
THIS HAS MADE OUR MARRIAGE STRONG 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Wilf and Christa Gasser have celebrated their 30th wedding  anniversary in a grand style 
and they have taken this day as an incentive to elaborate on their lessons learned. Wilf 
Gasser has written down 10 of those marriage lessons for family and relatives. 

Marriage is probably the best and most intensive character-building institution. The lessons 
we have learned over the years have been fairly exhaustive and at times even painful. On 
the other hand, these lessons have brought much peace in our relationship. That being 
said, we are far from graduating! Below, I reflect on the 10 most important lessons that 
have helped us along the way. 

1. Friendship as a basis 
We got to know each other in a student bible group in Bern, and after some time Christa 
joined our commune of about 20 people. Without any hidden agenda! My word of honour! 
We both were the fifth child in a family of seven. We both were comfortably surrounded at 
our ‘family tables’, and we both took an active stance in shaping the commune. Before the 
start of the working day three to five of our commune members would meet up for a 
morning prayer, and at those sessions Christa and I had already become relatively close. 

I only noticed Christa’s feelings for me when one of my friends spoke to me about it in a 
rather direct way. I was taken by surprise and had no imaginations of a relationship 
whatsoever. Still, my friend’s remarks made me contemplate and think about my ‘dream 
wife’ and my ideas about relationships. I appreciated Christa’s company and I felt 
comfortable in her presence. She drove me (and my surfboard) around in her Peugeot 104 
and she took me to many places. But I was not in love. Could friendship be a strong enough 
basis for a long lasting relationship? I asked my friends for advice and I got encouraged. I 
was only 26 years old back then, of course, but still I asked myself whether I could grow 
old with this woman. After coming up with a positive answer to this question, our 
relationship soon began, and after our first kiss there was an instant and was a strong 
infatuation… 

We talked about what the two of us still had to learn as individuals before stepping up our 
relationship into a closer one, but we only found things that we could examine and explore 
together, as a couple. Since we already got to know each other quite well in our commune, 
we got married some six months later. 

2. Practice makes perfect 
In our childhood, we both had become familiar with the notion of the family as an 
institution with a mission. From our first marriage years onward we visited so-called 
marriage seminars, and we were always amazed to see how exciting and useful these 
seminars were in teaching us about ourselves and about our relationship. You could say 
that working with relationships and bonds truly became our calling. Pretty soon, we were 
assisting in marriage preparation weekends or contributing to courses for newlyweds. In 
doing so, our own marriage was subject to constant reflection too. From time to time we 
jokingly mention that this ‘forced’ reflection has saved our marriage… 

3. Learning to talk 
In the fourth year of our marriage we discovered our boundaries. Our second baby would 
keep us awake at night and this would wear us out. As an assistant doctor I was working 74 



hour weeks, and this made Christa feel as though she was raising the children on her own. 
She felt neglected and she rebuked me, even though it was clear that in my position I was 
subject to constraints. Needless to say, I felt guilty anyhow. Christa struggled to find the 
right words to describe her feelings. Occasionally I felt desperate, when all she did was cry 
without telling me what it was she struggled with. 

Acknowledging this inability to be a shortcoming from her childhood years, Christa decided 
to learn to talk. We began to understand that accusations are often hidden desires or 
needs, and that we had to learn to look out for these needs and to speak out. It was only 
in a later stage that we heard about the ‘fatigue depression of mothers of small children’, 
and in retrospect we concluded that Christa had suffered from some of the corresponding 
symptoms. But when it occurred, we could not find the right explanations. 

4. The newspaper and the ‘quiet place’ 
A recurring topic of conflict was my ‘newspaper obsession’, as Christa called it. After a 
long day at the hospital and a short kiss to say hi, I would grab the paper and retreat to a 
‘quiet place’ to devour it. Christa could get really offended by this, which in turn got me 
uptight, as I, as a free Swiss man, wanted myself to decide how I spend my time on the 
toilet. 

