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TO CHARLOTTE AND HENRY.

God’s goodness has never been sweeter
or more real to me than in the gift of you two.
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DO YOU EVER SKIM A BOOK’S OPENING SECTION because you’re short on time or in a hurry to get to parts you think will be more important?

I’ve done it. Probably many times. Whenever I rush through the beginning, I regret it later. Missing foundational parts of the story can make it hard to enjoy the rest of the book. Plus, beginnings can be wonderful in and of themselves. Sometimes the opening chapter of a book or the prelude to a piece of music is a masterpiece. Not just a perfunctory way to open, but a shimmering display of the artist’s talent and a captivating experience you wouldn’t want to miss.

This book is about a special kind of beginning. It is about the glorious opening act of human life—childhood.

God designed childhood to be an abundant, expansive season of companionship, creativity, and discovery. But that sacred season is being violated. As a book’s introduction is destroyed by hurried reading, childhood is wrecked by speed.

Imagine you’re a child being spun around like a top by forces beyond your control. You’d like to slow down to enjoy some of the things you see spinning by, but there is too much coming at you too fast. Living this way makes it hard to focus or find your balance. This is how it feels to be a child caught up in the frantic pace of modern life.

When kids grow up too quickly and experience life at top speed, there is little room for God in their thoughts or on their calendars. Seldom do they have enough time to play and explore, or to stay with an activity long enough to experience the sweet joy of perseverance. As a result, kids are struggling to establish roots in community, reliable morals, or any kind of relationship with God. A fast childhood is distracted, shallow, and anxious.

This crisis is present-tense, but it leads to problems down the road as well. Too many young people are reaching adulthood dizzy and bewildered about who they are and where they belong. They are spiritually and emotionally immature, unable to maintain loving relationships or handle the ups and downs of normal life.

We all sense it. Parents, grandparents, teachers, ministers, even young adults who are just emerging from adolescence can sense the precarity of childhood and can see that our pace of life has something to do with it. What pace-related problems have you been noticing?

There are many forms of speed that disrupt our lives, but I have homed in on five that I believe cause the most harm to children today:


	Instant gratification


	Hurried schedules


	High-speed, always-on media


	Rapid consuming


	Growing up too fast




These habits are deeply ingrained in our lives, but it doesn’t have to be this way. We can restore a gentle pace for kids to grow deep relational roots and inner character, but we need a vision and strategies for how to get there. That’s what you’ll find in Savoring Childhood: Practical Wisdom for Slowing Down.

Together we’ll consider five essential ways of slowing: Slow Gratification, Slow Schedules, Slow Media, Slow Consuming, and Slow Growing Up. We will look at how to practice each of these with our kids. And we will look at how to practice slowing down in our own lives. Parents must embrace a slower way themselves in order to help their kids have a gentler pace of life.

Perhaps I should confess before we go any farther: I don’t live off the grid or anything like that, though I admire those who do. I live in a city and shop at the grocery store and worry about being on time for the carpool. And I frequently fail to live at the gentle pace of Jesus. But I am learning a better way. That way—the way of Jesus—is not a heavy burden but a light yoke, an unforced offer to recalibrate us step by step.

This book has no heroic overnight solutions. (Looking for “quick fixes” is just another symptom of our hurry-mindedness, anyway.) Instead, the suggestions I offer are small, practical ways to push back against hurry habits and unhealthy attitudes about time. They come from my family’s real-life experimentation—our triumphs as well as our frustrations. I share them with you as invitations to live with greater freedom, greater connection, and greater depth. They are not really my invitations, but God’s.

Whatever little corner of the world is within your effective control—your home, your classroom, your carpool, your night to have the grandkids over—no matter how small or big your influence in a child’s life might be, each interaction is a golden opportunity to partner with God in creating the conditions where kids can flourish.

If we step into God’s invitations to slow down childhood, we will see a resurgence of joyful young people who know themselves to be beloved children of God and who have a deep capacity to give and receive love. We’ll see more children and young adults who can face challenging circumstances and respond with the character of Jesus even when it’s most difficult. We’ll be giving kids a better chance to live free from compulsions, anxiety, and addiction. In short, we’ll be restoring the right pace for savoring childhood.

