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Praise for
Building the Christian Family You Never Had

“Mary DeMuth offers positive encouragement and practical help for parents who want to do things a little differently than what they experienced growing up. Building the Christian Family You Never Had offers a fresh start and bright hope as you seek to raise godly children.”

—KAROL LADD, author of The Power of a Positive Mom

“You are not alone as a pioneer parent who is blazing a new trail on the parenting journey. If you have longed for someone to show you how to build a family that is different from the family you grew up in, this book is for you!”

—JILL SAVAGE, executive director of Hearts at Home and
author of Professionalizing Motherhood

“As Mary shares her haunting story of a broken childhood, she provides a road map for breaking the cycle of family dysfunction. Her road map provides hope, courage, and grace, allowing any reader to walk with her on the continuing journey to wholeness.”

—TIM RITER, professor at Azusa Pacific University and author of Twelve Lies Husbands Tell Their Wives

“If your parents raised you in the ‘old country,’ you may wonder how to ground your kids in new soil. Mary DeMuth’s insights about parenting—as well as life in general—will help you raise firmly planted, emotionally secure Christ-following kids.”

—SANDRA L. GLAHN, adjunct professor at Dallas Theological Seminary and coauthor of Sexual Intimacy in Marriage and When Empty
Arms Become a Heavy Burden

“This is an honest, thought-provoking, and life-changing book. If you want to parent differently than you were parented, this is a must-read!”

—MARY BYERS, author of The Mother Load and How
to Say No … and Live to Tell About It

“Mary DeMuth creates a compelling picture of what a Christian family should look like for those of us who never had one or may have never even seen one up close. Reading this book will change the way you think about love, parenting, and healing—and God’s hope and plan for your life and the lives of your children.”

—MICHAEL WARREN, executive story consultant on Happy Days and co-creator and executive producer of Step by Step and Family Matters

“Mary adeptly encourages pioneer parents to seek healing for the pain and dysfunction they experienced during their formative years, while honoring their parents for the good they provided. Learning parents should study this volume with an open mind and an open heart.”

—PAUL PETTIT, president of Dynamic Dads and author
of Congratulations! You’re Gonna Be a Dad!

“Building the Christian Family You Never Had is for parents who have experienced some dysfunction (and which of us hasn’t) but who also want to get past that dysfunction and raise emotionally and spiritually healthy children. Mary points us to principles deeply rooted in God’s Word that apply the salve of truth mixed with grace, mercy, and hope.”

—LINUS MORRIS, president of Christian Associates International

“Mary gives families a biblical blueprint for success without presenting her family as a perfect role model. I have many friends who did not grow up in a Christian home, and I would give them Mary’s book in a second!”

—DENA DYER, author of Grace for the Race: Meditations
for Busy Moms

“In a refreshing voice and with wisdom and sensitivity, Mary DeMuth delivers a powerful message of liberty for all who want to break free from generational pain in order to parent in newness of life in Christ.”

—JAN WINEBRENNER, author of The Grace of Catastrophe and
Intimate Faith
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To Patrick, who holds my hand in the journey
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Preface

For Us, Parenting
Is Uncharted Territory


If you cannot get rid of the family skeleton,
you may as well make it dance.
—GEORGE BERNARD SHAW        



Forging new paths for our children, grandchildren, and their grandchildren is a holy and joyful occupation that delivers eternal rewards. But when you are a first-generation Christian, it is a parenting journey fraught with obstacles. As a pioneer parent, you don’t have a map to guide you as you forge a completely new path for later generations to follow.

Pioneer parents are people who grew up in homes they don’t want to duplicate. They are folks who may not relate to the advice given by parenting experts who grew up in stable homes. One pioneer parent expressed this sentiment: “I’m sick and tired of parenting books written by someone who became a Christian at age three. Where are the books written for me?” There are millions of Christian parents who grew up without Christian parents. Today they are struggling to instill Christian values in their children without having seen such values modeled in their childhood homes.

