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“I cannot make sense of anything 
in my life,” he said. “All of 
my life, I feel that I have been 

looking for something I cannot find—
something or someplace where I will 
know I am secure and loved. I guess that 
is it. I feel locked in by this depression 
and won’t be free until someone cares 
enough to give me the key.”
 
In our businesses of teaching and doing 
marital and family therapy, we hear ex-
pressions like the one above often from not 
only clients, but also students and friends. 
If we are honest with ourselves, there are 
even moments when we are locked into 
our own sense of depression or anxiety 
and feel the same way. We sometimes get 
lost along the complex map of life and don’t 
know exactly where we are, what we are 
doing here, and, most importantly, who we 
are. We suppose all of us feel this way from 
time to time.
 
Here at Fuller Theological Seminary and 
across the country, we are part of a growing 
community of therapists who practice 
a model called Restoration Therapy. In 
short, the aim of the approach is to restore 
as much love and trustworthiness to the 
individual, family, and relationships as 
possible. Why love and trustworthiness? 
We believe love and trustworthiness are 
the pillars upon which relationships are 
built. Love gives individuals meaning 
about their identities. Simply stated, love 
is the relational language where we as 
humans learn about our uniqueness, wor-
thiness, and belonging. Trustworthiness, 
on the other hand, is the language of action 
where we learn about the reliable process 
of giving, the fairness and justice of bal-
ancing what we receive, and the openness 
and vulnerability that leads us to a sense of 
safety and security in relationships. Love 
informs our identity while trustworthi-

ness forms our sense of safety. Together, 
this identity and safety form the nouns 
and verbs of our language of existence. But 
this combination of identity and safety is 
fragile because it is taught to us by fragile 
and flawed people in an often unsafe world. 
As is evident in the young man’s statement 
above, when we are confused about who 
we are, we lose an important compass of 
what to do and how to be with others.

THE ESSENTIALS OF IDENTITY  
If we are to understand how to restore 
identity, we must first ground ourselves 
with the knowledge of how it is shaped. We 
believe everything we know about who we 
are in the world is shaped by the way we 
are loved. We are most particularly shaped 
by this love when we are at our most for-
mative and vulnerable stage of life in early 
childhood. When we observe parents’ ex-
citement over a newborn, we see how they 
often tenderly scoop up the child and gaze 
at the infant with both fascination and 
admiration. We hear them say things like, 
“You are the most beautiful child in the 
world. Yes, you are! I am so lucky to have 
you.” Indeed, the parent is lavishing on 
the child a type of romantic love where the 
infant becomes an irreplaceable member 
of the parent and family. If this love con-
tinues, the young child will learn that he 
or she is absolutely unique in his or her 
identity. He or she is special like no other, 
and no one can take his or her place for the 
parents.
 
Does God love us with this type of roman-
tic admiration? We believe so. In Ephe-
sians, Paul reminds us that God saves us 
by grace and then makes this remarkable 
statement: “For we are God’s masterpiece. 
He has created us anew in Christ Jesus, so 
we can do the good things he planned for 
us long ago” (Eph 2:10 NLT). We are God’s 
special creation-filled uniqueness for the 
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work set before us.
 
But the romantic love that shapes our iden-
tity around uniqueness is not the only love 
we need. We also are in profound need of 
knowing that our being is important and of 
great worth. Often we see parents making 
sacrifices for the good of their children. 
It may be in subtle ways, like a father 
wearing his shoes well beyond when they 
need replacing so that his children can 
have new shoes, or a mother who goes 
without lunch so the money can be used 
for a special field trip for a child. Whether 
these sacrifices are big or small, however, 
the love approximates the altruistic love 
demonstrated by Christ as he freely gave 
himself as a sin sacrifice to many. 
 
We grew up in the era of the 1960s, when 
we were taught that God’s love is uncondi-
tional. Our generation came to think the 
highest form of love was a sort of knockoff 
of Carl Rogers’s concept of unconditional 
positive regard: God accepts us as we are, 
no matter what we have done, and wel-
comes us. Although this altruistic love 
does have some of this idea of uncondi-
tional acceptance, clearly the most pro-
found feature of this type of love is found 
in the sacrificial nature of the love. When 
a parent sacrifices what he or she needs in 
order to meet the needs of the child, the 
child learns he or she is more important 
and dear to the parents than even the 
parents’ lives. This infuses the child with 
an identity that speaks not only to the im-
portance but also to the worth in which he 
or she is held in relationship. Ultimately, 
it gives profound meaning to our sense of 
worthiness to know this: “For this is how 
God loved the world: He gave his one and 
only Son, so that everyone who believes in 
him will not perish but have eternal life” 
(John 3:16 NLT).
 
