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INTRODUCTION

For the past thirty years, [ have tried to help people with troubled relationships. Many of

those who have come to my office entered at the point of marital separation. The stress
level in their marriage reached a point where one spouse had walked out. The pain of
separation and the real possibility of divorce drove them to seek help.

Usually they arrived at my office having lost hope. Part of my role as a counselor is to

provide hope. In this revised edition of Hope for the Separated, 1 desire to share with you
what I have learned during those thirty years of counseling separated individuals. Please
know that you are not alone.

Thousands of people experienced marital separation last year. | am certain that many
of them sincerely want to know, “What should I do, as a Christian?” This book is an
attempt to answer that question. It does not contain easy answers or rigid formulas. There
is no simple medication for a marriage diseased to the point of separation. But for those
who really want help, even if the medicine is “hard to swallow,” read on. Your chances of
recovery are good.

For pastors, lay counselors, and relatives who want to help those in the throes of
separation, I have sought to give practical, biblical answers in language that everyone can
understand. A number of helpful books have been written for the divorcee, but none, in
my opinion, deals adequately with the individual’s struggle during the separation period.

It is not to be assumed that separation always leads to divorce. Separation may just as
well lead to a restored, enriched, growing marriage. The individuals involved must
determine the outcome of separation. In this book we want to look realistically at both
alternatives. Separation is not permanent. It is a time of transition leading to either a
restored marriage or divorce. In either event, we must make the most of the process.

The assignments at the conclusion of each chapter will help you take specific steps
toward incorporating ideas into your life. Ultimate value comes not in reading but in
applying truth. An ancient sage once said, “The journey of a thousand miles begins with
one step.”

I hope this book will help you take that step.



ONE
WHAT HAPPENED TO OUR DREAM?

To separate or not to separate, that was the question. That question was
settled when one of you left and took up residence at a separate location.
Clothes and personal belongings may not have been moved, but you began
living apart. Separated. The very word may bring fear to your heart, and you
may not like it, but you are separated. You may as well say it: “I am
separated.”

Separation i1s not death, although it is most certainly the “valley of the
shadow of death” (Psalm 23:4). It is so similar to death that you may feel the
same grief and pain experienced by those who release a loved one to death.
But the shadow of death is not to be equated with death itself. Separation may
be the valley of restoration, and the pain you feel may be the labor pains that
will give rebirth to your marriage. On the other hand, separation may be the
beginning of the end. The fruit of your separation will be determined by what
you and your spouse say and do in the next few weeks and months.

In a very real sense, separation calls for intensive care, much like that
given to one in grave physical danger. The condition of your marriage is
“critical.” Things can go either way at any moment. Proper medication is
essential, which is the purpose of this book. Surgery may be required. That
will call for the services of a counselor or pastor. What you do in the next few
weeks will determine the quality of your life for years to come. Be assured,
God is concerned about the outcome. You can count on Him for supernatural
help.

Separation is not the time to capitulate. The battle for marital unity is not
over until the death certificate is signed. In most states you have six to twelve
months in which to wage war on the enemy of your marriage. The dreams
and hopes you shared when you got married are still worth fighting for. You
married each other because you were in love (or thought you were at the
time). You dreamed of the perfect marriage in which each made the other
supremely happy. What happened to that dream? What went wrong? What



can you do to correct it?

The dream can live again. But not without work—work that will demand
listening, understanding, discipline, and change—work that can result in the
joy of a dream come true.

I know some of you are saying, “It sounds good, but it won’t work. We’ve
tried before. Besides, I don’t think my spouse will even try again.”

Perhaps you are right, but do not assume that the hostile attitude of your
spouse will remain forever. One of the gifts of God to all men and women is
the gift of choice. We can change, and that change can be for the better. Your
spouse may be saying, “I’m through. It is finished. I don’t want to talk about
it!” Two weeks or two months from now, however, your mate may be willing
to talk. Much depends on what you do in the meantime, and much depends
on his or her response to the Spirit of God.

Others of you are saying, “I’'m not sure that I want to work on this
marriage. [’ve tried. I’ve given and given. It won’t work, and I may as well
get out now!” I am deeply sympathetic with those feelings. I know that when
we have tried again and again without success, we may lose our desire to try
once more. We see no hope, so we conclude that we have no alternative but
to give up. Our emotions no longer encourage us to work on the marriage.
That is why I never ask people, “Do you want to work on your marriage?” |
always ask, “Will you work on your marriage?” At the point of separation,
we have lost much of our “want to.” We must remember our values, our
commitments, and our dreams, and we must choose to do what must be done
to be true to them.

Where shall we go for help? For those who are Christians, there is one
stable source to which we turn when we need guidance. That source is the
Bible. Non-Christians may or may not turn to the Bible, but the Christian is
drawn by the Spirit of God to the Scriptures. In the Bible, we find not only
what we ought to do, but also the encouragement to do it. Even the non-
Christian who sincerely seeks help in the Bible can find meaning in Paul’s
statement, “I can do all things through [Christ] who strengthens me”
(Philippians 4:13). When we come to Christ, we find the outside help we
need to do what our own resources are inadequate to accomplish.

When we turn to the Bible for guidance on marriage, we see two road



signs: one marked Wrong Way, the other Detour. On the sign marked Wrong
Way appears the word divorce. On the sign marked Detour appear the words
marital unity. Let us explore the meaning and direction of those two signs.

According to the Old and New Testaments, divorce always represents the
wrong way. In the beginning, when God told Adam and Eve, “Be fruitful and
multiply, and fill the earth” (Genesis 1:28), He never gave the slightest hint
that the marital relationship was to be anything but lifelong. The first mention
of divorce in the Bible 1s found in the writings of Moses hundreds of years
after man’s creation (Leviticus 21:14; 22:13; Numbers 30:9; Deuteronomy
24:1-4). Moses permitted divorce, but it was never condoned or encouraged
by God. Jesus later explained to the Pharisees that Moses had permitted
divorce only because of their “hardness of heart” (Matthew 19:8) but that
from the beginning divorce was not God’s plan. Jesus affirmed that God’s
intention was monogamous, lifelong marital relationships. When God
instituted marriage, divorce was not an option. God did not create divorce
any more than He created polygamy. Those were man’s innovations. In
God’s sight, those innovations are always clearly wrong.

On the other hand, the sign marked Detour—Marital Unity indicates that
you have not lost sight of the goal, nor are you off the road. Rather, you are
taking the circuitous route of separation because the bridge of your
togetherness has collapsed. Marital discord has weakened the marriage
bridge, and the path to restored harmony in your marriage is no longer a
short, straight route.

The detour sign may bring an immediate feeling of distress, but behind
distress lies hope. There are at least signs to point you back to the main route
—toward renewed marital unity. If you will follow carefully, the chances of
finding your way are good.

Separation is like standing at a fork in the road of your life. You must
choose which path you will follow in the next months. We have seen that
God never encourages divorce, but He still allows man the freedom to choose
either route. In the course of human history, man has made many unwise
decisions. God has not immediately destroyed man for his wrong. Had God
chosen that recourse, man would have been extinct thousands of years ago.
God has allowed man genuine freedom—including freedom to curse God and
walk his own way. The Bible indicates that, to one degree or another, we
have all used that freedom to our own undoing (Isaiah 53:6).



The principle God instituted along with man’s freedom is found in
Galatians 6:7: “Do not be deceived, God 1s not mocked; for whatever a man
sows, this he will also reap.” God has simply allowed man to reap the harvest
from the seed he plants, hoping that man will learn to plant good seed. “The
one who sows to please his sinful nature, from that nature will reap
destruction; the one who sows to please the Spirit, from the Spirit will reap
eternal life” (Galatians 6:8, N1v).

God’s plans for man are good. God never instituted anything designed to
make man miserable. “‘For I know the plans that I have for you,” declares the
Lord, ‘plans for welfare and not for calamity to give you a future and a
hope’” (Jeremiah 29:11). When God says divorce is the wrong way, He is not
trying to make life difficult. He is pointing the way to prosperity and hope.

“But we did not have prosperity and hope before we separated,” you say.
That may be true, but past failure need not dictate the future. The lack of
fulfillment you experienced before separation probably came from one of
three sources: (1) lack of an intimate relationship with God, (2) lack of an
intimate relationship with your mate, or (3) lack of an intimate understanding
and acceptance of yourself. The first and last of those can be corrected
without the aid of your spouse. The second, of course, will require the
cooperation of both husband and wife. Radical change in all three areas is
highly possible. Thus, the potential for the rebirth of your marriage is
assured.

In later chapters I will offer ways of initiating change in each of the above
areas. But first, I want to state clearly that the biblical ideal for a separated
couple calls for reconciliation. You may not feel like reconciling. You may
see no hope for reunion. The process may frighten you, but may I challenge
you to follow the example of God Himselt?

Throughout the Bible, God is pictured as having a love relationship with
His people—in the Old Testament with Israel and in the New Testament with
the church. On many occasions God has found Himself separated from His
people, not of His choosing but of theirs. In a sense, the entire Bible is a
record of God’s attempts to be reconciled to His people. The book of Hosea
gives the most graphic picture of the process.

Gomer, Hosea’s wife, was unfaithful time and time again, but God said,
“Go again, love [your wife], ...even as the Lord loves the sons of Israel,



though they turn to other gods ...” (Hosea 3:1). Hosea was to be a picture of
God’s reaching out to Israel for reconciliation. In spite of Israel’s idolatry and
unfaithfulness to God, He said, “Therefore, behold, I will allure her, bring her
into the wilderness, and speak kindly to her. Then I will give her her
vineyards from there, and the valley of Achor [trouble] as a door of hope.
And she will sing there as in the days of her youth, as in the day when she
came up from the land of Egypt” (Hosea 2:14-15).

In the New Testament we hear Jesus express the pain of separation when
He says, “Jerusalem, Jerusalem, who kills the prophets and stones those who
are sent to her! How often I wanted to gather your children together, the way
a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, and you were unwilling. Behold,
your house 1s being left to you desolate!” (Matthew 23:37-38).

In the book of Jeremiah, God says to Israel: “I remember ... the devotion
of your youth ... your following after Me in the wilderness, through a land
not sown” (2:2). God goes on to describe how He protected Israel from her
enemies during those days. But then came the coldness, the separation. “Can
a virgin forget her ornaments, or a bride her [wedding] attire? Yet My people
have forgotten Me days without number” (2:32). “‘As a woman treacherously
departs from her lover [husband], so you have dealt treacherously
[unfaithfully] with Me, O house of Israel,” declares the Lord” (3:20).

The remainder of the book is a plea for reconciliation: “‘Return, faithless
Israel,” declares the Lord, ‘I will frown on you no longer, for I am merciful,’
declares the Lord, ‘I will not be angry forever. Only acknowledge your guilt
—you have rebelled against the Lord your God, you have scattered your
favors to foreign gods ... return, faithless people,” declares the Lord, ‘for I
am your husband’” (3:12—-14, nv).

Note that God always pleads for reconciliation on the basis of correcting
sinful behavior. Never does God agree to reconcile while Israel continues in
sin. “Return, faithless people; I will cure you of backsliding ...” (3:22, nv).
““If you will return, O Israel,” declares the Lord, ‘then you should return to
Me. And if you will put away your detested things [idols] from My presence,
and will not waver [go astray], and you will swear, “As the Lord lives,” in
truth, in justice and in righteousness; then the nations will bless themselves in
Him, and in Him they will glory’” (4:1-2).

There can be no reconciliation without repentance. In the marital



relationship there must be mutual repentance, for almost always the failure
has involved both parties. We will explore that further in later chapters, but
the point I want to establish here is that the biblical challenge calls us to seek
repentance and reconciliation.

I do not wish to minimize the hurt, pain, frustration, anger, resentment,
loneliness, and disappointment you may feel. Nor do I take lightly your past
efforts at marital adjustment. Rather, the purpose of this chapter is to call you
to accept the challenge of being separated, and to make the most of that
challenge.

Sometimes separation brings a sense of emotional peace to the individual.
That peace is mistakenly interpreted as an indication that separation and
divorce must be right. One husband said, “This is the first week of peace 1
have had in years.” Such peace is the result of removing yourself from the
scene of the battle. Naturally you have peace; you have left the conflict!
Retreat, however, is never the road to victory. You must come from that
retreat with renewed determination to defeat the enemy of your marriage.

Separation removes you from some of the constant pressure of conflict. It
allows time for you to examine biblical principles for building a meaningful
marriage. It permits self-examination in which emotions can be separated
from behavior. It may stimulate a depth of openness in your communication
that was not present before. In short, it places you in an arena where you can
develop a new understanding of yourself and your spouse. Separation is not
necessarily the beginning of the end. It may be only the beginning.

GROWTH ASSIGNMENTS

1. If you are the one who left, try to identify your reasons for leaving.
Write those on a sheet of paper, completing the sentence: “I left because

29

2. Analyze each of those reasons. Which of those could be corrected if you
or your mate chose to do so?

3. If you are the one left behind, try to identify the reasons your spouse
left. Write those on a sheet of paper, completing the sentence: “I think
he/she left because ...”



. Analyze each of those reasons. Which of those could be corrected if you
or your mate chose to do so?

. Read the next chapter with an open mind. Examine your attitudes and
actions.



Two
TAKING CONSTRUCTIVE ACTION

I want to begin this chapter by asking a very personal question, the same
question I would ask if you were sitting in my office: Will you work on being
reconciled to your spouse? Will you spend some energy, effort, and time
finding out what can be done and then take constructive action? If you will,
then I want to give some guideposts that can point the way to restoring your
marriage.

Emotions, Attitudes, and Actions

Bill and Martha have been separated for three months. He comes over once
a week to visit Susie, their five-year-old. Sometimes he will take Susie out
for dinner, and sometimes Martha will invite him to eat with them. Most of
the time Bill refuses her offer, but twice he has accepted. Martha tries hard to
be positive, but inevitably she finds herself accusing Bill of seeing someone
else, and from that point the conversation degenerates.

Before long she is saying the now oft-repeated words, “How could you do
this to me? Do you have no selfrespect or dignity? How do you think it
makes me feel? How do you think it makes Susie feel? Don’t think she
doesn’t know what’s going on! She may be young but she knows what you
are doing. You are humiliating us.”

Once she told her husband, “Your brother told me that he saw you on
Thursday night. If you think for one minute that I am going to put up with
this! ...Then you come over here and act like everything is all right. Well,
everything is not all right, and I want you to know it!” After a few more
familiar and ill-chosen words she began to cry and was soon sobbing
uncontrollably.

Bill vacillates between retaliation and withdrawal when such attacks come.
If he chooses to retaliate, he can be as verbal as she; but silence is his usual
response, and he sometimes leaves while his wife is still sobbing. Martha
takes that as further rejection, and her hostility increases. Obviously, the road



of separation is not leading them to reconciliation. If they continue that
behavior they will be divorced.

Without realizing it, Martha may be accomplishing exactly the opposite of
what she wants. She has become a slave to her hostile emotions and negative
attitudes. She makes their time together extremely unpleasant. Her behavior
is not designed to stimulate his return, but to drive him away. What man in
his right mind would ever want to come back to a woman behaving in such a
manner? [ am not saying he cannot return, for he can in spite of her behavior.
(More on Bill later.) Martha, however, is not working toward restoration, but
toward a wider separation.

The first guidepost is Guard your attitudes and actions; keep them
positive. We cannot determine our emotions, but we can choose our attitudes
and actions.

At the same time, acknowledge any negative emotions, but do not serve
them. A better approach for Martha would be to say, “Bill, I feel very angry
and hurt when I think that you are seeing someone else. My friends say that
they have seen you with someone, but you say that it is untrue. ’'m confused.
I want to believe you, but based upon the past, I have a hard time believing.
At any rate, you know how strongly I feel about the idea. We can never get
back together while you are having an affair. You will have to make that
decision. In the meantime, I do not want to be controlled by my anger. I will
try to treat you with dignity and respect. You are a person about whom I care
very much. With God’s help, I will not spend our time attacking you.”

Martha is now emotionally free to be a constructive influence on Bill. She
has admitted her feelings but is not controlled by them.

What about Bill? What are his feelings and thoughts? He may feel very
unloved and may have angry, hostile feelings against Martha based upon her
past behavior. Those feelings also need to be acknowledged. His behavior
may stem from an “I’ll pay her back” attitude. He may reason, “She did not
meet my needs for affection, so I was forced to turn elsewhere.” Thus, he
blames Martha for his behavior.

What will Bill do if he chooses to work on reconciliation? He might begin
by identifying and acknowledging his own emotions. He might say to
Martha, “I have felt for a long time that you really do not love me. I have felt



rejected again and again through the years. I have felt that you demanded
many things from me, but gave me little of your affection. So I feel angry and
cold toward you. I hope that those feelings can be changed. I pray that we can
learn to share openly with each other. I do not want to be controlled by my
negative feelings.”

Bill must then be honest about the nature of his relationship with other
women. If he has romantic feelings toward someone else, those must be
discussed. Reconciliation must always begin where we are. Romantic
feelings may be acknowledged, but not submitted to. Reconciliation will
require breaking off any romantic affair that may exist. Bill might say to
Martha, “Yes, I have developed some very positive feelings for someone
else. I will find it very difficult to say no to those feelings, but I will if you
are willing to help me restore our marriage.”

If, on the other hand, Bill’s relationships with other women are simply
friendships without romantic feelings or behavior, then he must communicate
that clearly to Martha. If Martha finds that hard to believe, he must
understand her difficulty. He might say, “Martha, I can understand how you
might find it hard to believe what I am saying. I will simply try to
demonstrate by my actions that I am not involved with anyone else. I know
the day will come when you can believe me again.” With those attitudes and
actions, Bill demonstrates his seriousness about his efforts at reconciliation.
Those efforts should include movement away from female companionship
outside the marriage.

Once a couple agrees to work on restoring their marriage, they are ready to
solve the conflicts that drove them apart. Now they can work on the problem,
not on each other.

The “Other Person”

What about the “other woman” or “other man”? Many separations have
been precipitated because there was someone else involved. The marital
relationship has not been wholesome for many weeks. There is no warmth,
understanding, or togetherness. In time, one partner meets someone else and
falls in love or at least has a strong physical-emotional attraction that leads to
some sort of an affair. At some point, the individual decides to separate,
perhaps with the idea that somewhere down the road that new affair might
lead to marriage. At any rate, he/she chooses the affair over the present



marriage and leaves.

The husband or wife may or may not be aware of the other relationship. In
some cases, the spouse will speak openly of the other person, and in others
the spouse 1is extremely secretive. In either case, such activity is
counterproductive to reconciliation. The second guidepost is Avoid or
abandon any romantic relationship with another adult. An affair should
never be an option.

An affair with someone else, contrary to what we were told a few years
ago by certain psychologists, does not enhance a marriage but destroys it.
Research has made that abundantly clear.! The Bible has always condemned
such behavior as sin (Exodus 20:14). A romantic or sexual relationship with
someone else is not the road to reconciliation. It is the sure road to divorce.

Do not misunderstand. I am deeply sympathetic with the dilemma an affair
presents. You do not like the idea of divorce, but the affair may seem much
more meaningful than your marriage. In just a few weeks or months perhaps
you have come to love this person more than you love your mate. You are
able to communicate with such freedom and understanding. It seems that you
were meant for each other. How could it be wrong when it seems so right?

Yes, I know that an affair is a violation of my marriage vows, and such
activity is condemned in Scripture. Yet, you reason, God will forgive and in
time everything will work out all right.

It 1s true that God will forgive if we genuinely confess and repent of our
sin. Repentance, however, means to turn from sin. God will not forgive while
we continue to sin. Nor does forgiveness remove all the results of sin. An
incident in the life of David is a good example (2 Samuel 11:1-12:31). One
morning while doing his exercises, he saw Bathsheba as she bathed herself on
a rooftop. He liked what he saw, so he took steps to get a closer look. He
brought her to the palace and eventually had sexual relations with her.
Having sent her back home, he went about business as usual. Perhaps he did
not intend to get further involved, or maybe he would see her only on
“special occasions.” At any rate, as long as no one knew, it could not hurt.

One small problem developed, however. Bathsheba sent word that she was
pregnant. Her husband, Uriah, had been at war for months, so David ordered
him home for rest and relaxation, hoping that he would make love with his
wife and think the child was his. (Once we have sinned, we begin the process



of covering up.) David’s plan did not work because Uriah was more loyal to
the military than David had imagined. He refused to go home to his wife
while his brothers were in battle. David got him drunk, but Uriah’s loyalty
was stronger than the power of intoxication. Therefore, David moved to plan
B.

He ordered Uriah to the front line, which assured his death. David was free
to marry Bathsheba, which he did with haste. Now everything was fine, and
they lived happily ever after. Right? Wrong! Read Psalm 51 if you want to
hear the confession of a broken heart, written by a distraught King David.

We are never better for having sinned. Confession and forgiveness never
remove the negative fallout of our wrong actions. The emotional scars that
come from separation and divorce are never removed. The hurt that is
indelibly printed in the minds of children will never be erased. Our whole
society has been deeply infected with the “throw-away neurosis.” When you
are no longer excited about it, get rid of it. It does not matter whether it is a
car or a spouse. No wonder our children are so insecure. No wonder there is
so little trust in marriage. One’s word seems to hold no security.

