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For my family

		

		

			Praise for 
Channels of Peace

			A beautiful fusion of psychology and profound Christian spirituality. I wish I’d had this book years ago – it will be such a blessing for parents.

			PETE GREIG - Founder of the 24/7 prayer movement

			This is a book written with deep love – free of judgment, full of hope, and grounded in principles that have changed countless lives. A beautiful integration of heart and mind.

			ANNA WOLFE - Journalist & Podcaster

			Channels of Peace depicts with humbling honesty the beauty and struggle of inner awakening and a lifetime of spiritual growth. Duggan combines psychological understanding with contemplative insight, offering a profound reminder that our lives are a calling, and that our homes, in amongst the fraughtness and fragility, are the wellspring of authentic engagement, where we encounter love and communion.

			DOMINIC McCANN - CEO Castle Health, 
addiction recovery specialists

			A compelling true story woven with wisdom, sincerity, and insights into parenthood that will resonate with every reader.

			STEPHANIE BELL - Retired Headteacher

			A remarkable and deeply insightful integration of psychology, recovery wisdom, and faith.

			JACKY POWER - Addiction psychologist,
 host of The Therapeutic Poet podcast

			Both a first-class psychologist and a pilgrim on the way, Dr Duggan has done a rare thing. She holds heart and mind to the light, exploring them through the complementary lenses of faith and science, with the rawness and searing honesty of one who has wrestled with herself and with God — and she does so with characteristic wit and humour. This book is a gift to parents who fear admitting, even to themselves, their own struggles and feelings in family life. 

			SR ANDREA FRAILE - Sisters of the Gospel of Life

			Parenting is messy, but this book offers wisdom, warmth, and practical guidance for the challenges every family faces.

			SARA JAYNE HARTLEY - Cognitive Behavioural Therapist

			This is a book to be read with an open heart—those who do so will find themselves invited to look deeply into their own experience, and perhaps discover, as the author has, that faith and understanding grow together. A rich and courageous book, it offers both comfort and challenge — and will speak deeply to anyone seeking peace in their own life.

			RIGHT REVEREND DOM DUNSTAN KEAUFFLING OSB - Director of Horsham & Crawley Counselling Group

			It’s rare to have a book where you feel the author is walking alongside you, sharing her story and inviting you to reflect on yours, rather than playing the role of know-it-all. I felt I got to know Samantha as I read and was liberated by her honesty, by the way she weaves the ups and downs of her faith journey into her reflections about parenting and family life. I thought I was reading a story but finished the book realising I had completed something of a pilgrimage.

			FERGAL ROCHE - Retired headteacher, founder CEO of The Key, business adviser and coach

			In this engaging and honest work, Duggan deftly weaves faith and psychology with the practical and raw experience of family life. The result is a work which resists the temptation of offering easy solutions but offers a wealth of material for profound reflection. Complex issues are handled thoughtfully and the much-loved Prayer of St Francis provides a beautiful and inviting prayerful framework to this adventure of transformation.

			RIGHT REVEREND DOM CUTHBERT BROGAN OSB - 
Abbot of Farnborough Abbey

			Duggan’s Channels of Peace is an insightful and vulnerable exploration of the intersection of faith and reason in healthy human development and emotional sobriety. A quick read, its themes will echo and call readers back to review it time and again.

			JULIE BOYLE - Psychotherapist, Mosaic Therapy Ltd and 
Grief to Grace Canada / UK

			Samantha Duggan’s Channels of Peace is a unique work that blends psychology and spirituality to speak powerfully to the challenging and difficult task of being a parent. As a father of four small children, I found many valuable insights and practical approaches that I am sure will make me a better father and that I will draw on in the years ahead. This book is highly recommended for anyone who wishes to grow both as a parent and as a person.

			REV DR JAMIE FRANKLIN - Host of the Irreverend: 
Faith & Current Affairs podcast

			This is a wise and wonderful book on parenting, framed within the classic St. Francis Prayer. Yet even for those who are not parents, the ideas here offer much on how to navigate emotions and relationships. Duggan’s writing is clear and accessible, full of warmth and heart.

			FLORENCE WETZEL - Author of Sara My Sara: 
A Memoir of Friendship and Loss

			Samantha has written a book that I found remarkably relevant as a new mother exploring what it means to be the parent I want to be and reaching for the faith I want to have. It deftly weaves lived experience and fascinating insight through the lens of a psychologist, Christian, and mother. The honesty and fierce self-examination were striking, and it became an important stepping stone on my journey to a life guided by faith.

			JULIE BILLINGS - Entrepreneur and founder @ Elea Collective

			Truly a valuable companion for anyone seeking serenity and transformation through faith and recovery.

			TONY MERCER - Public Health Manager, Telford & Wrekin Council

			Not preachy or academic—just genuine and relatable. You don’t need to be religious or even a parent to get something from it. It’s about grace, growth, and learning to bring more kindness into our families and ourselves. A beautiful blend of faith, psychology, and real-life parenting—warm, wise, and deeply human.

			PATRICK McATEER - Founder @ Recovery Reimagined

			When I’m reading a good book, I’ll start quoting it in my homilies. When I’m reading a really good book, the people listening tell me the homily was helpful! Samantha Duggan’s Channels of Peace is one of those really good books. In an easy-going mixture of memoir, therapeutic insight, and shrewd commentary on contemporary culture, Duggan draws upon wisdom ancient and new to help us find a path to stronger relationships and peace. Recognising that truth is supposed be incarnated, not remain abstract, she draws you along with her, on her own journey from darkness into the light. This book has the potential to be transformational for its readers and deserves the widest possible readership, and children will one day thank their parents for having read it and absorbed its wisdom.

