comprehensive data that are relevant to marriage preparation, 
(3) be easy to administer and interpret, (4) have a wide application, and (5) be reli-
able and valid. After analyzing various premarital assessments, Larson et al. (1995) 
concluded that the following instruments were the most psychometrically sound: 
PREPARE, the PREP-M (PREParation for Marriage), and FOCCUS. They spe-
cifically excluded the Taylor-Johnson Temperament Analysis (T-JTA; Taylor and 
Morrison 1984) and the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator Relationship Report (MBTI; 
Hammer 1987) “because they assess only personality and couple personality match-
es and do not focus on the broader dimensions of premarital relationships” (Larson 
et al. 1995, p. 247). Subsequent analysis determined that PREPARE, FOCCUS, and 
RELATE (previously known as the PREP-M) “may be confidently used in premari-
tal assessment and counseling” (Larson et al. 2002, p. 238). Although the MBTI and 
T-JTA possibly can provide helpful supplemental information, I do not recommend 
that pastors use them as their primary assessment tools for premarital couples. Some 
pastors also find it helpful to develop their own questionnaires to cover topics not 
covered in the PAQs, especially items related to distinctive doctrinal issues.

The PREPARE inventory, oldest of the “big three” PAQs, originally was de-
veloped through research at the University of Minnesota. It consists of 30 back-
ground questions and 165 additional items, measuring 20 relationship areas dealing 
with personality, family-of-origin, and other significant issues for couples (Olson 
et  al. 1986). The latest version of FOCCUS, which was developed at Creighton 
University, a Catholic institution, consists of 156 items and 33 additional, optional 
items that were designed to give couples a relationship profile, detailing both the 
weaknesses and strengths in the relationship. RELATE, developed by scholars at 
Brigham Young University, consists of 271 items that measure how variables such 
as family background, personality, values, and social relationships will affect future 
marital quality and stability (RELATE Institute 2009).

As Halford (2004) noted, a fundamental weakness of using inventories in pre-
marital education is the lack of published systematic evaluation of the long-term ef-
fects on relationship outcomes. Although evaluation of inventories has been limited 
to short-term outcomes, some studies have shown at least moderate effectiveness. 
Knutson and Olson (2003) evaluated the effectiveness of the PREPARE Program by 
comparing couples ( n = 59) who received an average of four feedback sessions after 
completing the inventory with a control group ( n = 48) and with couples ( n = 27) 
who took the inventory but had no feedback. Both PREPARE groups significantly 
increased scores on the Couple Satisfaction Scale, while there was no change in the 
control group. Additionally, both PREPARE groups also made gains in several rela-
tionship skills and other relationship areas. Of the highest risk couples, 83 % moved 
to a more positive couple type (Knutson and Olson 2003).

Busby et  al. (2007) compared the effectiveness of three models of premarital 
education: self-directed, using a 20-page workbook that all couples receive when 
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they apply for a marriage license in the State of Texas; therapist-directed, assigning 
participants to meet for six 1-h sessions with professionally trained therapists; and 
assessment-based. Couples in the assessment-based group received the RELATE 
inventory and accompanying report, and each couple met with a facilitator trained 
to use the report in a six-session program. At the sixth month follow-up, the assess-
ment-based treatment resulted in significantly better scores on the problem area 
scales than either of the other treatments and had significantly better scores in sat-
isfaction and communication compared to the therapist-directed treatment (Busby 
et al. 2007). Larson et al. (2007) found that RELATE is a positive intervention tool, 
improving couple communication skills, preventing future relationship or marital 
problems, increasing preparedness for marriage, and improving relationship satis-
faction (Larson et al. 2007).

Although PAQs show evidence of being an important component of premarital 
education, few clergy use one of the three instruments identified by Larson et al. 
(1995, 2002) as being appropriate for premarital couples. Of those clergy who used 
an inventory (51 %), Sullivan (2001) found that 18 % used PREPARE, and none 
reported using either RELATE or FOCCUS. Sullivan (2001) also found that 11 % 
of clergy used MBTI and 28 % used T-JTA.

Similarly, our Oklahoma study (2005) found that 47.1 % of clergy used some kind 
of inventory. Of these, 28.3 % used the MBTI at least some of the time, 19.3 % used 
PREPARE, 17.9 % used T-JTA, 4.5 % used FOCCUS, and 2.1 % used RELATE. In 
addition, 12.7 % indicated they used another inventory, including informal ques-
tionnaires the clergy constructed. In our national study, when clergy required a pre-
marital inventory, the most frequently required instrument was PREPARE ( n = 111, 
13.6 %) followed by FOCCUS ( n = 57, 7.0 %).

Besides the traditional pencil and paper format, RELATE and PREPARE also 
are now available for couples to take online. Generally pastors that use PREPARE 
must attend a 1-day training workshop, which usually costs about $ 175. Those who 
have a master’s degree or doctorate in the field of counseling also have the option of 
completing a self-training program at a cost of $ 225. Facilitators who use FOCCUS 
also must attend a 1-day training workshop, at a cost of about $ 100. The widely 
used Marriage Savers program also provides training for FOCCUS facilitators as a 
foundation for their mentoring program. Pastors who desire to use RELATE must 
provide proof of their ministerial card.

Almost two-thirds of the clergy in our national study say they require a couple 
inventory at least part of the time, and 40 % say they always require an inventory. 
However, many of the instruments either were not designed specifically for mar-
riage preparation or have not been proved to be reliable or valid. I believe that us-
ing one of these three PAQs designed for premarital assessment is one of the most 
versatile and effective tools at a pastor’s disposal, particularly when combined with 
alert observation of relationship patterns that might not show up in a pencil-and-
paper inventory. In addition, the 1-day training workshops will be a profitable ex-
perience, providing much valuable information in addition to securing the privilege 
of using the premarital inventory.
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Marriage Mentors

Sandstrom defined marriage mentoring as “the actions of a more experienced mar-
ried couple (mentor) who empower and support a premarital couple (mentee) and 
who act as a guide and role model, sharing resources and relational experiences” 
(2004, p. 7). Although the effectiveness of using marriage mentors in premarital ed-
ucation has not been evaluated thoroughly (Doherty and Anderson 2004), anecdotal 
evidence and limited empirical data suggest that marriage mentors can provide sup-
port, skills, and inspiration that clergy and other professionals cannot (Institute for 
American Values 2000; McManus 1995; Wages 2003).

Barlow (1999) noted that mentor couples “allow for the benefit of experience to 
enter into the premarital preparation process” (1999, p. 7–8). Similarly, McManus 
(2001) observed that engaged couples relate better to a married couple than to a 
pastor or counselor, develop more honesty and rapport with another married couple, 
and use the mentor couple as a positive marriage role model. Wages (2003) found 
that mentor couples provide a more realistic view of marriage and help resolve 
relationship issues for engaged couples. In addition, Sandstrom’s (2004) findings 
showed that marriage mentoring potentially has both short- and long-term effects 
on premarital couples. One short-term effect was that mentor couples were benefi-
cial in providing support for the engaged couple, giving them confidence in starting 
their marriage. Long-term effects included dealing with in-law relationships and 
family-of-origin issues. Sandstrom (2004) also suggested that these benefits derived 
from including mentor couples in premarital education could help decrease the di-
vorce rate, especially during the first year of marriage.

Although there has been little research to demonstrate the effectiveness of in-
cluding marriage mentoring, experience suggests that it has potential to be an effec-
tive approach to preparing couples for marriage. More important, it is an example 
of incorporating biblical principles for discipleship into the marriage preparation 
process (2 Timothy 2:2, Titus 2:1–5). Internet sites describing several mentoring 
programs are listed in Appendix 1.

Prohibition of Premarital Sex and Cohabitation

Our national study found that 42.7 % of clergy say they require couples to remain 
sexually abstinent. However well-intentioned they may be, policies such as these 
can be problematic considering the high percentage of couples that have been sexu-
ally active before marriage and considering that 49 % of cohabitating couples marry 
within 5 years of cohabitation (Kennedy and Bumpass 2008). As far back as 1993, 
Markman et al. found that 80 % of the couples participating in their study were sex-
ually active and 39 % of the couples were living together before marriage. Hawkins 
et al. (2004b) suggest that premarital education may be particularly beneficial for 
cohabiting couples and that churches may need to be proactive in reaching this 
audience:
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… marriage educators have an important role to play with couples who choose to cohabit 
before marriage. Religious organizations that require couples—cohabiting or not—to par-
ticipate in premarital education before marrying will help, especially if they are designed to 
emphasize needed skills and knowledge, and not dwell as much on issues, such as sexuality, 
with which cohabiting couples are already familiar. It is important for these religious insti-
tutions to involve rather than shun cohabiting couples who may need their services more 
than couples who do not cohabit before marriage. (2004b, p. 44)

While Hawkins et  al. (2004b) make a compelling case that churches can—and 
should—help cohabiting couples prepare for marriage, not all clergy would agree 
with the recommendation that it is best to avoid dwelling on sexuality. Research 
indicates that cohabitors, compared to non-cohabitors, are more likely to have had 
more sexual partners, and cohabiting women are more likely to be unfaithful after 
marriage (Forste and Tanfer 1996). Thus, increased sexual experience could be a 
disadvantage in forming healthy sexual attitudes and behaviors. Similarly, suggest 
that the experience of cohabitation may affect commitment levels in marriage.

Topics Covered in Marriage Preparation

Research and theory have identified content appropriate for effective marriage 
preparation. Hawkins et al. (2004a) suggest that the following three subdivisions 
of content should be included in premarital education: (1) relationship skills; (2) 
awareness, knowledge, and attitudes; and (3) motivation and virtues. In addition, 
Bradbury et al. (2000) determined that the following topics should be included in 
marriage preparation since research has associated them with marital satisfaction: 
communication, conflict resolution, social support, careers, children, life stressors 
and transitions, and family background. Larson and Holman (1994) included ad-
ditional factors that are significant for marital quality and stability: family-of-origin 
effects; socioeconomic factors such as age, education, income, and occupation; per-
sonality traits; similarity of attitudes, values, and beliefs; interactional history such 
as length and nature of acquaintance, cohabitation, premarital sex, and premarital 
pregnancy; and interactional processes such as communication, conflict, and con-
sensus building.

Participants often list communication as one of the most helpful topics in mar-
riage preparation programs (Williams et al. 1999). Research has found that commu-
nication processes are able to predict future relationship quality and stability (Cle-
ments et al. 2004; Markman et al. 1993), and research-based relationship education 
programs (e.g., PREP and PREPARE) typically focus on teaching communication 
skills as a core part of the curriculum (Olson and Olson 1999; Stanley et al. 1999). 
In addition, Russell and Lyster (1992) found family of origin, finances, conflict 
resolution, and sexuality among the most helpful content topics. Family-of-origin 
issues are particularly important to address in premarital education since families of 
origin influence an individual’s expectations and cognitions about and behavior in 
extrafamilial relations including future romantic relationships (Larson et al. 2001; 
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Roisman et  al. 2001). Phillips et  al. (2009) found that individuals who perceive 
their families of origin as healthy tend to be more satisfied in their romantic rela-
tionships. Negative experiences in one’s family of origin create poorer attitudes 
and esteem about adult relationships (Busby et al. 2005) as well as increase dating 
anxiety and decrease relationship satisfaction and commitment (Larson et al. 2001). 
The family-of-origin effect is particularly evident in the relationship between paren-
tal divorce and children’s subsequent marital stability and interactional processes 
(Amato and DeBoer 2001).

Our national survey tried to get an indication of the topics that pastors include in 
marriage preparation. Overall, clergy believe they adequately address most of the 
topics associated with premarital education. For 14 of the 18 topics measured, the 
mean was at least 3 on a scale of 1 ( Not at All Effectively) to 5 ( Very Effectively). 
The content area that clergy believed they had covered most effectively was the 
wedding ceremony ( M = 4.34, Mdn = 5.00, SD = 1.10), and the topic covered least 
effectively was legal issues ( M = 1.91, Mdn = 2.00, SD = 1.59). Legal issues also was 
the content area that was least likely to be addressed at all ( n = 247, 30.3 %). Clergy 
believe the three content areas they cover most effectively are the wedding cer-
emony, communication, and relationship to God, whereas family planning, career, 
and legal issues are the areas that clergy believe are least effectively covered in the 
premarital services they provide.

Resources Pastors Use in Marriage Preparation

Homework  Many pastors utilize homework assignments in their work with pre-
marital couples (Wilmoth 2005). Given their own experience of being assigned 
homework throughout their school years, it is not unexpected that they would intui-
tively use a similar tool for marriage preparation. Homework also is a component 
of programs such as PREP, which encourages couples to practice communication 
skills between workshop sessions (Stanley et al. 1999). L’Abate (1999), a clinical 
psychologist, has made homework an essential element of his therapeutic, struc-
tured environment and distant writing programs, in which assignments are tailored 
for the specific needs of each couple. Our Oklahoma study (2005) found that more 
than 80 % of Oklahoma clergy indicated they assigned some homework to engaged 
couples. Among respondents to our national survey, 36.5 % say they always require 
homework, and 25 % said they never require it. Among those who gave homework, 
the average number of assignments required was 3.29 ( Mdn = 3.00, SD = 2.44).

Some pastors devise their own homework assignments, and others use materi-
als provided with marriage preparation programs such as PREPARE (Olson et al. 
1986), Before You Say “I Do” (Roberts and Wright 1978), or Saving Your Marriage 
Before It Starts (Parrott and Parrott 1995). As L’Abate (1999) suggests, homework 
can be tailored to the specific needs of each couple. Assignments can be particularly 
useful in helping couples work through issues such as setting goals, budgeting, and 
family of origin.
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Premarital Education Programs  Dozens of premarital education curricula are 
available for use in marriage preparation (Stanley 1997; National Healthy Marriage 
Resource Center 2010). These programs differ according to theoretical orientations, 
format, length, and content (Carroll and Doherty 2003).

Williams (2003) identified six of the best-known programs in the marriage and 
family field that are used in premarital counseling. These programs are Relationship 
Enhancement (Guerney 1977), Couple Communication (Miller et al. 1992), PREP 
(Stanley et al. 1999), Practical Application of Intimate Relationship Skills (PAIRS; 
Gordon 1996), PREPARE (Olson et al. 1986), and Association for Couples in Mar-
riage Enrichment-style (ACME; Mace and Mace 1974). These marriage preparation 
programs also have been distinguished as skills-based education programs, mean-
ing these programs not only promote understanding and knowledge about marriage 
but also provide opportunities to practice relationship skills and receive feedback on 
these skills (Halford et al. 2003; Hawkins et al. 2004a; Trathen 1995).

Markman et al. (2004) noted the following as essential components for preven-
tion programs to be empirically based: (1) content is based on basic relationship re-
search, (2) ongoing research examines the program’s effectiveness, and (3) content 
is updated to reflect new research findings. Unfortunately, many popular premarital 
programs have not reported their effectiveness in peer-reviewed research journals 
(e.g., Engaged Encounter, Pre-Cana, and Saving Your Marriage Before It Starts; 
Silliman and Schumm 2000). Of the curricula identified by Williams (2003), only 
PREP and PREPARE have been evaluated significantly by research. The lack of 
standardization in curriculum (Callaway 1993), which makes program evaluation 
difficult, is one explanation for limited research. In addition, religious curricula are 
less likely to be developed in an academic setting, where there is a greater emphasis 
on research and publication. Another shortcoming of research is that empirical eval-
uation of premarital programs generally has focused only on short-term outcomes 
instead of the more important long-term outcomes such as marital stability (Carroll 
and Doherty 2003; Stanley 1997).

PREPARE-ENRICH, PREP, and Engaged Encounter were the programs clergy 
in our national study said they were most likely to use. We are going to describe 
these at greater length, not only because of their frequency of use but also because 
they illustrate three different approaches to marriage preparation.

PREP  PREP is a marriage preparation program that uses a skills-based approach 
that focuses on thoughts and behaviors that research has found to be associated with 
marital success (Renick et al. 1992; Stanley et al. 1999). Specifically, the program 
focuses on attitudes, expectations, communication, conflict resolution, and commit-
ment (Stanley et al. 1999). The four main goals of PREP regarding couple outcomes 
are as follows: (1) to teach more efficient communication and conflict resolution 
skills, (2) to help clarify and evaluate relationship expectations, (3) to increase com-
mitment, and (4) to increase fun, friendship, and sensuality thereby boosting posi-
tive bonding. To achieve PREP’s goals, the program educates couples on positive 
approaches to effectively deal with the negative aspects of relationships (Renick 
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et al. 1992; Stanley et al. 2001). For example, PREP teaches couples the Speaker-
Listener technique to help reduce communication problems (Stanley et al. 1999).

PREP is a 12-h program with flexibility in format (e.g., six 2-h sessions, week-
end, or 1 day with two follow-up sessions; Stanley et al. 1999). PREP providers not 
only have the flexibility to choose the format but also have the flexibility to choose 
which sessions/lessons to place more or less emphasis on and to choose the exam-
ples and stories that would be most relevant to the couple they are serving (Mark-
man et al. 2004). Each session provides the couple with information followed by an 
opportunity to practice the skills discussed (Stanley et al. 1999). The PREP leaders 
provide the couple with feedback during these practice sessions, which helps the 
couple to further acquire those skills.

During the first hour, communication is discussed in the context of safety and 
structure, and the Intent-Impact Model of communication is presented. During the 
second hour, the Speaker-Listener technique is taught. The third hour involves cou-
ples learning to give feedback to each other with continued focus on good listening 
skills. During the fourth and fifth hours, hidden agendas and expectations about the 
relationship are discussed. The sixth hour deals with the role of fun in the couple’s 
relationship to help maintain stability. The seventh hour focuses on conflict reso-
lution skills. During the eighth hour, team-building issues are introduced to help 
promote commitment and intimacy between the couple. The ninth and tenth hours 
deal with spiritual values and how these values impact the relationship. During the 
11th hour, the physical relationship is discussed in regards to sensual communica-
tion and sexual dysfunction. The final hour focuses on combining the skills learned 
and teaching the couple how to successfully incorporate them at home (Renick et al. 
1992).

PREP leaders must attend a training seminar that presents the PREP material as 
well as the research and theoretical concepts the program is based on. Renick et al. 
(1992) noted, “With the proper training, clergy may integrate the skills taught to 
couples through PREP into their own traditions of premarital counseling” (p. 142). 
Obtaining the proper training is increasingly becoming more feasible because of the 
large number of opportunities provided by conferences and workshops. Markman 
et al. (2004) found that once clergy are trained in PREP, they will provide at least 
part of the program in the marriage preparation they provide. In addition, Markman 
et al. (2004) found that a 3-day training seminar is adequate to give clergy the con-
fidence to use the PREP program.

Research has shown that PREP influences short-term marital outcomes. Stanley 
et al. (2001) found that couples who participated in PREP showed gains in positive 
communication and problem-solving skills with a decline in negative communica-
tion directly after the intervention. Studies by Markman et al. (1988) and Schilling 
et al. (2003) found similar results. These studies suggest that couples that participate 
in PREP have an early advantage in regards to interaction outcomes and relation-
ship quality compared to couples who receive more traditional premarital education 
(Stanley et al. 2001) and that couples are indeed learning the skills taught in the 
PREP program (Markman et al. 1988).
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In addition to short-term outcomes, research has shown PREP to be influential in 
regards to long-term marital outcomes. For example, Markman et al. (1988) found 
at the 3-year follow-up that the divorce rate was lower for couples that participated 
in PREP compared to the control group. Similarly, Markman et al. (1993) found 
that, even at the 5-year follow-up, PREP couples had a significantly lower divorce 
rate. In addition, PREP couples maintained relationship satisfaction as well as expe-
rienced fewer problems and less sexual dissatisfaction compared to control couples 
(Markman et al. 1988). Markman et al. (1993) found that PREP gave couples an 
advantage in communication and conflict resolution skills as much as 4 years later. 
Specifically, the researchers found PREP couples to have increased communication 
skills, positive affect, problem-solving skills, and support while they decreased neg-
ative communication, withdrawal, denial, dominance, negative affect, conflict, and 
physical violence (Markman et al. 1993). Similar results were obtained in Germany 
(see Hahlweg et al. 1998). These research findings suggest that the improvement in 
relationship skills associated with PREP may be the key to long-term prevention of 
divorce (Markman et al. 1988).

One advantage of PREP is that it has the option of Christian and Jewish versions, 
which incorporate theological perspectives. Concepts from the Christian version of 
the program also are presented in book format in A Lasting Promise: A Christian 
Guide to Fighting for Your Marriage (Stanley et al. 1998).

PREPARE  The PREPARE program requires the engaged couple to complete the 
PREPARE inventory, described above, followed by participation in four to eight 
feedback sessions where the facilitator teaches the couple essential relationship 
skills (Life Innovations 2009; Olson and Olson 1999). As discussed earlier, pastors 
that use PREPARE must attend a workshop to be trained how to correctly adminis-
ter and use the program (Olson and Olson 1999).

Six couple exercises were added to the inventory to expand PREPARE into a 
more comprehensive skills-based program for marriage preparation (Olson and 
Olson 1999). The goals of these exercises are to help the couple in the following 
areas: (1) relationship strengths and growth areas, (2) communication skills, (3) 
conflict resolution, (4) family of origin, (5) financial management, and (6) personal, 
couple, and family goal development (Knutson and Olson 2003). The couples are 
given the Building a Strong Marriage workbook to help couples complete these 
exercises (Larson et al. 1995; Knutson and Olson 2003; Olson and Olson 1999). 
During the first exercise, the couple shares their relationship strengths as well as 
areas they need to work on, thereby creating awareness and better understanding of 
each other’s views. The second exercise involves teaching the couple assertiveness 
and active listening skills. During the third exercise, the couple learns the Ten Step 
Model to conflict resolution. In the fourth exercise, the couple receives feedback 
on family-of-origin issues using the Couple and Family Map, and the fifth exer-
cise involves the couple completing a budget worksheet and setting financial goals. 
During the final exercise, the couple develops and shares goals for each person, the 
couple, and the family. They also develop an action plan using the CHANGE model 
to help accomplish these goals (Olson and Olson 1999).
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The PREPARE program is based on the belief that the premarital relationship 
can predict the quality of the future marital relationship. Therefore, if relationship 
factors that affect quality can be identified and improved, the quality of the marriage 
relationship also will be improved (Fowers and Olson 1986). As Fowers and Olson 
(1986) stated, “Adequate predictive information is the cornerstone of prevention 
efforts” (¶ 6). Based on this assumption and those factors that have been identified 
in research as predictors of marital quality and stability, the PREPARE inventory 
assesses 85 % of these identified premarital relationship factors (Larson et al. 1995).

Knutson and Olson (2003) evaluated the effectiveness of the PREPARE program 
by comparing couples that received an average of four feedback sessions after com-
pleting the inventory with a control group and with couples that took the inventory 
but had no feedback. Both PREPARE groups significantly increased scores on the 
Couple Satisfaction Scale, while there was no change in the control group. Addi-
tionally, both PREPARE groups also made gains in several relationship skills and 
other relationship areas including relationship expectations, communication, finan-
cial management, children and parenting, family and friends, couple closeness and 
flexibility, and spiritual beliefs. Of the highest-risk couples, 83 % moved to a more 
positive couple type (Knutson and Olson 2003).

The combined individual scores and the Couple Positive Agreement score from 
the questionnaire can discriminate in 91 % of cases between those that will have 
successful marriages and those that will end in divorce (Fowers and Olson 1986). 
Furthermore, these combined scores also can discriminate in over 80 % of the cases 
between couples that are satisfied or dissatisfied with their marriage. Larsen and 
Olson (1989) found similar results regarding PREPARE’s predictive capability: 
couples were accurately discriminated in 84 % of the cases. These findings support 
the predictive validity of the PREPARE assessment and its use as a preventive tool 
(Fowers and Olson 1986; Larsen and Olson 1989).

Based on an engaged couple’s PREPARE scores, Fowers and Olson (1992) 
found a typology to emerge where the couple could be classified as vitalized, har-
monious, traditional, or conflicted. This typology is helpful to premarital education 
providers because it allows for a more focused intervention plan that is directed by 
the couple’s specific needs (Fowers et al. 1996; Fowers and Olson 1992).