There are others with slightly different stories. They may have grown up in what was touted as a Christian home but were never exposed to a consistent, biblical model of the life of faith. As children, they may have heard about what was proper while they watched their parents violate what was taught. Others may have grown up in religious homes where rage and chaos reigned. Those who were raised in such homes are pioneers because they, too, want to break the cycle of dysfunction that influenced their upbringings.

As pioneer parents, we’re like researchers, trying many different ways to solve life-impacting problems. Our parenting is characterized by inquiry, experimentation, observation. Often we fail. But sometimes we stumble upon something that works, and we build on that success.

Because we are first-generation Christians raising children in a new way, we are on a maiden voyage, taking a journey into what is largely unknown to us. The word pioneer connotes an initiation, a new beginning. Every day, raising our children is a mission of discovery. We may have vague connections to our old way of life, but in order to produce a genesis generation, we have to initiate a new method of family building. As pioneer parents, we have to do work that bewilders us, work that keeps us up at night. But it also is work that brings us great joy.

PIONEERS ARE INNOVATORS

I grew up reading and watching Little House on the Prairie. I secretly longed to be Mary, the “good girl” pioneer clad in a calico-print dress with matching bonnet, who followed her Pa to new places and adventures. When I first thought of the pioneering metaphor for this book, my mind raced back to those who dared to venture dusty trails into the great wide unknown. I realize, though, that pioneering in terms of prairies and wagon trains is foreign to most people, so I prefer to think of pioneers in a more “scientific” sense. Pioneers are the people on the cutting edge of research, innovation, and discovery. They may not be populating new lands, but they discover technologies and remedies vital to our daily lives.

Consider the similarities between scientific innovators and pioneer parents:

1. We face criticism. In the mid-1980s, Dr. Robin Warren and Dr. Barry Marshall faced stinging criticism from their colleagues when they dared to suggest that bacteria caused most ulcers. Even after initial tests proved their theory correct, the mainstream medical community ridiculed them. In the same way, pioneer parents often face criticism from those closest to them—their own parents. Criticism, unfortunately, is a sad inevitability for most pioneer parents. But it’s something we can navigate, as we will discover in the chapters that follow.

2. We fail—and try again. Every facet of science involves experimentation. Trial and error. Lots of failure before the big breakthrough. Thomas Edison once stated, “I have not failed. I’ve just found ten thousand ways that don’t work.”

Peptic ulcers were fairly common but rarely cured. According to common belief, stress and diet caused these ulcers. Still, Warren and Marshall spent years trying to prove their theory that bacteria could be the cause. They experimented by examining tissue samples taken from people with peptic ulcers.

Since pioneer parents also are breaking new ground, they parent by trial and error. But they don’t allow failure to deter them. With the tenacity of scientists on the brink of discovery, they continue on because they want their children to grow up in a stable, loving home.

3. We get lonely. Warren and Marshall not only experienced the ridicule of the scientific community, but they became isolated from their colleagues when their promising findings were dismissed. Similarly, pioneer parenting brings its own sense of isolation. Those who were not parented with prayer, unconditional love, or biblical morality typically don’t talk about their painful upbringing or their current parenting struggles. Pioneer parents read countless books and observe other seemingly perfect parents, but they don’t see their own lives and experiences reflected there. So they tend to lock themselves behind walls of silent fear. Surely, they reason, no one else struggles with parenthood the way I do. Surely, no one else raises her voice or cries at night or laments that her parents are a negative influence on her children.

4. We stand on the shoulders of others. Scientists don’t do all their work in isolation. They need the knowledge and experimentation of other researchers who went before them. As early as 1886, scientists had unveiled a possible link between ulcers and bacteria in the stomach lining. Warren and Marshall capitalized on these experiments, furthering their research.

Similarly, pioneer parents must stand on the shoulders of those who have gone before, those who have walked this journey ahead of us. God is gracious to give us mentors in the form of friends, books, and older couples. We cannot parent our children in isolation. We need the grace and knowledge of those around us and those who have gone before us.

