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			Therefore, a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall become one flesh. 

			—Genesis 2:24

			As the wedding sparklers fizzled out into the night air, we watched as our daughter and her husband drove away to their new life together. Just as their taillights were fading in the distance, my wife turned to me and asked the very question I was thinking: “Are they going to be okay?”

			In the wake of such a joyful celebration, a brooding sense of uncertainty lingered. We were no longer the main people in our daughter’s world. Just as Scripture describes, she was now responsible for building her life together with her husband—our new son.

			While excitement filled our hearts for their next chapter, we found ourselves wondering, What do our roles look like now that our child is embarking on this new adventure? What should we do, and what should we definitely not do?

			Learning to be good parents to newlyweds was beginning to feel overwhelming. It was as if we needed premarital counseling all over again—but this time, for us as parents.

			What we were experiencing was the parental side of leaving and cleaving, a little-talked-about process that is just as mysterious and challenging for parents as it is for the new bride and groom. 

			This minibook is designed to help parents who are navigating this transition to better understand what it means to let go and love well. None of us will do this perfectly. We certainly haven’t. But making a prayerful effort can make a significant difference in your life and the life of your child and their new spouse.

			Biblical and Practical Insights on Parenting Newly Married Adult Children

			In the adjustment to becoming parents of newlyweds, you may have been tempted to look for strategies to change the way your child and new son- or daughter-in-law relate to you. However, this usually proves difficult because we cannot change others. What we can do, with the Holy Spirit’s help, is work on ourselves and approach this time of transition with grace and biblical wisdom.

			The new couple’s responsibility

			It is helpful to begin with a few reminders about the biblical expectations for new couples to leave, cleave, and “become one flesh” (Genesis 2:24). Understanding what this means for our children can help us reframe our own role as they enter marriage.

			To leave means to redefine one’s understanding of home. A newly married couple must form a household with its own values and its own unique culture. While families of origin remain important, they can no longer be the central reference point for a newlywed. A humorous but illustrative reminder of this is the classic wedding anecdote about the new wife who finds herself in her first big fight with her husband. In desperation, she calls her parents wanting to “go home.” Her parents immediately and wisely respond, “Honey, you are home!”

			To cleave (or “hold fast”) is a term often used to describe the covenantal bond between God and his people. It refers to the process of bonding deeply to something by forming a new unity without losing one’s individual identity. This union redefines how the two people inside of it must now navigate the world: together. Think of riders on a tandem bike. Both maintain their distinct roles, but they must work together in harmony lest the bike tumble over.

			Becoming one flesh involves more than establishing physical intimacy—it signifies a comprehensive expectation that two people will merge their lives together. It’s such a complete union that in Ephesians 5, Paul describes this process as a “mystery” that reflects the spiritual relationship between Christ and the church (v. 32). Such a union requires the couple to work continually at the co-creation of a shared life perspective. Even mundane decisions, like scheduling an outing with friends, now require a degree of mutual consideration.

			This biblical call to leave, cleave, and “become one flesh” rests squarely on the shoulders of the new couple, and it is important for them to heed this call as they build their new life together.

			The parents’ experience 

			Even though it is biblical for a new couple to create a new home together, this transition can be both confusing and painful for parents as it involves loss. We parents are being left, un-cleaved from, and separated from our own flesh.

			It’s just as we begin to experience this sense of loss that we need to lean into what Scripture teaches us about our ultimate role in our children’s lives. Proverbs 22:6 lays it out concisely when it tells us to “train up a child in the way he should go.” 

			Training up a child refers to the process of guiding them along the narrow path of life, gently correcting them when they stray and cheering them on when they succeed. But notice that there is also a goal for the child: The child must go. They must follow their path, wherever the Lord leads—and we must let them. Even more—and I know this is hard—we must want them to. If God has led them into marriage, then leaving us and becoming one with their spouse is the path they must follow—and we must support them in that path.

			Several years ago, my wife and I were socializing with a woman whose daughter had recently married and then quickly moved out of town. This mother was devastated. She advised that before we let our children marry, we should first get assurance that they would not relocate to a distant location. If they didn’t agree, her counsel was that we should refuse to bless the marriage. 

			While her heart to remain near to her child was understandable, she was missing this most essential aspect of our role in parenting: to prepare our children to follow God’s path for their lives, not our path.

			As our adult children begin the process of leaving and cleaving, they will naturally (and rightly) begin to shift their primary allegiance from us to their spouse. This means that we parents are going to move down their priority list. It’s essential to recognize that this doesn’t mean that they love us any less. Instead, this shows that they have rightly prioritized their marriage—and eventually their own children—more than our wishes, wants, and desires.

