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			In many ways, you are holding my life’s work in your hands. I have written other books, but a book is like a child; you love all of them with each one being unique. This book is about my lifelong passion. Or at least it became my passion when I was sixteen years old. I was one of those kids who, when asked what I wanted to be when I grew up, always had the same answer. While some of my childhood friends wanted to be a firefighter one day and a doctor the next, I always had the same answer: I wanted to be a professional baseball player like my brother. It was my passion. Then a few months after my sixteenth birthday, I was hanging out at the beach with my friends. A complete stranger handed me a piece of paper with a photo of the ocean and a psalm written on it. For some reason, at that moment I moved from wanting to be a baseball player to wanting to spend my life helping teenagers.


			Some people would say the little piece of paper was somehow a sign from God. Back then I wouldn’t have said that. But I do think that my desire to help young people and their families was part of a calling on my life. I have never wanted to do anything else. Even when I speak at marriage conferences or write books for parents, my ultimate purpose is to help kids. We all know a secure marriage or a parenting plan will help kids in the long run.


			I started working with teens right after that beach experience, and I never stopped. At the Burns family Christmas parties, my Dad would invite me to sit at the “grown-up table” and I would turn him down! I loved teenagers, so I would always sit with them. 


			Because I have spent my entire adult life working in the world of teenagers and their families, I thought this book would be easy to write. Was I ever wrong! I have rewritten entire chapters, changed topics, moved around paragraphs, and struggled with what to say. Parenting teens is not easy, and what kids are going through today is tougher than in previous generations. I don’t want this message to be depressing. At the same time, I want to be a realist. Because life is complicated for teens and for their parents, I don’t want to give easy, trite answers to complex issues, but at the same time I want to create a very hopeful book.


			As I began this project, I started brainstorming catchy titles. This book could have been called I Hate You! Leave Me Alone! What’s for Dinner? or How to Land the Helicopter Without Crashing or Who Is This Stranger in the House? or a host of other corny titles. However, I settled on Understanding Your Teen, because I think it best describes the felt need of every parent with teens or preteens.


			It’s difficult to be a teenager today. Sure, the technological advances and opportunities are amazing, yet at the same time teens deal with pornography, terrorism, and so many experiences that were not around that day I felt called to work with teens. This is a unique generation: some are amazingly committed to making this world a better place and others are simply feeling lost and overwhelmed. It was interesting to hear the responses from adults when I told them I was writing a book on raising teenagers. I usually got a sigh, an eye-roll, and that far-off look that says, “I need this book!”


			On a personal level, my wife, Cathy, and I thought that because of our background in youth ministry raising our own teens would be easy. It wasn’t. We realized quickly that even though other kids might have thought we were cool, our own kids had other opinions! We are through the teen years and into “emerging adulthood” with our daughters now. I look back at their adolescence with both a fondness for the ride and the sobering knowledge that they could have made poor choices that would have lasted a lifetime.


			So as you read this book, look for ways to incorporate some of the ideas into your parenting. Think of me as a friend who has already been through the teen years and is coming alongside you to help you navigate this season of life. The goal is to help you raise kids who love God and who will one day become responsible adults. I’ve also included reflection questions at the end of each chapter. It may be best to write down your answers and thoughts or to discuss them with your spouse or with a trusted friend.


			One other note: throughout the book I describe teens interchangeably as her/him, she/he, and so on. I am using these words as generic terms for teens of either gender.


			One thing I know about parenting teens is that you will be a much more effective parent if you stay calm, develop and follow a plan, and get as emotionally healthy as you possibly can. If you like roller coaster rides, then get ready for the ride of your life.
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Understanding Your Teenager


			Youth is intoxication without wine.


			Johann Wolfgang von Goethe


			I swear parents act like they weren’t teenagers before.


			Allison, age thirteen


			[image: chat bubble]


			It seems to come out of nowhere, at least to the first-time parent of an adolescent. Yesterday your kid was just a kid. You have done a pretty good job raising him. After all, he’s still alive, right? You’ve loved, sheltered, fed, clothed, protected, and taught him. It hasn’t always been easy, but over the years, you came into your own as a parent. You hit your parenting stride! You know what to do (most of the time), when to do it, and how to do it. You’ve upheld your end of the parenting bargain. Bravo! But when the transition to adolescence strikes, it can come as quite a shock.


