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I.  Biblical Basis 

 

So Jesus grew both tall and wise, and was loved by God and man (Lk. 2:52 ~ TLB). 

 

As they were straining their eyes for another glimpse, suddenly two white-robed 

men were standing there among them, and said, "Men of Galilee, why are you 

standing here staring at the sky? Jesus has gone away to heaven, and some day, just 

as he went, he will return!" (Acts 1:10-11 ~ TLB). 

 

After David had served his generation according to the will of God, he died and was 

buried (Acts 13:36 ~ TLB). 

 
II.  Introduction 

 

Change is inevitable.  The only things that don’t change, are dead.  Yet change is often 

uncomfortable.  This chapter will focus upon change, and how it affects marriages.  Dr.  

Norman Wright authored a book titled, “Seasons of a Marriage, in which he said, 

"Change in marriage is inevitable.  If we view it realistically, we can use it to build 

positive relationships," (Wright, 1982, p. 14).  Conversely, if one attempts to make a 

marriage stay just as it was last year, or “when we first got married,” change will still 

occur, but it will tend to be more traumatic.   

 

The challenge of maturity is not that of causing the sun to stand still, but of learning how 

to dress when the sun rises versus when it sets.  In all phases of the sun there are 

necessary transitions.  One does not dress the same in winter as in summer.  One does not 

dress the same on a rainy day as on a sunny day.   

 

Yet it is often normal changes from one phase to another that cause marriages to struggle.  

In fact, when couples present for therapy the first questions some family therapists ask 

have to do with transitions and changes in a marriage, knowing that these are frequently 

the underlying root of problems. 

 

All living things pass through identifiable phases.  In the life of a normal human being the 

following stages are consistent: 
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  1. Birth 

  2. Infancy   

  3. Childhood   

  4. Adolescence   

  5. Early adulthood  

  6. Middle age   

  7. Old age   

  8. Death.    

 

For a person to attempt to remain in one stage, or force another person to remain in a 

stage, will certainly result in damage to both the person and the system.  Yet there is a 

sense of both joy and grief as a child passes from infancy to childhood, or from childhood 

to adolescence.  And how many adolescents and parents have struggled together as the 

young person “hatched” from childhood into young adulthood.  

 

Christ went through many stages and transitions.  He grew through adolescence and 

scripture notes that he “grew both tall and wise, and was loved by God and man” (Lk. 

2:52 ~ TLB).  His final transition was from earth to heaven, and as he made this transition 

scripture records that as his followers “…were straining their eyes for another glimpse, 

suddenly two white-robed men were standing there among them, and said, ‘Men of 

Galilee, why are you standing here staring at the sky? Jesus has gone away to heaven, and 

some day, just as he went, he will return!’” (Acts 1:10-11 ~ TLB). 

 

It’s certain that his disciples would have wished he had not undergone the transition of 

leaving them, but he promised that if he left, he would send something better ~ the 

indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit.  In this transaction we see that changes and 

transitions lead toward improvements.  Let’s use this as a working hypothesis as we 

browse a few theorists’ ideas regarding transition and change within family systems. 

 

Five Minute Reflection 

 

What are some stages through which you have gone in your own life, and can you identify 

one “life lesson” that actually forced you to transition to the next stage? 

 

III.  Stages of Marital Growth 

 

 A.  Galinsky’s stages of parenting 

 

Susan Galinsky (1987) organized her understanding of family life cycling around six 

stages of parenthood.  She observed that prior to each of these stages there are transitions 

which prepare the person for the next stage.  Indeed, she observed that during each stage 

there are transitions which are part of the stage itself. 
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1. Image-making stage ~ a phase of mentally preparing for parenthood, accepting 

pregnancy, preparing for birth, dreaming about what it's going to be like. 

  

 2.   Nurturing stage ~ a time when one begins dealing with the real demands of an  

                  infant, refining one's dreams into a reality one can manage. 

 

3.   Authority stage ~  a process of developing authority with the child, gaining  

      emotional distance as the child matures, dealing with beginning sex role  

      issues. 

 

4. Interpretive stage ~ a time of interpreting the world to the child and, as the    

child matures, deciding how involved to be in the life of the child. 