Childhood is both a beginning and more than a beginning. It is life. Life as a child.

So don’t be in such a hurry that you miss its beautiful (and crucial) gifts.


HOW TO READ THIS BOOK

Every reader and every family is unique, so you and the children you love may not struggle with every form of hurry addressed on these pages. To make your reading fruitful, I suggest choosing one of these two approaches:


	1. Read straight through the entire book and mark chapters that you want to return to later for in-depth practice. Ask God to highlight in your mind the areas you and your family need to work on. When you are ready for deep practice, go to a chapter and stay with it as long as you need to for the ideas to move from your head to your heart and into real expression in your life. Then turn to the next area the Holy Spirit highlights for you. Go at your own pace and in the order that suits your family’s unique situation.


	2. Read a chapter and pause. Before you move on, try out a practice (or a few). If possible, find someone to discuss it with you—your spouse, family, church group, or book club. Share your insights and learn from theirs. Stay with a chapter or a section while you practice for a few weeks. Once you have seen some improvement in your life and your child’s life, turn to the next chapter.




At this gentle pace for reading and practicing, you may take up to half a year to process Savoring Childhood. That is more than fine. After all, savoring is slow work.











Part 1
Slow Gratification
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HOW HAVE THINGS BECOME more instant in your lifetime?

When I ask this question in group settings, we all laugh a little as we recall listening to the hiss and hum of the modem while waiting on a dial-up internet connection, watching TV shows one episode at a time with a whole week between installments, and spending months hoping a catalog order will finally arrive in the mail.

Now we feel impatient with an internet connection slower than 100 megabits per second. (The fact that we even have the phrase “megabits per second” in our vocabularies should tell us something!) And it isn’t just the speed of our internet connections that has accelerated.


Someone can “dash” food or supplies to our doors at any time, day or night.

Companies compete to offer you the fastest way to reach your goals—from weight loss to master’s degrees.

You can skip the line with early check-ins, and you can transfer money with a thumbprint.

Haven’t we all marathon-watched a show—viewing all the episodes of a series in instant succession thanks to on-demand viewing?

Simply command your device, and you can get directions, play music, and have your queries answered in a matter of seconds.



It’s wild to think how pervasive this easy-button approach to life has become, especially in the past ten to fifteen years. It might sound like paradise, but it comes at a cost. Have you noticed any of these problems in your kids, yourself, or the broader population?


	fragile or aggressive responses to even the smallest delays and inconveniences


	anxiety and avoidance in difficult tasks


	low endurance or fear of commitment (in long-term relationships, jobs, projects, etc.)


	entitlement and lack of gratitude




Speeding up the wait between wanting and getting makes our days less toilsome and more efficient, but it also stunts the growth of patience, perseverance, and self-control. These qualities, which develop slowly by God’s help and our cooperation, make us people who are a blessing to be around, able to think of others, not just ourselves. And they make our contentment robust, less likely to crack when things are hard.

This is the quality of life Jesus had, and it blossomed out of the life he cultivated. Jesus came into the world through the unrushed process of developing in his mother’s womb and being born, being a child, and growing up. He embraced the limitations of human existence at a particularly tough time in history. His life was rustic and slow. He walked places, worked hard to earn a living, experienced hunger and thirst, disappointment, temptation, and pain, always choosing the most loving way rather than the most expedient way.

All this non-instant, effortful living, and yet Jesus flourished as a human being. He savored beautiful friendships with people and with God. His words “not my will but yours be done” display his patience and his freedom from having to get his own way (Luke 22:42). People were drawn to Jesus’ wise, kind, and non-anxious presence. He was fully, radiantly, responsibly alive!

This is how it can be for us, too. Richard Foster’s classic Celebration of Discipline explores how a person can grow into the inward character and quality of life that Jesus had. Foster opens with these words: “Superficiality is the curse of our age. The doctrine of instant satisfaction is a primary spiritual problem.” Impatience isn’t a side issue when it comes to our spiritual health. It is perhaps the most pernicious barrier to that glorious earthly existence that author Rich Villodas calls “the deeply formed life.”

