
       The Chemistry of Love 

•  Bible distinguishes between  
    +  filia = inter-personal affection Mt 10:37; Jn 5:20; 11:3, 36;  

       12:25; 15:19; 16:27; 20:2; 21:15, 16, 17; 1Co 16:22; Tit 3:15)   

     +  agape = unselfish love, inspired by Holy Spirit (Jn  12:43;    
        13:34-35) 
• If filia is not guided by agape, it is not God-centered (driven by the Holy Spirit)  but 

remains self-centered 
• Naturally we are born selfish with a capacity and inclination to hate (Rom 3:9-20). 
• Sunderland describes filia, enabled by genetic systems 
• The way we love will depend on our experiences especially in childhood  (Sunderland, 2007: 

184) 

• We can love in peace or torment.  

• Child experiences peace when parent gives security and meaning and child trusts parent. 
Christian parent should minister ID to child: security, value & ability (Slide 21-24) 

• Loving in torment: Child experiences excitement marred with jealousy, rage and fear of 
dependency and abandonment. Basic mistrust (and insecurity) -> desire for reassurance 
& clinging. Child destroys love or runs away from it. 
 



Loving in Peace 
• Parent’s love is consistent, not ambivalent, quickly moving into coldness, indifference, shaming 

or contempt.  
• Parent gives clear boundaries without frightening child or withdrawing love to get obedience   
• Parent’s love is non-needy:  doesn’t suffocate & overwhelm child with own unmet emotional 

needs 
• This love is unconditional: Meets child where he/she is, whether in joy or in pain   
• Parent doesn’t  force child to love him. Child does not love automatically Agape is fruit of Holy 

Spirit 
 
Long term results of experiencing love in peace. Child may be able to: 
• Choose friends well: making friends with those who are good for him and away from those 

who are bad for him Sometimes God expects us to build relationships with bad people.  
• Develop & sustain long-term, fulfilling intimate relationships 
• Develop tenderness, kindness, compassion and passion  If those qualities are in the wrong 

triangle, they are bad  
• Listen, sooth, comfort and support others  
• Give himself spontaneously to someone else.   Love is not always spontaneous – it is also a 

command   
• What are the heart motives of giving yourself 
• Direct sex with love 
• Give compliments, appreciation, gifts, generosity, sharing his inner life 

 Sunderland, 2007:185 



Loving in Torment 

If a child is hurt by a lack of consistent parental love, his left frontal lobe 
(higher brain) is not activated properly. 
 
Child may react with (structure & strategy): 
• Pain & anguish 
• Negative perception of himself and others 
• Fear of rejection 
• Fight of flight patterns 
• Can only maintain a relationship for a short period of time: hit and run 

(withdraw) 
• Fear of intimacy  
• Lack of tenderness   
• Has a needy love that drives people away  
• May use power, control and  dominance to force others to love him  
• Chose to not love at all 

Sunderland, 2007:185-186,189 

 



          Love Chemicals 

• When a child gets love and loves back, many  
   positive arousal neurochemicals flow: opioids,  
   oxytocin, prolactin, etc. They are key chemicals for well-being and    
   contentment.  
• Perception releases chemicals & chemicals can influence your 

perception: you think everything is well.  
• When you love in peace, and when you receive love, opioids flow.  
• The way parents show love, serves as a model / example for children 

– they will imitate parent.  
• All mammals with strong flow of oxytocin bond better. Opioids and 

oxytocin in human beings diminishes feelings of loneliness, isolation, 
negativity and anger. 

Sunderland, 2007: 186-188 



Mental Strength 

• It is the ability to: 
Think under stress and calm yourself down 
Be socially confident, warm and kind 
Turn adversity into opportunity 
Consider personal feed back without lashing back or  withdrawing 
Try to resolve conflict rather than blaming 
    In which triangle: motives, desires, fears? 
• A parent who provides love in peace to his child will enable the child 

to develop mental strength.  
• Optimally activated opioids & oxytocin develop psychological 

(mental) strength & success in later life. 
• Parents, filled by the Holy Spirit, should guide children in the renewal 

of their minds (thoughts)  and desires and behavior 

Sunderland, 2007:188 

 



The Ability to Love 

Bible:  
• Love is the fruit of the Holy Spirit 
• Parents should love their children & teach and guide them to love 
 
Sunderland: 
• The care system is one of the seven emotional systems in the lower 

brain.   
• We have a genetically programmed need to bond.  
• When lower brain care system is strongly activated and work well 

with higher brain, we can express love: compassion, empathy, 
generosity in words and deeds. 

