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			Praise for
The Ministry of Motherhood

			
				“The Ministry of Motherhood is the story of one mother who has dared to go beyond the ordinary in loving, leading, and training her children to follow Christ. In this honest and inspiring book, Sally Clarkson paints a stirring vision of a mother’s mission and challenges women to disciple their children to be passionate, devoted servants of Christ.”

				—NANCY LEIGH DEMOSS, author and host of Revive Our Hearts Radio

			

			
				“Biblical, practical, motivational. This inspiring book belongs on every mother’s nightstand.”

				—LINDA DILLOW, author of Calm My Anxious Heart and coauthor of Intimate Issues

			

			
				“Here we have a book to substantiate that the ministry of motherhood and the Great Commission are not mutually exclusive but a complement and catalyst to each other! With an extraordinary blend of humility, challenge, and encouragement, Sally gives an exalted vision to our calling and stewardship as mothers.”

				—DEBBY THOMPSON, wife and mother with thirty years of ministry leadership, currently with Campus Crusade for Christ, Eastern Europe and Russia

			

			
				“If you feel like a hamster on a wheel—you’re running, but you’re not getting anywhere—then The Ministry of Motherhood is for you! Sally Clarkson inspires us to step off that wheel and parent with purpose, not by adding something else to our hectic schedules, but by bringing God into everything we do. With down-to-earth, practical examples, she shows us how we, too, can build disciples as we reach our children’s hearts. A very encouraging and easy-to-read book!”

				—SHEILA WRAY GREGOIRE, author of To Love, Honor, and Vacuum

			

			
				“My thanks to Sally Clarkson for her sacrifice and dedication and the example her life has been to me. Through her writings she is able to share some of what God has put on her heart. This book, along with her others, reveals her to be a shining example of one committed to honor God in all she does. May you be blessed as you read this book and continue this journey we call motherhood.”

				—LYNN VANWINGERDEN, wife, mother of twenty-three children, grandmother of nine

			

			Praise for
The Mission of Motherhood

			
				“Sally Clarkson has achieved a beautiful balance of biblical teaching and the heart of a mother in The Mission of Motherhood. She gently takes the reader by the hand and stands with her before the truth of her calling. Readers will be entertained by her personal stories, empowered by God’s call to mothers, and encouraged by Sally’s teaching.”

				—VICKI CARUANA, author of the best-selling Apples … Chalkdust and founder of EncourageTeachers.com

			

			
				“In The Mission of Motherhood, Sally Clarkson invites the reader into her family and into her heart to see ‘mother’ in action: teaching, comforting, training, enriching, and blessing. This book elevates the mission of motherhood and sends the reader back to her children pumped.’”

				—JEAN FLEMING, author of A Mother’s Heart
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			To my oldest child and first daughter,
Sarah,
my treasured friend.
Thank you for your ministry to the whole family
while I wrote this book.

			And to my other precious children,
Joel, Nathan, and Joy.
All of you have been the focus of my ministry
the past twenty years.
May God give wind to your wings and
fulfill your deepest dreams.
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			Discovering the Ministry of Motherhood

			The small flame of the vanilla candle flickered wildly as air from the opening door fanned the flame. Sarah, my gentle oldest child, peeked in the door and asked if we could talk for a few minutes. Her quiet voice told me she didn’t want to attract the attention of anyone else in the house who might want to join us.

			I had come to my bedroom to be alone. A fire was lit in the fireplace, a cup of tea steamed at my side, and a gentle Celtic melody played in the background—the perfect setting for the short, one-woman retreat I had planned as a break from the otherwise busy hours of my day. Spending time with Sarah, though, was almost always a balm to my soul.

			Somehow, in the past few years, we had passed from being just mother and daughter to becoming trusted and intimate soul mates. The strength we gained from our relationship had anchored both of us during several turbulent years. I had come to see my relationship with her as one of the real treasures and privileges of my life. And now, I could see, my almost-adult daughter really needed me. Her eyes were clouded over, and her face was marked with sadness. So I invited her in, and she quietly closed the door so we could sneak in a few private moments.

			The tears began to overflow her dark blue eyes as soon as she sat down. The past year had been hard and lonely for her. She had yet to find a close friend in the new area where we had lived for two years. Several supposedly Christian young people had talked about dabbling in premarital sex, and some Christian leaders she knew and respected had caused the split-up of a church, leaving many broken relationships behind. On top of all this, our country had just experienced the terrorist attacks of September 11, and because my husband, Clay, and I were away at the time, Sarah had gone through that traumatic time without us. All these painful realities—plus the nagging question of what to do with the rest of her life—combined to trouble her mind and heart.

