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Dedication

To Ben—

sun to my moon

filling me

with light

illuminating me

with love

To Wyatt, Dylan, Cody, Annie, and Millie—

the brightest stars

teaching me

forever

leading me

to wonder
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Introduction

Your Family Was Made for More

In the spring of 2009, my husband Ben and I were at a crossroads. We had moved to Atlanta, Georgia, for a job opportunity and were enjoying a comfortable life. We had two little boys at the time and another on the way. We lived in a cookie-cutter house with two cars in the driveway and an opportunity to purchase a new home that summer.

Our son Wyatt was in a four-day-a-week prekindergarten, and I took our three-year-old, Dylan, to the gym each morning, where he played in the childcare center while I worked out.

I was building a small nutrition business in my spare time and running a blog for mothers called Chattahoochee Mama, a tongue-in-cheek nod to the famous river that ran near our house.

I was content. Ben was content. My children were happy. And our home was peaceful.

But our family was missing the one thing that would make each day feel like something more than going through the motions: a greater purpose for our lives together.

We spent those warm Georgia evenings at the park, where our boys played while Ben and I tried to decide whether to double-down on the job, purchase a home here, and settle for life in suburbia.

We wrestled with the decision. Staying put would mean surrendering our dreams on the altar of security. But walking away would mean giving up everything we had ever worked for: a good job, a nice house, and a sense of financial security for the first time in our lives.

In the meantime, I went through the motions of taking Wyatt to school each morning. I remember sitting in the drop-off carpool line with my numbered security card on the back of the sun visor so they could identify him.

As I approached the drop-off point, a teacher would fling open the van door, scoop Wyatt out of his car seat like a parachutist going out the back of a C-17, and yell “Go, go, go!” while I frantically blew him a kiss, tossed out a sack lunch, and kept the van rolling to avoid holding up the line.

At the time, I was driving an old minivan that was not equipped with automatic doors like most everyone else’s newer models. The teacher would invariably leave the door open, thinking I would push the button to close it, only to leave me with no choice but to drive away with the door wide open, no matter the weather. I would pull over on the side of a busy, two-lane road, get out, walk around the side of the van, and close it with a big heave-ho.

It would have been funny if it hadn’t happened every single day.

It’s not that we didn’t have beauty and blessings in our lives, making memories and marking the milestones with gratitude. But in many ways, it felt like our life was being lived for us.

We were like the Jetsons cartoon family, who get scooped out of their beds by conveyer belts each morning and transported to the bathroom for a shower, to the closet to get dressed, and to the kitchen to eat breakfast before being taken to work in flying cars. Only our conveyor belt was the school schedule, the work routine, the gym membership, and the daily grind.

Unless we did something about it, nothing would ever change. This routine would become our life until death do us part.

One day at work, Ben got called into a meeting with the other directors at his company. The company was making cutbacks, and the CEO asked each of them to write down the names of the employees who should be let go first, the low performers. Ben’s heart sank. These were the very people he worked with, ate lunch with, and celebrated with.

He said it felt like nominating tributes in The Hunger Games.

After the exercise, the CEO dismissed everyone but the top executives. As Ben walked back to his office, passing the very employees whose names had been jotted on the whiteboard, he had a sudden realization: there was nothing stopping the CEO from writing down his name after he left the meeting.

The job security that was keeping us from making courageous decisions, following our dreams, going on adventures, and spending more time together as a family was nothing more than an illusion. We realized that we had built our lives around supporting someone else’s purpose—the company’s purpose, society’s purpose, the school system’s purpose. But we weren’t living our purpose.

I don’t recommend this to everyone, but we decided to quit that life without any other prospects and move back to Virginia Beach, where we had always dreamed of raising a family, close to the ocean and the ones we loved. We cast off society’s conventions to build a life based on what mattered most to us. Time together. Our own schedule. And the freedom to travel the world at will.

It wasn’t easy. In fact, it took several years to find our footing. But after a few different endeavors, some successful, some not, we finally found our purpose, which led me to start an Instagram account and later an organization called Wild + Free.

