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Most Christian couples want spiritual intimacy in their marriages, but 
few actually experience it. This article describes common roadblocks as 
well as pathways to spiritual intimacy in marriage. Suggestions for top
ics and discussion areas to include in family ministry efforts to help 
couples improve their spiritual relationship are provided. Specific atten
tion is given to the components of a "spiritual intimacy time"for couples. 
In addition, a set of recommendations for couples who do not currently 
sbare a mutual interest in pursuing spiritual intimacy is listed. 

Pick up any book on Christian marriage and you will find a number of 
suggestions on how to address various areas of marital life including com
munication, conflict resolution, affection, finances, sex, children, relatives, 
and recreation. It is surprising that the spiritual dimension of marriage 
receives little, if any, attention in most of these books. 

Can we assume that spiritual intimacy is a given for Christian couples? 
Apparently not. In the sole study on this subject that we have found to 
date, Harvey (1990) reports that only 20% of Christian respondents indi
cated there is an adequate level of spiritual intimacy in their marriages. 
Therefore, 80% of these couples perceive their level of spiritual intimacy 
as something less than adequate. In fact, this study found that Christian 
couples rarely pray together (at times other than before a meal), share 
their spiritual journeys with each other, or discuss what God is doing in 
their lives. This deficit of spiritual intimacy is not due to a lack of interest. 
Most Christian couples surveyed indicated they want spiritual intimacy in 
their marriages, but they simply are not experiencing it. Harvey concludes 
that while spiritual intimacy is a desirable dimension that can greatly en
hance a relationship, it is frequendy neglected. 

What can Christian couples do to enhance this dimension of their mar
riages? Unfortunately, as mentioned above, few resources currendy exist 
on this topic. In this article, we will describe ways to address this topic 
with couples and list some of the available resources. Efforts to increase 
the spiritual intimacy of couples can be pursued through Sunday school 
classes, weekend seminars/retreats, or small group studies. We have ex
plored spiritual intimacy with couples through individual classes, a series 
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of classes, a marriage enrichment seminar segment, and a quarter long 
Sunday morning class. The topics described below represent a set of is
sues that are helpful to include in the curriculum of these efforts. 

Definition of Spiritual Intimacy 
Harvey offers the following definition of spiritual intimacy: "Being able 

to share your spiritual self, find this reciprocated, and have a sense of 
union with your mate" (1991, p.45). This definition suggests that spiritual 
intimacy involves more than similar doctrinal views or mutual religious 
activities. While spiritual intimacy might include these components, it in
volves a deeper spiritual connectedness and closeness that results from 
an intimate sharing of one's spiritual beliefs and experiences. 

This definition also assumes some prerequisite ingredients that are 
necessary for spiritual intimacy to occur. Partners must each have a per
sonal relationship with God in order to share their spiritual lives with their 
mates. In addition, there must be at least a moderate level of general mari
tal intimacy. Without this, it is unlikely that couples could share these per
sonal experiences. Finally, spiritual intimacy must be a mutual goal for 
both partners. Otherwise, reciprocal sharing would not occur. 

Roadblocks and Pathways to Spiritual Intimacy 
If the majority of Christian couples desire spiritual intimacy but are not 

experiencing it, what gets in their way? It is helpful for couples to reflect 
on the barriers to spiritual intimacy that they have encountered. Several 
roadblocks have been suggested by Stevens (1989) and Harvey (1991). 
These include hectic schedules and busy lifestyles, discomfort with shar
ing/intimacy, lack of reciprocity in sharing, unresolved problems in the 
marriage, feelings of spiritual inadequacy, and lack of a mutual goal for 
spiritual intimacy. McBurney (1993) also cites the "spiritual dwarf syn
drome" as a barrier. By this he means that one spouse (often the husband) 
feels his wife is a spiritual giant in comparison to himself This perception 
keeps the "dwarfed" spouse from discussing his spiritual side for fear of 
revealing how shallow it is. Other roadblocks can be attributed to the dif
ferent role models each spouse witnessed and the divergent personality 
qualities that are characteristic of each partner. These differing experi
ences and traits help explain the various expectations and preferences 
each mate has for spiritual experiences and expression. Once couples 
identify the past and potential roadblocks to spiritual intimacy, they are 
in a better position to recognize and overcome them. 

