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“You can’t trust your emotions!” “You need to feel your emotions!” “Strong emotions are a sign of spiritual weakness.” 
“Christians should always be joyful.” These are comments that are common in Christian circles. Perhaps you 
have heard them before. While they aren’t false, they are often misapplied. The truth is, there is a little truth 
in each of them. Let’s examine each of these statements.

“YOU CAN’T TRUST YOUR EMOTIONS.” 
There are times when our emotions warn us of danger. Emotions can also transport us to heights of joy, for 
instance when we listen to a moving musical performance. Emotions are a part of our lives. Trusting our 
emotions can only work, however, when we also can identify the Truth and the lies! Without Truth as an 
anchor, we really can’t trust our emotions. 

For example, all of us can point back to times when our decisions were dictated by our emotions. In 
hindsight, we see how wrong and destructive they were. Emotions, without a moral framework of Truth 
underpinning them, are not trustworthy. Granted, they are a part of a decision-making process, but not all 
of it. We live in a culture in which young teens are told to make weighty decisions based solely on their 
emotions. God has been removed from our culture. Without the “Morals Giver,” there are no morals that 
transcend emotions. Decision making based on moral absolutes of right and wrong has become obsolete. 
One of the most destructive pieces of evidence of this in our culture is the decision of when to become 
sexually active. Planned Parenthood, which has their curriculum placed in countless public schools, offers 
only one guideline to preteens and teens: “You alone know when you are ready for sex.” No information is 
given on the long-term consequences or the health risks of such a decision. No moral framework of right 
and wrong is offered. No information on how this teaching leads to victimization of girls by men is shared. 
Planned Parenthood only teaches children to trust their feelings!

“YOU NEED TO FEEL YOUR EMOTIONS.” 
This is true, and it is very different from trusting your emotions. 
God created us with emotions. Feeling our emotions is 
essential to living a full life that is emotionally connected 
with others. Feeling our emotions is necessary to heal from 
hurts and pain. But those emotions can be very threatening 
when they have been denied all our lives. As a result, we are 
kept in a state of lies and emotional immaturity. We were 
created to feel our emotions. When we push them down, 
they can come out sideways in the form of depression, 
anger, self-loathing, and other self-destructive behaviors.

With no parents validating or comforting them, children raised in dysfunction learn to deny their emotions. 
This becomes a survival mechanism. The emotions created by abusive, addicted, emotionally absent, 
hypercritical, or otherwise impaired parents are just too painful for a child to face. Often, these emotions 
are buried, and a lifetime is spent denying their existence. When we grow to become adults, that survival 
mechanism continues. That is why the decision of seeking help as an adult can be so hard. A woman who 
has spent a lifetime avoiding and denying the emotions she experienced as a child is terrified that feeling 
these emotions will overwhelm her. In reality, though, she isn’t a child anymore, and as an adult, she can 
successfully face her emotions with guidance, support, and God’s love. 
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“STRONG EMOTIONS ARE A SIGN OF SPIRITUAL WEAKNESS.” 
As a young Christian, I thought a sign of spiritual maturity was to face life with emotional serenity, no matter 
what came my way. And of course, being emotional, I always failed, which to me was to fail spiritually. 
SHAME was my constant companion. In reality this, is a ridiculous notion that defies reality. Jesus felt strong 
emotions. He felt joy in pleasing His Father, compassion for the widow of Nain at the loss of her only son, 
agony in the Garden of Gethsemane when He knew what was ahead of Him, anger at the money-changers 
who were cheating the poor, frustration with His disciples when they didn’t understand His teachings, and 
sorrow over the death of Lazarus. These are only a few examples of our Savior’s feelings and the expression 
of His human emotions. Just like Jesus, we were created to feel. But our feelings need to line up with Truth. 
As an adult, and as a Christian, you can learn to feel a full range of your emotions and “retrain” them to line 
up with Truth. The result will be emotional maturity, freedom, and stepping into who we really are in Christ 
as we embrace our unique gifts. It is hard work, but I have seen this amazing transformation in women 
numerous times over the years.

“CHRISTIANS SHOULD ALWAYS BE JOYFUL.” 
Philippians 4:14 says, “Always be joyful because you belong to the Lord.” This is reiterated throughout the 
Scriptures. However, it does not negate, or invalidate, negative or painful emotions. Joy in our Savior and 
sorrow for life’s circumstances are not mutually exclusive. 