The more we choose instant and easy, the harder it becomes to engage constructively, not to mention joyfully, in daily activities where magical, easy-button solutions don’t exist. The harder it becomes to maintain friendships and family ties that take hard work and dedication. And the harder it becomes to sit with and savor one of life’s slowest journeys: a gradually unfolding and ever-deepening relationship with God.

If we want our children to share in Christ’s radiant aliveness, we need to help them experience slow gratification.

Of course, we all know that our world isn’t going to revert back to slower ways. Slow gratification used to be as natural and unavoidable as waiting on the sun to come up. Now, immediacy is on tap everywhere we turn. Not only can we skip the slow stuff if we so choose, in many cases the choice has already been made for us in the products and technologies we use. In this fast gratification landscape, we need God to point us to the settings where kids can work hard and endure, collaborate and wait—so that the seeds of patience and contentment can mature and bear fruit in their lives.

I intentionally chose to make slow gratification our first stop on the Savoring Childhood journey because nothing is more likely to halt our progress than the illusion of instant success. Our society runs on the currency of shortcuts and “guaranteed results in three days, or your money back.” That sort of mentality affects the way we approach complex issues, like the ones in this book. We want the tide to shift so that childhood is slow and wonderful . . . and we want it to shift now. We want things in our homes and schools to be better, and we want that change to be quick and painless. But there are no shortcuts in a child’s character development and there are no overnight solutions for the problems that stand in the way of that formation. The lessons in the following chapters aren’t just for our children. They are also for us, so that we will be ready for the slow work of renewal ahead.

As we root out our own impatience, we will strengthen our ability to go the distance in helping our children with theirs.

So let’s begin. Freedom ahead!
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Sweet Countdowns



“HOW LONG TILL WE GET TO THE BEACH, MOMMY?” We were about seven minutes from our driveway the first time Henry asked. He was four years old, and the two of us were headed from our home in the foothills of South Carolina down to the coast, where the rest of the family would join us at the end of the school week.

Expecting him to be disappointed that so much of the trip lay ahead of us, I framed my answer as an apology. “Sorry, buddy, but we still have more than three hours to go.”

Hours and minutes were somewhat abstract to Henry’s young mind, but he understood that three hours was a lot of time. Still, his little spirit was so full of excitement that he squealed with joy, “Hooray, hooray! Only three more hours till we get to the beach!”

His response lifted my spirits, so a short time later when he asked again, “How much longer till we get to the beach?” I cheerily reported, “Only two hours and forty-five minutes to go!”

“Yes!” he shouted. “We are getting closer!”

He was right. We were getting closer with every second and minute that passed. And rather than focusing on the fact that we weren’t there yet, he was focused on our movement in a good direction—and he was actually savoring the journey. He chattered away in his car seat about things he was hoping to do when we arrived. He asked me to name every cousin, aunt, and uncle who would be there. He was looking forward to building a sandcastle and excited about what we might have for supper. As we drove, Henry was making plans in glad anticipation of his desires rather than fretting over the not yet of it all.

For the rest of the ride, he continued to ask for the countdown to arrival. Instead of feeling exasperated by his repetitive questions, I got more and more tickled by his enthusiasm.

Whenever we make the trek to the ocean, our family brings up this story. I suppose it reminds us that the journey can be part of the fun, even though it involves waiting. The memory holds out a glimmer of possibility: Children can learn to wait . . . even to wait with joy.


THE LOST MAGIC OF EXPECTANCY

So much effort and innovation these days goes into speeding up the journey, whether it’s a literal journey to a physical destination or the journey from I want it to I have it. This pattern of instant fulfillment has a diluting effect on joy.