After identifying roadblocks to spiritual intimacy, couples can then be 
asked to recall the times in their marriage when they experienced the 
greatest level of spiritual connectedness. The couples we queried indi-
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cated that they experience the most spiritual closeness when they mutu
ally place a priority on their spiritual growth together and dedicate time 
to it. Other ingredients of a heightened sense of spiritual intimacy include 
praying and studying together, talking about spiritual matters (e.g., what 
God is doing in each other's lives), mutual involvement in church and 
religious activities, joint participation in service projects, and the ability 
to be vulnerable with each other—sharing not only the joys but also the 
struggles of one's Christian walk. These couples reported that they often 
experience the greatest level of spiritual connection when facing a chal
lenge, wrestíing with a decision, or striving for a common goal. Efforts to 
involve God during times when couples feel unable to solve everything 
by themselves may result in an increase in mutual dependence on God 
and, therefore, a heightened sense of spiritual closeness. As couples iden
tify the ingredients of spiritual intimacy in marriage, they can then seek 
to incorporate these components in their relationships. 

Religious and Spiritual Heritage and Models 
Couples increase their understanding of each other by discussing the 

religious and spiritual heritages and models each experienced. Asking 
partners to share what they witnessed during their upbringing regarding 
religious affiliation, church involvement, religious beliefs, personal or fam
ily devotional times, and the translation of religious beliefs and one's re
lationship with God into daily-life behaviors is a good way to begin this 
process. Similarly, it is helpful for each spouse to describe the extent to 
which family members communicated about church matters, religious 
beliefs or convictions, and one's relationship with God. After describing 
these experiences, partners discuss their reaction (i.e., what they liked and 
disliked) to the models they had. Finally, spouses are instructed to discuss 
how they want to approach these issues in similar and/or different ways 
than what were modeled to them. 

While it may be assumed that partners who have been married for a 
long period of time have already discussed the above issues, our experi
ence with couples tells us otherwise. Therefore, it is helpful to encourage 
all couples to explore these issues, regardless of length of time married. 
Discussing these topics is not only helpful in identifying the expectations 
each partner initially brought into the marriage regarding religion and 
spirituality, but also it illuminates the expectations that continue to exist. 
In addition, such an interchange can reveal a new understanding of a 
mate's behavior. For example, one may discover that a partner who has 
long seemed closed and resistant to discussing spiritual matters has never 
actually witnessed an open dialogue on spirituality. Consequently, this 
person's reticence to join in a discussion on spirituality may be due to a 
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deficit of models and skills instead of a lack of interest in spirituality or a 
rejection of his or her partner. These discoveries can help partners 
reinterpret each other's behaviors in more constructive ways and can give 
renewed hope to their abilities to negotiate differing approaches to spiri
tuality. 

Christian Spirituality Types 
Sager (1990) describes four major ways people attempt to make con

tact with and respond to God. He refers to these as "Four Types of Chris
tian Spirituality." For example, some people focus on knowing God (Theo
logical Renewal), while others focus on feeling the presence of God (Per
sonal Renewal), doing the work of God (Societal Regeneration), or pur
suing the inner consciousness of God (Inner Life). Sager indicates that, 
while all of these approaches are legitimate, individuals tend to develop 
preferences and habits toward a dominant type. He has developed an in
ventory to help people identify their dominant type and states that, in the 
groups of 20 or more that he has surveyed, three and usually all four types 
are represented. What he doesn't say is that, just as with personality types, 
individuals representing different dominant types often marry each other. 