5. We count the cost. Since the medical community was not convinced of in a majority of their patients who had peptic ulcers—Marshall decided to do something radical. He infected himself by swallowing a large dose of H. pylori. Within a week he began experiencing ulcer symptoms. But once he used antibiotics, his ulcer went away. Still, it took years for this new research to gain wide acceptance.1

Marshall was so convinced of the validity of his theory that he took a huge personal risk to prove its accuracy. Likewise, pioneer parents must count the cost of being innovators. Jesus approached several fishermen in ancient Palestine and told them to drop their nets and follow him. They abandoned a way of life that was familiar to them so they could follow Jesus. He says the same thing to us today. He calls us to enter unfamiliar territory, to lay down our agendas, to risk being hurt, to follow him down paths our parents think imbecilic. We must take a personal risk by swallowing the kingdom truth that to live we must die (see Philippians 1:21). Our parents will be slow to come around. And it’s entirely possible that they may never understand our lifestyle, our Savior, or our way of parenting.

6. We are luminaries. Eventually Warren and Marshall’s groundbreaking research was heralded. In 1994 the National Institutes of Health recommended that people with peptic ulcers first go through antibiotic therapy to eliminate H. pylori from their systems. Though misunderstood and maligned, the two doctors eventually gained prominence and stature within the medical community. They became luminaries.

We, too, are luminaries. The word luminary comes from the root word for “light.” Yet pioneer parents aren’t light merely because of our hard labor in obscurity. We are light because the Light of God resides in us. “In him was life, and that life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it” (John 1:4-5). We must bathe our children in Jesus’ surprising light, despite the darkness surrounding us.

Like George Bernard Shaw, who acknowledged the prevalence of family skeletons, we all have family-of-origin issues we’d like to conveniently shove back into the closet. We’ve had sinful parents. We’ve been sinful parents. Still, God asks us to walk the pioneer-parenting adventure with him, to make the skeletons dance in the light.

God is the only One who can take the skeletons in our lives and breathe life into them for his glory. He causes the circumstances of our lives to work for his good plan so we can become more like Jesus and point the next generation to him and his ability to transform lives.

The apostle Paul penned this oft-quoted verse: “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose” (Romans 8:28). It’s a lovely sentiment, suitable for greeting cards and wall plaques. But Paul’s thought continues: “For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers” (verse 29). God’s purpose is for us to be conformed to the likeness of Jesus Christ, who wants to see as many people as possible join his family. God makes the skeletons of our past breathe so we can point the next generation to his life.

God truly is our Pioneer Parent, who dances the path before, behind, and beside us.





Introduction
God Is Bigger Than Our Past


For the LORD will ransom Jacob and redeem them
from the hand of those stronger than they.
—JEREMIAH 31:11

The LORD says, “The people of Israel who survived death
at the hands of the enemy will find favor in the wilderness
as they journey to find rest for themselves.”
—JEREMIAH 31:2, The Net Bible



The first e-mail I received from my former stepfather ended with these words: “Every saint has a past; every sinner a future.” It was a winsome reminder that the God of the universe hears my prayers and longs to save my family members.

I did not learn about God when I was growing up, nor were his principles heralded in my home. My mother married my biological father before I was born, but they divorced soon after. They used to attend church together, but after the divorce, we didn’t continue the habit. Oddly, I never called my dad father; I called him by his first name.

My mother and I lived with my grandparents while she earned her teaching degree, a time I remember as happy and stable. I recall being reprimanded for riding my tricycle around the corner from Nana’s line of sight. I remember the intercom next to my crib where Nana’s voice would magically encourage me to go to sleep.

My mother later remarried. Her new husband was an angry mechanic she met in a Laundromat after I turned five. The only detail I remembered about the wedding was that it was held in our backyard, with guests sitting on Indian blankets. Most wore the uniform of the day: tie-dyed shirts, ripped jeans, and long hair.

This was during the early seventies when free love and happy drugs ruled. Protesters shouted angry words about a horrifying war in Vietnam and blocked the interstate highway. My mother and her second husband were caught up in this world—a world I unwittingly joined. They had parties where glazed-eyed hippies sat in circles passing a communal joint; sometimes they were so stoned, they’d pass the sweet-smelling, hand-rolled stick to me. Even then, God had seared a conscience into me—a gift I still thank him for. “No thanks,” I’d say and retreat to my bedroom where dolls and stuffed animals greeted me.

