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6 Hidden Behaviors That Destroy Families by Dr. Magdalena Battles is a 
practical tool for families of all sizes. Dr. Battles goes to great lengths to 
give practical instruction and specific examples that anyone can follow. The 
book is honest and presents real issues that families face, but it also gives 
deep encouragement for those willing to do the relational work. I love that 
one of the main themes I was left with was that all a family needs is one 
member to be the change!
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Battles’s advice on listening for understanding. I highly recommend this 
book!
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In 6 Hidden Behaviors That Destroy Families, Dr. Magdalena Battles uses 
her voice as a storyteller to walk alongside families as they navigate real-life 
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familiar with the six major behaviors that destroy families and practice 
understanding them, we will become better equipped to deal with these 
issues if and when they flare up in our lives.
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Dr. Magdalena Battles illuminates systemic family issues that need to be 
proactively addressed in healthy and productive ways. I am grateful to have 
her wisdom, wit, engaging writing style, and relatable stories packaged in 
practical advice and counsel that can be a resource to families. 6 Hidden 
Behaviors That Destroy Families is an easy read that gives clarity and defini-
tion to common family struggles, with a goal of repairing, reconciling, and 
fostering new, healthy dynamics. Dr. Battles has a heart of stewardship 
to help extended family members communicate and work through their 
issues in ways that foster meaningful connection.

—Dr. Shannan Crawford 
Licensed psychologist, leadership consultant, conference speaker,  

and adjunct professor

Dr. Magdalena Battles’s new book, 6 Hidden Behaviors That Destroy 
Families, is an important work, offering practical solutions and biblically 
based teaching to foster a pleasant and supportive family environment. An 
expert in child development and a doctor of psychology, Dr. Battles knows 
her stuff. But more than that, she’s a mom and a wife, a daughter-in-law, 
and a compassionate family member. Her personal story of struggle and the 
comfort she received from God as she learned valuable lessons give us hope 
that we can all achieve happy and healthy extended family relationships.

—Paula Scott 
Author, Farming Grace: A Memoir of Life, Love, and a Harvest of Faith

6 Hidden Behaviors That Destroy Families is an easy but impactful must-read! 
On a personal note, I consider Dr. Magdalena Battles a friend and a woman 
of high character and calling. It was a privilege and joy to read her book 
because it was thought-provoking and challenging in the best possible way! 
As I read the wisdom she offers for navigating the challenges of relation-
ships—with both family members and friends—I related to every chapter, 
and multiple stories in my own life came alive to me. One of my favorite fea-
tures of this book is that it doesn’t leave you a victim but instead equips you 
with practical tools to be the change agent in your life and in your family.

—Stephanie Kelsey 
Groups pastor, Gateway Church, Southlake, TX



In 6 Hidden Behaviors That Destroy Families, Dr. Magdalena Battles pro-
vides readers from all walks of life with a biblical worldview on how to 
develop effective relationships with their family members. She has a 
unique background as a professional psychologist who also has a spiritual 
understanding that we humans are created as three-part beings. We have 
a spirit, body, and soul, with the soul being the seat of our mind, will, and 
emotions. With this understanding, she is able to provide real solutions for 
family conflict that are built on the foundation of effective communication.

—Paul Lodato 
General manager, Christian Television Network Southwest Florida 

Florida Pastors Network

Dr. Magdalena Battles has laid a solid foundation and framework for 
healthy families. Her passion for unity in extended families is evident 
throughout this book, and her insight is valuable for any member of any 
family. If you have concerns about or issues with your family relationships, 
I highly recommend 6 Hidden Behaviors That Destroy Families.

—Kristin Lemus 
Founder, Brave Moms

I wish I’d had 6 Hidden Behaviors That Destroy Families when I got mar-
ried! And had kids! And became a supervisor! Both personally and profes-
sionally, I’ve had great success using the advice on mending and building 
relationships that Dr. Magdalena Battles gives in this book. Thank you, 
Dr. Battles, for helping us all by providing this resource in a format that is 
so easy to understand and apply.

—Molly Lee 
Founder, Glory Gals



In her latest book, 6 Hidden Behaviors That Destroy Families, Dr. Magdalena 
Battles uncovers the secrets behind a healthy family system. Through the 
real-life situations, biblical truth, and researched solutions she presents, 
you will learn how to have a family that functions in the way God intended 
it to—with peace and joy. I highly recommend this book for anyone in a 
family system, which is everyone!

—Rachael Gilbert 
Marriage and family therapist, speaker, and author 

Host, Real Talk with Rachael podcast
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FOREWORD

I must have been only five or six years old when I asked, “Mamma, what 
happened to my grandparents?” My mother and I were driving home from 
my classmate’s birthday party, hosted at her grandparents’ home. The swim 
party had been a huge success, and I had watched as my friend received 
hugs, cuddles, and kisses from her doting grandparents throughout the 
two hours they served as hosts.