With dozens of events each year, hundreds of thousands of community members, millions of podcast downloads, groups all over the world, and the creation of the Wild + Free Farm Village in the Allegheny Mountains of Virginia, Wild + Free has become a movement of families who share the same heart and are breaking free from society’s pressures and building a more authentic life.

The Life We Built Together

My family’s move back to my hometown proved to be providential. Our contract on a home purchase fell through without any explanation, and we couldn’t understand why the seller wouldn’t sign the agreement. But then my mother was diagnosed with a malignant brain tumor, and it all became clear.

We were meant to move into her home to look after her and my brother, who was battling his own chronic illness. Now that she’s gone, my mother’s home has become our own, and my brother still lives in our care.

It’s not the life I thought we would be living. It’s not the one we always dreamed about. But it’s the life we have, and it has come to impact our family in some pretty profound ways, from the intimate moments we had with my mother before she passed away to being close to the ocean for countless seaside explorations.

It has also taught us some priceless lessons. It’s taught us that although it might be easier to outsource care, we develop strength in character by caring for others—the widows, the orphans, and the unwell. It has given us the chance to show our children what it means to be there for family members at their worst, to lean into hard things instead of running away.

In many ways, it has also helped us stay connected to my mother, even though my two little girls were never able to meet her. She passed away before they were born, and yet the yearning to know her still beats strong in their hearts. When they were much younger, whenever they met an older woman who visited our house, they would ask me, “Is that my grandmother?”

My daughter Annie often asks me about my mother. She loves to hear stories about what she was like as a mom to me, and she always concludes wistfully, “I wish I could meet her.”

Little do they know that each and every day they walk the same halls my mother used to walk. They sleep in the same bedroom where she tucked me into bed each night. And they eat at the kitchen table where my mother served countless meals and stayed up late to drink tea and talk with me after a night out.

They are walking in her footsteps and experiencing her legacy, whether they know it or not.

On the other hand, living this life means forgoing what could have been. A bedroom for each of our kids, instead of stacking them three to a room. A neighborhood with other children who are the same age. Living near our other family members so our children could have grandparents as a regular part of their lives.

It’s tempting to look back and wonder if we should have done things differently. Should we have moved to Colorado when we had the chance? Should we have never left my hometown so that I could have noticed my mother’s symptoms and perhaps gotten her treatment before it was too late? Should we have pursued a different occupation to avoid the pressures that rattled our marriage early on?

Life can feel like a “choose your own adventure” story with feelings of regret and remorse, gratitude and glee, over the choices we’ve made and the circumstances that have defined us. It would be easy to regret so many decisions gone wrong.

But no, this is the life we built together, and for better or for worse, I will be eternally grateful for it. This is the life we were meant to live. For such a time as this.

My story isn’t your story. Our journey isn’t your own.

But maybe we aren’t so different. Maybe we hope for similar things.

If we don’t reimagine what our families can be, we will miss the opportunity to give our children what they need. When we assume that a family has to look a certain way or function according to a specific form, we miss the opportunity to build a meaningful and fulfilling life together.

This practice of life-building feels largely outside our control, but I assure you that it’s not. We may not be able to fix the behavior of an absent spouse. We may not be able to change a medical diagnosis, a tragic past, or a decision gone wrong. And we may not be able to fix the problems outside our doors, but we can cultivate a culture that’s true to ourselves within our own homes.

My friend Cindy Rollins, the author of Mere Motherhood, shared this sentiment about homeschooling, but it could just as easily be said about our family’s life together: “It isn’t the big plans that are going to make your homeschool. It is the little things you do faithfully year after year that are going to add up to an education and a life for your children.”1

In the absence of doing great things, you can do small things with great love:

The making of meals and folding of laundry.

The reading of books and explaining of algebra.

The planning of lessons and creating of moments.

The making of handcrafts and taking of nature walks.

The searching for lost lovies and finding of favorite toys.

The games you play and the puzzles you build.

The smile you flash when your child looks up.

The hug you give when your spouse walks by.

The tired prayers you pray.

The grieving tears you cry.

The magic of this life isn’t found in the hustle and bustle of constant activity but in the intentional, ordinary decisions of our days.