On a folded sheet of yellowing paper that my mom discovered among some family documents, there is an unpublished essay by my great-aunt Eugenia Pearson called “The Magic of Expectancy.” Eugenia writes,

The youthness of youth is due largely to fervent and undiluted expectancies. People begin to be old, regardless of birthdays, when they limit and tame down their expectancies. Of course they try to feel that this taming down and limitation are respectable by calling them “settling down.” They seem to ignore the fact that in a living, changing, and growing world there can be no settling down at any stage of life. Expectancy keeps us in the creative livingness of life, where all desires are energized.


Eugenia was from an era of waiting stoically and not getting one’s hopes up. She was a teenager during the Great Depression. To her contemporaries, she brings the message that it is good to dream big and lean into longings. It’s a beautiful reminder not to give up on expecting God to do something wonderful, even when times are tough.

We are from a different era. Today, expectancy isn’t dulled by having our hopes dashed constantly by hardship, but rather by having them fulfilled instantly, always. Like the character Veruca Salt in Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory, who sings, “I want the world. . . . I want it now!” children who habitually get what they want without delay are tyrannical when they have to wait. You see, entitlement is not expectancy. Impatience is not expectancy. Instant gratification has an unholy power to warp how our children think and feel. It muddies the clear, delicious water of expectancy and turns it into exasperation—a sour drink that makes waiting sheer misery.

Like a little devil on our shoulder, impatience whispers angry, fitful complaints in our ear that make us focus on what we don’t have. But there is another way to wait. A way of waiting that focuses on what we will have with confidence and enthusiasm.




SLOWING IT DOWN WITH SWEET COUNTDOWNS

As tempting as it is to try to spare our kids the pain of waiting, the best way to ease their anguish is to help them discover that waiting is not so bad. My favorite strategy for shifting a child’s perspective from exasperation to expectancy is to use countdowns. A countdown breaks up a long process into a series of small celebrations. This is not a trick to anesthetize or speed up delayed gratification. In fact, countdowns highlight rather than hide the reality of how far away you are from a desired destination or outcome. But by marking progress and celebrating milestones, countdowns make the journey feel endurable, even enjoyable. Children benefit from the way that countdowns place something attainable in the foreground while giving them freedom to talk about their hopes and imagine the future. Even if a desired outcome is very far away and progress is slow and gradual, stepping out the journey helps young people look forward with delight rather than despair. The journey itself is a fertile space for practicing patience and cultivating gratitude. Not everything a child wishes to attain is worth pursuing, but healthy desires deserve the space to gain momentum, even to reach the intensity of what we might call longing. Delayed gratification makes that crescendo possible, and makes attainment all the more sweet when it finally comes. The natural byproduct is heartfelt appreciation.

Perhaps that is why countdowns are woven into the fabric of our life together as the church. Traditionally, Christians have observed a yearly rhythm of celebrations and holy days, often preceded by a time of preparation. Take Advent, the four-week period leading up to Christmas. The traditions of Advent help us to wait expectantly for the yearly celebration of Christ’s birth and to remember all of the important events leading up to it. Christians who observe Advent mark the journey in different ways: opening compartments on an Advent calendar, reading daily devotions, and lighting a series of candles to celebrate Hope, Peace, Joy, Love, and finally Christ, the Light of the World. Compared to the eons of waiting that preceded the first Christmas, this one month countdown is like the blink of an eye, but it delays our celebration long enough to help us experience some of the longing our forebears must have felt as they awaited the Messiah’s birth. If we rush into the celebratory parts of Christmas without any runway, we miss out on what is actually a very practical way to nurture wholesome desires and genuinely thankful hearts. Instant gratification eliminates that crescendo and snuffs out its benefits.

Creating a runway also helps us enter Christmas more mindfully and responsively. At the heart of the Christmas miracle is a personal invitation: God has come to us. Will we come to him? Advent provides the space we need to contemplate that divine invitation, so that when Christmas arrives, we may respond with the exuberance of the shepherds and with the awe of the Magi.

There is one more benefit to this sweet countdown to Christmas. In the quiet waiting before the fanfare of Christmas Day, we can pay attention to the often ignored ache in our hearts for Christ to come again and set all things right. Even as we prepare to celebrate God’s availability to us here and now, the countdown connects us with sensations, symbols, readings, and songs that kindle joyful expectancy for a fuller consummation than we have yet experienced. We are several minutes on our journey, with all of eternity to go!