I am sympathetic with the struggle and pain of losing the warm emotional
feelings for one’s mate and falling in love with someone else. But we cannot
yield to our emotions. All of life is at stake. To follow one’s emotions is the
surest road to loneliness and ruin. More than half of those who marry new

lovers will eventually divorce again.2

Our best interests are served by returning to our spouses, resolving our
conflicts, learning to love, and rediscovering our dreams. The third guidepost
is Divorce will not lead to personal happiness. That truth has been affirmed
by Judith S. Wallerstein, director of the Center for the Family in Transition.
An internationally recognized authority on the effects of divorce, Wallerstein
began her research with the idea that divorce leads to short-term pain which
leads to long-term happiness. After extensive research with many families,
she concluded that she was wrong. Divorce does not lead to greater happiness
or more fulfillment for the couple or their children. In fact, the detrimental
results of divorce follow the couple and the children for a lifetime. Her
findings are chronicled in the classic study Second Chances: Men, Women
and Children a Decade After Divorce? Wallerstein gives contemporary
evidence that biblical truth applies to all generations.



I am not suggesting that the road to reconciliation is easy, but rather that it
is right and that the results are worth the effort.

If you are violating Guidepost 2 and are entangled in an affair, let me
suggest that you can break off the relationship with dignity, respect, and
kindness to the other party. Breaking the relationship makes divorce less
likely and reconciliation a distinct possibility. How does one break off an
affair? First, indicate to the other person your concern for him or her. You
need to confess your wrong in violating your marriage commitment. Firmly
state your decision to work on reconciliation with your spouse. It is fine to
share again your feelings for him or her, but affirm your choice to do what is
right rather than what feels good. Remember, the surest road to failure in life
is to follow your feelings. Your greatest happiness is in doing what is right,
not in following your emotions.

What if you are the one left at home? Your spouse is having an affair and
is now separated from you. Or, you may think he or she is having an affair
and that is the reason for separation. First, realize that the third person is
never the full reason for separation. In fact, Guidepost 4 says that Marital
difficulty is caused by the marriage partners, not by someone outside the
marriage. Therefore, each partner must work toward reconciliation. Almost
always some failure in the marriage has developed over a period of time
before an affair develops. Your failures and those of your spouse brought
about the demise of your marriage. Unresolved conflict, unmet needs, and
stubborn selfishness eat away at a relationship over the weeks and months.

How shall you respond to your mate’s affair? With displeasure, of course.
But how will you express your displeasure? With angry outbursts of hate and
condemnation? With depressions, withdrawal, and suicidal threats? By going
out and having an affair yourself? You are disappointed, frustrated, and
deeply hurt, but what will lead to reconciliation? None of the above. Yes, you
need to express your feelings, but do not play servant to them. Tell your mate
how deeply you are hurt, acknowledge your past failures, and ask for
reconciliation.

Your spouse may not respond immediately, or the initial response may be
hostile, but you have taken the first step. Second, refuse to let the affair be the
issue, and resist the temptation to talk about it every time you get together.
Concentrate on restoring your own relationship. Remember, the marital
difficulty has been caused by the marriage partners, not by someone outside



the marriage.

Your spouse may not break off the affair immediately, but the more you
can do to resolve conflicts and communicate hope, the more attractive
reconciliation becomes. When you are lashing out in anger or falling apart in
selfpity, you do not make reconciliation very desirable.

Express hope and confidence that the two of you can find answers to your
past failures. Your hope will tend to stimulate hope in your spouse.
Obviously you cannot be reconciled until your spouse breaks off the affair,
but do not set time limits or demand any particular action. (Of course, if your
separation also involved physical abuse or some other destructive behavior,
you need to be very clear on what you expect of your spouse if there is to be
any hope of reconciliation. We will discuss this further in chapter 7.) Allow
time for your spouse to think, pray, and decide for himself or herself. You
cannot force reconciliation—you can only make the prospects look bright. In
chapter 5 we shall discuss practical ideas on things you might do.

Dating While Separated

“Should I date while I am separated?” How many times have I heard that
question? And, how many times have I given a hard answer? “If you are not
free to marry, you are not free to date!” The fifth guidepost on the road to
reconciliation is Do not date during the separation period.

“If you are not free to marry, you are not free to date!” I first read that
statement in Britton Wood’s book Single Adults Want to Be the Church,
Too.2 Mr. Wood has worked with singles and separated persons longer than
anyone in his denomination. After several years of counseling the separated, I
am more convinced than ever that Wood 1s right. When you start dating
someone else while you are separated, you make reconciliation more
difficult. The more you date, the muddier the water becomes.

I know that you have needs; you are lonely. Sometimes the load seems
unbearable. I know that dating while separated is accepted, even encouraged,
in our society. But most of those who are dating will never be reconciled.
They will be divorced. Dating is a prelude to remarriage, not therapy for
reconciliation.

Certainly you need friends. You need a listening ear. You need people who
will care and help bear the load, but the dating context is not the best place to



find such help. More about where that help can be found is in chapter 4.

You are extremely wvulnerable during these days of separation.
Unfortunately, there are those of the opposite sex who would like to take
advantage of your vulnerability. Although pretending to be concerned about
you, they are busy satisfying their own desires. I have seen many men and
women devastated by such an experience. Your own emotions are erratic, and
it would be easy for you to get infatuated with anyone who treats you with
dignity, respect, and warmth.

Have you noticed the number of people who get married the day after they
are divorced? Obviously they have been dating during separation. If the
separation period is a time to seek reconciliation, why spend energy in an
activity that leads to divorce and remarriage? Separation is not tantamount to
divorce. We are still married while we are separated, and we ought to so live,
whether or not our spouse complies.

I know this 1s difficult to accept, but I believe the present trend of open
dating immediately after separation must be deterred. Such activity
encourages and contributes to the increasing divorce rate. If you believe in
the power of human choice, then you must concede that your estranged
spouse may well turn from his or her estrangement and seek reconciliation.
You want to be prepared for that day if it comes. Dating someone else is not
the way to be prepared. Develop friends, but refuse romantic involvement
until the fate of your marriage is determined.

Legal Arrangements

“Shall we draw up separation papers, or does that make divorce more
likely?” Many individuals feel that if they sign legal separation papers
somehow that means that divorce is inevitable. Such is not the case. Many
couples have experienced the joy of burning separation papers in celebration
of reconciliation.

Separation papers, in states where they exist, are simply statements upon
which both individuals agree that will guide certain aspects of their
relationship while they are separated. The two biggest areas of concern are
financial and parental. The questions are: How will we handle finances while
separated? and What relationship will each of us have with the children?

The final guidepost is Move slowly in completing any legal separation



papers. If a couple can move toward reconciliation within the first few weeks
of separation, then separation papers are unnecessary. That is ideal. Why go
to the expense of such legal work if you are going to get together and solve
your problems? While you are physically apart, however, you need to
mutually agree on some financial arrangement, and to discuss your
relationship with your children if you are parents. If that cannot be mutually
agreed upon, it may indicate that one or both of you are not working at
reconciliation.

If after several weeks a couple is not moving toward reconciliation, then
legal papers of separation may be in order. That is particularly true when the
couple has been unable to reach an equitable financial arrangement and when
children are being neglected or abused. In such cases, legal pressure may be
necessary to force a spouse to be responsible.

Again, separation papers do not necessarily spell divorce, although in some
states they are required before a divorce can be obtained. Separation papers
do not determine divorce. What you do and say to each other during the
separation period will determine that. Such papers can be destroyed at any
point when the two of you are reconciled to life together instead of apart.

Separation is not the time for one spouse to walk on the other. And love
must not give license to an irresponsible spouse. An individual who will not
meet his or her responsibilities needs someone to hold him accountable. That
may have caused part of the problem within the marriage. It must not be
allowed to continue during separation. Legal pressure may be of help at this
point. Legal papers do not mean that you cannot then be reconciled. If your
spouse insists on signing legal papers, little is gained by resisting. You should
simply make sure that you can live with the agreements you are signing.

Do not underestimate the matters we have discussed in this chapter. If you
are going to work on reconciliation, it is essential that you choose a positive
attitude, refuse to foster an extramarital affair, do not blame marital difficulty
on someone outside the marriage, forgo dating, and treat each other with
dignity and respect during the separation period. To violate those principles 1s
to diminish the hope of reconciliation.

The growth assignments that conclude this chapter can help you to better
understand yourself and take constructive steps toward reconciliation.



GROWTH ASSIGNMENTS

1. Which of your attitudes or actions will have to be changed if you are
going to work on reconciliation? Make a list of five statements, each
beginning “I will have to ...”

2. Are you willing to make those changes? If so, why not start today? You
need not announce to your spouse what you are doing—simply do it as
you have opportunity.



THREE
SELF-DEVELOPMENT DURING SEPARATION

Marriages fail, we noted in chapter 1, for three primary reasons: (1) lack of
an intimate relationship with God, (2) lack of an intimate relationship with
your mate, or (3) lack of an intimate understanding and acceptance of
yourself. It is the last of those that we shall explore in this chapter. One might
think we would begin with our relationship to God, but the fact is, one’s
relationship with God is greatly affected by one’s self-understanding.
Separation should be used as a time to rediscover your own assets and
liabilities as a person and to take positive steps in personal growth.

Most of us tend to either underestimate or overestimate our value. We
perceive ourselves as either useless failures or as God’s gift to the world.
Both of those extremes are incorrect. The truth is that your pattern of feeling,
thinking, and behaving, which is your personality, has both strong and weak
points.

Inferiority Feelings

The person who feels inferior is emphasizing his weak points. If we focus
on our failures, we appear to ourselves as failures. If we give attention to our
weaknesses, we conceive of ourselves as weak. Inferiority often stems from a
childhood in which parents or others have unintentionally communicated that
we are dumb, stupid, ugly, clumsy, or not good enough in other ways.

A thirteen-year-old boy suffering from stomach ulcers once told me, “Dr.
Chapman, I never do anything right.”

“Why do you say that?” I asked.

“Well,” he replied,“when I get a B on my report card my father always
says, ‘You should have made an 4. Son, you’re smarter than that.” When I’m
playing baseball, if I get a double, my father says, ‘You should have made a
triple out of that. Can’t you run?” When [ mow the grass, he says, ‘You didn’t
get under the bushes.’ I don’t ever do anything right!”



That father had no idea what he was communicating to his son. His
objective was to challenge his son to do his best, but in fact, he was
communicating to the son that he was inferior.

Usually feelings of inferiority are fed by constant comparison with others.
The person who feels inferior will always compare himself with those who
are better than he. Of course, everyone can find someone more beautiful or
handsome, more athletic, more intelligent. But what about the thousands who
rank below you in those areas? The person who feels inferior will never
choose to compare himself with those.

I am reminded of the spies’ report as recorded in Numbers 13. Moses sent
out twelve spies into the land of Canaan. The majority report (ten of the
twelve) came back: “We saw ... giants: and we were in our own sight as
grasshoppers, and so we were in their sight” (v. 33, kiv). Not only did they
see themselves as grasshoppers, but they concluded that others also saw them
as weaklings.

That “grasshopper mentality” is typical of those who feel inferior. Scores
of women have said, “I feel so ugly, and I know that others think so too.”
One lady felt so ugly that she refused to go shopping because she did not
want to be seen. Without exception those women were not ugly. They simply
concluded that others perceived them in the same way that they perceived
themselves.

Three perspectives go into any self-concept: (1) the way that I see myself,
(2) the way that others see me, (3) the way that I think others see me.
Numbers 1 and 3 are often identical, but number 2 is almost always different.
People simply do not see us as we see ourselves. The person with inferiority
feelings can be assured that 99 percent of the people who know him perceive
him to be smarter, more attractive, and of greater value than he sees himself.
Why live under the illusion that people think you are dumb, ugly, and useless
when in fact that is not the way people perceive you?

“But Dr. Chapman,” someone tells me, “you don’t understand. People
really do think I’'m dumb.” Then the person lists all the things that have
happened since he was three years old that prove people think he is stupid. I
can call in scores of people who can testify to the intelligence of the
counselee, but that does not impress him. His mind is made up. He is dumb,
and no one is going to convince him otherwise.



No two people are alike. Therefore there are scores of people who have
greater abilities than you in particular areas. In some tasks you excel. In
others you have very little, if any, ability. That is true for all of us. Why
should you exalt your weaknesses?

I remember hearing a story when I was a boy that has often come back to
encourage me. It seems that a highly optimistic fellow in town made it a
practice to attend all funerals and arise at the proper time to say a good word
about the departed. In time, the town drunk died. His life had been disgusting
in every way. He had been involved in all sorts of criminal activity, had
miserably failed his wife and children, had a despicable vocabulary, and had
been generally obnoxious all his life. The community gathered to see what
the optimist would say now that the end had come.

At the appointed moment, he arose and said one sentence: “He was a good
whistler!”

Afterward the crowd came to the optimist and one by one said, “I never
heard him whistle. Was he a whistler? Did he whistle often?”

The optimist replied, “I only heard him whistle once, but it was good!”

Too bad the drunk had not spent more of his life whistling! If it was the
one thing he could do well, what a difference it might have made. What can
you do well? Why not concentrate on your abilities rather than your
inabilities?

After separation, an inferior-feeling person will typically blame himself for
the failure of the marriage. Then he or she pleads with the spouse for a
chance to start over. When that is spurned, he or she sinks into deep
depression and entertains thoughts of suicide. Those people allow the
weakest part of their personalities (their feelings of inferiority) to control
their behavior.

What is the answer to that downward spiral? One of the most powerful
words in the Bible is the admonition of Psalm 15:2, which challenges us to
speak the truth in our hearts. We are to tell ourselves the truth. Jesus said the
truth liberates us (John 8:31-32).

Here are several truths about you. You are made in the image of God. You
have tremendous value. Your abilities are many. You have scores of
characteristics that others admire. Certainly you have experienced failure.
Who hasn’t? But that does not mean that you are a failure. You will be a



failure only if you choose to fail. On the other hand, if you choose to succeed,
nothing, including your feeling of inferiority, can keep you from your goal.

One of the first steps in turning your thinking around is to realize that God
has not given up on you. The apostle Paul wrote, “For I am confident of this
very thing, that He who began a good work in you will perfect it until the day
of Christ Jesus” (Philippians 1:6). In spite of all that has happened, in spite of
all your failures, God still intends to bring you to wholeness. He has some
strong and positive purposes for your life. You must tell yourself the truth
and behave accordingly.

Superiority Feelings

The opposite personality type is the individual who feels that he or she is
the greatest. He can do no wrong. “If there’s a problem in our marriage,” he
tells me, “it is obviously on the part of my mate.” When confronted with his
own failure, this kind of personality will admit in a philosophical way that he
is not perfect, but insists that the real problem lies with his spouse.

This pattern of thinking, feeling, and behaving also begins in childhood.
This is the spoiled child. Very few responsibilities were enforced. The child
grew up feeling that the world owed him a living. He became demanding of
others. Impatient with others’ imperfections, he often leaves a trail of broken
relationships because he has taken advantage of people. He is very
domineering and strongwilled. When he meets resistance from his mate he
attempts to force his spouse into line. When the spouse does not shape up, a
person who feels superior may choose to separate, placing the blame on the
spouse.

What truth will liberate the person with superiority feelings? It is an
awareness that the ground is level at the foot of the cross of Christ. We all
stand in need of forgiveness. When we feel superior at times, we need to
recognize that we have failed as much as others have.

Perhaps you have been unwilling to admit your failures, although
proclaiming loudly the failure of others. You are important, yes, but no more
important than anyone else, including your spouse. You are intelligent, but
intelligence 1s a gift of God for which you should be grateful. You have
succeeded in reaching many of your goals. Great! Now learn to share the
secret of your success with others and experience the meaning of Jesus’



words, “It 1s more blessed to give than to receive” (Acts 20:35).

Have your feelings of superiority led you to conclude that you are
superior? Then it is time for confession and repentance. Come down from
your pedestal and enjoy life with the rest of your brothers and sisters. You do
not have to claim perfection in order to be important. People will think no
less of you if you admit your weaknesses. In fact, your spirit of superiority
has driven people away from you in the past.

After separation, the typical person with feelings of superiority will blame
his wife (or her husband) for the breakdown. Even if Mr. or Mrs. Superiority
is the one who walked out or got involved in an affair, he or she will almost
always blame the spouse for driving him to such action. If the spouse
happens to have feelings of inferiority, he or she will probably accept the
blame and suffer accordingly.

People with superiority feelings are quick to rationalize their sinful
behavior. They know what the Bible says, but ... they can give you a dozen
reasons why in their case it is permissible.

The first step to recovery for the “I am superior” personality is to realize
that you are human. No one is perfect. Locate your failures and admit them to
God and to your spouse. Be as specific as you can. On the road to confession
you will find many friends. The road to selfrighteousness gets lonelier each
day.

Understanding Personality

We have looked at only one aspect of personality, that of inferior or
superior attitudes toward oneself. Personality, however, covers the entire
spectrum of human experience. When 1 use the word personality, 1 am
speaking of your own unique pattern of thinking, feeling, and behaving. No
two personalities are alike, although in certain aspects of personality people
tend to fit into general categories. Most traits are expressed by contrasting
words. We speak of an individual’s being optimistic or pessimistic, negative
or positive, critical or complimentary, extroverted or introverted, talkative or
quiet, patient Or impatient.

Our personalities greatly influence the way we live. The tragedy of our day
is that we have been led to believe that our personalities are set in concrete by
ages five or six, and that our destinies are determined. Many feel trapped.



They look at the thought, feeling, and behavior patterns that have caused
them problems in the past and conclude that nothing can be done to change
those patterns. But nothing could be further from the truth.

It is true that as adults those tendencies may persist. That is, we are
influenced by certain personality patterns. Our lives, however, do not have to
be governed by those patterns. The whole idea of education, spiritual
conversion, and Christian growth stands in opposition to determinism, the
idea that our quality of life 1s determined by patterns established in
childhood. The message of the Bible is that we are responsible for the quality
of the life we live. Our response to God, our conscious decisions, our choice
of attitudes will determine that quality. We must not see ourselves enslaved
by our personalities. We need to understand our personality patterns, to
utilize our strengths for good, and to seek growth in the areas of weakness.
Excel in your strengths and grow in your weaknesses.

What do you know about yourself? What kind of person have you been
through the years? Has your spirit been negative or positive toward life? One
wife said, “My husband is so negative that when he wakes up in the morning
he either says, ‘Oh, no, I overslept!” or, ‘Oh, no, I woke up too early!”” For
that husband, every day started off wrong. With that attitude there is no way
to win. That may appear foolish as you read it, but thousands of people
choose to live life with just that attitude. Something is always wrong with
everything. Could that be your attitude? If so, do you think it contributed to
the breakdown of your marriage? Can you imagine the emotional drain on
your spouse when he/she hears your daily newscast of doom?

Are you critical or complimentary toward others? Toward yourself? Look
back over this day. Have you given yourself a compliment? Have you
complimented anyone else? On the other hand, have you made a critical
statement about someone? About yourself? Has that been a pattern of life for
you? How has that affected your marriage?

What have been your patterns of communication? Do you tend to hold
things inside or let them out? One wife reported, “My husband did not share
with me what was going on in his life. He basically lived his life, and I lived
mine. I did not like it, but I did not know what to do about it. One day he
came home and told me he was leaving. I couldn’t believe it. I had no idea
that it was that bad.”



How could such a situation arise? One or both partners yielded to a natural
tendency to keep it all inside and slowly but surely put their marriage to
sleep. Can such a marriage be healed? Yes, but it will likely require surgery
(the skill of a counselor or pastor). Once our feelings are expressed, we can
seek solutions. No one, including your spouse, can work on a solution until
he is aware of the problem.

Do you keep your feelings bottled up inside? Then use this time of
separation to learn to release those feelings. Find a counselor or trusted friend
and ask for help. When you learn to communicate constructively with
someone else, you can then communicate with your spouse. The tendency to
keep quiet is not all bad. The Scriptures even challenge us to be “slow to
speak” (James 1:19). It is when that tendency is carried to the extreme that it
causes problems. As you discover your basic personality weaknesses, you
will likely see how they have affected your marriage. Those patterns can be
changed significantly with the help of God.

Accepting the Unchangeable

“Can the Ethiopian change his skin or the leopard his spots?” (Jeremiah
13:23). Jesus asked, “Who of you by being worried can add a single hour to
his life?”” (Matthew 6:27). Those two questions have straightforward answers:
of course not. Some things cannot be changed. Your height, skin color, hair
texture and amount, and color of eyes are pretty well settled unless modern
medical science comes up with some new discoveries.

Perhaps the most influential unchangeable factor is your history. By
definition, it cannot be changed. It is past. The past cannot be relived. Your
parents, for better or worse, dead or alive, known or unknown, are your
parents. That fact cannot be changed. Your childhood, pleasant or painful, is
your childhood and stands as history.

Your marriage or marriages fall into the same category. It is futile to
reason, “We should never have gotten married in the first place.” The fact
cannot be changed. The events that have transpired in your marriage are also
history. You can undo none of them. No words can be retracted, no deed
recalled. We can ask forgiveness for failures, but even that does not remove
all of the effects of our sin.

Our history is not to be changed but accepted. When Jesus met the woman



at the well, He did not ask that she erase her five marriages, for such would

have been impossible; He simply offered her water that would quench her
obvious thirst (John 4:5-29).

We waste our time and energy when we ponder what might have been: “If
I had ...” or “If he/she had ...”We must simply admit failure to ourselves,
God, and our spouses. Accept God’s forgiveness, forgive yourself, and trust
that your spouse will do the same. Beyond that, you cannot deal with the past.
Y ou must concentrate on the future, for it is in your hands to shape.

Why not use some time while separated to take an honest look at your
personality? Discover your basic patterns of thought, feeling, and behavior.
Then decide where your strengths lie and utilize them to expand your
horizons. At the same time be realistic about your weaknesses. Decide what
needs to be changed and take steps toward growth. Admit those things that
cannot be changed and accept them. This could be an exciting time of self-
discovery and growth for you. You can be a different person in a few months.