			This morning you woke him up to get him going for school and he copped an attitude with you! You’ve never seen this before. Maybe he was just extra tired today? It could happen, right? Maybe this new attitude was just an aberration, a random pothole in the smooth road of family life. But then this afternoon when he came home, he didn’t give you his customary kiss hello. He didn’t even give you a hug. You got a grunt while he seemed preoccupied with texting his friends. He has always been affectionate toward you. But today he seemed downright surly instead, and then rushed to his room and closed his bedroom door. What just happened?


			Welcome to the wacky and sometimes weird world of adolescence! Yes, change often occurs suddenly. You may have seen some initial signs of adolescence appearing here and there, but you ignored them as quirks. Now, over the course of a few days, weeks, or months, your precious, innocent child has disappeared. And you’re not exactly sure who that stranger is living in your house! I thought that would never happen to my kids. My entire adult life had been dedicated to helping teenagers succeed and many of them actually thought I was cool. But when my own kids became teens, the last word they would have used to describe me was cool. I’m happy to report that they have now become responsible adults who actually think my wife and I are cool again. We survived, and so did our kids. But looking back, Cathy and I remember the emotional vertigo that the introduction of teenagers into our family dynamics caused. 


			If you are like my wife and I were when our kids were teens, you are trying to understand your teenager and are asking questions like: “What happened to my compliant little boy?” “Where did he get that attitude?” “Where is that stink in his bedroom coming from?” “And what exactly is that stink?” (Trust me on this one: you may need to know, but you don’t always want to know.) I ­understand. I’ve asked those questions and a lot of others about deeper and more complicated issues. You will find through these pages that you are not alone. Helping your child transition from childhood to adulthood is just not a simple task. Frankly, it’s not easy for either the parent or the child.


			I hope that this book will answer many of your questions. It’s designed to tackle the key issues of the teen years. As we begin the journey of how to successfully parent teenagers, there is some important ground to cover first so that you can ultimately become the parent you long to be and the parent your teenager needs you to be. So buckle up your seat belt. You are in for a ride. The good news is that your precious child who morphed into the “stranger in the house” will one day soon become a responsible adult and may even give you the grandkids you desire.


			It’s Just a Phase


			Keep in mind that adolescence is a phase, a transition from childhood to adulthood. During a particularly rough time with one of my kids, I bought a blank card with a picture of an ocean and a palm tree on the front. I then wrote a quote by Maureen Hawkins that perfectly described my feelings about our daughter: “Before you were conceived I wanted you. Before you were born I loved you. Before you were a minute old I would have died for you. This is the miracle of life.”


			Somehow, the moment you have a child, part of your heart is ripped out of you and placed in the heart of your child, and you will never be the same. A late-night phone call while one of the kids is out always causes anxiety. A cough, a fever, or a sports injury brings panic and worry. A poor decision about morals and values causes terror in our souls. Raising teenagers is not for the weak at heart. Before we can help our kids become responsible adults, we have to understand a bit about these teenage years.


			Culture gives birth . . . to adolescence. Parenting teenagers would be so much easier if we had hundreds of years of consistent wisdom from parents of teenagers to draw from, but we don’t because adolescence as a recognized stage of life is a rather recent concept. Would you be surprised to learn that the word teenager was first introduced to the world in 1941 in, of all magazines, Popular Science? It’s true! If world history was an elephant, adolescence wouldn’t amount to much more than a mosquito sitting on the end of its trunk.


			Until recently, there was no distinct life stage that we know today as adolescence. Most cultures only recognized two life stages: childhood and adulthood. A person was either in one stage or the other. At or about the age of puberty, children were simply deemed to be adults and were expected to take on full adult responsibilities. Sure, young “adults” then still faced the same human development tasks and processes that teenagers face today. But historically, the world presented them with much less freedom and much more responsibility. They were needed to contribute to the family economy and were kept busy in adult activities such as plowing fields, repairing barns, or tending to livestock. The average teenager would have had to figure out the big questions of life and find their place in the world while fully participating as adults.