Keep Fighting for the Light

Your ideal family culture can sometimes feel like an elusive will-o’-the-wisp that you’re chasing through the forest, hoping it will lead you to a hidden wonder. Instead, it takes you through sinking sands, blazing deserts, and raging rivers until you’re lost, alone, and feeling defeated.

In the end, it feels like folklore. So you give up.

This generation of wild and free families is different, though. I sensed it seven years ago when a group of misfit mamas gathered at the first Wild + Free retreat to connect over common ideals. These were parents longing to connect with their children in a different way. And now, after more than a dozen conferences have brought women to their knees with passionate tears and a desire to change the future of their families, I can honestly say that this idea of living wild and free is more than a passing fad.

It is a movement that is sweeping through homes and finding its way into the very depths of our souls. It is becoming a part of our DNA, a trait we will pass on to our children and our children’s children.

It is awaking a generation to a new way of living—so fiercely and vulnerably that it feels scary and uncertain and oh so real. Yet despite embarking on unchartered territory, not one of us is willing to turn back. We may not know where we’re heading, but we are trusting that it’s worth it.

If there is one thing that can and will be said of this generation of parents, it is that we did not go gentle into that good night, as the poet Dylan Thomas wrote.2

Every day, I see mothers and fathers fighting for the families they desire. I see broken adults committing to raise whole children. I see brave parents doing the hard work of healing from their own childhood trauma and breaking generational cycles. And I witness family after family reclaiming childhood and restoring what has been lost.

If you are in the trenches and wondering if what you are doing is worth it, please know that it is. Keep raging against the dying of the light, my friend.

It’s time to find your way back to where you belong. Back to the purpose of your family being knit together. Back to the passions that stir your soul and the mission to help your children become whole. You are not just breaking cycles for yourself or your children, but for generations to come.

This isn’t a book about how to become a better family. It isn’t a self-help book on how to become a proficient parent. And it certainly isn’t a book about finding financial freedom or starting a business.

The chapters in front of you offer personal stories from me and other wild and free families, along with research meant to give you permission to cast aside convention and invite you to live a more meaningful, adventurous life.



My good friend Lydia once told me, “It is always better to do hard and important things together. But if no one else is willing, following your calling is still worth doing, even if you have to do it alone.”




My intent is to share my story and the many resources, values, and circumstances that have changed our family for the better—the way we live, the way we parent, and the way we love. Your family was made for more, and in each chapter, we’ll unpack one aspect of what your family was made for, why it matters, and how you might explore living that out in your unique situation.

Whether you travel full-time, homeschool, unschool, or traditionally school your children . . . whether you work for yourself or someone else . . . whether you live in an apartment in the city, in a single-family home in suburbia, or on a homestead on a hill . . . whether you’re a single parent, a couple on the rocks, or in a thriving marriage—this is a book about carving your own wild path in the midst of modern culture and, in doing so, finding more love and joy in the way you relate to each other as a family.

My hope is that your family will be inspired to love stronger, live more fully, and grow closer to each other. My prayer is that you will be emboldened to repair relationships and break generational patterns for your children and your children’s children. My ultimate desire is that your family will become wild and free.

I am so honored to walk among you, hear your stories, and encourage the incredible, brave work you are doing. Together we will break chains and set souls free.

Let’s do this.


1

To Create a Family Culture

I do think that families are the most beautiful things in all the world!

—JO MARCH IN LITTLE WOMEN BY LOUISA MAY ALCOTT

Your family has a culture, whether you choose one or not. This might sound obvious, but we’re often too preoccupied with life to pay much attention to it. We get too wrapped up in living, too exhausted to care.

If you do not choose your own family culture, one will be assigned to you by society at large. This often looks like both parents working nine-to-five jobs and the kids confined within four walls at school all day, having their heads crammed full of standardized information that neither takes into account their intrinsic human needs nor makes room for their diverse intelligence, personalities, or possible neurodivergence.

Most of us already know this from dating in high school or from choosing random home-repair contractors on the internet, but not being intentional doesn’t mean we’re not making a decision. By leaving our family culture to happenstance, we are very much determining how it will be.