Discovering Growth Possibilities

Not only is separation a time to examine the strengths and weaknesses of
your personality, it is also time to develop your creative abilities. Unless you
have children, separation gives you more free time than when you were living
with your spouse. Why not use some of that time to develop latent interests
you have neglected? Read those books you have intended to read. Take piano
or guitar lessons. Enroll in your local college or technical institute to prepare
for a vocation or simply to develop new friends.

Attend concerts and dramas. Learn to play tennis. Most communities offer
hundreds of opportunities for development of interests and abilities.

I know that in the pain of separation you may not feel like undertaking any
of the above. Perhaps you have lost your interest in the midst of your
loneliness and hurt. Sitting at home reflecting on your problems, however,
will only lead to deeper depression. Once you take a step to develop an old
interest, the sun may break through the darkness.

Concentrate on small, attainable goals at first. Do not look at the rest of
your life as one great unknown. Make plans for today. What can you do
today that will be constructive? As you fill your days with meaningful
activity, hope for the future will grow.



As you come to understand yourself, develop yourself, accept yourself,
you enhance the prospects of reconciliation with your spouse.

GROWTH ASSIGNMENTS

1. Ask a pastor or counselor to arrange for you to take the Taylor-Johnson
Temperament Analysis or the Myers-Briggs Personality Inventory.
Either will help you identify personality patterns.

2. You may want to enroll in a class on personality development at your
church or community college.

3. To get started in better understanding your personality, on a sheet of
paper write answers to the following questions:

1. What do I like about myself?

2. What emotions do I feel today? Divide those into two columns:
Negative feelings  Positive feelings

3. What do my negative feelings tell me about myself?

4. What do my positive feelings tell me about myself?

5. What are my emotional needs today?

6. How can I meet those needs in a responsible, Christian way?

7. What would I like to see changed in my personality (i.e., my way
of thinking, feeling, and behaving)?

8. What step will I take today to effect that change?
9. What do I dislike about myself but cannot change?

10. Will I accept that characteristic and concentrate on my assets?
Yes No



Four
DEVELOPING YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD

Our relationships with God may make or break our marriages. Augustine
said, “Man was made by God and does not find rest until he finds God.” If
we look to a marriage partner to give us a sense of worth and to bring
happiness, we are looking in the wrong direction. Many have expected a
spouse to provide that which only God can give. Peace of mind, inner
security, a confidence in the outcome of life, and a sense of joy about living
do not come from marriage, but from an intimate relationship with God.

What has been your relationship with God during the time you have been
separated? Many individuals find themselves angry with God—angry
because God has allowed the pain, the loneliness, and the frustration that
comes with a broken marital relationship. Others have found themselves
turning to God in a fresh and deep way to seek God’s help.

Read Psalm 77:1-15, which follows. It is a personal expression of one
individual who was going through a major crisis. You will note that there is
first a description of the pain of being estranged from God and from others.
But out of the midst of that pain the psalmist turns to God and remembers
more pleasant days when he knew the blessing of God and wholesome
relationships with others in his life.

My voice rises to God, and I will cry aloud;
My voice rises to God, and He will hear me.
In the day of my trouble I sought the Lord;

In the night my hand was stretched out without weariness;
My soul refused to be comforted.

When I remember God, then I am disturbed;
When I sigh, then my spirit grows faint. Selah.
You have held my eyelids open,

I am so troubled that I cannot speak.

1 have considered the days of old,

The years of long ago.

1 will remember my song in the night;

1 will meditate with my heart;

And my spirit ponders.



Will the Lord reject forever?

And will He never be favorable again?

Has His loving kindness ceased forever?

Has His promise come to an end forever?

Has God forgotten to be gracious?

Or has He in anger withdrawn His compassion? Selah.
Then I said, “It is my grief,

That the right hand of the Most High has changed.”

1 shall remember the deeds of the Lord;

Surely I will remember Your wonders of old.

I will meditate on all Your work,

And muse on Your deeds.

Your way, O God, is holy,

What god is great like our God?

You are the God who works wonders;

You have made known Your strength among the peoples.
You have by Your power redeemed Your people,

The sons of Jacob and Joseph. Selah.

The passage ends with a very graphic description of King David’s present
state: “You have by Your power redeemed Your people.” The word redeem
means to “buy back” or “restore.” That is always God’s desire for His people.
The process, however, may be painful. David wrote, “Your way was in the
sea, and Your paths in the mighty waters, and Your footprints may not be
known” (v. 19). As an adult separated from your spouse, you may feel that
you are indeed walking through the sea in the midst of mighty waters and that
you cannot see the footprints of God. But I assure you, God is vitally
concerned about you and your present state. The words of Jesus, “Come to
Me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest” (Matthew
11:28), are directed to you as surely as they were directed to those to whom
Jesus spoke.

Yes, you are weary from much stress. You are heavyladen, burdened
perhaps with guilt, anger, hostility, and anxiety. You will notice that Jesus
does not ask that you lay the burden aside and come to Him, but rather that
you just come. He has promised to give rest. He has not asked you to handle
your own problems, nor has He promised to take away the problems, but He
has promised rest.

God is your friend, if not your Father. The Scriptures teach He is the
Father of all those who come to Him through Jesus Christ His Son. He is not
the Father of all—only of those who acknowledge Jesus Christ as Lord. But
He is the friend of all. It is God’s desire to share life with us, to help us find



meaning and purpose in life, to give us answers to the problems we
encounter. In the midst of our pain it is sometimes difficult to believe that
God could do anything for us. May I suggest steps that will help you in
personal spiritual growth during these days of separation?

Deal with Failure

It may be true as you analyze your marriage that you discern your own role
in that failure. On the other hand, it may be that you see more clearly the
failures of your spouse, and you have spent many hours in accusing him or
her of those failures. If Jesus’ words in Matthew 7 were applied to marriage,
they would read: “Why do you look at the speck that is in your mate’s eye,
but do not notice the log that is in your own eye? First pull the beam out of
your own eye, then you can see more clearly how to get the speck out of your
mate’s eye” (Matthew 7:3-5).

Our natural tendency is to seek to place blame with our mates and to
reason in our hearts that if our mates would change, our marriages would be
restored. Jesus said, however, that we must begin with our own sins. Whether
that sin 1s large or small, it is the only sin that we can confess. If we confess
our own failures, we will be better equipped to help with the failures of our
spouses. When we fail our marriage partners, we also fail God, for Jesus
admonished us to love one another (John 13:34). The only true way to
express our love for God is by expressing our love for each other. When we
fail to love each other, we have failed in our love for God. Therefore, we
must confess the failures of the marriage to God.

Perhaps the most powerful verse in the Bible on mental health is Acts
24:16, where Paul says about himself, “I [discipline myself] to maintain
always a blameless conscience both before God and before men.” Paul spoke
from personal experience. He had learned that it takes discipline to deal with
one’s failure, but that discipline is necessary if we are to be emotionally,
spiritually free. Thus, Paul said, “I empty my conscience toward God and
toward men.”

The process of emptying our conscience is confession. The word
confession literally means “to agree with.” Thus we agree with God about our
failures. No longer are we excusing ourselves and our behavior, but we are
acknowledging before God that we have sinned. The Scriptures teach



believers that when we confess our sins God “is faithful and righteous to
forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness™ (1 John 1:9).
The moment we are willing to acknowledge our failure, God is willing to
forgive our sin. But as long as we excuse our sin, God will not hear our
prayers (Psalm 66:18).

The first step, then, in developing your relationship with God is to confess
all known sin. I suggest that you take pencil and paper and say to God, “Lord,
where have I failed in my marriage?” As God brings truth to your mind, write
it down and make a list of your failures. Then go over your list, confessing
each sin, thanking God that Christ has paid the penalty for your sin, and
accepting His forgiveness for that sin. The experience of forgiveness liberates
us from the guilt that burdens us. Without confession, there can be no
forgiveness. Without forgiveness, we are in bondage to guilt.

Confession and forgiveness do not mean that we will immediately lose all
remorseful feelings about our sin. Forgiveness is God’s promise that He will
no longer hold our sin against us. We may still feel horrible when we reflect
upon what we have done or failed to do, but our feelings have nothing to do
with God’s forgiveness. We must not allow those feelings to defeat us. When
feelings of guilt return after confession, we simply say, “Thank You, Father,
that those sins are forgiven and that You no longer hold them against me.
Help me to forgive myself.” Forgiving yourself is also a promise. You
promise to no longer punish yourself for past failures. Such punishment
produces nothing positive, but keeps you from making the most of your
future.

When we confess our sin to God, it is as though we have come home from
a long journey and our father welcomes us with extended arms, forgives our
sin, “kills the fatted calf,” and makes a feast to celebrate our return (Luke
15:21-24). Such a return to God may be the most significant thing that
happens while you are separated, for you are now returning to the One who
made you and knows how to lead you in productive living.

Learn to Communicate

Your relationship with God will grow only if you learn to communicate
with Him. Remember, communication is a two-way process. Not only do we
talk to God, but God talks to us. Many people are familiar with prayer,



whereby we talk to God, but few people hear the voice of God. I am not
suggesting that God speaks in an audible voice to us. But through the Bible
God speaks in a very personal way to those who will take the time to listen.

Some think of reading the Bible and praying as simply religious activities,
but they are meant to be avenues of intimate fellowship between an
individual and God. As we read the Bible, God will speak to us about
Himself and about our lives. The Bible is more relevant than any book you
will ever read on human relationships, for it is indeed the God of creation
speaking to His creature. Here are some practical ideas on communicating
with God: Since the Bible is God’s Word to us, one ought to read it with a
listening ear, an ear open to hear His voice. When we read other books, we
are careful to underline the important ideas in each chapter. Why not do the
same with the Bible? As you read the Scriptures, certain phrases, sentences,
and ideas will stand out in each chapter. It is likely that those are the ideas
God seeks to communicate to you. Why not underline, circle, or put a star by
them to draw your attention to those ideas?

For many years I have followed the practice of daily sitting down with
God, opening the Bible, and beginning the conversation with these words:
“Father, this is Your day in my life. I want to hear Your voice. I need Your
instructions. I want to know what You would say to me this day. As I read
this chapter, bring to my mind the things You want me to hear.” Then I read
the chapter silently or aloud with pen in hand, marking those things that stand
out as I read. Sometimes I read the chapter a second time, saying, “Lord, I'm
not sure I understood what You were saying; I want to read again. I want You
to clarify what’s on Your mind for me.” I may underline additional lines or
phrases.

Having completed the chapter, I then go back and talk to God about what
I’ve underlined, for if that is what God is saying to me I want to respond to
God. Many people simply read the Bible, close it, and then begin praying
about something totally unrelated to what they have read. Nothing could be
more discourteous. We would not treat a friend like that. If a friend asks a
question, we give an answer. If a friend makes a statement, we have a
response; so if God speaks to us through the Bible, we should respond to
what God is saying.

For example, let us say that I am reading from Philippians, chapter 4, and



the thing that impresses me is the statement in verse 4, “Rejoice in the Lord
always; again I will say, rejoice!” So I underline the sentence, and I circle the
word always. Then 1 go back to God and say, “Lord, how can this be? It
seems utterly impossible that I can rejoice always. Sometimes, yes, but
always?” You see, I’'m responding to what God has said to me with a
question. | read the sentence again: “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will
say, rejoice!” and I see those little words in the Lord, and God has answered
my question. What He is saying is that [ am to rejoice in the Lord always, not
in circumstances, for I cannot rejoice in adverse circumstances. But I can
rejoice in the Lord in the midst of those circumstances. Because of my
relationship with Him, I can indeed rejoice in the midst of my present
problem. What an encouragement to one who is going through deep waters!

Every day God desires to speak to us in a very personal way from His
Word, and He desires us to respond. May I challenge you to begin today by
reading a chapter each day in the Bible, underlining and marking, then
talking to God about what you have marked? Let me suggest that you begin
with one book. (James is a good place to start.) Complete that book before
beginning another. You will leave a trail through the Bible where you have
walked with God, and you can easily refer back to the things God has said to
you day by day and week by week. You will find that your relationship with
God 1s greatly enhanced, for nothing builds relationships like open
communication.

Choose to Obey

As you read the Scriptures, you will on occasion find clear commands of
God such as “be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving each other,
just as God in Christ also has forgiven you” (Ephesians 4:32). Such
commands are given for our good. God, who made us, knows precisely what
will make us happy and fruitful in life. All of His commands are given with
purpose, so we must choose in our own heart to obey every command we
hear from God. Thus, if we read “be kind to one another,” we ought to seek
someone to whom we can be kind that day—someone to whom we can be
tenderhearted, someone whom we need to forgive. Our example is Christ,
who forgave us. You will remember on the cross Christ looked on those who
were crucifying Him and said, “Father, forgive them; for they do not know
what they are doing” (Luke 23:34). Is that not the attitude we should have



toward those who wrong us? There are literally hundreds of commands in
Scripture that will greatly enhance our lives as we respond in obedience.

We are not left to depend on our own power when it comes to obedience,
for if we are Christians we have within us the Holy Spirit, who gives us the
power to obey the commands of God. So if you find it difficult to forgive
those who have sinned against you, there is help. Do not simply try in your
own power to forgive, but ask the Spirit of God to enable you to forgive.
Forgiveness is basically a promise. It is a promise that we will no longer hold
a person’s failures against him. It does not mean we are unaware of those
failures, but it means we will not treat them as failures. It does not mean, in
the strictest sense, that we will forget the sins, insofar as being aware they
have been committed is concerned. But we are able, with God’s help, to no
longer hold the sin of another against him.

Can you envision what might happen in your life if you would begin
reading the Scriptures daily, listening to the voice of God, and responding to
His commands, in the power of the Holy Spirit? It is conceivable that in a
few months you will hardly recognize yourself, for tremendous changes will
take place day by day.

Sing to the Lord

Music is a universal expression of human feeling. If you listen to the songs
of cultures around the world, you will find the themes of joy, excitement, and
pleasure; but you will also find the themes of sorrow, pain, and hurt. That is
true in both religious and secular music. Singing is a vehicle of
communication. It can lift the heart or depress the spirit. The words of our
songs determine whether they will lead us to depression or lead us to victory.
Throughout the Psalms we are challenged to sing praise to the Lord. In the
midst of pain, we may wonder, “For what can I praise God?” As we reflect
upon the truth, however, we will find many things for which we can praise
God.

In the psalm mentioned above, David praised God for His past benefits,
His past blessings. As we begin to praise God for what He has done in the
past, we come to thank God that He will be faithful to us in the future. Paul
wrote to the Ephesians that they were to be filled or controlled with the Holy
Spirit, and then they were to speak to one another in “psalms and hymns and



spiritual songs, singing and making melody” in their hearts to the Lord
(Ephesians 5:19). Our songs of joy and triumph must grow out of our
relationships with God. As we are controlled by the Spirit of God, we may
sing of our problems, but the heart of our music will be praise to God for who
He is and what He is doing in our lives.

Our relationships with God are not hindered by our present circumstances;
instead, our circumstances may push us to God. You may not be inclined to
sing. You may never have sung in your life, but as a Christian you can sing if
only in private. In fact, Paul says we are to sing to ourselves. That may be in
the shower, or it may be in bed. May I suggest if that is not a normal practice
in your life that you simply take one of the psalms (remember, the psalms
formed the hymn book of the Jew) and make up your own tune and sing that
psalm to God. Melody, pitch, and rhythm are unimportant. What is important
is that you are expressing praise to God through the words of others who
have walked through difficulty. You might begin with Psalm 77, which is
printed above.

Find Other Christians

You may or may not presently be involved in a local church fellowship.
During separation it is particularly important that you find other Christians
with whom you can fellowship. It is true that the church can be justly
criticized. How often we hear individuals say, “I don’t want to attend that
church because it’s filled with hypocrites.” That is likely true. Hypocrites and
sinners regularly attend most churches, but without hypocrites and sinners,
who would be left to attend? For we have all sinned, and we are all
sometimes hypocritical. Attending church does not mean we are perfect. It
means that we are seeking growth.

In most Christian churches you are likely to find friendly people who will
welcome you and who will seek to help you. We were not meant to live
alone. It was God who said in the beginning, “It is not good for the man to be
alone” (Genesis 2:18). The psalmist also said, “God makes a home for the
lonely” (Psalm 68:6). During these days when you are separated from your
spouse, you desperately need the fellowship of the larger family of God.

When many people think of church, they think only of attending the
Sunday morning worship service. That is fine, but it is only a part of any
church worthy of the name. The church 1s “the called-out-ones,” those who



have responded to Jesus Christ as Lord and who come together to learn and
to encourage each other. Small Bible study and prayer groups are vital in the
fellowship of a church. Be sure that you do not simply sample the Sunday
sermon. Get involved in the small group studies where you can find answers
to the questions that arise. Many churches offer classes designed to help the
separated. Most pastors are also willing to give personal counseling.

If you have not been attending church regularly, start this Sunday. Find a
group of Christians with whom you can identify and with whom you can
come to share and who will give you the encouragement and support you
need.

You must not come to the church with the idea of receiving only, but you
must also come with the idea of giving of your ability to others. You may
ask, “What do I have to offer anyone else? I can’t handle my own problems.”
The fact is, you will probably encounter others at the church who have
problems similar to yours, and you may be able to share with them something
you are discovering in your relationship with God. Attending church is never
a one-way street. We are told in Hebrews 10 that we are to exhort, comfort,
and encourage each other, and that is likely to take place in any Christian
church that is authentic.

Earlier I mentioned the words of Jesus, “Come to Me, all who are weary
and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest” (Matthew 11:28). Jesus went on to
say, “Take My yoke upon you, and learn from Me, for I am gentle and
humble in heart; and you shall find rest for your souls. For My yoke is easy,
and My burden is light” (11:29-30). Jesus does not call us to lay down our
load in order to find rest. He calls us to take His yoke upon us. The yoke
speaks of work. We are challenged not to inactivity, not to simple rest, but we
are challenged to take upon ourselves the yoke of Christ and to blend our
lives with the lives of other Christians in accomplishing good for God in the
world.

Jesus says, “My yoke is easy and My burden is light.” Compared to what?
Compared to the yoke and load we bear when we choose to walk our own
way. As we walk our own way, giving no thought to God or His Word, we
find our yoke is heavy and our load becomes heavier as the days come and
go. But as we walk with Christ we find His yoke is easy, His burden is light
compared to what we have borne before. And His burden is always with
purpose. Yes, there is work to be done, but that work 1s purposeful.



I have known many separated individuals who have spent hours of
dedicated service helping the church office or janitorial staff or in reaching
out to those who are sick or in trouble. Your own pain does not render you
ineffective with others. Indeed, it may equip you to share with others. The
road to happiness is not found in isolation, concentrating on one’s problems;
the road to happiness is found by sharing life with God and learning to serve
Him.

GROWTH ASSIGNMENTS

If you have not already done so, ask God to bring to your mind the areas in
which you have failed in your marriage.

1. Make a list of your failures and confess each one to God. Thank Him
that Christ has paid the penalty for those sins, and accept His
forgiveness.

2. Begin the practice of reading, marking, and talking to God about a
chapter in the Bible each day. You may want to begin with the book of
James in the New Testament.

3. Try singing a psalm to God. Make your own tune and rhythm. You may
begin with Psalm 1.

4. If you are not active in a local church, decide today which church you
will visit next Sunday. Be sure to attend the Bible study class as well as
the worship service.

5. Don’t give up the search until you find a warm, loving group of
Christians with whom you can share life.



Five
DEVELOPING YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH YOUR MATE

How can 1 develop a relationship when we are living apart?” is a valid
question. Bob and Janice have been separated for three months. The only
contact they have had is when they met briefly with a lawyer to discuss the
terms of legal separation. Obviously neither Bob nor Janice has had much of
an opportunity to develop a relationship with the other. Is there hope for their
marriage?

Not until someone seeks to penetrate the silence. As long as each
stubbornly refuses to talk with the other, reconciliation lies as a wrecked
plane on a desert, hopelessly beyond repair.

It only takes one person, however, to break the silence. It takes both to
communicate, but only one to initiate the process.

Have you been standing off, refusing to give in and call, waiting for your
spouse to make the first move? Why wait? The responsibility is yours to seek
reconciliation (Matthew 5:23-24; 18:15-17). You may not be able to effect
reconciliation, but you must seek it.

Sometimes the fixing of blame keeps us from taking the first step. We
reason, “He failed me. Why should I be the one to reach out? Let him come
to me and ask forgiveness!” That line of reasoning is perfectly normal, but it
is not biblical. Jesus said, “Therefore if you are presenting your offering at
the altar, and there remember that your brother has something against you,
leave your offering there before the altar, and go; first be reconciled to your
brother, and then come and present your offering” (Matthew 5:23-24).

Later Jesus said, “If your brother sins, go and show him his fault in private;
if he listens to you, you have won your brother. But if he does not listen to
you, take one or two more with you, so that by the mouth of two or three
witnesses every fact may be confirmed. And if he refuses to listen to them,
tell 1t to the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be
to you as a Gentile and a tax-gatherer” (Matthew 18:15-17).



If those principles apply to the church at large, surely they apply to a
Christian couple who are separated. Those passages teach that whether you
have sinned against your spouse or your spouse has sinned against you (both
are likely true), the responsibility for seeking reconciliation lies with you.
With your own sin, you must go admitting wrong and asking forgiveness. For
your spouse’s sin, you must go willing to forgive if he or she is willing to
confess and repent.