			But in the early- to mid-twentieth century, several large societal changes upset the status quo and led to the creation of adolescence as an identifiable phase of life. I won’t bore you here by going into extensive detail about those changes. (You can google “the history of adolescence” if you’re really interested.) What is critical to ­understand is that these changes created a new space where most teenagers no longer had to make the jump straight from childhood to adulthood. Because teens were not needed to help put food on the family table, and their role in the family became less clear, the relationship between teens and their parents became more complicated. Parents and teenagers alike were confronted with this new reality. Although no parent would want to go back to the direct jump from childhood to adulthood, we have to acknowledge that understanding adolescence is challenging. And just when we think we have figured teenagers out, they change.


			Because teens were given much more freedom and much less responsibility than ever before, that raised a question: What would they do with all of their newfound freedom and time? Popular culture provided the answer. Savvy businesses perceived the emerging market for adolescents and got to work. My friend and teen culture expert Walt Mueller captures the essence of what happened in his book The Space Between: A Parent’s Guide to Teenage Development, where he writes: 


			Those who had something to sell segmented teenagers away from children and adults, creating a distinct youth culture that was targeted with food, clothing, cars, books, movies, and everything else imaginable—all of it made and marketed just for them. By the mid-1950s, teenagers even had their own music (hello, Elvis!) that spoke specifically to their interests and experience.1 


			Advances in technology and media (radio, telephone, TV, and magazines) made marketing goods and services to teenagers exponentially easier and more effective.


			The marketers have never looked back. In the generations of teenagers that have followed, marketers have successfully shaped youth culture through engineering, re-engineering, and eventually recycling products and services that keep adolescents interested and buying. 


			In a real way, culture stole your precious, somewhat innocent child and made her into a stranger. And if these changes had not taken place, your teenager today might be a contributing and productive member of your family holding adult-like responsibilities, such as churning the butter, slopping the hogs, and milking your cows every day. And as crazy as it may seem, they would probably be giving you grandchildren instead of driving you crazy with their addiction to social media. Can you even imagine? Of course you can’t, and for that matter, you don’t want to.


			Adolescence itself is now an adolescent. How society views adolescence has continued to evolve and change. Like a rebellious teenager, adolescence as a life phase has acted up and acted out. Not content to stay as it was, it grew over time, became moody, and refused to be pinned down. It seems that today adolescence is itself an adolescent.


			Pinning down adolescence to a specific age range is simply impossible! Here’s why: for the sake of discussion, let’s define the range of adolescence as the period of life between the onset of puberty and adulthood. Let’s keep everything simple by saying that adulthood is reached when a person reaches financial independence. Okay. So, when we were adolescents the range was somewhere around thirteen to around twenty, give or take a year or two. But now, both the onset of puberty and the point of financial independence have shifted. The average age of the onset of puberty has shifted younger while the age of economic independence has shifted older. The result is that the range of adolescence is now more like twelve to twenty-six, give or take a year or two. Yikes! This has huge implications for you: your kid will hit puberty sooner than you did and will stay an adolescent for longer than you did. (This means you can kiss that empty nest and early retirement goodbye!)


			 Although theories on the evolution of adolescence abound, the more helpful course for you is to focus on the way things are and what it means for you as the parent of a teenager.


			The New Emerging Adulthood


			Without a doubt, one of the biggest contemporary changes to the concept of adolescence has centered on the scientific and cultural recognition of “emerging adulthood.” 


			In 2004, Dr. Jeffery Jensen Arnett published research in the book Emerging Adulthood: The Winding Road from the Late Teens Through the Twenties.2 Arnett sees emerging adulthood as a period during the late teens and twenties where young people figure out who they are and what they want out of life. He makes the case that although emerging adulthood is a season full of challenges and anxiety, it is an important and healthy life phase that gives young people an extended time of self-focus that enables them to become comfortable with their identity, build skills, and identify their passions before committing to full adult responsibilities like career, marriage, and family. Essentially, emerging adulthood has effectively pushed back the age at which young people embrace full adult responsibilities.


