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Before You Begin


Thirty days with David

David is remembered as a giant-killer, a poet, and a king. He is remembered less often as a father, and the Bible's account of his family is one of the saddest stories it tells. One of his sons violated his daughter. David was furious and did nothing. Another son, Absalom, waited two years in silence and then killed his brother. Absalom fled the country, and David mourned for him every day for three years. When Absalom came home, David let him live in Jerusalem for two more years without once looking at his face. In the end the son stole the hearts of the people, drove his father out of the city, and died hanging in an oak tree while the father wept over the gate: "O my son Absalom! My son, my son Absalom!" (2 Samuel 18:33).

That is not a story with a tidy ending. It is in the Bible anyway, along with a sentence spoken in the middle of it that gives this book its title. A wise woman from Tekoa stood before the grieving king and said, "Yet God does not take away a life, but He devises ways that the banished one may not be cast out from Him" (2 Samuel 14:14). The people in her story were stuck. God was not.

Over thirty days this book follows David from the day the trouble in his house began, in 2 Samuel 12 and 13, through Absalom's banishment and return, the revolt, the long walk up the Mount of Olives, the battle in the forest, and the slow road back across the Jordan. It ends with David's last words. Along the way it reads the psalms David prayed in the wilderness, the prophets who describe God as a parent whose child has walked away, and the New Testament letters that speak of a ministry of reconciliation.



Who this book is for

This book is for mothers and fathers whose adult son or daughter has gone quiet: no calls, no visits, a blocked number, an email that asked for no contact, or a long, slow drift that ended in silence. It is for parents who know exactly why it happened, parents who have no idea, and the much larger number who know part of the reason and are afraid of the rest.

You are not alone, even if it feels that way at church on Mother's Day. In a national survey reported in his 2020 book Fault Lines, sociologist Karl Pillemer of Cornell University found that 27 percent of American adults were cut off from at least one relative at the time. A study published in 2022 in the Journal of Marriage and Family, using a long-running federal survey of young adults, found that about 26 percent had been through at least one period of estrangement from their father after age fifteen, and about 6 percent from their mother. The same study found something worth holding on to: most of those estrangements later ended.

The book is also for the people around estranged parents: husbands and wives, the brothers and sisters who stayed in touch, grandparents, pastors, and friends who want to help and are not sure what to say.



How a day works

Each day takes fifteen or twenty minutes. On a day when you cannot manage more, read the passage and the line marked "At the Gate," and come back to the rest later.


	The passage. A reading from the Berean Standard Bible, most often from 2 Samuel 12–19. Others come from the Psalms, the prophets, and the letters of the New Testament.

	Mentor and Student. A conversation between a widowed pecan grower in his late seventies and a dental hygienist whose daughter stopped speaking to her seven months before the story begins. Their conversations run in order through one year.

	Reflection. What the passage meant in David's house and what it may mean in yours.

	Today's Practice. One small, concrete step before tomorrow. Many of them are about your own heart and conduct, because that is the part of an estrangement you can actually change.

	At the Gate. A sentence to carry with you. David waited at the city gate for news of his son (2 Samuel 18:4, 24) and later sat in the gate to face his people again (2 Samuel 19:8).

	Prayer. A short prayer to pray as it stands or to use as a beginning.

	Journal. Three questions to write about or to talk over with your spouse, a counselor, or a trusted friend.





The Mentor and the Student

The Mentor is Teodoro "Teo" Villarreal, seventy-seven, who grew native and grafted pecans for fifty years on bottomland along the Encina River outside Kerrigan, a small town in the Texas Hill Country. His daughter, Inés, runs the family orchard and its roadside store now. His wife, Pilar, died in 2021. In 1997 Teo's son, Marco, then twenty-four, walked out of his father's house after a shouting match that ended with Teo telling him he was no son of his. It was the last of many hard words. Marco did not speak to his father for eleven years. In 2008, after his own son was born, he called. Since 2012 Teo has quietly led a Tuesday night group at his church for parents whose grown children are estranged from them.

The Student is Renée Castleberry, fifty-eight, a dental hygienist in Kerrigan, married for thirty-four years to Glenn, a foreman with the county road department. They have two children. Their son, Corbin, twenty-seven, is an electrician in San Antonio. Their daughter, Lucy, thirty-one, is a labor and delivery nurse in Denver, married to Devin. On Sunday, June 14, 2026, a month after a Mother's Day brunch that ended with Lucy walking out, Lucy sent her parents an email. It asked them not to contact her for now and gave three reasons. Renée has read it more times than she can count. She has not yet told anyone the first reason.