Unfortunately, I have heard Christian women teach that, no matter how bad a woman feels, she should 
always put a smile on her face because she represents Jesus. “We need to let people see our joy, even 
when we are not feeling it.” This can only lead to one thing—a performance! It is a shallow, simplistic, and 
dishonest response to a deep mystery. How can we feel joy when our lives are falling apart? Can these things 
coexist? Sadly, I came face-to-face with this paradox in 2016. In one year, I lost five people whom I loved 
dearly—including my husband of forty-six years, a beloved nephew, and two dear friends. Also, during 

that year, our family was rocked by the sins of another who betrayed 
us all and harmed my grandchildren. The agony of loss and grief was 
nearly impossible to bear. I pressed into God with my feelings and 
clung to Him. I surrendered daily, hour by hour, as I grappled with 
my emotions. Wave upon wave of grief and loss crashed over me. Yet 
through it all, I had a deeper sense of well-being. It was well with my 
soul, regardless of what my life looked like! It was not joy in the sense 
that we could understand it. Smiles were few. Laughter came with 
difficulty. Yet regardless of my pain, God was there with me. Indeed, 
when well-meaning people asked me the question, “How are you 

doing?” I would answer honestly, “Today is hard, but it is well with my soul.” I believe this is the joy we can 
feel, reflecting the eternal, rejoicing in our salvation, and anchoring us in our painful trials while we are on 
this earth. 

HOW ARE HEALTHY EMOTIONS DEVELOPED?
All children have basic needs that must be met in order for them to survive and thrive. Having their physical 
needs met ensures that they can survive to adulthood. Having their cognitive needs met ensures they can 
get a job and provide for their families as adults. But equally important, and not as obvious, is having their 
emotional needs met.

Emotions are like a language. Children who are raised speaking their culture’s language don’t study it; they 
absorb it through daily exposure. They learn sentence structure, grammar, syntax, and other rules without 
even knowing it. If the parents speak with poor grammar, then the child learns the poor grammar, thinking 
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it’s normal. The child thinks everyone speaks their language. The same applies to our emotional language. 
The emotional actions or responses by their parents (or the lack thereof ) is how children learn healthy, 
appropriate emotional interactions, or distorted, dysfunctional emotional interactions.

All children need emotional connection. THEIR emotional needs must be met in order for them to learn 
the emotional language that will help them navigate life. When this doesn’t happen, they do not develop 
appropriate emotional reactions to so many things they 
encounter. They carry this deficiency into adulthood, and it is 
there that it wreaks havoc.

WHAT’S WRONG WITH HER?
Have you ever wondered why a woman who sees the pain of 
abuse by a father toward her mother marries an abuser herself? 
Have you ever looked at a woman who makes excuses for 
her abuser, stays with him year after year, and asked yourself, 
“What’s wrong with her?” The answer to this question is most 
likely found in the emotional experiences of her childhood. 

Deb’s story is an example of this. This is only one of so many in her crazy, bizarre childhood. As she told it, 
her father was attacking her mother with a knife and screaming that he was going to kill her. Her mother 
was shrieking and running to get away from him. Her father grabbed her mother, and Deb jumped on her 
father’s back and started pummeling him, yelling at him to stop. Imagine at this point the adrenaline that 
was rushing through her, the sheer terror, the powerlessness that must have overwhelmed her. At this 
point, her father and mother stopped and started laughing at her for thinking she could beat up her father. 
He put down the knife. Mom went back to what she was doing. It was not spoken of again. Deb was left 
with reeling emotions, and parents who reacted so completely inappropriately that the only conclusion 
Deb could come to was that her emotions were not to be trusted. When strong, frightening emotions 
come from a child’s circumstances and parents negate those emotions through their behavior and words, 
the child has no choice but to question their own emotional responses. Because of her parent’s response, 
Deb couldn’t trust her feelings! Now repeat that dynamic over and over in different circumstances in a 
thousand different ways, and you can imagine that, as an adult, Deb did not do well in choosing a partner 
or dealing with life. She was in our maternity home for the birth of her third child. The other children had 
been removed by Child Protective Services. Despite the counseling, parenting lessons, a job, and loving 
support, she still could not navigate life. After she left us, her third baby was taken from her, and she ended 
up in a relationship with an abusive man.

WHAT A CHILD NEEDS
Children have emotional needs that are just as important as physical ones. Parents are the ones who should 
fulfill those needs—not perfectly, but adequately. The problem is, if the parents did not have their own 
emotional needs met as children, they don’t know what they are supposed to do with their children’s 
emotional needs. To help you understand this, look at the sheet on the following page. In other words, if 
the parents didn’t learn the language, they can’t speak it to their children. 

Directions: Look at the exercise on the next page. Fill in the blanks as best you can. Under the “physical” 
column, write down what a child needs PHYSICALLY to grow from an infant to a healthy adult. 

Now go to the “cognitive” column. Cognitive means your intellectual ability to think and reason, to read 
and write and understand. It is NOT the emotional part of your brain, but the logical part. In the “cognitive” 
column, write down what a child needs to grow from an infant to an adult with adequate COGNITIVE 
development to hold down a job and function in the world. 