			Many experts have their opinions about emerging adulthood, but I’m not going to argue for or against it. I simply want you to be aware that the concept is already widely embraced in culture today. When Cathy and I sat at our youngest daughter’s university graduation, the speaker announced to the students that a majority of them would, in the next few years, move back home and spend some time living with their parent or parents. There was an audible groan—not from the students but from the parents! All of our kids experienced seasons as twentysomethings of moving back in with us. It’s not exactly how we drew up the game plan when our kids were in their teens, but in today’s culture, it’s common.


			Surely you are aware of young people in their twenties who live at home with their parents or are pursuing graduate degrees or bounce around from one job to another or from one relationship to another or all of the above. Your kids are going to grow up with emerging adulthood as the recognized pathway to reach adulthood. And what you believe about emerging adulthood will influence how you parent your teenager. Depending on your approach to parenting your kids during their teenage years, they may still be living in your basement when they are twenty-nine years old. One of the key principles in this book is to parent your children to become responsible adults, even if that happens later than you imagined.


			Change happens. Change matters.


			Yes, we were all teenagers once upon a time. All of us have been thirteen, fifteen, and eighteen. But because so much has changed in our society and culture over the years, none of us experienced adolescence the same way our kids will, and certainly none of us know what it is like to be a teenager today. So, even though we were all teenagers once, we were never the age of today’s teens. They experience so much at an earlier age than we did.


			It can be helpful to remember what it was like to be a teenager because those memories serve to engender empathy and compassion for your teen. But your memories of how life used to be as a teenager must never create the foundation for how you parent your kids today. If, for example, you tell your daughter you think she should hang out at McDonald’s more with her friends (after all, it’s what you did when you were a teen), she’ll likely give you the evil eye, pull out her smartphone, find a Google image of an old lady in a rocking chair, and post a meme on Instagram that reads, “I swear my mom was never a teenager.”


			If you are a member of Gen X, you were part of the latchkey kid generation. Perhaps you were one of the many children and teens who were left alone to fend for yourself much of the time. Your parents may have been nearby and accessible in theory, but we now know that many Gen X teens felt abandoned by their mom and dad. They often perceived their parents as too busy, too distracted, too focused on their own lives and careers, and as a result, they felt disconnected from them. Now, as a Gen X parent of a teenager, you may have swung the pendulum the other way. Sure, you’re busy too. But you’ve likely made it a priority to spend more time with your kids and to pay more attention to them than your parents did. You are likely closer and more connected to them. These are awesome gifts that you are giving to your kids, and I applaud you for making these choices. 


			Yet it’s important to be aware that how you parent your children will have downstream effects. Some “helicopter parents” attempt to avoid the mistakes of a previous generation. They are well-intentioned and invested in their kids’ lives. But many of their children are not learning responsibility. Those that are over-­parented find it difficult to transition to responsible adulthood. Parents of this generation of teens need to land the helicopter so their kids will not be overly enabled. The challenge is to successfully parent your teen without “over-parenting” them.


			While your teenager may be unaware of the social and cultural forces influencing them that have been at work for decades, she has been greatly shaped by them. And these forces are ever evolving. So I commend you for your desire to better understand your teenager. Your teen will need to find her way to adulthood in the twenty-first century as a person shaped (to some extent) by twenty-first-century culture. The good news is that the powerful forces of the culture don’t have to be the last word in shaping your child’s life. Authorities tell us that the most influential force in a child’s life is you, their parent.


			Now that we’ve begun to better understand the stranger in your house, let’s continue by figuring out what is making her, so . . . uhmmm . . . strange.




			
[image: ]Reflection Questions


			

					Looking back, what was the best part of life as a teenager for you?


					Looking back, what was your biggest challenge as a teenager?


					What do you think are the biggest differences between being a teenager today and when you were a teenager?


					Does it seem easier or harder to be a teenager today? Why?


					Are you comfortable with how you were parented as a teenager? Why or why not? Which parenting methods or skills used by your parents will you replicate with your own teenagers? How do you envision parenting your teenager differently?
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Learning the Developmental Stages of Adolescence 


			 “But, Dad, I gotta be a nonconformist,” the teenager said to his father. “How else can I be like all the other kids?”