Engaged Encounter  Engaged Encounter (EE) is a community-based premarital 
workshop (Silliman and Schumm 2000) in a weekend format that provides a total 
of 21 h of marriage preparation (Callaway 1993). The program is an outgrowth of 
Marriage Encounter, which originated in the Catholic Church in 1968, reportedly 
has been attended by more than 5 million couples in more than 97 countries, and has 
expanded to numerous Jewish and Christian organizations (Worldwide Marriage 
Encounter 2010). Limited research has indicated that Marriage Encounter has been 
popular and effective (Elin 1999).

Engaged Encounter generally is implemented by two or three married couples 
and a priest. Communication, marriage attitudes, finances, partner expectations, 
problem-solving strategies, sexuality, and spirituality are the topics covered in 
EE, with communication receiving the most emphasis (Blumberg 1991; Callaway 
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1993). EE is “an approach that focuses on exposing couples to sensitive issues with 
suggestions for change” (Blumberg 1991, p. 12). Topics are first covered by the 
leaders in a lecture format where the leaders also provide personal examples of cop-
ing and dealing with these issues. Then the topics are covered again during a struc-
tured sharing time between the engaged couple with exercises involving oral and 
written communication designed to increase intimacy (Callaway 1993). Partners 
complete the exercises separately and then discuss the exercises together (Blumberg 
1991; Pino 1982).

There has been little empirical research to study the effectiveness of EE, but an-
ecdotal evidence and the program’s wide popularity indicate that it is beneficial for 
many couples. When compared to an information-only-based premarital education 
program, Callaway (1993) found that EE is more beneficial. However, Callaway’s 
(1993) study also discovered that some participants thought EE to be too long, re-
petitive, and boring. Callaway hypothesized that these shortcomings could be the 
result of a discrepancy between the program’s format and the participants’ learning 
styles. Blumberg (1991) found that, although EE encourages couple communica-
tion, EE was not as effective as PREP in improving couples’ communication skills. 
In addition, Blumberg (1991) discovered that EE couples did not increase their 
relationship satisfaction after the premarital program.

Partnering with Other Pastors and Educators

Clergy and other wedding officiants in more than 200 communities in 43 states have 
established Community Marriage Policies (CMPs), setting minimum standards for 
marriage preparation for any couple whose weddings they perform (Marriage Sav-
ers 2007, 2009; McManus 1995). Typically a CMP will include six core elements, 
including the following related to marriage preparation: (1) require a minimum of 
4 months marriage preparation; (2) require a premarital inventory; (3) meet with an 
older, solidly married Mentor Couple; and (4) cooperate with other congregations 
to share resources. Some CMPs include other optional elements such as promoting 
chastity outside of marriage, encouraging a courtship of at least a year, and provid-
ing post-marital sessions for newlyweds.

Evaluated counties with CMPs and found that those counties had a decline in 
the divorce rate nearly twice that of counties established as controls. Several years 
ago I had the opportunity to initiate a CMP, and I found the experience to be very 
profitable. As we worked together to write our document and provide community 
resources, I learned from other pastors and lay leaders, and we encouraged one an-
other to keep marriage preparation a high priority in our community.



118 J. D. Wilmoth

Our Research

We have referred to our national sample several times in this chapter. Because there 
was so little accurate or recent information about this important topic, we conducted 
a national survey to gather information about the attitudes and practices of pastors 
related to marriage preparation. I have described the survey below, and more de-
tailed information is available on request.

Method

The sampling frame was based on the 2000 Religious Congregations and Mem-
bership Survey in the Association of Religious Data Archives (2002), which pro-
vided information on 149 religious groups, including the number of congregations 
and adherents for each. Adherents were defined as all full members, their children, 
and others who regularly attend services. The categories of congregations included 
evangelical Protestants, mainline Protestants, orthodox, and other groups. The “oth-
er” category included both Christian and non-Christian traditions such as Judaism, 
Islam, Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, and Church of Christ, Scientist.

A limitation of the 2000 Religious Congregations and Membership Survey data 
is that 14 religious bodies reporting more than 100,000 members to the Yearbook of 
American and Canadian Churches did not participate in the survey’s data collection. 
In particular, no historically African American denominations participated (e.g., Af-
rican Methodist Episcopal Church, National Baptist Convention USA Incorporated, 
or Church of God in Christ).

Our survey was limited to clergy from the three largest religious groups in the 
United States, based on the number of adherents in each: Roman Catholic (43.9 %), 
evangelical Protestant (28.3 %), and mainline Protestant (18.5 %). We excluded 
the orthodox category, which was too small (0.7 %) for statistical analysis, and the 
“other” category (8.7 %), which we deemed too heterogeneous for meaningful com-
parisons.

In order to make statistically meaningful comparisons among denominations, 
we further limited the sampling frame to the 15 Christian denominations with the 
largest number of congregations. We used stratified random sampling to select 2000 
congregations. The rationale for basing the sample on congregations rather than 
clergy was threefold: (1) our interest was in premarital education provided in the 
context of the congregational setting, (2) it was more feasible to construct an ex-
haustive list from which to draw the sample, and (3) congregational addresses are 
more stable than clergy addresses. The number of participants selected from each 
denomination was calculated using the ratio of the number of congregations with-
in that denomination to the total number of congregations in the sampling frame. 
Therefore, 46.5 % of this study’s sample was composed of evangelical Protestant 
congregations ( n = 930), 42 % mainline Protestants ( n = 840), and 11.5 % Roman 
Catholic ( n = 230).
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Of the 2000 congregations surveyed, there were 820 responses, a response rate 
of 41 %. Of the 820 returned responses, 793 (96.7 %) were usable for data analysis. 
Clergy who responded tended to be male (91.2 %), married (84.0 %), Caucasian 
(90.3 %), evangelical Protestant (49.8 %), and a senior pastor (93.0 %). The mean 
age was 53.1 years ( SD = 10.9), the mean years in ministry was 23.1 ( SD = 13.0), and 
the mean tenure in the clergy’s current position was 8.32 years ( SD = 8.10). Clergy 
who responded typically had a master’s degree (53.0 %) with 2.01 ( SD = 2.38) col-
lege or seminary courses related to marriage preparation as well as 2.48 ( SD = 3.53) 
related continuing education opportunities. Although the mean of active congrega-
tional members was 429.1, half of the congregations had fewer than 150 members.

The Questionnaire

The 4-page, 126-item, self-report questionnaire was modified from the “Oklahoma 
Clergy Involvement in Marriage Preparation” questionnaire (Wilmoth 2005). The 
instrument included seven sections: demographics, structural requirements set by 
clergy for marriage preparation, content, resources, value and effectiveness, hin-
drances, and community marriage initiatives. We distributed the questionnaire by 
mail, and participants whose email addresses were available also had the opportu-
nity to complete the survey online.

To discover what structural requirements clergy set for marriage preparation, 
participants were asked to indicate on a Likert-type scale, ranging from 0 ( Never 
Require) to 4 ( Always Require), how often they require each of the following struc-
tural components: preparation/waiting period before the wedding, premarital cou-
ple inventory, meetings or sessions with pastor, group premarital class/education/
enrichment, mentor or sponsor couples, homework, church membership, premari-
tal sexual abstinence, and meetings/sessions after the wedding. The Requirements 
Scale (range: 0–36, α = 0.71) was constructed by summing each of nine individual 
items.

In addition, if clergy required a preparation/waiting period before the wedding, 
they were asked the length of the waiting period in months. If clergy required com-
pletion of a premarital couple inventory, the participant was asked to identify which 
one they required. If clergy required meetings or sessions with the pastor, respon-
dents were asked the number of sessions required as well as the length of time in 
minutes per session. If clergy required homework, the participants were asked to 
indicate the number of assignments given. Finally, if meetings or sessions after 
the wedding were required, the clergy were asked to list the number of sessions 
required and how many months after the wedding the sessions took place.

To discover what content areas were covered in clergy-provided marriage 
preparation, participants were asked how effectively they deal with each of the 
following content areas: the wedding ceremony, realistic expectations, roles, 
children/parenting, career, personality/temperament, relationship to God, commu-
nication, conflict resolution, problem-solving, family of origin, finances/budgeting, 
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in-law relationships, friends, sexual relations, family planning, spiritual dimensions 
of marriage, and legal issues.

To determine the format clergy use in marriage preparation, participants were 
asked to check which of the following best describes their approach to marriage 
preparation: (1) information-based, which focused on helping someone understand 
a concept, and (2) skills-based, which not only promotes understanding but also 
provides the opportunity to practice learned skills.

Study Conclusions

Consistent with previous research (e.g., Sullivan 2001; Wilmoth 2005), this study 
found that clergy-provided marriage preparation consists of approximately four 1-h 
sessions even though Stahmann and Hiebert (1997) recommended five to seven ses-
sions for counseling to be beneficial. In addition, this study found that sessions after 
the wedding are one of the least required components of premarital education even 
though Buckner and Salt (1985) and Murray (2005) recommended providing these 
booster sessions to help identify and address both problems and joys of married life.

Also, this study found that most clergy require some kind of premarital assess-
ment. PREPARE and FOCCUS, which are two out of the three assessments that 
Larson et al. (2002) stated could be confidently used in marriage preparation, were 
the instruments most frequently used by clergy. However, this study also found 
that a significant number of clergy continue to utilize assessments that may not be 
appropriate for marriage preparation (see Larson et al. 1995; Wilmoth and Smyser 
2010).

Although recent research has suggested the effectiveness of using mentor cou-
ples in marriage preparation (e.g., Sandstrom 2004), this study found that mentoring 
was the least required component of clergy-provided premarital education. This 
finding suggests that even though mentors could offer insight and support to newly-
married couples, clergy do not perceive their potential effectiveness or do not know 
how to implement such a program.

Additionally, this study found that only a fourth of clergy reported using a skills-
based format for marriage preparation even though Halford et  al. (2003) found 
skills-based premarital education to be useful in influencing marital outcomes. 
Given that the skills-based approach to marriage preparation is the only method 
that has reliably demonstrated effectiveness (see Hawkins et al. 2004a), this finding 
suggests that most clergy are still using approaches that have not proved effective.

In regards to topics covered in the premarital education program, this study 
found that clergy do not effectively cover or address family-of-origin issues, which 
research has shown to be a significant factor in determining marital quality and sta-
bility (see Larson and Holman 1994). Other important areas that researchers have 
suggested be included in premarital education but that clergy reported being less 
effective at addressing were conflict resolution and problem-solving (see Bradbury 
et al. 2000).
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Although the response rate for this study was reasonably high, the rate of re-
sponse could have been hindered by the length of the instrument. In addition, the 
results are subject to all the limitations of self-report questionnaires. Generalizabil-
ity also was reduced by restricting the sample to evangelical Protestant, mainline 
Protestant, and Roman Catholic clergy and by using a database that did not include 
historically African American denominations. Future research should investigate 
whether these findings would be replicated among clergy from other religious tradi-
tions.

Conclusion

I suggest that clergy have not only the opportunity but also the obligation to provide 
quality marriage preparation to the couples in their congregations. The research 
literature makes it clear that marital conflict and divorce frequently have a devas-
tating and lasting effect on the couple and their children. Marital disruption also 
has a direct impact on religious congregations since families are less likely to stay 
connected to their church after divorce. Investing in these marriages can counteract 
the cultural message that marriage is trivial and transient, and the investment can 
yield dividends for churches and families that continue to grow across generations.

It is significant that the large study of couples in Oklahoma and neighboring 
states found that couples with premarital education experienced a 30 % decline in 
the likelihood of divorce over 5 years (Stanley et al. 2006). However, I believe that 
this evidence for the effectiveness of marriage preparation is even more remark-
able when you consider that this study did not measure what kind of premarital 
education the couples received. If any sort of program makes this big a difference, 
certainly we can expect that quality, evidenced-based marriage preparation can help 
couples have healthy, lasting, God-honoring marriages.

Based on the research, clergy should consider including several specific compo-
nents in the marriage preparation they provide:

•	 Begin at least 6 months before the wedding.
•	 Include at least six sessions.
•	 Follow up several months after the wedding.
•	 Utilize one of the three validated premarital assessment questionnaires.
•	 Pair premarital couples with mentor couples.
•	 Use a skills-based approach to communication, conflict resolution, and problem 

solving.
•	 Address important topics such as family-of-origin influences, sexual relation-

ships, parenting, and finances.

Researchers also have suggested that clergy can provide a dimension to marriage 
preparation that goes beyond what most therapists or educators can offer. Teaching 
couples how to communicate, solve problems, and manage conflict can help cou-
ples face challenges with skill and confidence; giving accurate, relevant informa-
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tion about finances, family of origin, and sex can help them avoid potential pitfalls. 
Yet, however important skills and information might be, a successful marriage is 
primarily a matter of the heart. Clergy can go beyond talking about the impor-
tance of commitment, faithfulness, and kindness and point individuals to spiritual 
resources that can transform relationships.

As a former pastor, I know something about the demands of ministry. Very few 
clergy can do all the things that research suggests might be helpful. I’d like to rec-
ommend some principles that I believe will help you use your time productively and 
be more effective when you prepare couples for marriage.

First, invest in yourself. Clergy often express concerns about their lack of ex-
pertise and sometimes feel they need to say to couples, “Do as I say, not as I do.” 
Couples cannot learn relationship skills simply by being told what to do: They need 
to see examples and then practice those skills. By receiving training in a curriculum 
such as PREP or Couple Communication, you can confidently say, “Let me show 
you what to do.” The appendix provides websites for several research-based cur-
ricula.

Second, tailor your marriage preparation to the unique needs of each couple. 
No two couples will have identical strengths and challenges. It will be much more 
efficient—and effective—to focus on the areas that would be most helpful for a 
particular couple. An inventory such as PREPARE is one of the best ways to deter-
mine which areas to emphasize. (Contact information for the three most appropriate 
questionnaires is in the appendix.) Not only does this kind of instrument help you 
know the needs of the couple, but it also provides useful tools to deal with important 
issues. Again, an upfront investment in your preparation can help you use your time 
and energy more effectively.

Third, share the load. Depending on your interests and resources, you may be 
better off to delegate some or (almost) all of the marriage preparation to one or 
more colleagues. For example, there may be someone else on your staff or in your 
congregation who could help the couple set financial goals and learn how to use a 
budget. I also believe that using mentor couples is a great idea. Although there’s 
little research on the effectiveness of marriage mentoring, there is much anecdotal 
evidence that this is an idea that works. Just as important, it is a method of disciple-
ship with strong biblical support. The appendix lists some of the programs that 
provide resources for an effective mentoring program.

Preparing couples for marriage is a ministry that can have powerful, long-lasting 
benefits. This is a ministry that needs to be done and to be done well. I urge you 
to make a commitment to providing marriage preparation, a ministry that changes 
lives, marriages, and families.
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Appendix

Websites for Selected Resources

The following Internet sites are examples of programs or resources related to mar-
riage preparation. This list is not exhaustive, but it includes some of the best-known 
sources.

Curricula  Couple Communication: http://www.couplecommunication.com

Engaged Encounter

Catholic: http://www.engagedencounter.org/
United Methodist: http://www.encounter.org/ee.htm

The Marriage Garden: http://www.uaex.edu/health-living/personal-family-well-
being/couples/

Married and Loving It: http://marriedandlovingit.org/wp/

PREP: www.PrepInc.com

Relationship Enhancement: www.nire.org

Premarital Assessment Questionnaires  PREPARE: www.prepare-enrich.com

FOCCUS: www.foccusinc.com

RELATE: www.relate-institute.org

Mentor Training Programs  Marriage Mentoring: 12 Conversations for Building 
Strong Marriages, Ed Gray: www.12conversations.com

Marriage Savers, Mike & Harriet McManus: www.marriagesavers.org

PREPARE/ENRICH Customized Version Marriage Mentor Program, David Olson 
et al., www.prepare-enrich.com

The Complete Guide to Marriage Mentoring, Les & Leslie Parrott: http://www.
marriagementoring.com

General information  National Healthy Marriage Resource Center: www. http://
www.healthymarriageinfo.org/

Smart Marriages: www.smartmarriages.com/app/Directory.BrowsePrograms
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Abstract  The years directly following high school graduation play a significant 
part in the realization of Christian maturity. During this time, children begin to take 
ownership over most aspects of their life, including their spirituality. For many, this 
process unfolds simultaneously with post-secondary education in colleges or uni-
versities that can strengthen the faith system of the student’s childhood or divert her/
his attention to a different pursuit. Consequently, children in their late teens need the 
guidance of parents to help them find the environment that will best enable them to 
grow in their Christian maturity, develop a Christ-centered worldview, and acquire 
the skills necessary to succeed personally and professionally. To that end, this chap-
ter begins by defining Christian maturity and the development of worldview. In 
such context, the chapter discusses the values inherent in modern (or postmodern) 
universities and the influence colleges play in a person’s life. Finally, the chapter 
provides details, advantages, and disadvantages of various choices after high school 
and guidance on discerning the best option.

Keywords  Worldview · Life after high school · Christian maturity · Post-secondary 
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Throughout the life of a child, one desire of Christian parents remains constant—the 
hope that their child will come to a saving knowledge of Jesus Christ, which will 
eventually flourish into a life of Christian maturity. Even as children transition into 
adulthood, this desire remains. For as every parent of adult children knows, par-
enting does not cease after children graduate from high school and enter the adult 
world; it just takes on a new dimension.

The years directly following high school graduation play a significant part in the 
realization of Christian maturity. During this time, children begin to take owner-
ship over most aspects of their life, including their spirituality. Through testing and 
trying, challenges and questioning, young adults form and habituate belief systems 
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and behaviors. For many, this process unfolds simultaneously with post-secondary 
education in colleges or universities that can strengthen the faith system of the stu-
dent’s childhood or divert her/his attention to a different pursuit.

Consequently, the what, when, where, and how of life after high school is a vital 
decision that Christian parents are ill-advised to leave simply to the whims of their 
teenage children or the determination of convenience and cost. Instead, children in 
their late teens need the guidance of parents to help them find the environment that 
will best enable them to grow in their Christian maturity, develop a Christ-centered 
worldview, and acquire the skills necessary to succeed personally and professionally.

The role of parents is particularly important given the unique nature of each 
individual and the special knowledge of that nature parents possess. Each child 
has a distinct temperament and personality that must be carefully matched to a 
school that will be right for him or her. This means Christian parents should take 
inventory of their child’s maturity level—emotionally, socially, academically, and 
spiritually—in order to find the best post-secondary fit (Bennett n. d.). This requires 
a clear understanding of Christian maturity and worldview and either a realistic un-
derstanding of the dominant values in today’s colleges and universities or practical 
knowledge of how to discern a post-secondary institution’s prevailing ideologies in 
order to match a child’s present state with his or her social, emotional, spiritual, and 
professional needs.

To that end, this chapter begins by defining Christian maturity and the develop-
ment of worldview. In such context, the chapter discusses the values inherent in 
modern (or post-modern) universities and the influence colleges play in a person’s 
life. Finally, the chapter provides details, advantages, and disadvantages of various 
choices after high school and guidance on discerning the best option.

Christian Maturity

Like the general concept of maturity, Christian maturity can be thought of as a de-
velopmental process during which an individual passes through multiple stages of 
knowledge, belief, and action (assuming growth, of course). Gibson (2004, p. 298) 
proposes a four-stage model of Christian maturity, displayed in Fig. 1. At Level 1, 
much like the immature child in relationship to his or her parents, accommodation 
to God’s rules grows out of fear of punishment (hell) or hope for reward (heaven). 
Therefore, a Christian’s motivation for responding to God at this level of develop-
ment is driven by self-interest. The desire to imitate and please a central, godly fig-
ure in one’s life reflects the movement toward a second level of spiritual maturity. 
The concern of believers at this level is how they are perceived by an influential 
Christian in their life as fulfilling divine laws.

Level 3 maturity recognizes a person does not have beliefs of his or her own 
until those beliefs undergo challenge. Therefore, individuals reach a third level of 
spiritual development when they internalize the Christian worldview, which grows 
out of a personal commitment to Christ. The evidence of such internalization is the 
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repeated demonstration of behavior consistent with Christian law and worldview in 
the absence of a “reinforcer” (Gibson 2004).

At Level 4 maturity, individuals move beyond a focus on individual piety to 
actively promoting corporate piety. The person who reaches this stage of spiritual 
maturity moves beyond internalization of principles to taking concrete action to 
promote “the liberation of persons and societies from all that prevents them from 
living an authentic existence in justice and shared community” (Bangkok Consul-
tation 1973, p. 37). As such, the individual takes action on internalized principles 
to minister to society and the world. More concretely, the fourth level of spiritual 
development is attained by men and women who share and act on a vision to fulfill 
the Great Commission, to foster brotherhood and sisterhood, to house the homeless, 
feed the poor and embrace the sick, to speak out against inequality, to challenge 
oppressive economic systems, and so on. Here, the source of authority is Kingdom-
centered (Gibson 2004).

Attaining Level 4 maturity requires an internalized commitment to the Christian 
worldview. This commitment comes not just from intellectual knowledge but also 
from an examination of core beliefs, an examination that leaves open the possibility 
of believing in something other than Christian principles. Indeed, as Gibson (2004) 
suggests, Christ calls for such an examination process and internalized commitment 
to following Him in John 6:42–58, when many chose to depart from Him. Accord-
ing to Halstead (1995), this process includes questioning assumptions, engaging 
in debate, and grappling with conflicting worldviews. For as Hall (1977) posits, 
surrounded by people of differing worldview, it is unlikely that individuals can rely 
upon padded answers for believing what they do.

Four Levels of Christian Maturity

Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4

Accommodation to 

God’s Law out of 

fear of punishment 

or hope of reward.

Imitation of godly 

exemplars with 

growing respect for 

and obedience to the 

Ten 

Commandments.

Personal, principle 

centered 

commitment to 

Christian 

worldview.

Movement beyond 

focus on individual 

piety to the active 

promotion of 

corporate piety and 

the redemption of 

creation’s sin-

stained structures.

Source of Authority: 

Self-centered

Source of Authority: 

Other-centered

Source of Authority: 

Principle-centered

Source of Authority: 

Kingdom-centered

Fig. 1   Four levels of Christian maturity
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What’s Worldview?

This requires, of course, knowing what worldview is. According to McKenzie 
(1991), Reich et al. (1994), and others (Astley and Francis 2002; Ladson-Billings 
2000; Shahjahan 2005) worldview is how one interprets the world around her after 
reflecting on her experience in and knowledge of it. It is what dictates people’s deci-
sions, how they define reality, and how they see themselves and others (Carpenter 
2001).

Some of the more commonly recognized worldviews, among the panoply, in-
clude Marxism, which offers a total and definitive interpretation of human real-
ity that is atheistic, materialist, and dialectical; liberalist-pluralist, the theories of 
reality of which are agnostic, individualistic, and tied for their moral legitimacy to 
the notions of human rights and respect for social contracts; and humanism, which 
is atheistic, seeing humanity as the apex of development and looking to the self-
perfecting of humanity, including the founding of morality, by the use of reason 
(Plunkett 1990). Although each of these has had, and continues to have a presence 
in colleges and universities, for many years academia was dominated by the world-
view of modernism, which subscribes to the centrality of reason, the belief in prog-
ress, the virtues of individualism, and faith in the scientific method (Bloland 2005).

But in recent decades, the academy, indeed the culture at large, has seen a trans-
formation from modernism to postmodernism (Bloland 2005). In the worldview 
of modernism, culture and self-identity are viewed more or less as stable, and col-
leges focus on educating for citizenship, preparing for jobs, and facilitating personal 
growth and development. Postmodernism, on the other hand, subscribes to the idea 
of multiple, socially-created realities, malleable identities, shifting conceptions of 
self over time, and multiple truths. Postmodern higher education contributes to this 
by challenging prevailing tenets (modernist and otherwise) and encouraging stu-
dents to do likewise, most fundamentally by prompting them to question who they 
are and what they believe.

At odds with postmodernism, indeed, one of the historically prevailing tenets 
challenged by it, is the Christian worldview, which teaches that reality is not created 
by us but by a Creator, in whose image mankind is made and to whom it is account-
able (Gibson 2004). Consequently, human nature is predictable, and truth is known, 
fixed, and written on the hearts of all humanity (Holy Bible, Romans 2:15).