The Art of Confession

In all of my counseling, I have never seen a couple in which both were not
at fault to some degree. One may have committed the overt act of adultery or
lived an egocentric lifestyle with little concern for the needs of the spouse,
but the spouse also had failures. It is easy for us to identify the failure of our
mates, but more difficult to admit our own. I have often given individuals a
sheet of paper and asked them to list the faults of their spouses. They will
write profusely for ten or fifteen minutes. Some have even asked for more
paper. The lists are magnificent and detailed.

When I ask them to make a list of their own faults, they immediately list
their one big fault. That is followed with a long period of silence as they try
to think of number two. Some never find it, and seldom has anyone come
back with more than four personal faults. What does that tell us? That the
spouse really is the problem? Hardly, for each spouse has a grand list of the
other’s faults. It tells us that we tend to see ourselves through rose-colored
glasses. Our faults do not look very big to us because we are used to them.
We have lived with them for years. Naturally, then, we attribute the real
problem to our mate’s behavior.

In chapter 4 we noted Jesus’ words, “Why do you look at the speck that is
in your brother’s eye, but do not notice the log that is in your own eye? Or
how can you say to your brother, ‘Let me take the speck out of your eye,” and
behold, the log is in your own eye? You hypocrite, first take the log out of
your own eye, and then you will see clearly to take the speck out of your
brother’s eye” (Matthew 7:3-5). Note Jesus did not say that your spouse was
perfect. He simply said that the place to begin in improving relationships is
with the “log that is in your own eye.” When you have identified and
confessed your own wrongs you can see more clearly how to help your
spouse with his/her faults.



Failures come in two basic areas. First we fail in meeting the needs of our
partners, and second we fail by doing and saying things that actually are
designed to hurt them. We fail to do what we should do for them and end up
doing what we should not do toward them. Certainly it was not our desire to
fail. We had dreams of making our mates supremely happy, but when our
own needs were not met, we became cool and later hostile. Paul describes our
problem in Romans 7, where he talks about his own experience: “For what I
am doing, I do not understand; for I am not practicing what I would like to
do, but I am doing the very thing I hate” (v. 15). He goes on to describe the
reason for such behavior. We allow our old, sinful, selfish nature to control
our behavior. Our only hope for change, Paul says, is to allow Jesus Christ
our Lord to control our lives. He alone can give us the power to actually do
what we know is right.

The first step toward restoration is confession to your mate. One warning:
Do not blame yourself for the failure of your marriage. It is not totally your
fault, but you are not perfect. You have failed, and Jesus said the place to
begin is by confessing your failure to your spouse and asking forgiveness. I
would suggest you ask God to help you make a list of your failures. Write
them down. Be as specific as possible. Having asked God’s forgiveness, ask
Him to give you courage to show the list to your spouse.

Admitting your wrongs and asking forgiveness will not guarantee the
restoration of your marriage, but it will give you a clear conscience (Acts
24:16). You will never be free from guilt until you admit your part in the
marital failure. Your spouse may or may not forgive you. He/she may or may
not be open to reconciliation. When you have asked forgiveness, however,
you have done all that you can do to correct the past. It cannot be erased. It
can only be confessed.

Now, what about the sins of your spouse? There can be no genuine
reconciliation unless he or she is willing to confess and turn from past
failures. That, however, is something one spouse cannot do for another. Your
mate must choose to forsake his or her sin and return to you. If he chooses
confession and repentance, you must stand ready to forgive and receive. Your
spouse cannot undo the past any more than you can. He can turn around and
walk away from that sin and seek reconciliation. He may not do that,
however, the same day you make your confession. You must be willing to
wait, pray, and love, even if at a distance.



The Power of Prayer

Your prayer must not be: “Lord, if it is Your will, bring him/her back.” We
already know it is God’s will for marriages to be restored, though God
respects human freedom. For what should you pray, then?

Jesus said about the Holy Spirit, “And He, when He comes, will convict
the world concerning sin and righteousness and judgment” (John 16:8). 1
believe that you should pray for the specific work of the Holy Spirit in the
life of your spouse. You should pray that God will effect a deep sense of guilt
for his or her sin; that He will impart a genuine awareness of what it means to
be righteous (right); and an understanding of the reality of judgment to come
upon those who do not repent. Such praying is in keeping with what we know
to be the work of the Holy Spirit. God will answer that prayer.

How will your spouse respond? Your spouse may choose to respond to the
work of the Holy Spirit and turn from sin. On the other hand, he or she may
reject all of God’s pressure and walk his own way. You must give your mate
the same liberty God gives.

Some people blame God for allowing their marriages to break up. Do not
feel that God has not answered your prayer if your spouse refuses to return.
Individuals choose to get married, choose their behavior patterns toward each
other, and choose to separate or to resolve problems. If God did not allow
such freedom He would have to reduce man to something less than man. He
would have to remove the imprint of God’s image in man.

Do not give up. It takes time for individuals to respond to God’s leading.
Continue to pray for your spouse until God’s will is perfected in his or her
life.

Learning to Love

Having confessed your past failures, asked forgiveness, and sought
reconciliation, what do you do while waiting? Try love! Loving your spouse
while estranged is not the easiest task in the world, but it may be the most
productive. Many will balk at the statement 77y love! Our society has defined
love as something that happens to you, not something over which you have
control. For example, many will say very sincerely, “I just don’t love him/her
anymore. [ wish I could, but too much has happened.” The thesis of that
statement 1s that love is an emotion, a warm, bubbly, positive feeling one has



for a member of the opposite sex. You either have it or you don’t. If you
don’t, there is nothing you can do about it. You must simply move away and
hope that you may find it with someone else someday, somewhere.

That concept of love has been one of the greatest contributors to divorce in
our generation. It makes marriage hopeless and divorce inevitable if one does
not have a certain emotion. Since we have no choice as to our emotions, we
are pawns to whatever causes our emotions. Thus, man is no longer
responsible for his actions. Behavior is explained in terms of “being true to
one’s feelings.” Nothing is right or wrong. Man simply does what he feels
like doing. Such a philosophy enslaves man to some greater unknown cause
behind his emotions.

The biblical concept of love is that it 1s something we choose. It is not an
emotion, but an attitude, a way of thinking. Love is the attitude that says, “I
will put your best interests as priority in my life.” Love will then be
accompanied by appropriate behavior. Attitude and action always go
together. If we choose to think a certain way, then we will behave in a
corresponding manner. The Bible commands husbands to love their wives
(Ephesians 5:25). Older women are instructed to teach younger wives to love
their husbands (Titus 2:3—4). Anything that can be commanded, and anything
that can be taught and learned, is not beyond our control.

Love 1s a choice. You can love your spouse in spite of what he/she has
done or failed to do. You can love your spouse in spite of your feelings. You
may feel disappointed, hurt, rejected, lonely, angry, frustrated, hostile, and
any number of negative emotions and yet choose to love your spouse. We are
not slaves to our emotions. That is one of the most liberating truths found in
the Bible. It is normal for you to feel negative emotions in light of the way
your mate has treated you. It is not Christian, however, to allow those
emotions to dominate your thoughts and behavior.

Our best example is Jesus, who loved even those who crucified Him. He
prayed from the cross, “Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they
are doing” (Luke 23:34). But He is not our only example. I could share from
my files scores of couples who have chosen the high road of love in spite of
negative feelings. I am not suggesting that negative emotions should be
repressed or denied. Those feelings must be acknowledged to yourself, God,
and your mate. We acknowledge our feelings, but we do not serve them.



One man said to his wife, who had been unfaithful to him sexually, “I am
so angry, hurt, disappointed, and crushed. One minute I feel like committing
suicide and the next like slapping you in the face, but with the help of God I
know there is a better way. I know that I have failed you in many ways. Last
night I made a list of some of my failures. I want to share it and ask
forgiveness. If you are willing, I would like to work on finding answers to
our problems.” The man did not deny his feelings, but made a conscious
choice of a better way.

We have said that love is the attitude that exalts the interests of the other
person. Love says, “I want to do everything in my power to help my mate
grow as a person. I want to meet all of his/her needs that lie within my power
to meet. I want to help him over emotional and social hang-ups. I want to
help him reach all of his potential for God and good in the world.”

The characteristics of love are described in 1 Corinthians 13: “Love is
patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It is
not rude, it is not selfseeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of
wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always
protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres” (vv. 4—7, Niv).

Love, as it is described in the Bible, does not come naturally. By nature, if
your mate is not loving you, then you will not love him or her. Yet Jesus said,
“Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate
you, and pray for them which despitefully use you, and persecute you.... For
if ye love them which love you, what reward have ye?” (Matthew 5:44, 46,
kjv). Is your husband your enemy? Does your wife hate you? Jesus’
command is to love him or her. Such a command would be impossible to
fulfill if love were an emotion. Note the words Jesus used to express love: do
good, bless, pray for. Those are action words, not descriptions of emotions.
Love is expressed by actions designed to help the other individual. The
emotional aspect of love will take care of itself if we concentrate on the
action aspect.

How can you love your spouse when he or she is not showing love to you?
Only with divine help! In Romans 5 we read, “The love of God has been
poured out within our hearts through the Holy Spirit who was given to us” (v.
5). Our greatest source of help is God. If you are a Christian, God has given
you His Spirit as a constant companion. The Holy Spirit wants to fill our lives
with love. If you can see yourself as a channel of God’s love to your mate,



you will have the biblical picture. God wants to express His love, care, and
concern for your spouse. You can be God’s chief channel. You must first
receive God’s forgiveness and invite His Spirit to fill your life with love.

You do not have the same opportunities to love your mate that you had
when you were living together. You do, however, have opportunities. The
next chapter will explore some of those opportunities; but first complete the
following growth assignments.

GROWTH ASSIGNMENTS

1. Ask God to help you make a list of the specific ways in which your have
failed your spouse. (You may simply add to the list you made in chapter
4.)

2. Confess those failings to God, if you have not already done so, and
accept His forgiveness.

3. Ask God to fill you with His love (Romans 5:5) and to let you be His
agent for loving your spouse.

4. Arrange to see your spouse and share your list. Then ask your mate’s
forgiveness. Declare your desire for a chance to work on your problems
and find reconciliation, but do not demand that he or she give you an
answer immediately.

5. While you wait for his or her response, pray that God will convict him
of sin, righteousness, and judgment.

6. Read chapter 6 for practical ideas on how to express love while you are
separated.



Six
LONG-DISTANCE LOVE

Y our spouse is no longer coming home at the end of the day. When you walk
into your home no one is there to greet you. If you love at all, it must be at a
distance and sporadically expressed. Some separated couples have a great
deal of contact, whereas others see each other seldom, if ever. Thus, some of
you will have more opportunity to express love to your spouses than others.
Do not decry your circumstance. Your situation is your situation, and you
must make the most of it. Using the descriptive words of 1 Corinthians 13, |
want to suggest some practical ways of expressing love while separated.

Patience

“Love is patient” (v. 4). Don’t get in a hurry. Your marriage did not fall
apart overnight, and it will not be rebuilt today. Don’t set time limits for
yourself or your spouse. “If you don’t come back by the first of the month,
you can forget it!” is not a loving expression. When you set limits, you are
trying to dominate the other person. You are telling him what he must do.
That may be part of the reason you are presently separated. None of us likes
to be dominated. We operate best when we are free. You don’t really want
your spouse to come back because of a threat. You want him or her to come
of his own volition. Give him time. Express your desire, but step back and let
him decide.

Be patient also with your spouse’s ambivalence. During separation,
individuals are emotionally pulled in two directions. Some desire, however
faint, for the fulfillment of earlier dreams calls for reconciliation. On the
other hand, there is the pain and hurt of a sick marriage that emotionally
pushes him or her away. There may also be someone else to whom he is
attracted, thus the emotional pull in that direction. A person may sincerely
say one thing today and something else tomorrow. He is not intending to lie.
He is simply reporting his feelings at the moment. It is to be hoped that he or
she will learn not to make decisions based upon feelings but upon what is



right. In the meantime, however, you must be patient with his contradictory
statements. The expression of understanding is even more helpful: “I
understand that you are pulled in two directions. I feel that myself
sometimes.”

Kindness

“Love is kind” (v. 4). The word that is here translated “kind” means “to be
useful or beneficial.” Thus, kindness may be words or actions that are useful
or beneficial to the other person. What can you say or do that will be useful
or beneficial to your spouse? If you are a husband who has left, there are
scores of things around the house you could do for your wife if she is willing.
If your wife has left you, you may still be able to do some “useful or
beneficial” things to make her life more pleasant. Don’t hold back simply
because she walked out on you. If she will allow, you can be God’s agent of
love toward her. What is to be gained by not helping her? If you don’t,
someone else will, and you will have missed an opportunity to express love
by being kind.

“Love edifies” (1 Corinthians 8:1). The word edify means to “build up.”
One way to edify your spouse is to express kindness in your speech. Say
something that is useful or beneficial—something that will build up rather
than tear down. Much of our normal conversation while separated is
destructive. We express our hostile feelings with cutting words that
emphasize the failures of our spouses. Reconciliation is paved with words of
kindness. You are both having a struggle with self-image. You both feel
badly about what happened. You both feel guilty because of your own
failures. Why not build up your spouse by complimenting him on some of the
good you see in him?

Some time ago, I read the story of a woman who went to a marriage
counselor and confided that she wanted to divorce her husband. “I want to
hurt him in the worst possible way,” she said. “What do you suggest?”

The counselor replied, “Start showering him with compliments. When he
thinks you love him devotedly, then start the divorce action. That’s the way
to hurt him most.”

She returned in two months to report that she had followed his advice.

“Good,” said the counselor, “now is the time to file for divorce.”



“Divorce!” cried the woman, “Never! [’ve fallen in love with the guy!”

What had happened? She had started expressing love to him by using
compliments. In time, he began to feel loved and began to express love to
her.

Yes, warm emotions can be reborn. But kind words and acts must precede
warm emotions. Many couples feel that a trial separation will help them get
their feelings straightened out. They want to separate and have no contact to
see if time apart will cause the warm feelings to return. Such a process is
futile. Attitude and action must precede positive emotions. Distance alone
will not turn emotions around.

What kind thing could you do or say today that would help your spouse?
How about a phone call to express interest in how he or she is doing? Don’t
make this a daily thing, unless the partner desires, but once in a while it can
be an expression of love. Your mate may even say, “Please don’t call,” when
all the while he or she hopes you will. You do not want to badger each other,
but a friendly call to share concern for your spouse’s well-being is a gesture
of love. Remember, you are working for reconciliation. Love is a powerful
step in the right direction.

Avoiding Envy

Love “does not envy” (v. 4, niv). Each spouse usually thinks the other has
the best end of the bargain while separated. The wife with children will
complain that her husband is free to do what he pleases, whereas she must
stay at home with the children. The husband complains that with all the
money she demands, he can’t afford to live, let alone enjoy life.

The envy game leads a wife to have an affair because her husband does. It
leads the husband to skip town, forsaking his responsibility for children, to
get away and find happiness. The truth is that separation is rough on both of
you. Neither of you has an ideal situation. There are added pressures on both.
Finances, logistics, loneliness, meaning to life, all cry for answers. You are
living in an abnormal state. Husband and wife were not made to live
separated. They were made to live in family unity. Emotionally, physically,
spiritually, and socially your best interests are served in seeking to reconcile
your differences and finding marital unity. Don’t envy your mate’s position,
but pray and work toward the union of two halves now separated and hurting.



Humility

Love “does not boast, it is not proud” (v. 4, nv). It is so easy to look back
and announce all of your righteous acts in the marriage while overlooking
your weaknesses. “I was faithful to you. I cooked your meals, washed your
shirts, cared for your children, and where did it get me? You cannot say that |
did not try. I begged you to spend more time with me. I was willing to go
with you anywhere, any time. [— I— [—." Such talk is true, but it is not
loving.

Your past record speaks for itself. You do not need to toot your own horn.
Your friends know you. Your children know you. You know the truth about
yourself. God knows you totally. And your spouse knows you, though he/she
may choose to accentuate the negative at the present time. Love will refuse to
proclaim its own goodness. Remain humble, and trust God.

Courtesy

Love “is not rude” (v. 5, n1v). The opposite of rudeness is courtesy. You do
not have to treat each other rudely simply because you are separated. The
word courtesy means “court-like in manners.” Treat your spouse with dignity
and respect as if you were courting. He is estranged, and you are seeking to
win his affection. Can you remember how you treated him before marriage?
If it was respectful, then return to those actions and words.

There is no reason for arguing and screaming when you are together. “A
gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger” (Proverbs
15:1). Certainly you need to discuss issues, but you do not need to attack
each other in the process. I know we sometimes get angry, but we are
instructed not to sin in our anger (Ephesians 4:26). For practical suggestions
on how to communicate constructively in the midst of conflict, see the
section on communication in my book Toward A Growing Marriage (see
“List of Resources™).

If your mate is open to the idea, why not arrange for a series of “dates”?
Don’t feel that you must always discuss your problems. Do things that you
enjoy doing together. While together, treat each other with courtesy. Do those
little things that you know the other appreciates. Speak with kindness. Put the
other’s interests first. Rediscover each other’s assets.

Unselfishness



Love “is not self-seeking” (v. 5, n1v). Love does not demand its own way.
When most of us got married, we were thinking of what we would get out of
the marriage. We had dreams of our own happiness and of what our mates
would do for us. Certainly we wanted them to be happy also, but our chief
thoughts were on what marriage would mean to us.

After the wedding we found that our mates did not always think of our
happiness. They did not always meet our needs. More and more they
demanded our time, energy, and resources for their own happiness. We felt
cheated and used. So we fought for our rights. We demanded that our spouses
do certain things for us, or we gave up and sought happiness elsewhere.

Happiness is a unique commodity. /¢ is never found by the person shopping
for it. You may search the shelves of the whole world for personal happiness
and never find it at any price. Lonely men and women in every age have
grumbled and complained at the futility of their search for happiness.
Genuine happiness is the by-product of making someone else happy. Do not
the Scriptures say, “It is more blessed to give than to receive” (Acts 20:35)?

What can you do for the happiness of your spouse? “I don’t want him/her
to be happy,” you admit. “7 want to be happy!” A worthy objective indeed,
but how will you find happiness? You must discover the needs of someone
else and seek to meet those needs. Why not begin with your spouse? Why not
ask him/her to talk to you about his/her greatest needs in life? Listen carefully
and ask: “How could I meet some of those needs?” Your spouse may not
allow you to fulfill that objective, but you will be better for having tried. You
will find yourself further down the road of happiness than when you resented
your spouse and refused to reach out to offer help.

Forgetting the Past

Love ‘“keeps no record of wrongs” (v. 5, niv). How many times in a
counseling session have I listened as a husband or wife spent hours detailing
the past words and actions of his or her spouse? Some can go back and replay
the minute details of events that happened fifteen years ago. Each time they
replay the event, they relive the emotions of the moment.

The hurt, pain, and disappointment are all felt as though it happened
yesterday. I ask you, of what value is that? It is fine to share it once with a
counselor, but to replay it daily in your own mind is worse than useless. It is



destructive.

All of us have failures in our closets that could be pulled out by our mates
and used to destroy us. Yes, we are guilty of horrible failures, but the great
message of the Bible is that there 1s forgiveness. Christ died for our sins, so
that we might be free from condemnation. “Therefore there is now no
condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” (Romans 8:1). Forgiveness
means that God no longer holds our sins against us. He never reminds us of
past failures.

We need to follow God’s example in the treatment of our spouses. Yes, we
have been wronged, but we have the power to forgive. If your mate confesses
and asks forgiveness, you must never again bring up the past. No positive
purpose is served by bringing up specifics again and again. Your well-being
is not determined by the past, but by what you do with the future. What is
important is how you treat each other today, not how you treated each other
last month. Forgetting the past is the key that can open the future, bringing
reconciliation between your spouse and you.

Trust

Love “always trusts” (v. 7, niv). “Can I ever trust him again?” a wife asks.
“How can I learn to trust her after what has happened?” asks a sincere
husband. Trust is an essential ingredient to marital unity. When we trust our
mates, we believe in their basic integrity. We feel that what they say is true.
We have no reason to doubt. When an individual violates our confidence and
is not truthful, however, trust is fractured. When that happens more than
once, trust diminishes and in time disintegrates.

Can trust be reborn? Yes, if integrity is reborn. Trust dies when integrity
dies. If we will confess our sins and ask forgiveness, we are forgiven by God.
It is to be hoped that our mates will also forgive us. At that moment the seed
of integrity i1s planted again. It takes time, however, for trust to come to
fruition. Trust was not destroyed overnight, and it will not flourish
immediately. Yes, we can come to trust again, but such trust will be built
upon a record of integrity. It takes time to establish such a record. We must
water the tender plant of integrity until its roots sink deeply into our
relationships again.

On a practical level this means that if your trust in your spouse is to be



restored, your spouse must establish a new record of trustworthiness. Your
mate must do what he or she says he/she will do. The person must be honest
in all of his/her dealings with you. Without trustworthy actions, trust cannot
grow. Every time you find your spouse telling the truth, your confidence in
him/her will grow. Trust can be restored while you are separated, but only if
your spouse begins a new pattern of being trustworthy.

If you are the offender, then you will enhance the rebuilding of trust on the
part of your spouse by inviting him or her to investigate your behavior. Every
time your mate discovers your actions matching your words, trust grows. It
takes time, but you can become a person of integrity and your spouse can
come again to trust you.

Hope

Love “always hopes” (v. 7, niv). I think the greatest thing a counselor
brings to the counseling room is hope. A listening ear, a caring heart,
communication skills, biblical teachings—all are necessary to successful
counseling, but without hope all will fail. That spirit of hope was born out of
difficulties resolved in my own marriage and encouraged by the hundreds of
couples whom 1 have seen find wholeness. It is rooted in the powerful
teachings of the Bible.