			Les Parrott


			Adults teach you to stand up for yourself and fight for what you believe in until what you believe in is different than what they believe in.


			Howard, age seventeen
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			It wasn’t easy for me when my girls became teenagers. Our loving, affectionate, obedient girls suddenly copped attitudes, danced with danger, said and did outrageous things, and sometimes weren’t very fun to be around. When I heard about or saw their antics, my usual response was, “Are you kidding me? What were they thinking? I can’t believe they did that!” Most of the time it wasn’t horrible stuff, but it floored me how they could be so dangerous, outlandish, or plain stupid at times and almost angelic at other times.


			The behavior of my teens really affected my confidence as a parent. It was clear they didn’t like me as much as they used to, and I found myself frustrated with them more often than not. I was the dad who came from another era—as far as my kids were concerned, I had grown up during the dinosaur age. They frequently teased me about my music, choice of movies, and clothing style, all totally out of step with their teenage reality.


			I remember when I became “no longer cool” with each of my three daughters. Even though each circumstance was different, when they reached the age of twelve or so, there was a definite change in the parent-child relationship. There were moments when they were away from their friends when I still received a lot of affection, but for the most part, they took a huge leap away from Mom and Dad and toward their friends. These changes were temporary, but I didn’t know that back then.


			Everything seems to be in flux for teens. Their bodies are growing and changing in ways that surprise (if not shock) them. Their minds are changing, and their emotions seem to run wild at times. They are experiencing peer pressure and becoming aware of the opposite sex. In their saner moments even they wonder why they act the way they do and question whether they are normal. As a parent who wants to make the most of your influence to help your teenager become a responsible and fully functioning adult, it is critical that you understand what is happening to the stranger living in your house. Helping you enlarge your perspective and grow in compassion for your teen is the goal of this chapter.


			At its simplest, adolescence is about teenagers becoming their own persons. This process is called individuation. Teens are making decisions and taking actions that will differentiate themselves from you, their parents. In order to become a responsible adult one day, healthy individuation is a must, so this is a positive development.


			When children are young, they get their identities from being just like mommy or daddy. As teens, they don’t want to be like their parents anymore. They want to be themselves. The individuation process includes a healthy dose of disengagement from family. It may become more difficult to get your daughter excited about going on family vacations or even to get her to eat dinner with the rest of the family. She may not want to be seen with you or show affection in public. You may notice her becoming more secretive as she intentionally begins hiding areas of her life that she wants to keep private.


			For many parents, these teen behaviors feel like rejection. I understand. But these behaviors are normal and even healthy. So try not to take it personally and seek new ways to stay connected.


			When it comes to the topsy-turvy and inconsistent thoughts, attitudes, and behaviors of an adolescent, you can start by partially blaming these on your teen’s brain. Seriously, blame the brain. If your bright and mature teenager has sometimes made some really poor choices, it is partly because the brain is still under construction.


			I realize this idea that your teen’s brain is not fully developed might not be comforting when faced with irrational behavior, but it does help make sense of things like poor driving decisions, a seeming lack of ability to evaluate consequences, and the everyday drama and emotions of teen life. Even though the brain is not to blame for every dilemma, parents who take the time to learn about adolescent development have a better handle on what is going on with their cherished children. 


			The one word that describes the teen years best is change. Teen bodies might look adult bodies, but teen actions fall somewhere between child and adult. Let’s look at those changes from a developmental standpoint.


			Physical Change


			Most teens desire to measure up to the cultural norm in terms of physical appearance. Their bodies are getting extreme makeovers, and many feel as if they are wearing a sign around their necks that reads “Caution: New Body Under Construction.” Both young men and young women are extremely aware of the changes, but the girls seem to be more vocal about it. Hair is growing where once only skin lived. Sexual organs are growing, or not growing fast enough. Acne seems to feed on the teenage skin and often puts adolescents in an awkward-looking stage. Even muscles and bones are growing, sometimes at an uneven rate. Some kids become uncoordinated and others lethargic when their bodies grow six inches over the summer.


			The physical changes come with awkwardness and comparison. With two teenaged girls, one might be wearing a training bra while the other already looks like a young adult. Some guys in their early teens have mustaches and hair on their chests and under their arms, while other guys are staring daily in the mirror waiting for something to grow. Both tend to be insecure and self-conscious.