			“Mom, I’m having such doubts in my Christian faith,” she began. “So many of the believers I know seem passionless or mediocre, or they’ve compromised their faith by living immoral or immature lives. I would never believe in God if I had to depend on what I knew about him from many of the people we know!… And so many terrible things have been happening in the world; it’s hard to make sense of it all. And I want to live a life that’s pleasing to Christ, but sometimes I just feel so different from my peers—And sometimes I wonder if God is really there listening to my prayers at all. Does my life matter to anyone at all?”

			I let her pour out her heart without judgment or criticism. Knowing her personal integrity, I was sure her thoughts and feelings came not from a rebellious heart but from an honest desire to find answers only God could give.

			When she had finished talking, I assured her that God was big enough to sustain her questions and doubts and that he would make himself known to her in his time. Her spirit slowly calmed down.

			“You know, Mom, my doubts haven’t really driven me away from God; they’re driving me closer to him. I really want to have an authentic faith. I want to know the real God who created the stars and gave us the gift of beauty and music and great thoughts. I want a God who is real and worthy of my desire for greatness and purpose. I’m not looking for religion; I want a close and true relationship worthy of my whole life commitment! I want what you and Daddy have. I feel like I’m just beginning to understand what you have been teaching me for so many years.”

			I realized then, as I have realized before, what my daughter really needs from my husband and me in this fallen, mixed-up world. It’s the same thing that all my four children need—and that your children need as well.

			They don’t need sweet platitudes of faith that will momentarily placate their emotions. They need the authentic strength that comes from the true foundation of a biblical world-view and a proper understanding of the real Christ who is worthy of their worship. They need an unwavering, internal moral and spiritual compass that will help them weather todays storms and tomorrow’s and will guide them for the rest of their lives. They also need to see what real faith looks like when lived day in, day out, so they will have a pattern to follow.

			The process of providing such gifts to my children is what I’ve come to think of as the ministry of motherhood. I believe it’s central to the calling of anyone God has privileged to bring children into this world.

			If you are a mother, it’s your ministry too.

			THE PROCESS OF DISCIPLESHIP

			Seeing Sarah struggle with her own questions and doubts reminded me in some ways of my own quest for the Lord when I was a young woman. What happened to me during those early years, in fact, helped me prepare to be a mother with a conscious ministry—reaching my children’s hearts for the Lord. When I first became a Christian, I learned a pattern of discipleship that was modeled after Jesus’ relationship with his disciples. This model later gave me confidence as a mother and showed me how I could have a spiritual impact on the lives of my own children.

			Prior to that, however, I entered college in the turbulent early 1970s, when so much that was traditional and moral was being questioned. So many new “isms” were gaining momentum—feminism, moral relativism, and the flourishing of a secular humanism that held traditional Christianity in contempt—and I was swept right along with the tide. I questioned everything I had been taught.

			My parents believed that each of their children should be sent out of state to college to develop a sense of independence in the world. So with a heart full of questions, a desire to find meaning in life, and a longing for romance and adventure, I left home and moved into my new college dorm. But I was soon disillusioned by the meaninglessness of the party lifestyle I encountered, where long-term or committed relationships were looked down on and “free love” was touted. I could see nothing “free” about this lifestyle at all; to me, it seemed to exact a precious price. All I could see in the lives of my friends was guilt, hurt feelings, and a sense of being used by the boys who were so willing to take advantage of them.

			Meanwhile, I was taking university classes in which traditional biblical faith was debunked and atheism seemed to be the common philosophical foundation. Yet, none of these teachings touched the deeply felt needs of my own soul. I yearned for a sense of meaning in life. I longed for a real friend with whom I could share my doubts and joys without judgment or rejection. I longed for a reason to keep living and a sense that I had something significant to give back to the world.

			During this time the Lord providentially brought me some friends who would radically change my life. One girl knocked on my dorm door and asked if I would take a religious survey. She naturally transitioned from the survey to talking with me about God and that it really is possible to know God personally. She invited me to meet with some of her friends who attended a Bible study together each week. And I accepted.

			I’m sure I must have been a burden to those precious people, because I challenged everything they said. Yet I found they had intelligent, thought-through answers to my questions. Many books full of new ideas were passed my way, and we spent evenings discussing them into the wee hours over steaming mugs of coffee, French doughnuts, and salty chips—our typical dorm room cuisine.

			It wasn’t long before I committed my life wholeheartedly and enthusiastically to Christ. I joined another Bible study group where I was systematically taught Scripture. Even more significant, I became involved in a campus ministry, which meant that I was asked to pass on to others what I was learning.