The story begins on Wednesday, January 13, 2027, when Renée's pastor sends her out to the orchard store with a note for Teo. Two people can read the conversations aloud, one taking Teo's part and one taking Renée's.



Reading with a group

The book's six parts fit six weekly meetings. Appendix D gives questions and leader's notes for each session. Appendix A gathers practical help: crisis lines, what to do when abuse is part of the story, when to call for a welfare check and when not to, grandparents and the law, and finding a counselor. Appendix B is written for spouses, the siblings who stayed, friends, and churches. Appendix C gives background on David's family and the events of 2 Samuel 13–19.



A word about blame

Two easy stories get told about estranged parents. In the first, the parents are blameless and the grown child is selfish, brainwashed, or ungrateful. In the second, the parents must have been cruel, or the child would never have left. Real families rarely fit either story. Some parents did deep harm. Some did their honest best and were cut off anyway. Many did a mixture of good and harm, as most parents do, and are now living with consequences larger than any one moment seemed to deserve.

The Bible does not flatter David. It shows a father who sinned grievously, who failed to protect his daughter, who was too passive with some sons and too distant with another, and who loved Absalom to the end. It also shows a son who chose murder, lies, and rebellion. Both are true. This book will ask you to look honestly at your own part, because that is the part God puts in your hands. It will not ask you to carry what is not yours, and it will never ask you to excuse abuse, to force your way into a life that has asked for distance, or to stop hoping.



If faith is an open question for you

You do not need to share this book's faith to read it. David himself prayed some of his most honest prayers when he was sure God had left him: "I cry aloud to the LORD; I lift my voice to the LORD for mercy" (Psalm 142:1). If you are not sure anyone is listening, read the story, argue with the reflections, and keep the questions open. The God of David's story has a long record of meeting people in the wilderness they did not choose.





Part One: The King Was Furious

The trouble in David's house did not begin with Absalom. It began with David's own sin against Bathsheba and Uriah, and with a prophet's warning that "the sword will never depart from your house" (2 Samuel 12:10). It surfaced when one of David's sons violated his half sister Tamar, and the king, though furious, did nothing. Absalom, Tamar's full brother, said nothing either. He waited two years, and then he killed Amnon and ran.

These five days stay in 2 Samuel 12 and 13, with one look ahead to the opening of 1 Kings. They follow Renée Castleberry through her first five Wednesdays at the Villarreal orchard in January and February, as the pecan trees stand bare and she begins, slowly and against her will, to tell the whole story of why her daughter left.

If your child has only recently gone quiet, start here. The first work is not fixing anything. It is telling the truth about what happened.






Day 1: He Mourned for His Son Every Day

The ache of a missing child does not take days off, and God does not ask it to.


37Now Absalom fled and went to Talmai son of Ammihud, the king of Geshur. But David mourned for his son every day. 38After Absalom had fled and gone to Geshur, he stayed there three years. 39And King David longed to go to Absalom, for he had been consoled over Amnon’s death. — 2 Samuel 13:37–39




Mentor and Student

Mentor: You must be the lady Pastor Benny called about. Come in out of the wind. Inés is in town, so you get me. Sit on that stool by the cracker. Mind the shells.

Student: I brought a note from him. He said you'd want it in writing.

Mentor: Benny thinks I'm more organized than I am. Let me see. "Renée Castleberry. Daughter, thirty-one, no contact since June. Please talk to her. She won't come to the group yet." That's the whole note.

Student: That's about the size of it.

Mentor: Do you want a bag of pecans while we talk? These are Pawnees, last of the season. I like to keep my hands busy.

Student: No, thank you. I'm not sure why I'm here, Mr. Villarreal. Pastor Benny said you'd been through something like this.

Mentor: Teo. Nobody calls me Mr. Villarreal but the bank. My son, Marco, didn't speak to me for eleven years. From the spring of 1997 to the spring of 2008. That's why Benny sends people out here. Not because I'm wise. Because I've been where you are and I'm still standing up.

Student: Eleven years.

Mentor: Eleven years, one month. I didn't count the days. Pilar did. My wife. She kept a calendar in the pantry and marked an X every night. I found it after she passed. Four thousand and some Xs.

