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INTRODUCTION
The Coffee’s Brewing

I finished dunking my tea bag for the last time, tossed it in the wastebasket and then asked my next counseling client to join me in my office. She bounced into the room and plopped down on the couch.

Noticing my teacup she said, “So, you like the lightweight stuff, eh? If you want a real boost, you should try mine.” With a grin and an energetic toast, she extolled, “A triple espresso will cure what ails you every time!”

I chuckled and wondered why we were doing therapy.

I have to admit, I like the stuff, too. Well, maybe not a triple espresso. My neurons can’t handle that kind of a jolt, but I do enjoy a piping-hot, fresh-ground latté with whipped cream and chocolate sprinkles. One of the doctors I work with tends to be healthier in his dietary selections and usually ribs me when I bring a latté to the office.

“So, Pam, are you mood altering again?” he asks with a playful smirk.

I dish it back: “You bet, and in fifteen minutes you’re going to be glad I did. I drink coffee for your protection, you know.” A lip-smacking latté tends to clear out mental cobwebs and sweep away the grouchies.

A walking partner of mine recently asked, “Pam, what’s your newest book about?”

“Well,” I pondered, “it’s for moms and dads who want to mood-alter. Do you think my conservative friends will go for it?” As a former druggie, she loved the concept.

“Actually, I’m writing it for myself,” I continued. “It’s for my bedside table, or the coffee table in the living room.…

• Something I can pick up for a few minutes in the morning with a fresh cup of coffee.

• Something to alter my mood when I’m pooped out and discouraged.

• Something to give me a lift at the end of a long hard day.

•Something to help me shift gears from feeling harried to feeling hopeful.”

It’s definitely not a clinical guide that details what we should or shouldn’t do as parents. God knows (and so do our kids) that my husband, John, and I are not experts in the field. We try hard to be good parents, but many times we fall short of our ideals.

At 10:00 P.M., after long work hours, nine loads of laundry, a pile of dirty diapers, fifteen snotty Kleenex’s, bouts with adolescent attitudes, and endless rapid-fire questions and requests, I don’t need instruction about “how to do it right” … which would only remind me how I’m doing it wrong. I need some espresso for my spirit. Make it a triple. Premium leaded. The kind that will prop a spoon straight up.

Let’s face it, being a parent is hard work. It demands years of blood, sweat, and tears, which sculpt lines in our faces and turn our hair colors we spend paychecks covering up. Most moms and dads begin parenting feeling somewhat fit and well proportioned. But when we compare our before and after pictures, everything in the latter appears saggy, droopy, and haggard. You know you’re a seasoned parent when you find relief when you scrutinize the unclad natives in National Geographic and think, I’m not so bad after all.

But the physical changes we endure aren’t really the biggest challenge. Most parents have a much harder time dealing with the emotional issues that emerge during parenting, such as:

• The fear evoked by the unfamiliar.

• The guilt that bogs us down over obvious mistakes.

• The anger that erupts when crossed by a child’s unrelenting, cast-iron will.

• The disappointment that comes from seeing a child make unhealthy choices.

• The inadequacy that surfaces when we slow down long enough to face ourselves.

• The grief we feel when letting go of some of our dreams, our expectations, and then our children as they grow up and move on.

There is nothing easy about any of this.

When someone suggested I write a book for parents, I laughed and said, “You’re asking the wrong person. John and I are still trying to figure out how to parent our own kids. I don’t know ‘Twelve Easy Steps to Confident parenting.’ We’re still in the trenches, blowing bubbles in the mud. I think you need someone who is on the other side of parenting, whose kids are grown and gone.”

The person disagreed for various reasons and then popped the question, “If you had a gift you could give to other parents, what would it be?”

My answer was immediate: “Hope and humor!” Two things I knew I needed in daily doses.