• People bonding with things rather than people experience emptiness 
and meaninglessness.  

Sunderland, 2007: 190-191 

 



          The First Love Affair 

Facial expression: 
• Two and a half months: Baby focuses with  
   eyes & react on parent’s facial expressions. 
• If parents doesn’t show affection due to stress or depression, 

baby gets the message: “I’m un-loveable”.   
• Thoughts about self are formed very early. Important for child 

to fall in love with parent.  
Physical affection:  
• Activates chemicals and strengthen the emotional bond.  
• Touch-starved children gets the message: “Your body is 

undesirable” & may later despise their own bodies by self-
harm, addictions, eating disorders, bodily neglect. 

Sunderland, 2007: 192-193 

 



High Intensity Moments 
• Babies need times of strong one to one emotional connection: no other distractions, 

spontaneous, lingering moments.  

• Babies with enough experience have the capacity to connect, even with strangers.  

• Don’t neglect these special moments as the kids grow older.  

• High-intensity moments activate opioids, dopamine, noradrenaline – an experience of warmth, 
well-being and life force!  

• These intense experiences and impressions are likely to become fixed in memory 

• Examples:  

 You give a spontaneous cuddles and she returns it 

 Tell child she is good at something 

 Engage in rough/gentle and tumble 

 Eyes meet for a while 

 Share laughter 

 Share moments of calm 

 Warm hellos & goodbyes 

 Listen with full attention to what child tells you   

 Lets’ make / Let’s play 

Sunderland, 2007:194 -196 



Activities For Under-Fives 

• Play must be lead by child and not parent. Child-led play activates opioids & 

reduce levels of stress hormones. 

• Parent-controlled play, accompanied by to many restrictions portrays the 

message: “Your ideas are not good enough” Parent-dominated play: 

commands, criticisms, lessons, negative touch & look. 

•  Important for parent to relax & enjoy activities  

• Examples: peekaboo & hide-and-seek; wool ball football; catch the feathers; 

blow bubbles; put stickers on bodies; rough and tumble or gentle romping; 

pretend to eat his foot; chase, catch and eat; involve child in baking and 

cooking; upside down; I think you have marbles/snails in your socks; draw 

figure on hand and tell a story about it; telescopes;  

    play puppets together 

                           Sunderland, 2007: 196-201 



When Love Is Put To The Test 

 
 

• Children need connection with parents or need to reconnect.  
• Children try to get attention: shout, grab, jump on parent.  
• Response of parent is NB: angry or creative, playful attunement 

(example of nipping monster).  
• Result: good or bad chemicals. 

 
Sunderland, 2007:202 

 



Hurting Too Much Inside 

• Child may struggle with a painful emotion 
• Take time to understand the specific pain. Child must feel 

deeply met in his pain.  
• Important not to focus only on child’s acts, but also on his 

emotions.  
• If child doesn’t get help with his painful emotions, he thinks he 

should handle them on his own. “Self-holding” may in later life 
end up in “holding” with the help of addictions. 
 

Sunderland, 2007:203-205 



Keep Parent-Child-Relationship Intact 

Repairing the damage 
• Sometimes a parent “loses it” with his child.  
• Important to apply interactive or relationship repair: sit down, listen, 

apologize, cuddle – harm will not be long term.  
• If broken relationships are repeatedly left unrepaired, child may start 

to fear intimate relationships. 
  
• Being careful with your child’s love 
• A child who reaches out to parent with a loving gesture is intensely 

alive and intensely vulnerable to shame and humiliation.   
• If loving gesture is repeatedly met with indifference, child may think: 

“My love is worthless to my mum, so it makes me worthless/un-
loveable/undesirable/uninteresting/repulsive”.  

• Child may react with hate. 
Sunderland, 2007:205-206 



Dealing With Broken Hearts 
• Sometimes child may experience pain of bereavement/loss due to divorce, depression, drugs, 

long term illness, new baby.  Feeling of well-being is also lost. 

• The grieving child’s brain: Withdrawal of opioids; reduced levels of bonding chemicals: 
oxytocin & prolactin. Negative feelings increase & positive feelings decrease. Separation stress 
system in lower brain is strongly activated. Glutamate is activated.  

• Parent may be physically present but only gives on-off parental love. Rollercoaster for child: 
Cycle of strong opioid activation followed by extremely painful withdrawal. This sets up an 
intensity of yearning and the child becoming addicted to his parent. 

