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Parenting Doesn’t Have to Be This Hard



I am going to bed happy tonight. We’ve just had a family meeting on our bed—all five boys and our daughter sprawled, folded, draped limb to limb across the bedspread. We talked about our upcoming plans to travel for the year, about schoolwork, about the church service the day before. Naphtali, our oldest, will be off to college soon. The boys were cooperative, listening and contributing to the conversation. Our eldest son was showing increasing maturity. The two sons in the middle were getting along better than usual. Abraham and Micah were still the darlings of the family. I managed to ignore the turf war Isaac and Abraham were having at the foot of the bed. We ended with reading a few verses from Acts and with my husband, Duncan, praying the day to a close. Everyone trotted off to bed cheerfully.

I want cameras rolling, recording these moments against all my self-accusations and guilt. I want evidence proving what great parents we are. I feel affirmed, ready to broadcast my love for my children to the world, ready to write a book on how to parent well.

But if I am honest, I can’t end here. I have to tell of other moments, like the morning this book began. Everyone was squabbling and ignoring my instructions. In the rush to get all six kids out the door to school, anger and morning sloth collided: accusations, eruptions, tempests filled the air. These were the themes of the week—and of my life at that point.

When everyone was safely away in their own calmer environments, I went for a walk in a dense spruce forest near our home. Failure weighed heavy on my shoulders—again. I had sent everyone off that morning, not with loving words of affirmation, but with words of anger, impatience, and sarcasm. My mind raced through the maze of questions I knew by heart: Why wasn’t I a more joyful and loving mother? Why were my children so lacking? Why did I always feel like a failure? And how could I pray honestly about all this to God? How many children had he raised?



Why wasn’t I a more joyful and loving mother? Why were my children so lacking? Why did I always feel like a failure?





I knew the rational answers to some of these questions. Raising six children—a daughter and five sons—was my life’s work, and yet it was work that often pushed me beyond my own limits. I could rattle off the challenges in a single breath: I live in a harsh climate (Kodiak, Alaska) with five boys indoors much of the time through long, dark winters. My boys are not bookish, placid, or reserved. My husband travels often, so I am holding down the fort more than either of us ever wanted. And though we had planned for a family of four children, in my forties two more came—surprise children who enriched and complicated already overwhelmed schedules and lives.

Yet for all this, I knew my life circumstances were in some ways ideal. My husband and I are still married after more than thirty years. Duncan and I desire to please God with our lives. We are healthy. We love our schools, our church, our community. So why, after twenty years of parenting, is raising our children still so challenging?

HOW COULD GOD KNOW?

I was not alone in asking these questions. Perhaps these family scenarios sound similar to yours:





• Your precious three-year-old wakes up one day and decides he wants to run his own life. He doesn’t need you. The two of you, who once shared one body, are now wholly separate.

• You’re a homeschooling mother. You’ve given your life completely to your children, stepping away from responsibilities at church and work so you

can fully serve your family. You wonder if you will have any other ministry again. Where is the personal fulfillment you expected from this work?

• You’re a single parent, trying to support your two children. You have to put your younger child in day care. This was never part of your parenting plan. You ask yourself, How can I raise my kids to be godly adults when I’m absent so much?

• Your teenage son will barely speak to you. He is angry and distant. You struggle to love him—you hardly even like him right now. But admitting these feelings brings guilt. You thought you would always feel a deep love for him, as you did when he was an infant. What happened?

• You have a special-needs child who requires constant care. You love her, but this is not what you signed up for. You feel as though you’ve given up the life you and your wife desired. Resentment seeps in, then guilt.

• You’re parenting the best that you know how, guided by best-selling Christian books, but your children are not responding. Why aren’t they happy and content? What are you doing wrong? Why can’t you create the peaceful Christian home so many promise?






If you believe the parental angst and fatigue you feel is yours alone, consider this: In a survey conducted by Focus on the Family, the most frequent comment from mothers was that they felt like failures.1 Author Julie Ann Barnhill writes of leading a parenting group and being so struck by the levels of guilt and insecurity that she asked if there was anything the parents didn’t feel guilty about. Total silence ensued.2

Yet in many parenting groups, especially in church settings, parents are reluctant to speak the truth about their feelings and experiences. In a culture that increasingly devalues children, Christians fight to preserve biblical values of devotion to God and family. We who have unerring truth to guide us surely cannot feel overwhelmed. If our children are gifts from God, then how can we resent their takeover of our lives? If we can do all things through Christ, then nothing is too much for us to handle. How can we doubt? How can we question what everyone tells us is the greatest calling of our lives?



Ironically, pretending that parenting is easy diminishes the value of family.





Ironically, pretending that parenting is easy diminishes the value of family. As truth seekers and truth speakers, we need to be honest about the cost of parenting. None of us—no matter the depth of our faith, the extent of our research, or the number of nieces and nephews we have—truly knew all that would be required of us when our first child came through our doors. No words, in fact, could ever ready a man and woman for the lifelong work of parenting.