To the mature believer, this definition, and even this discussion of worldview, 
borders on simplistic, but as Kanitz (2005) and other Christian professors recog-
nize, students—including those from Christian homes—need to be taught (a) about 
the concept of worldview, (b) to recognize various worldviews around them, (c) to 
realize their own worldview, and (d) to see how their worldview is shaped by the 
views around them. Indeed, Kanitz observes that Christian college students often 
see Christian thought as just one of many perspectives and not necessarily a cor-
rect or true one. Dumestre (1995) echoes this observation in his discussion of the 
rather shallow knowledge Christians generally hold of their faith principles, a lack 
of knowledge that can only lead to an undeveloped and malleable worldview.
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Life After High School

This dynamic further emphasizes the need for Christian parents to help guide their 
children in choosing a college or university in their growth toward spiritual ma-
turity. The college years are a time when students not only equip themselves for 
a vocation, but a period when they formulate convictions about faith, values, and 
worldview (Bennett n. d.; Kuh 2002). Significant changes in moral reasoning and 
reflective judgment are common between the first and senior years of college (Bax-
ter Magoida 1992). Faculty and courses most certainly contribute to this (Astin 
1993; Pascarella and Terenzini 1991), but so do other factors of the environment, 
including peers, activities, work, sports, and so forth (Hammond and Hunter 1984; 
Kuh 2002).

In many colleges and universities, this influence is hostile toward spirituality 
generally (Shahjahan 2005) and toward a Christian worldview specifically. For fac-
ulty and students alike, faith, moral education, and spirituality have been marginal-
ized in most areas of university activity, from student life to curricula (Bok 1982, 
1990; Colby et al. 2003; Glanzer et al. 2004; Hoekema 1994; Long 1992; Reuben 
2000; Wilshire 1990). Instead university life is dominated by a host of worldviews, 
such as those listed above, antagonistic toward the Christian worldview (Johnson 
1995; Shahjahan 2005), an observation going back more than six decades (Nash 
1944).

Thus, it is important for Christian parents to evaluate honestly and critically 
their child’s state of maturity, both in general and as a Christian to determine the 
best fitting post-secondary option. For some children, particularly those in the early 
stages of Christian maturity, this may mean a Christian college or university that 
will provide a much needed foundation in Christian worldview along with educa-
tion for a productive civic and economic life. For others, likely those in more ad-
vanced stages of Christian maturity, an environment that will challenge and sharpen 
their beliefs may prove a better fit. This assumes, of course, that a child will pursue 
post-secondary education. For some, college or university matriculation after high 
school may not be the wisest choice. Instead, pursuing employment opportunities 
may be a better option, given a child’s academic trajectory or level of personal and 
emotional maturity. Therefore, it is important to consider all the various options 
when evaluating a child’s needs.

Work or Service

As Bennett (n. d.) observes, from God’s perspective, success in life is related to 
character and not necessarily to intellect or college degrees. God rewards honest, 
hard-working people who have succeeded in the critical areas of life, whether they 
have a college education or not. If a young person is not a serious student or is not 
sure what vocational field he wants to pursue, it may be best to consider rejecting 
or delaying the college decision until the potential student has matured. During this 
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time the child could work in the field he or she is considering. Another option would 
be to encourage the him/her to work with a Christian ministry in order to mature 
spiritually and further strengthen character skills that will help the student succeed, 
no matter what educational or vocational choice he or she makes. A year’s wait—
often called a “gap year” (Martin 2010)—at this stage in life can make a significant 
difference in a student’s attitude and academic performance.

Community College

Community colleges are often a good option for the student who is struggling aca-
demically or is undecided about her educational or vocational future. They provide 
an opportunity for a student to mature a year or two before entering a larger college 
or a university. They also offer the added benefit of being more economical and al-
lowing for more parental involvement. Time to grow in emotional maturity, more 
parental involvement, and more time in a home church could also facilitate the op-
portunity to realize greater Christian maturity.

Secular Institutions

As discussed above, secular colleges may be a good alternative for more mature 
Christian students. They offer broader vocational choices and often cost much less 
than Christian colleges. Many offer excellent opportunities for students to grow in 
their faith and develop evangelism and discipleship skills in the refining fire of a 
challenging academic and social environment (Bennett n. d.; Hammond and Hunter 
1984; Veith 1998). To grow and thrive in such an environment, however, students 
will quickly need to settle into a vibrant church that has a campus ministry or par-
ticipate in an interdenominational campus ministry (Bennett n. d.; Hammond and 
Hunter 1984).

For reasons of necessity or choice, most students from Christian homes will end 
up in a secular university. It is therefore important that students and parents consider 
how to arrange an educational program that will result in optimal vocational train-
ing and spiritual growth. This is not an impossible task, but it will require work on 
the part of the student and parents.

Christian College or University

As Wilhoit and Dettoni (1998) acknowledge, “Christians do not emerge from the 
spiritual experience of being born again as full and complete Christians but as child-
like Christians, who, like human children, have all the potential for growing into 
complete and mature adults but need to be nurtured and guided” (p. 28). Thus, for 
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the young person who would benefit from a college or university education but also 
needs to grow in Christian maturity, a Christian college or university is an important 
option. And the choices are many and diverse. As Hammond and Hunter (1984) ob-
serves, there are several hundred Bible colleges and seminaries and approximately 
100 private Evangelical liberal arts colleges and universities.

These institutions are typically populated by faculty who passionately believe in 
a call to integrate faith and learning for students, which includes helping students 
develop a vibrant, holistic Christian worldview (Kanitz 2005). This often comes 
through close relationships developed between faculty and students. Because class-
es at these institutions are typically smaller, they facilitate greater interaction and 
more opportunities to ask questions. Informal discussions at a professor’s home or 
at a restaurant are not unusual.

Not all Christian colleges or universities are created equal, of course, which 
means the resources dedicated to teaching students about worldviews or facilitat-
ing Christian maturity differ from one institution to another. In general, the more 
evangelical the institution, the more likely it is to offer or require that students take 
worldview-related courses (Fisher 1995; Glanzer et al. 2004). Glanzer et al. note 
that such institutions are more likely to influence character development than less 
evangelical institutions.

Discerning the Best Option

To be sure, the distinctions made above between institutional types are not always 
as simple as written. Despite calling themselves Christian institutions, some col-
leges or universities are essentially ChINO—Christian in Name Only. Likewise, 
secular universities vary in their levels of animus toward the Christian worldview. 
Thus, parents and students should endeavor to determine an institution’s climate 
as part of the decision-making process. Although seemingly difficult, colleges and 
universities provide a host of indicators to the discerning eye. Generally, these indi-
cators can be grouped into three categories: “print” material, people associated with 
the campus, and the campus tour (Carpenter 2001).

“Print” Material

Some research can begin on the Web.

•	 Visit the campus’s website, and give it a critical look. What is featured and prom-
inent on the pages? Who is on the faculty? How does the institution describe 
itself on its “about” page?

•	 Visit professors’ webpages in your child’s prospective major and generally. Read 
resumes, vitas, or bios. What types of works have they written? Scan their syl-
labi. What do they teach in their courses?
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•	 Visit the student life webpage. Check out the calendar of events. What activities 
and festivals does the school sponsor? Do they host a speaker’s series? Who 
do they invite to speak? What kinds of student clubs are listed? For Christian 
schools the ratio of evangelical vs. ecumenical groups can indicate the schools’ 
evangelical nature. For secular schools, more extreme secular groups indicate a 
more liberal environment. A good mixture of Christian and secular groups can 
indicate a more tolerant environment for conservatives or Christians.

•	 Visit websites dedicated to reviewing institutions and faculty. One of the more 
popular is ratemyprofessors.com, where students rate their professor and include 
detailed comments about the courses and the faculty.

Hardcopy media also provides insightful information.

•	 Catalogs and handbooks are an excellent source of information (Fisher 1995). 
These publications usually contain church affiliation (if applicable), university 
mission statements, core values, statements of faith (for religious schools), stu-
dent behavior policies, and general school policies (Glanzer et al. 2004). What 
courses are required of all students or of students within a major in which your 
child is interested? A college’s requirements of its students are those subjects or 
skills that it believes are so vital that every student ought to learn them (Fisher 
1995).

•	 Scan the schedule of courses. A college’s courses and curriculum are arguably its 
most significant statement about what it seeks to teach its students (Fisher 1995). 
It is a reflection of the values that really drive the institution and receive the time, 
attention, and resources of the college’s faculty and students.

•	 Check out departmental publications like brochures, annual reports, and aca-
demic magazines or journals. What do brochures or annual reports feature or 
value? What types of research do magazines or journals contain?

•	 Even applications reveal a school’s worldview. Analyze the essay questions stu-
dents have to complete. These can often point to what the institution values. 
Likewise, the types of essay questions Christian schools require indicate their 
evangelical nature.

•	 Scrutinize other application materials, such as scholarship and financial aid in-
formation. To whom do they distribute their funds? What criteria do they use to 
award money?

•	 Seek out magazine surveys, like the U.S. News and World Report. Other surveys 
rank schools on different criteria, including student life, party life, sexual activ-
ity, drug use, etc. Often these surveys reflect a school’s reputation, which they 
likely have earned.

•	 Check out handbooks and other publications that include descriptions of vari-
ous institutions. One of the better known is “Choosing the Right College” (Beer 
2007), but other helpful books include The Templeton Foundation’s “Colleges 
that Encourage Character Development” and Peterson’s “Christian Colleges and 
Universities.”
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People Associated with the Campus

People on or associated with campuses provide great insight directly and indirectly.

•	 Ask admissions counselors, who spoke at recent commencements? What is the 
political background of the student body or faculty? Who are prominent alums 
or faculty? Are some Christians or conservatives?

•	 Be certain to visit with faculty. Ask professors what research they are working 
on. What do they value? How is the curriculum structured? Why is it structured 
that way? What is the purpose behind what is taught?

•	 How do religious schools and professors integrate faith into the courses and cur-
ricula? Solid Christian schools integrate faith into every aspect of life on cam-
pus, including the classroom.

•	 Talk to students, including former ones. What is taught in classes? How do stu-
dents and faculty treat the Christian worldview? Is there room for discussion or 
debate related to worldview?

The Campus Tour

All campuses offer tours for prospective students and families, and most tours are 
highly organized to spotlight the best features of the campus. To really discern what 
the institution is about, pay attention to and make plans to spend “unscripted” time 
looking for the following.

•	 Look at a college’s bulletin boards. What is advertised? What kinds of activities 
are held on campus?

•	 Read the student newspaper. What are they writing about? What are the cam-
pus’s hot issues?

•	 What kind of student and faculty art is prevalent? What are people talking about 
on campus? What kinds of music do you hear while walking through dorms?

•	 While visiting professors websites at a secular institution, note if any are Chris-
tians. Make appointments to visit them while on campus. Ask them about the 
environment on campus, its people, their values, etc. If a search of the website 
is unproductive in identifying Christian faculty, check with local churches or 
student ministries such as Campus Crusade for Christ, Intervarsity Christian Fel-
lowship, or The Navigators. Student ministries are often required to have a fac-
ulty advisor in order to be an officially recognized student organization (Bennett 
n. d.). While you are at it, ask representatives from those ministries about the 
institution.

•	 Talk to students on campus and ask open-ended questions like, “What do you 
like most about the campus?” and “Who is your favorite professor, and why?” 
(Bennett n. d.).
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Resources

Life in the Information Age (Castells 1999) means an abundance of resources avail-
able to help make the best decision for life after high school, many of which are 
online. Although some are designed for young people, they nonetheless provide 
invaluable information for parents as well.

World View

True U: This online worldview project is a creation of Focus on the Family and 
provides excellent and accessible apologetics training (http://www.mytruthproject.
org/truthproject/trueu/home.html).

•	 Leadership U: A creation of Campus Crusade for Life, this website provides a 
host of information on worldview, issues, and other related topics (http://www.
leaderu.com/).

College Life

•	 Intercollegiate Studies Institute (ISI): This non-sectarian, non-partisan organi-
zation seeks to “further in successive generations of college students a better 
understanding of the values and institutions that sustain a free and humane soci-
ety.” They publish the aforementioned “Choosing the Right College” and offer 
numerous resources on their website (http://www.isi.org/).

•	 Intervarsity (http://www.intervarsity.org/), Campus Crusade for Christ (http://
www.ccci.org), and Navigators (http://www.navigators.org/us/): Although there 
are others, these three represent the best known college ministries in the country.

•	 Boundless: This webzine is a publication of Focus on the Family that targets 
college-aged readers. In addition to general content, numerous articles address 
worldview, college life, and staying Christian on secular campuses (http://www.
boundless.org).

List of Christian Colleges and Universities

•	 Council for Christian Colleges and Universities (CCCU): In addition to the 
handbooks listed above, CCCU provides a list of Christian colleges and univer-
sities with links to each one (http://www.cccu.org/).

http://www.mytruthproject.org/truthproject/trueu/home.html
http://www.mytruthproject.org/truthproject/trueu/home.html
http://www.leaderu.com/
http://www.leaderu.com/
http://www.isi.org/
http://www.intervarsity.org/
http://www.ccci.org
http://www.ccci.org
http://www.navigators.org/us/
http://www.boundless.org
http://www.boundless.org
http://www.cccu.org/
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Conclusion

The decision of life after high school often represents a critical juncture in the emo-
tional, civic, economic, and spiritual life and maturity of a young person. Although 
cost and convenience often play a significant, if not the most important part in 
determining a child’s post-secondary options, the importance of the years immedi-
ately following high school should not be left only to cost and convenience. Parents 
should also consider their child’s needs related to spiritual development and include 
that in the decision making process by:

1.	 critically and honestly evaluating their child’s present level of Christian maturity;
2.	 understanding their own and their child’s worldview;
3.	 considering all post-secondary options, ranging from work or service to matricu-

lation at a Christian college or university;
4.	 aligning those options with their child’s emotional, professional, and spiritual 

needs; and
5.	 doing the research necessary to choose the specific opportunity or institution that 

best meets their child’s needs.

One challenging aspect in this process is a child’s increasing independence from 
parents in making decisions about his or her life. Because life immediately after 
high school typically means almost complete autonomy, it is tempting for parents 
to defer in large measure to their child in this decision. And it may not be unusual 
for children to try to isolate their parents from the process. The latter might be 
exacerbated when the criterion by which decisions are made about post-secondary 
options differ between child and parent, as could be the case, for example, when a 
child favors a college for its social life and parents see the school as a bad fit given 
their child’s spiritual (im)maturity.

All of this points to the importance of early, detailed, honest, and frank discus-
sions between parents and children about priorities and needs, goals and plans for 
the future, and the process that will be used for decision making. Through it all, 
children will likely learn more about themselves, Christian life and maturity, and 
the decisions and processes necessary in adult life. For their part, parents have the 
privilege of guiding their children into a new phase of life and laying a foundation 
for a different relationship with their soon-to-be adult children. And all involved 
will likely grow in their knowledge and beliefs as they consider their Christian faith 
and worldview in light of the beliefs and priorities of different post-secondary insti-
tutions and opportunities and their accompanying worldviews.
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Abstract  The author presents biblical principles that are designed to help mothers 
and fathers be more effective parents. The chapter first examines a real centerpiece 
of faith-filled parenting, which is living by what is true and yet demonstrating lov-
ing sensitivity. Balance along a number of dimensions is a real emphasis of the 
chapter. The author also examines the notion that one can demonstrate better parent-
ing skills for children of certain ages versus others and how the parent can adjust to 
become a more effective parent at some of the ages that are more challenging. One 
of the most interesting aspects of the chapter is the section that examines how out of 
a desire to set a virtuous example for the youth, a parent can actually spoil a child. 
The call again is to one of a loving and character-based balance.
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The Essence of Long-Term Faith-Filled Parenting

Parenting practices should change as the age of the children progresses (Jeynes 
2005a, b). This is one of the most underemphasized aspects of parenting. On the 
one hand it is true that, “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever” 
(Holy Bible, NIV, Hebrews 13:8 1979). Therefore, the general principles that par-
ents act by should remain biblical and those principles naturally do not change 
(Dobson 2007; Hetzendorfer 2009; Montague 2011; Strobel and Strobel 2010). 
Beyond this, however, Christ acted using a wonderful sensitivity toward people, 
depending on their level of spiritual development (Clinton and Ohischlager 2002; 
Kruschwitz 2001). There is no more important a practice to apply this principle 
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to than parenting. The Bible is very sensitive to the various stages of a person’s 
development that they go through (Cloud and Townsend 2001; Jeynes 2005d; Krus-
chwitz 2001). In fact, this element of the Word of God is one of the most overlooked 
and yet explicit teachings of Scripture (Barber 2010; Barclay 2010; Jeynes 2010c). 
The verses listed below provide a valuable overview of this sensitivity to age and 
one’s stage in life, that Scripture provides.

Behold, children are a heritage from the Lord, the fruit of the womb a reward. Like arrows 
in the hand of a warrior are the children of one’s youth. Blessed is the man who fills his 
quiver with them! Psalms 127: 3, 4. (Holy Bible, NIV 1979)

For you formed my inward parts; you knitted me together in my mother’s womb. I praise 
you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made. Wonderful are your works; my soul knows it 
very well. My frame was not hidden from you, when I was being made in secret, intricately 
woven in the depths of the earth. Your eyes saw my unformed substance; in your book were 
written, every one of them, the days that were formed for me, when as yet there was none 
of them. Psalm 139: 13–16. (Holy Bible, NIV 1979)

Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salva-
tion, now that you have tasted that the Lord is good. I Peter 2: 2–3. (Holy Bible, NIV 1979)

Only take care, and keep your soul diligently, lest you forget the things that your eyes of 
seen, and lest they depart from your heart all the days of your life. Make them known to 
your children and your children’s children. Deuteronomy 4:9. (Holy Bible, NIV 1979)

Impress them on your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk 
along the road, when you lie down and when you get up. Deuteronomy 6:7. (Holy Bible, 
NIV 1979)

My son, keep your father’s commands and do not forsake your mother’s teaching. Proverbs 
6:20. (Holy Bible, NIV 1979)

Discipline your son, and he will give you rest; he will give delight to your heart. Proverbs 
29: 17. (Holy Bible, NIV 1979)

Train up a child in the way he should go; even when he is old he will not depart from it. 
Proverbs 22: 6. (Holy Bible, NIV 1979)

Fathers, do not exasperate your children; instead bring them up in the training and instruc-
tion of the Lord. Ephesians 6:4. (Holy Bible, NIV 1979)

Fathers, do not provoke your children, lest they become discouraged. Colossians 3:21. 
(Holy Bible, NIV 1979)

When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When 
I became a man, I put my childish ways behind me. I Corinthians 13:11. (Holy Bible, NIV 
1979)

All your children shall be taught by the Lord, and great shall be the peace of your children. 
Isaiah 54:13. (Holy Bible, NIV 1979)
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The Gentle Balance in Parenting

The teaching of Scripture is that the best believing parents combine solid biblical 
principles coupled with a reliance on the Holy Spirit to provide the ambience of 
love and flexibility in the home (DeMuth 2006; Piper 2011; Post 2000; Selvaggio 
and Meath 2008). This is why for believers to engage in efficacious parenting, it 
is absolutely essential that they have a strong knowledge of- and reliance on- the 
truths of God’s Word (Dallman 2007; Jeynes 2009b, 2010c). It is also vital that 
they depend on the Holy Spirit, so that they can appropriately respond to God’s 
promptings regarding how best to apply these truths (Jeynes 2009a; Micklethwait 
and Wooldridge 2009; Montague 2011). God provides His Spirit, in part, to provide 
counsel and guidance regarding how best to apply these principles. It is therefore 
vital to understand that the best type of parenting does not emerge only out of the 
knowledge of God’s Word or out of a dependence on the Holy Spirit. Rather, the 
two must occur concurrently (Piper 2011). The declaration of Ephesians 6:17 is 
particularly enlightening along these lines. It states, “Take the helmet of salvation 
and the sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God.”

It is a profound truth in Scripture that the realm of God’s Word and Spirit are 
not seen as separate entities but rather as acting in unison, i.e., “…the sword of the 
Spirit, which is the Word of God (Holy Bible, NIV, Ephesians 6:17 1979).

Parenting with the Stages of Childhood in Mind

It is important to understand the significance of the stages that children frequently 
go through (McLanahan and Sandefur 1994; Nord 2010; Palm and Fagan 2008; 
Popenoe 2000). What the vital application is for our lives is to understand that just 
because we are an efficacious parent when the child is at a certain age, does not au-
tomatically mean that we are effective at other stages (Jeynes 2007b). Most parents 
can sense, more or less, whether they are being effective during different chapters in 
their children’s lives. Often mothers and fathers begin being relatively pleased with 
their early “performance” in rearing children (Wallerstein 2005; Wallerstein and 
Lewis 1998). But then at a certain juncture or at multiple times they become less 
enthralled with their parenting skills (Altschul 2011; Arnold 2007; Jeynes 2002b, 
2003b). Some parents are taken aback, when suddenly they realize their ability 
to raise their children seems to have decreased. They ask themselves, “What hap-
pened? What have we started doing wrong?” But the reality of the matter is that in 
nearly every case, the mother and father have not suddenly become awful caregiv-
ers. Rather, what they have not been cognizant of is that being an effective parent 
requires that one periodically make adjustments to the ongoing age and maturity 
changes in their children (Baehr 1998; Borruel 2002; Brooks and Goldstein 2001; 
Chapman et al. 2008). That is, it is quite possible and even common to be a much 
better parent when the children are at one age than when they are at another.
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When at child is a baby, toddler, five years old, ten years old, or fifteen tears old 
their needs are different versus other ages (Brooks and Goldstein 2001; Chapman 
et al. 2008; Evertson and Emmer 2009; Palm and Fagan 2008). It is essential that 
mothers and fathers sensitize themselves to the varying needs that youth possess 
at different ages. Through all the years of their upbringing, young need to have a 
sense that their parents love them (Jeynes 2011a, b, 2012c; Swindoll 1998; Wallace 
2001). Similarly, offspring also require some expression of structure throughout 
their developing years (Becker 1981; Strom 2002). Nevertheless, how children need 
that love and especially that structure expressed varies over time. It is this latter fact 
to which parents needs to be sensitive. When children are very young they need a 
high degree of structure and an adoring and consistent expression of love (Jeynes 
2012d). But what it is so vital for parents to understand is that over time mothers and 
fathers should: (a) gradually reduce certain expressions of structure, (b) introduce 
other developmentally-sensitive aspects of structure, (c) show love in ways that the 
child will receive, which may or may not be the ways that the parents are used to 
showing love; and (d) show love in ways that are appropriate for the developmental 
stage through which the child is passing (Cervone and Shoda 1999; Murray 2001; 
Vangelisti 2004). It is valuable to examine each of these points individually.

a.	 Gradually Reduce Certain Expressions of Structure- There is no question that as 
children grow and learn more about how to function in life, to whatever extent 
they show themselves able and trustworthy, they need to be given more “room.” 
In other words, as one’s young successfully pass certain landmarks in their lives 
and demonstrate that they are trustworthy and true, part of their reward should be 
that parents should show some degree of acknowledgement and reward for this 
advancement. A considerable part of that acknowledgement and reward should 
be granting the youth added “mobility” and “room for development.” If chil-
dren do not believe that they are periodically being granted more room, they 
wonder whether their parents truly believe in, trust in, and have confidence in 
them. A major reason why children in the teen years frequently rebel against 
their caregivers is because they feel restricted to a degree that is out of propor-
tion to what is appropriate for their age level (McPherson 2002; Thompson 2006; 
Tripp 2001). And indeed, if parents do not allow steadily increasing autonomy as 
their young march toward adulthood, it almost invites some degree of adolescent 
rebellion (McPherson 2002; Thompson 2006; Tripp 2001). Parents need to be 
sensitive to the fact that there is a reasonable expectation among their children 
that if they are faithful to make certain advances in their lives and make certain 
achievements, they ought to be granted some greater autonomy (Jeynes 2010d).

b.	 Introduce Other Developmentally-Sensitive Aspects of Structure- Clearly struc-
ture must not decrease in every way as children get older (Jeynes 2012a, b; 
McPherson 2002; Thompson 2006; Tripp 2001). For example, when a family is 
blessed with babies and toddlers there is no reason to communicate alcohol con-
sumption restrictions on the young within your home. That should occur when 
the child is old enough to be aware of alcohol and its availability as a consump-
tion option (Jeynes 2002c). It is now well documented that young people thrive 
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the most in an atmosphere that concurrently offers a high degree of encouraging 
love and a great deal of supportive structure (Jeynes 1999, 2011c). One of those 
attributes in operation is not sufficient without the other. They both need to work 
in harmony with each other and as a means of complementing the other (Jeynes 
1999; McPherson 2002; Thompson 2006; Tripp 2001).

