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Desperate Households Series, Part 3: Raising Kids
April 15th, 2007

If you’re a parent here this morning or hope to one day parent, then no doubt your heart is to raise children who are healthy and confident and vibrant, full of life, and who love God and have sound character. 

· We all want that. If you don’t have kids, then you no doubt want that for the various children in your life.  

· And yet, for a whole lot of reasons, the responsibility of raising kids has never been more challenging than it is today.

· In response to the busyness and complexity in their own lives parents can often find themselves gravitating toward parenting styles that really are less than ideal.

· Some, for example, tend toward hyper-control where they want to put their kids in a little bubble… protecting them from reality and culture; [scene from Bubble Boy movie]
Others may turn control of the family over to their children… letting their kids run completely wild. 

· In fact, I remember being in the room when a 10-year-old boy got mad about something and started screaming—not talking, screaming—at an adult who was not one of his parents. 

· He was screaming, “I hate you.” His parents didn’t respond, didn’t say a word, didn’t do a thing. After he left, there was an embarrassed silence in the room. 

· And then his mom said, “You know, I was so repressed and controlled as a child, and I am so glad Junior is learning to be congruent with his inner feelings of rage and hostility. I would never want to damage his psyche by shaming his transparent authenticity.” 

· And I thought if that kid was any more transparent, he’d be like Dennis Rodman. 

I’ve seen families where children are never allowed to watch TV—never. And then they go over to their friend’s houses and watch TV like little heroin addicts. 

· I’ve seen other families where everybody in the family has his or her own TV by the time they’re 6 years old; and there are no limits, no supervision, just free control of the remotes. 

· You see, I think we desperately need biblical, balanced wisdom so that every parent that is part of our community can put a stake in the ground and say, “This is the kind of human being that I want to raise, and this is how I intend to raise that human being as God helps me.” 

Of course, speaking about parenting is a humbling thing to do.  By no means am I an expert in parenting.  In fact, in every respect, I am a man under construction.  

· I’m not a perfect father… and I’m not raising perfect children.

· And yet, I’m encouraged to share this morning on parenting because the values I’m speaking about… I believe… and very much rooted in God’s Word, the Bible.

· And so, as we continue this series on Desperate Households, I want to look some of the core values… four key attitudes that I hope to instill in my children before they one day leave our home.

Now I want to encourage you listen very interactively this morning… applying what I’m sharing to your own context.  

· I’d also encourage you to jot down a few notes along the way.  In other words, I want us to leave today ready to make a few adjustments.

· If you don’t have children, then consider some ways in which you can apply some of these principles even in terms of how you relate to the kids in your world… because the role you can play and the impact you can have can honestly change their lives.

· So here are the values that I want my kids to have engraved on their hearts before they one-day leave our house. 

The first one is this: Gratitude
In other words, I want my children to grow up with the capacity for appreciation and gratitude and generosity. The apostle Paul writes about this in 1 Thessalonians 5:18.  He says, “Be thankful whatever the circumstances may be, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.”

· Part of the problem we face is that much of our culture, and most of our economy, is built on making people feel entitled to what they want but don’t already have. 

· A young girl once asked, “If God wants us to be happy all the time, why doesn’t he just give us everything we want?” That’s sort of a penetrating question. 

But think about this: If you want to develop a child with the capacity for gratitude, is it a good parenting strategy to make sure they always get everything they want? Is that a good idea? 

· See, in the short term, getting what they want always produces a burst of gratification, so it always seems like a good thing. 

· But in the long run, if I always gratify every desire, it will inevitably lead to selfishness and a sense of entitlement that will slowly erode the very capacity for gratitude that I want so much to build in their lives. 

A psychologist by the name of Don Baker writes that this sense of entitlement in our culture has gotten so strong that it has led, among other things, to a proliferation of lawsuits, because when people don’t get something that they want to have, they want to sue somebody. 

· For example, the San Francisco Giants were sued for passing out Father’s Day gifts to men only. No kidding… they got sued for that. 

· A psychology professor sued for sexual harassment because somebody hung mistletoe at a Christmas party. Sued for sexual harassment. 

· A psychic was awarded—didn’t just sue; was awarded—$986,000 when a doctor’s CT scan impaired her psychic abilities. 