I remember one evening when I was filled with anxiety over our little boy Nathan, who has Down Syndrome. He had suffered several recurring illnesses, and we were still waiting to hear whether or not he would need open-heart surgery. There’s no denying it, I was extremely worried. And I was packing around a burden of guilt over my inability to give my husband and our older children, Jessie and Ben, the same amount of attention I had before Nathan arrived. I unloaded on one of my friends who prayed for me in a way I will never forget: “God, Pam is weary to the bone. Stand up tall inside her. Bolster her. Infuse her with Your strength.” And after she closed with an “Amen,” she offered words of encouragement born out of her own struggles.

Something changed that night. God energized me through a thoughtful prayer and a few well-chosen words. Outside, things were the same. But inside, I was different. The clinician in me said, “Now that was a powerful intervention.”

I thought about all the parents with whom I’ve had the privilege of spending time in the counseling office. The depressed. The anxious. The traumatized. The grieving. The broken. The terminally ill. The conflicted. The burned out. The betrayed. The abandoned. All the moms and dads who needed to know they were not alone in their journey.

Espresso for Your Spirit is for those of you who are in the trenches trying your best to be a decent parent and to love your kids. You’re giving 110 percent and every now and then you feel you’re in over your head. You’re pooped out, stressed out, and need a fifteen-minute break to reconnect yourself with your Creator. Perhaps you’ve had thoughts similar to mine: God, this assignment is too big for me. I don’t think I’m up to the task.

If you have drawn that conclusion, you are right where you need to be. We were never designed to parent solo. We need outside help. The good news is, we can tap into God’s power, and He can accomplish what we can’t.

As you “drink in” the pages that follow, I hope your spirit will be energized and that you’ll split a gut over the funny quips. Laugh. Cry. Be filled with cup after cup of hope and humor as you meet real people whom God has intercepted in moving and compelling ways. And know that God is orchestrating His plans in you and in your children. He is at your side. Take courage! Everything isn’t all up to you.

Espresso for Your Spirit is designed for individual reading as well as small-group discussion. In the back of the book are “Koffee Klatch Questions” for those who want to discuss the joys and challenges of parenting with other moms and dads over a cup of coffee. The questions will encourage you to think in terms of concrete parenting goals. If it suits your fancy, put on the coffeepot and invite a few friends to enjoy some hope and humor along with you.

By the way, after a triple shot of this espresso, there are no caffeine buzzes or crash landings. The piles of fluffy whipped cream have no calories, and the melt-in-your-mouth chocolate accents won’t rot your teeth. So forget about self-control and imbibe to your heart’s content. I do hope each sip of a chapter gives your spirit a turbocharged perk that leaves you craving more.



With a hug for your journey,
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ESPRESSO LINGO:
What’s Your Fancy?

ESPRESSO is an Italian word that means “express” or fast, which is related to the speedy way espresso is made. “Express” also refers to a substance that has been pressed and served by the cup “expressly” for one person.

CAFÉ ESPRESSO is one shot of espresso served in a small, two-ounce cup to be consumed in one swallow. Especially for those with cast-iron stomachs.

CAFÉ MACCHIATO is espresso served in an espresso cup and topped off with a dollop of foamed milk.

CAFÉ LATTÉ consists of one, two, or three shots of espresso in a tall cup filled with steamed milk, topped with foam and flavorful sprinkles if desired. My favorite.

CAPPUCCINO is a beverage containing one-third espresso, one-third steamed milk, and one-third foam.

GRANITA has the consistency of an iced smoothie and is made with frozen, diluted, sweetened espresso.

[image: ]

A CYNIC’S DEFINITION OF ESPRESSO: A mud-brown beverage consisting of dry, crushed tropical beans methodically blasted with scalding water and consumed in massive quantities for its power to produce a satisfactory level of nervous agitation. (Such a gloomy way to look at life, don’t you think?)


CHAPTER 1
Time for a Refill
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Do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you. But rejoice that you participate in the sufferings of Christ.”

—1 Peter 4:12–13

I have been working as a therapist for nearly twenty years, and I’ve met scores of suffering parents. I’ve seen many tears and passed hundreds of boxes of Kleenex. I think of all the mothers of preschoolers I’ve talked with who were discouraged and depressed. They constantly poured out energy and effort, with little opportunity to refill their cup. No immediate rewards were given to them. The children certainly were not patting them on the back, saying, “Way to go, Mom! You’re doing a great job!”