• Opioid withdrawal  are experienced as anger & anxiety. High levels of CRF (corticotropin-
releasing factor) blocks/drops the release of positive arousal chemicals: dopamine, serotonin, 
noradrenaline and this can trigger impulsive outbursts of irritation, anger or rage. When 
opioids are withdrawn, high levels of acetylcholine are released, causing anger, hostility and 
irritation.  

• Many children with broken hearts are aggressive – society doesn’t like these children and expel 
them from school. A grieving, angry child needs the physical and emotional , mental & spiritual 
comfort of an understanding adult.  Children stuck in grief and anger must be helped. 75% of 
people in prison suffered the pain of broken relationships in childhood.  

Sunderland, 2007: 208-211 



               Sibling Rivalry 
• When a new baby arrives, the feeling of well-being can be completely lost.  

• Thoughts:  

 I’m not as loveable to my Mummy as my little sister. 

 I’m outside of the couple (mother & baby) 

 I’m unworthy of mother’s love – Baby not 

 I’m invisible 

 My connection to my mother is fragile 

• Feeling on the “outside” activates pain centers in the brain; opioid withdrawal; blocking of mood stabilizing 

systems. 

• Child may show pain by hurting his siblings, defiance or being moody.  

•  Use of puppets can be helpful. Case Study: Laura. Laura chooses seal for herself and brown bear for mum. 

Mum does the role play. Laura has to do a “thumbs up” if she agrees with what the puppet says  and a 

“thumbs down” if she doesn’t agree.  Or: ask child to slip a stone in your pocket if she feels the pain of 

negligence. Parent knows immediately to give proper attention to child.   

• It’s never too late to fall in love with your child 

• Parents don’t love their children equally: with the same intensity and in the same way.  

• Important to connect to each child in a special way.  

• Parent should get biblical counseling if she is struggling to love child. 

Sunderland, 2007:212-214 



The Aim of Parenting 

 

The aim/goal of parenting is not to help your child to 

experience positive brain chemistry. The goal is to love God 

and your child, and to help your child to love God and others, 

and good brain chemistry (of the parent & child) will follow 

suit (Caroline Leaf, 2013: Switch On Your Brain) 

 

First seek God’s kingdom, and everything necessary to serve 

the King (e.g. good brain chemistry) will be given to you. 

  

 



Developing Social Skills 

• Social intelligence is needed for meaningful relationships: close 
friendships as well as leadership. 

• The “social dance” is very subtle and highly complex. Simple 
social skills can be taught. True emotional connection: curiosity, 
empathy and soothing cannot.  

• Only possible if the necessary chemical pathways have been 
developed through particular parent-child relationship 
experiences – enriching & emotional responsive “one-to-ones”. 

• Otherwise the adult may stay developmentally arrested, with 
the emotional intelligence of a young child. 
 

Sunderland, 2007:2018-219 

 



Developing Social Intelligence 

• Social intelligence needs lower and higher brain pathways to 
work together.  

• A new born baby has 200 billion brain cells, but few 
connections (p21).  

• Parent can help child to develop this networking system.  
• Social intelligence has three areas: 
The art of relating 
The capacity to negotiate, resolve and be a good team-player 
The capacity for compassion and concern 
 

Sunderland, 2007:219 



The Art Of Relating 

• The art of relating 
 Recognize other’s mental state 
 Read body language and social cues 
 Gauge your impact on the other person (intrusive, annoying, 

boring) and adjust your behavior 
 Attend to own and other’s emotional reactions at the same 

time 
 Get the balance right between listening and talking   
 Have appropriate body language 
 Gauge the timings of dialogue (not too slow or too quick to 

respond) 
 Ask the Spirit of love to guide you 

Sunderland, 2007: 219-220 



Negotiate, Resolve & Be A Good Team Player 

 Able to give and take and not having it all your own way 
 Can follow as well as lead 
 Validate others’ ideas and express own 
 Control own anger, irritation and anxiety 
 Say clearly in a non-aggressive, non-blaming way what you 

like & want and don’t 
 In conflict or disagreement: negotiate; be open to a different 

point of view in order to reach a resolution 
 Balance colseness/involvement and distance/boundaries 
 

Sunderland, 2007:220 



Have & Express Compassion & Concern 

• Is deeply moved by human distress & suffering, irrespective of religion, culture, 
race, beliefs 

• Has the courage to feel own pain and that of others – no denial or being 
emotionally cut off 

• Able to soothe & comfort another person’s distress, rather than just giving 
advice 

• Parenting has a huge impact on child’s social brain. Way of relating in childhood 
can easily become fixed. Examples: 

Child with superficial social connections may be closed to deeper connections in 
adulthood 

Child with frightening, shaming or hurtful parent-child interactions may distrust 
and push away people in adulthood 

Angry exchanges in childhood: child can think relationships are all about power 
and control. 