			As our child leaves us, cleaves to their spouse, and becomes one flesh with them, we naturally feel a sense of loss. We feel like we have been separated from our own flesh. We might compare this feeling to what it might be like to donate a kidney. A kidney donor gives something essential away. The organ that once belonged to her now belongs to another and is just as essential to that person’s current thriving as it once was to hers.

			There’s no way around it. The process of letting our newly married children go is a major challenge, though not one that is insurmountable with the Lord’s help.

			Rethinking parenting styles for adult children

			Another important factor that parents need to consider is how to adjust their parenting style—their manner of engagement and expectation—with their adult children.

			In her extensive research, clinical psychologist Diana Baumrind identified four overarching parenting styles using the two measures of involvement (the degree of parental engagement in the child’s life) and expectation (the degree to which a child is expected to conform to a parent’s belief system). Although these categories were written to describe the parent/child relationship before adulthood, these descriptions are also helpful for evaluating the parent/adult child dynamic:

			1.	Authoritative (high involvement, high expectation)

			2.	Authoritarian (low involvement, high expectation)

			3.	Permissive (high involvement, low expectation)

			4.	Neglectful (low involvement, low expectation)1

			Authoritative parenting—high expectations with high emotional engagement—is ideal for the season when our children are still at home and under our authority. But this style of parenting is far less suitable once our children reach full adulthood or marry, because at that point, they are no longer called to obey us. Instead, the best approach for parenting married adult children leans toward permissive—high parental involvement with low expectations. In this context, permissive doesn’t refer to accepting moral laxity; it simply means staying relationally close to our children without placing too much pressure on them to conform to our expectations. In other words, be available, not overbearing. Offer help, not control.

			This can be highly disconcerting for most parents who have spent their whole lives trying to walk the fine line of maintaining a meaningful relationship with their child while also enforcing basic rules and regulations that will help them mature into adulthood. It can also be complicated by an adult child’s poor decision-making or ungodly behavior. In this latter scenario, a parent can still lovingly assert their biblical convictions but should work just as hard at maintaining open channels of communication. 

			From here, I’d like to offer three practical strategies that we can employ in the early stages of our children’s married lives in our ongoing effort to let go and love well, followed by one final reflection on how to respond when we find ourselves in conflict with our newly married adult children.

			Practical Strategies for Letting Go and Loving Well

			There’s nothing like seeing your new father-in-law in his underwear.

			That was my thought years ago on our first family beach trip with my wife’s family, crammed into a condo with three generations and two bathrooms. I was patiently waiting my turn for the bathroom when my father-in-law called out that it was clear. I assumed that he had already stepped out as I rounded the corner, but I was wrong. He was just then exiting while still wearing nothing but his tighty-whities. I averted my eyes, embarrassed, but he walked by casually and said, “Welp, you’re in the family now.”

			While I’d received their blessing to marry their daughter and been given their affirmations that they loved me, that awkward encounter, as strange as it may seem, was what made me feel like I was fully part of the family.

			My experience being blended into my wife’s family went smoothly, but many parents struggle to connect with their new child-in-law. This struggle usually emerges as we sort through contrasting styles of expectation between our family and that of our new child-in-law, our own insecurities about our bond with our child, or experiences in which deep family loyalties may be put to the test. These difficulties can be further exacerbated when the new child-in-law comes from a different ethnic or cultural context than our own. Even though such challenges exist, there are ways to proactively address them.

			1. Make it clear that your new child-in-law is your child 

			The book of Ruth illustrates beautifully how parents-in-law can communicate that their child-in-law is truly one of the family. Ruth, a young widow, famously chooses to stay with her mother-in-law, Naomi, saying, “Your people shall be my people, and your God my God” (Ruth 1:16). But notice that just before this Naomi had already declared that Ruth and Orpah were her “daughters” (Ruth 1:11). Naomi, despite deep personal loss, receives Ruth as her true daughter. They walk together through grief and renewal for the rest of their days. As parents-in-law, we can embody Naomi’s heart through small but meaningful actions.

			For example, it’s easy to fall into the habit of constantly introducing your child’s new spouse as your son- or daughter-in-law. This is understandable and often helps to avoid confusion. But consider changing things up from time to time by referring to your new child-in-law as your “son” or “daughter,” especially in direct conversation. Doing this sends a signal that they are a full part of the family. 

			And just as you would with your own child, let them see the unfiltered version of your family as often as you can, whether it’s being open about struggles you might be facing or simply not tidying up the house for every visit. This kind of authenticity builds trust and communicates to your child’s spouse that they are on the inside. For example, in the early days of our marriage, my father-in-law was facing a daunting cancer diagnosis. Gradually, as we got to know each other better, he began to share more with me about the struggle he was going through, helping me feel more deeply connected to my wife’s family. 