It had suddenly dawned on me that I had never seen my own grandpar-
ents, much less been showered with such obvious affection from them. My 
mom told me the truth about my grandparents in the best way she knew 
how. They were alive and well, living across town. They simply weren’t a 
part of our lives. At the time, the explanation seemed odd, but I accepted 
it with childlike innocence. 

Fast forward to 2020. I have more family members who are estranged 
from me than are in relationship with me, my husband, and our four beau-
tiful sons. The seeds of bitterness, poor communication, and unforgiveness 
have sprouted and taken root for generations, and they have left a lifeless 
harvest of dead-end relationships that has fractured our family tree. This 
truth is one of the most painful realities of my life.

When I first met Dr. Magdalena Battles, I felt an overwhelming sense 
of well-being. Her nurturing spirit was straightforward and affirming. I 
immediately felt that this was someone who would have a positive influence 
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on me. She was both wise and kind. It came as no surprise to learn she 
was a doctor of psychology and an expert in family relationships. Over the 
years, I have had the privilege to know her personally and call her a friend. 
When she handed me a copy of 6 Hidden Behaviors That Destroy Families, 
I felt like I was about to find hope and healing from my painful past. I was 
right! But reading this book didn’t only accomplish these valuable results. It 
inspired me to disrupt the generational cycle of conflict and estrangement 
in my own little family. Magdalena gave me the much-needed insights and 
tools I had been desperate to find in order to break free from those chains 
so that my own children could one day experience the healthy and God-
honoring design for family He had planned for them. 

My grandparents passed away years ago. There is nothing I can do 
about the past, except to leave it there. However, this book has shown me 
how to proceed for the future. Magdalena doesn’t give us a bunch of clichés 
or scenarios we can relate to and then leave us in our misery. She offers 
practical ideas to think about and implement for dealing with real-life 
problems like unforgiveness, gossip, and feeling left out of family events. 
Magdalena has made these big issues less fearsome and overwhelming by 
explaining life-giving principles from the Bible in a way that enables us 
to apply them to everyday situations with our extended family members. 
Already, I’m working through some of these practical ideas with my chil-
dren, teaching them how to communicate better, respond with a kind tone 
of voice during conflicts, and put themselves in each other’s shoes more 
often. I’m seeing the fruit of these conversations and it’s generating in me 
an excitement about the future of our family that far outshines the pain of 
my past.

In my own books and ministry, I have noted the legacy of anger and 
frustration within many families around the world. 6 Hidden Behaviors 
That Destroy Families is the book we need to be reading before we escalate 
to the issues I write about—triggers that lead to angry reactions, which 
can do so much harm. But it’s my belief that even for those of us who are 
squarely placed in the center of fractured families, following the advice in 
this book will bring healing and reconciliation.

Reading this book could be one of the most important things you do 
for yourself and your parents, spouse, siblings, in-laws, and children. God 
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set us in our families with intention. He designed our children to be a 
blessing to us, our spouses to be a picture of unconditional love toward us, 
and our households to be a legacy of security and enrichment. As you read 
6 Hidden Behaviors That Destroy Families, you will receive the tools and 
encouragement you need to preserve and foster that godly design.

Read on with an open heart and an open mind. You’re about to change 
your family legacy. 

—Amber Lia 
Best-selling coauthor, Triggers, Marriage Triggers,  

and Parenting Scripts
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PREFACE:  
AN ARTICLE THAT WENT VIRAL

Families are complicated. There is no such thing as a perfect family…or 
an easy family. We all make mistakes that hurt or disappoint our extended 
family members, and we’ve all been hurt or disappointed by those we love. 
Yet within our human makeup is a deep and basic need for healthy family 
relationships. Family was designed to provide us with love, a feeling of 
belonging, a shared history, traditions, comfort, affection, quality time, 
feedback, learning, and a safety net. When our family fails to provide for 
these needs, we experience a sense of loss.

While every family has its problems—some minor, some major—what 
really matters is how we deal with these issues. Are we working to heal and 
resolve the conflicts, or are we allowing them to fester, divide, and explode, 
perhaps causing irreparable damage to our relationships?