 

5. Interdependent stage ~ a time living with almost-grown child, dealing with  

                  teenage sexuality, forming new bonds with the nearly-adult child. 

 

6. Departure stage ~ a process of preparing for the child's departure from the  

      family system, facilitating that departure, changing one’s own self-image and 

      personal “job description.” 

 

Each of these stages has its own sweetness, and its own challenges.  How sweet it can be 

to dream about having one’s first baby.  How hard it can be to trudge through those long 

sleepless nights when the baby is teething or has a cold.  How sweet it is to hold a small 

child’s chubby little hand while walking carefully across a street, teaching them about 

how to cross safely.  How hard it can be to have a three-year-old throw himself down on 

the floor in the grocery store, kicking and screaming because he wanted chocolate milk 

for his cereal, but saw mother choose regular milk.  There are times during each stage that 

we long for the next stage, and times when we look backward to the previous stage with 

longing. 

 

 B.  Minirth/Newman/Hemfelt’s passages of marital love  

 

Authors and psychologists Minirth, Newman and Hemfelt (1991) published a book in 

which they examined marital passages (or transitions) as a young, idealistic love 

relationship between husband and wife matures into a strong, mature and steady bond that 

has been scarred yet made stronger with each of life’s hurricaines.  The marital love 

relationship goes through changes and transitions which, if they did not occur would 

leave the couple’s love immature and weak.  As we just saw in Galinsky’s stages of 

parenting, each passage has its sweetness, and its challenges.   

 

Although each passage leads forward, each transition can be precipitated by a moment of 

doubt, “Am I ready?  Will this be better?  What must I leave behind?  Do I have the 

maturity to undertake the next challenges?”  It’s good to know that each passage prepares 

the couple for the next stage, and for anything left behind each stage brings its own new 

sweetness. 
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 1.   First passage:  Young love, the first two years. 

 

 2.   Second passage:  Realistic love, the third through tenth years. 

 

 3.   Third passage:  Comfortable love, the eleventh through 25th years. 

 

 4.   Fourth passage:  Renewing love, the 26th through 35th years. 

 

 5.   Fifth passage:  Transcendent love, the 36th year and on. 

 

Five Minute Reflection 

 

Each of these paradigms reflects various stages of growth and development.  Can you 

think of any transitional events that would nudge (or perhaps force) a person from one 

stage to the next in either Galinsky’s paradigm or in Minirth/Newman/Hemfelt’s 

paradigm? 

 

 C.  Normal stages of adult progression 

 

Generally speaking, there are at least eleven major stages of normal adult progression.  

Each stage presents its unique challenges.  Each stage requires moments of transition. 

 

 1.   Pre-marriage:  Life as a single adult.  Transitions to… 

 

 2.   Courting:  Single, but emotionally attached.  Transitions to… 

 

 3.   Early marriage:  Married, but with lots to learn.  Transitions to…. 

 

 4.   Child bearing:  More to learn than you ever dreamed of.   Transitions to… 

 

 5.   Infancy and early childhood years:  Mother on 24-hour call.  Transitions to… 

 

 6.   Raising an adolescent:  Buckle your seat belts.  Transitions to… 

 

 7.   Launching your kids:  A time of mixed emotions and high divorce.   

 

 8.   Alone again as a mature couple.  Transitions to… 

 

 9.   Older age, preparing for retirement.   Transitions to… 

 

 10.  Retirement.   Transitions to… 

 

 11.  Death, or loss of spouse ~ single again. 
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 D.  Falikov’s cycles and transitions 

 

A theorist named Falikov created an interesting paradigm demonstrating normal life 

cycles and their impact upon emotional and relational closeness vs. distance in family 

systems during each cycle.  Within each cycle there are transitions and challenges.  For 

example, between child birth and middle childhood transitions include a child’s learning 

to walk, speak, attend school, form peer relationships, etc., all of which prepare the young 

child for the oncoming tasks of adolescence.  Similarly, all stages have transitional events 

which prepare the individual for the next stage. 

 

Falikov accurately observes that certain transitions draw families closer together, and 

other transitions find family members being farther away from each other relationally and 

emotionally.  For example, child birth and middle childhood are times when many trips 

are made by grandparents to be close to parents and younger kids.  Marriage draws almost 

everyone in the family together.  But successive stages find family members being farther 

apart.   

