

                    How children raise parents I
                     
          - The art of listening to your family –
                    “See what great love the Father has lavished on us, that we
                    should be called children of God! And that is what we are!” 

        1 John 3:1
1. I’m a Parent…What was I thinking?  What was God thinking?
“The reason I have not allowed the writing of this book to flow is simple:  I am not a good father. I desperately love my children, and I am very troubled by what I have failed to be as a parent”

“The doorway to knowing ourselves and God is often found in a relationship with someone who is dependent on our care. In such a relationship of need, we face how much we are given to give away to others as well as how often we do not give all that we have. It is that disparity between the potential and the actual that can break our hearts.  I have so much; I give so little.”
2. Children shape our souls – that’s why we need to read our kids

“What does it take to be a good parent?  Get many answers. How have your children changed, transformed, redeemed you life?  Get suspicious stares.”
“Why is it so hard to believe that God intends our children to train us just as much as he intends us to train and guide our children. That god would design them be best qualified to thwart and shatter a parent’s arrogance and self-righteousness.”

3. Listening to the voice of your children...how to answer their 2 crucial questions
 “Becoming a great parent is a learning process – it does not involve our following a list of rules…we must let go of the myth that right influence guarantees the desired results, and we must discard our unswerving faith in the power of right principles to guarantee success…Less that 17% of those children raised in Christian homes end up attending church. our children require more than a stable home environment.  Myth to think that just doing the right principles guarantee success”
 “We must not turn merely to sound principles, but to the process of learning from our children how to parent them.…we must become better at hearing what is spoken behind the actual words being said.  We must learn how to read our children’s core questions, accusations, and invitations.”



(Chart on page 24)

 “Do we reflect both God’s strength and his mercy?...yes, you are loved more than you can ever fathom and no, you can’t have your own way.  But as you pursue my way, you will find the deepest satisfaction your heart can ever know”  

4. To Principles, Add Wisdom

“Check god’s success rate at parenting.  He is the only perfect parent. How did the OT children turn out? An Indictment not on the parent, but on the child. God loved and disciplined his children; still, they chose the path of rebellion.” 

“Wisdom is the creativity to apply principles in a real encounter with our children, when life’s complexity refuses to conform to a simple rule.”
“The basics involve consistent discipline, which reflects God’s strength and constant care, which reflects God’s mercy.  Every child needs limits/consequences (strength) and tenderness in touch and delight of parent’s eyes (mercy).”
“The ability to listen is the first component of practicing wisdom.  We listen first to God, and then carefully, patiently, to our children.”
“I have asked God repeatedly for help in four areas:  clarity on how to read my children’s unique bent, help to avoid majoring on the minors, depth of trust in Him when things get tough and the ability to live our surprise and paradox with my children.”
“Reading our children’s bent is not a matter of taking a series of personality tests. Instead it is the demanding call to watch, listen, study and interpret our children. It requires enormous wisdom to see our children’s true bent versus our own dream for what our children will accomplish or become.”
“Each child will have a bent in one of these directions:  either to be “of” the world by conforming too closely to its values or to be “not of” this world and to stand completely apart form it.  It is our task to affirm and then challenge the bent.  Rebel or rule keeper – both good and not good. Good must be grown and the not-good must meet the strength of parental resistance.  The dilemma is that we seldom see good in being a rebel and we fail to see ill in being a rule keeper.  Must grow a child’s ability to fit the world and also to resist the world.”
 “We are called to model how to suffer well. Children will only come to value the redemptive power of suffering if they see it lived out in the life of their parents.. children must come to see that calamity introduces us to our limits, to our neediness, and to our weakness. Pain reminds us of our desperate need for our Father. “


  

  How children raise parents II

                     
        - The art of listening to your family –
                    “See what great love the Father has lavished on us, that we
                    should be called children of God! And that is what we are!” 