We are either part of the problem or part of the solution. While doing 
nothing about a family issue may seem like the safest route, it often further 
contributes to the troubles. We have a choice to make: Do we want a family 
that is loving, supportive, and knows how to get along? Or do we want to 
continue along the path of hurt feelings, angry reactions, and severed com-
munication? If we desire the first option, the good news is that we can help 
bring solutions and healing to our damaged families, regardless of the size 
of the problem.
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TOP FAMILY CONFLICTS

I come from a large extended family, and I also have a doctorate in clin-
ical and academic psychology. Several years ago, I wrote an article entitled 
“6 Big Mistakes That Destroy Family Relationships” for Lifehack, a top 
self-help website. The article went viral. I think people responded because 
they saw their own family problems clearly identified and explained to 
them for the first time. Even more than that, they could see both the issues 
and their solutions. Once we are able to pinpoint problems that are causing 
disagreement and strife in our immediate and extended families, we can 
work to solve them and make our relationships better and stronger. 

6 Hidden Behaviors That Destroy Families is based on that Lifehack 
article. The behaviors are described as “hidden” because we often ignore, 
deny, or cover up our family issues. While volumes could be written 
about such problems, this book focuses on the top conflicts that cause 
relationships to become strained, disjointed, or broken. It also provides 
solutions for dealing with each damaging behavior. These solutions are 
drawn from my own life experiences, timeless principles from the Bible, 
solid research in psychology, and my professional observations of what 
works for families.

To help you better understand the issues and apply the correspond-
ing solutions, I also share stories from my life and the lives of my family 
members, friends, and, at times, clients. Names have often been omitted or 
altered so individuals can remain anonymous. Other details not essential 
to the message of a particular story also may have been changed to conceal 
a person’s identity.

I love my own extended family. However, just because I love them 
doesn’t mean we haven’t made mistakes and don’t have problems. No, we 
certainly have our fair share. For example, some family members have gone 
through the pain of divorce and some have even gone to prison (some are 
still there). My extended family members come from varied religious back-
grounds and income levels, and we have all made our own lifestyle choices. 
We are different people with distinct beliefs and values. However, we are 
also a family that knows how to get along—most of the time. (It would be 
impossible for any family to get along all of the time!) We overcome our 
differences and hurdle the hidden behaviors as they come. We are far from 
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perfect, but we have found effective resolutions to our mistakes. I share 
them in this book because I want to help others who are going through 
similar situations.

You will find that there is some overlap in the advice that is given for 
the six hidden behaviors. While each behavior calls for its own approaches, 
there are certain principles of healing and restoration that are relevant to 
more than one behavior or are universally applicable. One example is the 
principle of forgiveness, which has the power to bring healing to both 
offender and offended.

A WORK IN PROGRESS

We must recognize that there is an ebb and flow to relationships. The 
family unit is a living organism, never remaining the same. Sometimes, it is 
healthy and working well, and other times, it is not as healthy or functional.

I admit that I don’t do everything right with my own extended family, 
but I am trying. And I would never say that every relationship I have 
with my family members is great. That is an unrealistic expectation. It is 
important for us to recognize that we are all works in progress and need to 
be continually tending to our relationships. When we think everything is 
going great in our family life, that is usually when we become complacent 
and problems begin to surface. I know this pattern all too well. But my goal 
is to continually work through the mistakes I make with my family. I will 
continue to invest in my relationships because I know that God put each 
family member in my life for a significant reason. I hope you will make the 
same commitment.

Good relationships require time and effort. If we truly desire to have a 
loving extended family, then we need to be solution-focused and willing to 
take on our mutual problems. Let me assure you that you can be a means 
of bringing answers and healing to the damaged and broken relationships 
in your family. 6 Hidden Behaviors That Destroy Families is designed to 
enable you to take the first steps. Yes, it is a process, but one that will result 
in happier lives and relationships, because love brings joy, acceptance, and 
goodwill. We can all be better people when we have family members who 
support and encourage us.
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TAKE THOSE FIRST STEPS

Today is the day you can begin to bring love and healing to your family 
members. Even if you are the only one working on solving the problems, you 
will be making a difference. You may not think that your particular behav-
ior matters because you are just one person in an extended family that may 
have a dozen or more members. However, you do matter. Whether your 
family is large or small, your actions influence others. Change often begins 
with one person. You can be the change that turns things around.

Please know that your loved ones are watching how you respond to 
challenges. Especially remember that the next generation is watching. They 
are learning from those around them about family dynamics and how to 
handle relationships within an extended family. Don’t underestimate the 
generational difference you can make.

The way your family is today does not need to be the way it will be 
tomorrow, next year, or five years from now. If you want to have a family 
that knows how to treat its members appropriately and loves beyond mea-
sure, then continue reading. Remember, all it takes is one person to start 
a trend of love, compassion, and support that can change generations to 
come.

Blessed is the influence of one true,  
loving human soul on another. 