In the early years of our marriage, Karolyn and I despaired of hope. It
seemed that our dream would not come true. We loved each other (we
thought), but we could not resolve persistent conflicts. We held to our own
ideas of what the other should be and do, but neither of us lived up to those
expectations. I knew the pain of seeing the one thing I wanted most in life, a
happy marriage, seemingly slipping away with each passing day. We did not
physically leave each other, but we were separated emotionally.

There was no simple solution, no magic wand that changed our lives, but
we stayed with each other until attitudes changed. Books, conferences,
friends, and God all worked together to help us see that much of our
destructive behavior grew out of our own insecurities. We came to
understand ourselves better, particularly the assets and liabilities of our own
personalities. We started listening instead of talking. Asking instead of
demanding. Seeking to understand rather than seeking to get our own ways.
We came to appreciate each other’s strengths and to help each other in the



weak areas. We came to see ourselves as friends. The warmth and security of
our moments together now are a long way from the pain and hurt of those
earlier years, but [ remember, and I have hope for others.

The gospel of Christ is the power of God for salvation to everyone who
believes (Romans 1:16). Through the years I have seen lives changed
radically whenever men and women have committed themselves to Christ.
The simple message of the gospel is that not only will God forgive our sins
through our faith in what Christ did on the cross, but that the Spirit of Christ
will actually come to live in us and give us power to change. All men and
women have the power to change, but the Christian has the specific help of
the Holy Spirit when he/she chooses to walk God’s way.

Yes, there is hope for you and hope for your marriage. The first step is to
turn your life over to God, and the second step is to love your spouse in spite
of all that has happened. Certainly there is a real possibility that your mate
will not respond to your love or to the love of God. But God will not leave
you without hope. “‘For I know the plans that I have for you,” declares the
Lord, ‘plans for welfare and not for calamity to give you a future and a
hope’” (Jeremiah 29:11).

You have a future with God. That future involves every effort toward
reconciliation. God will direct your steps in fruitful living. Your ultimate
fulfillment is not dependent upon the response of your mate, but upon your
own response to God.

GROWTH ASSIGNMENTS

1. In an attitude of prayer, think and then prepare a list of specific ways
you could express God’s love to your spouse.

2. Make another list of the things you must stop doing or saying if you are
to be God’s agent of love toward your spouse.

3. Pray that God will enable you to cease all destructive words and actions
toward your spouse.

4. Select one of the actions you listed under number 1 above and ask God
for an opportunity to express His love to your spouse this week.

5. Commit yourself to walk with God regardless of what your spouse does.



SEVEN
TOUGH LOVE

Love is not always meek and mild. Sometimes love is firm and tough, but it
is no less love. In case you doubt that statement, consider Jesus’ response to
the money changers in the temple. They had turned from prayer to profit, and
Jesus did not sit idly by (Matthew 21:12—-13). When certain men turned
religion into racketeering, He insisted that they leave the premises. His words
are strong: “It is written,” he said to them, ““My house shall be called a house
of prayer’; but you are making it a robbers’ den.” The great teacher was
incensed, and He “drove out all who were buying and selling there. He
overturned the tables of the money changers and the benches of those selling
doves.”

Harsh actions? Yes. Loving? Yes! Jesus loved too much to do nothing in
the face of corruption. He took decisive action and that meant that the
offenders had to leave the temple. Did they return later after repentance and
become men of prayer? The Scriptures do not say. That would certainly have
been the desire of Jesus. What they did after his action was their choice, but
His action revealed His love for them as well as His love for His Father.

Some things are not permissible in a marriage. When physical abuse,
sexual unfaithfulness, sexual abuse of children, alcoholism, or drug addiction
persist in a marriage, it is time to take loving action. In fact, one is not loving
when he/she accepts such behavior as a way of life. Love is always
concerned about the well-being of the other person. It is not loving to accept
this behavior and do nothing. Such behavior is destroying the individual and
the marriage. Love must confront. That’s tough love. And that’s real love.

In the Bible, confronting is always seen as redemptive. “If your brother
sins against you, go and show him his fault, just between the two of you,”
Jesus says in Matthew 18:15 (~v). “If he listens to you, you have won your
brother over.” The hope of confronting is that the relationship might be
restored.

We know, however, that repentance is not always the response of the



offender. Jesus went on to say, “But if he will not listen, take one or two
others along, so that ‘every matter may be established by the testimony of
two or three witnesses.” If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church;
and if he refuses to listen even to the church, treat him as you would a
pagan”(Matthew 18:16—17 n1v). How do you treat a pagan? You pray for him.
You reach out to witness to him of God’s grace, but you do not accept his
sinful behavior. Upon repentance, you are fully ready to forgive and restore.
In fact, that is the desired outcome of confronting.

Three Levels of Confrontation

Notice the levels of confrontation which Jesus laid out. First, we go to the
individual privately. We share not only our displeasure with the person’s
behavior, but we affirm that such behavior is sinful. It violates the laws which
God established for marriage and family. We urge the person to return to God
and to turn from his or her destructive behavior. We assure the spouse that we
love him or her too much to sit idly by. We cannot condone such behavior. If
the spouse repents, we forgive and continue to grow in the marriage.

If the individual refuses to deal with the sinful behavior, we share the
situation with two or three others, and they go with us to confront him/her
again. These should be trusted, mature people who understand how to be kind
but firm. Perhaps the knowledge that others are aware of the situation will
motivate the spouse to reach out for help in breaking destructive patterns. If
he/she 1s willing to go for counseling, then the process should be started as
soon as possible. And it should continue as long as necessary until the
counselor and both the husband and wife agree that the problem has been
dealt with in a comprehensive manner. With individual counseling and the
support of a caring Christian family, destructive patterns can be changed.
Marriages can be restored.

The third level of confrontation is to share it with the church. When the
spouse does not see the need to repent after you have confronted your spouse
and two or three others also have, then the church becomes involved. Usually
this begins by telling a pastor or staff member as a representative of the
church. The pastoral leader takes a representative group from the church and
again confronts the erring spouse. Perhaps now he/she will respond positively
to the help that is being offered and the process of healing can begin.



If there is still no willingness to deal with the problem, we are told to treat
the individual as a pagan, not as a brother. If we apply this principle to the
marriage relationship, does this mean separation? In my opinion, that would
certainly be one alternative. The purpose is still redemptive. The separation is
for the purpose of creating a crisis which we hope will urge the spouse to take
constructive action.

Separation as an Act of Love

It would be impossible to improve on the pattern of confronting laid out by
Jesus. If your own marriage involved some of these chronic and irresponsible
behaviors, how closely have you followed this three-step approach?
Separation is the last of the alternatives, to be taken after all else has failed;
and even then we are praying for healing and reconciliation. Some Christians
see separation as always a sinful action. In reality, it may sometimes be the
most loving action one can take. Let me illustrate.

Joyce was waiting outside the lecture hall where I was to speak. As I
approached, I could tell that she had her eye on me. “You’re Dr. Chapman,
aren’t you?” she asked. No need to pose as Gary Smalley at that point, so I
confessed. She continued, “I’ve been waiting for you because I have a
question about your lecture last night. Your talk on love was very painful for
me. I’ve been separated from my husband for three months. I have a question
[ want to ask. Is there ever a time to stop loving?”

“Why do you ask?” I replied.

“My husband physically and emotionally abused me for eight years. He
refused to work. I supported the family for seven years. Then I got sick. Even
then he refused to get a job.”

“Was he able to work?”’ I inquired.

“As able as I was. He was working when we married. Six months later, he
lost his job and would never take initiative to look for another. 1 was
working, so he stayed home with the children and watched TV. Mainly he
watched TV. He still expected me to do all the cooking. Even when the
youngest child started school, he still wouldn’t look for a job.

“I just got tired of it. I gave and gave with nothing in return. I got to the
place where I had no more love to give. Was I wrong to stop loving him?”



“Maybe you didn’t stop loving him,” I said. “Maybe you are loving him
more now than before. As I understand the biblical concept of love, it is
looking out for another person’s interests. It 1s putting their well-being above
your own.”

She interrupted, “That’s what I did for all those years, Dr. Chapman, but I
couldn’t do it any longer.”

“I understand that was your intention all those years,” 1 said, “but I’'m not
sure your behavior was all that loving. In reality, you helped him live an
irresponsible lifestyle. Did you really help him? Was it really beneficial to
him? You made it possible for him to live without working, whereas the
Bible says that ‘If a man will not work, he shall not eat’ [2 Thessalonians
3:10 n1v]. Your actions helped him violate that basic biblical principle.”

I could tell this was not the way Joyce expected this conversation to go. I
continued, “Now in separating you have taken a step to help him follow this
principle. You have said, ‘I will no longer encourage you to disobey the
Bible. I can’t make you work, but I will not help you shirk responsibility.’
Who knows, he may get a job.”

“Oh, he has already promised that he will get a job and will be kind to me
if I will come back,” she said.

“Then let’s see if he follows through on his promise. Let him get a job and
let him go with you to see a pastor or a counselor to discuss the abuse
problems. In time, perhaps you can have a healthy, biblical marriage. But let
him know that you will not come back until these things are dealt with
thoroughly. You must have some evidence that things can be different. Do
you understand why I would say that you may be loving him more effectively
now than before? Don’t misunderstand me. I am not encouraging divorce. |
am saying that love uses confrontation as a means of trying to help.

“Love says to a husband, ‘I love you too much to help you do wrong. I will
not sit here and let you destroy yourself and me by cursing me every night. |
cannot make you stop cursing, but I will not be here to receive it tonight. If
you want to make our lives better, then I am open. But [ won’t be a part of
letting you destroy me.’

“Your attitude is not to be one of abandonment but of love,” I continued.
“To answer your original question, there is never a time to stop loving
someone, but there is a time to start expressing that love in a different, more



effective manner. Love is not letting someone step on you. Love is caring so
much for their well-being that you refuse to play into their sick behavior.
Many people are healed when someone loves them enough to stand up to
their inappropriate actions.”

God’s Tough Love

God is our best model in this kind of boundary-setting love. Over and over
again, we read passages similar to the following words to Israel:

If you pay attention to these laws and are careful to follow them, then the Lord your God
will keep his covenant of love with you, as he swore to your forefathers. He will love you
and bless you and increase your numbers. He will bless the fruit of your womb, the crops
of your land—your grain, new wine and oil—the calves of your herds and the lambs of

your flocks in the land that he swore to your forefathers to give you. (Deuteronomy 7:12—
13, NIV)

If you ever forget the Lord your God and follow other gods and worship and bow down to

them, I testify against you today that you will surely be destroyed. (Deuteronomy 8:19,
NIV)

Such boundary setting has been interpreted by some as non-Christian and
unloving. In reality, it is love at its best. Without boundaries, all of life
becomes confusing. “Good fences make good neighbors,” poet Robert Frost
once wrote. That’s not just good poetry; it’s good sense. Some things are not
permitted in a marriage. Love is willing to draw a line and refuse to accept
the behavior as normal. Such tough love may not lead to reconciliation, but it
is a responsible and loving action.

Some Christians define love as totally placating the mate’s desires without
regard to his or her behavior. This is something that God Himself does not
do. It is true that God loves us unconditionally, but it 1s not true that His
approach is the same whether we obey or disobey His commands. He has
established boundaries, and when we are true to these boundaries, we
experience “blessing.” When we violate or rebel, He loves too much to be
silent. In essence, Hebrews 12:5-8 indicates that when a Christian breaks
God’s boundaries, God will respond immediately with rebuke (convicting),
chastening (discipline), and scourging (whipping). Rebuke, chasten, scourge
are far different outcomes than a blessing. We do not receive God’s blessing



unless we are willing to live responsibly.

Sometimes in the name of love or out of fear, we put up with destructive
behavior in a spouse until we come to hate the person. Then we take action
out of self-defense. How much healthier to take action earlier in the
relationship while we still have emotional energy with which to endure the
process. “Putting up” with sinful behavior is never God’s way. He loves too
deeply for that.

The earlier we can clarify boundaries and respond when they are violated,
the better. We cannot have the benefits of a warm, loving relationship unless
we are willing to be responsible for our own behavior.

Responding to Unacceptable Behavior

Perhaps you have separated due to some of the unacceptable behaviors
noted above—physical or verbal abuse, sexual unfaithfulness, sexual abuse of
children, alcohol or drug abuse—or some other behavior expressly
condemned in Scripture. If so, let me encourage you to work closely with a
pastor or Christian counselor in determining where you should go from here.
Your act of separating may have been a conscious act of tough love or it may
have been simply an act of self-preservation. At any rate you would profit
from the perspective of a professional who has had experience in helping
spouses respond to such abusive situations.

You will face many questions during your separation. If there has been a
pattern of physical abuse or sexual abuse of children, do you allow the spouse
you have left to come back into the house for a visit? In my opinion, not until
there has been considerable counseling and the counselor agrees that such a
visit would be safe. A promise to change is not enough in these cases.
Promises have been made before. Real change in established patterns of
abuse is not likely to occur without extensive counseling and the help of the
Holy Spirit. Remember, our goal is reconciliation, not simply getting back
together. Getting back together without dealing with real problems is almost
certain disaster.

Tough love may seem to be harsh, but it is sometimes necessary. Firmness
with kindness is the proper approach. We cannot be reconciled with an
abusive spouse until the abuse has been dealt with thoroughly. We must be
open to walk the long road of healing, but we dare not ignore the abuse.



Ignored abuse only escalates. Better to set the firm boundary of tough love
now than later. Later may be too late!

GROWTH ASSIGNMENTS

1. Which of the following were part of your spouse’s behavior in your
marriage? (Put his/her initials by the ones that apply.)
— physical abuse — verbal abuse
sexual abuse of children sexual unfaithfulness
____alcohol abuse _ drug abuse
____other
2. Which of the above were part of your own behavior in your marriage?
(Put your initials by the ones that apply.)

3. What steps have you taken to deal with your own destructive behavior?

4. What steps has your spouse taken to deal with his/her destructive
behavior?

5. If any of the above are established patterns in either of your lives, there
can be authentic reconciliation only after these behavior patterns have
been changed. Almost always, this will require the help of a pastor or
professional counselor. If you are not yet seeing a pastor or counselor,
you may want to take steps immediately to find such a person and make
an appointment.

Also, make sure that your spouse understands that there can be no
reconciliation without counseling. Tell him/her that promises of change
are not enough. If your spouse is serious, he/she will be willing to seek
help.

6. If your spouse is not willing to go for counseling about these destructive
behavior patterns, then you may want to secure your own counselor so
you will have help in knowing how to set tough-love boundaries with
your spouse.



EiGgHT
HOW WILL I HANDLE THE LONELINESS?

Several years ago, I spoke to our congregation about the role of single adults
in the family of God. In describing some of the problems faced by singles, |
mentioned the pain of loneliness. The following week, I was approached by a
young mother, separated from her husband, who said, “I don’t think you
know what you’re talking about.” I was taken aback for a moment. “What do
you mean?”’ | asked.

“Your sermon last week about loneliness—I don’t think you have any idea
what it means to be lonely. You have a wife who loves you. How could you
know what it is like to be lonely?”

I acknowledged that she was quite right. “I’m certain that I do not know
the pain you are going through,” I admitted. There is a sense in which no one
knows the pain that another experiences. We can only listen to those who
hurt and try to understand.

I reflected on the words I had written some months before when I was
away from my family for three weeks while teaching a course on single adult
ministries at a West Coast college: “It has been a long time since I have felt
the loneliness I have experienced this afternoon and evening. Three thousand
miles from home and friends gives one a feeling of emptiness. Hundreds of
people are on campus, but [ know none of them. The students seem to know
one another and feel at home. I feel very alone.”

The pain I felt that night, the isolation of being unknown by any of the
people around me, was nothing compared with the aloneness that young
mother felt. I knew that in time I would be coming home to a loving wife and
caring children. I envisioned that reunion. I lived with that dream. But that
young lady had no such vision, no such dream.

A young man said to his pastor: “I’ve had two lonely years. I don’t mean
lonesome; I mean lonely. Do you know the difference between lonesome and
lonely? No! You have never had to, because lonesome is when somebody is
not there and you know they will be back after a while. Being lonely is when



you don’t have anybody to be lonesome for.

“I was lonesome for a long time after they left. But that was when I
thought they were coming back. I’'m not blaming them. ’'m not saying it
wasn’t my fault. Most of it was. But they are not ever coming back. Not in a
million years. You don’t know what hell is! And I hope you never do!”

Loneliness is real! What many do not realize is that it can be deadly. James
J. Lynch, professor of psychology and scientific director of the
psychosomatic clinic at the University of Maryland School of Medicine, has
made an extensive study of the relationship between loneliness and physical
health. In an interview, Dr. Lynch was asked how close the connection is
between loneliness and health. He responded: “That’s like asking what is the
connection between air and one’s health. Like the air we breathe, human
companionship is taken for granted until we are deprived of it. The fact is that
social isolation, sudden loss of love, and chronic loneliness are significant
contributors to illness and premature death. Loneliness is not only pushing
our culture to the breaking point, it is pushing our physical health to the
breaking point.”

Of course, loneliness is not limited to the separated. Many married couples
are living in the same house but are isolated emotionally. Researchers Jack H.
Medalie and Uri Goldbourt studied 10,000 married men age forty years or
older to determine factors contributing to angina pectoris, a type of heart
disease. The study, conducted in Israel, followed the men during a five-year
period. The study revealed that fewer of those who had loving and supportive
wives developed angina pectoris than did those whose wives were “colder”
(52 per 1,000 versus 93 per 1,000).2 An intimate relationship in marriage
enhances physical health. Loneliness within the marital relationship is
detrimental to health.

Loneliness for the separated, however, seems to be even more acute. One
woman, writing in the Christian Medical Society Journal, vividly described
the pain: “Loneliness is perhaps the deepest pit which blocks the path of the
separated. After several years of marriage, I missed not having anyone with
whom to share the little events of each day. Meal times were especially
lonely, and cooking for one seemed pointless. Mothers have children to cook
for and talk to, but nonetheless, they long for adult companionship. Not
having children myself, I plunged into activities so that [ wouldn’t have time



to reflect on how empty my life was. At church or at a party I often felt
isolated, especially if no one made an effort to sit with me.”?

Robert S. Weiss, professor of sociology at the University of Massachusetts,
who has pioneered in the exploration of loneliness, identifies two forms of
loneliness—emotional and social.# Although the symptoms differ, the cause
of both types of loneliness remains the same: the inability to satisfy the need
to form meaningful attachments.

Emotional loneliness springs from the need for intimacy with a spouse or a
best friend. A person who is emotionally lonely feels that there is no one he
can absolutely count on. Symptoms include feelings of tension, vigilance
against possible threat, restlessness, loss of appetite, an inability to fall
asleep, and a pervasive low-level anxiety.

In social loneliness the individual experiences a sense of detachment from
the community at large. He experiences the feeling that “what matters is
taking place elsewhere.” Often the divisions of the day become meaningless
to the socially lonely. They may doze in the middle of the day and awake in
the middle of the night. Social loneliness is especially pronounced among
individuals who have no significant vocation. They sense that their lives are
not accomplishing anything worthwhile.

The separated are likely to experience both kinds of loneliness. That is
especially true when one does not have a social support system outside the
marriage. The wife who has been at home through the years will likely feel
cut off not only from her husband but from the whole world when separation
occurs.

Loneliness 1s sometimes mistaken for depression. Though lonely people
may eventually become depressed out of frustration at their inability to dispel
loneliness, the two are very different states: depression resists change;
loneliness produces pressure to change. Depression renders one immobile,
whereas loneliness will press one to move in any direction that offers hope.
That is why many lonely people move toward singles bars, feeling all the
while that they should not go. Depression keeps one at home with all the
shades drawn 1n self-pity.

Social Loneliness

Social loneliness, that feeling of being cut off from all that is significant in



the world, may be cured when you become involved in a meaningful
vocation. Much of our sense of worth comes from what we are doing with
our lives. If I feel that my life is making a genuine, positive contribution to
God and the world, I am not likely to be troubled with social loneliness. I am
not cut off but have become an active, meaningful part of what is significant
in my generation.

For some, that may mean going back to school to prepare for the
vocational dream that has been dormant many years. I am reminded of one
wife in her middle thirties who upon separation enrolled in the local technical
institute, finished her high school work, developed secretarial skills, and now
feels very much a part of her vocational community. The sense of belonging
to a team that is making a significant contribution to the world brings
emotional healing from social loneliness.

Such training may also build your self-confidence. As you demonstrate
that you can be successful in the classroom, you feel better about yourself,
and you stretch your vision of what God may have for you in the future. You
doubtless have many undeveloped interests and abilities. This may be the
best possible time to begin their cultivation.

Such vocational and personal development may well serve as a stepping
stone to reconciliation to your spouse. As he or she sees you seizing the
opportunity for growth rather than succumbing to the paralysis of suffering,
he is more likely to see hope for a more mature marriage. Your mate can see
you becoming a different and better person. Such constructive change brings
a breath of fresh hope. On the other hand, your positive action does not
guarantee his or her return. What it does guarantee is the healing of social
loneliness.

Some separated mothers will feel such vocational training is impossible or
undesirable. They feel limited or fenced in by the children. Let me remind
you that children are a blessing of God (Psalm 127:3). They are no less a
blessing when you experience separation. You will be spared much of the
loneliness that others experience because of your relationship with your
children. In terms of significant vocation, none is more rewarding than
training children. Many other vocations involve working with “things,” but
you are dealing with persons. Your commodity is eternal; theirs is temporal.
It is still true that “the hand that rocks the cradle rules the world.” In my
opinion, it is tragic that so many mothers have relinquished the greatest



vocation for lesser pursuits. Do not decry your situation if you cannot work
outside the home. Thank God for your opportunity and make the most of the
greatest.