			FR TOBY LEES OP - Priest Director, Radio Maria England
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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			The Prayer of St Francis

			Lord, make me a channel of thy peace:
that where there is hatred, let me bring love;
where there is injury, let me bring pardon;
where there is discord, let me bring harmony;
where there is error, let me bring truth;
where there is doubt, let me bring faith;
where there is despair, let me bring hope;
where there is darkness, let me bring light;
where there is sadness, let me bring joy.

			Lord, grant that I may seek to console 
rather than be consoled,
to understand rather than be understood,
to love rather than be loved.
For it is in self-forgetting that one finds,
it is in forgiving that we are forgiven,
it is in giving that we receive,
it is in dying that we are born to eternal life.

			Being a parent is a journey filled with unexpected combinations of joy, struggle, and growth. The challenges are different for all of us, but one thing remains the same—we are constantly stretched in ways we never anticipated. Yet, amid the chaos and uncertainty, there are moments of profound discovery—moments that connect the dots between faith, parenting, and the search for inner peace.

			This book is woven from three threads of my life: my spiritual awakening, my experience of parenthood, and my background in psychology. These reflections are anchored in the timeless Prayer of St Francis of Assisi, a prayer I first encountered as a child, humming its melody long after school choir rehearsals. Though commonly attributed to St Francis, the origin of the prayer is actually unknown. It first appeared in print in 1912, over 600 years after his death and only later became associated with him. Each chapter of this book corresponds to and explores the meaning of each successive line of the prayer. The wording I have chosen is primarily taken from the sung version of my childhood with some additional lines added from other common adaptations.

			Over the years, this prayer faded from my life until it resurfaced at a moment when I needed it most. At the time, I was experiencing a deep spiritual shift. In 2007, my life turned upside down, prompting a spiritual awakening I neither planned for nor expected. At the same time, I was thrown headfirst into the wild terrain of early parenthood. My children were three and one, and I had just transitioned from a full-time career with a supportive nanny to being home with them around the clock. It was like stepping onto a new planet without a map.

			The St Francis Prayer and Recovery

			For me, this spiritual shift took the form of 12-step recovery, a framework that emphasises spiritual growth through principles like prayer, meditation, and service. The Prayer of St Francis became deeply meaningful during this time, as it was used by the founder of Alcoholics Anonymous in The Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions to explain Step 11—seeking conscious contact with God through prayer and meditation. In recovery, meditation doesn’t begin with emptying the mind but with reflecting on words that guide us towards spiritual growth. That’s exactly what this prayer did for me. And I’m hoping, as you work through the book, it might do the same for you.

			In the years that followed, my involvement in 12-step recovery deepened in unexpected ways. I even found myself, somewhat to my surprise, helping to run an All-Party Parliamentary Group on recovery from addiction—work that brought me into contact with some of the country’s leading researchers and practitioners. Listening to them only confirmed what I had already seen in countless lives, including my own: that the spiritual principles of recovery are not just comforting ideas, but proven ways of helping people grow, heal, and live more fully.

			Recovery brought lessons about powerlessness over people, places, and things. But knowing I was powerless didn’t magically make bedtime battles or toddler tantrums easier to handle. I was a ball of nerves at times, grasping at spiritual principles while trying to manage squabbles and sleep schedules. Slowly, I began to see these daily struggles as invitations to grow, learn, and connect with my children in ways I never anticipated.

			Psychology Meets Practice

			As a psychologist, I entered parenthood armed with theory, research, and a head full of scientific knowledge about human behaviour and development. But knowing the why didn’t help me with the how. The gap between what I knew and what I could do left me humbled—and determined to learn.

			I immersed myself in new tools, from Non-Violent Communication to trauma-informed approaches and attachment parenting. I trained as a parenting group facilitator and, bit by bit, started applying these insights in real time. My home became a live laboratory where trial and error shaped both my parenting and my personal growth. Parenting, I realised, is an art of experimentation—a risky, messy, beautiful adventure.

			Who This Book Is For?

			If you’re a parent, whether or not you’re in recovery, this book is for you. If you’re familiar with the Prayer of St Francis, you might find new meaning in its timeless wisdom. If not, I invite you to discover its profound simplicity and depth.

			For those who, like me, relate to the prodigal son rather than the older brother in the gospel parable, this book offers a perspective that embraces imperfection and grace. And if neither of these roles—prodigal or older brother—speaks to you, consider this: it’s written from the perspective of a black sheep trying to find its way home.

			I also hope that this book might speak to those who are not parents, but are trying to make sense of their own childhood. We all begin as someone’s child—and sometimes, our parents caused harm they never meant to. These stories don’t excuse that, but they might help to name the hurt, and also to understand just how hard it is to be a good enough parent.

			No matter where you are on your journey—whether you’re raising children, healing from your own childhood, or simply seeking a deeper sense of peace—my hope is that you’ll find something here: encouragement, recognition, practical tools, or spiritual nourishment to help you navigate life’s complexities with faith, love, and resilience.

			A Note on Language

			Words can carry different meanings for each of us. When I speak of God, forgiveness or discipline, what you hear may not match what I intend. That’s the tricky thing about language. I hope your heart will hear what mine is trying to say. Please know that I offer this book with love, trusting that where my words fall short, God will make up the rest.

