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			“Don’t let the words ‘kids’ and ‘conversations’ fool you. This is not only a parenting book. In this concise and remarkably practical guide, Michael Keller and Rebekah Hannah provide a simple, honest, and effective approach to discussing difficult topics without losing the people you’re trying to reach. In the end, this isn’t just a book about talking with children—it’s a book every adult should read to learn how to navigate hard conversations with wisdom and care.”

			Jonathan D. Holmes, Executive Director, CCEF; author of Grounded in Grace

			“As a counselor and a parent, I’m overjoyed to see a book like this. Time and time again, I have helped parents establish, maintain, and repair good communication, because it is the skill that will carry their family through many hard seasons. But what really excites me is that this book lays the essential foundation of the gospel. It reminds us as parents to trust the Lord, listen well, go deep, and prioritize the Lord’s ways over our own. These are tough but necessary words. I highly recommend this book to parents and counselors!”

			Kristin L. Kellen, EdD, PhD, Director of EdD Studies and Associate Professor of Biblical Counseling, Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary

			“There is an important idea embedded in each page of this book for wisely loving your child or someone else’s. And for those kids who leave you feeling like you can never say the right thing? Thanks to this great book, you have ways to love them that, I think, will leave them surprised and perhaps wanting more.”

			Edward T. Welch, CCEF Faculty, bestselling author

			“I inhaled this book in a single sitting and exhaled with relief when I finished. As a parent, I’m often just as afraid of not knowing the answer to my children’s hard questions as I am of knowing the right answer and handling it poorly. Beneath both fears lies a deeper one: that their spiritual future hinges on my response. Rather than offering a formula that feeds that fear, Michael and Rebekah relieve it, providing a gracious, gospel-centered framework that helps parents listen well, respond wisely, and trust God with what only he can do. This book won’t give you all the answers, but it will hold out the grace you need to become the kind of parent who can sit with hard questions, rest confidently in Christ when you don’t know the answer, and entrust your children to Jesus. It’s a book I’ll return to again and again as my children’s questions grow and change alongside them.”

			Abbey Wedgeworth, Author of Help! I’m Ruining My Kids

			“Rebekah Hannah and Michael Keller are not ‘parenting experts’ with bullet-proof theories or seven steps for perfectly navigating hard things. What they offer is refreshing honesty, gospel clarity, and relational wisdom from many years of raising kids in NYC, where their response to difficult issues is pressure-tested every day. This book is not a collection of quick answers, but the wise insights of two faithful friends walking alongside you as you navigate parenting in a broken and complex world.”

			Brian Walker, Director of Operations, Anchored Virtual
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			To Lucy, Maggie, Kate, Charlotte, and Ellis 

			You are our greatest teachers.

			Thank you for your brave questions, your honest hearts, and the boatloads of grace you extend when we fall short, all the time. You taught us the book.
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			Foreword

			As the authors tell you at the get-go, this is not a parenting book. It does not tell you how to deal with disciplinary issues, or what age (if ever!) screens ought to be allowed, or five techniques to increase your child’s intelligence.

			The title should be a clue. This book is to help you stay on speaking terms (not shouting terms) with your child. How to talk about things that may make you (or him or her) uncomfortable but still have to be discussed. Especially, how to begin, maintain, and grow a relationship that is honest, safe, mutually satisfying, and long-lasting.

			None of this is easy, as in three-steps-to-talking-to-your-kid easy. It might even be as hard, or harder, than maintaining good communication in your marriage. (Pro tip: The skills you learn here can/may/should be used in any meaningful relationship.) The truth is, in a world promising quick, easy hacks for pesky problems, talking to your offspring about difficult or even inflammatory subjects takes prayer, effort, humility, love, and a servant’s heart.

			I should tell you something. Our three sons have long insisted that Tim and I should never give anyone parenting advice. And they may have a point. Despite coauthoring a book on marriage, Tim and I never wrote one on parenting—because we never felt we had been especially good at it. We watched friends who seemed far more intentional, far more consistent, and far more creative than we were. Yet their children’s outcomes were no more predictable than ours. Parenting, if it is anything at all, is a humbling endeavor. I once told a friend that it is better to be high on grace than on techniques when it comes to raising your kids. I still believe that. Grace does not mean giving up. It does mean giving up on the idea that the right formula will produce the right result.

			When Tim was teaching at Westminster Seminary, he was also given oversight of the doctor of ministry program. This degree requires candidates to do a project. In the case of one memorable student, he wanted to discover which conditions and practices were most significant in helping children maintain their faith into adulthood. He studied factors such as family devotions, Sunday school attendance, Christian summer camp attendance, youth group attendance, and Christian schooling.

			In the end, he was surprised to discover that, based on his research, there was only one statistically significant factor that correlated with adult children making the Christian faith of their childhood homes their own. The young adults who checked yes in answer to the statement “I always felt like I could talk to my parents about anything” were the most likely to still be following Jesus. The one thing that mattered most was whether a child felt safe enough to bring anything to a parent without fear—doubts, failures, questions, even sins.