—George Eliot, English novelist
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1

EVERY FAMILY HAS ISSUES

Family. We all have one—or had one at some point. Most of us have at 
least some living relatives. These may include a spouse, parents, siblings, 
grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, in-laws, and other extended family 
members. When you get together, do your family members generally show 
love, kindness, compassion, affection, and support toward one another? Or 
do they belittle and criticize each other, gossip, and hold grudges?

Family relationships, like all relationships, come with challenges. 
There is no such thing as a family without issues because every human 
being is fallible. This means each one of us has the potential to create a 
problem in our family! And unresolved problems in families can lead to 
hurt, strained relationships, and division.

YOU CAN BE A FAMILY HEALER

What many of us don’t realize is that the issues our families deal with 
are often caused by hidden, destructive behaviors that the members have 
overlooked or never acknowledged. In this book, we will explore the top 
six hidden behaviors that destroy families. But we won’t just look at the 
problems. We will discover proven strategies for healthier and more loving 
relationships. Together, we will walk the path to wholeness. Regardless 
of the issues we deal with, having a functioning family is within our grasp 
when we handle our mistakes in appropriate and positive ways. 
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You have the power to begin the process of healing and reconciliation. 
By discovering solutions to these six hidden behaviors, you can be the influ-
ence your family needs to improve and restore its relationships. Being a 
provider of answers to deep-rooted problems will make you a family healer.

THE SIX HIDDEN BEHAVIORS

Here are the six major hidden behaviors that can damage families to the 
core: (1) a failure to forgive or apologize, (2) criticism, (3) gossip, (4) deception, 
(5) a lack of inclusion, and (6) a failure to accept differences. Each section of 
6 Hidden Behaviors That Destroy Families contains tools and instructions to 
help you either avoid these behaviors or address them. As you read this book, 
you will find guidelines and principles you can apply directly to your particular 
circumstances. You will be empowered to more readily forgive and apologize, 
better handle constructive criticism, talk to family members directly rather 
than behind their backs, promote honesty and trust in interactions, include 
all members in gatherings and events, and accept each other’s differences.

Having a functioning family is within  
our gr asp when we handle our mistakes in 

appropriate and positive ways.

THE PAIN OF ESTRANGEMENT

Disagreements and division within the family can lead to various forms 
of separation between the members, such as giving or receiving the cold 
shoulder or experiencing a lack of intimacy due to unresolved hurts. The 
greater the intensity of the behaviors associated with the mistakes made, 
the deeper the damage. Often, this leads to one of the worst consequences 
of family conflict—estrangement.

I have experienced the pain of family separation, but I have also dis-
covered effective ways estrangement can be mended when family members 
decide to love and be committed to one another. Let me share some of my 
personal story. My husband, Justin, and I had wanted to start a family as 
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soon as we got married, and God blessed us with pregnancy right away. We 
had only been married for ten months when I gave birth to our first child, 
a son whom we named Barron Christian Battles.

Those first weeks at home as a family of three were bliss. However, 
when Barron was two weeks old, he stopped nursing. We took him to 
the local hospital, where I assumed we would see a lactation specialist. 
Instead, they transferred our son via ambulance to Marshfield (Wisconsin) 
Children’s Hospital, which was an hour and a half away. That day, we had 
no idea that our lives would be changed forever.

We spent hours at the children’s hospital seeing all sorts of specialists. 
Then, the head pediatric neurologist arrived to examine Barron. After the 
examination, we asked for her opinion on what was possibly wrong with 
him. Why had he stopped nursing? Why was he so weak? He looked healthy 
and normal, so there couldn’t be anything too wrong with him. Right? She 
answered tentatively, stating that she thought he might have something called 
spinal muscular atrophy (SMA) type 1. She said they would run the SMA 
test, but it would take a few weeks to get the results. In the meantime, Barron 
would be tested for every other possible disease, disorder, or deficiency.

Late that evening, we checked into the local Ronald McDonald House.1 
I didn’t go to sleep because I wanted to learn all I could about SMA. When 
I got on the Internet and googled this disease, I was horrified by what I 
read. It was among the worst possible news a parent could receive. On the 
very first website I came across, I discovered that SMA 1 is genetic and 
fatal for infants. Babies born with SMA 1 lived an average of five months.

I was so mentally drained from our long day that I could barely com-
prehend what I was reading. Wanting to find evidence that our son’s con-
dition did not match the signs and symptoms of this awful disease, I read 
many websites well into the night. However, I discovered that Barron 
exhibited all of the symptoms, including “frog legs,”2 low muscle tone, a 

1. Ronald McDonald House Charities is a nonprofit organization that provides support, 
temporary housing, and other resources for families while their children are undergoing 
medical treatment.
2. This term refers to “a frog-like position with the hips moved apart (abducted) and 
knees bent or flexed.” “Werdnig-Hoffmann Disease,” Rare Disease Database, National 
Organization for Rare Disorders (NORD), https://rarediseases.org/rare-diseases/werdnig-
hoffmann-disease/.
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decreasing ability to move his limbs, and bell-shaped lungs. We had been 
informed about this last symptom earlier in the day after the hospital took 
an X-ray. He fully fit the profile of an infant born with SMA. There was no 
cure. However, I still had hope. I also had some denial going on.