· Now, my question is, shouldn’t she have known not to go to the doctor in the first place? 

· We live in a day when lawsuits like this are epidemic and some of this is due to this unhealthy and unrealistic sense of entitlement we have in our culture. 

Character qualities like gratitude, appreciation, and generosity of spirit will never be developed in a child if the parent thinks it’s his job to make sure all of the child’s desires get gratified. That’s not your job. 

· But what happens is that because busy parents so often feel guilty about their busyness they try to compensate by giving more money and more things to their kids. 

· This is a deadly combination… Guilt & Gifts: Guilt for not doing enough; Gifts to try and make up for it.

· Baker says that, as a result, we’re raising a generation that’s wrestling with what he calls “enriched deprivation.”

· Kids are given way too much stuff that they don’t need and that’s not good for them, and not nearly enough of what they desperately need. 

Now, beyond compensating for our busyness, we also cave into our kids desire for this or that because of how it makes us feel.

· In other words, the biggest barrier to saying no was that I knew if I said yes, then I’d be the hero.

· You see, I love to give to my kids… but not just because I’m altruistic, but also because when I do, I get a burst of gratitude and joy. 

· And who doesn’t like that? Who doesn’t want to be a hero? 

· So saying no to our children mans that we need to also say no to ourselves. 

Are you willing to do this?  Are you willing… are we willing… to put the long-range character development of our kids ahead of our own short-term gratification? 

· Because what I prize most and desire most for my child, far more than any particular thing, is the development of a really good character and a really grateful heart and a capacity to go through life with a sense of wonder and appreciation…

· And not to fall prey to this sense of entitlement that plagues our day. 

· I want them to have the capacity to go through life as grateful people, because to go through life with a sense of entitlement is simply not God’s best for them… 

· And will make it so much more difficult for them to embrace Paul’s words here in 1 Thess. 5:18 “Be thankful whatever the circumstances may be, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.”

The second value that is real important is: Responsibility.

At birth, the dependency factor for a human being is 100 percent; and the responsibility factor starts out at zero. 

· And so, as a parent, my goal every year is to help the dependency factor go down and help the responsibility factor go up. 

· Years ago when the girls were younger, we rented the Disney movie Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs.  

· Now, of course, Snow White is an absolute classic… and yet, in terms of personal responsibility, I realized how much it models something very much different than what I want for my daughters. 

· I mean, here’s a woman hiding from her stepmother because she feels helpless and afraid. 

· She takes a job doing menial labor for seven vertically challenged cranky guys because she’s afraid she could never find more fulfilling work. 

· And the whole time she’s just passively waiting to get rescued by somebody while singing, “Some day, my prince will come.” 

I wanted my girls to know: Don’t ever do that. If you’re ever in this situation, you just go and confront that evil queen face to face. 

· Tell her to come to grips with the aging process, and tell her that you have no intention of being the fall guy because of her neurotic insecurities about fading sexual attractiveness. 

· Tell her to stop talking to her mirror and find a good therapist. 

· And tell the seven short, cranky guys to get a life. If they cannot handle basic challenges of personal hygiene and housekeeping then they’ll have to find some other co-dependent enabler to support their domestic passivity.

· And stop waiting for some prince to come and rescue you. Build deep relationships. Find meaningful work. Serve the poor. 

· And when it’s time to choose a prince, let Daddy decide who the prince is going to be.  

You see, when responsibility does not get developed in a human being, that person gets crippled. Responsibility is the capacity to own my life and my problems; it’s nobody else’s. 

· Paul writes about this in Galatians 6:5. To the church at Galatia, he says, “Each of you should carry your own load.” You’ve got to own your own life!

· Parents, you can’t wait until a kid hits 18 to start teaching this lesson. Here’s an example that will often occur. A child will say to a parent, I’m bored. Do you ever hear that one? I’m bored. 

And very often, the parent is tempted to take that on as his or her problem. So the mom, for example, will start generating ideas. 

· Well, why don’t you go outside and play? No, that’s too boring. 

· Well, why don’t you call up some friends and have them come over? No, nobody’s home. 

· And then the mom will just take it as her job to keep pitching ideas. 