			Parenting is messy, faith is imperfect, and recovery is a winding road. Yet, in all of it, there’s grace. This book is my attempt to share what I’ve learned—take what resonates and leave the rest. Above all, know that you’re not alone on this journey.

			

		

PROLOGUE
 
My Shrivelled Heart

			Take my heart and make it clean
Open up my eyes to the things unseen
Show me how to love like you have loved me

			—Hosanna by Brooke Fraser

			The Awakening 

			In 2007, I began a slow and often painful spiritual awakening. The spiritual side of life revealed itself unmistakably in my life, and it felt as though I had no choice but to release the grip of my past and step into something new, something unknown yet strangely hopeful. 

			Discovering that this intangible world was real was an indescribable relief. It was like being handed a map in the middle of a dark wilderness. The stories of my childhood, at least some of them, turned out to be true, though my initial conception of the Presence I now felt was anything but clear. At the time, I thought of this Higher Power as a kind of benevolent Being who cared about me in some vague, abstract way. What I didn’t realise then, but came to understand as profoundly significant, was that I had started to think of my Higher Power as a who, rather than as a what. 

			That early understanding gradually evolved into something more concrete: the conscious realisation that my Higher Power, which I now call God, was a divine person, someone who had brought me into being and with whom I could have a relationship. In truth, that relationship had existed all along, but for years, I had been the one neglecting it. When this reality became clear, it felt like a new beginning, as though God and I were reacquainting ourselves after a long separation.

			The Image of the Heart

			Through this renewed connection, God began to teach me many things about myself. Some of these lessons were sorrowful, others joyful—many of them brought me to tears. One of the hardest truths he revealed was the state of my heart: it was shrivelled, weak, and incapable of loving fully.

			As a child, I had been taught about the purity of a white heart and how sin could stain it, leaving murky grey or charred black marks. I desperately wanted to keep my heart clean, but I inevitably failed. Over time, sadness, guilt, and frustration gave way to indifference, and eventually, I scoffed at the notion entirely, along with much of the theology I’d been raised with.

			Now, looking back, I smile at how right those lessons were. The nuns in my school had been trying to teach me something vital for my survival in life. Our hearts, like any muscle, can weaken and shrink when they are not nourished by love. Bitterness, despair, hate, rejection, and unforgiveness can starve a heart until it becomes incapable of giving or receiving love. This is not just a personal tragedy; it is a collective one.

			The Path to Love

			As I write these words today, I no longer feel shame admitting I once had a shrivelled heart. It was true then, but it is not true now. God, in his boundless love, reached down into the chaos of my life and rescued me. His love poured into me, expanding my heart so that I could begin to reflect even a fraction of the love he had shown me. He didn’t leave me in the mess I had made; instead, he gave me purpose and began healing me.

			The most staggering part of this journey is how God chooses to work through flawed, broken people like me. No one is ever useless to God if they are willing to make an effort for him. He took my life, messy and imperfect as it was, and turned it into a co-creation for a single purpose: to expand my heart so that I might love more.

			Who do I love now, you might ask? The answer is simple yet infinite: I strive to love God, my husband, my children, my family, my friends, my neighbours, my enemies, the world, and yes, myself.

			St Irenaeus, a 2nd-century bishop of Lyons, wrote The glory of God is man fully alive. To be fully alive is to love, and this book is the story of how I learned to love—through the grace of God, the challenges of parenting, and the hard work of spiritual growth.

			Make Me a Channel of Thy Peace

			Ever since I was a little girl, I knew I was not one of life’s natural saints. Being a channel of peace did not come easily to me. Growing up in Ireland during the 1970s, where children were expected to be seen and not heard, I wasn’t particularly outspoken at first. Yet, even then, I often found myself silently questioning what I heard and what I was told.

			In the place and time I grew up, adults were treated with the utmost respect, and their authority was rarely challenged. Part of me looked forward to the day when I would be an adult. Without ever putting this thought into words, I sensed that someday I wouldn’t have to be quiet anymore. What I didn’t anticipate was just how loud I would become—and how soon.

			By the time I was eleven or twelve, I had started speaking up in situations where many others couldn’t or wouldn’t, and by adulthood, it had become second nature. In some ways, this is a gift for which I am deeply grateful, but in others, it is a curse. Speaking out at inopportune times often landed me in trouble at school, where teachers of the time had little tolerance for pupils who challenged them.

			The Power and Pitfalls of Speaking Out

			Looking back, it’s striking how unusual it was for a twelve-year-old schoolgirl in those days to criticise a teacher’s methods. Yet there I was, voicing opinions on everything from the criteria for classroom streaming to the way hockey practices were run. These are not exaggerated examples but real-life events—specific memories that underline how I was anything but an obvious channel of peace at that age.

			Even now, I see both the gift and the curse of my tendency to speak out. On the one hand, history shows us that progress often comes from people who are willing to challenge the status quo. Whether it’s standing against the mistreatment of women and children, fighting for the education of all people regardless of race, gender, or ability, or opposing modern-day slavery, it is often the disagreeable voices that say, No more. These are the voices that disrupt injustice and demand change, and I’m grateful to be part of that tradition.

			Disagreeable people1, though, those who are unafraid to disagree and speak their minds, are not natural peacemakers.  Quite the opposite—they tend to generate conflict. People like me wade into conversations others would avoid, unafraid to challenge even the aggressive or forceful. While I might find such interactions unsettling in hindsight, it doesn’t stop me from speaking up in the moment. 