When we take on the assignment of parenting, most of us don’t have a clue what we are doing. It’s like trying to drive through a thick blanket of San Francisco fog, where we can see only a few inches in front of us. It’s downright scary. Then, by the time we’ve got a few things figured out, we’ve worked ourselves out of a job.

Last year, John and I decided to attend a support group for moms and dads called “Parenting like the Father.” We wanted to gather some more tools for guiding our three children more effectively. When we walked in, several people greeted us with a startled expression and asked, “What are you doing here?”

“We’re here for the parenting class,” we answered.

“You are?” they exclaimed.

Between the lines what they were really saying was, “I thought pastors and therapists had their act together and already knew all this stuff.” It didn’t take them long to figure out we, too, had our moments of floundering! We spoke candidly about Nathan’s escapes and our hair-raising searches for him throughout the neighborhood. (Now, every door in the house is secured with latches beyond his reach.) We also shared the challenges of parenting three children whose uniquenesses necessitate different parenting styles. Two are strong willed; one is compliant. Two are talented and gifted; one is mentally and physically challenged. Strategies that are effective with one can backfire with another. Sometimes John and I look at each other with baffled expressions, wondering how this thing called family is supposed to work.

The group met for ten weeks, and we were amazed at the strength we drew from those times together. No one doled out magic formulas. No one played the expert. Those attending courageously discussed their “trouble spots.” We brainstormed strategies. We set weekly goals. We kept each other accountable. Sometimes we puzzled over problems that didn’t have cut-and-dried solutions—but we found hope and healing simply in voicing our concerns in a safe and reassuring context.

Today, some of our old trouble spots no longer exist in our home. Other problem areas have improved. And, of course, some things remain a struggle. But that’s how it is when all five members of our household are still in process.

It occurs to me that there is a certain group of parents that suffer more than others, regardless of their children’s issues. They are those who spend much of their energy trying to make the family look good on the outside, without openly addressing problems inside the family.

When we pretend things are fine, and they aren’t, we all suffer. When we close dialogue on conflicts, we perpetuate pain. Denial often leads to some form of relational death.

I view this as unnecessary suffering, the same as a diabetic failing to take insulin or a clinically depressed person refusing medication. We have the power to make healthy choices. We don’t have to deny that issues exist. We can accept family problems as a natural part of life, face them squarely, and make necessary adjustments for the sake of the clan.

I remember one mom who was asked, “If you had it to do over again, would you have children?”

Without skipping a beat, she said, “Oh yes! Just not the same ones!”

Behind closed doors, another mom confessed, “Nobody told me parenting was going to be this hard. I’m not sure I would have had kids if I’d known six years ago what I know today. My kids bring out the worst in me. I feel like a mean old nag. I yell. I snap. And there’s never any time to do what I want to do. Somewhere along the way I lost myself.”

Granted, this mom’s life was out of balance. She desperately needed help setting boundaries and forming realistic expectations about her four active little ones. But her comment about losing herself struck a chord in me.

I remember the months following our little Nathan’s traumatic entry into this world. He arrived six weeks early with a diagnosis of severe heart complications and Down Syndrome. I was completely overwhelmed by the thought of meeting the rest of my family’s needs with the addition of a mentally retarded child. There simply wasn’t enough of me to go around, a feeling most parents have experienced when their cup was emptied into busy schedules, time pressures, and other chronic stresses.

Two months after we brought Nathan home from the hospital, I stood in the shower telling God all about it.

“I am so sick of crying, God,” I said. “I’ve cried every day for the last two months, and I’m sick of it. I can’t fix me. I can’t fix my family. I can’t fix Nathan. God, I need help.”

I call that ten-minute episode my “Surrender in the Shower.” It was a turning point for me.