			I innocently asked some of the other girls in my dorm if they wanted to come to my room for small-group discussions and Bible study. Before I knew it, I was leading several Bible studies on campus. On weekends I would go to my training time, where I would learn the basics of my Christian faith. And then, during the week, I would meet with several other small groups of women and share with them what I had been learning.

			How exciting it was to see that God wanted to use my life to reach others, even from the very beginning of my relationship with him! I was learning that God created very normal people like me to have a ministry—a spiritual impact in the lives of other people.

			I vividly remember some of the great friendships I developed with people in the campus ministry group. We felt we were a vital part of an important movement. We had prayer nights in which we would hold up “lost” friends and professors we had met on campus. We got involved in public debates. We took our stories of how we came to faith into our dorms, our apartments, our fraternities and sororities.

			The leaders of the campus ministry were actually just a bit older than we were, yet at the time they seemed far superior to us in their knowledge of life. I was paired with a young woman who led a group of us “leaders,” the ones who taught small-group Bible studies all over campus. She seemed so much older and more knowledgeable than I because she had graduated from college a couple of years before and I was just a youngster sophomore!

			She would invite me to her apartment and say, “Let’s have a special lunch together.” Once she opened a can of split-pea soup and made toast with cheese on it, lit some candles, and served me. I thought she was a gourmet cook just because I had never made split-pea soup myself and because she made me feel so special. When she talked to me, she would say, “You know, Sally, I believe that God has special plans for your life. You have such a love for people and such a great understanding of God’s Word! I can’t wait to see all of the awesome ways in which God is going to use you!”

			Through these intimate meetings, studies, and group fellowship times, I really was captivated by the desire to see my life count for God’s purposes. I developed a heart for personal ministry that grew out of the fullness of my own life and my relationships with friends who loved God and were willing to teach me and encourage me. My desire to minister was not based on any special background or degree; I was just a normal person who happened to love God deeply. Yet this experience seemed to answer all of my questions in a satisfactory way as well as meet my desire for purpose in life, intimate friendship and fellowship, and a sense of adventure and fun. It seemed to me that knowing Christ didn’t just provide forgiveness of sins, but totally changed the outlook, values, and goals of any person who seriously sought to know and follow him.

			When I came upon the passage of Matthew 4:18-22, where Jesus called his disciples to himself and asked them to drop their fishing nets and follow him, I felt I knew firsthand what that meant. I had been taken from my own typical life of empty college classes and parties into a living relationship with God, a life in which reaching the world for his glory was the overriding purpose of all other activities.

			I read another passage that also seemed to relate to this idea of discipleship. When Jesus was praying the high priestly prayer the night before he was crucified, he seemed to talk to God about the purposes he had for his disciples. He said, “As You sent Me into the world, I also have sent them into the world” (John 17:18, NKJV).

			It struck me that just as Jesus had come into the world to teach people about God, redeem them back to him, and show them his kingdom purposes, he wanted his disciples to go into the world to do the same. Since I was a serious follower of Christ, just as the disciples were, I assumed that his purpose for them must become my purpose—to use my life to reach others for him and to teach them what it meant to know and follow him by understanding and obeying his Word!

			A last passage seemed to clinch this idea for me. Matthew 28:19-20 was a final command from Jesus to his disciples: “Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age.”

			Jesus wasn’t asking his disciples to go into all the world and set up church buildings or youth groups or Wednesday night church suppers but to make disciples—to cultivate spiritual relationships with people, to draw them to Christ and then train them to reach out to other people who would also be trained and able to make other disciples. He was entrusting the messages and work of the kingdom of God into the hands of ordinary people who had come to know his love and forgiveness. The process of discipleship that Jesus modeled had become a reality in my own life. What Jesus had done with his disciples—living with them, loving them, forgiving them, instructing them, training them, serving them, and thereby transforming the whole foundations of their lives, my friends had done for me. And I knew I wanted to do the same with my life.

			Ten years later, after having worked on staff for Campus Crusade as a missionary in Eastern Europe, and then in missions with Clay, I began my journey of motherhood. And I believe it was sometime during the first week of Sarah’s life, as I held her tenderly in my arms thinking the sweet thoughts of a new mother, that I realized she was to become my own, in-home disciple in the making. I had spent the last ten years of my life in the ministry of making disciples from people I met in the world. Now Sarah and any future children would become the focus of my ministry. What an awesome realization it was that God had entrusted this precious little soul into my hands to seek to influence for his kingdom, so that she could become his disciple and continue passing the baton of righteousness to others who came into her life.