			Even if the words go unspoken, most kids are painfully aware of their changing appearance. They play the comparison game and always lose because they find others who have more desirable physical attributes. Our job as parents is never to tease them about their appearance but to reassure them that eventually they will catch up with everyone else—or everyone else will catch up with them. As much as possible, reinforce the truth that God has made them special and unique (see Psalm 139:13-18 and Ephesians 2:10).


			Social Change


			Many parents find themselves caught off guard by the social development and the power of friends in the teen years. What happened to the child that would rather cuddle with Mom and play with Dad more than anything else in the world? Now her innocent wonder and childlike simplicity is being transformed by a new view of the world seen through the eyes of her social environment.


			Adolescence is a time when teens often move from a relatively safe environment in a  neighborhood elementary school to a much larger and more impersonal middle school and high school. They start making important relationships outside of their families, and these relationships are much more confusing and complicated than in previous generations. When I was a teen, we had fairly well-defined social groups who influenced us. Our parents could keep pretty good track of who our friends were and how they were influencing us. Today, through the expanding reach of social media and smartphones, it is possible for a parent to have no idea who their child’s best friends and greatest influencers are. As with teens in past generations, teens today say to their parents, “Everybody’s doing it.” It’s our job as parents to figure out who “everybody” is and how they’re influencing our kids. This task is more difficult today than it was before.


			It’s important to give your teens as much face-to-face unstructured socialization with their closest friends as you can. Kids tend to want to hang out with their closest group of friends in what I call “friendship clusters.” My advice is to try to make your home the place your teen and his friends want to spend time. This comes with a bonus: it gives you great opportunities to get to know the peers in your teen’s cluster of influence without becoming a snoop.


			When our kids were teens, our home was Grand Central Station. We hosted Fellowship of Christian Athletes every week. The youth group from church came almost weekly in the summer. We even postponed buying a new couch for the living room until after our kids were finished with the teen years. Even if you can’t share your home for youth group, you can volunteer to drive kids or chaperone to get to know your teen’s friends. My oldest daughter, now a parent herself, recently overheard me telling someone that I always volunteered to drive so I could get a better understanding of who was influencing my kids. My daughter then said, “And Dad would try to sneakily turn the radio down so he could listen in on our conversations.” Oops—busted!


			Emotional Change


			Adolescence comes with somewhat intense emotion. One dad said, “I felt like it happened over night—one day she was my sweet little girl and the next day she was a moody, morose, angry teenager.” That father probably saw glimpses of his sweet little girl in the midst of her moodiness, and she will probably move back toward that sweetness as she gets older. Until then, anxiety, sadness, worry, anger, self-doubt, and fear can occur with ferocious intensity. The lows can often be very low and the highs can often be very high. There is just too much change going on within them to not intensely affect their emotions.


			As teens begin to experience adultlike emotions for the first time in their lives, they aren’t sure how to handle them. Their emotions can and will turn on a dime, and any teen can and often does experience the gamut of human emotions over the course of one afternoon. So be prepared to join your teenager on her emotional rollercoaster ride! Be as patient as you can with the stranger in your house. She is an emotional rookie, and it will take time for her to learn how to handle and manage her emotions. Much of this will be learned through trial and error.


			On this rollercoaster of emotional ups and downs, you can be your teen’s solid ground. My mom was my safe place. Although she didn’t tell me very often that she loved me, I knew she was my greatest cheerleader and listener. Teens don’t always want Mom and Dad to rescue them, and they definitely don’t want a lecture. Listening to your children, especially through their emotional extremes, gives them the safe place they need. Parents, your presence matters in the midst of emotional change.


			Intellectual Change


			“Who am I?” This is the big question behind adolescence. Your teen may not be using that exact phrase but it is behind many of their thoughts and actions.


			The intellectual changes during adolescence are at least as big as the physical changes, but because they happen internally they may go unnoticed. These are the years when kids move from concrete to abstract thinking. You can tell your elementary-aged child what to do most of the time, and you don’t even have to explain yourself very much. “Because I told you so” is often a good enough response. Trying this approach with a teen who asks why and has gained the ability to think abstractly can lead to arguments and conflict.