Yet not many of us have examined our own parenting assumptions and expectations, holding them up to the unsparing light of the Scriptures. In the absence of biblical truth, we quietly absorb the “truths” our culture offers us: Children are here for our happiness. We’re born with a natural instinct to love sacrificially. And if we simply devote ourselves to our parenting, our children will turn out as we want.

These were some of the silent voices I wrestled with that day in the spruce forest. But then came an answer to my emotional challenge to God: How do you know what it’s like to be a parent? It came as knowledge I had long possessed but never stepped into, like a pair of boots sitting by the door. I realized that God did indeed know how it felt to be a parent. I mean know not because of his omniscience, but know, as in lived, experienced, felt. Know from the inside out. God knows how I feel as a parent because he himself is a parent. He is my own heavenly Father, of course—and I a daughter who often, surely, disappoints him. This alone should be enough to tutor me in God’s own disappointments in parenthood. But there is far more. Fully three-fourths of the Bible tells the story of God’s fathering of the people of Israel, whom he tenderly called “my firstborn son” (Exodus 4:22). In the book of Malachi, God rebuked his unruly children, saying, “A son honors his father, and a servant his master. If I am a father, where is the honor due me?” (Malachi 1:6).

God identified himself as a mother as well, assuring his people, “As a mother comforts her child, so will I comfort you” (Isaiah 66:13). In Proverbs, Wisdom (as a personification of God’s wisdom) is feminine. And in the New Testament, Jesus compared his emotions to those of a mother (see Matthew 23:37). Throughout the Bible, God identifies himself as our heavenly parent, filling the roles of both mother and father.

That day in the forest, I remembered that the Old Testament records God’s parental relationship as one of great desire, incomprehensible love, unending compassion—yet Israel’s response to this perfect parental love was disobedience. One particular verse leaped out at me: “All day long I have held out my hands to an obstinate people” (Isaiah 65:2). In these words I found an astonishing reversal that quelled my tears and continues to bring amazement, comfort, and freedom.

In this verse, and throughout the Scriptures, we seldom see God as a happy, blithe parent. We see instead God hungering for more. God, whose every purpose stands, who “is not served by human hands” (Acts 17:25). The almighty God, ruler of the universe, who holds kings’ hearts in his hands. This same God reveals himself to us as a hurting and tender Father who longs for a deeper relationship with his children. We see God, the All Sovereign, choosing to make himself vulnerable to the whims and sins of his fallen children. We see God allowing his heart to be broken again and again by our failures. What kind of God is this? Not a God lessened in omnipotence. Not a God who has failed as a parent, though our twenty-first-century criteria might suggest otherwise. This is a God who understands all of my longings, frustrations, anger, and hurt for my children—and yours as well. God himself has been there.

WE ARE IMPERFECT BUT WE ARE NOT FAILURES

When we turn our eyes away from our culture to the reality of God’s own parenthood, and to the biblical narratives of other mothers and fathers, we find truths about parenting that challenge our contemporary preoccupations. When we look beyond the few select verses we often focus on, we see that parenting is more than five easy steps or three prayer-filled strategies. We realize that loss and heartache often accompany laughter and joy, even with the easiest child, and that though we are imperfect, we are not failures. Scripture exposes our simplistic notions of love and suggests that some of our goals for a Christian home may be based on history and tradition, or even our own convenience, rather than on God’s truth. Above all, Scripture returns us to our highest calling: to love the Lord our God first, before all others.

These recognitions brought me immense hope—and a hunger to discover more. As I searched God’s Word in more depth and breadth, and as I listened more closely to myself and to other parents, I began to find words for the silent assumptions I had long held close but had never expressed. I had assumed that unconditional love was a single, unwavering emotion. I had assumed, like many in our culture, that my husband and I were the makers and shapers of our children— that if we did our part right and performed well as parents, we would be rewarded with happy, godly children. I believed that fulfillment and joy would characterize all parenting and that if we hit a few problems along our parenting path, we would always find solutions. After all, doesn’t God’s Word promise all of this?

I have discovered that God’s Word promises something far different—far greater—than my feeble assumptions. God’s truths about parenting are as glorious and freeing as God himself, while our own half-truths are as human and limited as we are—and they hoist a crushing weight upon our backs.

The freedom God offers us is not like the world’s freedom, which often means escaping from family responsibilities. Instead, God’s truths call us back to our families with renewed commitment, love, and hope—hope that blooms from a whole pattern of thought, word, and action revealed throughout the Scriptures.



God’s truths call us back to our families with renewed commitment, love, and hope—hope that blooms from a whole pattern of thought, word, and action revealed throughout the Scriptures.





This book is not a manual to change your child: it is a deep gaze into the parenting heart of God our Father. As I wrote it over the past three years, my parenting challenges have increased, not diminished. My children—at present a twenty-year-old, three teenagers, a first grader, and a preschooler—are each wholly themselves, each with normal struggles that challenge me daily. Yet I have emerged from this writing process with a clearer and deeper faith in God’s purposes for me and my children—and for the first time in twenty years of parenting, with more hope and joy than guilt. My life as a parent is forever changed. May yours be as well.