We have a choice in how our children are raised, what their education is like, what kind of parents they have, and what the story of their childhoods will be when they come to the sunset of their lives.

Maybe you’ve started to hear a quiet whisper beckoning you to reclaim the culture of your family. It starts as a still, small voice but grows louder and stronger for those who have the ears to hear it.

Your family culture reflects your values, your vision, and your varied interests. It creates a vernacular for the invisible. And it gives every member the vocabulary to use and understand what you are about.

By reclaiming your family culture, you can give your kids the gift of a childhood.

You can give them the gift of time to discover their own passions.

You can give them a future free from past brokenness.

You can give them back their family.

What Is a Family Culture?

Before we get too far, let’s nail down a definition. A family culture is your values and vision, your interests and traditions, all wrapped up in one. It’s how you structure your life together. How you spend your time each day. The friends you have. The job you hold and how that impacts your family.

It’s where you go on vacation and what you do on your days off. How you speak to each other. The traditions you keep. How much media you consume and where you spend your money. How you show love through discipline. How you handle conflict. And how quickly you forgive one another.

It’s whether you dance in the kitchen, make breakfast for dinner, and play board games at night. It’s how early you rise, the books you read aloud at bedtime, and whether you dim the lights or turn them up when company comes over. It’s whether you say I love you when you hang up the phone.

A family culture is the sum total of a parent’s decisions—both conscious and unconscious—and the circumstances that result from it. Sometimes those circumstances are intended; other times they’re not.

A family culture starts with a vision: a picture of what you want it to be. It becomes your North Star, guiding the decisions you make and providing a helpful navigation for what you will or will not do.

As a teenager, I often worked as a babysitter and got to observe firsthand what I didn’t like about other family cultures, like the ones where children were meant to be seen but not heard.

I remember what happened when a six-year-old girl interrupted her mother while she was speaking to another adult in a waiting room. The mother looked at her sharply and said, “Now, darling, you remember what to do if you want to speak to me. You touch my arm, so I know that you’re there. I’ll respond when I am finished speaking.”

The timid girl started to speak again, but the mother held up a stiff finger before continuing her conversation. I have no doubt the mother meant well, to endow her daughter with the gift of social cues. But she failed to see the frantic look in her daughter’s face.

The next minute, the poor girl stood there in a puddle of her own urine, humiliated. She had desperately needed to use the bathroom.

Then there were the families where the kids were treated like adults, rather than equals with different needs. They were allowed to watch R-rated movies and play violent video games. The parents freely cussed in front of their kids and drank too much out of a sense that they were just “one of the gang.”

I remember attending a New Year’s Eve party in middle school where the parents brought a cooler of beer upstairs for us kids to drink while the adults partied downstairs. I admit, I preferred being around this kind of family culture because it felt freer than being tight-lipped and walking around on eggshells. That is, until I realized it was robbing us of a childhood on the other end of the spectrum.

I remember the homes that felt warm and connected and those that felt chaotic and isolating. I remember families I admired and those I felt sorry for.

I’m sure you have your own experiences too.

What we don’t realize is that each of these family cultures didn’t happen by accident. They are formed by small acts of intention (or lack of intention), one day at a time.

Creating a Family Culture

Most of us want a family culture that reflects the best parts of our own childhoods. We want our kids to love the movies we watched, the vacations we took, and the experiences we enjoyed.

If we’re completely honest, we want them to have our childhoods.

For me, it was watching Anne of Green Gables on repeat, having sleepovers with friends, riding bikes until dusk, reading books in the tree house, and spending summer vacations in Ocean City, New Jersey.

For my husband, it was riding BMX, shooting a basketball in the driveway, playing flag football with friends, starting a lawn-mowing business, and getting involved with the church youth group.

And yet none of those things has ever interested our children. They don’t want our childhoods. They want their own.

Our kids love riding four-wheelers, making music, writing novels, and enjoying pizza and a movie on Friday nights with the whole family. They save unopened Lego sets in hopes that they’ll appreciate in value over time. And they wouldn’t know what to do with themselves without our annual Wild + Free Family Camp and other travels throughout the year.