			It would be easy to assume I’m an extrovert, but in reality, I’m a sociable introvert—a person who finds people fascinating yet draining. I love lively conversations but need time alone to recharge. My instinctive shyness doesn’t diminish my urge to speak out when I feel strongly, but it creates a dichotomy that I’ve had to learn to live with. I’ve come to believe that this tension between quiet introspection and outspoken conviction was given to me for a purpose. Accepting it hasn’t always been easy, but it has been part of my journey towards understanding who I am and what I’m meant to do.

			To Speak Up or Hold Your Silence?

			I’ve learned that just because my tendency to disagree arises in certain situations, it doesn’t mean I always have to voice it. One of the most valuable things I was ever taught was to ask myself three simple questions before speaking up: Does it need to be said? Does it need to be said now? Does it need to be said now by me? Answering these questions usually gives me the clarity I need to decide whether to speak or hold my silence.

			Learning to bite my tongue using this mantra has been transformative. Not only has it improved my relationships, including with my children and other family members, it’s also helped me feel more at ease with others in general. After all, being the one who always says the uncomfortable thing can end up making make you the person others don’t know quite what to do with—admired from a distance, perhaps, but rarely the first on anyone’s invitation list.

			I’ve come to realise that while some people might quietly appreciate someone who speaks up, they often keep that appreciation to themselves. Plenty of others, of course, would much rather dismiss the message entirely—and the messenger while they’re at it. And honestly, I don’t blame them. Most people don’t enjoy conflict. Who wants to be around someone who always seems ready to start a debate? Or sit next to the parent on the committee who raises objections to everything? And let’s face it, how many people will gravitate towards the mum who admits to believing in God or suggests that sex outside marriage might not be the best idea? Let’s just say, not many. 

			Prioritising Personal Peace

			These days, I reserve my true thoughts for close friends. For acquaintances, I present a more measured version of myself. While I once believed radical openness was the key to connection, I’ve learned it often has the opposite effect. Oversharing left me feeling exposed and ashamed, creating distance between myself and others.

			For years, I struggled with the outspoken part of myself, which I didn’t fully understand. I thought of it as my mouthy side, always ready with an unexpected word or defiant comment. I blamed this part of me for misunderstandings and conflict, for moments when I longed for connection but instead created distance. At first, this seemed irrational—why would I push people away when I wanted a connection? But then I remembered something from my psychological training: we often repeat harmful patterns because they feel familiar, even comforting. My identity as a funny but mouthy outsider, someone unafraid to speak her mind, had become a habit I clung to, even when it no longer served me.

			It wasn’t until I began exploring the concept of the Inner Child that the pieces started to fall into place. As I tentatively began imagining conversations with different parts of myself, I uncovered something unexpected. I realised this outspoken, defiant part of me wasn’t just a flaw; it was a younger part of me, shaped by years of needing to be bold and protective. When I finally understood this, something shifted. I began to see that this part of me had been doing her best to help me, even if her methods sometimes backfired.

			Calling her Janey gave me a way to connect with her, to understand her boldness as something that had once kept me safe but now needed a gentler approach. This shift helped me move from resentment to appreciation, and I realised that making peace with Janey was essential to finding peace within myself. Learning when to let her speak and how to guide her gently became a cornerstone of my personal growth. It taught me how to foster calm rather than conflict, and connection rather than distance. Living in harmony with Janey has helped me become the person I aspire to be, someone who brings peace into every area of life, starting from within.

			Finding Janey

			It was an older, wiser friend who encouraged me to engage my inner children more deeply. Sceptical at first, I tried to approach the process with curiosity rather than contempt. One day, as I imagined a conversation with a younger part of myself, she introduced herself as Janey. The name surprised me—my name is Samantha Marie—but then I remembered how a favourite aunt used to call me Sammy-Jane as a child. Suddenly, this process of self-discovery didn’t seem so absurd.

			At first, Janey appeared as a quiet, cooperative seven-year-old. But soon, a more rebellious figure emerged: a 19-year-old Janey, brash and unapologetic. In my mind, I saw her clearly—cigarette in one hand, glass of red wine in the other, radiating confidence and convinced she was always right. Sober me found her embarrassing, but I couldn’t deny her courage and strength. I struggled with the shame of identifying with her bold, unruly nature and the trouble that it sometimes caused.

			During this time, I was attending a 12-step fellowship for emotional healing, where we often discussed treating our inner children with gentleness. Many of the other women described wrapping their inner child in a soft blanket as a comforting gesture, so I decided to try the same. After a heated argument with my husband, I realised it wasn’t the adult me who was yelling—it was 19-year-old Janey. Taking a moment to calm down, I tentatively imagined offering her a soft blanket. Her response was immediate: a withering glare and a stream of profanity that could make a sailor blush.

			Embarrassed but undeterred, I tried something else. I offered her a cigarette instead. She accepted. Without a word, she sat beside me, and for the first time, we were at peace. That small gesture of understanding—an inspired willingness to meet her on her terms—changed everything. From that day forward, Janey began to trust me.

			Our relationship grew from there. With time, she felt safe enough to stay silent when I asked. That shift marked a turning point—not just with Janey, but with me. In embracing her, I began to embrace all of me, finding a balance between boldness and peace, defiance and discretion. It wasn’t about silencing Janey but about learning to live in harmony with her.

			The Pain of Silence in Tragedy

			While learning when to stay quiet has brought me greater peace, I’ve also witnessed the pain that too much silence can bring in moments of deep tragedy. Previously, I would look at people who seemed naturally agreeable and wish I were more like them. These days, I better understand that agreeable people have their own challenges.

