


When Religion Fails, Try Love

by

Jennifer Jill Schwirzer

Published by Pacific Union Conference
Church Support Services



Copyright © 2019 by Pacific Union Conference Church Support Services

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced by any means, 
graphic, electronic, or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, taping or by any 
information storage retrieval system without the written permission of the publisher, 
except in the cases of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

Ebook formatting by www.ebooklaunch.com

https://www.ebooklaunch.com/


Jennifer Jill Schwirzer, LPC, NCC, is a wordsmith, songwriter, mother, wife, and 
unrepentant believer in hope! In addition, she is a graduate of Capella University and has 
extensive experience in individual and group counseling, as well as seminars. She is also 
a well-published author and has made many public appearances lecturing on the 
principles of mental health.

Jennifer specializes in Christian and wholistic counseling and recovery from eating 
disorders. She uses an eclectic approach which includes cognitive behavioral therapy and 
interpersonal and motivational interventions.



Contents

Foreword

1. L  ove in the Natural Family  

2. Love in the Supernatural Family

3. The Overflow of Love to the World

4. Love in Conflict

5. Love the Vulnerable

Epilo  gue  

End Notes

Bibliography



Foreword

Have you noticed in the last few years that we humans have lost our ability to 
dialogue with each other in ways that are civil, compassionate and kind? No one wants to 
be wrong, so in every discussion we try to have the last word. This is especially true with 
politics and religion! We want to be right more than we want to love. Or so it seems. Yet 
the high from being right doesn’t last very long. Just because we’re right doesn’t mean 
people will love us more, or that we will be more fulfilled. Robert A Heinlein said,

"It is a truism that almost any sect, cult, or religion will legislate its creeds into law 
if it acquires the political power to do so, and will follow it by suppressing 
opposition, subverting all education to seize early the minds of the young, and by 
killing, locking up, or driving underground all heretics."

Hmm. That doesn’t sound very civilized. Speaking of heretics, Jesus was suspected 
of being one because he was more interested in building relationships than maintaining 
the Jewish interpretation of theological purity. In fact, in Matthew 7:12 Jesus made the 
audacious statement that the most important thing in life and religion is to treat others as 
we want to be treated. Relationships 101. It’s what Scripture is really about.

“Do to others whatever you would like them to do to you. This is the essence of all  
that is taught in the law and the prophets” (Matthew 7:12, NLT).

How do we want to be treated? In this book, Jennifer Jill Schwirzer examines the 
dynamics of interpersonal relationships at home and church and provides us with 
practical advice on how they can be improved. Ellen White once said, "If we would 
humble ourselves before God, and be kind and courteous and tender-hearted and pitiful, 
there would be one hundred conversions to the truth where now there is only one." —
Testimonies to the Church, vol. 9, p. 189.

Could it be that the reason our churches aren’t growing is because our “love skills” 
are lacking? It’s hard to be “tender-hearted” with people we don’t really know or have 
time to get acquainted with. We’re busy and they’re just generic people.

I dare you to rethink Scripture so that your focus becomes people-centric rather than 
info-centric. Having the right information about the time of the end, the Sabbath or the 
2300 days, is only significant if it helps us to better understand God’s character. But the 
heart of the Gospel is not doctrine (that’s the skeleton), but the relationship he wants us to 
have with him through other people. —Rich DuBose

(See Matthew 25)



Chapter One

Love in the Natural Family

A church’s success or failure depends upon how well the members love one another. 
Love is power, and the love-filled church will be an irrepressible power for good in the 
world. Jesus said, “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another; as I 
have loved you, that you also love one another” (John 13:34). How has He loved us? 
With a self-giving love, He will infuse our relationships with one another. Ecclesiology is 
that simple.

Loving in spite of differences and conflict makes a church thrive with vitality and 
relevance. Yet each member comes to that task with baggage that blocks an easy path to 
relational health. Each person’s life experience, although designed by God to teach us 
how to love, has been compromised by sin, leaving us relationally broken.

People spend decades of time and hundreds of thousands of dollars learning careers. 
The entire educational system prepares us for a life of moneymaking and vocational 
fulfillment. Very cool. But as we languish on our deathbeds, will we wish we’d worked 
harder, or loved better? Will we wish we’d known more about brain surgery, financial 
consulting, or audio engineering? Or will we wish we’d spent more meaningful time 
connecting to people?

We all know the answers to these questions.

Maybe this is where the church can step in to the social milieu and shine as a light on 
a hill. As the natural family breaks down, could the supernatural family step up? God 
designed the church to heal and equip us, to take our relational healing and learning to the 
next level.

One of the most common metaphors for the church is family. God said, “I will be a 
Father to you, and you shall be My sons and daughters” (2 Corinthians 6:18). Jesus said, 
“Whoever does the will of My Father in heaven is My brother and sister and mother” 
(Matthew 12:49-50). We are the “household of God,” the “household of faith” (Ephesians 
2:19; Galatians 6:10). We are to treat older men as fathers, “younger men as brothers, 
older women as mothers, and younger women as sisters, in all purity” (1 Timothy 5:1).

If God calls the church to be a family, we should look to God’s plan for family life to 
arrive at a conceptualization of what a healthy church family looks like.

Biblical Metaphors of the Church

(adapted from 13 Weeks to Love, Pacific Press)

The woman became a symbol of the church immediately after the fall: “And I will 
put enmity between you and the woman, and between your seed and her Seed; He shall 
bruise your head, and you shall bruise His heel” (Genesis 3:15). Revelation 12 
symbolizes the church again as a woman bearing Christ, suffering the persecution of the 
dragon, Satan.

The bride is the object of God’s affection. God says, “I will betroth you to Me 
forever” (Hosea 2:19). Paul said he “betrothed” the Corinthian church to her “one 



husband,” Christ (2 Corinthians 11:2). John saw “the bride, the wife of the Lamb” 
descend from heaven in the form of the Holy City (Revelation 21:9).

The family of God resides under the care of the Heavenly Father (2 Corinthians 
6:18). Jesus called “whoever does the will” of the Father his “mother” and “brothers” 
(Matthew 12:49-50). We, the “household of God” or the “household of faith” treat older 
men as fathers, “younger men as brothers, older women as mothers, and younger women 
as sisters, in all purity” (Ephesians 2:19; Galatians 6:10; 1 Timothy 5:1).