There are things our children contribute to our family culture, such as game nights, talent shows, and having medieval battles with foam weapons. And there are things we contribute, like travel adventures, dinners together no matter what, and constantly working to clear our schedule, not fill it.

We may not be able to replicate our own childhoods, but we can create a family culture out of the unique personalities and passions we have as a family. We can decide what our family story will be.

When it comes to creating a family culture, there are negotiables and nonnegotiables. A nonnegotiable is something that doesn’t offer choices. We don’t have a lot of these, and we try to make them invitations rather than demands. But as nonnegotiables, they are what they are.

For example, all members of our family are expected to eat dinner together. Everyone has a few simple chores (or “team get-tos,” as I like to call them) at the beginning and end of each day. And we have high standards for how we treat and speak to each other. We’re far from perfect in this area, but it’s a value we constantly impart and strive to live out.

We have a few more nonnegotiables, but you get the idea.

A negotiable is something that allows flexibility. Some afternoons, I start reading aloud in the living room for anyone who wants to show up. Participation is not mandatory, and yet it fills my heart with joy to see the kids (and even the dog) gather round. (I serve treats to make this time more inviting.)

In our family, being homeschooled is a negotiable. We want our kids to have a say in where and how they are educated, and each year, so far, they have chosen to stay the course.

Living our values doesn’t play out perfectly. With so many people, personalities, and preferences vying for their way, our families can feel messy and chaotic much of the time. On top of this, family culture leaks. We have to be relentless defenders of our culture if we are to stave off the forces of apathy and misplaced priorities that threaten it. If we’re not vigilant, we can lose our way.

A family culture is the natural outflow of your values, which sometimes show up in unexpected ways. I recently accepted a Friday-evening dinner invitation for our family that preempted our weekly pizza-and-movie night. When I told the kids, you would have thought that I had just canceled Christmas. Note to self: protect those weekly rituals the kids value so much.

Live your values, and your family culture will fall into place.

Determining your family culture is the final frontier in our modern age. It’s the last remaining place where you can stake your claim. And you can do it without moving to the borderlands of Alaska with the crazies, criminals, and counterculturists (although that doesn’t sound entirely unappealing).

You can do it right where you live. You only need to endure the questions and comments of those who don’t understand why you’re not living like everyone else.

Being wild and free isn’t for the faint of heart.



Here are some questions to help you discover your own family culture. Feel free to discuss these with your spouse or your entire family. Write down your answers and return to them again and again:


	What families have inspired you by their lifestyle choices? In what way?

	What are some family cultures you’d like to avoid? Why are they undesirable?

	What were the best parts of your own childhood? How about the worst parts?

	What are some words to describe your ideal family culture?

	What things would need to change for you to have this culture?

	How are your children already contributing to your family culture?

	What are you and your spouse contributing to your family culture?






Come Away from the Calendar

In the nineteenth century, families gathered around the hearth as the center of the home. It’s where they came together for warmth, found comfort from the cold, and created lasting memories together. It’s where they read books, made meals, shared a cup of cocoa, or reveled in rousing conversations.

But today, in place of the hearth, we have the calendar. Our lives are centered on activity, not community. A day at home is considered a day wasted. Boring at best, a failure at worst. Homes have become like charging stations where we eat, sleep, and change clothes before going out into the world, where our real lives are lived.

Society has duped us into believing that we have to do all the things other families are doing, in order to raise happy, healthy, whole adults: extracurricular activities, after-school sports, advanced-placement classes. These pressures prey upon our worries as parents that our kids will be left behind. We overthink, overreact, and overschedule their lives to counteract the feeling that we’re going to fail them.

But all that activity isn’t accomplishing what we think it is. The point of standing on the sidelines of a soccer field isn’t to turn our eight-year-old into a star-athlete. It’s to build a relationship.

If you don’t feel like you’re connecting with your kids, it’s worth a look at your family culture. Are the decisions you are making yours? Are your kids thriving? Are you thriving as a family?

The solution to worrying isn’t adding activity. It’s removing the things that are causing you to be worried in the first place. It’s not about adding to-dos. It’s about stripping away the excess and doing less to have a greater impact. You don’t have to do all the things. Give yourself less to worry about.