			So when Sarah at age eighteen began to seek the answers to her own life’s needs, I understood a little of what she was going through. I knew the struggle to find a mature and authentic faith, to find out where she fit in the world and the role God had for her to play in his kingdom. However, there was a big difference between Sarah’s first steps into maturity and mine, because Sarah had a head start. From the time she was a baby, Clay and I had intentionally sought to disciple her. By God’s grace, we had lived with her, instructed and corrected her, loved her, shown her firsthand what loving God looks like. We had deliberately followed Jesus’ example as we trained her in spiritual disciplines. We knew the soil of her spirit had been tilled and planted with seeds of truth and righteousness, and we had already seen those seeds begin to sprout and grow. So we trusted that as she began to embrace Christianity for herself as an adult, the way would be familiar.

			Now was the time for Sarah to begin drawing upon the resources we had built into her life so that she could strengthen her own muscles of faith and live out her own testimony. How exciting it has been for me as a parent to see the Lord’s faithfulness in these aspirations. This year, the Lord has started a bright fire in Sarah’s heart to live for his purposes and his kingdom. Her desire to share her faith with others and to have a ministry of her own has grown and matured. Her spiritual life has deepened as she has sought God for real answers to her life’s questions and come to conclusions that have astounded and delighted me.

			How amazed and thankful I am to see God producing in all my children’s lives a love for him and a maturity that could be cultivated only by the Holy Spirit. It all started naturally in our own home as we sought to follow God’s pattern for discipleship shown through the life of Christ. I am convinced it was all a part of his plan to use my home as a place of ministry. It was part of God’s plan that I recruit my own children to drop the fishing nets of their own lives in order to embrace God’s purpose and mission. It all began when I was able to embrace with joy the ministry of motherhood. But it didn’t happen without some glitches along the way. Even though I knew a lot about ministry, the ministry of motherhood was something completely new to me.

			A PLAN—AND A MODEL

			It was half past five in the morning, and the darkness of night felt like a thick cloud hovering over my mind and body. But as I opened my eyes, I realized what had stirred me out of my deep sleep. The hungry cry of my sweet giant of a baby boy was now demanding my full attention. I had no desire to have little Nathan’s cries awaken his brother and sister; I was hoping for a few moments alone before the bustle of a new day spilled over my exhausted body. So I quickly jumped out of bed, tiptoed to his side, and gently picked him up.

			I changed his diaper, sat down with him in the old, squishy overstuffed recliner, and began to nurse him, hoping he would soon be satisfied and fall deeply back to sleep. But just as I was gingerly laying him back in the crib so as not to disturb his deep, slumbering breathing, little two-and-a-half-year-old Joel burst into the room with a deeply troubled face and squealing voice.

			“Mommy, come quick! I’ve had diadeeda, and ith’s all over my sheets, and it thmells weally bad!”

			Weariness descended upon my body like a heavy cloak as Nathan wailed his objection to being so rudely awakened. I took Joel firmly by the arm and said in a louder-than-necessary voice, “I will be with you in just a minute. Go back to the bathroom right now, and never, ever come into a room and talk loudly when a baby is sleeping!”

			He turned away slowly with a pathetic look on his little face and walked out of the room with half his diaper hanging off his skinny bottom. I quickly nursed Nathan back to sleep, laid him back in the crib, and quietly closed his door, hoping against hope that he would stay asleep.

			Maybe, I thought as I slowly walked up the stairs to Joel’s bedroom, it wasn’t such a good idea to come to Clay’s mom’s house for a visit—not with three children under six years of age and without Clay. The physical strain of such a task was frazzling my nerves.

			I changed the sheets, changed Joel’s diaper, and looked for the Pepto-Bismol, at which point Sarah ran into Joel’s room frantically holding her nose. “Mommy, there’s something gross all over my bed and it smells, and I’m having one of my famous nosebleeds like I always do when we come to Texas…”

			The evidence of Joel’s having visited Sarah’s room before my own was mingled all over her bed with the profusion of blood that had covered her sheets. I commanded Sarah to lie down in my bed. I pulled her sheets off the bed and piled them up with Joel’s. I then administered an icepack to her nose and told her to “lie still!”

			Over the next couple of hours, I put Nathan back to sleep two more times. I tripped over the cat, who had wrapped his tail around my legs while I was standing in front of the washer in the garage, trying to get the spots out of the sheets. I burned the French toast. Clay’s mom told me the air conditioner seemed to be broken. (It was Sunday in Texas in August, the temperature was supposed to be 104 that day, and I hate heat!) I changed two more diarrhea diapers and, just as Sarah’s nose started profusely bleeding again, I heard Joel say, “Uh-oh, Mommy!” I turned around to find him looking down at a bottle of pink Pepto-Bismol that he had spilled all over my mother-in-law’s living room carpet. I remember looking at my watch and gasping as I saw that it was only half past nine—still almost four hours until naptime! Four hours until any hope of a reprieve.