 

This ebb and flow in closeness v. distance can be observed by drawing a continuous line 

counter-clockwise from #1, to #2, to #3, etc., all the way to #13.  The evolving circle, 

shaped somewhat like the cochlea of the inner ear, demonstrates closeness to and distance 

from the center of the family system, depicted by a large letter “F,” for “Family.”    

 

 

     13. Death 

 

     9. Grandparenting 

 

     5. Child bearing 

 

     1. Child birth 

 

12.  Late 8. Mid-       4. Marriage F 2. Middle   6. Settling   10. Plan for  

adulthood adulthood courtship  childhood     down            retirement 

 

     3. Adolescence 

 

     7.  40’s re-evaluation 

  

     11. Retirement 
 

 

Five Minute Reflection 

 

Pick any two sequential stages (e.g., 2-3, 6-7, 11-12), and identify transitional issues  

involving a) attachment, b) identity, and c) life purpose. 
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E.  The “thermal layers” of marital love 

 

Relationships usually progress through "layers" as they go deeper.  Think of of a warm 

lake in the summer time.  As one dives into it one becomes aware that it has temperature 

"layers."  These are called "thermal layers."  The same thought is true as one goes deeper 

in relationships.  There are deeper levels.  The longer a couple is together the deeper they 

are able to go if all things are healthy.   

 

“Deeper” means giving more trust, sharing greater vulnerability, and enjoying stronger 

commitment.  If a marriage is not healthy one frequent symptom is that the couple’s 

relationship will hover more toward the surface ~  shallower issues will be discussed ~ 

less risk will be taken ~ partners will be less vulnerable with each other ~ there will be 

less trust ~ and the overall impact of these traits is that the level lf commitment will be 

lower.  By contrast, as a healthy marriage progresses through each of these stages, the 

couple moves toward greater intimacy.    

 

 1.  Attraction.  Boy meets girl, they gaze at one another across a crowded room  

                 and wonder why they feel attracted.  It is a stage of looking at one another’s 

                 physical features, listening to each other’s voice, assessing one another’s  

                 personality and character. 

 

2. Love as self-interest.  If a person were to attach slogans to this stage of 

love, some of the slogans would be: 

 

   I love you because you’re handsome/pretty. 

   I love you because your voice is sexy. 

   I love you because you have a good job and make good money. 

   I love you because your body shape is stimulating to me. 

   I love you because your personality pleases me. 

   I love you because you trip all my positive emotional switches. 

 

       This stage of attachment is characterized by dependency, as it externalizes 

      the source of love.  For example, if I love you because you’re handsome or  

         pretty, a) your physical attractiveness controls my love, and b) you are at 

        serious risk in our relationship if you get ugly.  If I love you because you 

      have a good job and make a lot of money, then heaven help us if you have 

        one of those mid-career glitches and fall two or three notches backward on the  

       economic scale.   

 

      This stage of attachment is also often characterized by a high degree of  

      physical involvement.  Although a normal phase of any marital relationship, it  

      tends to be shallow and unstable.  It is a stage in which “I love you because  

      you fit my definitions of what I think I need in order to be happy.”   
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       This stage of love is part of what’s called the “honeymoon” stage, and is often  

       quite emotionally and sexually fueled.  Some people fear that as their marriage  

                  begins to move out of this stage (as all marriages do), it’s because the couple 

      doesn’t love each other any longer.  In some cases, one partner leaves, seeking 

      to repeat this sort of “love” with someone else.  In the 1950s there was a pop  

      song titled, “Falling In Love With Love.”  It might have as easily been titled, 

      “Falling In Love With Your Fulfillment Of My Needs.” 

 

3. Love’s boundaries.  All relationships function by a complex set of rules,      

      and each relationship has different rules.  This next stage produces a  

      necessary level of separation between the couple, while at the same time  

      connecting them more deeply.  Genuine love cannot exist long in the  

      “honeymoon stage.”  It needs something deeper and more stable.  Boundaries  

      actually help the couple establish a format of connection that will be stronger  

      and more durable, because emotions come and go.   