The body of Christ connects, part to part, as intimately as a human body. “You are 
the body of Christ and individually members of it” (1 Corinthians 12:27). Each retains 
individuality, but becomes part of the whole at the same time. In that context, we retain 
accountability one to another under our only head, God Himself. “Christ is the head of 
the church, His body, and He Himself its Savior” (Ephesians 5:23).

The temple of God is built with living stones, a “spiritual house,” a “holy priesthood 
(1 Peter 2:5). Not only are we God’s temple, but He lives in us collectively (1 Corinthians 
3:16), “enthroned in the praises of Israel” (Psalm 22:3). The foundation of the temple is 
the apostles and prophets, with “Christ Jesus Himself being the cornerstone” (Ephesians 
2:19-22).

The flock dwells safely under the care of the Shepherd. Tenderly, Jesus will “gather 
the lambs with His arms and carry them in His bosom, and shall gently lead those who 
are with young” (Isaiah 40:11). He says, “My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and 
they follow Me. And I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish; neither shall 
anyone snatch them out of My hand. My Father, who has given them to Me, is greater 
than all; and no one is able to snatch them out of My Father’s hand” (John 10:27-29).

Beginning with mother and father, moving to siblings, then to friends, then to 
spouses and finally parenting and grandparenting our own children, our bonds deepen 
and strengthen, and our relational skills sharpen with each stage. We go from novice to 
expert over a lifespan, at least ideally. Into each of the several relational stages God 
facilitates bonding through the natural process, equipping us with each step with new and 
stronger relational powers. Let’s examine each phase of family life to better understand 
God’s plan:

Mother/baby - God has equipped women marvelously with not only the physical 
ability to feed infants from their own bodies, but the emotional capacity and drive to 
nurture a tiny life. Trust, respect, self-control, conscience, reason, and love itself develop 
in the context of that first bond between mother and child. The attachment of infant to the 
primary caregiver “provides the working framework for all subsequent relationships that 
the child will develop.”1

A spiritual mother’s nurturing instincts make her essential in the care of newborn 
babies in the church. A woman can use her motherly drives toward building up adopted 
“children” in the family of God, providing warmth, focused concern, and a safe place for 
emotional disclosure.

Father/child - The Designer’s ideal plan placed a child in the care of a mother and a 
father. Paternal bonding brings its own special ingredients into the recipe of the child’s 
life. Fathers bond more extensively with their children after they talk, and tend to be 
more playful and less nurturing. More “rough and tumble” than mothers, fathers provide 
the child opportunity to stretch his or her powers. For instance, while mothers tend to 
speak to infants in “babytalk,” fathers tend to use more adult words. They may also 



expose children to a wider social arena, thus giving them opportunity to learn how to get 
along well with others.2 Children with present fathers perform better academically, have 
healthier relationships and better mental health, and are less likely to experience abuse.3

A good spiritual father uses his strong, protective drives to shield new and vulnerable 
believers from exploitation. He challenges his “sons and daughters” to develop their 
powers, face their giants, and to exercise courage.

Sibling - In God’s design, our first bond with mother and father must, in most cases, 
be shared with siblings. While the parent/child bond plays an essential role, the sibling 
bond teaches us the relationship skills that will later lead to friendship bonds.

A sibling relationship typically lasts longer than any in the life cycle. Friends come 
and go; siblings tend to stay. We don’t choose siblings like we choose friends, and so we 
don’t un-choose them; as a result, sibling bonds tend to possess a stability and reliability 
not found in the friend realm.i They tend to remain present throughout the lifespan, and 
so become important emotional pillars. Experts say we’re more likely to grow up with a 
sibling than a father.

Science shows that siblings shape us in important ways, both good and bad. On the 
positive side, a sibling can be an important stress buffer in an event such as parental 
separation.ii They also provide an opportunity to learn conflict resolution and other social 
skills. Research has clocked the rate of sibling squabbles at anywhere between six to 10 
disputes per hour, making each day with brother or sister a potential conflict resolution 
bootcamp.iii

God calls us to regard each other in His church as spiritual siblings—brothers and 
sisters in the Lord. Many of the passages that identify this sibling relationship address 
conflict among church members (See Matthew 18:15-35; Romans 12:10 and 14:10-21; 1 
Corinthians 8:11-13). Sibling relationships often show more tenacity and tensile strength 
than friendships. Hey, if you’re with someone for life, you better learn to get along with 
them!

Friend- While every member of God’s family may be a sibling, God has left room 
for special friendships to develop, too. We will naturally affiliate and resonate better with 
some people. Even Jesus had special friends in Mary, Martha and Lazarus.

Many who come from broken relational histories will struggle to make friends. But 
“early brain development is not the end of the social brain story.”iv The social brain 
continues to change over the lifespan, thanks to brain plasticity and a wonderful 
phenomenon called mirror neurons. These neurons facilitate the mysterious relationship 
ingredient we call empathy, or what scientists sometimes call “intersubjectivity.” 
Friendship building taps into the power of empathy as we share, collaborate, and affiliate 
our way into a bonded relationship. The biblical word for “courtesy” is philophron,  
which basically means “understanding friends.” The church is an excellent place to meet 
people and connect on a deep spiritual level.

Life partner- After mastering the skills of friendship, our drive to find a life partner 
kicks in. This mysterious relationship includes an aspect of life never included in a 
relationship before—sexuality. Biblical teaching on sexuality can look very prohibitive, 
but this only indicates its power for good or evil, and our need to approach it with care as 
one would a muscular, elegant horse or a large, intricate machine. God thinks so highly of 
married sexual love that He uses the married relationship as a metaphor of Christ’s love 



for the church: “Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave 
Himself for her” (Ephesians 5:25).

Sexual expression within the family of God is strictly limited to married 
relationships. Passion is like fire—it brings life and vitality in the right context, but 
destruction when it rages outside of God-ordained boundaries. Should the church 
embrace the moral laxity and permissiveness of the world, it would soon self-destruct.