Student: I'm at two hundred and thirteen days.

Mentor: You're counting.

Student: I don't mean to. I wake up and I know the number before I know what day of the week it is. Lucy sent the email on June 14. It was a Sunday. I was getting ready for church. I read it standing at the bathroom counter with one earring in.

Mentor: Do you want to tell me what it said, or do you want to wait?

Student: It said she needed space from us. That she wasn't going to explain it all again because she had explained it for years and nobody listened. That she'd reach out if and when she was ready. And please don't contact her, her husband, or her job.

Mentor: Did you?

Student: Contact her? Of course I did. I'm her mother. I texted her that afternoon. And the next day. I texted her on her birthday and on the Fourth of July and when the dog died. In September her number stopped showing delivered. She blocked me. I've sent cards. I don't know if she opens them.

Mentor: How many texts, would you guess?

Student: I counted once. A hundred and forty-something. I'm not proud of it.

Mentor: I'm not asking so you'll be ashamed. I'm asking so you'll see something. You've been carrying this every day by yourself since June. Your husband?

Student: Glenn doesn't talk about it. He says she'll come around. He goes to work, he comes home, he watches the Astros, he goes to bed. If I bring her up, he leaves the room.

Mentor: That's lonely.

Student: It's lonely.

Mentor: I want to read you something. It's short. You know the story of David and Absalom?

Student: I know the end. "O Absalom, my son." I've always hated that part.

Mentor: So do I. But before the end there's a little verse that I read about a thousand times in those eleven years. Absalom has done something terrible, and he's run off to his grandfather's country, a place called Geshur. And the Bible says, "But David mourned for his son every day." Then it says Absalom stayed there three years, and the king longed to go to him.

Student: Every day.

Mentor: Every day. The Bible doesn't usually bother to tell you how a man felt on an ordinary Tuesday. It tells you about battles and kings. But here it stops to say that this king, with a whole country to run, grieved for his boy every single day for three years. I used to think that verse was there to make David look weak. Now I think it's there so people like you and me know that God saw it. He wrote it down.

Student: I thought it was supposed to get easier. Everyone at church says give it time.

Mentor: Time helps some things. It doesn't make you stop being a mother. Let me ask you something, and you can tell me to mind my business. Is the reason she gave in that email a reason you understand?

Student: She gave three.

Mentor: Do you understand all three?

Student: I understand two of them. The third one is something that happened a long time ago. I think she's made it bigger than it was.

Mentor: All right.

Student: You're not going to ask?

Mentor: Not today. You came here on a cold morning with a note from your pastor. That's enough for one day. But I'll tell you what I'd ask you to do this week, if you're willing.

Student: What?

Mentor: Stop counting for one week. Don't count the days and don't count the texts. Put the number down. And every morning when you wake up and the ache is there, don't fight it. Say to God what David must have said a thousand times. "I miss my child." That's all. Not a speech. Just that.

Student: That's not going to fix anything.

Mentor: No, it isn't. I don't fix things out here, Renée. I crack pecans. Come back next Wednesday if you want. Bring Glenn if he'll come. He won't, but ask him.

Student: How do you know he won't?

Mentor: Because I wouldn't have.



Reflection

Second Samuel 13 is one of the darkest chapters in the Old Testament. It describes rape, a brother's silence, two years of hatred, a murder at a sheep-shearing feast, and a son who runs for his life. Then, at the end of all that violence, comes a sentence that seems almost out of place: "But David mourned for his son every day."

Which son? The text is not completely clear. Amnon, the son who was murdered, had just died, and David would have grieved for him. But the next sentence says that David "longed to go to Absalom, for he had been consoled over Amnon's death." The grief that went on day after day, the grief that did not stop, was for the son who was alive and far away.

That is the peculiar pain of estrangement. Counselors sometimes call it ambiguous loss: grief for someone who is not dead but is gone. There is no funeral, no casserole brigade, no sympathy card that fits. Friends do not know whether to ask about your child or avoid the subject. The calendar fills up with days that used to belong to them, such as birthdays, Mother's Day, Thanksgiving, and the anniversary of the last conversation. Many parents say the hardest part is the hope, because hope keeps the wound open.