			One of the most agreeable people I’ve ever known was my school friend, Fiona (not her real name). No matter what was going on around her, Fiona was unfailingly polite and kind to friends, strangers, parents, teachers, younger girls and older girls. She got on with everybody. She had many positive qualities and the whole school thought she was lovely. To me, she seemed faultless. Of course, this was probably unfair to Fiona. If I’d seen her on the inside, I’m sure I’d have noticed struggles like anyone else, but outwardly, this was how she seemed.

			Shortly before we became very close, Fiona’s family suffered an unspeakable tragedy. Her older brother was killed in a horrific accident, struck by a car while walking home from a friend’s house. The whole community was shocked.

			I vividly remember the day Sr Thérèse, our French teacher, addressed the tragedy in class. She expressed her condolences to Fiona, mentioning her loss directly. Afterwards, some girls said Fiona had gone to the toilets to cry, and they criticised the nun for bringing it up. They felt it had upset our friend unnecessarily, and the consensus seemed to be that mentioning the accident had been wrong.

			I wasn’t sure I agreed. To me, it felt worse to say nothing, pretending this terrible loss hadn’t happened. But I stayed quiet, afraid to admit I’d felt relief when Sr Thérèse broke the silence. For a moment, it felt like a weight had been lifted, as though someone had finally said what we were all thinking. Still, I didn’t speak up for the nun—she was unpopular, and I didn’t want to risk alienating myself. I wondered if the others were right and if I was wrong. Back then, I didn’t have enough experience with death to trust my instincts.

			Later that year, another girl in our year group lost her younger brother. We were told it was an accident; he’d been playing with a rope and a chair. Tragically, he’d accidentally hanged himself. Everyone knew eleven-year-olds don’t kill themselves, but we also knew better than to ask any questions.

			It was Ireland in 1985, and our community dealt with this tragedy the same way we had the previous one: by saying nothing. No one knew what to say in the face of such profound loss, so we stayed silent. 

			Choosing Kindness and Compassion

			I learned many years later that avoiding difficult or awkward topics is sometimes referred to as the Don’t Speak rule. There is wisdom in this rule if applied in the right measure. Why would one speak in the face of unspeakable tragedy? What can you possibly say when someone is enduring the unimaginable? Yet often, saying nothing creates pain and confusion—the very opposite of peace. Worse still, it does nothing to teach or model compassion.

			The bible offers instruction about how a follower of Christ is meant to behave, particularly in times of crisis. In the letters of St Paul, he tells the early Christians to clothe themselves with compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience and to bear with one another and, if anyone has a complaint against another, forgive each other (Colossians 3:12–13). The bible, I have found, is often very good at telling us what to do but less explicit about how to achieve it in practice. For a long time, this left me feeling unsure about how to live up to these ideals.

			In our largely secular world today, I find we are much the same. We are very concerned with teaching our children to be kind, but are we succeeding? We tell them what to be, but do we teach them how to become it?

			Words are one of the most powerful tools we have for expressing kindness and compassion, yet they often seem to fail us. This is why I love watching television dramas set in the past, like Downton Abbey or Poldark. In these shows, the characters often seem more adept at navigating difficult conversations than we are today. For example, in a series about Queen Victoria, there is an episode where Prince Albert discovers that his brother, Ernst, has been secretly suffering from syphilis, a result of a reckless trip to Paris after their father’s death. When Ernst finally confesses his illness to Albert, they share this exchange:

			Albert: “Why didn’t you tell me?”

			Ernst: “I was ashamed.”

			Then they hug and cry. How beautiful. How simple, yet how difficult. Are we this skilful at speaking about hard things today? I doubt it. We are frequently told to have a conversation about challenging topics, like mental health, but the advice often stops there. Beyond saying, We need to talk about this, we rarely go any further.

			Of course, these dramas are scripted, and we can’t assume they reflect exactly how people spoke in those times. But even imagining that people once expressed themselves with such skill and sensitivity offers us lessons for today. I often notice small phrases that seem just the right thing to say—expressions I’ve never heard spoken in real life. For example, I am much obliged. While this might feel overly formal today, it could easily be updated to I’m very grateful, or I appreciate that without losing any of its warmth or sincerity. It’s a reminder that the words we choose can carry immense weight and, when spoken with care, have the power to build bridges of kindness and compassion.

			The Complexities of Praise and Appreciation

			By way of illustration, let me tell a story. I once recommended a book to a parenting group I was leading. Afterwards, one of the parents texted me, asking for the title. When I got home, I took a photo of the book and sent it to him, along with a couple of lines about why I recommended it. His reply was ostensibly gracious: “You’re very kind”.

			On the surface, this was a polite response. But the truth is, it irked me. You might wonder why. It’s because his comment was about me, not him. It broke the communication rule of using I statements to speak about oneself, instead of You statements about others.

			Some people might like being told they’re kind, but I wasn’t particularly impressed by my kindness in this instance—I had simply sent a photo and a text. Jesus himself said: Being kind to people who are kind to you isn’t exceptional; even the Gentiles do that (adapted from Matthew 5:46–47). My internal response was a snort: I’m not an especially kind person, and anyone who thinks I am, has set the bar rather low.

			What would have been better? I would have preferred if he had texted, I appreciate that, or simply, Thank you. Then I could have replied, You’re welcome, and that would have been that. Of course, the man who sent the text had no idea that I struggle with praise. But I’ve noticed I’m not alone. Many people—women especially—tend to deflect compliments, often brushing them away with suspicion or disbelief.