Marriage is the only relationship in the human development timeline that can’t be 
spiritualized. As a case in point, the Apostle Paul had spiritual children (1 Timothy 1:2, 
Philemon 1:10, Titus 1:4, 1 Corinthians 4:14-15), scores of brothers and sisters in the 
Lord, and at least one spiritual mother (Romans 16:13); but we’d be shocked if he called 
someone his “wife in the Lord.” Perhaps this is because while other family relationships 
can be purely natural, marriage is, in and of itself, spiritual: “‘For this reason a man shall 
leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one 
flesh.’ This is a great mystery, but I speak concerning Christ and the church” (Ephesians 
5:31, 32).

Parenting- Now the timeline has come full circle, except that we’re positioned as 
parent rather than child. Parenting is fascinating on many levels. When baby arrives, the 
brains of mother and father go through a series of changes that help them adapt to their 
new charge. Of note is the fact that father’s brain adapts to parenting more slowly, 
whereas mother’s brain only takes a few days to adapt. This may be why mother feels so 
natural with baby but father worries he’ll crush the poor little thing. In God’s plan, 
parenting stretches the heart and builds the character; both mother and father are more 
outward-focused and capable of the 24/7 responsibility of having a child. In fact, a new 
mother’s brain scan tends to look a lot like the brain scan of a person in love, with its 
obsessive-compulsive fixation on the object of love, and intense anxiety when separated.

“Baby brain,” as it turns out, really happens to pregnant women, whose brains shrink 
between four and eight percent during pregnancy. But this resolves a few months after 
giving birth, when the brain actually begins a process of improvement, particularly in the 
areas of memory and multitasking.4 In other words, people, especially women, become 
smarter and more productive as the result of parenting.5

Spiritual parenting likewise helps build us into leaders. The family of God needs 
both fathers and mothers, with their complementary traits in leadership. God conveys His 
character through a blending of male and female: “God made man in His image; in the 
image of God created He him; male and female created He them” (Genesis 1:27). Built 
right into this pronouncement is the paradox of equal but different that has scholars, 
politicians and theologians arguing to this day. But debates aside, all agree that we need 
mothers and fathers in Israel.

Grandparenting - God never designed that the full responsibility of nurturing a new 
life should be put on the parent. “Lord, You have been our dwelling place in all 
generations” (Psalm 90:1). The experience and wisdom of the elders of the family lend 
guidance and support. Invasive, controlling grandparents are the thing of legend, but in 
God’s plan the older generation gives wise counsel and stability to the family.

Not only can grandparents bring spiritual and relational wealth to the family, but the 
time spent with grandchildren may actually keep them healthier mentally and physically. 
Most animals don’t live long after their childbearing years; but humans have the potential 
of living for four or even five decades after bearing their young. Certain genes that 



prevent dementia and heart disease ensure this survival.6 It appears that because of the 
wisdom and love grandparents have to share, God keeps them thriving by mobilizing a 
series of miraculous cellular interventions. Being a “grandparent,” an elder, in the family 
of God can likewise keep the senior members active and productive.

In this world where youth and beauty are idolized, we must pause from time to time 
and appreciate what a seasoned mind and character can do for the family of God. 
Spiritual grandparents never age out of their value. Ellen White said, “The Lord desires 
the younger laborers to gain wisdom, strength, and maturity by association with the aged 
laborers who have been spared to the cause. Let the younger men realize that in having 
such laborers among them, they are highly favored.”7

God has built resiliency into the plan of using the family to grow our relational 
brains; if some part of the process fails, the next part can compensate. Perhaps parents 
neglect a child, but then the child forms a special bond with a sibling. Or perhaps a shy 
individual has few friends, but meets a soul mate and enjoys a happy marriage. Often a 
teen mother with failed relationships littered behind her forms her first meaningful bond 
with her child. Every lost opportunity in the life cycle fades to reveal a new one. The 
Redeemer God is on the march every step of our journey to heal the wounds of the past 
and show us the way forward in love.

The church is God’s ultimate foil against His relationship-hating enemy. The church, 
our supernatural family, picks up where the natural family left off, continuing our process 
of learning how to love and be loved.



Chapter Two

Love in the Supernatural Family

If your reaction to the idea of church as a loving family is “Yeah, right!” you may 
have experienced church burn. Just as the God-designed earthly family can tear us down 
rather than build us up, the church family can become a source of harm. A Barna study 
among unchurched adults shows that nearly 40 percent of non-church-going Americans 
said they avoid churches because of negative past experiences in churches or with church 
people.8

The most dysfunctional church in biblical history is Laodicea. Jesus says Laodicea is 
so toxic He feels like vomiting. She thinks she’s rich and increased with goods, but is 
“wretched, miserable, poor, blind, and naked.” He says she should buy gold, representing 
faith which works by love, white raiment, representing the righteousness of Christ, and 
eyesalve so that she can see her need of these things, for without insight we never change 
(Revelation 3:14-21).

Church-burned people need a few things to experience healing: One, they must 
realize that God is also upset about the toxic condition of the church. It’s easy to confuse 
religious people with God Himself, but when we’ve been hurt, we must pry them apart in 
our minds and realize that God differs greatly from selfish human beings.

Secondly, church-burned people must realize that they, too, need mercy. The prophet 
Daniel embraced this truth and, although he had no personal sins on record and an 
apparently perfect character and life, he still prayed as if part of wayward Israel. “We 
have sinned … we have done wickedly and rebelled … to us belongs shame of face …” 
He used a total of 34 inclusive pronouns in his prayer (see Daniel 9).

Thirdly, the church-burned need to realize that in spite of all the toxicity and failure, 
church still helps people overall. Research reveals this fact:

• In one study, women showed church involvement reduced depressive symptoms 
and improved general health.9

• Another showed that when mothers participated in church, their children 
functioned better, whether they participated or not!10

• Another study on Latino families showed how church attendance was associated 
with better health and dietary practices.11

• A study revealed that adolescents who didn’t attend church were at higher risk for 
smoking.12

• One study showed how the elderly benefited more from church-related social 
contact than non-church-related social contact.13

• Another study revealed that the elderly benefited from providing social support to 
others in a church context.14

These studies are but a small sample of the reams of research on the global health 
benefits of church participation. Science keeps validating what God said—that He forms 
and shapes the family of God to be a healing and educational center for the uplifting of 
humanity. And if he can do this with Laodicea, how much more with a healthy church!