There is no doubt that if an individual feels 
unique or set apart as well as important 
and worthy, he or she would have a strong 
identity. But most of us also received a 

companionate type of love—a friendship 
love—in our families. We remember 
when our daughter started finding her 
identity strongly around age three. We 
quickly recognized that while she was our 
daughter genetically, she possessed a huge 
number of traits that clearly did not belong 
to either of us. She was, indeed, her own 
person from the very beginning. One of the 
things we did right in raising her is to get 
to know her personhood just the same way 
we would get to know a friend. We would 
take interest in the way she saw life and 
would have long discussions and observa-
tions about how she thought, believed, and 
behaved. 
 
When a friend embraces us in this way, 
we are loved and carried in that person’s 
heart no matter how different or seeming-
ly strange we are in reality. When we are 
loved with this deep friendship love, we 
learn that we are not alone and we belong. 
Indeed, if you have a “best” friend, there 
is a very real sense that you can never be 
quite alone again because you are always 
carried in his or her heart, even when 
separated by time and distance. And this 
friendship, companionate love does not 
just happen with family and friends; it also 
happens with Jesus. “I no longer call you 
slaves, because a master doesn’t confide in 
his slaves. Now you are my friends, since 
I have told you everything the Father told 
me” (John 15:15 NLT). We are friends with 
the living God, which infuses our identities 
with a sense of belonging.

MISTAKEN IDENTITY: BEWARE OF THE COUNTERFEIT
Of course, none of us grew up in a place 
of perfect family where we were perfectly 
loved, and none of us has identity that is 
unflawed. Somewhere deep inside of us, 
we feel we are flawed, plain, unworthy, 
and alone. The pain of those doubts—and 
sometimes the overt abuse of love from 
our families or others—leave us to try to 
figure out identity on our own terms. As 
therapists, we often see three devastatingly 
unsuccessful efforts of individuals trying 

to compensate for identity confusion. First, 
we often see folks who are so used to living 
in the pain of abuse or lack of love that they 
assume pain as their identities. This is not 
only painful for these individuals, it is 
painful for those who come to love them, 
because the wounds of past identity are in-
consolable. It is as if these folks say, “I only 
know myself in pain, so it is too risky to 
try something different.” They often reject 
the love of others because the rut of being 
alone, unworthy, and unloved is simply too 
deep to make the effort to correct. 

Second, we often see individuals who try 
to make an identity based on their perfor-
mance. The problem here is that I am only 
unique, loved, or worthwhile if I prove my 
worth. Anything less than perfect perfor-
mance means my identity is lacking and 
I am undeserving of love. But even when 
these performers are close to perfect, they 
consider themselves only as worthy or re-
markable as their last performance. They 
are, therefore, perpetually in a cycle of 
out-performing themselves on a station-
ary bicycle going nowhere. Only identity 
based in the solid confidence of being loved 
allows a person to make mistakes and 
relax in the warmth of security.

Finally, we see hurting people who have 
flawed identity simply withdraw and try to 
hide from others. Sometimes this hiding is 
locked in a deep cycle of shaming oneself 
and keeping others away in order to cover 
over flaws. Other times, this hiding is 
submerged beneath toxic behaviors or 
addictions like drugs, alcohol, work, or 
pornography, where the individual disap-
pears into the behavior to escape the pain 
of lack of love and clarity. Either way, the 
withdrawing or hiding makes it unlikely 
or impossible the individual will have any 
experience of real intimacy or get access 
to the potential healing of romantic, al-
truistic, or companionate love. Whether 
through making pain my identity, believ-
ing my identity is my performance, or 
hiding my identity, the counterfeit buys 



the individual no security and no sense of 
ultimate peace. 

HOW DO WE GET OUR IDENTITIES RESTORED? 
We all come from backgrounds and relation-
ships that were flawed, threatening our sense 
of love and safety, but it does not mean that we 
cannot have our identities restored on sound 
footing—where we clearly know about our 
unique specialness, our importance and wor-
thiness, and our sense of belonging to others. 

We often say in our work with individuals, 
couples, and families that restoring identity 
comes from three potential sources: others, 
God, and self.
 
One of the amazing realities we find in the 
physical universe is how time and space do 
funny things. We are somewhat backyard 
astronomers in our family, and one of our 
“thrills” on a particularly dark evening is to 
search the heavens in a spot where we know 

to look for the Andromeda Galaxy. The galaxy 
itself is about 100 million light years away, but 
if we are patient and slightly avert our vision, 
the faint smudge of light is there—actually, 
the light the galaxy emitted 100 million years 
ago. You see, what we currently experience 
in viewing the deep sky object in the here 
and now is actually the history of the galaxy 
from the long past. We remind ourselves of 
this fact of time and space doing funny things 
when we sit with someone who suffers from 



an injured identity. Most often, they were 
denied love from their parents, siblings, 
mentors, teachers, peers, and even spouses 
in the past, and we experience this damage 
of the past in the present by seeing severe 
depression, out-of-control anxiety, anger, or 
addiction. But one of the wonderful things 
about human beings is the power they 
have to speak healing love into each other 
in the here and now. Terry’s parents are 
now in their late 80s, yet they still have the 
power to speak healing love into his iden-
tity. It was their place in the beginning to 
program his identity with the three forms 
of romantic, altruistic, and companionate 
love, and in many ways they retain that 
power now. 