        1 John 3:1
1. Know your child’s brave new world…why we need to raise a generation of activists

Any effort to achieve omnipresence will leave us little space or time to call our own.  If we are everywhere, we are nowhere. It would be wonderful if we could actually think globally and act locally. Instead we remain inert as we gather more information and do more thinking, all the while becoming deadened to the world around us…What then happens with our parenting? We have received too much input, too many influences, too much pressure.  So we wear our kids out dragging them everywhere so they can do everything. We drive them from music lessons to soccer practice to youth group to exhaustion.  They lie in the car and long for sleep. By insisting that they do everything, we are not preparing our children for action; we are injuring them by stress and pressure.
Because we bristle at the complexities of life, we tend to indoctrinate our children in our own tribe’s stance and vilify everyone else. This is the gullibility of believing in the complete rightness of our position, paired with the suspicious distrust of any view that differs from ours.

Each of us has a natural bent in one of two directions.  We either feel more comfortable with God’s mercy (“You are loved”) or with His strength (“You can’t get your own way”).  It’s easy to assume that the way we are wired is the right  way. Self-righteousness tempts us to elevate one above the other, asserting that the real solution is to exert more strength – or dispense more mercy…the paradox of parenting is that God calls us to reflect both his mercy and his strength in equal measure.  We need the humility to admit that our natural tendency is only half the answer…we are called to do much that does not come easily.  As we face what we lack, we confront self-doubt.  We see that we are woefully deficient and nowhere near equal to the task of raising children.  But self-doubt can humble us so that we are ready for God to make us complete in the midst of paradox.
2. Discerning the Voices of our Parents…Breaking free from the past to raise our children well
“The voices of our children are often drowned out by other voices that shout without making a sound. And one of the loudest is the lingering influence of our parents…If we are ever to learn to listen to our children, we must first recognize the influence of our parent’s voices –either for ill or for good.”
 “We need to settle on an approach in which we neither defend our parents nor prove them to be absolutely wrong.  We must be able to engage our children without feeling pressured to repair our past.” 

3. Turning down the Voice of Our culture…We’re not here to prove that our children are great

“But if I want to learn to listen to the voice of my child, let alone the voice of God, I must recognize how other voices are competing for my attention.”

“We want them to catch the passion of living boldly and taking big risks as in following God. Try to find a key figure in the bible, other than Jesus, who followed God without compromise and who was also anything other than a wreck…his boldest followers are burdened people, the targets of public opposition, often conflicted within themselves, and seldom the pride of their village or even their faith community. Are we really willing to let our children take big risks and fail at profound and ghastly levels if God uses such failure to draw their hearts to him? I ask myself that question fairly regularly, and I confess that in the heat of the parenting battle, I usually just want my kids to behave”

4. Hearing the Voice of Your Marriage…The music of a Godly Union

“God intends marriage to be the one relationship that most deeply reveals his character, heart passion and purpose…marriage can and should mirror God’s strength and mercy.  Marriage, in all honest, is also a mess...Marriage is the moist soil that grows both the weeds of sin and the roses of redemption. No other relationship requires more, gives so little and so much and exposes both the best and the worst of our souls. Every weakness in ones’ character –a lack of patience, a fear of intimacy, an unnatural clinging to grudges – will be magnified..  Wonderfully, the most hidden and unformed depths of sacrifice and perseverance also rise at the most unexpected moments in a good marriage.”
“Children need to see the best and the worst of a marriage in order to understand not only the depth of sin, but also the luminescent glory of conviction, repentance, grace, reconciliation and celebration. Otherwise relational darkness will be known”

“There are three great violations of marriage – divorce, indifference and abuse.”
“Divorce is a living death…the roller-coaster ride of hope aroused and then differed leaves the heart of the child sick…divorce is not merely a disaster in the present; it is arson of the past and the assassination of the future.  The good times remembered are now impossible to recall without a sense of intense loss. The burned past blows away in dark ash, and the future is killed to avoid the temptation of renewed hope….But those children now know that nothing good can last, so intimacy is the lure of a lie – better to leave before the end descends…When a divorce is amicable, the tensions are less severe, but the noise of confusion and the hatred of hope will be just as high…the result will be a deep-seated doubt that any relationship can last, let alone be good and true.”
“Indifference…is a bad marriage better than a good divorce?...this remains to be seen.  And being asked to decide is like being asked if you’d like to commit suicide by drowning or an overdose.  Which of these is the more humane way to do harm?  A choice such as this is not a true choice.  Instead the real choice is between risking a higher degree of tension – and possibly even divorce – by refusing to remain indifferent.  Such a refusal means taking the risk to turn indifference into intimacy, or possibly estrangement…indifference is a form of passive-aggressive hatred.  Love me or hate me, just don’t ignore me…”