Inspiration paints a vivid portrait involving both vertical and horizontal connection in 
the body of Christ. We love and are loved by God and each other. More than anything, 
the church is a place where we learn how to love and be loved in anticipation of 
inhabiting a heaven fully saturated and actualized by love. In this regard, two of the most 
important New Testament words are agape and allelon.

Agape is the Greek word used to describe God’s unique type of love. Other words 
for love tend to be used to describe human loves, or what we might call natural affection. 
These types of natural affection characterize the human relationships that span the life 
timeline described in Chapter One. Storge describes family love, phileo describes 
friendship, and eros describes romantic, or sexual love. The relationship agape bears to 
these three loves resembles a root system and a tree. The branches each have their own 
unique character and shape, but the root system provides life and nourishment.

Each of us possesses a “bucket” in which we hold natural affection. Because God has 
programmed natural affection into human beings, we don’t need a divine miracle to love 
in these common ways. Hormones and brain chemicals facilitate these kinds of love, and 
unless we do something to interrupt those processes, they will flow. But they operate 
based on the principle of self-gratification. We adore our babies because we find them 
irresistibly cute. We chum around with friends because it’s fun. We fall in love, driven by 
powerful, intoxicating waves of romantic and sexual attraction. The problem with relying 
on natural affection to sustain our relationships is that at some point those relationships 
will cease to gratify—baby gets on our last nerve, friends aggravate us, nasty conflicts 
kill the lovers’ body rush. Without something to move us past the point of self-
gratification, human love will die a pathetic death.

But at the point of crisis God’s love can refill our exhausted supply. That flow will 
mingle with human affection, enabling us to love past the point where human love gives 
out.

“The love of God has been poured out in our hearts by the Holy Spirit who was 
given to us” (Romans 5:5). God pours love into our dried out hearts and enables us  
to love unselfishly.

However, we need more than a source of love; we must receive from God a 
structure of love as well. In addition to His Spirit’s infilling, we must be made into 
vessels that can hold God’s love. A trip down to the river to draw water in a basket will 
yield nothing because the vessel can’t hold the supply. In the same way, God fits us to 
hold His poured out love by leading us “in paths of righteousness for His name’s sake” 
(Psalms 23:3). The Law of God describes the moral boundaries needed to shape 
relationships according to God’s watertight design. On a fundamental level, the Ten 
Commandments Law describes how life and love really work. It’s a relational document.

“The love of Christ compels us” to stay within God’s boundaries because “if one 
died for all, then all died” (2 Corinthians 5:14).

The distinct feature of self-sacrifice in the love that led Jesus to die for us “compels” 
us to live, and love, selflessly. “Compel” is the word sunecho and it literally means “to 
hold together.” The same word describes how Jesus holds all creation together: “And He 
is before all things, and in Him all things consist” (Colossians 1:17). Matter is comprised 
of rapidly-moving particles, kept in motion by a loving Creator God. Were He to allow 
the order of creation to break down, the second law of thermodynamics, which states that, 



in essence, a loss of structure leads to a loss of energy, would cause a mass dissipation of 
life, bringing all creation to naught. It’s fascinating that the Bible describes immorality—
relational sin—as “dissipation” (Ephesians 5:18, Titus 1:6, 1 Peter 4:4). When we break 
the structure God designed for human relationships, we ultimately lose the power to 
sustain them.

Allelon describes how God’s self-giving love can fill our hearts and spill out to those 
around us. This unique Greek word translates into our phrase “one another.” The New 
Testament uses allelon almost as frequently as it uses agape. Essentially, God shows us 
what agape looks like in Jesus, then leads us to demonstrate it through allelon. Agape is 
the substance, allelon the expression. Ten times God tells us straight up to allelon “love 
one another” and many more times to love one another in other ways:

“Be kindly affectionate to one another, in brotherly love” (Romans 12:10).
“In honor giving preference to one another” (Romans 12:10).
“Be like-minded toward one another” (Romans 15:5).
“Receive one another, just as Christ also received us” (Romans 15:7).
“Greet one another with a holy kiss” (Romans 16:16).
“Through love serve one another” (Galatians 5:13).
“Bear one another’s burdens” (Galatians 6:2).
“Submitting to one another in the fear of God” (Ephesians 5:21).
“Comfort each other and edify one another” (1 Thessalonians 5:11).

Through these and countless other inspired statements, we get a picture of a tightly 
bonded spiritual family in which followers of Jesus can find acceptance, affection, unity, 
care, and opportunity to serve, edify and comfort. Then that love can spill over into the 
world in what we call evangelism.



Chapter Three

The Overflow of Love to the World

Jesus said, “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another; as I have 
loved you, that you also love one another. By this all will know that you are My disciples, 
if you have love for one another” (John 13:34, 35). He had just finished washing the 
grime off each disciple’s feet, fielded the evil surmising of Simon, his host, then 
watching a demon-possessed Judas leave to sell Him to the chief priests. From the gutter 
of human narcissism and filth, Jesus showed His people how love looked, then told them 
they should love in the same way. Astonishing.

As we contemplate how to evangelize the world according to the great commission, 
let’s not forget the power of love. “Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, 
baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 
28:19). That commission is laced with relationalism—we are to “make disciples,” 
meaning form vital relationships with those outside the church, leading them down a path 
toward baptism, a rite which symbolizes our relational oneness with Christ and His 
family (1 Corinthians 12:13). We baptize in the “name of” the three-member relational 
Godhead. The process of evangelism is woven with so much love that love can’t be 
extracted from it without breaking it down completely.

Which happens at times. Since the days of selling indulgences to buy dead relatives’ 
way out of hell, church leaders have used fear to swell membership. And it has worked, 
but not in the ultimate sense. What we win people with, we win them to. Building a 
church on a foundation of loveless fear will build a house of fear. And sooner or later, the 
boomerang-swing of rebellion will reject fear-based religion, seeing the world as a 
welcome refuge from an unsafe church. This may be why millennials are less attached to 
organized religion than their parents and grandparents were.15

The fear of God isn’t a bad thing entirely, or the Bible wouldn’t admonish us to fear 
God over 300 times. But while fear is designed to grasp our attention, love guides our 
attention into an understanding of God’s character that transforms the life. Fear may 
arouse us from apathy and alert us to a sense of the holiness of a sin-hating God and the 
ultimate destiny for those who choose a life of self-indulgence, but it is love that 
stabilizes our walk with God and sustains our hearts over the long arc of life. “There is no 
fear in love; but perfect love casts out fear, because fear involves torment. But he who 
fears has not been made perfect in love” (1 John 4:18).