So what should you include in your family culture? Any activity that builds relationship. It can include after-school programs, extracurricular activities, and travel-league sports. Or it can be nothing but hanging out together. We don’t have to constantly be doing things in order to build relationship.

Time alone isn’t the answer. It takes intentionality to create bonds with our children, more than just passing potatoes at the dinner table or rushing everyone into the car for a ballet rehearsal. Every moment, every activity, is an opportunity for connection and fostering family culture, but creating an intentional life may mean eliminating some things or adding others.

Let me be clear. There’s nothing wrong with the activities and traditions of modern society. Most people enjoy them. A wonderful family culture can be forged in Friday night lights, swim meets, travel-league baseball, or Saturday morning soccer as much as it can in weekend camping trips, slow mornings, traveling the country, or living off the grid.

As long as it is intentional.

As long as it is life-giving.

As long as it is serving your family’s purpose—and not the other way around.

There is no one right way of doing family. If what you’re doing is working, then by all means keep doing it. That’s the point, after all: carving your own wild path.

Our families may not have the same hobbies or pursue similar passions, but the culture of our homes isn’t found in the kinds of activities we undertake. It’s found in the relationships in which we have invested. Everything else is merely facade, like stone veneer laid over cheap plywood.

What more do you want for your family, and what are you willing to do to get it?

The Wild Path Less Traveled

Becoming a wild and free family is the difficult path, not the easy one. If you choose to put your family first . . . if you educate your children in a way that lets them pursue their own interests . . . if you believe that childhood is a time to be cherished and preserved, that it’s not meant to be mere preparation for adulthood—you will be different. You will not be like everyone else.

And it’s not always sustainable. We often abandon our family culture for short periods because of fatigue, work, and other pressures. It’s like trying to hold a flexed muscle. Sometimes it feels good to let go every now and then. Just because we’re not doing something all the time doesn’t mean it’s not a core value. There are some seasons when our family culture is stronger than others.

But coming together even once a week can set a pattern that will last the rest of our lives. For example, the things we remember about our childhoods didn’t necessarily happen all the time. Many of them were merely moments, but they still constituted our family culture.

Whenever the world closes in around us, it fuels our family culture, rather than suffocates it. While the world rushes about doing, going, buying, and bustling, we embrace our family culture more than ever before. We worry less about what the world demands of us and more about making the most of this life in the ways of learning, crafting, reading, eating, and sipping (yes, we do a lot of the latter).

No one can tell you what your family culture should be. That’s up to you. But being a wild and free family means shaking off what matters to other people and following your own values and passions.

Most of us have only eighteen summers with our children at home. The time we have with our kids is limited, and this sobering reality ought to influence how we spend our time with those we love.

My friend Gabreial Wyatt has a teenage son who is a bit of a night owl. So, in order to spend more time with him, Gabreial and her husband often stay up late too. Whatever it takes.

Building a family culture from a foundation of relationships is risky business. It exposes our humanity and unravels our best intentions to achieve the pretty perception that everything is okay.

It is years of soul work in the trenches of daily trial and error. But we’re not building a house in two weeks. We’re laying the foundation for a fortress that will withstand the harshest winds and the fiercest storms. We are building an estate of love that will serve as a safe haven for years to come.

My dear friend Richele Baburina once described a conversation she overheard with a mother who clearly had a sense of her own family culture:

“Wouldn’t you like to be a part of this?” someone asked.

“I’m sorry, I’m not available,” the mother said.

“I understand. You’re busy,” the other person said.

“No,” the mother responded. “I just don’t want to be busy.”

Creating your own family culture starts with believing in the importance of preserving childhood for our kids, seeking to connect with them, understanding the unique ways they are wired, and creating a safe haven for them to learn, grow, and explore who they are. It’s knowing there will be challenging seasons, that we all make mistakes, and that there’s no perfect way to be a parent but that you are the perfect parent for your child. It’s realizing that you can redeem the past, heal from generational traumas, and create a better future for your children.

When you choose to be wild and free instead of following society’s conventions, you are not sabotaging your children’s future. You are not limiting their options. You are not missing out.

You are restoring the very heart of your family.
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