			So, yes, a lot hangs on you being able to be the parent that your child can talk to about anything. That is what this book will help you become—not a perfect parent but an approachable one. So read on and learn. 

			And oh, yes . . . be prepared to repent and apologize to your child (or spouse, or friend) when it does not go well. Because you won’t always do it right, and even if you do, your child might not receive it well. But your repentance may even be more valuable than your mastery of the wisdom you are about to read. After all, what better way to teach your children about grace than to need it yourself right in front of them?

			Kathy Keller

			Redeemer Presbyterian Church

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Rebekah Hannah

			Years ago, on a crisp fall morning, I was walking my seven-year-old to her new school. Having recently moved to New York City, I asked her what good things she had discovered since moving back. As she described her favorite ice cream and her go-to playground, she paused and said, “I just don’t want to get kidnapped like everyone else.”

			I was baffled until I saw that her little fingers were pointing at the building we were walking by. The wall was littered with hundreds of “KIDNAPPED” flyers of beautiful souls who were taken as hostages in an overseas conflict. From babies to grandparents to college students, the community within our neighborhood was begging for someone to bring them home.

			I clearly wasn’t paying close attention to my surroundings as I realized thousands of these signs had popped up all over our neighborhood in the last several days. Understanding my daughter’s alarm quickly moved me from confusion to total awareness. Of course she was scared—she could read now! In the following weeks, the signs had new words attached to them: “FOUND,” “DEAD,” “HOME.” Hundreds more were left without any news at all.

			How do I begin to explain a complex, multigenerational, global conflict taking place halfway around the world to anyone, much less a seven-year-old? Especially when I don’t fully understand the story myself? This is when I first began to think about how to talk to kids (my kids!) about unusually hard things.

			Our friends, Michael and Sara Keller, live across the street from us on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. Together, our families make up a sorority of girls ranging from elementary to high school. All five of these little women have wildly different personalities, are gifted in particular ways, and are regularly forced to have family dinners all together. When your parents are best friends, kids often just don’t have a choice.

			One thing we’ve all learned as parents is that when you mix ages, experiences, and the streets of New York City—talking about hard things isn’t optional. The seven-year-old hears and sees the same things on the street as the sixteen-year-old.

			In our urban Christian community, talking about hard things has always been seen as a good approach when raising kids in the city. Michael’s father, Timothy Keller, often spoke of the benefit of being forced to have hard conversations while kids are still in the home. Conversations involving complicated concepts—moral, spiritual, political, or relational—are far better navigated while our kids are still home with us. 

			Life forces difficult discussions upon us, planned or not. In urban neighborhoods, this might look like people in the depths of addiction lying on the street as we pass, someone spewing anger over a parking spot while we eat dinner al fresco, or sexually explicit ads scattered throughout the transit system on our children’s way to school. Kids are confronted with pieces of life that we might wish they could encounter later. 

			But regardless of where we live, our children will see and hear things that we might wish they didn’t. With the rise of the internet, especially social media, kids of all ages, in all places, are exposed to all kinds of things. From sexuality questions to political conversations to the reality of evil surrounding us, kids everywhere are forced to know more about the world we live in than ever before. Whether in the city, suburbs, or country, we all must make decisions about hard conversations with kids. This is our reality whether we live in urban LA (Los Angeles) or rural LA (Lower Alabama).

			Michael and I wrote this book out of our own need for a truly rich, biblical paradigm to guide us in these important conversations with our children. We need not hide our kids from the reality of our world, but we can enter these conversations with God’s wisdom and grace. God cares more about our children than we do, and while he gives us a biblical foundation and an instinct to love them well, it still takes work.

			Our hope is to encourage you also to talk to your kids about the hard things of this world. Each child you have is different, so your approach will naturally vary. How you talk with a four-year-old will look different from how you talk with a fourteen-year-old; their struggles and instincts will differ. Yet the theological reality for why we talk to kids about hard things doesn’t shift. Whatever the age or stage of your children, we hope (and pray) this book points you to the gospel principles that will ground any conversation with any child. Fair warning: We all eventually find that hard conversations in parenting are just as much for our own growth as they are for our kids.

			Before you get to the first chapter, it may help to know who is speaking to you. 

			Michael Keller has been part of Redeemer NYC’s life and ministry since its inception in 1989. He was eight years old when his father, Tim, had the wild idea to plant a Presbyterian church in Manhattan. Years later Michael also became a pastor, and in 2017 he planted Redeemer Lincoln Square. Michael traces arguments carefully, builds theological frameworks, and thinks deeply about how historic Christian truths speak into modern confusion. 

			My story looks different. 

			I grew up in North Texas. My dad was a small-town pastor, which meant church splits were not theoretical and Wednesday night business meetings were a normal part of childhood. Ministry was personal and lived in our living room. I watched my parents absorb criticism quietly and keep loving hard people anyway. The church was messy and close to home. 