The love we experience in the family of God, where we connect with those who 
think and live similarly to us, trains us to connect with people who think and live very 
differently. If we fail to connect with our own, whom God has given us as “practice” for 
the stretching of our hearts entailed in evangelism, how will we connect effectively to 
others?

The church has a sordid history of internal strife that must be healed if we are to 
reach the world with the gospel. If we have to win every battle with our fellow church 
members, drawing unnecessary lines in the sand and dying on imaginary hills, what 
makes us think we won’t do the same once we baptize new converts? If we resort to 
unhealthy and ungodly relational patterns with one another, won’t that unhealthy DNA be 
passed on to new offspring? If we hate our brother, might we not hate our disciple once 



he becomes a brother? On the other hand, if we learn the fine art of getting along with 
people, of loving those with whom we share church space, of humbly resolving conflict 
rather than proudly escalating it, of, “in lowliness of mind … esteem[ing] others better” 
than ourselves (Philippians 2:3), of minimizing conflict such that we only confront true, 
dangerous heresy and serious sin issues, won’t we build that spirit of generosity right into 
our midst?

What does current research say reaches the world most effectively? Not surprisingly, 
the love demonstrated by the church. One study estimated that 72 percent of unchurched 
Americans believe the church is “full of hypocrites.”16 In speaking of research on 
millennials, the Barna group concludes that, “a significant number of young adults 
perceive a lack of relational generosity within the U.S. Christian community.”17 While 
perception doesn’t equal reality, aren’t they right to a great extent? Have we not lacked 
the love of Jesus, and don’t we need to be filled to overflowing before we can rest 
assured that we’ve done all we can to win the world?

One of the most pressing emotional needs in our world today is social connection. 
Loneliness is pandemic. In the U.S., 80% of those under 18 and 40% of those over 65 
report being lonely. Fortunately, the levels of loneliness dip somewhat through the 
middle adult years when life is at is busiest and many have children at home.v But any 
loneliness is too much, and it appears to be a growing trend; University of Chicago 
researcher John Cacioppo said loneliness increased from 20% in the 1980s to 40% in 
2013.vi

We have a tremendous opportunity to share the overflow of the love God has poured 
into His family on earth with the world. Ellen White said, "We are dependent upon one 
another, closely bound together by the ties of human brotherhood."18

Making Friends Outside of the Church Circle

• Get to know your neighbors. You have an automatic “in” with people who live near 
you, sharing common space on the planet. The age-old practice of bringing a loaf of 
bread or a plate of cookies can create much good will.

• Create a neighborhood watch text chain. This will enable neighbors to chat when 
the electricity goes out, or a neighbor becomes ill, or a crime alert is called for.

• Smile and chat with store clerks. Most people work their mundane jobs without one 
moment of appreciation from the people they serve. Thank them by smiling, asking 
how they’re doing, thanking them, and telling them to have a good day.

• Go to meetups. The website www.meetup.com connects people according to their 
interests. There are hiking meetups, cooking meetups, eating meetups and hobby 
meetups.

• Join a local community group. Some examples are community choirs, sports 
groups, the Red Cross or other volunteer organization, hobby groups, social groups.

• Volunteer. Hospitals and schools often have volunteer opportunities, or you can 
create your own by simply offering to tutor students or even sweep the sidewalk of a 
public building.

• Join with social causes. The church, far from being detached from social causes, 
can speak eloquently into them. Where would we be without the Civil Rights 

https://www.meetup.com/


Movement, for instance? Prayerfully consider joining with others in fighting 
injustice and helping build a better world.



Chapter Four

Love in Conflict

We will have one of two approaches to conflict—the courtroom approach or the 
workroom approach. The courtroom approach will focus on where the blame gets placed. 
It’s litigious, lawyerly, argumentative and, typically, fruitless in relationships. 
Courtrooms are great for dealing with the crimes of strangers, but they don’t work for 
hurts between friends. Workrooms work much better for that. If people in conflict can 
step out of the courtroom where one or the other must be pronounced guilty, and step into 
the workroom where instead of blame-placing, the focus is relationship repair, far more 
will be accomplished.

Workroom Rules

- No accusations
- No shaming
- No belittling
- No dismissing
- No invalidating
- No misinterpreting
- No stonewalling

When estranged parties step into a workroom, they cease attacking each other and 
begin attacking the problem itself. They see their relationship as a project they can jointly 
hammer and saw rather than sawing and hammering each other.

We grow in relationship to others. Relationships constitute the fertile soil of 
character development. Learning how to love and be loved prepares us to live in a heaven 
of love. In the workroom, we not only improve the relationship, but ourselves. Humans 
grow in the context of relationships. Grow a relationship, and individuals within the 
relationship will grow as well.

Empathy lies at the foundation of good conflict resolution. A lack of empathy makes 
a person a sociopath, a condition few of us would claim; but the fact is that we all have a 
little sociopath inside of us. Why feel another’s pain? we wonder. Don’t I have enough of 
my own? The greatest test of our empathy is empathizing with the pain we caused. But 
that is precisely what love will cost us, sooner or later. Who hurts us more, those far 
away, or those close? The closest relationships—family, best friends, children, spouses—
by the very nature of their closeness have at least the potential to inflict the deepest 
wounds. How to repair such wounds? We must learn to empathize with the pain we 
caused, even if we didn’t intend to cause it, and even if the pain is unjustified or 
irrational.

We’re told, “Let every man be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath,” (James 
1:19). In those 13 simple words lies a volume of good psychology. We naturally desire to 
convey our own subjective experience so are quick to speak. We naturally avoid pain so 
we are slow to hear. And because we reverse the first two injunctions, we are quick to 
wrath.