The Bible does not scold David for his daily grief. It does not tell him to move on, and it does not tell him it was all his fault, though later chapters make clear that he bore part of the blame. It simply records the grief. That matters. A great deal of the Bible's honesty about pain is written in exactly this plain way: "every day," "three years," "longed." God's word makes room for a parent's ache without hurrying it.

Notice also what the passage does not say. It does not say David did anything with his longing. He longed to go to Absalom, but he did not go. Later chapters will show how complicated that is. Some of David's distance was wisdom, and some was pride and fear. For now it is enough to see that longing and action are different things. A parent can ache every day for a child and still not know what to do. You may be there right now.

If so, begin where David began: with honest grief. Before you can think clearly about what happened, what you can change, and what you cannot, you need to stop pretending you are fine. You are not fine. Your child is not speaking to you. That is a real loss, and it deserves to be grieved before God.



Practice

Name the ache out loud. Each morning this week, before you look at your phone, say one plain sentence to God about your child, using their name: "Lord, I miss Lucy," or "Lord, I'm angry and I miss my son." Do not add a request yet. If you have been counting days or messages, set the counting aside for this week and notice what happens.



At the Gate

God saw David's grief every day, and He sees mine.



Prayer

Lord, You know the name I wake up thinking about. You know how many messages I have sent and how few have been answered. I do not know what to do yet. Today I only want to tell You the truth: I miss my child. Hold the ache I cannot put down, and stay with me in it. Amen.



Journal


	When did you last speak with your child, and what do you remember about that conversation?

	Who around you knows how much you are hurting? Who doesn't?

	What would it mean to grieve honestly before God instead of hurrying to fix things?









Day 2: When King David Heard All This

Anger that never becomes action can leave a child unprotected.


19And Tamar put ashes on her head and tore her robe. And putting her hand on her head, she went away crying aloud. 20Her brother Absalom said to her, “Has your brother Amnon been with you? Be quiet for now, my sister. He is your brother. Do not take this thing to heart.” So Tamar lived as a desolate woman in the house of her brother Absalom. 21When King David heard all this, he was furious. 22And Absalom never said a word to Amnon, either good or bad, because he hated Amnon for violating his sister Tamar. — 2 Samuel 13:19–22




Mentor and Student

Student: I almost didn't come back.

Mentor: I wondered. Coffee's on the burner. Inés made it, so it's good. Did you stop counting?

Student: For four days. Then Glenn asked me at dinner how long it had been and I knew the number. Two hundred and twenty.

Mentor: Glenn asked?

Student: He did. It's the first time he's brought her up since August.

Mentor: That's not nothing. What did you say?

Student: I told him I went to see you. He said, "The pecan man? What's he going to tell you?" And then he went out to the shop.

Mentor: Fair question. Let me try to earn it. You said last week there were three reasons in Lucy's email, and you understood two of them.

Student: I knew you'd come back to that.

Mentor: You don't have to tell me.

Student: The first two are things I can see. She says I was always critical of her. Her weight, her grades, her friends, her choice to go into nursing instead of medical school. That's true. I was hard on her. My mother was hard on me, and I thought that was how you made a girl strong. The second is that I didn't like Devin, her husband, and I let it show at the wedding. That's true too. I said something to my sister in the bathroom and Lucy heard it.

Mentor: And the third.

Student: The third is Glenn's brother. Stuart. When Lucy was fifteen, we were all at the lake house for the Fourth of July. Stuart had been drinking all day. That night Lucy went down to the boathouse to get a life jacket, and Stuart followed her, and he kissed her. On the mouth. And he put his hands on her. She pushed him and ran up to the house.

Mentor: What happened next?

Student: She told me in the morning. I told Glenn. Glenn went and talked to Stuart. Stuart said he was drunk out of his mind and didn't remember any of it, and he was sorry if he scared her. Glenn's mother said Stuart had always been affectionate and Lucy must have misunderstood. So we told Lucy to stay away from Uncle Stuart when he'd been drinking. And that was it.

Mentor: Was Stuart at the next Thanksgiving?

Student: He's been at every Thanksgiving. He was at the Mother's Day brunch at Glenn's mother's house last May. That's why Lucy walked out. She saw his truck and turned around in the driveway. I went out to the car and told her she was making a scene over something from sixteen years ago.

Mentor: You said that.

Student: I said that. I said it in front of Devin. She looked at me like she'd never seen me before. They drove off. That was the last time I saw her face.