	 In providing structure in the home, it is important that the parents distinguish 
between what is necessary and unnecessary structure. That is, it is important 
that one “minor on the minors” and “major on the majors.” That is, one should 
place a great deal of emphasis on what is, in the larger context of things, impor-
tant areas of discipline and less emphasis on items of lesser import (McPherson 
2002; Thompson 2006; Tripp 2001). In other words, there is a sense in which 
mothers and fathers need to choose their battles in dealing with children. To 
not do so would be to invite unnecessary conflict. To distinguish between what 
is important and unimportant is not only productive in the short-run, but also 
in the long-run. After years have transpired, one’s children will then be able to 
look back in retrospect and understand that any disagreements over too much 
structure involved salient issues designed to protect the child and were not over 
inane issues that were unnecessary and not well thought out (Worthington 2000; 
Wright and Oliver 1999). How children view these issues is important both at the 
time of the event and in the long-term (Jeynes 2003b; Wallace 2001; Worthing-
ton 2000; Wright and Oliver 1999).

c.	 Show Love in Ways that the Child Will Receive, Which May or May not be the 
Ways that the Parents Are Used to Showing Love- A myriad of teens are con-
vinced that their mothers and fathers do not love them (Jeynes 2006a). This con-
clusion is really an unfortunate shame, because in the vast majority of cases the 
parents do love them (McPherson 2002; Thompson 2006; Tripp 2001). To the 
extent that this is the case, why is it that so many teens are convinced that their 
caregivers really do not love them? The primary reason why this is the case is 
because they define love as being cared for the way they want to be cared for 
and this usually involves granting them some degree of carte blanche in doing 
whatever they desire to do (Worthington 2000; Wright and Oliver 1999). In the 
very limited purview of most teenagers, if a person does not love them the way 
they want to be loved, then it really is not love at all. Teens possess a very limited 
ability to define as love anything different than the way they want to be treated. 
The research literature is teeming with evidence that this scenario is much more 
likely to occur in homes in which a child has been spoiled into procuring an 
attitude that he or she must be treated a certain way (Worthington 2000; Wright 
and Oliver 1999). Nevertheless, it is also quite possible for a youth to develop 
this perspective even when the family members have done nothing to encourage 
this type of narcissistic orientation (McPherson 2002; Minith 2004; Worthington 
2000; Wright and Oliver 1999). This is largely because a plethora of parents raise 
their children to exhibit this kind of spoiled behavior and these are the parents 
that spend time with their children.

	 The reality is that we now live in a society in which peers have a level of influ-
ence upon our children that is likely unprecedented in the nation’s history. Peers 
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have always had an impact, perhaps more than we would care to admit (Jeynes 
2000). For example, Benjamin Franklin wrote a letter in the 1700s that declared 
that one of the primary reasons that so many individuals wanted to become 
to New England and the Mid-Atlantic states was because there were so many 
God-fearing youth who set good examples for other young people (Jeynes and 
Beuttler 2012). Even hundreds of years ago, peer pressure had more of an impact 
than many are willing to acknowledge. But what we often fail to fathom is that, 
even as Benjamin Franklin’s letter suggests, peer pressure can actually be a posi-
tive force rather than just a negative one (Jeynes 2010a). Having stated this fact, 
however, the reality is that in contemporary society the effects of peer pressure 
are largely negative and the sheer number of children in modern society raised to 
embrace a self-centered attitude can do a great deal of harm to our children, even 
if they are raised in a healthy home (Jeynes 1999; Jeynes and Robinson 2010). 
Today, young people adopt a narcissistic attitude in part because of the peers 
with whom they associate (Powell 2009; Szabo 2004; Tripp 2008).

	 The fact that youth today are often self-centered and often are that way because 
of their distasteful personal associations, does not mean that parents need to 
throw up their hands in capitulation. Rather, parents would be prudent if they 
understood that creating a more harmonious environment for raising teenagers 
is not simply about creating an atmosphere in which love exists, but also one 
in which it is perceived by all involved that love exists (Chapman et al. 2008; 
Meyer 2002). In other words, mothers and fathers should not only take inventory 
of their lives to make sure that they are loving their children in the best way, but 
also honestly ask the question of the extent to which that love is perceived by the 
youth. And then if one’s love is not interpreted as such the way that one would 
like, he or she should ask what steps can be taken to improve that perception.

	 Herein lies where parents frequently make a mistake. Just as youth often have a 
glaring weakness in their inability to identify love for what it is, when it is not 
expressed in the form they desire, parents often have a fault in that they love 
people in the way in which they themselves are accustomed and do not ask the 
pertinent question of how the other person wants to be love (Chapman et  al. 
2008). Naturally, it would be unwise to always love people they way they want 
to be loved (Chapman et al. 2008). Sometimes what the other person wants is 
not good for them at all. Nevertheless, it is wise to be sentient of the ways that 
people desire to be loved so that parents can at least make certain adjustments. 
Even teenagers have the capacity to be realistic. For the most part, they do not 
demand or expect their fathers and mothers to love them in every way that they 
would desire. They do, however, expect some of those manifestations to come 
their way. Therefore, the more that parents can adapt their expressions of love to 
consider the way that their teens best receive love, the more likely teens are to 
have affirmed that their fathers and mothers love them (Chapman et al. 2008).

	 Why a parent should love his or her children, at least in some ways, in expres-
sions that youth desire and will receive is because if one does this, the child is 
more likely to understand that the other expressions of parental love, albeit not 
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perhaps the manifestations these young people might prefer, are genuine never-
theless. That is a huge accomplishment in parent-adolescent relationships.

d.	 Show Love in Ways that are Appropriate for the Developmental Stage through 
which the Child is Passing- The most effective parents are those that maintain 
biblical principles and values but also with constant sensitivity to the Lord, adapt 
to the chapters through which children pass in their lives (Dobson 2007; Het-
zendorfer 2009; Piper 2011). There is no question that some expressions of love 
work best for children at some ages, but fall short when a child becomes older 
(Cloud and Townsend 2001; Kruschwitz 2001). Because they are in such close 
proximity to the situation, parents may not be able to identify this fact at the 
household level. Therefore, let us examine an example from the school level. 
Let us say that a student was behaving especially impressively and the teacher 
wanted to reward that obedience. If that student was in kindergarten, the teacher 
might offer him or her to sit next to the teacher at lunch. Most students of that age 
would be ecstatic over such an offer. In contrast, however, if the teacher made 
that offer to a seventh or eighth grade student, the reaction would be entirely dif-
ferent and would not be embraced so easily.

Taking Seriously the Stages That Children Go Through

The Importance of a Foundation

Human beings all go through stages or chapters in their lives (Cloud and Townsend 
2001; Kruschwitz 2001; Wallerstein and Lewis 1998). This fact has been empha-
sized substantially enough by preachers and even by self-help psychologists so that 
most individuals are cognizant of this fact. Interestingly enough, this was one of 
the first post-conversion principles that I learned. This truism quickly became so 
axiomatic to me that the very first book that I wrote (which was not the first to be 
released, but later came out as “Stages I” and “Stages II”). The more believers can 
concurrently apply the eternal truths of God and yet appreciate the stages that chil-
dren journey through, the more effective parents they will be (Cloud and Townsend 
2001; Kruschwitz 2001; Piper 2011). So much of what the Christian life is all about 
is simultaneously growing in our understanding of God and human beings. On a 
personal level, we grow in Christ the more we come to fathom who God is and who 
God has made us to be in Christ (Jeynes 2006a). Therefore, the likelihood of being 
an effective parent is enhanced not merely by having greater intimacy with God, but 
also anticipating and responding appropriately to the various stages that children go 
through (Cloud and Townsend 2001; Kruschwitz 2001; Piper 2011).

Ironically, the first stage that it is important for parents to be sensitive to is the 
pre-birth stage. That is, it is wise indeed for parents to begin- praying for the child, 
having a family devotional, and interacting with the child even before the baby is 
born. This stage is the foundational stage, the ultimate opportunity to establish the 
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groundwork on which the remainder if the youth’s life will be built. At this time, 
if this child is the first born of the parents, it is an opportunity for the mother and 
father to establish a regular family devotional time (Dallman 2007; Piper 2011). 
It is a chance to initiate a practice of praying for the salvation of the child, which 
should be first and foremost on the parents’ priority list. Another precious practice 
is singing to the child in the womb every single day. My wife and I chose two songs 
that we daily sang to our children in the womb. With each of our three children we 
chose to sing them two different songs (e.g., Amazing Grace, Blessed Assurance, 
and so forth). As they matured in the womb and we could feel their movement, we 
distinctly noticed that they were much more likely to be active in the womb when 
we sang to them. In fact, all our children very clearly recognized the two songs that 
were distinct to them. In almost every case, in their first few months after birth once 
our children would hear one of these two songs they would immediately stop cry-
ing. We would also read the Bible to them and talk with them with my lips right up 
to my wife Hyelee’s belly. Once again, when we engaged in these thoroughly enjoy-
able disciplines (which was at least once a day), we noticed a distinctively enhanced 
level of activity in the womb, on their part.

Aside from the benefits mentioned above, one of the most tangible benefits that 
appeared to emerge after their birth is that our children appeared much more inter-
active and had higher activity levels after their birth than it seemed was evident in 
other babies of similar ages. They all seemed very desirous of interacting with my 
wife and me. As it was, even before our children were born, my wife and I decided 
that we were going to spend a significant amount of time interacting with our chil-
dren throughout their lives, including their early days. When it became evident, 
however, just how desirous our newborns, babies, and toddlers were of commu-
nicating with us, it encouraged us to interact with them that much more. In other 
words, the trend toward greater levels of communication with our children in the 
early formative years, appeared to build upon itself without the need for forced ef-
fort on our part (Arnold 2007; Borruel 2002). My wife and I both believe that it was 
largely due to this high level of interaction that our babies all uttered their first word 
at around 6 or 7 months.

Freedom Tower Analogy

In those early formative years, it is vital that two trends be established that hope-
fully will always remain with the children. That is, it is extremely important the 
children realize that they are operating in a loving, secure, and supportive environ-
ment (Jeynes 1999, 2003a, b). What the children sense from us as their parents in 
the first two years or so will set the stage for all developments that follow (Arnold 
2007; Borruel 2002). Those first two years form the foundation of the remainder of 
the child’s life. It is much like when construction workers are building a skyscraper. 
When the Freedom Tower was built, the builders laid the foundation of the building 
by constantly digging and building 12 stories beneath the level of the ground. Dur-
ing this time, from the perspective of the casual onlooker, little progress was seem-
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ingly being made on the construction of the Freedom Tower. In reality, however, 
one can argue that the building of the foundation is the most crucial phase of the 
entire construction product. A physical building is only as strong as its foundation. 
The same may be said about raising children (Jeynes 2007a, 2010a). Although at 
such a young age, when it may seem impossible for children to let a parent know the 
extent he or she are making an impression on them, this is nevertheless perhaps the 
most important stage at all (Jeynes 2006b). Once the foundation is laid, people may 
love or dislike this approach. But its contribution is undeniable.

The First Two Years of a Child’s Life and Love and Structure

The salience of the foundation being what it is, it is vital that parents understand that 
if there is to be any time that they love their children, the first couple of years of the 
child’s life are of paramount importance (Kostenberger and Jones 2004; Mahoney 
2010). The primary reason is simple: these first two years form the foundation of a 
child’s existence (Kostenberger and Jones 2004; Mahoney 2010). One of the rea-
sons why adults frequently have a hard time understanding just how crucial this 
period is finds its roots in the fact that the overwhelming number of people find it 
difficult to remember that far back in their journey of human experiences (Kullberg 
1996). But if one cares to take a step back for a moment from current reality, it does 
not take much creativity to realize that those first two years are when one discovers 
just how the world works and gets an overall sense of whether the world is a desir-
able place to live. One of the reasons why parents, grandparents, aunts, and uncles 
take so much pleasure in being with the young children in their family is because 
everything seems new to them. Parents would be wise if they remembered that just 
as this sense of newness is what makes young children special, it is also what makes 
them vulnerable. During the first very vulnerable first two years of a child’s life, it 
is crucial that he or she feel loved and develop a sense of growing up in a secure but 
also structured environment. It would be foolish indeed to raise a child either with 
an abundance of love, but a dearth of discipline and similarly it would be equally 
capricious to train a child focusing only on structure with no real demonstration of 
heart-felt love (Jeynes 2006b, 2010a). In order for there to be a healthy environment 
in which children can grow, both qualities need to exist simultaneously (Jeynes 
2005c). If there is no structure, the children will become self-centered even to the 
place of narcissism. On the other hand, if any expression of love is evanescent, the 
child will tend to develop a rigid and judgmental mentality.

As important as these first two years are, some secular psychologists make a 
major mistake when they put too much focus on the first two years of a child’s life 
(Doinick 1998; Egan 2002). And indeed this is especially true of Freudian psychia-
trists who almost worship the idea of fixation at certain points of development, that 
are, in their view, crucial in life (Doinick 1998; Egan 2002). One can argue that it 
is the Freudian psychiatrists who suffer from fixation even more than the ones that 
they examine life (Doinick 1998; Egan 2002). One example of their literal obses-
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sion with these early formative years is a case I personally am familiar with of a 
man and woman who were divorced. The husband still wanted to save the marriage 
and would give his wife, who was the one filing for divorce, frequent phone calls 
begging her to reconsider and work on the marriage together to try to keep them 
together. My purpose in mentioning this is not to in any way condone the wife’s 
actions in filing for divorce. Indeed, the Bible declares that, God “hates divorce” 
(Holy Bible, NIV Malachi 2:16 1979). Nevertheless, the wife became stressed out 
by her husband’s insistence that if they both had a determination to work on the 
marriage, a stronger relationship would result. As a result, the wife consulted a 
Freudian psychiatrist to help her deal emotionally with the issue. If filing for the 
divorce was a mistake, so was appealing to this Freudian psychiatrist. She conveyed 
her problem with her Freudian psychologist and he focused not any set of recent 
events, but rather the situation she had faced she was an infant. His key question 
to her was, “When you were a child, did your parents give you a pacifier?” When 
she replied, “No,” he responded that this was the central part of the problem. That 
is, her parents had not given her a pacifier when she was younger and that she had 
never successfully overcome that. The solution was to find items that she could 
suck on in her life today that would help her overcome this fixation. In spite of her 
protests asserting that it was recent events that had caused her such emotional strain, 
her Freudian psychiatrist insisted that returning to a life of sucking, whether it was 
on cigarettes, gum, or even an occasional pacifier was the key. She decided to fol-
low the psychiatrist’s advice, believing that she had no reasonable alternative. And 
after months of following his advice, she felt that she became considerably more 
emotionally distressed and psychologically imbalanced. In the end, she concluded 
that seeing the Freudian psychiatrist had done her considerably more harm than 
good. She testified later that she believed that she was psychologically healthy until 
she went to the Freudian counselor and it was after that point that she really began 
to develop emotional problems, simply because he was so off the mark in terms of 
identifying what her central problem actually was (Doinick 1998; Egan 2002).

Children at Ages 3–5

In contrast to this Freudian approach, then, Christian parents are to have greater 
respect for the passage of time (Piper 2011). They understand that only a small 
percentage of current problems faced by individuals originate with forces that were 
at work when a child is between the ages of zero and two (Hallett 1998; Jeynes 
2002c). A plethora of challenges can be manifested at any time, whether an indi-
vidual be in his childhood, his adolescent years, be a young adult, middle-aged, or a 
senior citizen (Cloud and Townsend 2001). As important as development during the 
first two years of life is, it is also true that the ages of 3–5 are vital as well (Cloud 
and Townsend 2001). This is the period during which youngsters consistently ex-
plore their surroundings at an amazing rate. They still need the supportive love that 
we addressed before, but the difference now is that the love and support fulfills 



155Scriptural Views of Parenting

something of a different function. Whereas before that love gave them a good sense 
about the world as a whole, now it helps give them the security to go out into the 
world to explore and try new things. Even during these relatively early years, as 
incipient as they may be, it is vital that parents understand that these young children 
are not to be treated as babies. Rather, these children need to be encouraged to begin 
to connect with and understand the world around them. They need to be taught that 
although the primary relationships at this stage are still with mom and dad, there are 
other interactions both with peers and relatives that they should pursue. My wife and 
I once met a mother who breastfed her child until he was nearly finished with el-
ementary school. This would probably represent one of the more extreme examples 
of not appreciating the changes that children go through, even at this age.

Parental Adjustments with Dealing with Children Five and Above

It should be mentioned, however, that although part of being a good parent means, 
anticipating and responding appropriately to the various stages that children go 
through this can translate into different actions at different times (Wright and Oliver 
1999). For example, thus far we have been examining the need to appreciate that 
children change and, in fact, need to change as they get older. There are two truths 
that should be noted at this juncture. First, sometimes the reverse can be true. For 
example, sometimes the politicians or forces that be in our society attempt to force 
children to change faster than is probably healthy for them or at a rate far beyond 
what would be considered desirable or normal. For example, sometimes teachers 
will force children to address issues of sexuality in kindergarten or the early grades, 
well before children even know what intercourse is (Jeynes 2007a; Tuch 2000). A 
number of studies suggest that such presumptuous- and agenda-tinged techniques 
can damage children (Baumrind et  al. 2010; Shears et al. 2008; Steinberg et  al. 
2006). In fact, there is a considerable amount of research that indicates that some 
children may not be prepared to enter school at the time that conformity dictates 
that they should (Datar 2006; Ede 2004). Second, there is a sense that many day 
modern institutions may artificially slow the intellectual, emotional, and spiritual 
development of children (Hirsch 1999; Jeynes 2002a; Sykes 1996). Some have even 
argued that the idea of teenager is a modern day construct that artificially delays 
entrance by youth into adulthood (Pickhardt 2011; Salvatore 2013). They argue 
that by the time youth are in the 13–16 age range they generally have the physical 
stature of adults and that a myriad of societies in the past celebrated one or more of 
these years as representing that transition (Pickhardt 2011; Salvatore 2013). They 
assert that to not embrace this time for what it really is creates an unnatural friction 
in society between what the youth desire to become, i.e., more adult-like and the 
insistence by society that, for the most part, they remain in the cocoon of being chil-
dren (Pickhardt 2011; Salvatore 2013). In the minds of many, it is this society- and 
government-imposed resistance to a rapid development into maturity that creates 
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frustration in the youth and causes an unnecessarily high level of rebellion against 
their parents (Hirsch 1999; Salvatore 2013; Sykes 1996). Maturity is discouraged 
and an elongated childhood is imposed and the result is, in today’s lingo, “arrested 
development.” It is therefore wise for parents to consider the messages that gov-
ernment and society sometimes send to see if they are any way undermining the 
potential of their children. Put another way, parents must not assume that larger 
society works in a way that is conducive to the overall benefit of most children. In 
fact, there are countless times in which societal forces, e.g., unions and university 
presidents, are more focused on how their situation can be ameliorated rather than 
what is good for those that they represent, and that they sometimes have almost no 
regard what is best for the nation as a whole (Hirsch 1999; Sykes 1996).

The reality just stared makes parenting during the adolescent years of one’s chil-
dren, generally the most difficult. Nevertheless, if the mother and father commit 
themselves to applying the principles addressed earlier in this chapter, long-term 
fruit can still emerge, in spite of the obstacles.

Parenting Over the Life Course

Parenting, unlike just about every occupation under the sun, really has no retirement 
age. Yes indeed, there is a very real sense that once the child is an adult, the parent 
needs to back off and have much more of a “laissez faire” attitude toward parenting 
than was previously plausible and advisable. But as parents we are always there, 
whether this means to simply serve as an example, confidant, consoler, and so forth. 
As a testimony to this fact, many sons engage in immoral behavior after their father 
dies, when during the time that their father was alive they were able to fight off the 
tantalizing tentacles of temptation (Lamb 1997). Tiger Woods is one example of an 
individual who succumbed to his weaknesses much more after his father passed on 
than he did while his father was still alive.

The Wrestling Match Between Being a Strong Example 
and Spoiling the Children

There is a topic that few really want to talk about and, in fact, most people want 
to pretend really does not exist. That is, the tension that exists between attempting 
to be a strong example for children and spoiling them. Innumerable parents run 
into problems raising children because they fail to acknowledge this problem ei-
ther totally or at least to some extent. For example, many parents spend their lives 
sacrificing for their children. To a large degree this is very healthy, but there are 
two warning flags that go up as an indication that it is being overdone (Ehrensaft 
1997; Kindlon 2001; Sigman 2009). First, when the marriage is suffering because 
too much emphasis is placed on the children, e.g., the husband and wife rarely have 
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time with each other and the needs of one or both of the spouses are not being met 
because the children are perceived as more important than the spouse (Ehrensaft 
1997; Kindlon 2001; Sigman 2009). Second, when the children themselves almost 
never sacrifice for others, because they are only accustomed to people serving their 
needs (Ehrensaft 1997; Kindlon 2001; Sigman 2009). With this example in mind, 
and many others like it, it is therefore quite possible to raise a family with some 
of the most Christ-like examples possible and yet raise a group of children that 
is narcissistic and spoiled. There are a number of examples in the Bible of people 
who were men or women of God, but whose children fell well short of expectations 
(Barber 2010). Believers make a mistake indeed if they assume that every time that 
took place it was due to some inadequacy in the parenting of the mother and father. 
It is likely that there were times when this was the case, but we can hardly assume 
that this was the situation each and every time. There are a variety of reasons why 
children may not turn out as well as expected and poor parenting is one of them, but 
there are various and sundry other reasons as well.

If one looks at the Word of God, it is clear that there are certain examples of poor 
parenting that yielded children that did not walk in the ways of the Lord the way that 
they should have. Moreover, there are numerous admonitions in the Bible, particu-
larly in Proverbs and in the Pentateuch (the first five books of the Old Testament) of 
the consequences of not rearing children in a scriptural way. Clearly, David did not 
spend enough time with Absalom at a crucial time and this contributed to at least 
some of Absalom’s rebellious behavior. Isaac, partially due to his failing eyes and 
health, seemed detached from interactions with Jacob. God gave Eli a stern rebuke 
for not giving proper oversight to his sons. Samuel’s sons were not as completely 
self-centered as Eli’s sons, but it is quite patent that they were corrupt. Neverthe-
less, there are also a number of times in which strong believing fathers had spoiled 
and narcissistic children and Scripture is not clear regarding what were the reasons 
why. Hezekiah was a wonderful example of walking righteously before the Lord, 
but his son Manasseh certainly was not. The same pattern also holds with Josiah. In 
each case, Scripture is not clear on the reasons why and both of these kings were the 
beneficiaries of lavish praise from God. In fact, given that God extolled the virtues 
of Hezekiah and Josiah to a profound degree, specifically declaring that these men 
were in a class by themselves in terms of the quality of kings that followed David, 
and apparently did not rebuke them for insufficient acts of fatherhood, it becomes 
much more difficult to make the case that Hezekiah and Josiah were poor fathers.

In reality, virtually every human being acknowledges that although coming from 
an unrighteous or dysfunctional family environment increases the chances that chil-
dren will not turn out as holy and right before God, there are also many spoiled and 
self-centered children that come from loving Christ-centered homes. And part of the 
reason such results are quite possible stems from the fact that there exists this tension 
between attempting to be a strong example for children and spoiling them. The real-
ity then is that fathers and mothers need to demonstrate a balance (Ehrensaft 1997; 
Kindlon 2001; Sigman 2009). On the one hand, parents need to be very cognizant of 
the need to set a solid spiritual example for their children. On the other hand, this ex-
ample must not be to the place that virtually all acts of love and sacrifice are initiated 
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by the parent and the child is always on the receiving end. Yes, the father and mother 
can, as the need arises, set that example of sacrificing their bed and allowing their 
guests to stay in their bed. But it is also true that to be efficacious parents, they should 
give occasional opportunities for children sacrifice their beds for guests as well. In 
this way, the children are not always on the observing or receiving end of a sacrifice, 
but are at times given opportunity to apply what they have learned from their par-
ents (Ehrensaft 1997; Kindlon 2001; Sigman 2009). Such an approach increases the 
chances that parental holiness will yield a similar result in the children (Piper 2011).