James 1:19 in Action

(adapted from 13 Weeks to Peace, Pacific Press)

Here’s what our natural tendency—quick to speak, slow to hear—looks like:

Joe Schmo says, “I don’t like how you made fun of me.”
Jill Schmill says, “I wasn’t making fun of you.”
Joe- “Yes you were! ‘Grumpy pants’ isn’t making fun?”
Jill- “You’re such a baby.”
Joe- “You’re such a b_____.”
Jill- “How dare you!” (slap)
And so on …

Notice how fast the conflict escalated! Both were quick to speak and slow to hear, 
therefore quick to wrath. But what if at the outset, Jill had decided to be quick to hear and 
slow to speak? Here’s how the conversation would have gone:

Joe- “I don’t like how you make fun of me.”
Jill- “Oh? What was it I said that made you feel that way?”
Joe- “You called me ‘grumpy pants.’”
Jill- “You’re right, I did. And you felt belittled by that.”
Joe- “Yeah. I mean, the bullies at school used to say things like that.”
Jill- “Oh, I didn’t realize it would have that effect on you. I’m so sorry.”
Joe- “I’m probably being a little oversensitive. I realize we tease each other 
sometimes and I’m usually okay with it.”
Jill- “Yeah, I was a bit surprised at your reaction.”
Joe- “Sorry, Jill. I know you love me. I’ll try to be less touchy.”
Jill- “But I want you to tell me when something I say causes pain.”

Notice that the simple shift toward empathic listening brought about a nearly instant 
repair in the relationship, complete with two apologies and lots of safe, vulnerable 
communication. Jill saw the sensitive side of Joe and some of his history, too. Joe 
acknowledged how his oversensitivity affected Jill. On a scale of one to 10, they get a 10 
in relationship hurt repair!

Most of us don’t need our partner in conflict to agree with us; we simply want to be 
understood. The he-said, she-said confusion of conflicting narratives needn’t deter us 
from understanding and entering into the feelings of the other person. Our subjective 
narratives may never match up, but they can be coordinated through honest, vulnerable, 
empathic communication. Understanding and empathy change the combative tone of a 
conflict, radically increasing the chances of repair.

Remember this equation: Empathy = Ask and Reflect. Two essential components to 
empathic listening are asking questions and reflecting what we hear.

Asking questions: The purpose of asking questions is to draw out the thoughts, 
feelings and opinions of the other. Try to use what, where, when and how questions, as 
“Why?” can often sound accusatory. Make sure the questions aren’t veiled accusations, 
as in, “What makes you act so mean all the time?”

Reflecting: The purpose of reflection is likewise to draw the person out. The point of 
reflecting is not to agree or disagree with the person, but to understand them. Simply put 



in your own words what you heard them say, asking them to give feedback. Again, the 
point is to understand. You’re not going for the objective truth, but their subjective truth.

The Floor

(adapted from 13 Weeks to Peace, Pacific Press)

Use “the floor” exercise to utilize these skills. Flip a coin. Whoever wins goes first. 
This person gets “the floor” (you can use a piece of rug or a tile, or simply use a book or 
other object). While this person has the floor, the other must use the E.A.R. technique to 
draw out from them their view/feelings/thoughts.

Sample of what NOT to do:

Fred (who has the floor): I feel lonely at times in our relationship—like you’ve 
withdrawn from me.

Sarah: I’ve only withdrawn because you’re so pushy and demanding!

Notice that Sarah advanced her own agenda, talked from her own subjective experience,  
rather than drawing out Fred’s subjective experience.

Sample of what TO do:

Fred: I feel lonely at times in our relationship—like you’ve withdrawn from me.

Sarah: How long have you felt this way? (asking)

Fred: Just since the baby was born. I feel like he took my place in your heart.

Sarah: So you feel kind of displaced by Tommy. (reflecting)

Fred: Yeah. My parents never paid much attention to me growing up, and I feel like 
it’s happening all over again.

Sarah: Let me see if I understand you—me paying so much attention to Tommy 
reminds you of your childhood? (asking/reflecting)

Fred: Yeah.

Sarah: Was there a “Tommy” in your family? Someone who got all the attention?

Fred: Yeah, my little brother, Frank. He was my parents’ favorite. They said so.

Sarah: It must have been really hard to have your parents play favorites.

Fred: I felt so rejected.

Notice how quickly this conversation arrived at the root of the problem—Fred’s fear of 
rejection. Sarah’s effective asking and listening got to the root of the problem. Fred felt 
understood and “heard.” From this point the couple could work out some simple solutions 
to prevent Fred’s fear of rejection. And truthfully, simply being heard and understood by 
his wife probably accomplished this as much as any follow-up steps.

Blessed Are the Peacemakers

Jesus said, “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God,” 
(Matthew 5:9). God calls us to resolve the conflicts and misunderstandings that inevitably 



arise. “If it is possible, as much as depends on you, live peaceably with all men” (Romans 
12:18). Here are a few guidelines to help the process:

1. Bear all things. Not every disagreement and hurt needs to be directly confronted. 
Much of the tension that arises between us results from our character flaws as 
opposed to outright sin. Sometimes what we need is a simple spirit of forgiveness 
toward the failings of others. “Bearing with one another, and forgiving one another, 
if anyone has a complaint against another; even as Christ forgave you, so you also 
must do” (Colossians 3:13).

2. Settle the motive. Should you decide to confront a problem, what would your 
attempt at peacemaking accomplish? Keeping the glory of God and the good of 
people your focus will bring the best outcome. Be willing to die for your brother or 
sister. “Leave your gift there before the altar, and go your way. First be reconciled to 
your brother, and then come and offer your gift” (Matthew 5:24).

3. Remove the plank. Check for a critical spirit, a desire for revenge, or any number 
of other ungodly motives. “Hypocrite! First remove the plank from your own eye, 
and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother’s eye” (Matthew 
7:5).

4. Consider yourself. Even the best of us can be tempted to great wrong. Go in the 
spirit of humility. “Brethren, if a man is overtaken in any trespass, you who are 
spiritual restore such a one in a spirit of gentleness, considering yourself lest you also 
be tempted” (Galatians 6:1).

5. Talk alone. “Speaking the truth in love,” communicate your concern (Ephesians 
4:15). Spare the individual undue embarrassment by keeping the matter as private as 
possible. Such conversations will resolve the vast majority of conflicts. “In nine 
cases out of ten, these efforts will be successful.”vii “Moreover if your brother sins 
against you, go and tell him his fault between you and him alone. If he hears you, 
you have gained your brother” (Matthew 18:15).