What happens, then, when one partner attempts to connect with God 
through knowing and understanding while the other partner seeks to feel 
the presence of God or to do the work of God? This couple either has the 
potential to make a good spiritual team or to experience frustration in 
their efforts to pursue spiritual intimacy. For example, in an article on 
spiritual teamwork by LaPlaca (1993), the Briscoes state: 

For us, studying the Bible together was an unmitigated disas
ter, and we found that it led more to frustration than anything 
else... Our problem was that Stuart comes to the Scriptures 
exegetically, while I'm always brainstorming applications— 
peeking around the corner of a verse... If we read the same 
passage of Scripture, I might think, "I know what Stuart is 
going to do: divide it into three points and put a heading over 
it. Doesn't he see the possibilities I see?" (p. 42). 

This couple discovered that to pursue spiritual intimacy, they had to 
study the Scriptures independendy first and then get together to talk 
about what they were learning. This strategy demonstrates a respect for 
each other's differing style of approaching Scripture as well as a commit
ment to maintaining the intimacy and communication of their marriage. 

The Briscoes provide a helpful model of what couples must accomplish 
when negotiating differences in spirituality types while continuing to seek 
spiritual intimacy. It is easy for a person to believe that their path to God 
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is the one and only path. All of these spiritual types, however, are gospel-
centered. Those who function primarily from one type need to recognize 
that those operating from other types actually share the same ultimate 
goals—to understand and respond to God. What may differentiate these 
individuals is not so much the goals as the chosen or preferred pathways 
to accomplish those goals. Once partners realize that although they use 
different methods, they are seeking similar spiritual goals, they are more 
likely to respect and support the efforts of their mates. In feet, since the 
life of Christ encompassed all of these types, couples would do well to 
seek a more balanced approach to spirituality both for themselves and 
their marriages. 

Spiritual Intimacy Time 
To begin the process of increasing spiritual intimacy, Harvey (1991) 

suggests that couples set aside a time to meet together—preferably 
weekly. He points out that while intimate, spontaneous experiences may 
enhance a marriage, intimate relationships are planned and built. 

The established time to meet should be mutually agreeable, consider
ing such things as each other's biological clocks and potential distractions. 
While the nature of these meetings may become more free-flowing over 
time, it is helpful to begin with structure. Harvey (1991) recommends that 
couples include the components described below during their time to
gether. First, couples should determine if they are ready to enter into this 
time of sharing. If there are any barriers, unresolved feelings, or issues in 
need of confession or forgiveness, these should be resolved before mov
ing on. Once it is determined that the partners are ready to begin, they 
can then pray that Jesus will be with them during their time together and 
that they will focus on things that are truly spiritual. Following the prayer, 
each person has the opportunity to share what is being experienced in his 
or her spiritual life—the highs and the lows. The couple can then discuss 
some spiritually-related material they have in common. This might be a 
topic (e.g., forgiveness, faith), Scripture, book, or tape. The primary fo
cus of these discussions is not on the content, but on the personal mean
ing these subjects have for each person. Finally, the couple ends their time 
together in prayer, referring to what occurred during their sharing time 
and requesting God's help for their continued spiritual growth, both as 
individuals and as a couple. 

A consensus about the amount of time the couple will spend sharing 
also needs to be established in advance. It is important that the time in
volved not seem so demanding or cumbersome that partners feel bur
dened by the agreement. Once they have agreed on a plan, couples may 
want to try it out for a limited period of time (e.g., six to eight weeks) and 
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then reassess the arrangement. 
To continue to enrich the spiritual intimacy of marriage, Harvey (1991) 

emphasizes the importance of partners praying for each other and with 
each other during the week. The prospect of praying together is intimi
dating for some couples. Helping couples become more comfortable and 
effective with mutual prayer is a fairly complex topic and likely warrants a 
separate article. We'll list just a couple of suggestions. We recommend that 
couples who have difficulty getting started in mutual prayer begin by pray
ing separately and together that God will help them become more com
fortable with this experience. Thus, their difficulty with mutual prayer 
becomes the content of their initial prayers together. Enlisting God's as
sistance in this struggle is a good place to start. In LaPlaca's (1993) article, 
Jill Briscoe suggests that couples who have litde experience with prayer 
begin with a simple and practical focus. Partners can discuss what each of 
them will be feeing during the upcoming day (e.g., difficult business meet
ing, dental appointment, time with aging mother). They can then pray for 
each other regarding those events. This gives each person something very 
specific and meaningful to pray about. 