We presently live in a society in which countless parents are doing for children 
what the youngsters really need to be doing for themselves or at least largely for 
themselves (Ehrensaft 1997; Kindlon 2001; Sigman 2009). These days parents buy 
their children cars, pay for the gas that goes in their car, purchase their automobile 
insurance, a variety of luxury items, and so forth. In addition, mothers and fathers 
commonly complete their children’s homework and in some of the extreme cases 
hire professors and tutors to write the students’ application essays in order to get 
into a better college (Ehrensaft 1997; Kindlon 2001; Sigman 2009). When their 
children get in trouble because of irresponsible behavior, sloth, inane planning, or 
inveterate selfishness, these parents often bail their children out. In many respects 
there is a real irony to the fact that many world leaders, economists, social scien-
tists, and people generally are raising real concerns about the number of bailouts 
that are taking place around the world, especially in Western Europe and the United 
States (McDonald and Robinson 2009). Countless economists and social scientists 
find it totally enigmatic how so many millions of people in these areas of the world 
could have developed an attitude in which they think that they can take all kinds of 
unwarranted risks, engage in activities that are totally decoupled from every vestige 
of logic, and live existences that are very precarious, with little concern about what 
consequences might result from their careless and irresponsible behaviors of today 
(McDonald and Robinson 2009). And indeed it is mind-boggling. This sense of en-
titlement pervades many aspects of Western society that was once well known for 
practicing the Protestant work ethic.

These days it appears that most of the major socioeconomic- and demographic- 
groups believe that society somehow “owes” them and they therefore possess an at-
titude of entitlement concerning many facets in their lives (Block 2013; McDonald 
and Robinson 2009). Numerous wealthy people tend to have the attitude that they 
really do not care about the welfare of other people, but rather feel that gifts that 
helped make them wealthy entitle them to a plenteous lifestyle (Block 2013). A co-
pious number of Wall Street executives have shown that at times their concerns for 
others is almost non-existent; and rather these executives are focused in lining their 
own pockets. There are nearly 50 million people on food stamps, who believe that 
the government somehow owes them a living (Block 2013). And indeed, when I see 
these people purchase items in the grocery store, they usually buy better meat than 
our family can afford. And yet our tax dollars are supporting them. The middle class 
is paying the bills resulting from the profligate- and irresponsible- living of many 
Americans. I recall meeting some Chinese societal leaders who commented that the 
U.S. is a great place to be poor, because the government takes such good care of 
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them and a great place to be rich. But they also added that it as a horrible place to be 
middle class, because they were the ones bailing out the rich and the poor, for their 
self-centered behavior.

Within this context, if fathers and mothers remember that their goal is to teach 
their children “how to fly in life,” rather than spoiling them and show some “tough 
love,” their efforts may not be appreciated initially, but likely will be in the long run. 
If the parents put on an emphasis on teaching love, responsibility, respect, diligence, 
perseverance, dedication, and loyalty not only by their examples, but also in terms 
of what they teach their children both in their words and the deeds they encourage, 
the young can learn to become mature adults. What is important to realize, that 
many people do not understand, is that just as words are not enough to guide behav-
ior neither is setting an example. Young people need to be taught what the example 
means for them in the context of their daily lives. That is, they need to follow that 
example or else the example is of limited merit. The best example one can set for 
one’s children is one that is explained and contagious (Jeynes 2009a).

The Body of Research and Parenting

We live in an era in which many people are convinced that parents really do not 
have the influence on children that they did in generations past (Jeynes 2011a, 
2012d). Alternatively, the argument goes that it is peers and the media that impact 
youth to the greatest degree (Baehr 1998; Jeynes 2010b, 2011c). The interesting 
reality, however, is that as tangible and common as these perceptions are, the body 
of research indicates that parents do still enjoy a greater effect on their children than 
these rival forces (Jeynes 2011b). Admittedly, these other factors do have more of 
an impact than they once did. Moreover, with the development and dispersion of 
more sources of influence than existed decades ago, one can make an argument that 
parental influence is not as potent as it once was. And clearly, there is some real 
justification for this belief. However, that dilution is probably a good deal less than 
the media often makes it out to be. And indeed, there are several good reasons to be-
lieve that the decline of parental influence is exaggerated. First, one needs to recall 
that most of the reports about the diminished role of the parent comes from media 
outlets. It must therefore be remembered that the media benefits personally if their 
role is highlighted and the family role is underemphasized. The media is therefore 
a biased source of information, because those who serve in this industry have every 
reason to magnify their influence. The media only increases the influence it has on 
children by emphasizing it and at times bombastically exaggerating the role that it 
plays in helping shape children’s lives (Baehr 1998; Price and Dahl 2012).

Second, much of the media is run by people who are in rebellion against the 
“establishment” and there is no more palpable example of the establishment in the 
minds of youth than parents. A myriad of media experts have pointed out the fact 
that those in Hollywood, in particular, but in other media outlets as well, often por-
tray older people as inept, ignorant, and clueless (Baehr 1998). In contrast, contem-
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porary shows describe youth as insightful, wise, and bright (Baehr 1998). Quite a 
number of commentators have attributed this to the fact that many of those in Holly-
wood desire to usurp control from the traditional institutional pillars of society that 
heretofore have had a puissant role in establishing the morals, ethics, and valued 
practices of society (Robinson and Jeynes 2010). Once again, the bias is clear and 
there is every reason for the Hollywood crowd to become almost maudlin in their 
exaggeration of how media affects children and how little parents do. To be sure, 
Hollywood, the internet, and other media expressions have a measurable impact on 
youth (Price and Dahl 2012). Nevertheless, it is one thing to assert that these influ-
ences are poignant and real and it is another thing to belittle the prominent role that 
family plays in the development of the next generation.

Third, the reality is that when asked, children still name their parents as the most 
important influence on their lives. As much as youth might surf the internet and 
watch television for an interminable number of hours, they are still aware that it is 
parents who are the primary human influence in their lives. Fourth, those who argue 
that the role of family is declining in influence in children’s lives often measure this 
so-called descent purely by the amount of time children spend engaged in particular 
activities (Price and Dahl 2012). But these studies fail to fully consider that chil-
dren are not stupid. They are usually aware that it is those that raise them who are 
supposed to have the most dynamic influence in their lives. They are usually able 
to discern between fact and faction, as well as understand the difference between 
reality and fantasy. Therefore, the young often internalize the effects of the spiritual 
and emotional investments of their father and mother.

The Advantages to Children of Close Relationships 
with Their Parents

There are some very notable advantages that accrue to youth, when they have a 
close relationship with their parents. First, there is a greater dedication among 
members of the family to each other. Although there are exceptions, as a general 
rule a person can only love an individual insofar as one knows that individual. 
Strong relationships make interpersonal knowledge possible and from there, love 
can spawn. Second, children in close relationships with their parents are less likely 
to engage in harmful behaviors, e.g., the consumption of illegal drugs and excessive 
amounts of alcohol. Young men in gangs are almost always fatherless (Lamb 1997; 
Popenoe 2000). Close relationships with fathers and mothers make it less likely 
that youth will look for surrogate parents elsewhere and substantially reduce the 
chances for ongoing emotional wounds that so often create addictions to drugs and 
alcohol. Children with close relationships with their parents also perform better than 
school and are more likely to succeed in their future marriages and in life in general 
(McLanahan and Sandefur 1994; Wallerstein 2005). For the parents the investment 
of love in their children is worth the result; and for children a positive response to 
this investment of love is worth the reward.
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Abstract  This chapter presents two overarching themes. First, it describes the dual 
role of religiosity and its impact on academic achievement according to the experi-
ences of ten poor Puerto Rican students schooled in a large comprehensive urban 
high school in the United States. These students’ theorizing regarding the impact 
of their religiosity on their high academic achievement is especially important 
because, unlike the large majority of studies that have examined the effects of reli-
giosity on academic achievement through quantitative analyses, this study focuses 
on the lived experiences and voices of urban high school youth of color. Second, 
we discuss the implications of these findings in relation to families in the hopes 
that they can encourage schools to seriously look to faith communities and places 
of worship as important partners in the educative process. Faith based communities 
have the vast potential to encourage their youth to remain engaged in them in order 
to reduce their likelihood of making problematic decisions that could hinder their 
academic achievement. Likewise, the expectation is that schools will also work like 
places of faith, as they strive to being intimately connected to the education of urban 
youth of color.

Keywords  Latina/o students · Puerto Rican students · Urban education · Religiosity · 
Social capital · High achievers

Introduction

Latina/o high achievers are largely invisible in traditional, public urban high 
schools and in educational research. More specifically, the impact of religiosity 
on the academic achievement of these high achievers and their implications for 
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ministering to families is rarely discussed. Consequently, over the last three de-
cades, numerous scholars have written about the connections between the academic 
underachievement of Puerto Rican colonial subjects educated in the United States 
and socioeconomic/academic barriers like internal and direct colonialism, single-
parent households, poverty, culturally irrelevant curricula, and the non-academic 
tracking these students face within traditional public urban schools on a continual 
basis (Díaz 1998; Nieto 1998, 2000; Spring 1994). Although the above-mentioned 
scholarship is important, it places overdue emphasis on the academic underachieve-
ment of these students.

To counteract the overabundance of scholarly literature that discusses reasons 
why Puerto Rican students are pushed out of school and/or academically under-
achieve, we felt it was important to ask the following question: What factors do poor 
urban Puerto Rican students, enrolled in traditional urban high schools, attribute to 
their academic success in spite of the previously mentioned socioeconomic and 
sociopolitical barriers? As a result of our larger conversations with these students, 
we discovered that all of them credited their religiosity as having a positive impact 
on their high academic achievement. Furthermore, these students theorized how 
their religiosity played an important dual role in their academic and personal lives.

Therefore, the purpose of this chapter is twofold. First, we describe the dual role 
of religiosity and its impact on academic achievement according to the experiences 
of ten poor Puerto Rican students schooled in a large comprehensive urban high 
school in the United States. These students’ theorizing regarding the impact of their 
religiosity on their high academic achievement is especially important because, un-
like the large majority of studies that have examined the effects of religiosity on 
academic achievement through quantitative analyses (see Flores-González (2002) 
for exceptions), our particular study focuses on the lived experiences and voices 
of urban high school youth of color. Second, we discuss the implications of these 
findings in relation to families in the hopes that they can encourage schools to seri-
ously look to faith communities and places of worship as important partners in the 
educative process. Faith based communities have the vast potential to encourage 
their youth to remain engaged in them in order to reduce their likelihood of making 
problematic decisions that could hinder their academic achievement. Likewise, the 
expectation is that schools will also work to view themselves and work like places 
of faith, as they strive to being intimately connected in the education of urban youth, 
particularly those of color (Scheurich 1998).

Scholarship on Religion and Academic Achievement

Scholars have recently produced research that serves to deconstruct, reconstruct, 
and transcend the scholarship on academic underachievement by examining the 
myriad ways in which religiosity foments the high academic achievement of ur-
ban youth of color (Flores-González 2002; Jeynes 2003a, b, c; Park 2001; Sikkink 
and Hernández 2003). This research is especially important, because it has paid 
particular attention to the ways in which individual religious beliefs, rather than 
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institutional ones (i.e., religious schools), have positively impacted the academic 
achievement of urban youth of color. William Jeynes (2003a, pp. 37–38; emphasis 
mine) comments:

In terms of examining the effects of religious commitment, part of the reason for the dearth 
of studies in this area of endeavor results from the fact that researchers have generally 
examined the effects of religion on academic achievement from the macrolevel, that is, they 
have primarily investigated the effects of religious schools on academic achievement. One 
can argue, however, that the individual religious beliefs of students are just as important as, 
and perhaps more important than, the beliefs of the educational institution that they attend.

Furthermore, religiosity by way of active participation in church related activities 
has been found to be an important source of social capital for two reasons. First, 
church membership provides mentoring relations between adults and youth that in-
still positive attitudes, values, and behaviors that promote school success and serve 
as protective measures against oppositional youth behaviors like gang membership, 
drug use, and truancy. Second, participating in church activities like retreats and 
conventions facilitates intergenerational closure (Sikkink and Hernández 2003). 
Intergenerational closure is valuable, because it helps these students, through the 
relationships they have with their friends and their friends’ parents, gain access to 
important resources like advice, mentorship, and other positive help-seeking behav-
iors that encourage them to pursue and maintain their high academic achievement.

Kaye Cook interviewed African American high school students living in poverty 
and found they credited their high academic achievement with their religious com-
mitment. They specifically mentioned the notion that “God has my back,” which 
meant they felt protected from anti-school influences like gang membership, drug 
use, and the need to engage in sexually promiscuous behaviors. Additionally, these 
high achieving students discussed the importance their community-based churches 
played in their lives. These churches served not only religious functions but social 
ones, as youth and adults engaged one another in mentoring relationships. These 
mentoring relationships made it possible for the youth in this study to receive coun-
seling in times of personal crisis and to receive important information like how to 
apply for financial aid in college and receive tutoring for college entrance examina-
tions, such as the SAT and ACT.

Nilda Flores-González (1999, 2002) used role identity theory to explain the mul-
tiple ways in which urban high schools inequitably structure opportunities for Puer-
to Rican students by influencing whether they adopt either a “school kid” or “street 
kid” identity. The high achieving Puerto Rican students whom she interviewed and 
classified as having a “school kid” identity were more likely to be sheltered in safe 
social niches with other school kids and encouraged by school staff to actively par-
ticipate in extracurricular activities like athletic teams, church-related activities, and 
academic-based school clubs. These extracurricular activities also enabled these 
students to set themselves apart from the “street kids.” Moreover, these school kids 
were more likely to view post-secondary education as a way through which they 
could become a member of the middle class.

On the contrary, the low achieving Puerto Rican students who she found adopted 
a “street kid” identity found it difficult to situate themselves within school oriented 
peer social networks and the school staff neither encouraged nor facilitated these 
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students’ participation in school related activities. Hence, the self-concept that chil-
dren and young adults develop reflects their images of their future and what they 
hope to become, and thus guides their actions in schools and other social institutions. 
Additionally, unlike the schooling experiences of high achieving African-American 
students in previous studies (Fordham and Ogbu 1986), the high achieving Puerto 
Rican students interviewed by Flores-González (1999, 2002) voiced a strong Puerto 
Rican ethnic identity, revealing that they neither perceived themselves nor were 
perceived by other school peers as “acting White.”

William Jeynes (2003a, b, c) found that the individual religious commitment of 
African American and Latina/o urban high school students enabled them to outper-
form their nonreligious school peers. Furthermore, he found that living in intact 
families was also a major contributor to the high academic achievement of these 
students. He goes on to suggest that religiosity was important for these students’ 
academic success because they were much less likely to engage in drug and/or 
alcohol abuse and sexually active behavior. Finally, Jeynes specifically points out 
the positive relationship between religiosity and an internal locus of control, be-
cause Christianity stresses the fact that the spirit of God often resides not only out-
side the believer but also from within. Likewise, Hae-Seong Park (2001) found 
that religiousness had a profound positive effect on the academic achievement of 
African American, Latina/o, Asian, and White high school students. Like Jeynes 
(2003a, b, c) and Park (2001), David Sikkink and Edwin Hernández (2003) found 
that religiosity had a positive impact on the academic achievement of urban Latina/o 
high school students because of the high degrees of social capital that were inherent 
within churches and church-sponsored activities like youth groups. These activi-
ties enabled these students to find their places within safe peer niches where they 
were sheltered from the same types of behaviors as mentioned before like substance 
abuse and teenage pregnancy.

Finally, while these recent studies have done much to advance the exploration 
of religiosity and its effects on the academic achievement of urban youth of color, 
most of them have been conducted through quantitative analyses. This study, how-
ever, acknowledges the voices of Puerto Rican students as they speak to the power 
that religiosity has had on their high academic achievement in spite of the socio-
economic/sociopolitical hardships they constantly face and the alienating nature of 
large, comprehensive urban high schools.

Methods

Research Question

This study was guided by the principal research question, “According to the experi-
ences of Puerto Rican 11th and 12th grade students who are enrolled in a traditional 
comprehensive urban high school, what factors are linked to their high academic 
achievement?
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Setting and Participants

This study was conducted at University High School (a pseudonym), a large com-
prehensive high school located in a large Midwestern city, during the 2001–2002 
academic year. This high school enrolls 1500 students from grades 9 to 12 of which 
55 % fall below the federal poverty line. Approximately 70 % of the high school’s 
students are of color with 15 % of these students being Puerto Rican. This school is 
regarded as one of only two of the district’s best high schools, because its curricu-
lum offers many advanced placement and honors level courses and because 70 % 
of its graduates go on to pursue some sort of postsecondary education. As a result, 
this high school attracts many students of color from around the city because of its 
reputation as a college preparatory high school. Moreover, we selected this high 
school for the study precisely because of this reputation.

The students recruited for this study had to meet three criteria that would help us 
purposefully select students who could best speak about their schooling and home 
experiences and how these impacted their high academic achievement. First, they 
had to be enrolled in grades 11 or 12, because the majority of Puerto Rican students 
drop out of school by the 10th grade (Nieto 1998). Second, the students had to have 
a cumulative GPA of 3.0 or higher, because we determined this GPA to be indica-
tive of a high achieving student. Third, the students could not have dropped out of 
school at any time, because we wanted this study to focus on non-dropouts. Using 
these three criteria, a Puerto Rican guidance counselor at the school facilitated the 
recruitment and selection process of the participants, because she knew the Latina/o 
students well. A total of ten students met these three criteria, and they all agreed to 
participate after we explained the purpose of the study to them.

Data Collection

In the philosophical tradition and method of phenomenology, our primary data col-
lection tool consisted of in-depth interviews. Phenomenology attempts to “examine 
the meaning of experiences for individuals” (Creswell 1998, p.  86; original em-
phasis). Because the main data collection tool of phenomenology is the in-depth 
interview (Merriam 1998; Tesch 1994), we structured our conversations with each 
student using the three-interview series (Seidman 1998). Each of the three semi-
structured interviews lasted approximately 1 h and was spaced 1 week apart. All 
interviews were audiotaped and transcribed verbatim.

The first interview, called the “focused life history” interview, elicited the students’ 
descriptions regarding their family backgrounds and previous schooling experiences. 
The second interview, known as the “details of experience” interview, focused on 
each student’s current schooling experiences. Thus, they were asked questions meant 
to elicit rich descriptions of their current relationships with teachers, their peers, other 
school staff, and community members. Finally, the purpose of the third “reflection on 
the meaning” interview was to have each student compare and contrast their previous 
and current school and home experiences and discuss their future life aspirations.

The Impact of Family Religiosity for Latina/o Youth



170 R. Antrop-González et al.

Data Analysis

The objective of the phenomenological data analysis process is to identify and ex-
amine recurring meaning units, which are the “the smallest segments of texts that 
are understandable by themselves” (Tesch 1994, p. 148). Moreover, phenomeno-
logical researchers “do not establish categories, but aim at discovering the ‘themes’ 
in the data” (Tesch 1994, p. 148). Thus, our data analysis consisted of reading and 
analyzing all the interviews to discover meaningful recurring themes, and the ways 
in which our participants linked them to their high academic achievement. When 
these recurring themes were discovered within the interview data, we proceeded to 
color code them and place them into distinct themes. Hence, using the inductive 
process of narrowing data enabled us to collapse participants’ experiences under 
major categories. Consequently, religiosity and its positive dual role on the high 
academic achievement of the Puerto Rican students we spoke with emerged as a 
central theme in the data analysis process.

Validity, Reliability, and Trustworthiness

The interview protocols we constructed did not contain questions pertaining to re-
ligiosity and/or religious commitment. Rather, we asked general questions such as, 
“Whom or what do you attribute to your high academic achievement?” In other 
words, we did not expect students to address these issues and how they impacted 
our participants’ academic achievement. It was not until religiosity and/or religious 
commitment emerged as a recurring theme did we delve into the research literature 
that had previously, specifically, and similarly addressed this connection. Upon our 
further investigation pertaining to this literature, we discovered that similar work 
had been conducted through a quantitative research paradigm (Jeynes 2003a, b, c; 
Park 2001) and through qualitative and/or mixed methods (Cook 2000; Flores-
González 1999, 2000, 2002; Sikkink and Hernández 2003). As evidenced, these 
studies reflect a recent, growing trend that explores the area of religiousness and 
academic achievement. Finally, it should be noted that when we conducted inter-
views with participants, we did not reveal our personal religious beliefs during the 
duration of the project.

Trustworthiness in this study was assured in several ways like the simultaneous 
tape recording and note taking of all interviews to check for inconsistencies in the 
data. Additionally, we triangulated our data; for example, we also recorded our ob-
servation of participants in a journal that was maintained throughout the duration of 
the research process and compared them to how students described their schooling 
experiences during the interviews. Additionally, credibility was enhanced in this 
study in two ways. First, we asked colleagues to “peer examine” (Merriam 1998) 
the interview transcripts to determine if all possible themes had been discovered. 
Second, we conducted member checks by asking participants to read the personal 
profiles we constructed for them and to examine the findings to ensure that we 
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had not misinterpreted their experiences. The discovery of findings was also partly 
facilitated by our personal experiences as marginalized students educated in public 
schools and our previous research knowledge concerning the factors that had the 
potential to influence the low and high academic achievement of Puerto Rican ur-
ban high school students.

General Participant Profile

Of the ten Puerto Rican high achievers who shared their experiences with us, seven 
were female and three were male. Likewise, seven of the students reported being 
of the Catholic faith and three reported being Pentecostal. All had a grade point 
average (GPA) of 3.0 or higher. Additionally, all of them were enrolled in advanced 
placement (AP) or honors classes, and they all considered themselves to be English-
dominant bilinguals. Moreover, all of the students commented that their parents had 
either dropped out of high school or had not had a college experience.

The Influence of Religiosity on the High Academic 
Achievement of Puerto Rican Urban High School Youth: 
A Dual Role

External Components of Religiosity: Examining Religiosity 
and Extracurricular Activities as Sources of Social Capital

Many of the students we interviewed voiced a connection between their high aca-
demic achievement and their ties to a religious organization and/or other extracur-
ricular activities. When asked which religious faith or church they professed or 
belonged to, our participants stated they were either Catholic or Pentecostal. They 
also mentioned that the main benefit of participating in these activities consisted of 
targeted recreational activities for youth that steered them away from anti-school, 
oppositional youth culture like gang membership and truancy. These activities also 
contributed to high degrees of social capital through the community/social networks 
that facilitated their access to school-related resources like homework help and 
mentorship. Daniel commented:

Growing up my mom always took me and my sister to church and she always had us 
involved in youth groups as far as you know, Sunday school and we went on trips with our 
church groups and that always helped me keep on a straight path.

In addition to his church involvement, Daniel’s participation on athletic teams also 
played a major role in his high school career, because it helped him gain much ac-
cess to positive help-seeking resources like information regarding college, mentor-
ship from his teammates’ parents, and access to computers at his friends’ homes. 

The Impact of Family Religiosity for Latina/o Youth
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This intergenerational closure (Carbonaro1998), comprised of Daniel’s friends and 
their parents, proved to be valuable for Daniel, because he now is very confident 
that he has the information that he needs to become successful in college, get a job 
after graduation, and obtain a middle class lifestyle. He commented:

A lot of my friends who I play with on the teams are a lot better off than me. Like, David’s 
parents live out in the suburbs and both his parents are college psychology professors and 
make a lot of money. They both have been a great influence on me because they’ve talked 
to me about what I need to get into college and be successful in college. They helped me 
make the decision on which university to apply to. I like their advice because I see that they 
have become successful. I want to follow their examples and also have a big house and nice 
cars like them one day.

As evidenced in recent studies (Flores-González 1999, 2002; Hébert and Reis 
1999), several of our participants suggested that multicultural peer networks con-
sisting of other high achieving urban youth were valuable assets that influenced 
their academic achievement. Cecilia remarked that she valued her church involve-
ment and its impact on her academic achievement because of the multicultural peer 
networks she belonged to. These networks were highly conducive to supportive 
relationships and to her strong sense of belonging. In fact, although the majority of 
the students were English dominant bilinguals, they spoke about their multicultural 
approach in their school peer networks, as they expressed the importance of their 
friendships with Latinas/os and other friends of color like African Americans and 
Mexican Americans.