I surrendered to the fact that I was powerless to change Nathan’s condition. I couldn’t rewrite the script, nor could I erase the previous year of my life.

I surrendered to the fact that I wasn’t capable of meeting my children’s needs in the way that I wanted. God knew that, too, and He was going to have to make up the difference.

I surrendered to the realization that I couldn’t control the future. It was in God’s hands.

And I surrendered to the fact that my feelings were my feelings—even though I hated them—and the only way to get beyond the grief was to go through it and to trust that in God’s perfect time He would heal my heart.

That act of surrender eased my pain. I understood that Nathan’s issues were beyond me and that the healing I longed for in our family was beyond me, too.

When we become parents, part of us is lost. But it’s not necessarily a bad loss. Parenting chips away at any orientation toward self. It forces us to be more other-centered. It necessitates laying down our lives. It requires an emptying of who we are for the sake of those who follow.

I used to think raising children was more or less a task of shaping and guiding a future generation. I still do. But I also think God uses children to shape parents. And the trials that come into our family circle aren’t necessarily to make us “better.” They are to “empty us out” so that God can fill us up with more of Himself.

I wonder if Jesus had this in mind when He said, “You will drink the cup I drink” (Mark 10:39).


Power Perk: A SIP OF HUMOR

“Nothing stops a family quarrel more quickly than the arrival of an unexpected guest.”1
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One time, Sir Winston Churchill and Lady Astor were discussing the role of women in Parliament, something he opposed and she championed. Frustrated with the conversation, Lady Astor said in exasperation, “Sir Winston, if I were your wife, I would put arsenic in your coffee.”

“Madam,” Churchill replied, “if I were your husband, I’d drink it.”

[image: ]

A Chinese proverb says: Nobody’s family can hang out the sign, Nothing the Matter Here.2


CHAPTER 2
Angel Sightings
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Watch what God does, and then you do it, like children who learn proper behavior from their parents. Mostly what God does is love you. Keep company with him and learn a life of love. Observe how Christ loved us. His love was not cautious but extravagant. He didn’t love in order to get something from us but to give everything of himself to us. Love like that.”

—Ephesians 5:1–2, The Message

If you have read my book Angel Behind the Rocking Chair: Stories of Hope in Unexpected Places, you know about the angel sightings in our home. Nathan, our little boy who has Down Syndrome, tells us with sign language whenever he observes an angel nearby.

The first incident happened when he was eighteen months old. I was feeding him with a bottle while rocking him in the big stuffed rocker in the nursery. It was a typical night, and we were carrying out our usual bedtime routine. But rather than looking at me while I fed him, he kept turning his head toward the blank wall on the opposite side of the room. It was dark, and for the life of me I couldn’t see anything there to distract him or hold his attention.

I kept turning Nathan’s head back toward me, but after the fourth time, I knew it would be no use. His sights were locked on to something. But there was nothing there. No shadow, no pattern of light. Nothing.

By then I was becoming curious. “Nathan,” I said softly, “do you see something? What do you see?”

I’m not sure what prompted me, but I turned his head toward me again and said, “Nathan, do you see angels?”

I still don’t know why I asked that question because angels weren’t a topic of conversation in our home. But when I used the word, I could tell from Nathan’s body language that he knew what I meant.

He riveted his attention back on the blank wall and smiled from ear to ear. It was as if he were saying, “Way to go, Mom. You finally got it.”

I hid that incident in my heart and told only John about it. I suppose part of me doubted that Nathan actually saw an angel. As a therapist, I know the power of suggestion, and I wondered if I had simply planted the thought in his mind.

Then something out of the ordinary happened again when he was three years old. The scene was much the same. Same rocker. Same nightly ritual. By this time he was bigger and rather than lying in my arms, he tucked his knees up in my lap and rested his head on my shoulder while I sang. When we were both nearly asleep, he bolted straight back, bounced up and down, and pointed wildly behind the rocker, shouting, “Aaa! Aaa! Aaa!”

Impatient with his antics, I retorted, “Nathan, it is not time to play! It is
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