6. Take one or two more. This is the most neglected step in the Matthew 18 process. 
There aren’t enough peacemakers in the world or the church! This additional person 
should be as impartial and as mature as possible, lest the brother or sister feel 
“ganged up on.” “But if he will not hear, take with you one or two more, that ‘by the 
mouth of two or three witnesses every word may be established’” (Matthew 18:16).

7. Take it to the church. This last resort involves the situation coming before the 
church body as a whole, rather than just the church board. “Shall a few persons in a 
board meeting take upon themselves the responsibility of disfellowshipping the 
erring one?”viii “And if he refuses to hear them, tell it to the church. But if he refuses 
even to hear the church, let him be to you like a heathen and a tax collector” 
(Matthew 18:17). Persistent sin and stolid resistance requires strong action. But to 
treat a brother or sister like a heathen is to love them in Jesus. “But I say to you who 
hear: Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you” (Luke 6:27).



Chapter Five

Love the Vulnerable

God has put certain systems in place to protect the vulnerable. He designed that 
children should be protected by their families, and that the vulnerable should be protected 
by their church families. Abuse perpetrated from within these systems has a more 
devastating effect because the abuse is inflicted by the very system God designed should 
protect. In addition, the perpetrators are often important figures within that system, 
making it unlikely that the victim’s complaints can be heard. Secondary trauma, where a 
person is violated, then invalidated, results.

For this reason, we must be on guard to make sure abuse never occurs within the 
family of God. Church must be a safe place; and it will not be a safe place while we make 
it safe for unsafe people. The structure of love has two pillars—mercy and justice. In 
order to have mercy on the vulnerable, we must exercise justice toward those who would 
harm the vulnerable.

The prevalence of child abuse is higher than we might expect. Remember, few 
children report it because it’s “their normal.” Even then, one study suggested that in the 
US 25 percent of children were verbally abused, 15 percent physically abused, and 12 
percent sexually abused.ix These statistics are tragic, because even one abused child is too 
many. The results can impact the individual physically, psychologically, relationally and 
even spiritually. In some cases only a direct divine miracle can prevent a ruined life.

Abuse, particularly sexual abuse, occurs in a church context. In fact, because of the 
charitability of Christians, and the twisting of biblical concepts of mercy into “sloppy 
agape,” sexual predators often find church a welcoming, safe environment in which to 
practice their nefarious arts.

An outgrowth of the #metoo movement is a growing sensitivity not only to sexual 
abuse in general, but a culture that invalidates victims. The huge 2002 scandal of the 
Boston archdiocese that formed the storyline of the film Spotlight, and the recent 
discovery of over 1000 victims of Catholic priests in Pennsylvania signal the depth of the 
problem in the Catholic Church. Advocate, attorney, evangelical believer and grandson of 
Billy Graham, Boz Tchividjian, says abuse in Protestant churches may be even greater.

It’s easy to see how the church would want to descend into the dark machinery of 
hush-hushing abuse scandals. We want to be a “good witness” to the world and admitting 
our sins seems to destroy that witness. Yet could it be that we’re actually missing a 
witnessing opportunity by showing that while there are predators in our midst, we deal 
with them appropriately? Are we missing out on making a healing statement to the world 
when we fail to demonstrate redemptive justice? The tares grow among the wheat; Jesus 
said they would. No one would hold us guilty for that; but they will hold us guilty for 
covering up and enabling the tares as they tear down the vulnerable.

And beyond our witness, if we stifle the truth about ourselves, we’ve harmed our 
own collective conscience and pushed the church into the zone of inauthenticity and 
empty institutionalism. Who are we if we stifle the truth? No one. Nothing.

Jesus said, “If anyone shall offend one of these little ones who believe in me, it were 
better for him that a millstone were hanged about his neck, and that he were drowned in 



the depth of the sea” (Matthew 18:6). The term “little one,” from the Greek micros, can 
be anyone smaller or weaker than another—physically, socially, intellectually, or 
institutionally. Jesus’ warning applies to all such situations, even adults over whom the 
perpetrator has a power advantage. Abuse of power is what’s at stake here; and for a 
spiritual leader to engage in such abuse constitutes a crime worthy of capital punishment.

The difficulty comes when that criminal also happens to be the beloved pastor, elder, 
teacher, or ministry leader. Because of this, advocates and victims often discover a 
perpetrator bias. Of course we must always base our conclusions on evidence, but if we 
operated on statistically-informed logic, we’d actually be biased toward alleged victims
—more inclined to believe them.

False allegations exist and are devastating. Research indicates that while the majority 
of sexual assault victims never report, four percent of reported assaults are false.19 Mental 
illnesses involving unhealthy needs for attention, or a personal vendetta can motivate 
these false claims. If those making them could see the prejudices they create for real 
victims, it may give them pause. Lives can be ruined by lies of all kinds, but false claims 
of sexual abuse are among the worst.

However, Old Testament law clearly led the courts of Israel to favor the claims of 
victims. In the case of rape of a woman in the countryside, where no one would hear her 
cry out, the death penalty came upon the alleged rapist (Deuteronomy 22:25-27). 
Scholars point out that evidence still applied, and that a physical exam of the woman 
likely took place to verify that rape had occurred. But we still notice the stark absence of 
victim blaming that often takes place when allegations surface.

When dealing with cases where abuse may not be clear-cut, such as in the case of 
clergy leading congregants into sin, it can be helpful to see abuse as lying along a 
spectrum. On one end, in cases such as child abuse or forcible rape, the victim has no 
responsibility whatsoever. On the other end, such as an “affair” between a congregant 
and clergy, the victim bears some responsibility. We see this principle clearly in the story 
of Simon the Pharisee’s abuse of Mary Magdalene. Jesus implied in His parable that 
Simon was 10 times more guilty than Mary for using his power advantage to seduce her 
into sin (see Luke 7 and “The Feast at Simon’s House in The Desire of Ages). Those of us 
with spiritual discernment should be the first to understand the power dynamics behind 
these cases.



Epilogue

Jennifer has touched on some of the many challenges that relate to building 
meaningful relationships at home, work and at church. Anyway you look at it, 
relationships can be messy, yet we cannot imagine trying to live our lives without being 
connected with other people.

Use this material to stimulate discussion in small groups, spiritual growth groups, 
family sharing times and more.