What if Partners are at Different Places Spiritually? 
When addressing the topic of spiritual intimacy, it is not unusual for a 

couple to indicate that one partner is more interested in pursuing this 
area of marriage than is the other. One of the first things we attempt to 
do is normalize this experience for couples. Generally, partners have dif
ferent approaches to such issues as money, recreation, affection, food, 
sleep, and child discipline. It is not surprising, then, that their interests 
in spirituality also differ. Even couples who share similar denominational 
affiliations or religious beliefs and convictions will likely have different 
approaches to their personal spiritual lives. The challenge is how to seek 
intimacy while negotiating the divergence inherent in marriage. 

Once this normalization of divergence is emphasized, we encourage 
couples to reconsider the roadblocks to and prerequisites for spiritual 
intimacy. We want them to identify the primary roadblocks that apply to 
their marriage and then outline the necessary steps to overcome them. At 
this point, we recommend that couples mutually commit to a couple of 
those steps as goals to improving the spiritual dimension of their relation
ship. Rather than indicating what his or her partner should do, each per
son needs to identify what he or she will do to pursue these goals. Finally, 
a time line needs to be established to evaluate their progress toward these 
goals. Couples are then asked to consider questions about their religious 
and spiritual heritage and models. Specific emphasis is given to die areas 
of greatest divergence in their marriage (e.g., involvement in church, giv-
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ing, Bible study, prayer). For example, if one partner is more interested 
in church involvement than is the other, each would share about past ex
periences and models regarding this involvement. The goal of this exer
cise is for both partners to develop a better understanding of the basis of 
each other's preferences and behaviors. Once the foundation of these 
preferences are understood, it is often easier to negotiate a compromise 
that is acceptable to both. 

Harvey (1991) makes some additional suggestions for the person who 
feels more interested in pursuing spiritual intimacy than his or her mate. 
He first recommends that the partner state—in a direct manner—needs, 
interests, and desires regarding the spiritual dimension. This person may 
assume that his or her partner already knows or should know these inter
ests. That assumption may not only be inaccurate, but also is unfair to the 
partner. When these preferences are stated, it is also important that the 
person state them in a way that increases the likelihood that they will be 
heard. For example, a person will be more receptive to a statement 
phrased as "I would like to feel closer to you spiritually" instead of "Why 
are you always so closed off from me! Can't you share anything with me?" 

While it is important to state spiritual interests and needs directly to 
the partner, it is equally important that this not be done in a pushy, per
sistent, or harassing manner. A person who is pushed tends to withdraw 
or isolate further. Taking this approach, therefore, is counterproductive 
to the goal of increasing the chances for mutual sharing in the future. 

Even when a joint commitment to spiritual intimacy does not exist, it 
is helpful for the more invested partners to model what they would like 
in return from their mates. This means that the partners who most want 
to facilitate intimacy continue to share their spiritual journeys, describe 
how God is working in their lives, and reveal their frustrations and doubts 
with their mates. Again, these efforts may backfire if conducted in a de
manding or harassing fashion. Instead, this sharing will be most effective 
when done occasionally and with a comfortable, inviting tone. 

Finally, it is essential that efforts are made to cultivate other areas of 
the marriage. The partner who wants to improve the spiritual dimension 
of marriage may neglect the other vital components of the relationship 
(e.g., emotional, social, intellectual, sexual, recreational). This would be 
a mistake since spiritual intimacy is built on a foundation of general mari
tal intimacy. It is also helpful to demonstrate that, even when one area of 
the relationship is not everything one wants it to be, one does not give 
up on the marriage. Instead Christians will continue to invest in their com
mitment. This approach increases the possibilities for greater intimacy in 
the future. 
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