“Abuse…abuse sows the seeds of violence for the next generation.  Love is the only antidote to a cycle that has evolved since the mayhem of Cain and Abel.”
“I am both light and dark; alive and dead; sinful and redeemed. This stance allows me to face more deeply all that is left to be redeemed in my being, while not denying the glory of what has been revealed to me and done within me.  A godly marriage acknowledges that no one is more loved, or more hated, than one’s spouse…a godly marriage becomes the central proving ground that God is at work…Parents must have the ability to confess to their children what every child knows intuitively – there is a failure of love in the family…we must also have the ability to confess to our children that there is real hope for love in brokenness…to confess failure, truly, is to hunger for redemption… redemption is the soil that enables our children to see our failures and therefore face their own.”


                         How children raise parents III

                     
        - The art of listening to your family –
                    “See what great love the Father has lavished on us, that we
                    should be called children of God! And that is what we are!” 

        1 John 3:1
1. Living in the heart of mystery…How we give our children a taste of God’s character
“Remember, parenting is not difficult; it is impossible…nothing you do will be more important than being fathers, and in nothing will you fail more miserably.  Parenting is impossible, so you will need God more than (you will need to be) a good parent.”    Dr. William Hendrickson

“The true goal of parenting is to introduce a child to God...a parent’s calling is to daily reflect God’s character into the life of the child…he is tender and merciful, and he is strong and full of wrath.”
“Hiding…a refusal to own up to who we are, where we are, and what we have done…It is far easier to avoid knowing what we want or where we need to go than it is to make a choice. It’s natural to want to bury our head in the sand when life-determining decisions are required…I know exactly when I am hiding from a project, a phone call, a moment of conflict, or a decision.  And each time I hide from God’s calling to subdue and rule, I am far more disobedient that if I take action and make the wrong decision.  Our children share the human propensity to hide, so it’s the task of every parent to make it difficult, or nearly impossible, for them to rebel against God by hiding.”  

“Blaming…Adam and Eve, once exposed chose to turn their rage against God and each other…both found it easier to attack someone else rather than to cry out for God’s mercy…blaming another person enables us to cut off the shame that has been exposed and then destroy the one who has exposed us…Blaming is always a refusal to be needy and dependent on the other person who might rightfully turn against us for our failure.  It’s a fight against the allure of intimacy.”

“As we express our need for forgiveness, we reveal the heart of our Father who forgives. As we celebrate, humbly and passionately, the wonder of forgiveness, we picture for our children what it means to be received back into the arms of God.  We are a living Sunday school lesson every day as we interact with our children within the character of God.…we are blessed when we fail because it is in our failure that we discover and are embraced most radically by God’s character.  If we truly believe this, we would be much less likely to hide.”…In my failure to live out God’s character, I come face to face with the awful and awesome strength and tenderness of God.  In that encounter, I am invited to embrace his love in order to offer that love to my children. If we are to learn God’s character in the midst of failure, how much more so are our children?”

2. The Perseverance of Hope…Dreaming God’s desires for our children
“Grace is a problematic concept for parents: We don’t truly believe in it.  If we did, we’d relax and invite our children to risk and fail, play and fall.  We’d know far less turmoil when they got a bad grade or wrestled with relational ups and downs.  We’d trust that, even in the middle of the struggles, a greater good was growing if we only had eyes to see.”