Advent is one specific example of a countdown that people have traditionally used to extend gratification and savor the journey, and there are many others. When you were a kid, what helped you learn to wait? By pulling from the experiences that worked for you as a child, as well as from classic countdowns like Advent, you can design your own countdowns when you need a strategy to help your kids overcome instant gratification. Let’s dig into a few ways this might look in your context.




HOW TO PRACTICE SWEET COUNTDOWNS

If an instant lifestyle is getting in the way of your child’s ability to practice patience and savor longer processes, here are some tips for reclaiming the sweet parts of waiting.


	
1. Don’t avoid telling kids about good things that are far off. The farther out you tell them, the longer the on-ramp for their mental preparation so that they can engage deeply and savor the experience. Of course, age is a consideration. Start with brief countdowns for toddlers (a few hours, or one day before a big occasion). And build up to extended countdowns with big kids for whom even a year or more should not be too long to sustain expectancy for something wonderful.

A longer on-ramp also means you might have to answer eight hundred questions and risk the fallout of disappointment if something is canceled, but go ahead and tell them anyway. Shielding your kids from waiting and possible disappointment only defers the pain until they are older, and like getting your tonsils out, the older you are, the tougher the recovery.



	
2. Make the countdown tangible. We are sensory creatures, so lean into visual, tactile, participatory ways to mark out the steps of a journey and energize hopeful waiting. We have digitized our lives to such a degree that invitations and calendars are often invisible to our kids. If we bring the waiting out of the shadows, we will reap the benefits of growing our children’s patience. 

I remember schoolteachers helping us make paper chains to count down to the end of the year. Kids can tear off one circle a day to process the movement of time and look forward with joyful expectancy. You can also make an interactive countdown to a special occasion for little ones by drawing on invitations. Draw a circle for each day from now until the big event, and let your child make a smiley face in one circle each day. Marking the time becomes something they look forward to and helps them see how many more days they have to go: “Only eight more smileys until the birthday party!”

Visual countdowns can help subdue impatience and give a sense of progress even for big kids, who are particularly overloaded with digital (intangible) modes of tracking time and events. Print and display their invitations on the fridge and keep a physical family calendar with highlights like a special sleepover, a field trip, a concert or performance.



	
3. Loop kids in on preparations. Even if a child’s help actually makes life harder for you—and it will!—it forms something important in children to see themselves as contributors, and preparing can set their minds on the good that is to come with fresh energy and enthusiasm. Eventually kids who have taken part in preparations become truly helpful and enjoy it. We have finally reached that stage, and it is so rewarding!


	Before a party: Kids can help spruce up the house, cut flowers from the yard, and set the table. My husband’s sisters always get their kids to decorate a huge homemade sign for welcome-home parties or birthday celebrations. All ages can participate in making their mark.


	Before a trip: Giving kids some tasks to check off turns the pre-trip into a period of joyful expectancy. With little ones, tasks can be as simple as choosing which stuffed animals to bring. Extend the countdown even more by having them choose one stuffed animal per day. “Your stuffies will be waiting to see who’s next!” As our kids have gotten older, they’ve enjoyed drawing maps of places we’re going, creating grocery lists, and helping us pack. Keep funneling energy toward getting ready for the trip to keep impatience at bay.






	4. Talk about hopes in family prayers. When you pray aloud together, thank God for opportunities that you are looking forward to. Share your own excitement, voice your frustration when waiting is hard, and encourage kids to voice their feelings honestly. “How long, O Lord?” is a biblical plea (see Psalm 13, for example). Including God in our looking forward helps kids learn that our heavenly Father cares about all the intimate details of his children’s lives. All good experiences worth waiting for are his gifts to us.




Enduring a child’s many questions and emotions is a test of endurance for grown-ups. If we’re honest, we could use the practice. Becoming patient is a lifelong process. So keep answering those questions, patiently and enthusiastically. Building up our own endurance helps prepare us for the long journey of shepherding young people into the childhood experiences that will help them to grow in wisdom, character, and love for God. This is the goal ahead of us, the great destination we are expectantly, or perhaps anxiously, awaiting.