For Reflection and Discussion

Read Exodus 4:22 and Isaiah 66:13.

1.  Do you think of yourself as God’s child? Why or why not?

2.  What words or images come to mind when you consider God as a parent?

3.  What do you feel most thankful for as a parent today?

4.  What do you feel most guilty about as a parent today?

5.  How might your parenting experience change if you believed that God has experienced some of the same parenting hopes, frustrations, and joys as you have?






Myth 1

Having Children Makes You Happy and Fulfilled

Discovering God’s Real Purpose in Giving Us Children

I recently received a sardonic e-mail accusing me of “blissfully pumping out babies” while the world is overpopulated and starving. I asked for it, in a way. I had written a cover story for a major Christian magazine defending the large family. The e-mail was long—but when I came to the word “blissfully” I had to smile. Clearly the writer did not have children. 

I thought the same B.C.—Before Children. In quiet hours I imagined blissful days with my little ones, cherubic angels whose pudgy hands would reach into the chocolate chip cookie dough with mine, who would sit enthralled with my every story. We would make snowmen in the driveway, then drink hot chocolate with marshmallows that would stick to our chocolaty mustaches. We would make our own valentines by hand and take long hikes in the woods and mountains. All of this, amazingly, has happened. And so much more! My e-mail correspondent was right—parenting has moments of bliss and beauty, when children deliver great happiness and fulfillment to their parents’ lives.

But how many of us tell the whole truth—that these moments do not define our lives with our children? That weeks, months, and sometimes even years go by when happiness and fulfillment through parenting are hard to find? I have friends whose walk through parenthood has been far more challenging than mine—and others’ have been far easier. Some friends look at me blankly when I speak of the hardships, frustrations, and betrayals of parenting. These are usually parents who are either still new to the job or whose children are now adults, with the hard years of toddlerhood and adolescence well behind them. I am glad for these friends. I need the optimism they share on both sides of child rearing. But I know that the majority of us in the trenches now would confess to a more complicated set of feelings.

EXPECTATIONS MEET REALITY

As I solicited stories for this book, a mother of a large family wrote to me after a particularly bad day at home.



Before children, I thought parenting would be an opportunity to do things the “right” way—a Christian home, loving discipline, a nurturing environment. After all, we had God on our side, so it would all end happily ever after. Then reality starts to rear its ugly head—sleep deprivation for decades at a time, rebellion, tempers, depression, and weariness that doesn’t seem to end. No, this isn’t what I bargained for, I will admit it. There are times when I wish I’d never signed up, when it’s difficult to see God working, and I feel so hopeless.




I heard from Janice, an educator and retreat leader who thought she would love playing Candy Land on the floor with her two young children. But she doesn’t. And now she’s wondering, since she wanted children for so long, why don’t the daily tasks of motherhood bring her the joy she expected?

Kyle and his wife adopted an older girl into their family and found their home profoundly changed, weighted with the grief of their new daughter’s difficult past.

Jerri left a promising career to have children, and she loved the move from career to home-making. But by her third baby, she was stretched so thin that she began longing for her other life.

Carl and Sandra tell me of their eldest son’s divorce—a possibility neither of them had anticipated.

I know all of these parents well, and they are wonderful mothers and fathers who love their children enormously. Every one of them could tell of many joys along the parenting road. Yet all confess to the unforeseen reality that children can bring as much hurt as happiness, as much frustration as fulfillment.

This question of fulfillment in parenthood has become a flash point among feminists, Christians, and parents of all stripes. Authors Susan Douglas and Meredith Michaels write in their book The Mommy Myth: “We are fed up with the myth—shamelessly hawked by the media—that motherhood is eternally fulfilling and rewarding, that it is always the best and most important thing you do…and that if you don’t love each and every second of it there’s something really wrong with you.”1

But should any of us measure the value of parenting by our levels of happiness? Here’s the question that matters: Does God’s Word promise us happiness and fulfillment through our children? Only through a hard look at Scripture do we find the answer to this question—and the real purpose to our parenting.

DOES THE BIBLE PROMISE HAPPINESS THROUGH OUR CHILDREN?

If anyone had asked me that question fifteen years ago, I might have quibbled with the word “promise,” but I would probably have answered yes. I would have cited the verse most quoted by parents, Psalm 127:3–5: “Sons are a heritage from the LORD, children a reward from him. Like arrows in the hands of a warrior are sons born in one’s youth. Blessed is the man whose quiver is full of them.” I might have quoted Psalm 113, in which the writer praises God for his care of his people: “He raises the poor from the dust and lifts the needy from the ash heap.… He settles the barren woman in her home as a happy mother of children” (verses 7, 9). And there I would have stopped.



Early in my parenting, I expected children to feel like a reward—like a hot fudge sundae after running a race, like a prize after finishing a difficult test.





These are wonderful verses, revealing the value that the psalmists placed on children. Yet I wonder if we have made too much of their implications. Early in my parenting, I expected children to feel like a reward—like a hot fudge sundae after running a
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