“Our reliance on everything but grace has us exhausted, worried and secretly counting the days until our little cherubs are out of their diapers, or in school, or out of adolescence, or out of the house.  The desire to rush through one stage to get to the next is the idiocy of believing that the grass really is greener on the other side.  It isn’t, of course.  Don’t rush the future; generally parenting only gets harder.”

“to be a parent is to suffer.  The suffering is related to God’s calling on our lives to allow our children to hurt, to fail, and to suffer consequences.  The suffering is also personal because we will fail as parents by not being enough and also by being too much… suffering produces perseverance…Romans 5…The path to hope always travels through suffering.”

“We live in an age of success obsession and failure phobia.  Still, failure is the wisest teacher and the deepest motivator for gaining a greater grasp of what we need to do to achieve our desires. Without failure we would not only be bored, but we would never learn to love learning…Parents need to let a child learn the lessons that come only by failing.”

“Perhaps the greatest task of parenting is humbly staying involved even when we don’t have a clue what to do.  It’s the task of a good parent to face the truth that no parent is good enough.  No parent is sufficient to provide for her children what only grace can offer.  It is the calling of every parent to be deeply, fervently aware of his or her need for grace.”  

“For many parents, the prospect of more shattered dreams drains away the courage to dream again.  It takes a profound commitment to hope if we are to find the courage we need.”

“We may insist that they eat well. Bathe at least once a day, and open the door for elderly aunts.  But do we actually dream about our children becoming more tender and strong?  I don’t believe the Spirit of God is too terribly concerned about whether you child or mine gets into Harvard or scores the winning goal in the state soccer championship.  But the Spirit does dream about character.  Do I wish to join the Spirit’s dreams for my children?...The holy Spirit constantly turns our lives toward the face of God.  The more we see God, the more we come to understand his calling on our life and on the lives of our children.  It is our privilege to dream far bigger dreams than that good things happen and bad things don’t happen to our children.  We are to dream and pray and desire and speak to the possibilities that pain and tragedy and pleasure and glory will weave our children into beings who hunger to touch the face of God.”

3. Naming and Being Named…How to learn the name God will give us
“Every child is a unique tapestry, a one-time pattern never to be seen again…and at birth each person receives a name, one name that comes to reflect the unique meaning of his or her existence…Names are the most powerful syllables we speak and the most clear sounds we hear…We are given a name without having a say in the matter.  And while we spend a lifetime understanding our earthly name, we also discover the hints of a new name that will be given to us by God…I may name my child, but my child comes to name me as well.  This is another way that children raise parents.”

“Nicknames mirror a moment of meaning…they are meant to be spoken by a unique one.  So it is with God’s naming of us.”

“If we ever hope to learn the story of each child’s life, we must listen to each individual more carefully than ever…to do that well, though, we must pay special attention to hearing not only what is said, but also what is lived…We are called to study our children from birth. Often in the earliest years we begin to see patterns that indicate proclivities, weaknesses, and hard wiring…As we listen, we are to name what we see. Naming involves stating not only what we see, but also hot it is good, how it could be used for ill and what we hope for their life.”

       How children raise parents IV

                               - The art of listening to your family –
     “See what great love the Father has lavished on us, that we should 
         be called children of God! And that is what we are”   1 John 3:1

1. The Divine Dialogue…How our children reveal God’s name
Prayer is the birth pangs and the labor of coming alive with God.  It’s not meant to be antiseptic nor particularly reverential…there is nothing we do as parents that is more important than praying for and with our children…Prayer is the naming of desire before God. It’s a cry for redemption that always begins with avowing the scandal that God is both present and absent.

Whether we acknowledge it or not, prayer is a dialogue about the two core questions we all ask every day:  “Am I really loved?” and “Can I get my own way?” when I pray, I often attempt to secure both God’s love and his permission to do what I want. And as I pray, it is His kind opportunity to invite me to the far deeper desires of my heart…Prayer arouses the deepest questions of the heart and then makes a place for God to speak.

Prayer involves at least these four things:  lifting the face of those we love (and those we hate) to God, listening to the ache of our spirit, pondering the words we hear, and then welcoming the gifts we receive.