After ten grueling, emotionally draining days, we checked Barron out 
of the hospital. Not long afterward, our pediatrician called and asked us 
to come to her office to go over the test results. She confirmed that he 
had SMA and said there was currently no remedy. However, clinical trials 
were being conducted in other countries, such as China, in search of a cure. 
These trials gave us hope that our son might live at least a few more years. I 
held on to this hope and desperately sought out information about how to 
get him into the clinical studies.

Unfortunately, we never made it that far. When Barron was five weeks 
old, he went into cardiac arrest. He survived the episode but was put on 
life support at Children’s Minnesota–Minneapolis Hospital. We still had 
hope that we would bring him home, but it didn’t happen. His body suc-
cumbed to SMA, and he died in my arms when he was merely eight weeks 
old. On November 7, 2010, I wrote the following on our CaringBridge 
website page:

Our little angel, Barron Christian Battles, went to heaven this 
evening at 11:15 p.m. He went peacefully in my arms to the Lord. 
It has been a touching experience to be present when our baby 
came into this world and also when he left. I am grateful for the 
time we had with him. Although it was short, we made the most 
of it.

I don’t even know how to explain what happened tonight, but 
I would like to share it anyway. Justin and I had requested to see 
Barron’s pulmonologist to discuss our options. Barron had been 
heavily sedated for the past two days, so much so this afternoon 
that he appeared comatose. He had been in a lot of pain with-
out the drugs, so they were necessary for his comfort. The doctor 
explained to us that with the medical equipment, we were just 
prolonging a painful situation—that Barron’s body was telling 
us he was exhausted and would be in continual pain without the 
drugs. Knowing that our son had a terminal disorder and was 



Every Family Has Issues  21

really struggling, Justin and I made the very difficult decision to 
remove respirator support at noon on Sunday. We both sobbed 
after making our decision, and the doctor left the room.

Just minutes after Barron passed this evening, I told Justin that 
people wouldn’t believe what happened next. After the doctor left, 
Barron’s heart rate instantly went from 180 to 60. He turned white 
and took very shallow breaths, and we knew it was his time. We 
called the pulmonologist back in. The doctor told us, “I guess he 
just needed your permission to go.” We held Barron for the next 
hour, but he was gone within fifteen minutes. What was even more 
amazing (the Lord was really at work tonight), Justin’s dad, Tim, 
had flown in from Atlanta, where he had been on a business trip, 
landing at 10:30 p.m. Barron had started to pass away at a little 
past 11:00 p.m., and we didn’t know if Tim would get a chance 
to see him. But Tim came in and kissed Barron as he took his 
last few breaths. Barron also opened his eyes one last time, looked 
at Justin, myself, Tim, and Carol (Justin’s mom), and then closed 
his eyes and went to heaven. We hadn’t seen his eyes since early 
morning because of the sedation. It was a blessing from God that 
we were able to look into his eyes one last time as he said goodbye 
to us. We prayed as we held him, and we asked God to take our 
precious baby home.

…I never wanted my baby to die, but if I had to choose a way, it 
would be the way it happened tonight…no pain or suffering. He 
died peacefully in our arms and went home to meet Jesus.

Justin and I hadn’t even been married a year, but our firstborn child 
had already been born and died. We were crushed emotionally. I didn’t 
know how we were going to make it through this life-shattering tragedy. It 
was our faith in Christ that got us through, but our families also helped us.

I share this story of our tragedy because it was the hardest period of our 
married life and it was also the time when we needed our families the most. 
Both sides of our family were there for us. Each of Justin’s siblings flew in 
from other states, as did his parents, several times over the eight weeks 
of Barron’s life. My parents were a two-hour drive from the hospital in 
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Minneapolis and drove there almost every day for the three weeks Barron 
was there.

After our son passed away, our families not only supported us emotion-
ally, but they also helped us by cooking meals, doing laundry, and assisting 
in making funeral arrangements. I don’t know what we would have done 
without their seeing us through this tragic situation. They breathed life 
into us with their condolences and words of support. Their actions showed 
that they cared.

I will say this as gently as possible because I don’t want to hurt cur-
rent relationships. Our relationships with Justin’s family had not always 
been smooth sailing. We had issues with them and they had issues with 
us. Again, every family has its problems, so I don’t need to go into specifics. 
What I can say with all certainty and love is that they were there to love 
and support us in any way they could when Barron fell ill, when he passed 
away, and after he passed.