			Praise and Criticism in Practice

			In the parenting classes I lead, we do an exercise that reveals how people feel about praise and criticism. Participants write down a few words about how they feel when they receive praise. Most responses are positive—encouraged, happy, motivated—but there are always a few wary ones: suspicious, disbelieving, or worried—what do they want?

			We then discuss how these reactions often stem from childhood experiences. People who were starved of praise as children can find it difficult to accept as adults, much like pouring water onto a dried-up sponge. To illustrate this, we perform an exercise: we pour a large quantity of water onto a dry sponge and watch it bounce off. Then, we slowly drip water onto another dry sponge, showing how steady, gradual encouragement is more effective.

			The same principle applies to praise. Individuals unaccustomed to compliments often reject them, but a slow and steady approach—understated compliments and consistent appreciation—can help them grow more comfortable over time. However, before you think plenty of praise in childhood will avoid this problem, it turns out that using praise as a parent is fraught with danger. Alfie Kohn, an American author and education researcher, argued in his book Punished by Rewards (1993) that praise can diminish intrinsic motivation and lead children to experience love or approval as conditional on performance. Since then, further research has demonstrated that the way praise is framed (effort vs ability; process vs outcome) deeply affects whether it fosters resilience and internal motivation or reinforces fragile self‐worth dependent on performance.

			This is not to say that sincere praise or a heartfelt spontaneous compliment is inappropriate. Of course not. But on the whole, I find it safer and more effective to express gratitude or appreciation rather than give compliments or praise. Appreciation creates a positive glow in people, including children, when their efforts are recognised. It also has the wonderful side effect of making the person expressing gratitude feel more positive, grateful and connected. 

			Becoming Generous 

			Expressing gratitude has had unexpected benefits for me. When my husband and I first married, our biggest argument in the first year was about saying thank you. He believed in expressing gratitude for even small gestures, like bringing a glass of water. I, on the other hand, thought my gratitude should be assumed. He insisted it wasn’t enough to feel grateful—I had to say it out loud.

			At the time, I thought his stance was childish. Over time, I realised he was right. Saying thank you not only strengthened our relationship but also changed me. These days, I like to think I’ve become a genuinely grateful person because I’ve made a habit of noticing what others do for me and expressing appreciation.

			I’ve also learned to embrace different kinds of gratitude. Even when I don’t particularly like a gift, I can still be thankful for the thought and effort behind it. Gratitude, I’ve come to see, is about more than merely liking a gift—it’s about recognising the value of care and kindness, however, it comes.

			These lessons in generosity and honesty apply just as much to my relationship with my children. By modelling gratitude and expressing appreciation, I hope to teach them how to channel peace in their own lives, even in small ways.

			What’s our baseline for being a kind and generous person? Christianity sets a high one: Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect (Matthew 5:48). Modern translations often shy away from the word perfect, and for good reason—it’s a standard most of us can’t hope to meet. But that’s the point: we need God’s grace to approach it.

			Still, what would it look like if we all tried to be more perfectly generous? Would a generous person bring a gift every time they visit someone’s house, even for a quick coffee? Perhaps not. But what about bringing a small gift when invited for a meal? To me, that feels like a reasonable baseline, though it’s not the only valid one.

			I wasn’t always someone who brought gifts. But, after listening to Deepak Chopra’s Seven Spiritual Laws of Success, I was struck by the idea of always bringing something when visiting someone’s home. Chopra suggests the gift need not be extravagant—it could be as simple as a prayer or a single flower. The point isn’t the item but the spirit of generosity. This idea resonated deeply with me, and I vowed to make it part of my life.

			This simple practice has been a great spiritual teacher. Still, I haven’t managed to follow it perfectly. Sometimes, I don’t want to bother with a gift, especially when visiting someone who doesn’t bring me anything in return. In those moments, I remind myself that generosity asks us to give without expecting anything back.

			When I find myself resenting the act of giving, I know I’m being transactional rather than generous. In those moments, the best spiritual progress is not in forcing myself to bring a gift but in bringing myself honestly, without resentment. I’ve learned that doing something begrudgingly, no matter how well-intentioned, is the opposite of being a channel of peace.

			This lesson applies beyond gift-giving. I know I’m not gracious enough to do things I truly hate without resenting them later. If my husband suggests something adventurous, like stand-up paddle boarding, I’ve realised it’s more generous to say no upfront, than to agree, and then ruin the experience for both of us.

			Final Reflections on Peace

			Peace begins as an internal choice, a deliberate effort to understand and embrace the different parts of ourselves, even those we once resented. By making peace within, we create space for kindness, compassion, and gratitude to flourish, not as ideals to strive towards but as natural extensions of who we are.

			For some, this journey may involve finding the courage to speak up rather than staying silent. For others, it means choosing silence over sharp words. For me, it’s meant learning how to discern between each of these. Any of these paths require self-awareness and compassion and will lead us closer to a sense of calm and harmony within ourselves and with those around us.

			When we thoughtfully choose our words or embrace silence, we honour not only our own boundaries but also the emotional landscapes of others. These small, intentional acts—expressing gratitude, softening in moments of conflict, and showing compassion even when it’s difficult—ripple outward, shaping our families, our relationships and our communities.

			Though we may never fully embody the ideals of our faith or our highest aspirations, every effort towards peace matters. Every moment of understanding, every step towards connection, brings us closer to the life we long for: one that is rich in meaning, anchored in love, and capable of transforming the world around us.