We came to understand better that behind ostensible conflicts lay unknown or unexplained 
needs and feelings. Instead of arguing and hurting each other, we very consciously 
developed the attitude of ‘help me understand’. However, it took a while before we both 
could explain why and how this ‘paper obsession’ was linked to these kinds of emotions. 
After a long and exhausting day with the kids, Christa expected that I would take over in 
the evening, or that I at least, I would blend in and split the tasks. For myself, I had seen 
more than enough people for one day, and without giving it clear thought, I went looking 
for the one place where no one would expect anything from me. Both our interests were 
understandable, but they were at loggerheads. 

Now we learned to express our needs clearly and to give the other the chance to take a 
position. “Is it ok, if I still quickly pop out with the paper,” I would ask her. Often this was 
not a problem at all. But Christa could also ask me to first play with the kids for a little 
while. Or she would reply saying: “Fine, but can I call for you in about fifteen minutes.” 

5. The Grauholz understanding 
It was on the highway near Grauholz – a range of hills close to Bern – on the way back 
home after visiting friends that we got into a serious argument. One of us commented on a 
statement that was made during the discussion with our friends. The other mentioned that 
our friend had certainly not said anything of the sort. What she had literally said was this 
and this. It really seemed as though we had visited different people and participated in 
different discussions. 

This argument made us think. It became the symbol for the fact that in every marriage 
there is no less than two realities. We learned that perceptions and feelings are always 
subjective and that they cannot and should not be ‘explained away’. We consciously 
developed a liberal attitude: “Interesting to hear what you understood form it. I heard 
this, and took it to mean this and this.” 

6. Learning to let go and forgive 
We both seek harmony, but we are also both stubborn, and we can argue. Of course, in an 
argument we are always convinced that we are right. For me it was of particular 
importance that I need not excuse myself for things that I think I am right about. But I 
have learned to take the responsibility for my reaction. For instance, I could ask for 



forgiveness when I had allowed anger, debasement and coldness to take hold of me, where 
my actual goals were of course to encourage Christa and share in her love. I have also 
learned to take responsibility and to ask for forgiveness when I inadvertently hurt Christa. 
Later, when the children were older, we came to understand that a ritual of forgiveness is 
beneficial. We also learned that the willingness to forgive and reconciliation are a 
prerequisite for a peaceful and harmonious life together. 

Some people can easily take the first steps to reconciliation. For others this is harder. 
Christa appreciated that I knew how to do this (without keeping score), whereas she,  in 
matters of forgiveness, had to make up for the shortcomings of her childhood. 

7. Always a hand for your partner 
When our children were little we decided that we would always give priority to our 
marriage over the relationship with our children. This does not mean that our children 
were not important for us. We only didn’t want to make them the very centre of our own 
lives. We explained to our children that we also needed some time for the two of us. Our 
children had to reconcile themselves with the fact that, while we were pushing the pram 
with one hand, we would still keep the other hand free to hold each other, even if this 
meant that the other kids had to hold on to the pram or the arm of a sister. ‘Always 
holding hands’ became the symbol for our determination to put each other on the first 
place. 

8. Family as a team – service oriented family 
A lecture that we attended on the constellation of the family gave us a better 
understanding of the different roles that children play. It also gave us a clear view on Gods 
good intention in our family composition. 

At a family camp, when the kids were three to eight years old, the notion of our family as 
a team popped up for the first time, and with it, came the contributions of every 
individual family member and of our joint assignment in this world. This insight prepared 
the grounds for our later assistance to victims of the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina. We 
used our hospitality to finance this assistance in that we would offer to host 5-course 
candlelight dinners for sponsorship money, so that we could provide support for Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. 

Our family team was never narrowed down to our own kin. We always lived as an extended 
family, with one to three additional people in the house. Over the years we also had 
several kids who came over during the day. This ‘family extension’ came with a price, but 
all in all, we and our  children benefited greatly from this way of living. And on top of that 
there was always someone around to watch over the kids, while we were out. 

9. What’s your ‘vision’ for me? 
In my time as assistant doctor Christa was more than happy to be there for our extended 
family. This took almost all of her available time. When she got more free time with the 
children growing older, Christa wanted to spread her wings. As I was a modern husband, I 
of course wanted to support her in this, and I told her: “Just tell me what it is you want to 
do, and I will support and assist you.” It frustrated me somewhat that she didn’t find a 
way to show more appreciation for my generosity. We tried for months to get to the 
bottom of her dissatisfaction. It was as if we were not speaking the same language. This 
was our first major crisis that we couldn’t manage. We simply had to withstand it. One day 
Christa was able to give me a hint. “There are many men for whom you have a ‘vision’. You 
sometimes see more potential in them, than they do themselves. But what is your ‘vision’ 
for me?” 