“My little children,” Paul wrote to the Galatians, “I am again in the pain of childbirth until Christ is formed in you” (Galatians 4:19). Long journeys, even spiritual ones, can at times be excruciating. But with every yes we give to God, with every step we take to cooperate with his grace, even with every chapter we read and every suggestion we put into practice, we are getting closer. (You are closer now than you were before you read this sentence!)

So hold on to joyful expectancy. And “may the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that you may abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit” (Romans 15:13).
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Stretching



I KEEP A LITTLE NOTE ON MY DESK that Henry gave me a few years back.

It says,

[image: Photo of handwritten note that says, “Would you like to play after your done?”]

I can get too caught up in work sometimes, so the note is a reminder to treasure opportunities to be with my people. To say yes, whenever I can, to their requests to spend time with me.

Another reason the note sits on my desk is because it’s an artifact that represents a little parenting triumph. I can’t remember now what game or activity Henry had in mind when he wrote this, but I remember that I was on a work call. Henry quietly slipped in and handed me his handwritten request. I wrote back, Yes, but not right now. Maybe at 4:00. And he respectfully gave me a thumbs-up.

I told Henry afterward that I was proud of him for accepting the delay graciously. This isn’t always the reaction we get when telling our kids no or not yet. But we’re working on it. Henry’s calm acceptance of my answer that day was evidence that our approach was paying off.

As important as it is for me to put the kids ahead of my to-dos and say yes to their requests for my attention, it’s also good for them to see me working and sticking with a task. And sometimes they need to hear me say, “Not right now.” Children’s development should include progressive growth in their capacity to deal calmly with delays and disappointments.

There is great freedom in not having to get your way.


OUR STRUGGLE TO SAY NO

Every person who loves a child knows that it’s hard to say no. We’d rather be the fairy godmother than the one who denies a request. It’s an aspect of our love—that drive to please and gratify our children’s desires. But real love acts in accordance with what is good for someone, even when that means delaying or denying their requests.

We know this, and yet some of us seem to have a very tough time with tough love. The Old Testament is full of well-meaning parents who couldn’t tell their children no—with disastrous results. For example, Jacob pampered his favorite son, Joseph, and didn’t stop him from bragging and getting his way among his siblings. He was such a nuisance that his brothers sold him into servitude and faked his death. Thankfully, character flaws aren’t irreversible, as the rest of Joseph’s story proves. It’s an interesting case study on the way that adversity can produce good fruit in a person’s spirit, whereas overindulgence spoils it.

Overindulgence is not unique to our times, but it does seem to have gotten worse.

It is hard to say no to our kids today because, in most cases, we could say yes. We live in an era of disdain for moderation. And we are surrounded by “treat yourself” mantras and messages in ads, movies, and music that teach us and our kids to expect, even demand, satisfaction. Even though around 40 percent of US families struggle to provide basic necessities on a regular basis, children in these households hear the same messages we all do, and they see how people who live without limits are celebrated as heroes.

It’s also hard to say no to our children today because we fear that restricting them in any way could induce shame. Naturally, parents who have a past history of being hurt by someone saying no in a manipulative or shaming manner may resist saying no to their own kids. We are all prone to compensate for bad experiences by going too far in the other direction. It’s important for each of us to examine our personal patterns and motivations as well as the habits that circulate in the surrounding culture to see how our lifestyles promote instant gratification for our kids.

Our struggle to delay or deny children’s demands is significant because instantly fulfilling their desires creates expectations that can’t stand hits. Fragility ultimately makes kids less happy, less fulfilled. You can see symptoms of that inward inflexibility in tantrums, social withdrawal, and violent behavior in young people. If unchecked, these behaviors get worse in adolescence and adulthood.

Little exertions of self-will are normal and healthy. We want children to develop their opinions and preferences and learn to self-advocate. But never having to wait or hear “no” ultimately enslaves children to getting their way.