			Work to establish an independent relationship with them as they find their footing as your new child. My son-in-law loves soccer and collecting vinyl records. I relate very well to the first, and not so well to the second. So every once in a while, I try to slip a question into the conversation about what new records he’s come across. Ask your child-in-law about their passions and look for ways to connect with them beyond the existing connections with your own child.

			If they live close by, bring them along for outings and everyday activities like fishing trips, shopping days, or movie nights. One friend of mine built strong bonds with his three sons-in-law by intentionally spending time hunting, golfing, or working on home improvement projects with them. Over time, his sons-in-law have grown into seeing one another as brothers while also feeling more and more like sons to my friend and his wife, thus strengthening the overall bonds in their family.

			Most importantly, pray for your child-in-law individually in addition to praying for them as a couple. Ask what they need prayer

			
			
			2. Give them space to sort out their own family rhythms and traditions

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Remember the early days of your own marriage. When tensions rise around traditions and holidays, recall what it felt like navigating your own parents’ and in-laws’ expectations when you were a newlywed. Chances are, you’ll remember the guilt, the frustration, and the struggle to please everyone that may have been a part of your own story. Even if you had relatively few issues, don’t assume that this is going to be your children’s experience. Those memories, whatever they are, should help you to foster greater empathy and patience toward your own children.

					Keep the main thing the main thing. It’s easy to become attached to the traditions we’ve created, whether it’s holding a sandwich competition or always going to the same restaurant for a birthday celebration. But remember, the ultimate goal isn’t keeping the tradition going; the ultimate goal is maintaining connection with our kids. That means that if Thanksgiving needs to shift to another house or the birthday dinner to a different restaurant, the joy of being together can remain.

					Let them initiate. Early in their marriage, give your children space to lead the planning. If they don’t want to initiate, find an appropriate moment to casually ask, “Hey, have you guys thought about Thanksgiving yet? We’re flexible—just let us know.” They may have ideas they’re hesitant to share because they don’t follow the existing traditions in your family. Be open to different ideas and invest in long-term relational development.

			

			
			
			3. Model for them how marital love can mature over time

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Remind them that hard times will come and go. Jesus said, “In the world you will have tribulation. But take heart; I have overcome the world” (John 16:33). So share your stories about the trouble you’ve encountered in this world, right alongside the stories of how God has delivered you. This will help them keep perspective when they face their own difficulties.

					Encourage them to prioritize their marriage. As life gets busy, especially as children come along, it’s easy for young couples to lose connection. If you’ve learned this the hard way, share your lessons. Support your newly married children by making it possible in little ways (e.g., targeted financial gifts, pet-sitting, and eventually babysitting) for them to carve out meaningful time with each other as often as they can.

					Point them to wise but independent counsel. If talking directly with your children about these things has been awkward, encourage them to find older mentors. A number of couples in our church have been married for over fifty years. They all still share doting smiles, playful kisses, and affectionate needling of one another. I love to encourage younger couples in our church to spend time with one of these couples, asking them what they’ve learned along the way. They will be the first to tell you that their journeys weren’t easy—but they were worth it.

					Remember to listen. Although your personal experiences may provide wisdom for a young couple, it is important to exercise discernment in when and how you share. For example, it may not be wise to jump into your own stories right away, especially when a child may first need to open up about what they are going through. Instead, take time to ask them clarifying questions about what’s going on in their lives. Make sure they feel heard before you begin to talk. And if they do ask for advice, share it humbly by recognizing that each marriage is unique. Let them draw their own conclusions from your experiences, and avoid stating any moral imperatives for their marriage based only on your own experience.

			

			What If My Children Aren’t Responding?

			
			Understanding honor

			
			
			
			
			
			Responding when we feel dishonored 

			
			
			
			Strategies for addressing disappointment 

			
			
			
					Create space for dialogue. Before digging too deeply into difficult matters, develop a few questions that might draw your child out and help you to better understand the context surrounding the conflict that has occurred. You might ask, “Are you doing ok? Is there anything going on in your life that’s been difficult for you that you’d like me to better understand?”

			

			
			
			
					Express your concerns gently. If the time comes when you feel, after prayer, that you need to say something more directly, be aware of the ways that our true adversary, the devil, may try to exploit the situation to further damage the relationship with your child (Galatians 6:1). Ask God for wisdom to express yourself in a gentle manner. 

			

			
			
					Express your concerns constructively. It’s also helpful to have a forward-facing mindset when working through disappointment. Frame the conversation in a way that looks forward: “What can we both do better in the future to help us understand one another better?” Use the conversation that follows to develop new ideas for improving the way you relate with one another.

			

			Conclusion
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