My toys were my friends. I had a particular affinity for stuffed animals that no one else wanted. Once, at my baby-sitter’s house, I spied a raggedy stuffed cat whose button eyes were gone, leaving circles of unfaded fur as reminders. The cat was forlorn and sad, shoved in a corner. “May I have this, please?” I asked my baby-sitter.

Hoping that perhaps I’d stop pestering her, she nodded yes. I held the kitty to my heart, sang it songs, and cleaned it as best I could. Sometimes I borrowed my dolls’ dresses and clothed the stuffed kitty. Somewhere in my five-year-old heart, I suffered when I saw suffering. I had an inner urge to nurture, perhaps because my mother at that point in her life found it difficult to nurture me. Even then, I longed to become a mother someday.

My stuffed animals and dolls provided hours of entertainment, but they couldn’t salve my loneliness. One day I asked my mother to play with me. She said, “No. Go out and find a friend.” So, as I often did when riding my tricycle at Nana’s house, I ventured up the block and around the corner. I saw a young girl playing in a glassed-in porch and walked up to the door and knocked. The girl’s mother answered and invited me in. Later my mother found me chattering with my newfound friend, Kimi, who soon became my best friend.

That foundational year of my life was a year I’ve had to revisit hundreds of times while holding tightly onto God’s hand. When each of my children, particularly Sophie and Julia, blew out five candles on their birthday cakes, I panicked. Somehow, seeing their small frames, their bubbling childlikeness, and their innocence transported me back to the year my small frame was violated, my child-likeness darkened.

My first stepfather, the angry mechanic, took apart greasy engines in our living room and yelled at me when I bothered him. That was also the year young thieves stole my tricycle. When I found it later, with the handlebars twisted upside down, one boy said, “It ain’t your trike. The handlebars are different. See?” The same boys stole my silver dollars when I sold lemonade on the sidewalk. They handed me a joint rolled with dried oregano leaves to give to my mother as a joke.

But none of that compared to the private hell I experienced nearly every day of my kindergarten year. I attended morning kindergarten. Usually people remember their kindergarten teacher’s name, but I don’t remember my teacher’s name. I can’t even tell you what she looked like. I can tell you I walked to the babysitter’s house every day after school, and older boys would come by and ask if I could play. I don’t remember their names, but I do remember that they had a stay-at-home mom and a father who was a Boy Scout leader. Every day these brothers, probably in the sixth and eighth grades, took me somewhere—usually ravines in a wooded park—and molested me. One of them once asked me, “Don’t you want to have babies someday?” Through stinging tears, I nodded. It had been a dream of mine to become a mommy—just a natural progression from my stuffed-animal nurturing. “Well, then,” he said, “this is what you have to do.”

The boys used vulgar language to describe their actions. I knew that what they were doing was wrong and that the word they used to describe their assaults was a dirty word. I was afraid to tell my baby-sitter what was going on, mainly because I was afraid I’d get my mouth washed out with soap for swearing. But finally, after too many visits to the forest, I told her in a whisper what they had been doing to me, bad words and all. She bent close, coffee breath polluting my nose, and wheezed, “Well, I’ll tell your mother. Don’t worry.”

Still, the brothers kept coming. Every day. Sometimes they’d get so bold that they’d take me to their home, into their bedroom, and have their way with me while their mom made chocolate-chip cookies for their Scout meetings. I knew I had to take charge, so every day after morning kindergarten I would feign sleep. I’d eat a hasty lunch and lie down on the baby-sitter’s bed, squeezing my eyes shut when I heard the inevitable knock at the back door. “She’s still napping. I’ll send her out when she wakes up,” I’d hear the baby-sitter say. The last part of my kindergarten year, I napped a good four hours a day.

It wasn’t until much later, in the foothills of adolescence, that I learned the baby-sitter had never told my mother I was being molested. For years I thought my mom had full knowledge of the abuse and just allowed it to continue. With that misconception, I grew up feeling unprotected, unwanted, and unvalued.