Mentor: Renée, I want to read you the passage I picked for today. I picked it before you told me this, so don't think I'm ambushing you. But I think you need to hear it.

Student: Go ahead.

Mentor: David's son Amnon has violated his half sister Tamar. She tears her robe and puts ashes on her head and goes away crying. Her brother Absalom takes her into his house and tells her to be quiet for now. And then the Bible says, "When King David heard all this, he was furious." And the next verse is about Absalom. That's it. That's everything David did.

Student: He was furious.

Mentor: He was furious, and then the story moves on, and David does nothing. He doesn't punish Amnon. He doesn't go to Tamar. He doesn't say a word in public. The old Greek translation adds a line saying he wouldn't hurt Amnon because Amnon was his firstborn and he loved him. Whatever the reason, David's daughter lived the rest of her life, the Bible says, as a desolate woman in her brother's house.

Student: That's not the same thing. Stuart didn't rape her.

Mentor: No. It isn't the same thing, and I'm not saying it is. I'm asking you to look at the shape of it. Something happened to a daughter. The parents were upset. And the man who did it kept his place at the table.

Student: Glenn was furious. You should have seen him that morning. He went down the hill to Stuart's camper and I heard him yelling.

Mentor: I believe you. And then?

Student: And then his mother cried, and Stuart cried, and by lunch it was over.

Mentor: For who?

Student: I don't want to do this.

Mentor: Then we'll stop. You can go home. I'll be here next week either way.

Student: No. I mean I don't want to, but I'm going to sit here.

Mentor: All right. Can I tell you what I hear? I hear a mother who loved her daughter and was frightened, and who was standing in the middle of a family that wanted the whole thing to go away. And I hear a fifteen-year-old girl who told the truth and watched everybody she trusted choose the comfortable thing.

Student: She was fifteen. Teenagers exaggerate.

Mentor: Did you believe her that morning?

Student: Yes. I believed her that morning.

Mentor: When did you stop?

Student: I don't know. Maybe by Christmas. It was easier.

Mentor: That's an honest answer. That's the most honest thing anybody's said in this store all winter.

Student: I feel sick.

Mentor: Breathe. Drink your coffee. Nobody's asking you to fix sixteen years before lunch. But I want you to notice something. You told me last week the third reason was something she'd made bigger than it was. You've just told me it was big enough that she walked out of a brunch, and big enough that you believed her once.

Student: What am I supposed to do with that?

Mentor: This week? Nothing but look at it. Read her email again. Read the part about Stuart slowly, as if somebody else's daughter had written it.



Reflection

The crime in 2 Samuel 13 is told in painful detail, and the reader should not hurry past Tamar. She begged Amnon to stop. She pleaded with him not to send her away. When he threw her out and bolted the door, she tore the special robe that marked her as a king's daughter, put ashes on her head, and went away crying aloud. Everything about her actions says: something terrible has been done to me, and I want it known.

Then come two silences. Absalom tells her, "Be quiet for now, my sister. He is your brother. Do not take this thing to heart." Then the king hears, and he is furious, and nothing happens. The Hebrew text says no more. Some ancient Greek manuscripts add that David would not trouble Amnon because he loved him as his firstborn. Whether or not that line is original, the result is the same. The person with the power to act did not act.

This is the first crack in the family, and it runs straight through to Absalom's revolt. Two years later Absalom takes justice into his own hands. Many readers have noticed that Absalom's long hatred grew in the space his father left empty.

Parents of estranged adult children need to read this passage with great care, because it is not about every family. Many estrangements have nothing to do with abuse. But some do, and when they do, the grown child's anger is often aimed less at the person who did the harm than at the parents who were told and did not protect. "You didn't believe me" or "you believed me and invited him anyway" is one of the most common and most painful reasons adult children give for cutting off contact.

If that is part of your story, the most important thing you can do is stop defending the old decision. Parents in that position usually had reasons: they were frightened, outnumbered, unsure what had happened, or desperate to keep a family together. Those reasons may explain the decision. They do not undo its effect on a child who learned that the family's peace mattered more than her safety.

David was furious, and his fury helped no one. Anger that never becomes protective action is just another kind of silence. The good news, which




Practice




At the Gate




Prayer




Journal


	Is there a hard thing in your family's history that everyone agreed not to talk about?

	When your child told you something painful, how did you respond at the time? How do you respond now?

	What do you fear might happen if you stopped defending an old decision?
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