•  The Holy Spirit can empower to regenerate and renew. 

Sunderland, 2007: 221 
 



Parenting The Social Brain 

 Baby recognize faces from three months 
 Give baby time to respond; don’t push him; give him space to look away from you 
 Peek-a-boo games stimulates social brain 
 Respond when child wants to show you something  
 Help child to find words for his feelings; use simple sentences 
 Communicate through play 
 Spend quantity time with kid – statistics: 38 min a week conversation with child; 21 

hours TV 
 Stay calm in times of conflict 
 Discipline with calm firmness 
 
When to worry 
• Get help when child is not interested in faces between 2 and 6 months: Avoiding eye 

contact;  too quiet and not wanting attention.  
• May indicate autism (not making proper emotional contacts with people) or Asperger’s 

Syndrome. 
 

Sunderland, 2007:224-225 
 



The Legacy of Unresponsive/Responsive 
Parenting 

Unresponsive parenting 

Without emotionally responsive parenting and enough quality one-to-one time 
the child’s social brain will not develop properly.  Struggles with relationships: 

• Timing is off: interrupts, no flow 

• Can’t listen well 

• Fails to read mental or emotional state of other child 

• Has inappropriate body language   

• Experience loneliness in later life 

 

Developing compassion and concern   

• Proper parenting promotes child’s capacity for compassion & concern for 
vulnerability, distress or suffering regardless of color, creed or belief.  

• If not, cruelty, or bullying or genocide may occur. 

  

Sunderland, 2007:228-229 

 



Left And Right Brain 

• Caring occurs when the higher brain is working together with the care system in the 
lower brain.  

• Parent can help child to develop his care system by consistently helping child with his 
difficult feelings, showing genuine concern for his distress.  

• Insensitivity to crying may lead to child cutting off from own pain and pain of others. 
  
Brain links 
• Left side of higher brain (frontal lobes):  Houses verbal centers, understanding,  speech; 

gives words for feelings; registers milder and positive feelings; great at detail 
• Right side of higher brain: Non-verbal; registers painful feelings; picks up emotional 

atmospheres; strong links with body; picks up how body registers emotional pain; 
stronger links to amygdala = alarm system of lower brain;  great at overview.  231 

• Corpus Callosum (band of nerve tissue – 300 million fibers): Links left & right side – 
functions poorly in people with poor social intelligence. 
 

Sunderland, 2007:230-231 
 



Left And Right Brain 

• In infants there is poor communication between the two sides of the brain.  Child 
functions in a “split-brain”. 

• Left brain: lots of words & positive feelings. Right brain: wordless; writhing around.  
• With proper parenting, child will find words (left brain) for strong feelings (right brain), in 

stead of going into a tantrum. Child will think and feel clearly.   
• Develop child’s left and right brain to communicate well with each other: 
    +  Help child to think and feel about what he is experiencing 
    +  Help child to find right words for intense feelings. 
• Bad link between left and right brain may lead to lack of compassion and concern for 

people. More left hemisphere dominated.  
• Lack of compassion can result from not receiving enough compassion for painful feelings 

in childhood.  
• Important not to discipline child through humiliating shaming or anger. 

 
Sunderland, 2007:231-233 

  
 



Long Term Effects of Bullying 

• In UK 50% of school children get bullied. Yearly 20 bullied kids in UK commit 
suicide. 