My mother and my first stepfather divorced after I finished kindergarten. My mom then married a gentler man. Still, I battled fear—especially during parties in our home. As an only child, I had no one to commiserate with, other than my animals, an imaginary friend named DeeDee, a few dolls, and an occasional friend. At the beginning of the school year, when I walked home as a first grader, I ran into the house, locked the door, and called Nana—a ritual I performed until the sixth grade. Thankfully, that year my mom and stepdad eventually paid for me to go to day care after school, so I wouldn’t have to be alone.

Our home was vandalized that same year. When we arrived home I could smell something unusual, even before my stepfather turned the house key. “It smells like a swimming pool,” I said.

Inside, the furniture was topsy-turvy. Ketchup streaks lined the walls where framed photos had been ripped down, and the swimming pool smell came from bleach that had been poured down our heat registers. That night the smell of ketchup-bleach made my stomach churn, and I remember feeling alone and frightened. No matter how many blankets I piled on my bed, I shook most of the night.

Every other Sunday I would visit my biological father, who showed an interest in me and exposed me to art galleries, thrift stores, mountain trails, and a slew of artsy friends. He moved in and out of a string of relationships with young women. Once when I asked, horrified, about a bloodstain on his bed, he told me about sex. He seemed very comfortable with the promiscuous side of his life—a part of him that still perplexes me.

My father loved me, or at least he made me the center of his attention when I was around. He threw unusual birthday parties for me with oddly shaped cakes. He also encouraged me to draw and write. Perhaps he wanted to see if I would someday emulate him—he was an incredible black-and-white photographer and a writer.

After finishing his doctoral dissertation in English literature, he decided not to turn it in. Instead, he became a city bus driver, and I sometimes rode along with him on his route. Eccentricity defined my dad, and he assumed the persona of a creative madman, a tragic foreshadowing.

He married a young woman he met on his bus route, and a month before she was to give birth to their first child—my half sister—he died. I was ten years old. I recall sitting in class that day when an announcement came over the school intercom: “Will Mary please come to the office right away?” Alarm tinged the secretary’s voice. As I walked down the outside hallway, I noticed the cement-block pattern of the school’s walls. Halfway to the office, I knew my father was dead.

In front of the school, my mother and I sat in our green hatchback. She said, “Your father is dead.”

Although I knew it was my biological father, I asked, “Which one?”

The following weeks and months blurred together. The man who loved me was dead. The man who took rolls and rolls of black-and-white photos of me would no longer snap another shot. A ten-year-old’s grief blanketed me. At night I’d cry. At school I had the meanest teacher of my elementary-school years. When I broke down, she told me, “I used to feel sorry for you, but it’s been a month now. You should be over it.”

I learned that to be acceptable to others, I had to hide my emotions. Again, I had to take charge of myself and create a facade of well-being. I essentially spent my entire childhood taking care of myself, trying to parent myself.

During junior high I felt, as most pimply, underweight girls do, as if I were trapped, living through an endless loop of Sixteen Candles. Awkward and gangly, I tried to fit in with the cool crowd. Mainly, though, I fell apart and ran to the counselor’s office several times a week. My mother’s third marriage was disintegrating, something that ripped at parts of my heart I couldn’t quite identify. The school counselor was a Christian. He listened to me and let me cry. He even gave me a get-out-of-class-free card—a special pass that allowed me to leave whenever I couldn’t keep the tears from spilling.

After my eighth-grade year, our extended family gathered at Nana’s for Father’s Day. I knew it would be the last time I would celebrate that day with my stepfather, because my parents’ divorce would soon be final. In the middle of my grandparents’ suburban living room, I cracked. Every emotion I had carefully bottled for the sake of my mother, who had a difficult time dealing with my emotions, poured out. My mother asked, “Why are you crying?”

Two years later I was weeping again—this time under an evergreen tree at a camp run by Young Life, a ministry for high-school students. A friend in ninth grade had invited me to attend the camp. I was fifteen, and inside I had a raging anger toward my mother, whom I blamed for divorcing my second stepfather. I hated her for driving him away, and I vowed that I would punish her by not meeting her new boyfriend.