I could not answer this question. But I saw very clearly that there was a major difference 
in having a vision for someone and putting my back into it, or simply saying: “Do whatever 
feels right, I will support you.” Looking back, this instance and this understanding proved 
an important step in our work as relationship counsellors. It also turned out to be the start 
of us becoming sexual therapists. 

10. Sexuality as a learned behaviour 
When I was a student training to become a psychiatrist, I had the privilege to be part of a 
group of senior therapists who worked on a family therapy education. We focused not only 
on human concepts and human behaviour, we also looked for the sources in Christianity, 
where it comes to the success of relationships. Later, Christa and I met Clifford and Joyce 
Penner – a clinical therapist and a nurse who together wrote a guide to sexuality – and we 
were amazed to see how open and at the same time respectful one could speak about 
sexuality. We started to work on intimacy and we unravelled the mystery that in sexuality, 
unlike any other area in life, the body, the soul and the spirit are working together very 
closely. In our seminars and counselling sessions we wanted to convey the message that 
one can learn about sexuality, even though it often seems a difficult area. A fulfilling sex 
life depends on whether we, in spite of the self-centred sexuality that nature has 
bestowed on us, are able to discover the mutuality in the sexual encounter. 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………. 

Dr. of medicine Wilf Gasser lives together with his wife Christa in Wabern, near Bern 
(Switzerland). Together they organise seminars on ‘growing intimacy in marriage, ways to 
a fulfilling sexuality’. For more information, please follow this link www.wachsende-
intimität.ch. 



HEALTHY RELATIONSHIP 
CHECKLIST 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

For those who want to engage in more substantial joint thinking about their relationship 

Friendship as a basis 
❖ What do you invest in your relationship when it comes to friendship? 

❖ On a scale from 0-10 how satisfied are you with the friendship in your relationship? 

❖ Which number, do you think, would your partner choose? 

Practice makes perfect 
❖ What and how do you invest in your relationship? 

❖ What do you remember from the most recent marriage seminar? What have you 
learned from it? 

❖ Is there a couple with whom you speak freely about your relationship? Would a 
mentoring couple be beneficial for you, do you think? Or would you yourselves qualify 
as a mentor-couple? 

Learning to talk 
❖ Do you have a means of communication in which both partners feel they are heard and 

taken seriously? 

❖ What about your communication skills? How fit are you to communicate?  

❖ Are your communication skills affected by your family background? In what way? 

The newspaper and the ‘quiet place’ 
❖ Do you have recurring arguments in your relationship that might be related to 

unknown and/or unexplained desires and needs? 

❖ Did you learn to freely express your desires and needs, while giving your partner the 
opportunity to respond or not to respond? 

❖ On a scale from 0-10 how open would you call your ways of communication? 

The Grauholz understanding 
❖ Do a know-all attitude and pedantry spoil the happiness in your relationship? 

❖ Are you able to respond calm and collected when your partner has a totally different 
view on things? 

Learning to let go and forgive 
❖ What have you learned about arguing and forgiving when you were young? 

❖ Do you really deal with forgiveness and reconciliation in everyday life? How? 



Always a hand for your partner 
❖ How do you express closeness and tenderness towards each other in everyday life? 

❖ Is tenderness for you a synonym for sex? 

❖ Are you able to express your longing for tenderness? 

Family as a team – service oriented family 
❖ Are you a real team? How does it show? 

❖ How can you both express high regard for each other, in particular for the contribution 
each one makes in the team? 

❖ What could be your joint family assignment? 

What is your ‘vision’ for me? 
❖ On a scale from 0-10 how satisfied are you with the way you are living together? 

❖ How do you contribute to support, encourage and promote your husband/your wife? 

❖ What makes you feel supported and encouraged? 

Sexuality as a learned behaviour 
❖ Do you experience your sexual relationship as a joint thing, a We-experience? 

❖ Are there ways for you to further develop this?