 

      During this stage partners learn to say “no” to one another, without risking 

      the other person’s sense of being loved.  During this stage partners learn the 

      importance of having meaningful (usually same-sex) friendships outside of  

      marriage.  During this stage “love” takes several steps away from dependency, 

      in the direction of enduring attachment with guidelines and limits.

 

 4.   Love as friendship.  Solomon wrote, "This is my beloved and this is my  

                  friend," (Song of Solomon 5:16).  The best marriages are built upon the best  

       friendships.  Courtship is fun, and honeymoon sex can be thrilling, but that 

       which most endures is the day-to-day loving friendship.  Nancy Sinatra once 

       sang, “We got married in a fever, hotter than a pepper sprout.  We’ve been  

       talkin’ about Jackson, ever since the fire went out ~ goin’ back to Jackson.” 

       That song pinpoints the transition between honeymoon type love, versus 

        friendship love.  Nancy Sinatra was afraid to make the move, because  

                  friendship love didn’t feel the same as honeymoon love.   

  

5. Love for the other’s highest good.  Christ once said, "There is no greater love  

      than this, that a man should lay down his life for his friends,"  (Jn. 15:13).   

       Immature love focuses upon what’s in it for me.  Mature marital love focuses  

       upon the highest and best for the other person.   Mature love is willing to give  

up personal goals and dreams, in order to help the other person reach theirs.     

This format of love goes beyond the emotions and rules.  It even surpasses  

       friendship.  It can be targeted, aimed like a rifle, and given intentionally in  

       order to accomplish loving objectives on behalf of one’s beloved.  And it 

       is not dependent in any way upon how the other person is treating you.   
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Five Minute Reflection 

 

Read I Cor. 13:4-7.  Then discuss any elements from the above stages it incorporates, and 

how it does this. 

 

 

IV. Common Transitional Factors  

 

As has been pointed out above, transitions of almost any kind are often fraught with 

emotional struggles, tensions, and reformations in individual or relational identity and 

purpose.  One of the most notorious and deadly transitions occurs when the last child 

leaves  for college.  At this there is a statistical spike in the divorce rate. 

 

Transitions usually involve change, and change is almost always uncomfortable, 

sometimes traumatic.  People's identities are wrenched.  Lifetime purposes are called into 

question.  New roles are required.  Here are a few bits and pieces of transitions.   

 

A. Relational gains or losses.  Transitions often involve a gain or loss 

in some significant relationship.  Some examples may include birth of a child, death of a 

parent, gaining a spouse, losing a favorite grandparent, watching one’s child move from a 

home-identity to a college identity, or even moving into new church or business 

relationship.  Relational transitions may include a family system’s dyad becoming a triad 

(e.g., with the birth of a child, or with a brother moving in for six months), a threesome 

becoming four, etc.  Any numerical addition or deletion represents some format of 

relational transition. 

 

In one study for example, it was discovered that 75% of adult children (married or single) 

whose parents divorced, entered into a new emotionally intimate relationship within one 

year of their parents’ divorce.  Track the thought of relational gains or losses.  This 

adult’s parents divorced.  It’s a loss which represents a meaningful transition.  The adult  

experiences the emotional impact of this loss and attempts to medicate the pain through 

some new emotionally intimate connection.   

 

Numerous studies have found that when a “special” child is born to a family (e.g., an 

autistic child; a child with cerebral palsey; a child with Downs Syndrome), or when a 

child in a family becomes “special” (e.g., reduced to a wheel chair because of a traumatic 

neck injury), this transition frequently causes separation or divorce.   

 

 B.  Changes in home life.  Sometimes things happen in a home causing 

major changes in the way that household functions.  We’re not talking here about a 

change as simple as getting a new puppy.  We’re talking about a change that really makes 

a difference.  Examples would include selling a home and relocating to another part of the 

country; going through a fire and losing a third of everything; being burglarized; 

experiencing an devastating earthquake.  Other changes in home life might include kids 
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leaving home to go to college or join the service.  Or a mother whose rheumatoic arthritis 

no longer allows her to cook and clean the house.  These sorts of changes often become 

transitional moments in which the meaning of people’s lives are stretched.  They often 

precipitate marital difficulty. 

 

 C.  Changes in personal identity.   Some transitions are substantial 

enough as to cause a person to come away from them “a different person.”  They may not 

be sure what that means at the moment, but somehow things have changed and the person 

knows their lives have changed.  Things will never the same.   