There is no creature or creation more worthy of our reflection than our family.  Take notes.  Keep a journal or a prayer notebook…Our children raise us to the degree that we are willing to receive them as the gift God gave us to mature us to be like him…“My God is called the God of the Fifth Cast” (Allender’s son) “

2. Welcoming Grace Home…What we must embrace to become great parents
Luke 15…(Grace) waits, she runs, and she parties

We are called to be fathers and mothers who welcome our children home after their excess. Our calling also includes pursuing our children in the home as they hide in their jealousy and self-righteousness.  But we can’t welcome or pursue the offender or the offended offender until we know what it’s like to be personally pursued by God.

We live in the tension of being both the prodigal and the older brother (Henri Nouwen The Return of the Prodigal Son ). We easily resort to extremes, abusing both the goodness of mercy and tenderness (as in the prodigal) and the requirements of strength and justice (as in the elder b brother).

I want a world, a life – wife, children, home, sailboat, job, friends, money – that will take me out of this vale of suffering and suffuse me in the glories of a pleasurable eternity.  I want God. It’s just that I don’t want the God of the Bible who seems to be idling through my captivity with no great rush to end this day of trouble and start a new one…I am a mess, and the mess that I am has been redeemed.  So how do I live in the middle of those two worlds – mess and redeemed mess – as a parent?

There is nothing that my son or daughters will do that I’ve either not done or would not do if given the opportunity along with the guarantee of not being caught…Therefore we’re not permitted the luxury of being shocked or dismayed by our children’s self-centered, indulgent idolatry…furthermore, we are not permitted to judge if we have already been judged as equally guilty…(we must) rest in the embrace of God’s forgiveness for our sin, then we’ll more aptly extend the kindness of God’s mercy to our children.

Nothing my son or daughters will do can alter the plan and passion of God…Death is dead…I may not know the ending, but I know the end.  And the end is good…Who can answer those (2 core) questions without flaw, consistently…? None of us can do so; only God can.  However, even our bumbling efforts to do so bring a taste of God to our children.

3. The Freedom to Play…God’s highest calling for Parents
"you can learn more about a man in an hour of play than in a lifetime of conversation."  Plato
playing with our children gives them the skills, character, and context for living out their God given calling.  This is by far their most important inheritance, which means that it is callous to deprive a child of a parental playmate…A worldview based on a belief in the Resurrection demands a vision of life that begins and ends with a celebration, a feast of pleasure and delight.  This is a party, not some somber affair… Play is not an escape from the heartache of reality. Instead it involves embracing the outcome of all reality.

 This is the life we know, the life of sorrow and loss.  As such, it seems naïve to call the period between the Fall and His coming kingdom a period of play…But evil does not own the beginning, nor does it possess the end.  God does. And if we believe he is a sovereign and good God, then even the darkest part of the life’s war is ultimately a prelude to a day of full-bodied play that will be ours for eternity…There is nothing in life more fun than destroying evil and growing good in its place.  Play enters chaos and brings about order…It transforms death into beauty.

If all we do is observe, if we never join the game to risk and get dirty, then we will distance ourselves from the play and, in time, turn against those who perform…the most critical and judgmental parents are those who refuse to play with their children

 Play requires more time and demands more engagement than does our work.  The process of playing will together is more important than the task or the outcome…you can wee a flowerbed far faster alone than you can by involving a child in the process….Play is ridiculously inefficient…That’s why we must remind ourselves of the blessing of the process and not look for any measurable outcome of the effort.

Play is meant to captivate…”Look at me, Mommy! Watch this!”…the “look” we see in the eyes of observers can make us or break us…To admire is to humble oneself before the splendor and glory of another…every child longs to be the apple of her parent’s eye, not due to a perfect performance or even as a result of hard work, but simply because she is cherished...“Watch me, Mommy!” doesn’t end when a child is six, nor even seventy-six.  It is one of the core cravings of the human heart. I am meant to be prized.  I am meant for delight.  It is play that gives us the context and opportunity to be admired.  