Now go to the “emotional” column. What does a child need EMOTIONALLY to grow from an infant to an 
emotionally healthy adult? Write it down.
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PHYSICAL COGNITIVE EMOTIONAL
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Below is the chart with answers filled in. Add in any that you missed.

PHYSICAL COGNITIVE EMOTIONAL
FOOD EDUCATION UNCONDITIONAL LOVE

WATER LANGUAGE NURTURE

SHELTER READING SECURITY

CLOTHES SOCIALIZATION ACCEPTANCE

MEDICAL CARE STIMULATION BOUNDARIES

MUSIC PRAISE

EXPLORATION AFFECTION

THE FREEDOM TO BE A 
CHILD

HEALTHY DISCIPLINE

AFFIRMATION

RESPECT

PREDICTABILITY

THE ABILITY TO SHARE 
EMOTIONS

HEALTHY RESPONSE TO 
EMOTIONAL NEEDS
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After you have filled out the chart, go back to the “physical” column. Check 
off everything that you received as a child. Chances are, you received what 
you needed to grow into a physically adequate adult. Now imagine the 
following: If you hadn’t gotten what you needed physically, like medical 
care or nourishing food, and it affected your health as an adult, and then 
someone asked you to run a marathon and come in first place, what would 
you say to them? The answer from my clients is usually, “You’re crazy!”

Now go to the “cognitive” column. Check off everything in this column 
that you received as a child. Chances are, you received what you 
needed to grow into a cognitively adequate adult. Now imagine the 
following. If you hadn’t gone to school and learned to read or do math, 
and someone asked you to take a college entrance exam and make a 
perfect score, what would you say to them? Again, you would say they  
were crazy!

Lastly, go to the “emotional” column. Check off everything in this column you received as a child. Here is 
where your answers will probably differ from the other columns. The things listed in the emotional column 
are necessary for a child to grow up as an emotionally mature adult. If you are like most of the women I 
have worked with, there aren’t many “met” needs in the emotional column that you can check off. Yet you 
are expecting yourself to function in a healthy emotional manner (perfectly) without the necessary training 
and input.

Why is it that in this case, you don’t assume someone is “crazy” for expecting you to perform well in a life 
skill in which you did not receive what you needed to succeed? When you fail, lash out, act out of control, 
assume, take offense, give offense, are attracted to abusive men, have unhealthy friendships, binge-eat or 
-drink, find yourself depressed or in any number of self-defeating circumstances, or all of these other things 
that affect relationships, SHAME is triggered, and the cycle continues!

I have sat with women as they looked at the third column and wept because they realized that almost 
none of the emotional needs they had as children were met. Yet, while there was sorrow, it also gave them 
hope. They realized that there was a reason why they had so many relational problems, and that they could 
learn the things they missed out on in childhood and change!

WHAT AM I FEELING?
When I work with women, I ask the question, “How did that make you feel?” or “What are you feeling?” Many 
times, the answer is, “I don’t know!” And they don’t! Part of learning the language of emotions is learning to 
identify them. This normally happens in two ways. First, parents model acceptable emotional responses. 
Children learn the most by the behavior their parents model. When a child regularly watches a father lose 
his temper when he faces frustrations, blames others when he makes mistakes, or responds in anger to 
criticism, his children are watching and learning. It doesn’t matter if the father verbally tells his children not 
to be rude or get angry. He is teaching them what to do with his behavior! 

Second, when parents respond to their children’s emotional needs appropriately, it not only models proper 
behavior, but it also fills the emotional needs they have, thus making them feel secure and loved. Over 
thousands of interactions in her childhood, a child learns how to feel, evaluate, and control her emotions 
based on her parent’s response to her. 
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When there is chaos in the home, and the adults are acting out, the child learns none of these essential 
lessons and continues into life with a gaping hole of emotional needs that should have been filled in 
childhood. For a child to fully feel the emotions emanating from being abused and mistreated would 
overwhelm them. Their protective mechanism is to not allow themselves to feel. They push it down and 
just try to be a child. But those emotions are there. They will come out, and usually they come out as 
anger. It is important to note that anger is not a primary emotion. It always is in response to pain. With no 
experience identifying, and working through, the real emotions, the child grows up into an emotionally 
handicapped person.

Before you can learn to process your emotions, it is important to be able to accurately identify your 
emotions. This may sound ridiculous to someone who is emotionally healthy, but to someone raised in 
chaos and abuse, knowing what you feel is extremely difficult to identify. The chart on the next page will 
help to answer the question, “What am I feeling?”

In chapter 7 you will find a worksheet entitled “Shifting My Foundation.” Use the Emotions Chart to help you 
as you complete the worksheets.
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