Ever since I was in the ninth grade, I have been going to church regularly. I also sing in the 
church choir. The people at church have always been friendly and supportive of me. I feel 
like I really belong. I have also met a lot of people at church. I have a lot of friends from 
different backgrounds. I have Hispanic, White, Asian, and Black friends. We all treat each 
other as friends and we keep each other in line. I really think going to church has helped 
me become a better student.

Estrella also talked about her involvement in a church and connected it with her 
high academic achievement. Like Cecilia, she was able to participate in church 
activities with peer networks consisting of other Latina/o youth. She also felt that 
these friendships and her participation in religious-based activities had a positive 
impact on her academic achievement. She remarked:

I’m involved in church very much. I have lots of friends of church in church. We do lots 
of things together. We do retreats and we invite other youths to come. We also evangelize 
together. We want other youths to know God and Jesus. There are also lots of camps in 
the summer and conventions in the Midwest. There are lots of Latinos that get together 
for these conventions and we have lots of fun. I really think that these church things have 
helped me be a good student.

While Daniel, Cecilia, and Estrella talked about the importance of receiving men-
torship and informational resources through their social networks at church, sev-
eral students specifically mentioned the influence of God in their scholastic lives 
through an internal locus of control framework.
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Internal Components of Religiosity: Examining Personal Faith 
as Internal Locus of Control

This particular finding is consistent with recent research (Cook 2000; Jeynes 
2003b, c), which shows that religious people are more likely to have an internal 
locus of control because they feel the spirit of God resides within them and steers 
them to positive things like high academic achievement. Rachel commented:

God has helped me become a good student. He has helped me keep focused. I know he 
helps me do the best I can in school.

Likewise, Limari also commented:
God had helped me become a good student because He has been with me through all my 
struggles.

While these participants credited their high academic achievement with their partic-
ipation to church and school-related activities, other participants spoke about their 
involvement with community-based agencies and how it facilitated their engage-
ment with school and meeting people from different walks of life. Alexia stated:

I do all kinds of work with people in the community. I work with the Private Industry Coun-
cil and help people get jobs. I also work with the Historical Society. These jobs keep me 
busy and focused on school and help me meet lots of interesting people.

Just like the recent research that shows religiosity (Jeynes 2003a; Park 2001; Sik-
kink and Hernández 2003) and participation in extracurricular activities (Flores-
González 1999, 2002; Hébert and Reis 1999) have a positive impact on academic 
achievement for students of color, our participants also suggested that involvement 
in church and other school and community-based extracurricular activities served 
an important dual function. First, church involvement served as a protective mea-
sure by discouraging them from participating in oppositional youth culture (i.e., 
gang life and truancy), because it impinges on their scholastic endeavors. Second, 
involvement in these kinds of activities also contributed to their high degrees of 
social capital through the intergenerational closure between these students, their 
friends, and their friends’ parents. This high degree of intergenerational closure was 
valuable, because it insured that these students gained access to important resources 
like good advice through adult mentorship and other positive help-seeking behav-
iors that encouraged them to pursue academic excellence and a school kid identity 
(Flores-González 2002).

Finally, the students we interviewed manifested the inextricably connected and 
important ways in which the external and internal components of religiosity influ-
enced their academic achievement in positive ways. Thus, both components are of 
extreme value and serve as motivational tools for youth of color who are schooled 
in urban centers where only approximately 45 % of Latina/o youth graduate from 
high schools across the United States (Flores-González 2002).

The Impact of Family Religiosity for Latina/o Youth
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Limitations of the Study and Implications for Further 
Research

This study had several limitations. First, our sample size was small, and we only 
interviewed students from one high school who were either in the 11th or 12th 
grades, which prevents us from making broad generalizations regarding the impact 
of religiosity on the academic achievement of urban youth. We also limited our 
study to students who came from working class backgrounds. Moreover, we exclu-
sively employed a qualitative research paradigm to this study. Consequently, further 
research is needed in order to provide additional and/or deeper insights within this 
area of inquiry. Possible examples of such research include employing mixed meth-
ods studies at multiple school sites across grade levels and across geographically di-
verse areas in the United States. Additionally, it would be interesting to explore the 
similarities and differences, if any, regarding the impact of religiosity on academic 
achievement taking into account students who come from various socioeconomic 
backgrounds. Lastly, it would be interesting to note whether these experiences vary 
or remain constant among Latina/o students who come from other ethnic groups 
(i.e. Central and South American, Cuban, Mexican-origin, etc.).

School Based Implications for Family Religiosity and its 
Impact on Personal and Academic Enhancement

The Puerto Rican urban high school students we interviewed taught us the dual role 
and importance religiosity had on their academic achievement. The first component 
within this dual role consisted of the students’ acquisition of social capital that made 
it possible for them to receive important information about college from adults in 
church and receive mentoring and counseling from them within their places of faith 
in times of personal crisis. The second component of this dual role involved the 
notion of an internal locus of control. This internal locus of control was manifested 
through students expressing that God resided within them and, thus, steered them 
on a straight path, which resulted in large part to their academic success.

Interestingly enough, it became evident to us that these students succeeded aca-
demically in spite of school and thanks to their places of faith and belief in God. In 
other words, their academic success was due to factors outside of school and con-
tingent on their family religiosity. Moreover, it became apparent through these stu-
dents’ schooling experiences and our additional informal conversations with them 
that their religiosity provided several important things that their school did not, 
and acted as a mitigating zone between their worlds inside and outside of school. 
Hence, it is important that school officials continue to support their students’ desire 
to continually attend their places of worship and build meaningful relationships 
with trusted, responsible adults within them. These adults can provide important 
information to youth that will enable them to continue on their paths of academic 
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success. Additionally, school based adults also have the powerful potential of facili-
tating their Latina/o students’ engagement with school.

For example, many of the students we spoke with mentioned the absence of 
culturally relevant courses that take into account their daily lived experiences and, 
hence, the home and community-based funds of knowledge they already bring to 
school (Moll et al. 1992). Another shortcoming students voiced was that many of 
their teachers held them to low academic expectations by virtue of their ethnic back-
ground and, thus, did not make the extra effort to academically push them, offer 
special tutoring, and/or provide advice on where to go to find academic services 
within and/or outside school. Moreover, all the students we spoke with deemed 
most of their teachers as “uncaring” precisely because of the lack of support and 
encouragement they received from them.

Thus, it is crucial that school officials look to parents/caregivers as knowledge-
able allies who can share culturally relevant resources with their youth’s/s’ teachers. 
Needless to say, teachers must also be willing to humbly learn from their students’ 
parents/caregivers. Furthermore, urban teachers must also be willing to conduct their 
own research regarding the racial/ethnic and linguistic realities of their students and 
the communities in which they are situated. All too often, many urban teachers are 
unwilling and/or are constrained to conduct this kind of research and/or do not view 
their students’ parents/caregivers as knowledgeable partners in education.

Furthermore, it is important that educators, teacher trainers, and policy makers 
also acknowledge and value the advantageous impact of participation in faith com-
munities on academic achievement. Faith workers, particularly those of color, also 
have the potential to play significant roles in encouraging schools to examine the 
various ways in which their students’ lives are acknowledged and affirmed both 
inside and outside schools. Above all, it is crucial that schools strive to become 
sanctuaries (Antrop-González 2003). Schools become sanctuaries when students 
and teachers are engaged in highly meaningful interpersonal relationships, affirm 
their students’ racial/ethnic and linguistic backgrounds, possess culturally relevant 
curricula (Ladson-Billings 1995), and serve as psychologically and physically safe 
spaces where students are free to become the holders and creators of knowledge 
with their teachers (Delgado-Bernal 2002). While the school as sanctuary model 
(Antrop-González 2003) largely describes the aforementioned conditions as they 
take place within school, what happens outside the school doors becomes just as 
important, if not more so.

Hence, faith communities and urban schools alike should encourage broader 
partnerships between themselves and other community based agencies that have 
an authentic interest in the well-being of urban youth, particularly youth of color. 
Through these types of faith-school-community partnerships, urban schools can 
further reinforce the social and cultural capital urban students already possess and 
use in their homes and communities and which our students need to graduate from 
high school, enter college, and eventually obtain a career that will increase their life 
chances and structures of opportunities. Rather than talk down to parents/caregiv-
ers, schools can find ways to welcome families into the school community and offer 
them opportunities to become an integral part of the decision making process.

The Impact of Family Religiosity for Latina/o Youth
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Teachers, administrators, and other staff members can also venture out and 
explore their students’ communities, learn from them, and bring this community-
based knowledge with their students into the classroom to develop and implement 
much more relevant curriculum (Delgado-Gaitán 2004; Espinoza-Herold 2003; 
Kuykendall 1991; Moll et  al. 1992). Because students are savvy and can detect 
when school staff may be intimidated based on who they are racially/ethnically and 
where they come from (i.e., economically challenged and ignored neighborhoods), 
it is of the utmost importance that teachers not only have passion for their subject 
matter but also for establishing high quality, meaningful interpersonal relationships 
with their students, families, and community-based institutions (Antrop-González 
and De Jesús 2006; Valenzuela 1999).

In sum, faith based institutions and the activities they sponsor have the vast 
potential to encourage and foster the adoption of “school kid” identities (Flores-
González 2002), which can result in greater academic success and higher life chanc-
es for urban youth of color. Our student participants rightfully looked to their faith 
for the many things that their schools failed to provide them. Hence, more urban 
schools need to “step up to the plate” and also become sanctuaries for their students 
and communities while partnering with faith communities. Furthermore, these pow-
erful school-family-community sanctuary partnerships would also have the vast po-
tential to enable much more urban youth to academically succeed precisely because 
their schools would have the wisdom to do what their students’ places of faith do 
already—serve as sanctuaries of hope and guidance for urban youth.

Practical Advice for Latina/o Parents/Caregivers 
and Students for Family Religiosity and its Impact 
on Personal and Academic Enhancement

While the previous section described school based implications for family religios-
ity and its impact on personal and academic enhancement, this section describes 
practical advice for Latina/o parents/caregivers and students regarding the impact 
of family religiosity and its impact on personal and academic enhancement. In other 
words, this section is intended to offer pieces of advice to Latina/o families regard-
ing the extent to which their religiosity can serve as a powerful anchor and moral 
compass for their academic achievement. The first piece of advice we offer involves 
strongly encouraging Latina/o parents/caregivers to pass on and share their academ-
ically successful youth’s/s’ experience and knowledge with other young Latinas/os 
who may need help with navigating the world of troubled urban schools.

Through sharing their experience and knowledge as well as their youth’s/s’ with 
other young Latinas/os, strong community relationships have the potential to grow 
in the spirit of mentorship based on religiosity and its positive effects on personal 
and academic enhancement. Furthermore, these important faith based relationships 
serve as mitigating buffers between highly nurturing Latina/o home cultures and 
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ineffective urban school cultures and/or negative influences, such as gang member-
ship and/or alcohol/drug abuse and/or problematic sexual behaviors on the part of 
some adults and/or youth across racial/ethnic and socioeconomic groups.

A second point of advice we offer is the strongly encouraging religious families 
to openly and frankly discuss with school agents the important roles their faith plays 
in their personal and academic lives. Hence, while many urban schools may strong-
ly and rightfully encourage their youth to participate in extracurricular activities 
like sports and academic clubs, emphasis on participation in faith based activities 
must also be stressed to school officials who may often feel discouraged or hesitant 
about discussing the advantages of faith based activities for youth due to explicit 
and/or implicit rules and/or expectations about discussing such things with students. 
Perhaps if enough school officials are made aware of the numerous benefits of faith 
based influences on the personal and academic identities of youth of color, they will 
begin to also keep at bay their reluctance to discuss the importance of religious faith 
in their life endeavors.

Lastly, it is imperative that Latina/o parents/caregivers and their youth continue 
to support their religious communities and reinforce avid participation in them. In 
addition to the high quality, meaningful relationships these communities foment, 
they also provide potentially ample opportunities for youth leadership development 
in addition to the important, continued development of one’s moral compass. It is 
our hope that these points of advice, if followed with vigor, will guide our Latina/o 
youth towards high quality lives of personal and academic enhancement marked by 
passion and caring with/for their peers in addition to their societies at large.
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Abstract  The principles of Judeo-Christian thought offer a higher rationality from 
which to see, understand and minister with those who have disabilities and with 
those who love them. It begins with a view of the human person’s highest and 
most real identity, which goes far beyond our disabilities and the utilitarian abilities 
valued by our secular culture. This view from “above” offers us God’s perspective, 
which is larger, greater and more creative than current law, theory and/or practice 
admits. It begins with a view of the “disabled”, first and foremost, as a beloved 
and essential member of God’s very diverse family in which we are all like cells in 
Christ’s body on earth. Operating from this perspective we are all offered an exqui-
site opportunity to increase in wholeness and holiness.
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Being a Christian, I first learned this word Beloved from the story of the baptism of Jesus 
of Nazareth. “No sooner had Jesus come up out of the water than he saw the heavens torn 
apart and the Spirit, like a dove, descending on him. And a voice came from heaven: ‘You 
are my Son, the Beloved; my favor rests on you.’” For many years I had read these words 
and even reflected on them in sermons and lectures…Our many conversations led me to 
the inner conviction that the words “You are my Beloved” revealed the most intimate truth 
about all human beings. (Nouwen 2002 p. 30)

From the very beginning, early pioneers of work with disabled youngsters, such as 
Edward Seguin (1907), Maria Montessori, Louis Guggenbuhl, Thomas Gallaudet, 
Anne Sullivan, Helen Keller, had a deep and abiding sense that God loves and is 
equally present to the strong and the weak. This quote from 1857 reveals the strong 
presence of Christian faith in the early work of these pioneers.

Dr. Guggenbuhl deemed it wise to infuse into their dawning minds the knowledge and the 
love of a higher Being, to teach them something of the power and goodness of God. The 
result, he assures us, has been highly satisfactory; the mind, too feeble for earthly lore, too 
weak to grasp the simplest facts of science, has yet comprehended something of the love 
of the All-Father, and lifted up to him its imperfect but plaintive supplication….God has so 
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willed it, that the mightiest intellect which strives unavailingly to comprehend the wisdom 
and glory of his creation, and the feeblest intelligence which knows only and instinctively 
his love, shall alike find in that love their highest solace and delight. (The Atlantic Monthly, 
Volume 1 1857)

In the Christian spiritual realm even the concepts of strong and weak are rarely 
what they appear to the natural world. Perhaps nothing challenges our faith or so 
provokes our need for God as a loved one who was born with or acquires a disabil-
ity. It can be an occasion for great loss or great gain spiritually. Many individuals 
demonstrate that the path, though filled with challenges, yields spiritual maturity for 
many who have disabilities and for those who love them.

While every situation differs, the principles upon which the kingdom of God is 
built stand strong and offer Godly guidance for ministering to all those affected. We 
offer 10 such Christian Biblical principles. Ultimately ministry requires us not only 
to pray but also to act in a supportive vibrant Christian community like that of the 
early church. Throughout this chapter we are assuming that ministers are primarily 
made up of the Christian lay community, for example, family, friends, educators, 
psychologists, doctors, nurses, as well as sometimes ordained ministers.

Created in the Image of God: Our Primary Identity

No matter the degree of our limitations, we are all created in the image of God. Be-
ing in the image of God, all who love God and confess Jesus will ultimately see him 
and know themselves as God knows them (1Corinthians 13:12, English Standard 
Version, Crossway). Whether we choose to know God or not, this is the primary 
identity of us all; we are first and foremost human beings made in the image of God 
our Creator. Many documents have been written testifying to this truth for example 
the Papal writings of Popes Paul VI 1971; John Paul II 1984; Benedict, 2009. This 
challenges us to know first the true identity of the person with disabilities prior to 
our addressing the symptoms of his/her disability (Bogdan and Taylor 1989).

We are also created to be eternal beings—our spirits will live on. While suffering 
may last for the night, we are promised that joy does come in the morning. Whether 
that is tomorrow morning or at the end of our earthly physical existence we will all 
be freed of our physical limitations—limitations with which we all ultimately must 
live before physical death even if only for a few moments.

Parents and others can help their children know God and confess Christ through 
dedication, baptism, instruction and prayer. God does not hold children accountable 
in the same way he does adults; he did not even number children under the age of 20 
(Exodus 30:14). Parents and ministers can use the authority Jesus has given them to 
claim their children for the kingdom of God. God desires that none should perish. 
He is no respecter of persons; he does not prefer the able bodied or highly intelligent 
as the world does. We can be certain that people with disabilities have the same ac-
cess to God (Horning 2011). He knows us better than we know ourselves, even to 
having numbered the hairs on our heads. He has known us all from before the womb 



183Christian Principles for Ministering to Families with Children with Disabilities

and there we were fearfully and wonderfully made. Even people with very severe 
disabilities have bodies made to heal and circumvent disease and souls to contribute 
in some way. People with disabilities who paint beautiful pictures by holding the 
paintbrush with their feet or mouth encourage us, as do those who simply encourage 
us with their smiles.

According to the Westminister Confession we are all created with an innate abil-
ity to glorify God and to enjoy Him forever. As ministers and parents our task is to 
stir up this promise as faith is not uniquely connected to cognitive or physical abili-
ties (Gaventa 2005) and methods for children to meditate on Scripture, such as those 
developed by a protégé of Montessori, Sofia Cavaletti (1992) offer great resources 
for churches. In a local church the most extravagant worshipper is a forty-year-old 
man with Down syndrome. He cannot verbally tell you about God, theology or the 
four spiritual laws but it is evident to even the casual observer that he knows God 
and enjoys Him! We wonder if God loves his expression of worship more than the 
most perfect worship leader; like Jesus who preferred the poor widow’s mite to all 
the contributions of the rich.

We All Fall Short of the Glory of God: We All Have 
Disabilities

Though we bear this imago dei, we all bear it imperfectly. This is demonstrated 
throughout the Bible, sometimes even in terms of what we now call disabilities—
Moses stuttered, Jacob walked with a limp, Jonathan’s son was crippled, not to 
mention the many who struggled to believe and/or be obedient to God, even among 
the greatest—Jonah, Moses, and Peter. Alas, this list rightly includes us all. Phi-
losopher, Alasdair MacIntyre (1999) suggests that the concept of disabled and non-
disabled are flawed, “There is a scale of disability on which we all find ourselves. 
Disability is a matter of more or less, both with respect to degree of disability and 
in respect to the time periods in which we are disabled.”

Jean Vanier, philosopher, theologian and founder of the L’Arche Communities 
(begun as Catholic communities) established homes where adults with disabilities 
and those not considered by the world as disabled live, work, and grow together in 
community. Vanier (1979, 1992, 1995, 1997, 1998, 2004) teaches that the recogni-
tion of our own brokenness gives us the truth, humility and understanding we need 
to live in community and to minister to one another.

Possibly the greatest advantage of Christianity over all other religions is the very 
real possibility of increasingly achieving self-knowledge in the hands of a loving 
God who accepts us where we are and, with our consent and desire, moves us to-
ward more wholeness and sanctity (Moltman 1989). It is in only in the presence of 
self-knowledge that we can see the truth of what inside us lies behind our avoidance 
of those with disabilities, e.g., the averting of eyes and disinclination to engage. As 
one parent told Sharon Rogers (1999), “They treat [our daughter] like she’s a rock 
and act as if she is not there.” Self-knowledge helps us confront our own fears and 
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frailties, our sense of powerlessness, and our own disabilities so that we can minis-
ter more effectively.

Though others may not identify our own disabilities, we can know them and take 
them to God who has made provision both for our forgiveness and for healing. As 
promised if we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and 
to cleanse us from all unrighteousness (1 John 1:9). So we are not only able to see 
our own failures, we are promised that once seen and confessed, God begins to heal 
them for our good and the good of others.

The Least in the Body of Christ: Not Like the World

One of the most profound principles of Christianity is the composition of the body 
of Christ on the earth. The body of Christ on earth is made of all those who have ac-
cepted him as their savior. Like cells in a physical body, each of us serves some pur-
pose in building up the body of Christ. This body is the mystical and practical ex-
pression of Jesus in the physical world and is empowered by the Holy Spirit. Those 
with disabilities are no exception. While society often looks at those with disabili-
ties as the least, in God’s kingdom the least are essential to the body of Christ; we 
belong together. This passage in Paul’s first letter to the Corinthian church makes it 
clear how we work together for good. Christ is the only provision God has given us 
to create unity out of diversity.

For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though 
many, are one body, so it is with Christ. For in one Spirit we were all baptized into one 
body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and all were made to drink of one Spirit. For the 
body does not consist of one member but of many. If the foot should say, “Because I am not 
a hand, I do not belong to the body,” that would not make it any less a part of the body. And 
if the ear should say, “Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body,” that would 
not make it any less a part of the body. If the whole body were an eye, where would be the 
sense of hearing? If the whole body were an ear, where would be the sense of smell? But 
as it is, God arranged the members in the body, each one of them, as he chose. If all were 
a single member, where would the body be? As it is, there are many parts, yet one body. 
The eye cannot say to the hand, “I have no need of you,” nor again the head to the feet, “I 
have no need of you.” On the contrary, the parts of the body that seem to be weaker are 
indispensable, and on those parts of the body that we think less honorable we bestow the 
greater honor, and our unpresentable parts are treated with greater modesty, which our more 
presentable parts do not require. But God has so composed the body, giving greater honor 
to the part that lacked it, that there may be no division in the body, but that the members 
may have the same care for one another. If one member suffers, all suffer together; if one 
member is honored, all rejoice together. (I Corinthians 12:12–26).

Rather than today’s new eugenics seeking to rid the world of those with disabili-
ties by scientifically detecting disabilities before birth and advising parents to abort 
(Britt et al. 1999). or assisting in suicides, this passage clearly indicates that the 
most indispensable parts of the body are those that seem weakest to the world. 
These parts of Christ’s body may very well be the very substance that holds us 
together—that there may be no division. When they suffer, we all suffer; when they 
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are honored, we are all honored. Martin Luther King (1998) summarized the whole 
passage—For some strange reason I can never be what I ought to be until you are 
what you ought to be. And you can never be what you ought to be until I am what I 
ought to be. That is the way God’s universe is made. In fact, the kingdom is so made 
that only those who can become like children will be able to enter the kingdom 
of God. Those with disabilities may have the advantage on the rest of us. We are 
blessed when we bless one another.

That My House May Be Filled: Inviting Them into the 
House

There are two passages where Jesus clearly prefers to fill his house with those with 
disabilities; both appear in Luke 14. The first is the parable where a master of a 
house is giving a wedding feast and many of those first invited are simply too busy 
to come to him. Jesus tells us, when the master of the house became angry and said 
to his servant, ‘Go out quickly to the streets and lanes of the city, and bring in the 
poor and crippled and blind and lame.’ And the servant said, ‘Sir, what you com-
manded has been done, and still there is room.’ And the master said to the servant, 
‘Go out to the highways and hedges and compel people to come in, that my house 
may be filled’ (Luke 14: 21–23). Jesus also advised a man who had invited him to 
dinner, When you give a dinner or a banquet, do not invite your friends or your 
brothers or your relatives or rich neighbors, lest they also invite you in return and 
you be repaid. But when you give a feast, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, 
the blind, and you will be blessed, because they cannot repay you. For you will be 
repaid at the resurrection of the just (Luke 14: 12–14).

One of the most serious issues faced by those with disabilities is loneliness. This 
is clearly an issue with which the church and ministries can respond faithfully. At a 
recent disability summit offered for persons who minister to those with disabilities, 
participants consistently pointed out the lack of provision inside most churches to 
include those with disabilities (LaRocque and Eigenbrood 2005; Mansfield et al. 
1999). One church ministry shared their mission statement: To identify and break 
down barriers that keep people with disabilities and their families from being able 
to fully participate in the body life of the church.