The way our families responded to Barron’s passing was exactly what 
we needed in order to get through those devastating circumstances. Not 
only did we survive them, but we have now been married for over ten years 
and have three healthy children. God has blessed us greatly, and we know 
that someday we will be reunited with Barron in heaven and he will get to 
meet his siblings. We are very thankful that our families were by our side 
in the journey to overcome our loss.

Life-and-death situations help us see that  
life on earth is tempor ary and we need to 

support our loved ones while we can.

I don’t want to say that Barron’s death happened for a particular reason, 
such as repairing the relationship with Justin’s family. However, I do know 
that God can use horrible situations for His glory and our good. Barron 
got sick and died, but during that time, there was a restoration of extended 
family relationships. Healing occurred. Perhaps this happened because 
life-and-death situations often enable us to put things into perspective. 
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They help us see that life on earth is temporary and we need to support 
our loved ones while we can. We must let go of past hurts that have kept us 
from having healthy and loving relationships.

HOW WOULD YOU RESPOND?

I believe God can heal any situation. He has shown that He can use 
even something as tragic as death to bring people together again. It’s up to 
us how we respond to the circumstances of our lives.

I have a friend who found out that her father was unfaithful to her 
mother by having an affair and fathering a child outside of marriage. My 
friend was only about eight years old at the time, and she didn’t learn about 
the existence of her half-sister until they were both adults. Instead of react-
ing in anger and hatred, she chose to respond with grace. She connected 
with her half-sister, accepting and loving her as a new family member. 
Because of my friend’s kind and caring response, she and her sibling have 
formed a friendship and bond.

My friend’s father already knew that what he had done was wrong. He 
went to her and asked her to forgive him. She was willing to forgive, which 
means that she did not punish her father by withholding contact and sev-
ering the relationship. By forgiving, she has freed herself from additional 
negative emotions and their effects on her, her family, and even her health. 
But she has also asked her father to go with her to see a counselor so they 
can work through her intense feelings with professional support. In the 
meantime, she has gained a new sister because of her constructive response 
to her father’s mistake. Her reaction is already affecting the next genera-
tion because both women have their own children, and the newfound cous-
ins now have the opportunity to form lifelong friendships.

Another friend discovered that her late father’s new wife had been his 
mistress for many years. Emails were found revealing that not only had 
the affair begun at least a decade earlier, but her father and stepmother 
had made great efforts to cover it up. Additionally, it had only been a year 
since my friend’s mother had passed away. Her father had remarried right 
after her death. So, my friend lost both her parents within a short period 
of time.
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Earlier, my friend had harbored suspicions that her father was having 
an affair and had attempted to discuss those suspicions with him, but he 
would never admit to any wrongdoing. Thus, she suffered two deep wounds 
after his passing. One wound was the fact of the affair and the other was 
the knowledge of his continued deception.

With a secret like that, at some point the 
secret itself becomes irrelevant.  

The fact that you kept it does not. 
—Sar a Gruen, Water for Elephants

My friend’s opportunity to mend her relationship with her father 
died with him. Consequently, she is left with the harsh realization of how 
fallen a person he was. For his entire life, her father had appeared to many 
people to be a good Christian man, but he left behind a legacy of deceit and 
betrayal. If he had dropped his pride and asked his children for forgiveness, 
he might have left a legacy of honesty and redemption. Now, there will 
never be an apology, and his children’s hearts are still wounded.

Can their hearts heal, even though they never received an apology from 
him? Yes, they can, with God’s help. But the fracture left in the family 
may never be restored this side of heaven. After the truth came out, the 
relationship between my friend and her stepmother turned quite negative. 
To date, the stepmother has not taken any responsibility for her actions or 
offered an apology for her behavior. My friend is now focused on nurturing 
and guiding her own family to prevent a repetition of her father’s trans-
gression in the next generations. “The Lord detests lying lips, but he delights 
in people who are trustworthy” (Proverbs 12:22 niv).

There are no secrets that time  
does not reveal. 

—Jean R acine, French playwright
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THE BREAKDOWN OF RELATIONSHIPS

Affairs, divorce, and family estrangement all result from hidden 
behaviors that are left uncorrected. Some people’s estrangements involve 
the exclusion of only one or two family members, while others involve all 
family members. Some estrangements last for a short period of time, while 
others last for years or decades, creating substantial damage. However, not 
all instances of estrangement involve the devastating scenarios of deceit 
I have just described. They vary by individual and family and they occur 
over different types of conflict. The members’ reactions to those situations 
and whether they attempt to mend their relationships can make or break 
a family. Although we cannot prevent all mistakes from occurring, we can 
respond to them in ways that bring healing and restoration.