 

 D.  Work and financial changes.  Being fired from a job, being moved 

laterally within a corporation, being transferred to a new city with a higher cost of living, 

changing jobs, starting one’s own company, having a bad year or two financially ~ all of 

these represent transitions from one state of existence to another.   

 

 E.  Inner changes.  We often go through deep personal inner changes which 

have a profound impact upon every aspect of our functioning.  In one case a man became 

a Christian.  His wife did not want to be married to a Christian, and divorced him.  But 

having a faith conversion is only one sort of transition.  Others may include encountering 

a deepening social or political awareness, gaining some deep personal insight, making 

substantive changes in one’s values or goals, or even going through deep questions about  

one's marriage.  Each of these reflect transitions. 

 

Five Minute Reflection 

 

Have you been affected by any of the items in A – E above?  If so, could you share your 

experience with the class, and talk about how this item became transitional in your life. 

 

V.  Managing Transitions 

 
 (Note:  Points IV: A-F are taken from Bridges, 1980, pp. 121-126.  Scriptures added by Splinter.) 

 

 A.  Find a regular time and place to be alone.  Scripture teaches 

that when Christ faced challenging moments, he left the madding crowd, went to some 

isolated place, and prayed.  "And when he had sent them away he went up the hill-side 

quite alone, to pray," Matthew 14:23.  

 

 B.  Begin a log of your experiences.   As you exist in this possibly 

somewhat empty and uncertain transitional time, write down what you’re experiencing.  

Keep notes of your feelings.  Log what you’re doing with your time.  Keeping such a log 

can provide sanity in the midst of chaos, and you will probably be surprised at the depth 

of your thought process if you write it down.  Furthermore, as you write you’ll create a 

record of your progression through the transition ~ you’ll soon be able to look at it with 

greater understanding. 
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As you write this log, work especially hard at making written note of your life 

“blessings.”  What has God done thus far in your life that blesses you?  What good things 

are part of your life right now ~ things you value ~ things that enrich your life?  Tip:  

People fighting depression tend to think (a) negatively, and (b) globally.  That is to say, 

the internal conversation often goes like this: “There’s nothing good in my life; I’m a 

complete failure; nobody loves me; and it’s going to be this way for the rest of my life.”  

To help yourself break out of this trap, be diligent in keeping a lot of God’s blessings. 

 

 C.  Take a pause in the action of your life to write a short 

autobiography.  This is an extension of point “B” above, but it delves more deeply 

into who you are and what you value.  It’s an exercise in helping you sort out where 

you’re headed by creating a clear inventory of who you are and what your life has been 

about until right now. 

 

D.  Use this opportunity to discover what you really want.  

Transitions can be superb moments for self-evaluation and re-focusing one’s life.  What 

do you want in yourself?  What do you want in your life, relationships, and career?  What 

do you truly value?  What’s worth the rest of your life?  The difficult moments inherent in 

transitions can be exceptionally helpful if one uses them to generate an internal 

conversation.  Scripture says, "Set your heart first on his kingdom and his goodness, 

and all these things will come to you as a matter of course" (Matthew 6:33). 

 

 E.  Think of what would be unlived in your life if it ended 

today.  What important thing would you not have accomplished in your life if you died 

today?  What important things might you wish to set before yourself as goals, in case you 

die in the next year?  Scripture asks a very penetrating question:  “What good can it do a 

man to gain the whole world at the price of his own soul?  What can a man offer to 

buy back his soul once he has lost it?"  (Mark 8:36) 

 

 F.  Take a few days to go on your own version of a "passage 

journey."  It can be helpful in the midst of a transition, to take a little time out and go 

somewhere you can be alone, perhaps in an area that will inspire you to think deep 

thoughts -- e.g., by the ocean, by a lake or river, in the mountains, in the deep woods. 

This is a  journey into emptiness, to think, pray, meditate, and wait upon God.  Scriopture 

says, "They that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall mount up 

with wings as eagles; they shall run and not be weary; they shall walk and not faint," 

(Isa. 40:31.) 