But at camp, every time the leader spoke about Jesus, some of my hatred would melt away. My heart hammered in my chest as I heard of the Man who took time for rejected ones, who fed ordinary folks on grassy hills, who touched lepers, who riled the anger of self-righteous pontificators. Every part of me longed for Jesus in a way that only an orphan who longs for parents can.

I had prayed to God all my life. Even when my own father died, I prayed to God. But I didn’t know anything about Jesus other than the Christmas story: A baby had been born in a manger in a city called Bethlehem.

Sometimes I saw Jesus as an adult hanging from a cross, but I had no idea why he was there. At Young Life Camp, the speaker told the biblical story of Jesus, simple and graphic, from manger to cross to resurrection. Finally I understood who Jesus was and what he had done for me. Unlike the adults in my life, Jesus had sacrificed himself for me. He laid down everything for me. He took on my hatred, my wayward thoughts, and my dark intentions and died for my sins so I could be set free from them.

That night, after the gospel permeated every cell in my skinny adolescent body, I choked out a prayer to Jesus. I rested against a knobby tree and marveled at the starry sky that peeked through the evergreen canopy. Up there in the heavens sat an eternal Father who would never leave me. That melancholy ache most girls feel when they’ve lost a father (or, in my case, three fathers) went from hot sadness to cool resignation. I now had a Father who loved me.

Eight years later—after finishing high school and college—I walked down a church aisle wearing white. My mother’s boyfriend, the man I had vowed to hate, walked me down the aisle, where I met my mother and my grandfather, who gave me away. Waiting for me was Patrick, my fiancé. In the middle of a storm the northwestern meteorologists called “the Arctic express,” we said our vows to love, honor, and cherish each other until death separated us.

The moment the ring circled my finger, I wanted to start having children. Within a year I was pregnant and battling horrific nausea. Three weeks later, just days before Thanksgiving, I was in the hospital having surgery for an ectopic pregnancy. I’d never really yelled at God before. He was my Father, after all, and I knew he was not someone to yell at. But still, in the car on the way to the hospital, I screamed at him. I had believed for a long time that since my life had been difficult growing up, God owed me a perfect life now that I was an adult. I had already experienced enough pain and heartache. I could not trudge through any more.

God let me vent. Lightning didn’t strike me dead for shaking my fist at God. A calm sadness filled me as I realized I needed to give God my fierce desire to become a mommy. I had to walk whatever road he laid before me, even if it meant never realizing my dream of having children. The little girl who had sheltered damaged stuffed animals wanted a baby to cuddle. I’d wanted motherhood for as long as I could remember, since episodes of The Brady Bunch flickered on our black-and-white TV. Maybe I wanted to create what I never had. Maybe I just needed to give love to someone who was helpless. Maybe I didn’t feel my marriage was complete without children. Whatever the reason, I had to give it all to God.

And then Sophie, our eldest, became our own baby in a manger two years after Patrick and I said our vows. A Christmas Eve baby, Sophie was presented to us in a red stocking and a tiny Santa hat. When we took her home, we both stared at the ceiling of our bedroom in what can only be described as utter terror. What were we thinking? We don’t even know how to change diapers, let alone feed, bathe, and protect a baby. What if she breaks?

PIONEERING PARENTS

From Sophie’s first cry until today, when tears wet her cheeks from preteen disappointment, Patrick and I have been on a harrowing journey called pioneer parenting. In many ways all of us are pioneer parents, no matter what our upbringing was like. We all have to unlearn things. We all are clueless when it comes to babies, whose instruction manuals are nonexistent and whose noises are coded in cries and burps and giggles.

The question that worried me most when Sophie happily invaded our lives was, Will she know I love her, or will her childhood reflect mine? Before our daughter was born, Patrick and I had scoured parenting books. But about one minute into parenthood, we both panicked when we realized that no set of tenets and techniques would help us. As we stared at the ceiling that night, we both realized we needed God’s help.

Since I hadn’t observed healthy parenting when I was growing up, I turned to books and mentors for advice. I observed other parents and took mental notes of everything they did. I tried to emulate those whose parenting style I admired. I highlighted passages in parenting books and copied bits and pieces into my journal. Still, I felt lost. Because Patrick had grown up in a stable home, I often asked him what his parents did.