			Despite it all, I still went into ministry. I went to seminary, got married, and had children in Kentucky, Manhattan, and Florida, which means our family has lived in very different cultural contexts. In each place, I found myself asking the same question: How does my theology play out in real life? Ivy League spaces. Southern churches. City apartments. Renovation projects. Counseling rooms. Full-time mom seasons. Painful ministry seasons. In the carpool line. At bedtime. In the middle of sibling conflict. In the questions that don’t have easy answers. This is where I find my actual theology is authenticated. 

			While Michael and I both come from pastors’ homes, our childhood experiences are quite different. His father is one of the most well-known pastors of our time. Michael grew up watching faith engage global conversations, cultural scrutiny, and public criticism. I grew up picking up hitchhikers off the highway, welcoming newly released prisoners into our home, and going to small church revivals. But before our fathers were pastors to the world, they were our dads at the dinner table. 

			Even though I was in small-town churches and Michael grew up on the streets of Manhattan, our similarities are still striking. We both saw firsthand that faith cannot survive on image alone. We both watched what happens when theology either holds under pressure or fractures beneath it. We both learned early that what is said publicly must survive privately, whether it’s in The New York Times or just a simple pulpit in a nowhere town. 

			That shared history is not lost on either of us in writing this book. 

			Decades ago, during a college internship in New York City, I regularly attended “Faith, Art, and Work” conversations, trying to understand how theology intersects with creativity and vocation. It was Michael’s dad who was helping to build spaces where those conversations could happen. We didn’t know each other then, but God was quietly weaving threads that would eventually cross. 

			We both enjoy ideas. We both love conversations. We both believe Christianity is not fragile. We both believe the gospel speaks to art, culture, doubt, suffering, and any part of life—especially parenting. And now, we are both raising daughters in the same city. We both sit at dinnertime listening to real questions. We both wrestle with whether what we know about God actually holds up in the lives of the five girls we love deeply. 

			We work together. But you will probably notice as you read that we communicate differently. One chapter may feel more like apologetics and have a bigger picture. Another may feel more narrative and applied. We hope that our different perspectives give you a fuller picture of how to have these difficult conversations. Because hard conversations require both depth and tenderness. They require biblical doctrine that can withstand scrutiny and wisdom that can survive a Tuesday afternoon in the drive-through.

			Our prayer is that this book will be used by God to ground you in the gospel of God’s love, and that the Spirit will fill you with encouragement and confidence as you interact and talk with your kids. We don’t have to talk because we are afraid for our kids, but we get to talk because we have been given sound judgment and a strong mind through his Spirit and his Word. Second Timothy 1:7 and 13–14 anchors us here: “For the Spirit God gave us does not make us timid, but gives us power, love and self-discipline. . . . What you heard from me, keep as the pattern of sound teaching, with faith and love in Christ Jesus. Guard the good deposit that was entrusted to you—guard it with the help of the Holy Spirit who lives in us.”

			This book is not written from a place of mastery. It is written from the middle of life. From two friends shaped by very different stories, united by the same hope as brother and sister in Christ, still learning how God bends low enough to meet us in our everyday lives. 

			This is your invitation into that work with us. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 1 

			The Heart of Jesus 
for Your Family

			Michael Keller

			In the past God spoke to our ancestors through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom also he made the universe. The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word. (Hebrews 1:1–3)

			I’m worried. With the subtitle Honest Conversations When Life Gets Complicated, it sounds like this is a how-to book on parenting. But I promised never to write a book on parenting. My parents, who raised three sons, served in ministry for decades, and together wrote many books, also said they would never write a book on parenting. Why? Mainly because most Christian parenting books swing between two equally unhelpful poles: the therapeutic, affirmation-driven “it’s not your fault” approach, and the pragmatic, technique-driven approach that works like an equation: Input A (biblical principle) + Input B (correct technique) = Output C (a well-adjusted, believing child). If you follow these seven steps, implement these five habits, and master these three crucial conversations, you too can raise the child you always wanted.

			These books feed on our anxiety. You know what it feels like when your toddler has a meltdown in the grocery store, or when your teenager rolls their eyes, slams the door, and disappears into a digital world you barely understand and certainly cannot control. It’s there at 3:00 a.m. when you replay the day’s failures and wonder whether you’ve done irreparable damage to the child you love deeply. So we look for help in books that might show us the way. Before we go any further, you should know—this is not that kind of book.

			So what is this book about? What do we do when our children come to us asking hard questions? I’m not talking about “Why is the sky blue?” kinds of questions. I’m talking about the really hard ones. I got a text message from my teenage daughter a week ago: Prove God IS REAL???? (She said later she was texting for a friend, but that doesn’t mean she wasn’t asking the question as well.) How do you answer that text? What do you do when your child asks, “Why did God let my best friend’s dad get cancer? What happens when we die? Why do we need to believe in Jesus—my friend doesn’t believe in God, and she’s nicer than most Christians I know.” 

			These are the questions that come up right before bed, without warning or syllabus, and when they land, most of us do not feel prepared. If your child isn’t old enough or hasn’t asked you a hard question yet, it’s going to happen—probably sooner rather than later. For those of you who have had this experience, you know this is a scary parenting moment. Why
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