SLOWING IT DOWN WITH STRETCHING

In the Gospels we see that Jesus’ freedom to do God’s will and remain calm under every form of pressure and disappointment flows out of a lifetime of self-denying practice. Anyone who hopes to respond with Jesus’ inward flexibility must imitate his way of formation and practice the same disciplines. “If any wish to come after me, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me” (Matthew 16:24).

Especially in such a fast-gratification climate, we cannot assume that kids will just automatically develop the interior flexibility to remain calm and content when things don’t go their way. “Every discipline has its corresponding freedom,” explains Dallas Willard, one of the great teachers of soul formation. When we stretch our muscles before and after exercise there is some discomfort, but the corresponding freedom is greater flexibility and less likelihood of injury. When we stretch the space between our children’s demands and the gratification of those demands, it brings a beautiful calmness and emotional resilience into our kids’ lives.

Stretching is the practice of going just beyond a child’s comfort zone before granting a request. We do it with babies learning to sleep through the night or transition from mother’s milk to a cup. And we can do it with kids of all ages to push the growing edge of contentment and self-control.

We should never push back on a child’s demands in a way that breaks their spirit, that crushes their God-given gift of volition. But pushing back just enough limbers them up for a world that will not always comply with their wishes and builds their capacity for life with God, where they must keep whims and appetites in check.

Stretching can be an exercise in waiting for the sake of waiting. Or it can be a way to stagger intake of something good—something fine for a child to have, but not all at once. Anyone who has weaned a child knows how tempting it is to choose temporary peace by giving in to a screaming baby, but the true and lasting peace of contentment comes by stretching out feedings and eventually substituting them with age-appropriate food. Stretching kids in other ways sets them free from enslavement to out-of-bounds appetites and prevents spiraling into anxiety and anger when plans capsize and timelines aren’t met.

Sometimes stretching looks like saying no. One Christmas Eve, Henry ate what we later estimated (by counting wrappers in the trash) to be around twenty large pieces of chocolate peppermint candy. In the middle of the night—Christmas Eve night—he started throwing up, and he didn’t feel well on Christmas Day. If I had known he was pounding the mint chocolates, I would have cut him off after five or six candies—not to be restrictive but because I don’t want him to be sick! When what a child wants isn’t good for him, we need to say no.

We may also need to say no for the sake of normalizing disappointment. People who can’t handle not having their way or who can’t say no to their bodies’ urges—even when they really need to—aren’t free and aren’t in control of themselves. As long as you are doing it with wisdom and kindness and not to frustrate your child, you can work in the occasional “no” to strengthen a child’s capacity to take it in stride.

Whether we are young or old, it is good to have some space to consider what we want. Not a “no” . . . but a “not yet.” Consistent opportunities to stretch the distance between wanting something and getting it help to subdue impulsivity. Even young adults benefit from parents who encourage them to slow it down. Did you ever have to wait as a kid to attain something, and the waiting did you good? We worry that anything other than swift affirmation will sound unloving, but saying, “I don’t think you two seventeen-year-olds should get married next weekend. You just met,” can be a loving response. Even if your child is old enough to do something anyway without your consent, saying no or voicing disapproval means not aiding and abetting impulsivity and poor decisions.




HOW TO PRACTICE STRETCHING

Experiences of “no” and “not yet” don’t have to derail our children’s lives. Like Henry’s thumbs-up when I told him I couldn’t play right now, gracious acceptance is something kids can learn with regular practice. So let’s look at a few real-life scenarios where you can practice stretching with your kids.


	1. When they want your attention. My brother and sister-in-law have a helpful system. If one of their kids wants their attention when they’re in the middle of a conversation, they reach out their hand for the child to grab. This allows the child to communicate that they’re waiting to be heard and allows the adult to acknowledge that they intend to listen . . . but not right now. Children are more likely to wait calmly if they know their request is being “held.” Take age and developmental stage into consideration with how long you expect your child to wait. You can say no to some demands for attention. During a phase of wakefulness in the middle of the night, we had to say, “We’re not going to come back in here tonight unless it’s an emergency.” We all needed rest, so saying no was for everyone’s benefit.