On the other hand, some mothers who do not desire to work outside the
home are forced to do so by the separation. The husband cannot or will not
provide adequate financial support, and the wife is pressured to work. If you
feel such pressure, view it as an opportunity rather than an oppression. Ask
God to give added physical and emotional strength. Ask for the wisdom of
Solomon in training your children and move out to be God’s woman. Social
loneliness will not be one of your problems.

For those who cannot work or go to school, there are many opportunities
for involvement in meaningful projects in your community. Civic groups are
always looking for volunteers who are willing to invest time and energy.
Christian groups such as Christian women’s clubs and Christian
businessmen’s committees will help channel your abilities into meaningful
activities. You need not stay on the sidelines—you can be on the team! You
can have the sense of accomplishment that comes from a wise investment of
your life.

Emotional Loneliness

The ultimate answer to emotional loneliness, the lack of an intimate
relationship with another person, is to reach out and establish wholesome
contact with yourself, God, and others. We have discussed all of those in
previous chapters, but let me say again that you have the capacity to be your
own best friend. You spend more time with yourself than anyone else. Why
not make the time pleasant? Learn to like yourself and create an atmosphere
in which you can enjoy life. You need not destroy yourself because of what
has happened. You have admitted your failures—now get up and do
something today that will make you feel pleased with yourself.

The church can greatly assist you in making meaningful contact with God
and others. It 1s a joy to observe what happens when a lonely, separated
person enters the life of our church. In the sermon he hears hope, which he
has not heard for many weeks. In the informal study groups he meets people
who are finding that hope for themselves. He discovers people who are not
perfect, but forgiven, who reach out to him in love. Week by week, little by



little, a person comes to respond to God and to those hands of hope. He learns
to talk to God and to hear His word for him. He learns to share himself with
others who genuinely care. In time the loneliness fades, and the beauty of that
once dejected individual begins to unfold like a fragrant rose. Few things are
more rewarding for those of us who minister in the fellowship of a local
church.

Does it sound too easy? Too religious? I assure you, it is neither easy nor
otherworldly. In the first place there is a great deal of risk on your part. You
must move out from the bondage of your cocoon. Yes, you can learn to fly,
but the cocoon must go. You can learn freedom from loneliness, but you must
leave your room in search of a caring fellowship. Unfortunately, you will not
find the warmth you need in all churches. Some groups have become a
mutual aid society for those who pay their dues, rather than a lighthouse for
battered ships. But don’t give up. Jesus said, “Ask, and it will be given to
you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you” (Matthew
7:7-8). Your searching will not be in vain.

One warning as you go. Seek Christian love, not marriage. Remember,
your goal is reconciliation with your spouse. You want to keep all roads open
in that direction. In the meantime, you need the love and care of others.
Again, don’t expect perfection in those whom you meet at church. You may
even find individuals in the church who will try to exploit you. The church
does not stand at the door to check the character of all who attend its
activities. As Jesus said, the wheat and the weeds grow together until the time
of harvest (Matthew 13:24-30).

Of all the social institutions of our nation, no organization is better
equipped to care for the needs of the lonely than the church. The church
offers not only a social support system, but a spiritual support system as well.
To be rightly related to God and warmly related to His creatures is the best
medication available for loneliness.

Let me digress a moment and say a word to church members. We must
accept the challenge of creating the kind of fellowship I have described
above. It is desperately tragic when hurting people come to our services and
leave without a healing touch. As one older woman put it, “I sit in the pew
next to a warm body, but I draw no heat. I am in the same faith, but draw no
act of love. I sing the same hymns with those next to me, but I hear only my
own voice. When it is finished, I leave, as I came in, hungry for a touch of



someone, someone to tell me I am a person worth something to them. Just a
smile would do it perhaps, some gesture or sign that I am not a stranger.”

As Paul Tournier wrote,

It is the church alone, nevertheless, which can answer the world of today’s tremendous
thirst for community. Christ sent His disciples two by two. The great body of the early
Christians, according to the Bible, “were of one heart and soul; they had all things in
common” (Acts 4:32; 2:44). Instead of demonstrating the way to fellowship to the world
today, the church seems to embody the triumph of individualism. The faithful sit side by
side without even knowing each other; the elders gather in a little parliament with its

parties and formalities; the pastors do their work without reference to one another.”

May we never be satisfied until the churches with whom we minister see
themselves carrying on the ministry of our Lord who said, “Come to Me, all
who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest” (Matthew 11:28).

Whether you meet people at church, in your community, or at the grocery
store, you must take the initiative in reaching out to others. Emotional
loneliness will not go away simply with the passing of time. You need the
fellowship of others, and you must take the initiative in establishing
relationships.

Others may not come to you, but as you express interest in others by
initiating conversation, they will become interested in you. When you show
concern for the well-being of others, you will find that concern being
returned to you. As you build caring relationships, emotional loneliness
dissipates.

The title of James Johnson’s thoughtful book pungently proclaims the
truth: loneliness is not forever. You may feel locked into a hopeless situation.
You are separated, but not divorced. Free to hurt, but not to remarry. Lonely
and alone. But just as separation is a temporary state, so loneliness is only a
passageway—a hallway, not a living room. On one end of the hall is
depression, immobility, pain, and darkness, but on the other is life, love, and
meaning. You are in the middle of the hallway. Perhaps you are even lying
on the floor crying. But eventually, you will get up.

When you do, I hope you will start walking (perhaps crawling at first)
toward the door of hope. Just through that door are some loving people who
will accept you as you are and help you become what you want to be.
Loneliness is not forever!



GROWTH ASSIGNMENTS

1. Clarify your feelings of social loneliness by answering the following:

o

2. Clarify your
following:

(0]

a) Do you feel cut off, removed from all that is
worthwhile in the world?

b) Do you see others accomplishing meaningful goals
while you sit in the stands and watch?

c¢) If you could do anything in the world with your life,
what would you like to do?

d) Is that goal realistic for you? If not, what would be a
realistic goal?

e) If you were to accomplish that goal, what would be the
first step?

f) How will that step affect your relationship with your
spouse?

g) What will such a step do for you?

h) Why not take that step and ask God to steer you into
what is best?

feelings of emotional loneliness by answering the

a) Do you feel emotionally alone? That there is no one
with whom you can share your honest feelings?

b) What opportunity and freedom do you have to share
your feelings with your spouse?

c) Is there a friend with whom you can share without fear
of being rejected? If so, have you shared your present
pain with that new friend? Why not do so today?

d) Do you feel the need to develop friendships with
others? Where, in your community, could you go to
develop such friendships?

e) Are you presently involved in a Christian fellowship?



If not, what keeps you from doing so immediately?

3. If loneliness is acute, and you have been unable to share with anyone,
make an appointment with a counselor or pastor, who can help you see
your situation more objectively.



NINE
WHAT ABOUT MY BITTERNESS?

I am so angry when I think of him. When I think of all that he has done to
me, [ literally hate him. I get furious when I think about it. I know it’s not
right, but I can’t help it.” The anger of this separated woman is almost
palpable.

“When I saw the guy she was dating,” recalls a man in the process of
divorce, “I’ll have to be honest, my first thought was to kill both of them.”

Such thoughts and feelings are not uncommon. Psychologists indicate that
an individual in the process of separation and divorce goes through the same
emotional stages he would experience if a death had occurred. One of those
stages 1s anger. That anger may be directed at self, God, or the spouse, and is
to some degree directed at all three. Human emotions have often been divided
into three basic areas: love, fear, and hostility. Love is a feeling that moves us
toward a person, place, or thing. Fear moves us away from something or
someone. Hostility is against the person, place, or thing.

When we come to the point of separation, usually one or both spouses have
lost their love feelings. Fear may or may not be a prominent feeling, but
hostility is almost always present. We have been hurt. We have been
wronged. Our spouses are responsible, and our hostile feelings are directed
toward them. We want to strike back at them and make them suffer as we
have.

Usually both individuals feel some anger, since each views the other as
responsible for his pain. Though anger is normal, it is also destructive. Anger
may destroy its object, but more often it destroys the one who harbors it. If
anger can be expressed in a wholesome, constructive manner, it can lead to
desired change, but if left to smolder within, it can be devastating.

Unexpressed anger produces death, like a malignant cancer slowly destroying
life’s fiber.

Uncontrolled expression of anger is like an explosion that destroys
everything in its range. To rant and rave, scream and shout, jump and kick



serves no constructive purpose. Such an outburst is like an emotional heart
attack and may produce permanent damage.

If explosive anger is like a heart attack and repressed anger like cancer,
then obviously our best alternative is confessed anger. The word confessed
means “to agree with.” When we confess anger, we agree that we are angry.
We are not trying to hide our feelings, nor are we giving full vent to our heat,
but we are seeking a constructive way to release the pressure.

The Scriptures are extremely clear at this point. The apostle Paul urged,
“Be angry, and yet do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger, and
do not give the devil an opportunity” (Ephesians 4:26—27). Note Paul did not
say, “Don’t get angry!” That would be unrealistic. All of us experience
feelings of anger when we think we have been mistreated. Rather, Paul says,
“In your anger, do not sin!” Don’t be so controlled by your feelings of anger
that you do or say something destructive and thus sinful. The implication is
that we are to be responsible for our actions even when we are angry. Thus
the challenge: When you are angry, don’t sin.

Anger makes one very prone to sinful behavior. If we simply do what
comes naturally, we will lash out against the person or object of our anger.
Most murders occur in an atmosphere of anger or drunkenness, and
sometimes both. Most murderers did not intend to kill. They simply lost
control of their emotions. I have heard husbands who physically abused their
wives, weeping and repeating, “I didn’t mean to do it. I didn’t mean to do it.”
Wives and husbands who verbally abuse each other often say afterward, “I
regret the things I said. I wish I could recall my words. I did not mean what |
said.”

The challenge is to refuse to be controlled by your feelings of anger.
Confess your anger to yourself, God, a friend, or a counselor and to your
spouse, but don’t be controlled by it. When you talk about your feelings with
someone else, you dissipate the anger and are far more likely to do something
constructive. The second part of Paul’s challenge is: Don’t let the sun go
down while you are still angry. Anger is not to be tolerated as a permanent
guest. It may appear on center stage for a brief moment, but it must not be
allowed to interrupt the drama of your life.

The best way to get rid of anger is to confess it. The worst thing you can
do is to repress it. When you hold it in and tell yourself that you are not



angry, you are setting the stage for a volcanic eruption of gigantic
proportions. In short, you are setting yourself up for sin. You are giving the
devil a foothold.

Bitterness is nothing more than repressed anger. It is anger held in so long
that it becomes a fixed way of thinking and feeling. You become locked into
constant thoughts of how you might hurt your spouse. You play the record of
past failures over and over again. Each time you feel the hurt, the pain, the
anger as though it just happened. Again and again you ask the same questions
and get the same answers. The recording plays until the grooves are etched
deeply into your mind. Anger has developed into bitterness, and you are now
filled with the malignancy of hate. You say that your spouse has made your
life miserable, but in reality you have chosen the company of anger. No one
can embrace anger without becoming infected with bitterness and hatred.

The Freedom of Forgiveness

If your anger has developed into bitterness, you will likely need the
assistance of a counselor or pastor to help you extract the infection and lead
you to the healing waters of God’s forgiveness. Yes, you have a right to feel
angry, but you do not have the right to destroy one of God’s creatures—
yourself. In the Bible bitterness is always viewed as sin. The feeling of anger
cannot be avoided, but bitterness results from daily choosing to let anger live
in your heart. Thus we read, “Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger,
brawling and slander, along with every form of malice” (Ephesians 4:31, nv).
We must confess bitterness as sin and accept God’s forgiveness.

We should note that a one-time confession of bitterness may not alleviate
all hostile feelings. If the bitterness has been there a long time, the feelings
that accompany the bitter attitude may die slowly. What do you do when
thoughts and feelings of anger and bitterness return? Acknowledge those
thoughts and feelings to God and affirm your commitment to forgive. An
appropriate prayer might be: “Father, You know my thoughts and feelings,
but I thank You that with Your help, I will no longer hold those things
against my spouse. Now help me as I move out to be an agent of Your love.”
Forgiveness will need to be a daily discipline, and you must refuse to harbor
resentment. As you practice forgiveness, the angry, bitter thoughts and
feelings will occur less and less.



Once freed from bitterness, we are challenged to “be kind to one another,
tender-hearted, forgiving each other, just as God in Christ also has forgiven
you.... Be imitators of God” (Ephesians 4:32—5:1). We must not stop with
acknowledging our bitterness and accepting God’s forgiveness. We must also
release our anger and our spouses to God and ask Him to fill us with love
instead of hate. God is not only concerned that we be freed from anger, but
that we be agents of love and kindness as we discussed earlier.

That is the marvelous message of the Bible. God does not want us to be
enslaved to any negative emotion. Rather, He wants us to have a love
relationship with Him that will spill over into our relationships with others.
Anger focuses on an area of conflict in our relationship. We are to seek to
resolve that conflict. If our spouses will not help us deal with that conflict, we
must refuse to be victims of anger. We may allow anger entrance into our
lives, but we cannot allow it to take up residence.

The Danger of Retaliation

Uncontrolled bitterness has a way of fostering revenge. When we yield to
the “get even” spirit, we are violating the clear teaching of Scripture. Paul
says, “Never pay back evil for evil to anyone. Respect what is right in the
sight of all men.... Never take your own revenge, beloved, but leave room for
the wrath of God, for it is written, ‘Vengeance is Mine, [ will repay,’ says the
Lord” (Romans 12:17, 19). You may have been greatly wronged by your
spouse, but it is not your responsibility to punish him for his sin. He must
face God with his sin, and God is a just judge.

Again Paul says to the Thessalonian Christians, “See that no one repays
another with evil for evil, but always seek after that which is good for one
another and for all people” (1 Thessalonians 5:15). The emphasis is upon
seeking what is good for your spouse, not upon getting even. Seeking his
good 1s not the same as overlooking his sin. It is not good to allow your
spouse to continue an irresponsible, sinful lifestyle. You are to seek his or her
good, not with angry threats, but with kind admonitions.

Anger and bitterness are often expressed in destructive verbal explosions.
“Speak when you are angry,” said Ambrose Bierce, “and you will make the
best speech you will ever regret.”” Verbal retaliation accomplishes no
constructive purpose. Far better to confess that we are angry and therefore
cannot discuss the issue positively and prefer to wait until we can handle our



feelings. Issues need to be discussed; conflicts need to be resolved; but we
will find no solution in the heat of anger.

Don’t condemn yourself for feeling angry. That feeling indicates that you
are a member of the human race. You have the capacity to become deeply
moved about something you think important. Great! Let that concern lead
you to constructive action. Don’t become enslaved to your anger and do
something that will make the situation worse. Acknowledge your feelings of
anger to God and a friend and ask both to help you respond creatively and
redemptively to the situation.

GROWTH ASSIGNMENTS

1. Express your anger in writing. Ask God to guide you as you try to
express your feelings. You may begin, “I am angry because ...”

2. Think of a friend who will be objective, with whom you may share what
you have written. Ask him or her to listen as you read and then to help
you find constructive ways to deal with the issue.

3. Do you feel that you have allowed your anger to develop into bitterness?
If so, are you willing to confess it as sin and accept God’s forgiveness?

4. If you have never invited Christ into your life, as you confess your sin,
why not invite Him to come into your life and give you power to deal
with your present problems?

5. For additional help in processing anger, see Gary Chapman, The Other
Side of Love (Chicago: Northfield, 1999).



TeN
IF YOUR SPOUSE RETURNS

Sometimes an individual says to his partner, “I want you to be happy. If
leaving will make you happy, then leave. It hurts, but I want you to be
happy.” On the surface that may sound very loving and self-sacrificing, but in
reality it 1s neither. Love seeks the good of the spouse. According to the
Scriptures it 1s not good for them to break their marital vows and to leave.
Therefore, they should not be encouraged to do so.

Righteousness, not happiness, leads to man’s greatest good. If happiness is
found by doing what is wrong, that happiness will be momentary indeed. The
pleasures of sin are always short-lived. Thus, the Christian must never
encourage his/her spouse to leave in pursuit of happiness. Instead, he must
encourage righteousness. What does the Bible teach us to do in our present
situation? What is right from God’s perspective? If you cannot readily answer
those questions, then you should seek the help of a godly pastor who is
acquainted with biblical principles for personal relationships. Once we know
what is right, then we must seek it at all costs.

The Choice to Return

Doing what is right may not be the easiest route, but it will always be the
best route. It may seem easier to separate and pursue your own happiness
than to work at reconciling differences and rediscovering love. It may be
much harder to stay together than to separate, especially when feelings of
love have gone. The Christian’s call is not to the easy road, but to the right
road. I can promise you that the right road leads to both happiness and love
after the pain of reconciliation.

The choice to return to your spouse and pursue reconciliation is a step of
faith. But it is not blind faith. It is faith based upon the counsel of God. You
cannot see the warmth of emotional love returning. You cannot see
differences resolved. You cannot see the intimacy that you desire from a
marriage. You must take the first steps, therefore, by faith, not by sight. With



your hand in God’s hand, you must walk with Him, trusting His wisdom.
What you see will be only through the eyes of faith. In so doing, you walk the
road with the great men and women of the past.

Take Moses, for example. “By faith Moses, when he had grown up,
refused to be called the son of Pharoah’s daughter; choosing rather to endure
ill-treatment with the people of God than to enjoy the passing pleasures of
sin; considering the reproach of Christ greater riches than the treasures of
Egypt; for he was looking to the reward” (Hebrews 11:24-26). Moses grew
up in Pharaoh’s household. He was in line for the wealth and prestige of
Egypt, but God’s plan called for him to deliver his fellow Israelites. By faith,
Moses chose to walk with God. The only assurance he had that things would
turn out for the best was the promise of God. That is the assurance you have.
Do you need more?

Reconciliation demands a choice. It is a choice against continued
separation and ultimate divorce. It is a choice to reaffirm your marital vows
and actively seek to discover the intimacy and fulfillment God had in mind
when He instituted marriage. It is not a choice to go back to the kind of
relationship you had when you separated, but to work toward establishing
something far more meaningful.

The choice for reconciliation is not popular in our day. A thousand voices
will seek to allure you to the supposed happiness of divorce and remarriage.
Others will call you to join them in sex without commitment. You stand at
the crossroads. The decision is yours. Robert Frost described the significance
of decisions when he wrote:

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood
And sorry I could not travel both
And be one traveler, long I stood

And looked down one as far as I could,

To where it bent in the undergrowth,

Then took the other, as just as fair,
And having perhaps the better claim,
Because it was grassy and wanted wear,
Though as for that, the passing there,
Had worn them really about the same,
And both that morning equally lay
In leaves no step had trodden back.
Oh, I kept the first for another day!
Yet knowing how way leads on to way,



I doubted if I should ever come back.

1 shall be telling this with a sigh
Somewhere ages and ages hence:
Two roads diverged in a wood,
And I—I took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the diﬁ‘erence.l

Reconciliation 1s definitely the road less traveled by, but it too will make
all the difference.

Steps in Reconciliation

Let us assume that you have made your choice in favor of reconciliation.
Let me walk with you down that road “less traveled by.” First, before you
take another step, why not tell God about your decision? Yes, He knows your
heart and thus your decision, but God is a person, and He likes to hear your
voice. It may seem awkward to pray aloud if you are not accustomed to such
conversation, but go ahead. Tell Him how you feel, where you have been,
what you have done. Confess your failures and ask for forgiveness. Tell Him
of your decision to seek reconciliation with your spouse, and ask for His help.
(Remember, He will not force your spouse to reciprocate, but He will enable
you to be loving in your attempts.) Ask Him to change you into the person
He wants you to be. Ask for guidance as you walk the road to reconciliation.

With the assurance of God’s forgiveness and God’s help you will now
want to tell your spouse about your decision. If possible, that should be done
in person and not on the phone. Perhaps you could call and invite your spouse
for dinner. If he or she is reluctant, tell him that you have something very
important you would like to discuss with him. If he insists that you tell him
on the phone, then indicate to him that it is too significant to talk about on the
phone. If he cannot have dinner with you now, suggest that perhaps the two
of you can get together in a week or so. Do not pressure your spouse to join
you for dinner. Express understanding at his or her reluctance, but assure him
that you want to see him at his convenience. If you cannot agree on getting
together, tell him that you will call again in a week or so. Spend the week
praying that God will stimulate his or her will. Again, God will not force the
decision, but He will prod, encourage, and motivate.

Most spouses will find the dinner easy to arrange. If your spouse will not
agree to see you, continue praying and calling every two to three weeks. Do



not tell him about your decision on the phone. Your persistence and patience
will eventually indicate your seriousness. When you eventually express your
decision to seek reconciliation, he or she will likely take it more seriously. It
may be that God will use the intervening time to prepare him for what you
have to say.

During or after the dinner, tell your spouse that you have been doing a lot
of thinking and praying about your marriage. Indicate that you are coming to
understand yourself more fully and that much of your behavior has been
controlled by your emotions and attitudes. Tell him you have come to realize
that you do not have to be a slave to your feelings and that attitudes can be
changed. Admit that you have failed in many ways, and ask forgiveness for
those failures.

Tell your spouse that you have been reading a book that has stimulated
your thinking and has helped you come to the decision that you want to work
on restoring your marriage. You may say, “I know that I will not be able to
do this without your help. I understand if you feel reluctant. I know that there
is not much in the past that would encourage you to try again. But I do not
want us to try as we have tried in the past. I want us to work at something far
more meaningful than we have ever had. I want us to take whatever steps are
necessary to gain self-understanding and understanding of each other. I know
that it will take work, and may be painful, but I am willing to do whatever is
necessary.”