			Keep in mind that as teens’ intellectual capacities grow and move from childlike to more adultlike, what used to seem black and white now seems gray. They are searching for answers to questions about life that they have never considered before. And they are reevaluating their opinions of you. Unfortunately, this change of opinion is seldom in a parent-affirming direction. When your children were younger, you could do little wrong. You were the most wonderful, smartest, and strongest person. But when your teens break through the barrier from childhood into adolescence, they’ll realize that you never were all-powerful and all-knowing and that you are not perfect. As they begin to process the world in a more realistic way, they will start to see the brokenness of human nature. It will take time to learn how to process, manage, and deal with all of this new information.


			At this stage, teens need more dialogue and less monologue from their parents. They need a safe place where they can exercise their expanding minds. They need to be heard. I’m not talking about discipline and boundaries. We’ll get to that later. I’m talking about the key role parents play in helping their kids learn to think more maturely by creating a secure and affirming environment at home. This is one of the greatest steps in preparing them to make healthy decisions in the adult years. 


			Spiritual Change


			One of the main reasons I have focused on young people all my life is that adolescence is such an important spiritual time. Most people who make a commitment to Jesus Christ do so before age eighteen.1 It’s exciting to see teens explore their spirituality, but it’s also a bit scary for us parents. As they move from concrete to abstract thinking, they begin to see spirituality and faith differently as well. They may say and do things that go against their parents’ faith understandings. One of our daughters believed she had to disown our faith to eventually claim her own. Though that wasn’t an easy time, today her faith looks quite similar to ours.


			At this stage of faith development, teens may not want to go to church, or they might say things about God just to push your buttons. Your teen may move between passionate belief and passionate doubt. One morning your son or daughter may sincerely feel called to become a missionary to starving children, and later in the day he or she will tell you they don’t believe in God anymore and want nothing to do with church. Both feelings are real, and both feelings are a normal part of faith development. This vacillating is part and parcel of teenage spirituality. Don’t panic during your teen’s season of searching. A majority of young people are on a spiritual quest, and we can’t mistake skepticism or doubt as a sign that they are not interested.


			Some parents respond to this spiritual searching by smothering their kids with their own faith. This rarely, if ever, provides the results that parents are looking to achieve. Sure, you can set boundaries (“As long as you live in our home, we expect you to attend church”), but don’t spend much time preaching at them. Generally, lecturing and preaching at teenagers often results in pushing them further away from their parents’ faith. Instead, give generous amounts of space to allow for and even to affirm their difficult faith questions.


			When it comes to faith development, teens are experiential, so whenever possible, empower your teen to put her faith into action. During a tenuous time in the faith development of one of my daughters, we went on a mission trip together where we served and worked with poor children in Ecuador. Putting her faith into action caused my daughter to do some important thinking and soul searching, and one month after college graduation, she moved to Ecuador to invest a year of her life working with kids.


			Here’s the point: teens need regular occasions to act out their faith. We can’t all go with our kids to a foreign country to do mission work, but we can help them find the time and the opportunity to do hands-on ministry and to learn that faith includes the call to serve.


			Whether it be physical, emotional, intellectual, or spiritual change, think of adolescence as transition. Part of your job as a parent is to help your teen develop a sense of identity, establish healthy relationships, make wise decisions, and develop a relationship with God. They have to figure it out mostly on their own, but you can coach them if you understand why they act the way they do.


			Mark Your Calendars, but Use Pencil


			Once adolescence is underway, the race to adulthood begins. But in this race, think in terms of a marathon instead of a sprint. Teens mature in different stages and on different time frames. Each kid is unique. Still, there are some general patterns that are helpful to parents as they look ahead to the adolescent years. We can divide adolescent development into four stages. You will notice that in the following summary ages overlap since kids develop at different rates physically, socially, emotionally, intellectually, and spiritually. So mark your calendars, but use pencil so you can make changes as time goes by.


			Pre-adolescence (ages nine to eleven). This is a time of preparation for adolescence. Kids are typically asking lots of questions, and you may notice the first physical changes taking place, particularly in girls.
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