Pastor Harold Wilke (1992), , born without arms, writes of the need for “reli-
gious communities to proclaim that people with disabilities are welcome and need-
ed in the House of God.” Thornburg (1992) shares, “If there are barriers of attitude, 
communication or architecture for anyone, the foundation of the House of God is 
weakened for everyone. Rather than being a burden, shared need and vulnerabil-
ity should be recognized as the ‘glue’ of a supportive community.” It is estimated 
that close to 20 % of the world’s population is disabled (U.S. Census Bureau 1992; 
Kessler Foundation 2010). Brown and Strawn (2010) write regarding our need for 
supportive communities:
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Persons with disability provide an important case-in-point. Persons who are disabled (phys-
ically, cognitively, and/or emotionally) by definition have some form and degree of diffi-
culty flourishing on their own outside of a community that has an imagination for ways to 
help them thrive. However if we believe that the primary concern of the church is the inner 
life of each individual Christian, it is easy to disregard the role of the church community 
in the flourishing of those who are disabled. We may smile at a person who is depressed 
or open the door for the person in a wheelchair, but more consistent, long-term, and deep 
involvement is too often not seen as having a claim on us as spiritual persons or as a church 
community (p. 22).

Many churches have members who have lost communication skills due to strokes or 
communication problems that accompany other disabilities. These can exacerbate 
loneliness. Holland (2007) in her book on a wellness approach to communication 
disorders discuses the application of the “Eden alternative principles” to the field of 
communication disorders as she sketches a wellness approach to helping those who 
are disabled. These principles address the “three plagues of loneliness, helplessness 
and boredom [that] account for the bulk of the suffering among elders.” These prin-
ciples apply to building a church or community for anyone with disabilities. A few 
of the principles for creating a community include creating opportunities to give as 
well as receive care, to imbue daily life with variety and spontaneity, and to honor 
them. Worrall (2006) points out the critical role in balancing hope and honesty and 
suggests that effective work in communication disorders requires hope, recognition 
of the impact on the family system, and services directed toward encouraging a 
meaningful life. Clearly Jesus wants his house to be filled with everyone working 
together toward a more abundant life.

Candace Vickers (2008, 2010) is a Christian speech and language therapist who 
has worked for years to develop a process she calls Communication Recovery for 
stroke victims. In this process healing is accomplished in a small communities, 
something like families or cell groups, by pairing communication partners with 
people working to regain communication skills. The development of these small 
communities could be done within a church or ministry setting. The National Asso-
ciation of Christians in Special Education also asserts that the Christian community 
has a unique role to play in the lives of individuals with disabilities.

You Did It for Me—Serving Jesus Practically

When anyone visited Mother Teresa’s ministry it was very likely that she would 
quote the Scripture in Matthew 25 where Jesus tells his disciples I was hungry and 
you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger and you 
welcomed me, I was naked and you clothed me, I was sick and you visited me, I was 
in prison and you came to me. His disciples asked him when they had seen him in 
such condition and he replied, Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of the least of 
these my brothers, you did it to me. At that, Mother Teresa would take her hand or 
yours and on each finger say a word—you-did-it-for-me. For this reason, Mother 
Teresa insisted that every person they touched was simply Jesus in the distressing 
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disguise of the poor (Poplin 2008). This is the essence of true ministry; to minister 
to one another we minister to Christ who also took on real wounds. To leave mem-
bers without the help they need is to hurt his entire body.

Many of the needs of families are quite practical and relatively easily met within 
a community such as a church. This practical help can involve procuring mechani-
cal aids that assist in communicating with others. These aids become more sophis-
ticated and more user friendly every year. They can help children and adults who 
cannot speak contribute to conversations, use email and text, compose, and even 
participate in prayer groups. Churches are ideal places to organize groups of com-
munication partners.

At other times what is needed is to visit those who are lonely or sick, and bring 
them into a community that cares about them. Mother Teresa used to tell the story 
of man whose house the sisters and she cleaned (Poplin 2008). They found under 
years of dirt a beautiful lamp. They cleaned the light and asked if he ever used it. He 
said there was no need for it, as no one ever came to his home. Mother asked him 
if the sisters came to visit (sometimes that is all they do) would he light the lamp? 
They did and he did. He later wrote to her saying that the lamp they lit in his heart 
was still shining.

Sadly, parents of children with serious disabilities have a higher than average 
incidence of divorce (Reynolds 2010; Colson and Colson 2010; Seltzer et al. 2001). 
Respite care is one of the most critical needs so that parents can enjoy normal times 
alone and with one another. Tending to the care of the member with disabilities 
provides times of refreshing for parents and families. Church ministries can easily 
take on the task of aiding families with babysitting and respites. To pray and offer 
spiritual guidance is a good thing but as James suggests it is also essential to act. 
What good is it, my brothers, if someone says he has faith but does not have works? 
Can that faith save him? If a brother or sister is poorly clothed and lacking in daily 
food, and one of you says to them, “Go in peace, be warmed and filled,” without 
giving them the things needed for the body, what good is that? So also faith by itself, 
if it does not have works, is dead (James: 2:14–17).

See My Hands, Put Your Hand in My Side—Jesus 
Experienced Our Suffering

After Jesus’ resurrection, he appeared to his disciples and showed them his wounds 
(Luke 24: 39–40). Using liberation theology, Nancy Eiesland (1984) argued that 
God showed his unity with the disabled by becoming disabled as he suffered on 
earth. While Biblically it is difficult to support her ideas of God as disabled, it is 
not difficult to see that Christ, the incarnated word of God did submit himself to all 
kinds of wounds as he took on flesh and was tortured for our sake. During her life, 
Eisland campaigned for various reforms on behalf of the disabled. She was known 
to add humor to her work, calling those without disabilities the temporarily able-
bodied.
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Because of his taking on human flesh, the author of Hebrews tells us Therefore 
he had to be made like his brothers in every respect, so that he might become a mer-
ciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, to make propitiation for the sins 
of the people. For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our 
weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without 
sin (Hebrews 2:17, 4:15). Christ clearly experienced all we can experience and thus 
he is able to understand us, have mercy, and work in our lives.

All Creation Groans for His Return: The Problem of Evil, 
Suffering and Pain

Ed Silvoso (1994) wrote that why is the favorite question of the evil one because on 
this side of heaven we will not know the specific answer to these questions of why 
suffering strikes one and not another. The problem of evil, pain and suffering has 
been a persistent question in the mankind for as long as recorded history. Christians 
understand all suffering to be a result of the fall, a fall that affected all of creation. C. 
S. Lewis (1962) and Gregory Boyd (2003) each come to similar conclusions about 
the existence of pain and suffering. God created us as creatures for mutual love; 
God loves us and desires for us to love Him. His desire for us to love Him is not for 
His sake but for ours, for in this divine relationship He is free to grant us spiritual 
gifts and revelation as a loving parent gives gifts to the child he loves. In order for 
us to love another person, that person must have freedom to choose to love us; God 
gave us free will. Otherwise God would have had to make us like the men in the 
fictional town of Stepford remade their wives.

Through extensive Scriptural references, Boyd adds the fact that God describes 
our condition in the fall before the return of Christ as a spiritual war, with suffer-
ing. This fall has placed us in a war between good and evil while we exist on this 
earth. C.S. Lewis reminds us of the fact that “the sufferings of this present time are 
not worthy to be compared with the glory that shall be revealed to us. If this is so, a 
book on suffering which says nothing of heaven, is leaving out almost the whole of 
one side of the account (p. 144).”

In a fallen world, people make decisions to drink and drive, place chemical 
plants and dumps near people’s homes, injure one another physically and psycho-
logically. Jesus tells us that evil cannot create but rather comes to kill, steal and 
destroy (John 10:10). The effects of evil are not limited to human beings, but Paul 
tells us that all creation is under the effects of the fall, the earth, trees and animals—
that all creation groans for his (Jesus) return (Romans 8:22). Jesus told us to preach 
the gospel to all creation not just to all people. Scripture suggests that disabilities: 
may demonstrate the glory of God, be a consequence of sin—individual, ancestral, 
communal and national, or even the result of direct the interference of Satan in the 
world. However, Scripture reminds us that for those who love God, all things will 
work together for good (Romans 8:28).
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A good resource for ministry for those who struggle with blaming God and con-
tinue asking why is Boyd’s more popular book, Is God to Blame? Here Boyd pres-
ents the problem of evil and suffering through a case of Melanie who loses a child 
at birth. He ends the book with a summary:

I believe that this truth is extremely important to remember when we are experiencing 
the painful arbitrariness of life. We are in a war zone, and everything hangs on our being 
able to identify who is fighting against us and who is fighting for us. The ultimate criteria 
for deciding what is and is not from God is Jesus Christ. If the one who died on the cross 
wouldn’t have done it, you have every reason to assume an event is not from God or part of 
his will. Living with this Christ-centered perspective, we are freed from asking the unan-
swerable question of why life unfolds the particular way it does, and we are empowered to 
do something about it… And neither this nor any other theological perspective can fully 
take away the pain of [Melanie’s] loss. But by her accepting the ambiguity of a war-torn 
creation and the clarity of God’s beauty revealed in Christ, Melanie was able to rekindle her 
love for God and her passion for life. The painful ambiguity of life cannot crush one whose 
eyes are fixed on Jesus Christ (p. 196–7).

The ministry of Joni Eareckson Tada (1997, 2007, 2009) and others (e.g., Carter 
2007; Presbyterian Church 1989, 2006; United Methodist 2010; Orthodox Church 
2009; Thornburg 1992) provide valuable resources for churches and ministers to 
those who live in the midst of suffering. Tada shares that in her weakness and vul-
nerability, Jesus’ time on the cross redeems her and grants her the strength of salva-
tion. One of the most mystifying and glorifying truths of Christianity is that God 
uses our suffering for good.

The Plans I Have for You: The Contributions of Those with 
Disabilities

The prophet Jeremiah assures us that God has a good plan for everyone: For I know 
the plans I have for you, declares the LORD, plans for welfare and not for evil, to 
give you a future and a hope. Then you will call upon me and come and pray to me, 
and I will hear you. You will seek me and find me, when you seek me with all your 
heart. (Jeremiah 29:11–13) Often in disability ministries and particularly in special 
education, there is so much emphasis on the disability that the destiny and contribu-
tions of the child or adult with a disability is overlooked.

Sharon Rogers (1999) studied seven families of youngsters unable to speak and 
with limited movement. She discovered that inside the families these children were 
precious and important part of the family. In fact, she found that while the school 
was often struggling with the teaching the mechanics of communication and thought 
the children were not communicating, parents and siblings inside their homes had 
established simple ways of communicating significant personal messages of affec-
tion and needs, and that these children were making profound contributions to fam-
ily life. Dorel’s mother told Sharon, “These children are dear to us even if we do 
not always understand them because they teach us the wonder of life and the joy of 
achievement. They take over our lives and hearts and teach us endless patience and 
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perseverance, even as they fill us with doubt and puzzlement. They do not give up 
and neither can we.” Joelle’s mother said she “is a beacon of light, hope, strength 
and courage. She is my sunshine.” And Lisa Joy’s father said of her daughter “She 
wants to do things for others. Everyone wants to do something for someone else.”

In classrooms all across the country, children without obvious disabilities be-
friend and are befriended by those with disabilities. The effect is that children learn 
about compassion, friendship, and humility and about the essence of living in an 
imperfect world. Many people with handicaps have blessed the world a great deal, 
such as Helen Keller, Steve Hawking, Joni Eareckson Tada, Nick Vujicic, Itzhak 
Perlman, Andrea Bocelli, and Temple Grandin.

In Mother Teresa’s ministry, Jacqueline De Decker, a Belgium social worker had 
wanted to become a missionary but became seriously ill and could not. Instead she 
founded the Sick and Suffering Co-workers of the Missionaries of Charity, a group 
that prays for the poor and suffering and for the active Missionaries, thus turning 
their own suffering into good for others. The Missionaries each pray for their prayer 
partner in return.

In every ministry with those who have disabilities an exhaustive search of the 
contributions of the disabled person should be made. L’Arche communities are ex-
cellent examples of how this principle works and their founder, Jean Vanier’s books 
are a good resource. Harvard theologian, Henri Nouwen lived the later years of his 
life in an L’Arche community in Toronto serving and being served by Adam, a man 
with severe disabilities. When Adam passed away, only a short time before Nouwen 
passed, he wrote:

Here is the man who more than anyone connected me with my inner self, my community, 
and my God. Here is the man I was asked to care for, but who took me into his life and into 
his heart in such an incredibly deep way. Yes, I had cared for him during my first year at 
Daybreak and had come to love him so much, but he has been such an invaluable gift to 
me. Here is my counselor, my teacher, and my guide, who could never say a word to me 
but taught me more than any book, professor, or spiritual director. Here is Adam, my friend, 
my beloved friend, the most vulnerable person I have ever known and at the same time the 
most powerful… He has returned to the heart of God from which he came (1997, p. 104).

This seems to us the ultimate task of ministering with families with members who 
have disabilities. To find and focus on the gifts in them that can be shared with the 
family and larger community and to focus those with disabilities on sharpening this 
gift and sharing it. True relationships are reciprocal and true life involves participa-
tion and choice in the activities of life that enjoy God’s creation.

Father, Forgive Them for They Know Not What They 
Do—Radical Forgiveness

One of the most damaging emotions to any of us, including those who are disabled 
is unforgiveness. This is particularly difficult for those involved in accidents caused 
by others or those who blame God. We have heard it said that unforgiveness is like 
drinking poison and hoping the other person dies. Jesus taught and showed us the 
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truth of forgiveness; it frees us. Here we have the most radical example—a man 
who went about doing good, is falsely accused, tortured by crucifixion and yet on 
the cross he asks Father forgive them for they know not what they do (Luke 23:24). 
No one had asked for forgiveness or even realized their need for it.

With God’s help we can do the same. Those ministering can aid the family and 
individual in the work of forgiveness and in so doing move into deeper levels of 
forgiveness themselves (Smedes 1984; Kendall 2007). Otherwise, to the limitations 
imposed by the disability will be added the extra burden of living with unforgive-
ness. Not only are we called to forgive but also to be forgiven. When we confess, 
God forgives and we are set free. There are many times in any family when members 
need to be reconciled to one another. In a family with the additional stress of coping 
with disabilities, the importance of forgiving quickly is heightened thus the reward of 
regular reconciliation greater. As those who minister with families we also must con-
fess our own weaknesses and inaction on part of the disabled and seek forgiveness.

Be Ye Transformed: Spiritual Maturity

Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom. And we all, 
with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same 
image from one degree of glory to another. For this comes from the Lord who is the Spirit 
(2 Corinthians 3:17–19).

The goal of all ministries is to help others become increasingly transformed into 
Christ’s image. With the help of the Holy Spirit this transformation brings us closer 
to fulfilling our unique destinies. In helping others transform, we are also changed, 
ministers, families and caregivers grow alongside children and adults with disabili-
ties. As the passage above makes clear this is a work of the Holy Spirit and we can-
not be truly successful without God.

The gifts of those who are disabled stretch us, cause us to realize our dependence 
on God and disabilities, to come closer for his wisdom, to look more carefully at 
the person before us, to understand more about God’s love, and to know ourselves 
better. Ministry with those with disabilities involves an expansion of our capacity 
to work alongside Christ to meet others’ needs. True transformation enriches mar-
riages, families, and community binding them together in common and uncommon 
needs and gifts. For those who live with disabilities it is a call for them to use their 
freedom to explore and contribute their abilities, gifts and desires.

As Henri Nouwen (1990, 1997) expressed so well, the best person to minister is 
a wounded healer. It is the healer who knows his/her own wounds to whom is given 
the power to assist our Lord in healing. Nouwen suggests that the one who ministers 
is (1) the articulator of the inner events, (2) the authority in compassion, and (3) the 
contemplative who watches vigilantly for signs of hope.

Jesus never dealt in abstractions; his teaching and his actions were always both 
spiritual and practical. Since each person differs, the practical needs, benefits and 
outcomes will differ and we reiterate that this involves both ministering with the 
families in the spiritual realm and in the practical world.
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God loves all of his creation; he created every person to be unique. His Son, 
the incarnated word of God, came to earth and died for the salvation and freedom 
of every one. God’s Holy Spirit has no limits, knows no boundaries and is present 
always. It is in God’s hands, we place our desires to minister with those who are 
disabled and it is in His power we can build a welcoming community.

Audrey Holland (2007) begins her book with a story of the great violinist, Itzhak 
Perlman’s performance in New York in 1995. He appears on the stage walking labo-
riously in his metal braces to the chair, he sits down and unfastens the clasps on his 
leg braces. Just as he began to play the first few bars, one of his strings broke with 
a loud noise. Everyone expected a pause for a new instrument, but instead he closed 
his eyes and signaled the conductor to continue. He played with great passion and 
power, almost recomposing the music. The audience cheered. He later said to the 
reporter, Jack Reimer of the Houston Chronicle, “You know, sometimes it is the art-
ist’s task to find out how much music you can still make with what you have left.” 
That is our task, all of us, and with God’s help it is possible.

Summary of Practical Guidelines

First and foremost, those with disabilities often suffer because of loneliness and 
exclusion; we often speak to their families as though they are not present. So in 
all ministry situations we must situate ourselves to be able to establish eye contact 
with the entire family and speak to them with their families, sometimes this requires 
nothing more than to remember to pull up a few chairs around a wheelchair. Spend-
ing the time and energy it takes to begin to understand a member’s speech and 
respond is critical as well, as they are often unnecessarily silent. We often need to 
listen more and talk less, even to gestures that stand in for words.

I remember a pastor who had been removed from his church and was almost de-
spondent for years as he pursued other things told the story that he was in a church 
when a young adult man with Down’s syndrome came up to him and gave him a 
life changing prophetic message. The young man in his late 20s just walked back 
to where he was standing waiting on his wife and told him, “The Lord says you are 
supposed to be his preacher. What are you doing here?” God’s gifts go so far beyond 
our understanding and focusing constantly on one’s disabilities will cause us to miss 
them and to leave their gifts undeveloped.

Secondly, we must remember that whether people with disabilities are children 
or adults, they have the same desires and needs as any other human beings. They 
also love baseball games, dances, concerts, movies, going out for ice cream or to 
other favorite places, being read to, playing board or card games, in short, being in-
cluded and acknowledged—not with a pat on the head, as though they are perpetual 
children, but a pat on the back or shake of the hand or any gesture that would be 
age appropriate.

Jesus taught very deep things with stories that drew even young children; he is 
not a theologian who teaches only in the synagogue or church, he is the very present 
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God of all—young and old. Sofia Cavalletti (1992), following the methods of her 
predecessor, Maria Montessori, developed a method whereby children could reflect 
deeply on Scripture. They simply wrote His stories into small books and arranged 
a box with the necessary props and characters (e.g., sheep, fence pieces and the 
Shepherd). As the teacher read aloud the Scripture book, selected by the child, the 
child (in her case) moved the wooden characters and props around. Sometimes the 
teacher would read it several times and then back away as the child began to work 
with the figures. Cavalletti refused to call this “play”; she said children work just 
like adults. The deep thought children would move into during these times, she said 
was “prayer.” We can do the same for the disabled.

Respite opportunities for parents are critical and relatively easy to arrange by ei-
ther taking the family member with disabilities on an outing with our families, into 
our own homes, or going to their homes for a few hours or even a weekend or lon-
ger. Helping families find and access needed services and even physical resources 
such as the latest walkers, chairs, hearing devices, visual aids, speech generating 
programs, and other advanced technology will be a great ministry to families.

Churches can develop committees to work on accessibility, communication needs 
and other services that will make the church and its ministries far more welcoming. 
Many people with disabilities can participate in church activities from which they 
are often excluded—passing out bulletins, taking up the offering, and some even 
reading the Scriptures. Depending on their own strengths many can be involved in 
prayer groups and chains, confirmation classes, baptism, church or school commit-
tees. The church and its various groups can emphasize “belonging” in so many ways 
as Carter (2007) have more fully developed.

There are no limits on what a faith community can do to support their members 
with disabilities, whether they are children or adults. And in turn there is no limit 
to what God can add to these efforts. It is clearly one of the most blessed of all op-
portunities to serve God’s beloved. His ways are not our ways….

“The eye cannot say to the hand, “I have no need of you,” nor again the head to 
the feet, “I have no need of you.” On the contrary, the parts of the body that seem 
to be weaker are indispensable, and on those parts of the body that we think less 
honorable we bestow the greater honor, and our unpresentable parts are treated with 
greater modesty, which our more presentable parts do not require. But God has so 
composed the body, giving greater honor to the part that lacked it, that there may 
be no division in the body, but that the members may have the same care for one 
another. If one member suffers, all suffer together; if one member is honored, all 
rejoice together (I Corinthians 12: 21–26).”
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Abstract  The author asserts that spiritual counselors and leaders can strengthen 
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A Resurrection in the Awareness of the Value of 
Storytelling

It was really William Bennett’s (1995, 1996, 1997a) writings that recently reawak-
ened the Christian world to the practice of storytelling as a means of building child-
hood character. His writings reveal that children, in particular, need moral examples 
presented via storytelling that include both real life heroes and fictional stories that 
can provide a “moral compass” (1997b, 1998, 2008). Moreover, Bennett has made 
it clear that character lessons via storytelling are not only valuable for youth, but 
also for people of all ages (Bennett 2011). They can also benefit the recipient and 
the storyteller alike (Bennett 2008, 2011).

William Bennett reminded many people of the long tradition of character build-
ing storytelling that has been practiced for countless centuries dating back to the 
days of the Bible (e.g., Deuteronomy, Holy Bible, NIV, 1979; Jeynes 2010a). Wil-
liam Bennett’s books are particularly designed to be a tool for teachers in the pub-
lic schools (Bennett 1995, 1996). Nevertheless, historically the church and family 
have served as the primary conveyors of character education through storytelling 
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(Cremin 1970; Eavey 1964; Jeynes 2007). Over the course of the history of the 
West, whether it was the parents, the churches, or the schools that train children in 
the ways of character, storytelling played a prominent role (Cremin 1980; Cubber-
ley 1920; Fraser 2001). Noah Webster recognized this principle, as did other promi-
nent educators in the 1700s such as Benjamin Rush (Cubberley 1920; Marshall 
and Manuel 1977; Unger 1998). The founder of the kindergarten, Friedrich Froebel 
(1782–1852) also valued the salience of storytelling, even in song (Doherty 1977; 
Downs 1978; Jeynes 2006). Horace Mann and other early founders of the public 
schools recognized the place of storytelling to such an extent that they even sought 
after and found a schoolbook writer who could masterfully write stories, both fac-
tual and fiction, in order to explicate via storytelling some of the most important 
virtues that one could have (Gatto 2001; Mann 1840, 1844, 1907; Messerli 1972). 
His name was William McGuffey (Westerhoff 1982).

Not only is storytelling worthy of merit, based on historical precedent and suc-
cess, but also research indicates that reading stories with children is one of the most 
morally and academically beneficial activities academically that parents can engage 
in with their children (Jeynes 2010b). In fact, studies indicate that many parents 
prefer to send their children to schools that will recognize the character building 
benefits of education (Jeynes, 2000, 2012).

Pastoral Ministry and Storytelling

Like any other Sunday, I called forward the children of the church, including our 
four children, to share a children’s message. Typically, I picked illustrations from 
old books of children’s stories, Aesop’s Fables and the Classics … anything that 
would support sound Biblical teaching. For those who recoil at the proposition that 
anything of truth can be taught through imaginary storylines, let us not forget some 
of our most meaningful Biblical stories that “stick” with us are the most extreme in 
nature … a donkey talking (Numbers 22:22–35, Holy Bible, NIV, 1979); or a man 
with a boat full of animals, escaping the judgment of God (Genesis 7:7–9, Holy 
Bible, NIV, 1979) and a man named Jonah, swallowed by a big fish for disobeying 
God (Jonah 1:11–17, Holy Bible, NIV, 1979). Yes, but these Biblical stories are true 
we exclaim. Yes, but Jesus Himself drove home moral truths in a similar manner; 
e.g. planting within the listener’s mind the picture of flowers spinning around in an 
attempt to enhance their beauty (Matthew 6:28, Holy Bible, NIV, 1979). Certainly 
the prospect of a naked king who believed he sported the finest of regal ware is 
far-fetched, but it certainly offers a vivid and true picture of man’s pride (Elliot 
1909–1914). Can Jesus’ statement concerning the futility of man’s storing up riches 
on earth (Matthew 6:14, 20) be better illustrated than Tolstoy’s encounter between 
Pahom and the Bashkirs in “How Much Land Does a Man Need”? (Tolstoy 1907).