The road has not been easy, nor has it been devoid of potholes. Tangled in the whole mess has been God’s desire for me to be healed from the emotional trauma of my past—a journey I am still walking today. He’s asked me to do the unthinkable: to forgive those who wronged me—another lesson I learn daily. He’s asked me to walk a path of humility, seeking forgiveness from my children whenever I yell or rant or demean. Parenthood has become the journey God has used to refine me, to take me beyond my limited strength, to bring me to him.

In this respect, it’s been a wonderful adventure. The difficulties pioneer parents face, if viewed redemptively, can be God’s means of sanctifying us. Because I am well aware of my frailty, I have the joyful opportunity to reach for his hand, a hand that is stronger and more capable than mine. I’ve come to relish and appreciate the empowerment of 2 Corinthians 12:9-10, my life verse:


[God] has said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for power is perfected in weakness.” Most gladly, therefore, I will rather boast about my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may dwell in me.

Therefore I am well content with weaknesses, with insults, with distresses, with persecutions, with difficulties, for Christ’s sake; for when I am weak, then I am strong. (NASB)



Some people never understand the gift of knowing their own lack. Because I am weak, especially in terms of parenting, I have the opportunity to understand God’s strength. My weakness, then, becomes a stage for God to reveal his capabilities through me.

It is because of my upbringing that I can thank God. Only recently have I been able to truly thank God for the trials of my childhood. He used them to bring me to himself. Had I not had a father-shaped vacuum in my heart, I doubt I would have reached for God underneath that evergreen tree at Young Life Camp. Had I not felt emotionally abandoned, I would not have needed his comfort.

I echo the sentiment Paul expressed to the Christians in ancient Corinth:


Consider your calling, brethren, that there were not many wise according to the flesh, not many mighty, not many noble; but God has chosen the foolish things of the world to shame the wise, and God has chosen the weak things of the world to shame the things which are strong, and the base things of the world and the despised God has chosen, the things that are not, so that He may nullify the things that are, so that no man may boast before God. (1 Corinthians 1:26-29, NASB)



I was foolish, weak, and impoverished in soul. And yet God chose me. I imagine him looking down from heaven and saying, “See that one there? The girl with the snarled hair and the empty eyes? I am choosing her. I’m going to change her life in such a way that only I can get the glory.” In essence, God “Eliza-Doolittled” me. He plucked me from my desperate circumstances in order to change me for his glory. He chose to give me a husband whose love for me resembles his love. And he gave me children to teach me about his nurturing.

Maybe you’re in the same place. Maybe you feel foolish and weak. Maybe the thought of trying to parent your children immobilizes you. As a first-generation Christian, you may struggle to even know where to begin. If so, you’re in a great place. The premise of this book is not “how to do a bunch of stuff to become a perfect parent”; it’s “run to the Father and ask for his help in your weakness.”

Perhaps you sing David’s song:


I waited patiently for the LORD;
And He inclined to me and heard my cry.
He brought me up out of the pit of destruction, out of the miry clay,
And He set my feet upon a rock making my footsteps firm.
He put a new song in my mouth, a song of praise to our God;
Many will see and fear
And will trust in the LORD. (Psalm 40:1-3, NASB)



Your past is your pit of destruction. It holds your heart in miry clay. But you no longer need to endure its grip on you. The key is to wait for the Lord to incline himself to you. By now you know you can’t pull yourself up by your proverbial bootstraps—that’s God’s job. He takes your past, your fears, and your demons. He sets your muddy feet on a rock and walks with you on firm ground. Defeat will no longer be your melancholy song. Instead, you will sing praises as he teaches you to parent, as he parents your children through you in your weakness. That way, God will get the glory. And the end result is that “many will see and fear and will trust in the LORD.”

EVERY SINNER HAS A FUTURE

The e-mail read, “Every saint has a past; every sinner a future.” I received it just this week from my stepfather, the man who helped raise me from age six to fourteen. I hadn’t heard from him in decades. Then he contacted me on the eve of my writing of this book to let me know that he had committed his life to
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