· Well, why don’t you draw a picture? Write a letter to the editor. Do a science experiment. Memorize a chapter of the Bible. Read War and Peace.  

· Boring… boring… boring… What else you got?  

· You just keep pitching them, and your kid will just keep hitting them out… at least until he gets just what he wants. 

So, what’s the child learning in this? The child is learning: My boredom is your problem; it’s your job to keep me entertained. 

· And if that’s what they learn, they will go through their life waiting for somebody else to come along and make their life interesting, fulfilling, easier, more comfortable, more workable.  And that is far from living God’s best life for your children.

· On the boredom deal, the correct response, if a kid comes to you with that one, is to say: “You know, boredom is a real problem, and I am confident you’ll be able to come up with a really good solution.” 

· And then, you walk away. You walk away because they need to learn that this is their life and that they need to take responsibility for it. 
The next value that I hope my kids are able to grab hold of is Imperfection!  

Not that I’m wanting them to be imperfect… or that I hold imperfection as a value in my life… but simply that they understand that they are, in fact, imperfect. 

· Writing to the church at Rome, Paul says, in Romans 12:3, “Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment.”

· And yet, every one of us does what it is that Paul warns against here. In fact, psychologists in our day talk about what they call the self-serving bias. 
· Sometime ago one of the girls did something they weren’t supposed to do; but they were denying it. 
· The problem was that I didn’t have incontrovertible proof… there was no smoking gun. And yet, the circumstantial evidence was overwhelming. 
So I was doing a cross examination, trying to get them to break down... kind of like Jack McCoy would do on Law & Order. 
· But she was pretty savvy. In fact, at one point, she looked up at me with deep hurt and misty eyes and a quiver in the voice and a trembling lip and said, “Daddy, do you think I’d lie to you?” 
· I said. “Of course I think you could lie to me, honey. Everybody I’ve ever known has lied at one time or another.  It’s not a good thing… but we all have the capacity for it.”
Do you remember the most famous story about lying in American history? Yes… George Washington cutting down the cherry tree. His father asked, “Who cut down this tree?” And George said, “I cannot tell a lie. It was me.” 
· That was in a biography of Washington written by a guy named Parson Weems in 19th century. Well… do you know that he made the story up?! 
· I mean, the most famous story about not lying in American history was a lie!  
· So, I said to her, “Honey… anybody who says they never lie, they’re lying. Mostly, I think you tell the truth. Mostly, I do. But absolutely, I think you’d lie.” 
· Suddenly it got real quiet in the back seat. 
You see, there are two separate issues here. One is, “Do I think you’re a person worthy of being valued and celebrated and cherished and encouraged and loved?” 
· The other is, “Do I think that you are a sinner capable of really messing up?” And the answer to both is… Absolutely! 
· And one reason why this is so important is that if I under-emphasize my child’s propensity to sin, if I pretend like there is no real capacity for evil in them— then it creates a conflict inside of them.
· You see… they know it’s there… and inside, eventually, they’ll begin to think, “If Dad knew the real truth about me, he wouldn’t love me.” And they will learn how to hide. 
One of the best ways you help your child better understand his or her imperfections is to recognize your own.  And one of the ways you can express this to your kids is by apologizing and asking their forgiveness when you do something wrong. 