Indicate that you do not expect an answer right away. You want him or her
to think and pray about it. You may want to give him a copy of Hope for the
Separated and suggest that he read it. Tell him that in reading the book he
will perhaps understand some of the things you have been thinking and your
decision to seek reconciliation. Suggest that after your spouse has had
sufficient time to think, read, and pray that he or she call you and arrange to
get together with you again to discuss things further.

Don’t expect all problems to melt after such an evening. You have only
taken the first step on the road “less traveled by.” Where do you go from
here?

When Both Are Willing

In chapter 11 we will discuss what you must do if your spouse is not



willing to work toward reconciliation. In this chapter, let us assume that your
spouse responds affirmatively. He or she is as willing as you are to work at
restoring the dream you had when you were married. Should you move back
into the same apartment or house immediately? Probably not. Remember,
your objective is not to “get back together.” The objective is to give rebirth to
your marriage. The conflicts, frustrations, misunderstandings, and unmet
needs that led you to separate must be examined and resolved.

For most couples, the process of restoration will require the services of a
pastor or marriage counselor. You need to develop skills in expressing your
feelings in a constructive way. You must come to understand and appreciate
the thoughts and feelings of your spouse. You must find ways to meet each
other’s emotional and physical needs. Marriage counselors and many pastors
are trained in helping you develop such skills.

If you are attending a church, why not call your minister and tell him of
your decision to seek reconciliation and ask if he would have time to help
you learn how to relate to each other creatively, or if he could recommend
someone who could. Not all ministers are skilled in marriage counseling, but
most will be able to direct you to help if they cannot help you. As you meet
with the pastor or counselor and develop your communication skills, you will
begin to feel freedom in your relationship. You will begin to feel more
understanding. You will begin to reach agreement on issues that have been
unresolved conflicts. You will give each other the freedom to disagree on
certain issues and yet be kind and loving to each other.

As you begin to see such growth taking place, you will want to discuss and
decide when you should move back into the same apartment or house. There
i1s no precise rule; some couples will be ready to move back together after
three or four sessions with the counselor or pastor. For others, it will be after
twelve or more sessions. Don’t stop seeing the counselor when you move
back together. That is an important time. It will bring some added pressures,
and you will need to concentrate on open, loving communication during
those days. Continue with your counseling until you feel you have adequately
dealt with unresolved conflict and developed skills in handling
disagreements. The communication skills you learn will be important for the
rest of your life. You must not neglect them when the crisis of separation is
over.

Some couples will not be able to acquire the services of a trained



counselor. Fortunately, other sources of help are available. Christian books,
tapes, and marriage workshops are within reach of almost any couple today.
My book Toward a Growing Marriage (Moody) was written to help couples
work through all the basic areas of marital adjustment and to find positive
principles for living. At the end of each chapter are practical assignments that
stimulate communication and understanding. I suggest that a couple read a
chapter each week and complete assignments individually and then discuss
assignments with each other. Many separated couples are finding that process
extremely beneficial in rebuilding their marriages.

For suggestions on restoring emotional love to a marriage, 1 strongly
recommend The Five Love Languages.? The book helps you identify the
primary love language of your spouse. It is in speaking each other’s love
language that the emotional warmth of love returns. When we speak the
other’s love language, we communicate care and love. We also learn to fill
each other’s “love tank,” which creates a climate for solving our conflicts and
becoming friends again.

Many churches sponsor workshops and seminars on marriage as a part of
their educational programs. Ask your pastor what is available in your church.
Also, talk with Christian friends about what i1s available in their churches.
Some church in your community likely has a program that would be of help
to you as you seek to rebuild your marriage.

In reading a book or listening to a taped lecture, the value is not only in the
ideas expressed, but in the communication that they stimulate. Couples
should take notes as they listen and underline as they read and then tell each
other what impressed them. As you talk to each other, seek to understand
what your spouse is saying and feeling. Ask questions to clarify, such as:
“Are you saying ...?” Repeat what you think your mate said and give him or
her a chance to clarify. Express love even when you disagree. Remember,
your objective in communication is to understand your spouse, to discover
needs, and to find out how you can help meet those needs. If husband and
wife concentrate on each other’s fulfillment, it will not be long until your
marriage will surpass your fondest dreams.

The growth patterns you established through counseling or reading,
listening, and attending workshops must become a permanent part of your
relationship. Marriages are not static. They are either growing or diminishing.



Y ou must continue to do the kind of things that stimulate growth. The title of
my book Toward a Growing Marriage was chosen deliberately. The ultimate
goal 1s not a “perfect” marriage, but a “growing” marriage. Perfect is hard to
define, and even if we reached it, perfection would be momentary. Growth is
attainable today and every day. If you are growing there is hope, excitement,
and fulfillment. Such growth should continue as long as you live. Thus, your
marriage will always be alive.

Let your marriage relationship be the most important thing in your life.
Give each other the number one place in your thoughts. Keep God at the
center of your relationship. Do something each day to express your love for
each other. Minimize the weaknesses of your mate and maximize his or her
strengths. Brag about his accomplishments, and he will excel. Love, and you
will be loved. Apply to your marriage the golden rule of all human
relationships: “In everything, therefore, treat people the same way you want
them to treat you ...” (Matthew 7:12).

GROWTH ASSIGNMENTS

1. No one, including God, will force you to return to your marriage. That is
a decision that only you can make. But if you decide, you will have all
the help of God at your disposal. You have talked with and observed
many who have experienced divorce. Would you be willing to find a
couple that has a good marriage and ask them how they obtained it?
Perhaps you could interview several married couples and ask what
problems they have overcome to find fulfillment.

2. If you decide to take the road “less traveled by,” you may want to use
the checklist below:
Steps we have taken: Date
Made my decision to seek

reconciliation

Talked with God about my decision

and asked for His help

Called my spouse and asked fora

dinner dage

Spouse accepted invitation

Related my decision to my spouse




Steps we have taken: Date
Spouse agreed to seek reconciliation

ﬁrr:mgﬂd for session with pastor or
counselor

Iid assignments made hy counselor

Additional counseling sessions

Completed additional commu-
nication assignments

Moved back to same apartment
or house with spouse

Additional {:uunm:]ing 5551005

Completed additional commu-
nication assignments

Books we have read and discussed:

il

Ll

Tapes on marriage we have listened to and discussed:

ol

i e

-

Marriage workshops, seminars, or classes we have attended:

b e

Sl




ELEVEN
IF YOUR SPOUSE DEMANDS A DIVORCE

Reconciliation is not always possible. Your best efforts may meet with
coldness, hostility, and eventual failure. Even God was not always able to be
reconciled to His people. “For all the adulteries of faithless Israel, I had sent
her away and given her a writ of divorce” (Jeremiah 3:8). Reconciliation is
not always possible because it requires the response of two people, and
neither can force the other to return.

Human freedom is real. God would not force Israel to return. He put
pressure on the nation by allowing its enemies to triumph. He removed His
hand of blessing, but God did not force Israel to return. God will never
remove man’s freedom of choice. We must remember that as we pray. Many
separated Christians have prayed and pleaded with God to “bring my spouse
back.” The spouse has not returned, so the Christian becomes discouraged
and concludes that God does not answer prayer. Many have become hostile
toward God and critical of the church and Christianity, and thus have turned
from their only source of real help. But God will not force your spouse to
return. He, in response to your prayers, will put pressure on him or her to
seek reconciliation, but your spouse may still rebel against God’s stimulation
and your best efforts.

Does the possibility of failure mean that we should not try? The whole
teaching of the Bible stands in opposition to an attitude of futility. God never
gives up on His people, and history is replete with examples of genuine
spiritual restoration. Marital restoration is worth the risk of failure.

Your attitude is important. Don’t say, “I might fail,” but rather, “I might
succeed!” Few goals are more deserving than the restoration of your
marriage. If you can discover not what you had before the separation, but
what you dreamed of having when you were married, your efforts will be
rewarded. I have never met an individual who sincerely, consistently, and
lovingly tried the things I suggest and regretted the effort. I have met scores
of individuals who have succeeded and today are happily restored to their



mates and growing with them.

Throughout this book, I have tried to be realistic by indicating that you
cannot control the response of your mate. You are keeper of your own heart
and responsible for your own words and actions. I have indicated that the
biblical ideal calls you to seek reconciliation. You must face God with your
willingness or refusal to pursue that ideal. Your spouse has the same
responsibility. Your choice for reconciliation does not guarantee that your
mate will reciprocate. He or she is free to choose.

Should I Contest Divorce?

If your mate demands divorce, there is little if anything to be gained by
contesting such action. There was a time when most states required evidence
of efforts at conciliation before a divorce would be granted. This is no longer
true. Many counselors agree that forced efforts of reconciliation profit very
little, because the blending of lives requires choice, not coercion. Divorce
laws in most states are very liberal, and efforts at contesting the divorce result
in little except expensive legal fees.

Contesting the divorce is simply a legal step in which one party seeks to
prove that the other does not have grounds for divorce. That was feasible
when state laws allowed for divorce only on the grounds of insanity, adultery,
or abandonment. Today, however, with virtually all states having some form
of no-fault divorce laws, such action at most only slows the process a bit.
You may ask for time, and some states even require a separation of some
months before divorce, but to seek to thwart divorce is futile.

It may seem unfair that if your spouse demands a divorce you have little
choice except to go along with that choice, but such is the nature of human
relationships. We cannot force anyone to be our friend. Friendship is a
mutual choice between two people. If one chooses to dissolve the friendship,
the other is helpless to keep it alive. Marriage is the most intimate of all
friendships, and it too requires reciprocal action.

You cannot force reconciliation, because by its very nature reconciliation
requires two people. Divorce, however, which literally means “to disunite,”
requires only the action of one. If one person desires union and the other
disunion, the one who desires disunion holds the upper hand, for union is
impossible without his or her acquiescence.



Do I Need a Lawyer?

Divorce not only severs an emotional and physical relationship, but also a
legal contract. Each state has its own laws and regulations regarding the
dissolution of a marital contract. In most cases a lawyer will be needed to
interpret the laws and guide in the process. In 1969 California initiated a no-
attorney, no-court process for childless couples with no real estate, less than
$5,000 in personal property, and less than $2,000 in debt. That streamlined
divorce procedure cost only forty to fifty dollars in court fees. Forty-seven
other states followed California’s lead during the next twenty years.! Such
no-fault divorce laws tend to award property equally to husband and wife,
assuming that both will work and support themselves in the future.

With the passing of time, no-fault divorce laws proved to be unfair to
women and children. In the late eighties, California made changes to correct
this inequity, and other states have made or are making similar changes.
Now, fault can be a factor in awarding property, child support, and alimony
in most states. Because laws differ from state to state, most couples will need
a lawyer to guide them in the legal aspects of divorce.

Do spouses need separate lawyers? If your spouse is divorcing you, his or
her lawyer will be representing your spouse’s interests. If you have had
problems agreeing on finances, property, and child-related issues, then you
will definitely need a lawyer to represent your interests. If you and your
spouse can agree on an equitable settlement, then one attorney can represent
both of you. Before you agree on one attorney, however, you should make a
trip to the public library and read some of the many books and pamphlets on
the legal aspects of divorce. You may also want to talk with several friends
who have experienced divorce. That will give you a more realistic idea of
what is involved in an equitable settlement.

Our emotions often get in the way of achieving a satisfactory settlement.
Ann Diamond, a divorce lawyer, has listed the following situations in which
emotions affect a fair settlement:

e A rejected spouse, unable to accept the finality of the separation, may
agree to almost any demand of the other party in the hope that it will
facilitate a reconciliation.



e A woman accustomed to having her husband make all important
decisions will continue to look to him for advice, even though he has left
her and is no longer interested in protecting her.

e The long-suffering, passive mate often seeks redress in the settlement
for all past miseries of the relationship, whether self-inflicted or
otherwise.

e When the break-up is sudden, the rejected spouse may be so traumatized
that he, or more frequently she, is unable to make any realistic estimate
of future financial need.

e The spouse who wants out may feel so guilty that he or she will try to
compensate by being overly generous in property division and agreeing
to pay or receive support payments which are too high or too low. The
subsequent resentment that can erupt over the long term will only cause
further problems for both.

e Because the rejected partner may be too depressed to face any additional
pressure, he or she will consent to any financial settlement just to get
matters over with.

e One spouse may use the children as a means to punish and get even with

the rejecting partner.2

You may need not only legal but emotional help in deciding upon the
details of the settlement. As a Christian, you do not want to use the settlement
as a punitive club on your spouse. On the other hand, you must be realistic
about your needs and what is best for your children.

What About the Children?

Tell children the truth about your separation and impending divorce. Don’t
try to protect them by lying. Eventually they will learn the truth, and if you
have lied to them their confidence in you will be diminished. Simply, and
with as little embellishment as possible, tell your children what has happened
to your marriage. Ideally, both parents should talk with the children together
and tell them their decision to divorce. Assure them of your love and tell
them that they did not cause the divorce. If your spouse is not willing to join
you in talking with the children, then you must do so alone and trust that your
spouse will talk with them later.



It is extremely important that the child feel your love. The need to love and
be loved is one of the strongest of all human emotions. In childhood, the need
to be loved i1s related directly to the child’s sense of security. Without love,
the child will be emotionally insecure. Don’t assume that your child feels
loved simply because you tell him, “I love you.” The New Testament
challenges us to love not in word only, but in deed (1 John 3:18). Find out
what makes your child feel loved. For some children it is sitting close to them
and talking; to others it is doing special things for them. Others feel loved
when you give them unexpected gifts (that can also be used to exploit
parents), whereas others respond to being held physically. Of course, you will
want to say the words “I love you” frequently as well.2

Both parents should express love to the child in a way that the child
understands. If one parent does not express love, however, there is little to be
gained by the other parent’s verbally assuring the child that the non-loving
parent does love him. Actions speak louder than words to children. It is a
cheap love whose only evidence is the word of someone else.

If a child says to the mother, “Daddy doesn’t love me anymore, does he?”
the thoughtful mother will respond, “Why do you say that, darling?” After
the child has expressed disappointments, the mother might ask, “In what
ways would you like Daddy to show his love to you?” The answer to that
question should be communicated to the father, not in a condemning way, but
as information. To the father or mother who has left I would say, “You have
divorced your spouse. Please do not divorce your children. They need your
love.”

A second emotional need for the child is discipline. A child needs
boundaries in order to feel secure. Sometimes a divorced parent will
unconsciously try to make up for the child’s loss by indulging the child. If
you give in to every wish of your child, you will soon be his servant, and he
will grow up expecting others to serve him. The problem with a “king
complex” (the feeling that everyone is expected to serve you) is that there are
not many openings for kings in our society. The parent who raises a “king” is
raising a misfit.

Your child needs the security of restrictions. If both parents can agree on
basic patterns of conduct, so much the better. Such things as bedtime, study
habits, how much and what type of television programs, candy allowance,



piano practice, and table manners can easily be agreed upon by parents who
take seriously the task of raising a responsible child. When standards are
different in the two places of residence the child may enjoy the greater
freedom granted by one parent, but he will lose the security of firm
boundaries. If you cannot agree with your spouse on certain boundaries, then
at least be consistent in your differences. Don’t constantly change your rules.
Such inconsistency is emotionally frustrating to the child.

A common pitfall among divorced parents is that of allowing their own
emotional needs to govern their actions toward the children. For example, a
parent might utilize exorbitant gift-giving to win the love of the child and
thus meet his own need to be loved. Or, one parent might constantly belittle
the other in front of the child in order to vent hostility toward the ex-spouse.
Such parading of each other’s failures does not help the child. We must
analyze our actions to ascertain their purpose. The well-being of the child
must be the objective standard by which we judge our behavior.

In the early days of separation, the resident parent should seek to keep the
children’s routine as normal as possible. When feasible, the resident parent
and children should remain in the house or apartment for at least several
months. The divorce is traumatic enough. Moving to new surroundings,
leaving friends, changing schools simply compound the feelings of insecurity
in the child. If a move is necessary, try to maintain as many of the old
established patterns of living as possible. Such things as reading stories,
playing games, and praying together bring warm feelings even in a strange
place.

The resident parent should welcome the involvement of the nonresident
parent in the lives of the children. Most divorce settlements will give
guidelines for the nonresident parent’s time with the children. It is important
to remember that both individuals are still parents, and though roles are
changed, both should have ongoing relationships with the children.
Exceptions to that may be when one parent is physically or emotionally
unable to relate constructively to the children. This may be due to alcohol or
drug abuse, physical or sexual abuse of the children, or mental incompetence.
In such cases, the resident parent may want to seek counsel from a lawyer or
counselor as to how to respond to the particular situation.

Friends, relatives, and the church family can be of inestimable value to the
children of divorced parents. Grandfathers can serve as role models when the



father, for whatever reason, is unable to spend time with children. Aunts and
uncles are sometimes willing to have the children for extended visits. Friends
may be able to spend quality time with the children and teach them specific
skills. More and more churches are beginning to respond to the needs of the
single parent. Workshops, seminars, books, tapes, and personal counseling
are now available in many churches. Don’t hesitate to ask friends and
relatives to help if you think they are capable of doing so. Many are willing,
but will hesitate to take the initiative.

Living in a divorced home is not ideal for children, but then, much of life
must be lived in a less than ideal setting. Be positive. Make the most of what
you have. Put your hand in the hand of God; reach out for available help. Let
the love of God comfort you and the power of God enable you to be the best
possible single parent.

Am I Free to Remarry?

It is beyond the scope of this book to give a lengthy treatise of the biblical
passages dealing with divorce and remarriage. A number of excellent books
are available that give a detailed exegetical analysis of those passages.* The
Bible emphasizes God’s ideal: monogamous marriage for life. It speaks of
divorce as man’s failure to experience the ideal, but it says very little about
remarriage. As George W. Peters, noted New Testament scholar, says, “The
God who promulgates the highest and noblest ideals cannot legislate lower
and lesser ideals, though He may permit man to live and to operate on a
subideal level.”

Even in the case of widows and widowers, the Bible neither commands nor
forbids remarriage. The choice is left to the individual as he seeks to discern
what is best for him (Romans 7:1-6; 1 Corinthians 7:6-9; 1 Timothy 5:14).
In the case of divorce because of fornication or desertion, again the Bible is
silent about remarriage. Peters notes:

There is nothing in the words of Christ in Matthew 5:32 and 19:1-9 that forbids
remarriage of people divorced because of fornication. Christ does not even reflect

negatively upon remarriage in such cases. Neither is there legislation in the writing of the
apostles (specifically, Paul in 1 Corinthians 7:15) that would make remarriage of a

deserted believer sinful.g

Thus, in the case of divorce because of fornication or desertion, many
believe the Bible does not condemn or commend remarriage.



Divorce does take place for reasons other than sexual unfaithfulness and
desertion, however. With the rise of no-fault divorce laws, most divorces
grow out of very subjective reasons, like supposed incompatibility.
Remarriage of those divorced for causes other than fornication and desertion
constitutes adultery according to the statements of Christ and Paul. (See
Matthew 5:32, 19:9; Mark 10:11-12; Luke 16:18; 1 Corinthians 7:15.) Paul
says in 1 Corinthians 7:10-11, “To the married I give instructions, not I, but
the Lord, that the wife should not leave her husband (but if she does leave,
she must remain unmarried, or else be reconciled to her husband), and that
the husband should not divorce his wife.”

Although the possibility of divorce is recognized, it is never encouraged in
Scripture. Remarriage, except possibly when the divorce is based upon
fornication or desertion, is always seen as adultery. Immediately, the question
is raised, cannot adultery be forgiven? The answer is clearly yes. If there is
genuine confession of sin, adultery can be forgiven. Forgiveness, however,
does not erase all the results of sin. Thousands of forgiven couples will testify
of the ever-present scars that are never fully erased.

Should you remarry? Why not put that question on the shelf until you have
made every effort at reconciliation? If reconciliation is impossible—if the
divorce is finalized, if your spouse has remarried or has been sexually
unfaithful and refuses all attempts at reconciliation—you may consider
remarriage. But do not move too fast. Most counselors agree that it takes
about two years to work through the emotional trauma of a divorce. The most
common pitfall is premature remarriage. That perhaps accounts for the fact
that the divorce rate of second marriages is higher than that of first marriages.
Take more time to prepare for your second marriage. Unity will be more
difficult to obtain because of the frustrations and memories you bring to the
second marriage. Rediscover yourself before you seek remarriage.

GROWTH ASSIGNMENTS

1. If your spouse insists on divorce and refuses to take any steps toward
reconciliation, ask God to give you strength and wisdom in accepting
this decision.

2. Keep the door of reconciliation open from your side and pray that God



will continue to stimulate the mind of your spouse.

. Seek the counsel of a lawyer, a pastor, or a friend in the areas in which
you have questions.

4. Seek to be equitable in all legal arrangements.

. Select one or more of the books or tapes from the resources listed in the
List of Resources at the end of this book, and continue seeking personal
growth.



TWELVE
FACING THE FUTURE

Contrary to your present feelings, your future can be bright. God’s plans for
you are good. “‘For I know the plans that I have for you,” declares the Lord,

‘plans for welfare and not for calamity to give you a future and a hope’”
(Jeremiah 29:11).

Past failures need not destroy your hope for the future. If you choose, you
can discover the elation of a marriage reborn—reborn on a much deeper level
than before. Your communication and understanding of each other can be
much more intimate than you have ever known. As you forgive the past,
share feelings, find understanding, and learn to love each other, you can find
fulfillment in your marriage. That is not wishful thinking. It has become
reality for hundreds of couples who have committed themselves to walk the
road to reconciliation.