Suppose two sisters haven’t spoken to each other in years. As is typi-
cal, the sister who began the distancing blames the other sister, while the 
other sister insists the first sister is the guilty one. The sister who sepa-
rated herself states that she couldn’t endure her sibling’s continual criticism 
every time they were together. She couldn’t take another holiday filled with 
disapproval about how she wore her hair, raised her children, or kept her 
home. When she finally reached her limit for taking insults, her solution 
was to stop seeing this sister, even to the point of avoiding all family gath-
erings where her sibling was present.

The sisters’ relationship broke down completely because one sibling 
couldn’t stop criticizing and the other couldn’t handle the criticism. But it 
isn’t only their relationship that has suffered. The rest of the family mem-
bers have also been negatively affected by the feud and the absence of the 
first sister at family gatherings. Additionally, because the sisters’ families 
don’t see each other, their children are growing up without knowing their 
cousins.

But what if the sisters had been able to get a handle on the issue before 
the first sibling reached her limit and the separation occurred? What if 
they had started making changes that worked toward restoration and drew 
their family back from the abyss of estrangement?

Health reporter Catherine Saint Louis wrote an article for the New 
York Times in which she examined a body of research on family relation-
ships and dispelled some common myths about estrangement. One myth 
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is that separation happens suddenly. According to the research, which 
focused on parents and adult children, estrangement occurs as a wearing 
down of relationships over the course of many years. Saint Louis writes, 
“It’s usually a long, drawn-out process rather than a single blowout. A 
parent and child’s relationship erodes over time, not overnight.”3 We saw a 
similar erosion of relationship in the illustration of the two sisters. 

6 Hidden Behaviors That Destroy Families will not only help you learn 
to reestablish lapsed relationships but also to build strong family bonds as 
you effectively identify and deal with divisive issues. In this way, you can 
prevent the destructive effects of unhealthy interactions before they reach 
the point of estrangement. Hidden behaviors cause our families to slowly 
fall into disrepair. We need to be aware of this danger and become vigilant 
about maintaining our relationships.

Family estr angement occurs as a  
wearing down of relationships over  

the course of many years.

THE GREATEST OF THESE IS LOVE

What is the right way to do anything, including building family rela-
tionships? My answer is always “God’s way” because He is the ultimate 
expert in human suffering and relationship repair. As the Scriptures say, 
His ways are higher and better than ours. (See Isaiah 55:8–9.) That is 
why He can heal even the worst family conflicts that seem to us to be past 
repair. Nothing is beyond the power of God. If your family problems seem 
insurmountable, then begin to pray daily for your family members and the 
healing that He can bring.

God gave you a particular family for a reason. What you do with your 
relationships is important to Him and to you. And so, as we progress on 
this journey of healing and building family relationships, we will be looking 
3. Catherine Saint Louis, “Debunking Myths About Estrangement,” New York Times, 
December 20, 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/20/well/family/debunking-myths-
about-estrangement.html.
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at principles from God’s Word that will help us respond to family conflict 
in constructive ways. The most important principle, which is foundational 
for all the others, was stated by Jesus when He was asked to name the 
greatest commandment in the Law:

You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your 
soul and with all your mind. This is the great and first commandment. 
And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself. On 
these two commandments depend all the Law and the Prophets.   
 (Matthew 22:37–40 esv)

Life is all about loving others. We were designed by God to have loving 
relationships, and this is also our calling. The greatest commandments are 
to love God and other people. This obviously includes our family members. 
They are our primary “neighbors.” Loving others should begin with them 
because God has placed our family members in our lives and these are the 
people with whom we usually form our first and closest connections. If we 
marry and have children, we gain additional family members to whom we 
have special lifelong commitments. 

Paul the apostle wrote, “And now these three remain: faith, hope and 
love. But the greatest of these is love” (1 Corinthians 13:13). The greatest, 
most life-giving asset we can provide another person is love. However, we 
have seen how love can be damaged when negative behaviors become a pat-
tern and are left unresolved. Over time, these behaviors can create so much 
damage that relationship growth comes to a stop. Contact between indi-
viduals ceases to exist. Families become broken. This is not God’s desire 
for His children.

First Timothy 5:8 shows the priority God places on caring for our 
families:

Anyone who does not provide for their relatives, and especially for their 
own household, has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever.   
 (1 Timothy 5:8)

Providing for your household is not limited to supplying food, clothing, 
and shelter. It also includes providing love and kindness. Love—practical, 
deep, and enduring—is the answer to your family problems. You can start 
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loving your family today, as God has called us all to do. Often, this requires 
resilience and perseverance. Yet when you take God’s Word to heart and 
implement it in your life, you will see encouraging results.