God puts powerful “others” in our lives to 
restore our identities, such as key friends 
and spouses, and even sometimes works 
miracles in families that were previous-
ly damaging to restore identity. But it is 
clear that God intends the church to be 
this place of healing love. “Owe nothing to 
anyone—except for your obligation to love 
one another. If you love your neighbor, 
you will fulfill the requirements of God’s 
law” (Rom 13:8 NLT). If we, as the church, 
take the time and care to speak this love to 
one another’s hearts, our identities will be 
restored and we will be able to pass along 
the restoration we have been given from 
others.

It is not only God’s church that has the 
power to restore our identity, but also God. 
“Even before he made the world, God loved 
us and chose us in Christ to be holy and 
without fault in his eyes. God decided in 
advance to adopt us into his own family 
by bringing us to himself through Jesus 
Christ. This is what he wanted to do, and 
it gave him great pleasure. So we praise 
God for the glorious grace he has poured 
out on us who belong to his dear Son” (Eph 
1:4–6 NLT). While God is not our parent, 
God is our creator and knows every part of 
who we are and what we are to become. It 
is indeed a thrilling proposition to realize 
that from the beginning, God loved us 
romantically, companionably, and al-
truistically. We are absolutely and truly 
known by God as we are and, in the most 

important act of human history, God pours 
out grace to us through Christ in order to 
restore our identities in a new relationship.

God and other people do hold the power to 
restore our identities, but they only have 
this power if we allow the love to come 
to us. In the most essential way, once we 
become aware enough to reckon with 
our identity, our brains become powerful 
enough to make the choices about whether 
or not we listen to others or even to God. 
As we mentioned before, we struggle at 
times with our own identities much in the 
same ways we see our clients struggle. We 
know what it is like to have the kind of love 
that shapes uniqueness, worthiness, and 
belonging for others because we experi-
enced and practiced this love in raising our 
children. We did not do it perfectly, but we 
did love them intentionally and sincerely 
with the intent of shaping their identities 
well. The point is that we have power in 
ourselves to be lovers and programmers of 
the identities of others. Yet, while we will-
ingly take this job seriously with loving our 
children, spouses, or friends, we too often 
refuse to take the power of the position in 
facing and loving ourselves.

We all have a choice of whom we believe. 
We can believe in the love that God and 
others infuse into our lives or we can 
reject it, preferring to stay in our own 
struggling and damaged identities. This 
is the power of the self when it comes to 
restoring our identity. One of the “truism” 
statements that has come out of neuro-
science is that negative thoughts in the 
human brain are like Velcro, while pos-
itive thoughts are like Teflon. Perhaps it 
is our nature, but it is much easier for us 
to remain mired in the identity of the past 
than to let this restorative love into our 
perceptions of ourselves. But few choices 
can be more important. The kind of love 
that is truly healing and safe to others 
only comes out of us when we are settled 
in our own identities of being uniquely 
gifted, belonging in relationships, and 
knowing we are strategically important 
in the loving work of God’s kingdom. Re-
storing our identities is not only depen-
dent on our choice of what or whom we 

believe about ourselves, but also makes 
the difference in how we restore identi-
ties to others. “Those who are dominated 
by the sinful nature think about sinful 
things, but those who are controlled by 
the Holy Spirit think about things that 
please the Spirit. So letting your sinful 
nature control your mind leads to death. 
But letting the Spirit control your mind 
leads to life and peace” (Rom 8:5–6 NLT). 
 
As therapists working in the Restoration 
Therapy model, we seek to help others live 
within the truth of who they are in rela-
tionship with others in their lives, with 
God, and with themselves. Others can love 
us passionately and sincerely. God can love 
us sacrificially and unconditionally and 
welcome us back. But in the end analy-
sis, we have to be involved in the process 
ourselves to decide whether or not we will 
choose to believe and restore our identity 

to the path of life and peace. As we help 
clients, students, and ourselves grasp this 
psychological and biblical truth, identity 
will be truly restored, and only then will 
we be agents of identity restoration to 
others. As a strong sense of identity grows, 
we learn how to deal with issues such as 
depression and anxiety while also learn-
ing about who we are in relationship—and 
how to restore love and trust to individuals, 
families, and the communities in which we 
live and serve. 

RESTORING IDENTITY

The Brilliance
See the Love

I wanna see the love 
All around you all around you 
I wanna know 
I wanna know that love 
Is all around you it’s all around 
See how it lights you up.



REFLECTING ON INTEGRATION
FULLER studio premieres resources that examine the 

intersection of psychology and theology: video of candid stories shared 

around the dinner table, audio lectures on experiencing 

the divine, reflections on integration from our faculty, and more.

 

We invite you to access and use these free online resources in whatever 

context you choose—and, if you’d like to go deeper, look into 

the master’s and doctoral degrees offered by Fuller’s School of Psychology.
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