• Bullying impacts severely on a child.  When constantly bullied, the brain 
adapts/alters  itself in order to live in a bullying world:  

   +  hyper-vigilance (always being on guard)  
   +  overactive rage or fear systems in limbic system of lower brain  
   +  emotional & social coldness  
   +  distress  
   +  over reaction to minor stressors  
   + lack of social confidence.  
• Intense relational stress damages the structure and  
   biochemistry of the brain. 
• Bullying can be subtle: whispering; name-calling; ostracizing (uitsluiting/ 

verstoting); isolating. 
Sunderland, 2007:234-235 

 
 



Brain Legacy of Bullying 

Bullying affects the brain: 

 Cell death or reduced activation in anterior cingulate gyrus: 

fear is not reduced; lack of empathy 

 Long term alterations in brain circuits & systems that manage 

stress; result: over-reactive stress response system -> 

impulsive, aggressive, anxious 

 Long-term changes in adrenaline systems: too much 

adrenaline & noradrenaline -> anxiety; inability to think 

clearly 

 Decrease in blood flow in brain stem -> ADHD, depression, 

impaired attention. 
Sunderland, 2007: 236 

 



Bully-Proof Your Child 

• Measures should be taken at school and home to protect children 
from being bullied or becoming bullies. Help child to develop 
friendship skills. 

• Some bullied kids have post traumatic stress: problems with eating, 
sleeping, breathing; headaches; feel unsafe; can’t concentrate 
properly on school work; school phobia; obsessions, bedwetting 

 
What schools can do   
• Head teacher must have good relationships.  
• Should be a water tight  and highly effective bullying policy.  
• Zero tolerance.  
• Policing of playgrounds by teachers: CCTV-cameras.  
• No minimizing of bullying: ”They are only playing” 

 
Sunderland, 2007:238-239 

 



Homes And Bullying 
• Shouting, shaming and smacking are bullying. Only criticizing and no praising = hitting with words.  
• Child may think” I deserve this. I’m rubbish”.  
• A child who is validated and loved at home will think: “I don’t deserve this; I am a valued person; I 

deserve to be treated well” 
• If you suspect child is being bullied, look out for and obsession with war, fighting & bombing in his 

play – he thinks he can stop bullying by counteracting with force; child may start to bully others.   
• Child being bullied by an older sibling may not be able to reflect with his frontal lobes. May simply cut 

off from his pain and move into fight or flight impulses. May start to hurt/bully another child. 
• Case study: Joe (p 241) 
• A child who is at ease with himself (confident) will not react to a stressor by being over-aroused 

(manic) or under-aroused (flat), but by being optimal aroused: being full of life and warm, having an 
inner calm and ease.   

• Child with emotionally flat personality: Left frontal lobe (rational) blocks communication with right 
frontal lobe (registers emotional pain  & links with deeply feeling lower brain). Result of parents not 
meeting the child properly in his joy or pain – child learns to cut off from passion. 

• In order to form friendships, a child must be able to respond to emotional needs. 
 

Sunderland, 2007:239-242 
 



Parent’s Treasure > Structure > Strategy 
Treasure 

Desires:  Control,  comfort, success 
 
 

Structure                                                                                                                                 
Thoughts of self: controller; provider; saviour 
Thoughts of God: distant, uninvolved, judge 

Thoughts of child: joy, burden, servant, stupid, owes me, 
 small adult, emotional support 

  

 

Strategy 

Anger, passiveness, over-strictness, isolation  
                                                                                                                     



             Confronting Parents to Turn to God 

• Acknowledge situation: identify pressures (child & other  

people). Baby not innocent, but sinful & immature 

• Forgive baby; don’t take stuff personally. 

• Consider own responses to baby: structure (thoughts & 

desires) and resulting strategy (emotional, physical, 

verbal & social behavior).  

• Identify good roots (triangles) and fruit & thank God for 

them.   

• Identify & confess false roots & fruit to God; ask for his 

forgiveness & accept his forgiveness in Christ (2 Chron 

7:14). 

 

 

 

 

 

 



      Confronting Parents to Turn to God 

• Trust that God loves you and will work everything for 
the good of you & your children (Rom 8:28,29).  

• Reclaim and confess your true identity in Christ . 
•   Desire God and your security, value and ability not   
      from people (self or baby or other people), but from  
      Him, especially when tempted to practise false  
      triangles. 
•   Seek refuge in God and resist every lie about God,   
      yourself and other people (baby); shun every desire to 
      seek identity in people/your child.  
•   Ask God to train you through Scripture & fellow     
      believers to be an able parent to serve Him and people  
      even better (Is 48:10-11; Jas 1:2-4) 



                          Activation 

 

• Parenting has to be constantly processed in A-Triangle 

• Goal of activation: Not instant relief but long term 
sanctification 

• Determine parenting agenda: What must be changed (be put 
off & be put on) with regards to situation, structure & strategy 
& how? 

• Bible study (books) on growth points 

• Determine circles of responsibility & concern 

• Be accountable 

• Journal 
Tripp, 2002:239 - 274 

 