 

VI. Faith and Transition 

 

It is during times of transition that our faith can most come alive.  When our lives and 

important things around us are in flux ~ when we’ve lost our moorings and feel adrift ~ 

it’s a great time to learn how to walk close to God.  C.S. Lewis is quoted as having once 
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said, “God whispers to us in our comforts, speaks to us in our consciences, but shouts to 

us in our pain.”     

 

When the things which formerly defined who and what we were are being challenged, 

changed or taken away ~ when our sense of self goes through deep and profound changes 

~ when our values are being questioned ~ when our life goals are being renegotiated or 

altered ~ that’s the best time to spend an hour a day on our knees.  In some cases we 

know of, people have spent an hour a day laying prostrate on their faces as they prayed 

earnestly. 

 

Times of transition are important times to focus upon faith.  We usually come out of these 

times somehow changed.  The changes may not be better or worse, but we usually end up 

being somehow different after a major transition.  During these moments we need 

something stable and fixed by which to measure ourselves, something upon which we can 

rely with confidence.  That "something" is faith in God.  Here are some faith-related tips 

regarding how to progress through these transitions. 

 

 A.  Seek for, and make decisions based upon, the peace of 

Christ.  Scripture teaches, "Don't worry over anything whatever; whenever you pray 

tell God every detail of your needs in thankful prayer, and the peace of God, which 

surpasses human understanding, will keep constant guard over your hearts and minds 

as they rest in Christ Jesus," (Phil. 4:6-7).  Scripture also teaches, "Let the peace of 

Christ guide all your decisions, for you were called to live as one united body; and 

always be thankful," (Col. 3:15). 

 

 B. Rely upon the counsel of close Christian friends. 

Scripture teaches, "A friend loves at all times, and a brother is born for adversity," (Pr. 

17:17), and, "Where there is no guidance, the people fall, but in abundance of  

counselors there is victory," (Prov. 11:14), and, "Without consultation, plans are 

frustrated, but with many counselors they succeed," (Prov. 15:22). 

 

 C.  Wait upon the Lord.  Scripture teaches, "In repentance and rest you 

shall be saved, in quietness and trust is your strength," (Isa. 30:15), and, "They that 

wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength; they will mount up with wings like 

eagles, they will run and not get tired, they will walk and not become weary," (Isa. 

40:31).  King David wrote, "I waited patiently for the Lord; and He inclined to me, and 

heard my cry.  He brought me up out of the pit of destruction, out of the miry clay; and 

He set my feet upon a rock making my footsteps firm," (Ps. 40:1-2), and, "Wait for the 

Lord; be strong, and let your heart take courage; yes, wait for the Lord," (Ps. 27:14). 

 

D.  Pray with as much faith as you are able.  Accept that during 

these times of transition your faith may be weak because of your fears.  Still, trust God.  

Don’t feel that you need to “bulk up” your faith in order to impress God.  He knows every 

detail of your life ~ in fact, he knows every detail a whole lot better than you know them.  
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In one situation a guy’s daughter was dying.  He came to Christ and asked Christ to heal 

her.  Christ asked, “Do you believe I can do this?”  The man’s response was a simple 

prayer that expressed the outer limits of his faith.  He said, "Lord, I believe.  Help my 

unbelief,"  (Mk. 9:24). 

 

One time the disciple Peter asked Christ to let him walk on water.  He’d seen Jesus do it 

and probably wanted to try it out for himself.  So Christ said, “Go ahead.”  Then the story 

goes like this:  "But seeing the wind, he became afraid, and beginning to sink he cried 

out, saying, 'Lord, save me!'  And immediately Jesus stretched out His hand and took 

hold of him...." (Mt. 14:30-31).  There are times when we cry out to God, “Help!!  I’m 

drowning!!  Hold my hand!!”  And that’s legitimate prayer. 

 

Old wise King Solomon wrote, "Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not lean 

on your own understanding.  In all your ways acknowledge Him, and He will make 

your paths straight," (Prov. 3:5-7).  Pray with as much faith as you are able.  Then, trust. 

 

Five Minute Reflection 

 

As people go through transitions, what are some normal human tendencies during times 

of high stress and major transition?  

 

Is faith in God something worthy of relying upon during times of transition, or is it 

merely a crutch.  How would you expand upon your response if someone asked you for 

further clarification? 
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