· I was supposed to do something for one of the girls… but I just wasn’t able to get to it.  It’s not even like I forgot… there just weren’t enough hours in the day.
· When they complained to me about it, my immediate response was just to kind of take the offensive and remind them of all the running around I had been doing for them.
But, in the midst of that, I just stopped and said, “You know… you’re right.  I said I’d get it done and I didn’t.  I’m sorry.”
· Maybe the single greatest way that a child learns to say they’re not perfect is when they have a parent who can appropriately confess and repent. 
· Perhaps some of you need to do that today. There are some of you sitting in this room, and there’s something wrong between you and one of your children. 
· You need to go make it right. Make the decision now that you’re going to do it today. 
The last value that I’m going to share this morning… the last insight that I hope will be engraved deeply in my kids… and in the hearts of all of our kids… is that they are loved!
The apostle Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 13:13, “Now these three remain—faith, hope and love, but the greatest—even of these, the one that will last forever—the greatest of these is love.”
· Every human being needs to know that their mere existence on this earth is the source of delight and value not only to God… but also to the people who brought them into the world. 
· There’re two ways we do that. The first is with our words.  Truth is, it’s fairly easy to say some pretty careless things to their kids… especially when you’re tired and frustrated. 
· A parent in a grocery store gets frustrated with a fussy toddler— not a defiant human being, just a human, fussy toddler—and the parent starts saying, 
· “What’s the matter with you? Why do you act so stupid? I can’t take you anywhere.” 
· Think about what that’s doing to that child’s heart?
Parents, you need to express affection and appreciation on a regular basis. And watch your kid carefully. 
· Find out what’s the language that they best receive, and tell them that you love them. If it’s awkward and you’re not real good at it, tell them anyway. 
· If you didn’t get it much when you were growing up, and that’s a source of pain to you, tell them anyway. If sometimes they don’t tell you back, tell them anyway. 
· This is not about getting your children to make you feel loved. You are the parent. It’s never our children’s job to satisfy our neediness or emptiness. 
· You’re going to have to get that addressed somewhere else… because, one way or another, it is your job is to build up their hearts.

Now, the second way we can help our kids grasp just how much we love them is by simply spending time with them.
· We all know what an invaluable commodity time has become in our culture.  That’s why we talk about “spending” time… because it carries the same kind of value as money.  

· And, as our kids start getting a little older, they begin to see that.  They’re able to see just how valuable our work, our careers, our time are to us. 

· So when we put our careers aside to be with them, a sort of instinctive algebra kicks in. They think, “Career is important to dad. Dad stops career to be with me. Therefore my Dad thinks I am more important than his career! Wow!”
Now, I’ve heard a number of parents say that when it comes to time, quantity isn’t important— that it’s quality time that counts. Let me just tell you… that’s a myth. 

· You can’t say to your teen, “Okay...I have 25 minutes. Let’s get into an intense, in-depth conversation before I have to go back to work.” 
· No, to get some QUALITY time with your teens you have to have chunks of QUANTITY time… because they usually won’t open up until we include them in a large block of our time. 

· In other words, we need to plant some SEEMINGLY unimportant moments in order to harvest a few of those very special moments.

For example, if you sit down and give you daughter your undivided QUANTITY attention here’s what she might say: 

· “Well, dad, then we went to the mall, but nothing much was happening there except a sale at Old Navy and I found the cutest top but they didn’t have my size. 

· Then we got a strawberry smoothie… it was great! You should get one the next time you’re there.

· After that a few of us went to Melissa’s house.  Do you remember her sister?  She went started college this year. I forget what she’s majoring in.  

· Anyway… her boyfriend started smoking and asked us if we wanted to try it.  I didn’t… but Jennifer did.  She gave me a hard time for saying no…”

Do you see what I mean? When it comes to conversing with our teens there’s a sense in which you have to put up with a lot of “oysters” to get a few “pearls.” 

· And putting up with those oysters—giving our kids our undivided attention even while they tell us about the relatively unimportant things about their lives— communicates our love more clearly than just about anything else. 

· They sort of expect that we’ll be there to rescue them when they’re in some kind of crisis… 

· but when we remain present through the ordinary, everyday moments, the they really begin to catch on… that we care… that we really love them.

But just don’t forget that you’ll never “find” that kind of extended quality time… you’ll have to “make” it.  

· And that will only happen when “making memories” and “sharing moments” with our kids takes on a much higher priority in our lives.  

· Because unless we make it more of a priority, than know that that time will always be taken by other people and other activities.

Well, those are just some of the things that I’d like to see engraved on my kids’ hearts before they leave our home one-day.  It’s what I believe is on God’s heart for all of our kids.
· Here’s the assignment that I want to give you. If you’re a parent and married, do this with your spouse for about ten minutes. 
· If you’re a single parent—and those of you that are face heroic challenges—I’d invite you to get together with a friend and spend ten minutes on the points I spoke about and ask yourself, Which of these things do I most need to go after? 
· Which one do I really need to work on? Then start pursuing it this week. 
Don Baker:  What Happy People Know: How the New Science of Happiness Can Change Your Life for the Better, page 161.

John Ortberg: Message entitled “Parenting: Same Universe, Different Planet”.