			Where There Is Hatred, Let Me Bring Love

			Every parent, at some point, faces a child grappling with self-doubt—or even self-hatred. For much of my life, I assumed this was uncommon, but with time, I’ve come to believe that no one escapes some degree of self-rejection. Still, I was surprised when I saw it in my own children, as I lacked the wisdom to understand it then.

			My son wasn’t yet two and a half when I first saw something in him that resembled self-denigration. I felt a wave of guilt and assumed his shame was my fault. Surely, I thought, it must stem from mistakes my husband and I had made in parenting him?

			I remember the moment vividly. We were in the kitchen, and I had lifted Flynn onto the counter, perhaps after some minor infraction like refusing lunch or deliberately dropping food. My intention, as I recall, was to put us on the same level and explain calmly why his behaviour wasn’t acceptable. Before I could begin, however, he looked up at me and said, “Flynn bad”.

			I was shocked and panicked. How could he think that about himself when I had worked so hard to separate the act from the actor? I had tried to make it clear that it was his behaviour, not his person, that was the issue. Yet it became obvious that this distinction was beyond him. Looking back, I can see I wasn’t just reacting to his pain—I was responding to something unresolved in myself. His shame echoed something ancient and familiar in me, though I didn’t yet have the words for it.

			Right then, I resolved to change the way I was parenting. I had (so I thought) undeniable evidence that my approach wasn’t working. He felt ashamed when I corrected him. Like many parents of my generation, I treated shaming one’s child as the ultimate sin, leaving me feeling constrained when it came to discipline. I wanted to correct Flynn’s behaviour without causing self-reproach, but this left me relying almost entirely on reasoning and explaining to manage his inevitable toddler mischief.

			Without realising it, I was practising Gentle Parenting long before it became a popular term. I believed if Flynn could understand what I wanted him to do—or stop doing—he would comply naturally. This approach aligned with my then-worldview; I had distanced myself from the Christian idea of humanity’s tendency towards wrongdoing and embraced the humanist belief that people are intrinsically good. I was convinced that my son would grow into a kind and virtuous person as long as I didn’t damage him with clumsy parenting.

			Once I became a mother, it was almost inevitable that I would turn the same critical eye on myself that I had once cast on my parents. Seeing my toddler son struggling with shame, I assumed that his feelings must stem from my parenting mistakes. Driven by guilt, I resolved to change my approach entirely, determined to undo whatever harm I thought I had caused. I worked hard to demonstrate more patience, believing this would help him feel safe and loved. I thought I was doing the right thing—choosing patience over punishment—but in hindsight, I was avoiding discomfort, not modelling emotional maturity.

			Yet, in my effort to be endlessly patient, I found myself suppressing my true feelings. When his behaviour irritated or frustrated me, I ignored it, convincing myself to rise above my emotions. But the emotions didn’t disappear; they simply built up, unchecked, until the weight of all the small, unaddressed frustrations burst forth in an eruption of anger, completely disproportionate to the moment at hand. This cycle was not good for him, for me, or for our family. Suppressed emotions always find a way out, and the way they emerge is rarely kind or loving.

			My outbursts had far-reaching consequences that I never intended. They frightened my son, strained our relationship, failed to teach him the lessons I wanted him to learn, and left me grappling with an overwhelming sense of parental shame once my anger had subsided.

			Teaching by Example

			At the time, I didn’t understand that a natural sense of shame plays a vital role in the development of conscience. I also didn’t realise that my son needed me to correct him calmly and consistently, ideally in the moment when he stepped out of line. I lacked the tools to address his behaviour constructively—I didn’t know how to deliver corrections with a matter-of-fact tone, identify his needs, offer alternative strategies to meet them, identify and include my own needs, use consequences effectively, or empathise with his inevitable frustration over boundaries.

			Worse, I didn’t see how my inability to stay emotionally close while disciplining him was undermining our connection. I failed to appreciate that I could guide him to respect limits without severing the relationship we both needed. Like all toddlers, he was testing boundaries and learning the rules of the world. But instead of responding with calm resolve and setting effective boundaries, I fell back on reasoning, requests, and explanations that failed to reach him. This eventually led to frustration and anger, as I remained unaware of how deeply my own unresolved self-hatred was interfering with my ability to parent with love.

			I had to learn the hard way that being a truly loving parent is impossible when you are burdened by self-loathing. It is a spiritual axiom—an undeniable truth: you cannot pass on what you do not possess. If you lack a deep and secure sense of your own worth, free from guilt, shame, and self-rejection, no matter how much you want to, you cannot instil a secure sense of self-worth in your child. I didn’t just need better parenting strategies—I needed healing.

			It’s true that an intellectual understanding of our immense value, as beloved children of our Creator, the Universe, or the Source of all Love, can be shared, and this is a meaningful and positive step. However, knowing this truth in your mind is vastly different from feeling it in your heart. Knowing it in your head might guide your words, but feeling it in your heart is what truly shapes the love you embody and pass on.

			To Be Loved Is to Be Healed

			Christian doctrine teaches that we are loved by God—a theological fact that some of us can accept as head knowledge. But there’s another kind of knowing, one that is profoundly different. It’s the knowledge you carry deep in your soul, written on your heart: you can know you are loved by God because you have felt it, experienced it, and had it revealed to you.

			I became a much more loving parent when I started to believe in God again. My capacity to love leapt forward when I realised I was God’s beloved. Suddenly, the meaning of familiar Christian texts crystallised: we love because we are first loved.