	2. When a request is not urgent. Almost every Sunday during the worship service Henry asks me for water. Even if I remind him to get it beforehand. It’s not that leaving the sanctuary is completely off limits, but I want him to learn that he can wait. So I never say yes right away. I stretch him until the next suitable interval. “At the end of the next hymn, you can go grab a drink.” Or “The sermon will be over in about fifteen minutes, and then you may go get some water.” (Also a fair amount of the time I say no. He’s still alive.)


	3. When they ask for a special purchase. Use it as an opportunity to stretch by having your child save up money to help purchase the item. You can control the wait time and the level of difficulty involved in earning the money to make sure it fits the child’s age and maturity. The interval time is a good test of whether kids really want something badly enough to spend their hard-earned cash. A note on kids earning money: At our house we distinguish between chores and money-earning jobs. Chores are just ways to contribute to the family that we all do, without being paid. Jobs are tasks beyond the usual chores that require more time and effort. These are usually kid-initiated and related to a special purchase. It’s great if the work kids do is genuinely helpful, but still good for stretching their patience even if it isn’t.


	
4. When they want food. At the risk of infuriating a whole contingent of folks with strong opinions about intuitive eating and diet culture, I want to commend gently stretching the space between “I want” and “I get” with food in age-appropriate ways. This is absolutely not weight- or appearance-motivated, and I am not talking about counting calories or making food into the enemy. Not at all. We celebrate eating around here! I’m talking about creating enough of a waiting period for kids to think about and appreciate what they eat. (Obviously this suggestion won’t work for all families and isn’t appropriate in certain circumstances, but for most families who are reading this book, food is not scarce. It’s overly available and too rapidly consumed, and the result is that our food intake is mindless.) You can heartily affirm a child’s request for food without giving it to him instantly. For example, you can say, “I’ve got the goldfish in the bag, and we can have some as soon as we get there, but not right now.” I remember the days when waiting a few minutes for goldfish would have absolutely wrecked my kids. I remember them falling on the floor as toddlers over the tiniest delays with food. But even though I could have padded my pockets with so many snacks that they would never feel hungry again, in the long run they needed to learn to wait ten minutes without falling apart.

It’s okay to say no to some food requests. “No, you cannot have a third cupcake.” Some folks worry that any “no” to food equals body-shaming, but enforcing a reasonable cutoff on cupcakes (or steak or broccoli for that matter) is just an exercise in letting enough be enough. If you have someone in your home who is super sensitive about body image, seek out a professional and modify your approach. People who grow up with restrictive and shaming food practices often swing toward one extreme or the other in the way they handle food with their kids (overly restrictive or reluctant to set reasonable limits).



	5. Wherever you are, start there. Take a note from weaning: If your baby is fussy and frantic for milk at 4:40 a.m., you stretch to 4:50. Then to 5:00. You help them to get there gradually, not all at once. And that is a truth we must apply to the way we support every form of development—for our kids and also for ourselves. If we stretch too far, too fast, we will break. As you accept the incremental nature of your children’s growth in faith, character, and maturity and help children stretch, your inward calm will grow. And your patience will radiate outward to bless them and to blanket your relationships, work, and daily tasks with peace.




When waiting is frustrating and uncomfortable consider each situation the classroom of the moment, gradually setting you and your children free from having to get what you want when you want it. On the other side of momentary discomfort lies greater flexibility and freedom—for our kids and for ourselves. So may you and the children you love experience enough disruption, enough delay, enough of “no” and “not yet” to learn that you can survive. To stretch is to grow. So may you and your family find beautiful growth as you stretch to the edge of your ability. In the kingdom of God, your will and your wants do not rule. So don’t let them.

People who are free from having to get their way are noticeably wonderful to be around. They are unflappable in the face of unexpected changes to their plans and focused on others more than themselves. They “have calmed and quieted [their] soul, like a weaned child with its mother” (Psalm 131:2). When we bear patience, contentment, and peace—the character of Christ—into real-life situations, it’s a beautiful thing.
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