End Notes

This short book can’t provide all the needed education and resources to treat this subject  
comprehensively. Please take advantage of some of the ministries that provide such 
resources:

The Hope of Survivors- thehopeofsurvivors.com

The Bucket Brigade Against Abuse- bucketbrigadeagainstabuse.com

G.R.A.C.E.- Godly Response to Abuse in a Christian Environment- netgrace.org

Here are some simple steps you can follow in helping in cases of sexual misconduct in 
the church:

Record the facts. Take notes or recordings of each conversation. Keep emails and 
documents.

Report the incident at the appropriate time to civil and church authorities.

Refer the victim and the perpetrator for professional help.

Common Missteps in Handling Abuse Allegations

Believing that if a woman doesn’t fight, it isn’t rape- The majority of women experience 
“tonic immobility,” a paralysis caused by brain changes during rape. And considering the 
fact that the attacker is typically larger than the victim, one can understand why she’d 
fear being physically harmed if she didn’t cooperate.

Failing to recognize Stockholm Syndrome - Victims of any kind of crime or abuse can 
experience this syndrome, discovered when bank tellers bonded with armed robbers who 
held them captive in a Stockholm, Sweden bank. Sometimes called “Betrayal Bond,” we 
see this often in victims of abuse. The bond of a victim to an abuser doesn’t mean 
everything’s okay.

Advising the victim to confront the perpetrator - Some rush to the 15th verse of Matthew 
18 but fail to read the prologue about “little ones.” To send a victim back to a perpetrator 
to confront them is roughly equivalent to sending a maimed, bleeding rabbit back to a 
dog. We should use the steps of Matthew 18 judiciously.

Failing to support the victim in the disclosure process - Sometimes we just want things to 
go away. This leads us to invalidate and dismiss victims. It’s true that if we’re open to 
abuse complaints, we’ll hear some false allegations. But isn’t it better to risk that rather 
than close our ears to the cry of the wounded?

We’re told to “exhort [an older man] as a father, younger men as brothers,? older women 
as mothers, younger women as sisters, with all purity” (1 Timothy 5:1, 2). Notice that 
God calls His family not to avoid close relationships, but to press into intimate, bonded, 
familial relationships with this qualifier—“with all purity.” The best defense against 
sexual impurity in church is a good offense. We should love one another fully and freely, 
filled with an affection so holy that we’d rather die than taint our relationships with moral 
impurity.

https://www.netgrace.org/
https://www.bucketbrigadeagainstabuse.com/
http://www.thehopeofsurvivors.com/


Bibliography

1. Perry, Bruce; Adapted from Maltreated Children: Experience, Brain Development and 
the Next Generation.

2. The National, “The Importance of Father/Child Bonding,” Feb. 8, 2011.

3. See fatherhood.org/media/consequences-of-father-absence-statistics.

4. I’ve learned never to criticize people’s siblings, even when they do, because the 
thickness of blood often makes them defensive toward the very ones they attack.

5. Lyon, Lindsay, “7 Ways Your Siblings May have Shaped You,” US News Health, July 
2009.

6. Ibid.

7. Brooks, C. “Neuroscience, Neuroplasticity, and Mirror Neurons,” 
thescienceoffriendship.com.

8. Tanya Lewis, “Mother's Day Science: From 'Baby Brain' to Cognitive Boost,” Live 
Science, May 9, 2014, livescience.com/45492-how-motherhood-affects-the-brain.html.

9. Jenny Anderson, “The Ultimate Efficiency Hack: Have Kids,” Quartz, Oct. 11, 2016, 
qz.com/802254/the-ultimate-efficiency-hack-have-kids/.

10. Sarah Knapton, “‘Grandparent genes’ discovered by scientists,” The Telegraph, Nov. 
30, 2015.

11. The Retirement Year, p. 15.

12. Barna Group 2010.

13. Julia Van Olfen, et al, “Religious Involvement, Social Support, and Health Among 
African-American Women on the East Side of Detroit,” Journal of Internal Medicine, 
2003.

14. Stuart R. Varon, et al, “Relationship Between Maternal Church Attendance and 
Adolescent Mental Health and Social Functioning,” Psychiatry Serv,1999.

15. E.M. Arrendondo, et al, “Is church attendance associated with Latinas’ health 
practices and self-reported health?” American Journal of Health Behavior, 2005, “The 
Roles of Parenting, Church Attendance, and Depression in Adolescent Smoking,” 
Springer Science and Business Media, LLC, 2008.

16. Carla Berg, et al, “The Roles of Parenting, Church Attendance, and Depression in 
Adolescent Smoking,” Springer Science and Business Media, LLC, 2008.

17. N. Krause, et al, “Exploring the stress-buffering effects of church-based and secular 
social support on self-rated health in late life,” The Journals of Gerontology: Series B: 
Psychological Sciences and Social Sciences, 2008.

18. Nathan Krause, “Church-Based Social Support and Health in Old Age: Exploring 
Variations by Race,” The Journals of Gerontology: Series B: Psychological sciences and 
social sciences, 2006.

https://www.qz.com/802254/the-ultimate-efficiency-hack-have-kids/
https://www.livescience.com/45492-how-motherhood-affects-the-brain.html
https://www.thescienceoffriendship.com/
https://www.fatherhood.org/media/consequences-of-father-absence-statistics


19. Caroline Newman, “Why Millennials Are Leaving Religion but Embracing 
Spirituality,” University of Virginia Phys.org, Dec. 2015.

20. Audrey Barrick, “How Do Unchurched Americans View Christianity?” The Christian 
Post, January 2008

21. Barna, “What Millennials Want When They Visit Church,” Millennials and 
Generations, March 2015.

22. Ibid.

23. Jessica Olien, “Loneliness is Deadly,” Medical Examiner, August 23, 2013.

24. Help in Daily Living, p. 39.

25. Ellen White, RH, April 15, 1880.

26. Ellen White, Counsels to the Church, p. 257.

27. Adverse Childhood Experiences Reported by Adults — Five States, 2009 Weekly, 
December 17, 2010 / 59(49);1609-1613.

28. “Here’s the truth about false accusations of sexual violence,” The Conversation, 
November 2017, theconversation.com.

For Further Study

For more resources about kindness visit: WhenPeopleAreKind.org
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