			All these things really did happen, and I had come to Texas to get away from some of the stress and strain I was feeling in California!

			We had moved two years before to the Los Angeles area, where Clay had taken a position at a large church to work in discipleship ministry with older singles and develop the small groups in the church. The expectation was that he would work sixty to seventy hours a week. That left me at home to raise our children pretty much alone. All three of them were plagued with respiratory infections, ear infections, and asthma, which sometimes required hospitalization. I spent much of my time in doctors’ offices, trying to placate my three little ones as I waited for our appointment. Many nights I hardly slept because of a hungry nursing baby and my other two sickly children, who seemed to need me most often in the middle of the night.

			Even in the midst of feeling terribly alone with the pressure of tending to my small children, I had received various negative lectures about the choices I had made for my life and family. When we had a third child, for instance, one of my “Job’s friends” had challenged me. I already had a girl and a boy. Didn’t I realize that children were expensive? I didn’t need to complicate life by having a third child.

			Another critic reminded me that of ten staff families at church, I was the only mom who wasn’t employed outside the home. Did I realize what financial pressure I was placing on my husband by staying home with the children?

			I had not been prepared for the fast-paced, expensive lifestyle in Southern California—or for the fact that family seemed to have definitely lost its importance in the values there. Of the twelve adult leaders in one of our small discipleship groups, eleven came from broken homes.

			It was around this time that Sarah, age five, came to me and said, “Mom, you know, I think when I get my divorce, I’ll just move back in with you and Daddy!” So many of the people we loved and worked with were divorced that Sarah assumed divorce was something to be expected.

			As a young mother with three children age five and under, I would come to the end of each day wondering what I had accomplished. Between putting meals on the table, washing clothes, picking up toys, settling fusses, and all the other multitudinous tasks that took up my day, I sometimes felt I was digressing in my life instead of becoming more productive. My mother-heart wanted so much to give my precious children the best in life—even to disciple them the way I had been discipled. Instead, I felt I was actually losing ground.

			I realized with the passing of each day that spiritual and emotional maturity would not just happen to my children because I wished it so. It would not come just from a passive example of my being good. Effective spiritual, emotional, and social training in the lives of my children would have to be both intentional and planned.

			When Clay and I began to talk about these issues, we decided we needed a map or plan to help us make a positive spiritual impact on our children’s lives. And as the primary caregiver, I especially needed something to guide me through my busy days and help me evaluate the ministry potential of what I was doing at any given moment. I knew the process of discipleship with adults because of years of working with them. But how, in the midst of my harried life, could I apply what I had learned to the lives of my children?

			The light started to dawn when we talked about gifts—what we wanted to give our kids to last their whole lives. As we talked, we reflected that we wanted to give our children the real gifts of life that God had given us—humbling grace, life-changing love, a sense of meaning and purpose, and especially an intangible, internal faith in him and his Word that would never fail in any situation and could never be taken away.

			But even more, we wanted our children to also be gifts of God’s grace and love to a fallen world. We wanted them to carry on the mission of making him known in the world, as we had taken it on as young believers. We wanted to pass on the baton of righteousness to our children, so to speak, so they could pass on these gifts of life to future generations.

			As Clay and I discussed our heartfelt convictions and ideas into the wee hours of many nights, we gradually came up with a plan or outline that has carried us through the training of our children for their whole lives. Originally we called our plan “Mother Gifts,” because it grew out of my need to be sure I was reaching my goals with my children. Later, as we refined our plan, it became “Life Gifts,” because we realized that passing on a spiritual heritage was a goal for both of us, not just for me.

			Our plan was not a formula or program but a set of principles—a kind of checklist to help us remember our family ministry goals. We used the word GIFTS as an acronym to help us remember the spiritual priorities in our children’s training.

			Once Clay and I spelled out this parenting plan, I began to pray about how to implement it into our daily lives. This meant that as I lived out my days, in any given situation, I would ask myself lots of questions. I would think: How can I use this situation to give Sarah a greater understanding of God’s grace or show Nathan how to give grace to Joel? Or: Can I use this situation to inspire Joy (our beloved “caboose,” born when Sarah was eleven) with the idea of God’s call on her life? Is there a scripture I can use to teach my children about God or his Word? Is this a situation in which I need to train
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