			As a teenager, I thought this language was poetic, even pretty, but I didn’t truly comprehend it. Although I understood the words themselves, I glossed over them, dimly aware that their full meaning eluded me. Eventually, I decided it was just theological nonsense, a proposition too abstract to make a difference. What I didn’t realise at the time was that my misunderstanding reflected a deeper reality: I didn’t truly believe I was loved by God.

			His Favour Rests on Us All

			Many years later, I read Henri Nouwen’s Life of the Beloved, and just as I vividly remember the first time Flynn verbalised his self-rejection, I have a stark memory of the moment the truth of my beloved-ness began to sink in.

			I was raised on the KJV translation: This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased (Matthew 3:17). It always seemed to imply a conditional love, dependent on performance. Of course, Jesus—the perfect God-man—would elicit God’s pleasure. But how could my own rather miserable performance, my many failures, procrastination, lapses in judgement, and downright sinfulness, ever merit the approval of almighty God?

			When I read Nouwen’s version—This is my beloved Son, on whom my favour rests—it stopped me in my tracks. It wasn’t about earning God’s love; his favour simply rested on Jesus. Before his ministry had even begun, before he had done anything at all, God declared him beloved.

			At that moment, something in me shifted. These words applied not only to Jesus but to me, too. For the first time, I understood what it meant to be loved without condition, without achievement or perfection. It didn’t require performance; it was simply true.

			Traversing the Grief of Letting Go

			I was sitting in a pub in the middle of the day when I read those words, and suddenly, God’s love burned into my heart, my soul, and my mind. Tears poured down my face as I realised how many years I had spent not knowing this truth.

			How different would life have been if I had always known it? If I had believed this earlier, especially before my children were born? The regret hit me like a tidal wave. Please, God, I prayed, why couldn’t I have known this before?

			In retrospect, I see now that I was grieving—grieving the lost years, the missed opportunities to live in the light of God’s love. Though I knew intellectually about Elisabeth Kübler-Ross’s stages of grief, including the bargaining phase, I didn’t recognise it in myself at the time. I only knew that I was pleading with God, aching to understand why it couldn’t have been different. Why had I spent so much of my life not knowing the simple, unshakeable truth of his love?

			This bargaining, this mourning of what could have been, was excruciating. I think the pain of mourning is one reason why many people do not find true healing; they attempt to avoid their pain by spiritual bypass, rushing to an understanding or acceptance that is only skin-deep. It’s counterintuitive that in order to heal we must go towards the pain. Fortunately for me, even in the midst of this painful phase, God’s love was at work, beginning to heal the wounds left by my years of self-rejection.

			New Beginnings

			The silver lining in all this painful heartache, awakening and repentance was that I had finally come to understand how precious I was. My mere existence meant that I was loved beyond measure by the God who saw fit to create me. At first, I didn’t see how my awareness of God’s immense love for me would begin to melt away years of shame, but over time, it became clear. My sense of shame and self-loathing began to recede, slowly but unmistakably.

			I didn’t know in advance that being freed from self-hatred would enable me to convey self-worth to my children, but as things unfolded, I began to understand. Having a deep and abiding sense of my own self-worth helped me to distinguish which of my children’s behaviours needed guidance and what could simply be accepted.

			Previously, I had been so concerned with accepting all of their feelings, because mine had been denied during childhood, that I couldn’t see the need for limits. Now, I could discern that some feelings could be embraced as they were, while others needed gentle boundaries to protect my children and those around them.

			The slow journey to sow love where there had been hatred had begun in earnest. And as my shame lifted, something else began to dissolve: the sense of intense ugliness that had plagued me since my early teens. Knowing that I was loved by the God of the Universe made me feel significant—and, yes, even beautiful.

			When you feel God smiling at you, when you truly grasp that he loves you more than you can imagine, it’s hard to sustain the perception of being ugly and unworthy. God’s love surpasses anything we can fathom, and it is offered so perfectly because, well, he’s God.

			Letting Go of the Hate

			I stopped believing I was ugly and stopped wishing I could be more attractive. No longer did I collapse in tears after haircuts, convinced they emphasised my flaws. But the healing didn’t come without pain. There were many, many bouts of what I came to call snot-crying. Letting myself feel the raw self-hatred—unadorned by anger or self-pity—was harrowing, but it was also liberating.

			I mastered the art of bringing God with me into my cave of shame, where I had been marinading for years. The first time I fell into his arms and let the tears come, it felt as though they would never stop. I grieved for all the years I had lived in self-loathing, unaware that there was another way.

			More than grief, though, there was repentance. I wept for how I had done this to myself. Yes, my childhood and family of origin explained much about how I came to feel unworthy. But God showed me that, for most of my life, I had been my own worst enemy.

			I didn’t need external criticism—I had castigated, rebuked, and hated myself far more than anyone else ever had. Over the years, I had become a relentless critic, but now, God was asking me to let go of the hate.

			I’ve heard it said that God uses our brokenness to help others who have suffered similar wounds. These days, I see people struggling with self-hatred everywhere, and instead of recoiling, I feel compassion.

			Previously, I might have responded to rude, impatient, or unkind people with dislike or mistrust. Sometimes—God forgive me—I even hated them. I came to think of this as committing thought crimes against others, and by doing so, I added to the hatred in the world. If anyone needed to know that God is merciful and forgives sin, it was me.

			But the greatest gift of being freed from self-hatred was how it transformed my ability to respond to my children when they struggled with shame, unworthiness, or self-rejection.
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