I have tried to be realistic as I have described the process of restoring a
marriage. It is not easy. It will be painful as your mate communicates honest
feelings that have developed through the years. You will have the tendency to
defend yourself and deny that you have not met needs. You will see clearly
the failures of your spouse whereas your own will seem insignificant. It is
hard to admit that you have also failed your spouse.

As both of you understand your failures and move to correct them, you can
experience tremendous personal growth. Some of the things you have
disliked about yourself through the years can be changed. You are not a slave
to old patterns of behavior. You will be greatly encouraged as you see
yourself becoming the loving, thoughtful person you want to be. You will be
excited about the positive changes you see in your spouse.

Such change is not likely to happen without the help of God. You both
need to return to God in a fresh way. If you have not done so, you may want
to invite Christ into your life. Jesus died to pay the penalty for your past sins.
God wants to forgive. He will not hold the past against you, if you will accept
Christ as your Savior. The Spirit of God will come to live with you and give



you power to make needed changes in your life. With His help, you can
accomplish things you never dreamed possible. Your whole life can be turned
around, and in turn you can help others.

I want to challenge you to accept God’s forgiveness, open the door of your
life to Christ, and with your hand in God’s hand move out to attempt the
things suggested in this book. You will never regret your attempts to
accomplish God’s best.

As I have tried to say throughout this book, your efforts do not guarantee
the restoration of your marriage. Your spouse has the freedom to turn away
from all your overtures. If, after you make every effort at reconciliation, your
spouse refuses to be reconciled, where does that leave you? It leaves you with
your hand in God’s hand. That is not a bad position. You will be free from
the guilt of past failures, because you will have confessed your wrong to God
and to your spouse. You will have the satisfaction of having sought
reconciliation. Your relationship with God will be vital and growing. You
will appreciate your own abilities and admit your weaknesses. You will be on
a program of personal growth and ministry that will lead to fulfillment. God
will not hold you responsible for the decision of your spouse. You are only
responsible for your own attitudes and behavior.

If reconciliation is not possible, do not think that God’s purposes for you
are over. God has gifted you and called you to serve in His family. He wants
to use your life for positive purposes, and He wants to meet all of your needs
(Philippians 4:19). Don’t say, “I can never be happy without my spouse.” If
your spouse will not return, God will still lead you from the valley of despair
to the mountain of joy. God is not through with you. Your happiness is not
dependent upon the behavior of your spouse, but upon your response to God
and life. “I can do all things through [Christ] who strengthens me”
(Philippians 4:13). “For it is God who is at work in you, both to will and to
work for His good pleasure” (Philippians 2:13).

The highest goal in life is to follow God’s leadership daily. God will not
only show you the way to walk, but He will give the power to take the
necessary steps. He will use friends, books, tapes, and the church to help you.
In those hours when no one else can help, He will assure you of His presence.
As David said, “You will make known to me the path of life; in Your
presence is fullness of joy; in Your right hand there are pleasures forever”



(Psalm 16:11).

The hymn writer Haldor Lillenas expressed the incomprehensible joy of
yielding oneself to God when he wrote:
I have found a deep peace that I never had known

And a joy this world cannot afford,
Since I yielded control of my body and soul

To my wonderful, wonderful Lord!*
© 1938 Lillenas Publishing Company (Administered
by the Copyright Company.) Used by permission.

In the privacy of our own hearts, no one can ever destroy the deep peace
that is the result of knowing God as Father. Nothing could bring more
security. No human relationship can replace our need for sharing life with
God. He in turn will lead us in developing human relationships in which we
can love and be loved by others.

The Power of Choice

The future is intended to be the brightest portion of your life. Don’t spoil it
by allowing your feelings to pull you into a debilitating depression. Don’t
allow bitterness to consume your spirit. Don’t destroy yourself with self-pity.
Don’t drive your friends away by constantly refusing their comfort or by
playing your recording of gloom. The Bible is filled with examples of
individuals who found their greatest success after experiencing tremendous
failures.

You can follow the road of self-destruction and end up with an emotional
breakdown. You can make your life miserable by making each day a rerun of
the past. Or you can say with the psalmist, “This is the day which the Lord
has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it” (Psalm 118:24). You may not be
able to rejoice over the past or even over your present situation, but you can
rejoice that God has given you the ability to use this day for good. When you
do, you will be glad.

Don’t try to live all of your future today. Jesus emphasized the importance
of living one day at a time. “Do not worry then saying, ‘What shall we eat?’
or ... ‘What will we wear for clothing?’ ...for your heavenly Father knows
that you need all these things. But seek first His kingdom and His
righteousness, and all these things will be added to you. So do not worry
about tomorrow; for tomorrow will care for itself. Each day has enough



trouble of its own” (Matthew 6:31-34). You will probably agree that you
have all the trouble you can handle today. Therefore, don’t spend time today
worrying about the problems that will arise tomorrow. Spend your time
working on present problems.

What can I do today that will improve my situation? What do I need to
pray about today? With whom do I need to talk today? What action do I need
to take today? The answers to those questions will lead to constructive
activity today. Your total responsibility to God is to make the best use of this
day. You cannot undo the past. The future is tentative. God has entrusted to
you only the present, and wise use of today is all that He expects. Your total
life cannot be straightened out today. Work on cleaning up one corner of your
life. Choose the corner that you think is most important right now.

Planning Your Day

I have found it extremely helpful to plan each day before I begin. After all,
time is life. When I plan my time, I am planning my life. Each hour is a
portion of my life. Under God’s direction, I am responsible for my use of it.
Therefore, at the beginning of each day, I take pencil and paper in hand and
ask God to guide my thoughts as I plan my day. I list everything that I think
needs to be done that day: phone calls I need to make, letters I need to write,
visits I need to make, books and magazines I need to read, things I need to
get, places I need to go, information I need to find, activities I need to attend.
Once those are listed, I ask God to help me decide which are most important.
I go back and number each item according to importance.

Then I begin by doing the most important thing first, or, if it must be done
during a certain time framework, I block that time out on my schedule first.
Then I proceed to number two. I may not finish my list, but at least I get the
most important things for that day accomplished. The others I can put on my
list tomorrow, if tomorrow comes.

That kind of planning and follow-through helps us accomplish the most
with each day of life. The greatest enemy of success in life will be laziness or
apathy toward your time. If you simply sit around watching television,
waiting for something to happen, your life will be wasted. If you sit around
feeling sorry for yourself, you may still be sitting ten years from now. If,
however, you make the most of today and every day, you will accomplish
God’s will for your life.



You are responsible for what you do with your life. No one else can take
that responsibility. You can blame others for your unhappiness, but it is a
hollow claim. God will not hold you responsible for what others do or fail to
do toward you. He will only hold you responsible for what you do with your
life. You cannot determine others’ actions, but you can choose your
reactions. You do not have to be miserable simply because someone has
mistreated you. You may not be able to control your immediate feelings, but
you can certainly determine your behavior. Plan your life and follow your
plan.

Be certain that you included God in your planning. You may want to begin
your planning each day with the words of the songwriter:
Jesus, Saviour, pilot me
Over life’s tempestuous sea;
Unknown waves before me roll,

Hiding rock and treach rous shoal;

Chart and compass come from Thee;

Jesus, Saviour, pilot me.2

That verse may well express your feelings as you face the uncertainties of
the future. God knows your feelings and does not condemn you for them. He
does, however, expect you to make the most of your life in spite of your
feelings. Plan your time and go against your feelings if necessary to
accomplish the things you feel need to be done today. You may come to the
end of the day exhausted, but you will have the satisfaction of having done
something constructive. As the days come and go, you will feel less and less
a victim of your circumstances. You will be demonstrating to yourself that,
with God’s help, your life can be productive and fulfilling.

Read Your Way to Health

Whether you are able to move down the road of reconciliation, or you are
forced to accept divorce, reading the right books can be a tremendous aid in
helping you make the most of life. In the List of Resources (starting on page
155) you will find a brief description of several books designed to help you.
You may not agree with all you read, but look for practical ideas that may
assist you in accomplishing your goals. God has not left us without direction.
Books written from a biblical perspective can help you find God’s way.

Remember, it is not enough just to read. You must apply truth to life. You
may need to make radical changes in your present thinking and behavior. If



s0, you have all of God’s power to aid you.

GROWTH ASSIGNMENTS

1. Begin the rest of your life by planning today! List the specific things you
need to accomplish today.
Things To Do .. .Today

Date
Order of
Importance (:nmp]-:rt'if
8] M|
) |
) J
B 3
J 3
2 M |
) Q
O 3
) M|
o 0

2. Number the activities in order of importance by placing the number 1 in
front of the circle by the item you feel is most important, the number 2
by the second most important, and so on.

3. When you finish a particular task, put a check (v) in the block to the
right.
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LIST OF RESOURCES

RESOURCES FOR GROWING WHILE SEPARATED

Barr, Debbie. Children of Divorce. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan,
1992.

How does separation and divorce affect children? What can we do to help? This book is
an excellent resource in understanding how children of different ages and temperaments
typically respond to the trauma of marital breakdown. Barr answers a question worthy of
serious consideration: How does our separation affect our children?

Carder, Dave with Duncan Jaenicke. Torn Asunder: Recovering from
Extramarital Affairs. Chicago: Moody, 1995.

There is hope for recovery from the devastation of extramarital affairs. This book offers
practical, specific, realistic counsel for beginning the recovery process. Carder identifies
three classes of affairs and includes detailed descriptions of the marriage and personality
styles that encourage infidelity. He then walks you through each step of the recovery
process—from the disclosure of the affair, to the discovery of the cause, through the roller
coaster of emotions, and finally into the rebuilding phase.

Carder, Dave. Torn Asunder Workbook. Chicago: Moody, 2001.

This workbook applies the principles in the original Torn Asunder with a series of
projects and responses that can bring healing to the wounds created by marital
unfaithfulness. The workbook is designed for both partners to work on, each having his or
her own copy. Each session features daily twenty-minute exercises initiated by each
spouse on alternating days. It includes monologues, in which one spouse listens to the
other, and dialogues.

Chapman, Gary. The Other Side of Love: Handling Anger in a Godly
Way. Chicago: Moody, 1999.

Anger can be productive and generate positive change if it is valid and expressed in a
constructive manner. But how do you know the difference between valid and distorted
anger? And how can you use anger to effectively build up a personal relationship rather
than tear it down? The book answers these questions and offers practical suggestions for
controlling your anger so it does not control you.

Cloud, Henry and Townsend, John. Boundaries: When to Say Yes and
When to Say No to Take Control of Your Life. Grand Rapids, Mich.:
Zondervan, 1993.



Having clear boundaries is essential to a healthy, balanced lifestyle. A boundary is a
personal property line that marks those things for which we are responsible. Often
Christians focus so much on being loving and unselfish that they forget their own limits
and limitations. If your life seems out of control, if people often take advantage of you, if
you have trouble saying no, this book will help you learn how to set boundaries and still
be a loving person.

McGinnis, Alan Loy. The Friendship Factor. Minneapolis: Augsburg,
2004.

This book is a must for couples who want to become friends. It is filled with ideas on how
to deepen relationships, cultivate intimacy, handle negative emotions, and forgive. The
section on salvaging a faltering friendship has particular application to those who are
separated.

Osborn, Susan Titus and Moses, Lucille. Rest Stops for Single Mothers.
Nashville: Broadman and Holman, 1995.

A reminder to single moms that God understands their burdens and dreams. Coauthored
by women who know the challenges of single motherhood, this collection of devotions
leads you to experience the refreshment of Jesus’ promise of help and rest.

Petersen, J. Allan. The Myth of Greener Grass, rev. ed. Wheaton, Ill.:
Tyndale, 1992.

A family counselor speaks frankly about extramarital affairs and offers both preventive
and healing measures. Petersen deals with such questions as: Is there hope for a couple
where one of them has been involved in an affair? Does forgiveness really bring healing?
How does an affair affect the guilty partner, the betrayed partner, the family? He points to
the renewing power of God’s love as the source of healing.

Springle, Pat. Codependency: Breaking Free from the Hurt and
Manipulation of Dysfunctional Relationships, 2nd ed. Nashville: Nelson,
1990.

Alcoholism, drug abuse, workaholism, and similar problems destroy relationships. Every
member of the family is affected. One of these painful effects is codependency: the
compulsion to rescue and control others. The codependent is driven to succeed and to
please people. Perfectionism, withdrawal, being unable to say ‘“no,” being easily
manipulated by others, self-condemnation, intense hurt, anger, guilt, and loneliness often
plague the codependent. The author offers sound biblical steps toward hope and healing.

Talley, Jim. Reconcilable Differences: Healing for Troubled Marriages.
Nashville: Nelson, 1991.

Are our differences too great to be reconciled? Talley believes the answer is “No.” The
goal of reconciliation is to cause those who are angry, bitter, and hostile to become
friendly again and to discover harmony. The book offers practical help on resolving
conflicts and developing a relationship based on mutual love, respect, and trust.



RESOURCES FOR REBUILDING A MARRIAGE

Begg, Alistair. Lasting Love: How to Avoid Marital Failure. Chicago:
Moody, 1997.

When marriages are shaky, couples need to return to the biblical basics, such as knowing
what is a marriage vow and what are the roles of a wife and the roles of a husband. They
need to pull weeds that can choke the love and plant hedges to protect their love. This
book includes a helpful study guide that couples can complete together.

Chapman, Gary. Loving Solutions. Chicago: Northfield, 1998.

A marriage can come under fire from alcoholism, verbal abuse, a controlling personality,
or unfaithfulness. This books shows how to deal with these issues and others that may
appear in your spouse. Looks at ten kinds of spouses who need compassion and love—
sometimes tough love—to bring about healing in the marriage.

Chapman, Gary and Ramon Presson. Love Talks for Couples. Chicago:
Northfield, 2002.

Sometimes a wife really doesn’t know her husband; sometimes a husband knows only the
surface of his mate, not what “makes her tick.” More than one hundred questions are
listed in a fun flip chart to help couples disclose and discover, both key elements to
creating or restoring intimacy in marriage.

Chapman, Gary D. Toward a Growing Marriage. Chicago: Moody,
1979, 1996.

Once you make the decision to seek reconciliation, this book will point the way toward
marital growth. Your marriage does not have to be locked into any situation because
“that’s the way we’ve always done it.” You can find new patterns of living that will lead
to marital unity. This book makes biblical principles practical and easy to apply to daily
life. Each chapter concludes with specific growth assignments designed to help you get
the truth into life.

Chapman, Gary D. The Five Love Languages. Chicago: Northfield,
1992, 1995.

What makes one person feel loved does not necessarily make another feel loved. Each
person has a “primary love language.” If your spouse speaks that language, your need for
emotional love will be met. If, however, he or she fails to speak your primary language,
other acts of love will not be adequate. The key to keeping love alive in a marriage is
discovering the primary love language of your spouse and choosing to speak it regularly.
The book describes the five love languages and gives help in discovering your own love
language and that of your spouse. It also has a chapter on discovering the love language of
your children.

Downs, Tim and Joy. Fight Fair: Winning at Conflict Without Losing at
Love. Chicago: Moody, 2003.



Conlflict is “the art of disagreeing while still holding hands,” and the authors remind every
married couple that conflict is part of marriage and of life that they cannot escape. Learn
to play by the rules, and tensions can be redirected for the good of your marriage. Readers
learn to establish their own rules of engagement and to employ the appropriate underlying
attitudes, which include humility, generosity, and gentleness. Tim’s hilarious cartoons are
a welcome bonus.

Downs, Tim and Joy. The Seven Conflicts: Resolving the Most Common
Disagreements in Marriage. Chicago: Moody, 2003.

This companion book to Fight Fair presents the seven areas where most conflicts occur
and prescribes how to resolve each conflict when alienation has set in. The seven areas,
which reflect differences in male and female approaches to issues, are: security, loyalty,
responsibility, caring, order, openness, and connection (how we communicate and make
decisions).

Gresh, Dannah. Pursuing the Pearl: The Quest for a Pure, Passionate
Marriage. Chicago: Moody, 2002.

The author notes the pitfalls on the journey to a pure and passionate marriage, but notes
the quest is worthwhile as she motivates husbands and wives to continue. With honesty
and humility, the author and her husband reveal their own quest to restore spiritual and
emotional purity to their marriage. Addresses strains created by workaholism, financial
debt, and pornography in a marriage.

Leman, Kevin. Sheet Music. Wheaton, Ill.: Tyndale, 2003.

With typical candor, Kevin Leman tells couples everything they need to know about
having great sex. From healthy and loving attitudes to fun and creative positions, Leman
helps couples know how to make sex as fulfilling as God intended it to be. Not only will
you come away with exciting insight and practical suggestions; you’ll laugh out loud and
find it difficult to put this book down.

Penner, Clifford and Joyce. The Gift of Sex, rev. ed. Nashville: W
Publishing, 2003.
One of the most comprehensive and practical guides to discovering mutual sexual
fulfillment in a marriage. The book deals realistically with common struggles and

frustrations. It speaks to the most often asked questions of couples who want to find
sexual harmony. For couples who want answers, this book is priceless.

Snyder, Chuck and Barb. Incompatibility: Grounds for a Great
Marriage. Sisters, Oreg.: Multnomah, 1999.

People often feel that differences in marriage are simply to be endured or eliminated.
Discover how to truly accept and enjoy each other’s personalities. Find out how your
differences can actually help strengthen your relationship.

TerKeurst, Lysa. Capture His Heart and Capture Her Heart. Chicago:



Moody/Focus on the Family; both 2002.

Since men and women are different in their needs and expectations, husbands and wives
often miss the mark in helping their mate. As a result, a marriage can grow stale and need

to be revitalized. Capture His Heart, written for a wife, shows how she can build up her
husband’s confidence and strength emotionally, vocationally, and relationally; Capture

Her Heart, written for a husband, explains how he can be the lover, leader, and confidant
his wife wants him to be.

Wheat, Ed and Gaye. Intended for Pleasure, rev. ed. Old Tappan, NJ.:
Revell, 1981.

As a Christian family physician, Dr. Wheat along with his wife has identified common
sexual problems and given practical help. This volume has become the standard reference
book on sex from a Christian perspective. It provides not only sound medical advice but
also helpful insights into the emotional and spiritual aspects of lovemaking.

Wheat, Ed. Love Life for Every Married Couple. Waco, Texas: Word
Publishing, 1981; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1997.

This book has been a real help to many couples in rebuilding a broken marriage. The
challenge is to face the nagging conflicts in your marriage honestly and apply biblical
truth to finding solutions. Choosing and learning love is the key.

Young, Ed. Romancing the Home: How to Have a Marriage that Sizzles.
Nashville: Broadman and Holman, 1994.

Highly readable, this book offers guidance in turning marriage burn-out into marriage
sizzle! From “Ho-Hum Husbands and Worn-Out Wives” to “Preparing the Kindling and
Fanning the Flames,” Ed Young gives workable suggestions on rediscovering romance in
a marriage.

Young, Ed. The Ten Commandments of Marriage. Chicago: Moody,
2003.

Marriage is to be a lifelong covenant, but both newly-weds and those married many years
fall into bad habits that can cripple a marriage. Using humor and stories of successes and
failures from his own marriage, the author looks at ten ways to rejuvenate a marriage. The
“commandments,” all based on Scripture, include communicating, forgiving, making
conflict your ally, fleeing sexual temptation, and building a winning team.

Resources FoOrR CopPING WiTH D1vorcE

Burns, Bob and Whiteman, Tom. The Fresh Start Divorce Recovery
Workbook. Nashville: Oliver Nelson, 1998.

A step-by-step program for those who are divorced or separated, this book points the way
to healing. Questions, self-tests, exercises, and practical information will enable you to



regain self-esteem and faith in God; move beyond bitterness and anger into forgiveness
and spiritual freedom; help your children handle adjustments; and gain personal strength
to complete the journey toward wholeness after the trauma of divorce.

Kniskern, Joseph Warren. When the Vow Breaks. Nashville: Broadman
and Holman, 1993.

A survival and recovery guide for Christians facing divorce. In this sensitive and thorough
guide, attorney Joseph Kniskern describes the walk through the emotional aspects of his
own failed marriage and unwanted divorce. He provides a comprehensive study of what
the Bible says about marriage and divorce. More importantly, he shows how God can and
does continue to work in people’s lives to provide hope and encouragement in the
aftermath of a divorce.

Smoke, Jim. Growing Through Divorce. Irvine, Calif.: Harvest House,
1995.

When reconciliation is impossible and divorce a reality, this book points the way to life
beyond divorce. This very practical book deals with such subjects as assuming
responsibility for yourself, finding a family, finding forgiveness, your children, your
future, and new life.

Smoke, Jim. Moving Forward: A Devotional Guide. Peabody, Mass.:
Hendrickson, 2000.

Drawing from his years of counseling experience, Smoke offers day-by-day devotions that
explore—from a positive and compassionate point of view—the issues confronting those
going through divorce. With words of encouragement and understanding, the book
addresses feelings of loneliness, insecurity, anxiety, and anger. It offers insight on issues
of forgiveness, children, hope, and peace in the midst of divorce.

Whiteman, Thomas and Barr, Debbie. When Your Son or Daughter is
Going Through a Divorce. Nashville: Nelson, 1994.

Through personal and professional examples, the authors show that you are not alone in
dealing with the pain of your child’s divorce. You will find help in understanding and
addressing your feelings, fears, and concerns surrounding the divorce. They offer positive
and practical answers to such questions as: Why did this happen in our family? How can I
help my child through this crisis? What will happen to my grandchildren? How should I
treat my son-in-law or daughter-in-law?
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