TAKE AN ACTIVE ROLE

We can’t control the behavior of others, but we can control our own 
behavior and responses. Family healing is indeed possible, even in com-
plicated scenarios of estrangement, because God is still in the business of 
doing miracles. Don’t give up hope! Take an active role in preventing and 
healing the discord, dysfunction, and disenfranchisement that can result 
from the six hidden behaviors that destroy families. Once again, those 
behaviors are a failure to forgive or apologize, criticism, gossip, deception, 
a lack of inclusion, and a failure to accept differences.

You can learn successful strategies for avoiding and correcting nega-
tive behaviors. You relationships can become healthier, more loving, and 
supportive. Whatever mistakes have already happened, make a decision to 
promote forgiveness and reconciliation. Recognizing your mistakes is the 
first step toward healing. As soon as you become aware of and identify the 
cause of the dysfunction, healing can begin. Partner with God today and 
take action to become a family healer. 

Christian faith is...basically about love and 
being loved and reconciliation. These things 
are so important, they’re foundational and 

they can tr ansfor m individuals, families. 
—Philip Yancey, interview with the Christian Post
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ARE YOU DEALING WITH ESTRANGEMENT?

If you are dealing with deep or long-standing family estrange-
ment, the information in this book will be very beneficial, but 
professional assistance is also recommended. Support groups, 
therapy, or counseling can help. You may find that reconciliation 
is possible over time or you may not. You won’t know until you 
try. You may be unwilling to reconcile because of abuse, neglect, 
abandonment, or other reasons. This is understandable. However, 
it still doesn’t erase the hurt that you will experience from family 
estrangement, even if you are the person who justifiably doesn’t 
want the reconciliation.

Dr. Lucy Blake of the University of Cambridge conducted 
research on family estrangements in collaboration with Professor 
Susan Golombok, director of the Centre for Family Research at 
Cambridge and Becca Bland of the Stand Alone organization, 
a charity that focuses on supporting adults who are experienc-
ing family estrangement. Their study included more than eight 
hundred participants, all of whom were members of the Stand 
Alone community and had self-identified as being estranged from 
their entire family or a significant family member. More than 
three-quarters of the participants had received counseling or ther-
apy, and 54 percent of that number found the support very helpful, 
while another 34 percent found it somewhat helpful. About one-
fifth of participants had sought help from a Stand Alone support 
group, and 93 percent of them found the group helpful.4

It is important for you to find a counselor, therapist, or sup-
port group that is empathetic to your situation. Not all counselors 
and therapists are equal. If one doesn’t help you as you would like, 
try another. Don’t give up on your pursuit of emotional healing. 
Isolating yourself and pretending you don’t have a problem are 
among the worst things you can do to yourself. You will likely suffer 
sadness, depression, physical health issues, and other problems if 

4. “Hidden Voices: Family Estrangement in Adulthood,” University of Cambridge Centre 
for Family Research and Stand Alone, https://www.standalone.org.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2015/12/HiddenVoices.FinalReport.pdf.
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you cut yourself off from other people. Be sure to maintain the 
relationships you have developed outside of your family, as they 
can be helpful when going though family estrangement.5 Reach 
out to a friend, colleague, or clergyperson. Again, not everyone is 
as helpful as we would like them to be or is able to see things from 
our perspective, so find people in your life who can be true sup-
ports to you.

5. “Family Estrangement: Advice and Information for Parents,” Stand Alone and Dr. Joshua 
Coleman, 2015, https://www.standalone.org.uk/guides/parents/.
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CHAPTER RECAP

This book covers the top six hidden behaviors that are sources of 
destruction to families: a failure to forgive or apologize, criticism, gossip, 
deception, a lack of inclusion, and a failure to accept differences. In Matthew 
22:37–40, Jesus tells us that the greatest commandments are to love God 
and to love others. A family is the opposite of loving when its members 
engage in negative behavior that damages or destroys their relationships. 
One of the worst consequences of family conflict is estrangement. 

There are effective strategies that can help bring about healing and 
restoration in families. The process can begin with one family member 
making the effort to be the agent of change and become a family healer. 
That person can be you.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

1. What negative behaviors have your family members engaged in 
that have damaged relationships? Which have been the most 
destructive? Were they among the six major behaviors discussed 
in this book? 

2. Have you ever behaved in a way that resulted in damage to a family 
relationship? What was this behavior? Did you work to resolve the 
problem? If so, what was the outcome?

3. Are you willing to be a solution-oriented family member who can 
help restore and repair your family relationships? Will you commit 
to being an agent of change for your family?