One of the advantages of serving as Senior Pastor of the same church for thirty-
five years is the continual contact with people reaching adulthood that you minis-
tered to in their childhood (Dobson 2007). Now in their adult years, you find out 
what they remember from years before (Hetzendorfer 2009). Additionally, our four 
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children grew up in our home and church from the beginning of our ministry, thus 
a practical sub-group is afforded from which to draw conclusions. Our children are 
now 34, 32, 28 and 26 years old.

Over the past 35 years of facing breakdown within the family unit, the recurring 
challenge affecting both dysfunctional and strong families is the period when chil-
dren traverse the period between adolescence and adulthood (Jeynes, 2002, 2005). 
“My parents just don’t understand,” “I don’t believe what my parents believe,” or “I 
can make my own choices,” are familiar responses from the emerging young adult. 
Each of these responses is symptomatic of the lack of a prior action plan to promote 
an easier transition during this inevitable part of family life. Not addressing this is-
sue early leads to a “showdown” between the family members. The “because I say 
so” approach of the 1950’s will no longer work in a computerized world with TV, 
computer and smart/cell phones in every home (Ehrensaft 1997; Kindlon 2001). 
And throwing them out is challenged by a culture that has not thrown out theirs. 
How then is the best way to plan for this volatile “line drawn in the sand” experience 
short of buying ones own island or choosing a monastery for a permanent home?

In some cultures, the mother weans the child from the breast by taking solid 
foods, softening the food in the mouth and then feeding the child small portions 
of the moistened food. This is similar to how Jesus taught in the ancient Israelite 
culture. Instead of teaching in abstract theological terms, Jesus spoke almost exclu-
sively in simple, easily digested snapshots (Griggs 1981). These pictures demanded 
a response and were met by either total rejection or acceptance of the listening par-
ties. Jesus’ word pictures (the sower and his seeds; the son who squandered his in-
heritance etc.) “stick” with the interested hearer. Jesus’ stories or parables were only 
to be understood by those who were looking for truth and not coming to Him with 
minds already made up. Jesus demanded this open-minded attitude for entrance into 
His Father’s kingdom and defined it as the mind or heart of a child, (Mark 10:13–
15, Holy Bible, NIV, 1979). Coincidentally, Jesus’ Father demanded the children of 
Israel teach the stories and commands all day long (Deuteronomy 6:7; 11:19, Holy 
Bible, NIV, 1979). Each time the Israelites walked by a certain mound of stones and 
their children asked the meaning of the stones, they were to repeat the miraculous 
history of God’s deliverance. Thus, when the child became an adult, emblazoned 
on his mind was the story which he would remember each time he walked past the 
rocks. The visual picture was the catalyst for remembrance (Joshua 4:19–24, Holy 
Bible, NIV, 1979).

Storytelling accomplishes three things. First, it produces snapshots that “stick” 
in our memories. Second, storytelling opens the door to the process of critical think-
ing. Finally, storytelling is vital for development of a conscience. Unfortunately, 
much of today’s teaching is abstract and didactic both at school and in the home. 
Is this the best way for a child to learn morals and values? Why did Jesus take the 
time to speak in simple pictures? Perhaps it is time for a revival of the snapshot or 
story approach, which will teach the children morals and values while at the same 
time enabling them to think through and evaluate the relative merit of the choices 
themselves. This storytelling approach also generates warmth that can endear the 
listener to the storyteller, which goes a lot farther in gaining respect than the “my 
way or the highway” approach (Griggs 1981). I have seen too many adults lose 
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their children because this approach eventually creates a box canyon which leaves 
the adult with only one way out and that is to fight with the one who stands in the 
way of their escape.

The ability to talk about an issue from a pictorial starting point is far superior 
to the didactic; “Because I told you so,” approach. In Developing Literacy Skills 
through Storytelling, Linda Fredericks states, “Stories are not just incidental to the 
development of literacy in young people—they are essential. They are a powerful 
and indispensable tool to teaching literacy and critical thinking skills to students.” 
(Fredericks 1997, p. 2). M. K. Zabel in Preventing School Failure echoes this con-
clusion, noting, “Critical thinking skills, vocabulary, and language patterns are en-
hanced through use of stories” (in Koki 1998, p. 2). Fredericks continues, noting 
the work of author and educator Joseph Chilton Pearce who asserts, “the repeated 
exposure to stories and the subsequent triggering of mental images stimulates ap-
propriate neural development in the brain. It is the reason that children will insist 
on hearing the same story again and again—the hearing of a story causes neural 
pathways to form and strengthen within the brain, and the strengthened connections 
between the different parts of the brain allow the child to more easily incorporate 
additional learning” (Fredericks 1997, p. 2). These observations are extremely im-
portant when we entertain the thought of the best approach to inculcating moral and 
Biblical truth in our children.

Snapshots that Stick

The movie Citizen Kane is still considered one of the top, if not the best, motion 
pictures of all time (Ebert 2002; Gievett and Spiegal 2007). The movie begins with 
a snow globe falling from an old man’s hand and the single uttered word, “Rose-
bud.” The remainder of the movie focuses on a reporter’s pursuit of the meaning 
of Kane’s final word. The journalist traces Citizen Kane’s life from childhood to 
his death in search of the answer (Gievett and Spiegal 2007). The viewer’s journey 
includes Kane’s simple childhood in Midwestern poverty to newspaper magnate 
and world traveler. His seemingly endless purchases of the world’s finest treasures 
eventually find their home in Kane’s mansion … Zanadu. As the movie concludes, 
the closing scene views the countless crates stored in the seemingly endless aisles of 
Kane’s warehouses. Then, the viewer looks into the mouth of a giant furnace where 
the least valuable items are simply being thrown into the fire. The camera zooms in 
and focuses on a little boy’s sled melting under the blast of the ferocious furnace. As 
it is consumed, the inscribed word “Rosebud” is seen crackling and melting on the 
surface of the sled. Kane spent his life amassing a fortune and then spending it on 
the world’s priceless treasures. But, it took his entire life to come to the conclusion 
that living in poverty, with a real family with his own inexpensive sled “Rosebud,” 
were the happiest moments of his life (Gievett and Spiegal 2007).

Citizen Kane offers a snapshot of the importance of relationships and little 
things vs. the shallowness of the pursuit of riches and the owning all the earth offers 
(Gievett and Spiegal 2007). It is a portrait of everyman’s journey and the choices 
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we make concerning what Jesus warned as the futility of “storing up treasures on 
earth” (Matthew 6:19, Holy Bible, NIV, 1979). Truly, what does it “profit a man if 
he gains the entire world and loses his soul?” (Mark 8:36, Holy Bible, NIV, 1979). 
We have the option of simply telling our children they should be concerned more 
with spiritual things and not pursue the world’s treasures in pursuit of happiness, 
or acquainting the maturing child with a story, which leaves an indelible photo in a 
child’s mind. Of course this is only one of many of life’s messages that need to be 
taught, but the principle is the same for all.

Snapshots continually bombard our teenagers. Yes, they bombard children too, 
but the mix of life’s snapshots and puberty offer an emotional/prurient cocktail that 
is unequalled in terms of the threat of the wrong sticky portraits on children’s souls. 
Television, movies, internet and peer example offer the values and morals of the cul-
ture and persuasions that often run counter to the morals and values a family holds 
dear (Ehrensaft 1997; Kindlon 2001). Perhaps this is why the Israelites were told 
to destroy all pictures they encountered upon their arrival into the Promised Land 
(Numbers 33:52, Holy Bible, NIV, 1979). Pictures affect our choices. The nude body 
of Bathsheba, bathing on a roof, overcame David. The seemingly endless, fertile 
land of the Bashkirs overcame Pahom. And it was not until Kane’s final breath that 
he discovered true happiness was not found in the aimless increase of life’s stuff.

What is it about picture stories that work? First, they break down the complex 
and make it simple (Griggs 1981; Stolpe 2007). Each year the largest television 
sports viewing event is the Super Bowl. Next to the game itself, anticipation is high 
for the paid advertisements. Outstanding advertisements are able to break down 
and communicate, through snapshots and storytelling, messages that will stick with 
the viewer. To this day, the Coca Cola ad involving a little boy and Hall of Famer 
Mean Joe Green remains at the top of all-time great Super Bowl advertisements. 
This one-minute commercial features a young boy offering the exhausted Hall of 
Famer a cola as he walks through the tunnel back to the team room. Mean Joe turns 
the young admirer down. When Mean Joe sees the letdown he has caused the little 
boy, he acquiesces and gulps down the soft drink. As the lad walks away, Green 
calls out, “Hey Kid,” and throws the boy his game-worn jersey. This simple act of 
kindness and the look on the little boy’s face leave an indelible print on our minds 
how kindness begets kindness, far superior to story-less commands to be kind we 
make on a routine basis.

Opening the Door to the Process of Critical Thinking

Keeping with the subject of life’s journey, Leo Tolstoy’s (1907) classic short story, 
“How much Land does a Man Need?” focuses on what Alexis de Tocqueville de-
scribed as a character flaw imbedded in the American spirit. In his analysis, de 
Tocqueville (1945, pp. 136–137) summarized,

It is odd to watch with what feverish ardor Americans pursue prosperity. Ever 
tormented by the shadowy suspicion that they may not have chosen the shortest 
route to get it. They cleave to the things of this world as if assured that they will 
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never die, and yet rush to snatch any that comes within their reach as if they ex-
pected to stop living before they had relished them. Death steps in, in the end, and 
stops them before they have grown tired of this futile pursuit of that complete felic-
ity which always escapes them.

Tolstoy (1907) presents the universal nature of de Tocqueville’s observations in 
the form of a short story. Written in 1886, Tolstoy crafts a parable of contentment vs. 
the inexhaustible nature of greed. The story begins with a visit to a peasant family 
by the elder sister of the peasant farmer’s wife. During the visit, the two women get 
into an argument about whether the city or the peasant lifestyle is preferable. The 
elder sister suggests that city life boasts better clothes, good things to eat and drink, 
and various entertainments. The younger sister replies that although peasant life 
may be hard, she and her husband are happy, will always have enough to eat, and 
are free from the temptation of worldly affairs.

The peasant woman’s husband is Pahom, who believes the answer to all his 
struggles is the purchase of more land. The story focuses on his repeated purchases 
of land, culminating in a surreal encounter with the seemingly simpleminded people 
known as the Bashkirs. They offer Pahom as much land as he can walk in a day in 
trade for a thousand rubles. If, however, he does not return to the starting point of 
his land grabbing by sunset, he loses the land and his money. The night before his 
quest, Pahom dreams, seeing himself lying dead before the devil. This portent sig-
nals his approaching doom. The next day, Pahom finds himself walking farther and 
farther from his starting point marking off more and more land. Over each ridge is 
even better land. Finally, Pahom notices he is far from the starting point with little 
time to return. He begins to run as the sun is setting. The final hill proves too much 
for Pahom and he drops dead in front of the chief of the Bashkirs. The chief’s ser-
vants bury him in a six foot grave, thus answering the question, “How much land 
does a man need?” The answer concludes the story … “six feet from his head to his 
heels was all he needed.” (Tolstoy 1907, scene ix).

The reader finds himself entangled in the universal nature of this temptation. 
From the beginning, Pahom’s tragic flaw is evident in his exclamation that if he 
only had more land his struggles would end and he “shouldn’t fear the Devil him-
self!” (Tolstoy 1907, scene i). Little does he know, the devil is listening and de-
cides to give Pahom the opportunity to obtain that for which he wished as Pahom 
struggles to finish his quest, the observer feels the strain of his exhausted body and 
the futility of his mission. At the conclusion, the wide-eyed reader finds himself in 
front of life’s mirror with the question, “how many material possessions will I need 
to bring happiness into my life?”

The appreciation for storytelling is universal (Griggs 1981; Stolpe 2007). In the 
business sector, storytelling in sales is presently one of the “hot” areas of focus. 
In her book “Slide:ology,” Nancy Duarte (2008) helps the presenter value becom-
ing a visual communicator. In her subsequent offering, “Resonate” she “breaks the 
code” as she puts it, bringing to the presentation format what storytellers crafted 
for centuries. As she puts it, “Language and power are inextricably linked … Great 
communication is similar to telling a story. As a story unfolds it builds in anticipa-
tion, you lean forward, your heart races, the audience is informed and entertained at 
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the same time because stories naturally create a human connection” (Duarte 2010). 
To Ms. Duarte, this is a must in a VUCA world (vulnerable, uncertain, complex 
and ambiguous). Corporate presenters must learn from the storytellers if they are to 
“resonate” with their potential clients.

Storytelling is not a shortcut. One has to familiarize themselves with great sto-
ries and life lessons that need, once again to be presented to children (Griggs 1981; 
Stolpe 2007). In the process, the learner and the presenter both grow. But, it is not 
just about learning. It is also about developing the ability to think like the great 
storytellers think … in other words, to analyze subjects and critically discern the 
importance of both large subjects and the constituent parts. It is not just the great 
stories of the world that are of importance in the adventure of storytelling. It is your 
personal story that has the ability to “stick” at the deepest level with your child. As 
one teacher remarked, “Storytelling is an act of love. Sharing stories connects us to 
each other. When I tell my story, it connects to your story” (McElroy 1997).

Storytelling is Vital for Development of a Conscience

Recently, a couple I had not seen in over twenty years approached me at a funeral. 
After sharing cordialities, the wife shared how their grown son had called her that 
week and used a phrase from one of the children’s stories he had heard in his youth 
to describe what was presently happening in his own life. Then she asked me to 
tell her husband the story of the Stinky Camel. This is one example of the many 
times people will testify how memories that were produced from storytelling have 
impacted their lives.

The story of the Stinky Camel begins in a far away land, many centuries ago, 
where a Bedouin herdsman lived in a little thatched hut in the middle of the desert. 
One very cold winter evening the herdsman was trying to keep warm, when he 
hears a rustling noise from outside his hut. Then, hearing a scratching noise coming 
from his roll-up parchment window, he proceeds to raise up the parchment and to 
his surprise, he is staring into the face of a shivering, rather smelly camel. Then, 
to his utter chagrin, the camel proceeds to address him in pleading tones, saying, 
“Oh please, I am so cold … I do not know how much longer I can survive … but, 
if you would be so kind, if I could but for the briefest moment stick my head in 
your window … I believe it would warm me enough to brave the rest of the night.” 
After a moments thought, the Bedouin responds, “Yes, for the briefest of moments 
you may stick your head in my window.” With that the stinky camel sticks his head 
inside. As the herdsman retreats to the far side of the hut and buries his head in his 
tunic to escape the cold … and the camel’s stench … the Bedouin hears a crash from 
the direction of the window. Peering from beneath his tunic, he is greeted with the 
sight of not only the camel’s head, but also his two front legs in his hut. “What are 
you doing,” the herdsman exclaims, as he demands the camel leave. “Oh please,” 
the camel begs, “if you will let me remain for just a brief moment, I will leave a 
most thankful and encouraged friend for life.” “All right, but just for the briefest of 
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moments,” the man answers, retreating once again to the other side of his hut. Here, 
he again buries his face in his tunic to avoid the extreme cold … and the camel’s 
odor. A few moments later, the Bedouin is startled by the sound of another crashing 
noise. To his surprise, standing right in front of him is the stinky camel. “You have 
taken advantage of my trust,” cries the livid host. “Now, out of my house. You are 
untrustworthy and have taken advantage of my most innocent and generous disposi-
tion. Out, now!” But, the camel does not move. Instead, he stands still, and with a 
circular chewing motion the stinky camel spits in the man’s face and responds, “No, 
I have now become accustomed to this place and must say I like it very much. I have 
decided to make your acquaintance and this place my permanent home.”

And so it is today, with many unsuspecting Bedouins along life’s journey. We 
negotiate with small temptations, allowing them into our lives. They evolve from 
the smallest and often most innocent of intentions, yet all too often we find the foul 
new guest gradually moving in until the stinky visitor finally rules our lives.

Over the years, many have greeted me with the remembrance of this story and 
how it reminds them of the power of temptation. To my chagrin, on more than one 
occasion my own family members have warned this unsuspecting Bedouin that I 
was allowing unprofitable distractions into my life, robbing valuable time from my 
already full schedule.

The power of storytelling and its effect upon maturing young adults cannot be 
overstated (Griggs 1981; Stolpe 2007). Fredericks (1997) tells the story of a substi-
tute teacher’s experiences with troubled youth. These students had been removed 
from their regular classes due to disruptive behavior and she was the fourth teacher 
in four weeks enlisted to lead the class.

“‘Now,’ she declared proudly, ‘we have order in the classroom, those students 
are learning their subjects, and they’re really interested in their studies. ‘You know 
why?’ She paused for a moment while all the other teachers, eager to hear her ex-
planation, nodded their heads and leaned towards her. ‘The reason,’ she said, ‘is 
that I begin every day by telling them a story. The stories help the students to focus 
their attention and calm down. After they hear each story, we have a brief discussion 
about the content. After that, we move on to English, math, and history and they’re 
ready to learn.’”

Storytelling in the home offers a foundation upon which the family can navigate 
the complex twenty-first century world of bits, bites and endless flow of details 
and facts. This is essential to establishing direction and fostering critical thinking 
and can enhance the depths of one’s Christian commitment, which yields a copi-
ous number of benefits (Jeynes 1999). Yes, it takes time. But, consider Proverbs 
6:6 ( Holy Bible, God’s Word translation, 1995), “Consider the ant, you lazy bum. 
Watch its ways, and become wise.”

Our new age of an endless flow of information and its offspring: an ever-in-
creasing nation of multitaskers has generated research into the long-term effects of 
modern technology and gadgets on adults and children. In “Your Brain on Comput-
ers: Hooked on Gadgets, and Paying a Mental Price,” (Nass 2010). preliminary 
observations are alarming (Nass 2010). Clifford Nass, (p.  1) a communications 
professor at Stanford remarks, “While many people say multitasking makes them 
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more productive, research shows otherwise. Heavy multitaskers actually have more 
trouble focusing and shutting out irrelevant information, scientists say, and they ex-
perience more stress.” And even more alarming, Nass (p. 1) notes, “And scientists 
are discovering that even after the multitasking ends, fractured thinking and lack of 
focus persist.” In other words, the number of children suffering from attention dis-
orders well could be on the rise as a result of the growing 21st century multitasking, 
gadget driven lifestyles.

The resulting effect on the home could prove disastrous. Nass (2010, p. 1) states 
that new studies are important “because they show multitasking’s lingering effects.” 
Continuing, he says, “The scary part is, they can’t shut off their multitasking ten-
dencies when they’re not multitasking.” Finally, Nass concludes, “the ultimate risk 
of heavy technology use is that it diminishes empathy by limiting how much people 
engage with one another, even in the same room. The way we become more human 
is by paying attention to each other,” he said. “It shows how much you care.” “That 
empathy, Mr. Nass said, is essential to the human condition.” “We are at an inflec-
tion point … A significant fraction of people’s experiences are now fragmented.” 
(Nass, p. 1).

The Promise of a Land “Overflowing with Milk 
and Honey”

Juxtaposed to this new societal wave is the age-old art of storytelling. The family, 
business and leadership development are each responding to the fragmentation ex-
perienced in their given disciplines. Leadership and business coach Leta A. Beam 
in The Lost Art of Storytelling, details six common features or functions associated 
with good storytelling. They:

Conjure up vivid mental images that are relatable
Provide just the right amount of detail while leaving something to the imagination
Captivate and engage almost everyone
Are believable, even if there is a stretch
Flow and it is easy to be swept up by them
Are intentional. The point is very clear and most everyone gets it.
Probably no one understands this better than one of the emerging voices affect-

ing the church today … Margaret Feinberg (2009). In her book, Scouting the Divine, 
she offers a powerful example of the stickiness of stories that the casual reader may 
miss without the presence of a great storyteller. As Feinberg asks, “How does a 
shepherd understand the twenty-third Psalm? How does a farmer view the last vers-
es of Matthew 9? How does a beekeeper interpret the meaning of a land overflow-
ing with honey? How does a vintner read John 15?” (Feinberg, 2009, pp. 12–13).

In talking with a beekeeper she discovered that the obvious is often overlooked. 
The promise of a land “overflowing with milk and honey,” necessitates bees. Her 
time with the beekeeper brought out this simple fact. “Speaking just as a beekeeper, 
a land overflowing with honey is naturally bountiful, a land that’s got everything 
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you need and then some” (Feinberg 2009, p. 143). The beekeeper went on to explain 
that a hive of bees will collectively travel as far as “55,000 miles and tap more that 
two million flowers to make one pound of honey. A productive hive can make up 
to two pounds of honey in a single day. Many natural factors affect the bees’ ability 
to make honey, including the amount of seasonal rain, the variety and abundance of 
vegetation, and the type and frequency of weather patterns. To Gary (the beekeeper) 
the mention of honey meant all these things had to be in place, a perfect gathering 
of good things in the land …This was a land functioning in its proper, God-designed 
rhythms. The result was natural abundance. The description “overflowing with hon-
ey,” offers a glimpse into what God desires and promise us all—an invitation for us 
to taste and see that the Lord is good.” (Feinberg 2009, pp. 143–144).

Feinberg immersed herself in these divergent worlds, much like others who have 
lived with lions and baboons, to understand the depth of meaning of these classic 
Biblical stories. What she discovered was a richness and depth of understanding 
that moved her from the position of Bible reader to that of Biblical expositor and 
transmitter of stories that accomplish the functions distilled by Beam.

Granted, few people can spend years or even months living amongst beekeepers 
and vintners. But, we as parents can turn off the television, wean ourselves from 
over-indulging our favorite pastime and read a book (or listen to an audio book). 
Classics, such as Gulliver’s Travels, the Emperor’s New Clothes, Great Expecta-
tions and the Gift of the Magi offer poignant moral statements. Additionally, simply 
typing in a subject on Google can easily access on-line stories, driving home mor-
als, virtues, integrity and honor.

Dr. Ben Carson (2013), head of Pediatric Neurosurgery of John Hopkins Univer-
sity, recently spoke at the National Day of Prayer Breakfast. He spoke about grow-
ing up in abject poverty and being raised by a mother who could not read. Those 
ingredients, he noted, were a recipe for continued poverty. But, she made her sons 
read two books a week. At first Dr. Carson did not like being cooped up in the house 
reading, but after awhile he became accustomed to this regimen. Looking back, 
Dr. Carson reminisced, “Between the covers of those books I could go anywhere, I 
could be anybody, I could do anything. I began to read about people of great accom-
plishment and as I read those stories, I began to see a connecting thread. I began to 
see that the person who has the most to do with you and what happens to you in life 
is you. You make decisions. You decide how much energy you want to put behind 
that decision and I came to understand that I had control of my own destiny.” Dr. 
Carson gives an excellent example of how the power of success stories helped him 
rise from poverty to become a leading contributor in our society.

Conclusion

Storytelling offers both valuable understanding and an invitation to travel outside 
the walls of the conventional home. Storytelling opens up and pushes the family 
unit into the world of exploration with meaningful field trips and life experiences 



207Laying a Strong Foundation in the Family: The Power of Storytelling

that will stick with and form the maturing child’s understanding of who they are in 
relationship to the world in which they live and the moral choices associated with 
living with others.

The choice is simple. Many of us find ourselves in the position of the weathered 
traveler. On his walk the sojourner comes to the intersection of two roads. One road 
climbs up the face of a large hill. It appears to be infrequently traveled. The path is 
not well marked and appears to be a somewhat difficult climb. On the other hand, 
the road to the left has been well traveled, is flat and offers little resistance. As the 
traveler examines his options, he is overcome with the sense he has been at this 
junction before. He senses he has walked this flat road to the left many times. Then, 
he begins to question what is over the top of the hill. Yes, it will necessitate effort, 
but who knows what “aha” moment may be his at the summit!

I propose that you; the reader may well be the wayfarer of this story. You have at-
tempted to bring order and direction to your family in a manner that would produce 
a strong unit and also inculcate critical thinking that would produce the choice of 
your Biblical morals, but you lack confidence in the ultimate outcome. I encour-
age you to go up the hill. To do so, you may have to empty your pockets of stinky 
camels and your backpack of some aimless pursuits, but once you reach the sum-
mit, the view is extraordinary. Once there, you will be able to clearly see the land 
before you. It is fruitful and overflowing with milk and honey. It is the land of the 
storyteller.
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