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For Marcel.

You are sixteen now — strong, whole, and more than we ever dared ask for.

There was a season, early on, when we almost lost you. God had other plans.

This book was written because of you.

Every page is the father I was learning to be while you were busy becoming yourself.

I would go back and slow down. Stay longer on the floor. Listen to every story.

But I would choose you again — every time, without hesitation.

You are my whole heart and my whole world.

Stay close to Jesus, the Good Shepherd. May He bless you and protect you on your worldly journey.

— Dad
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Introduction
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If the two most traumatic years of my life were God's design to help you parent His way — I am truly humbled by the honour.

Did anyone warn you that you cannot parent without God?

Nobody warned me.

I thought I was ready. I thought love would be enough. I thought instinct would kick in, that my wife and I would figure it out together, that the hard parts would be the ones you could see coming — the sleepless nights, the tantrums, the teenage years somewhere far off in the future.

Nobody warned me about 4am in a hospital corridor in Johannesburg, watching an ambulance carry my 18-month-old son away from a general hospital that had spent five days unable to break his fever. Five days of seizures. Five days of specialists shaking their heads. Five days of watching my boy become less and less responsive while my wife and I stood there holding each other and holding nothing else.

By the time we reached the specialist hospital in Sandton, every expert imaginable was already waiting — brain, heart, nervous system. And still, day after day, no diagnosis. No breakthrough. No answers. My wife and I slept in turns on a chair beside his sealed ICU chamber. We never left. We couldn't. You don't leave when it's your child lying there with purple spots appearing on his skin and a fever that won't break and doctors who are treating for meningitis as a precaution because they honestly don't know what else to do.

Somewhere around day three in that ICU, my sister called from Johannesburg. She wanted to bring her pastor's wife to pray.

We said yes before she finished the sentence.

They came. We gathered around his bed — this tiny boy, tubes and monitors, 18 months old — and we prayed for maybe 30 minutes. I say "prayed." What I mean is we cried and prayed at the same time, the kind of prayer that doesn't have beautiful words, the kind that is just your whole broken self poured out before God because there is nothing else left to give.

After that day, something shifted. Slowly. A small result here. A slightly better reading there. The MRI came back clear — all glory to Jesus, because we did not know what those fever fits had already taken. Every day brought one small ray of light, one small gesture from above. And then one morning, about three weeks after he arrived in that ICU unable to open his eyes, our son was running in the hallways. Laughing. Waving at the nurses.

When we hugged those specialists goodbye, one of them looked at us and said simply: it's a miracle. We don't know what was wrong. We don't know why he recovered. It was a miracle.

I know what it was.

It was Jesus. It was prayer. It was the God who shows up in hospital corridors at 4am when you have nothing left and no answers and a child who needs more than you can give.

That moment did not just save my son's life. It changed what I understood about parenting entirely.

You are not the author of your child's story. You are the steward of it. The Author already knows every page — and He was writing long before you arrived.

This book is everything I wish someone had placed in my hands in those early years. Not a collection of tips. Not a checklist. A companion — for the ordinary days and the ICU days, for the tantrums and the milestones, for the moments when you feel like you're doing it right and the moments when you are absolutely certain you are not.

From the first breath of a newborn to the first day of Grade 1 — these seven years are the most important you will ever spend. What you build in this season becomes the foundation everything else rests on.

But you were never meant to build it alone.

Let's begin.
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Chapter 1 — The Arrival
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Newborn to 3 Months

There is a moment, usually sometime in the first 48 hours, when everyone who came to help goes home.

The nurses who knew exactly what to do — gone. Your mother, your mother-in-law, the friend who brought food and held the baby while you showered — gone. The doctors with their clipboards and their calm, practiced reassurance — gone. And it is just the two of you, standing in your own lounge or your own bedroom, looking at this tiny person who has absolutely no idea that you have no idea what you are doing.

That moment is not a failure. That moment is the beginning.

Nobody walks into parenthood ready. Not really. You can read every book, attend every class, paint the nursery twice, and pack the hospital bag four weeks early — and you will still stand in that lounge on that first night home and feel something that no amount of preparation could have prevented. It is the feeling of your old life quietly stepping out the back door while your new life screams at 2am and refuses to tell you why.

Welcome. You are exactly where you are supposed to be.

What Nobody Posts on Instagram

Here is what the first three months actually look like, and I am telling you this not to frighten you but to set you free from the pressure of pretending otherwise.

You will be tired in a way that has no accurate name in the English language. Not sleepy. Not fatigued. Something deeper — a bone-level exhaustion that makes simple decisions feel like mathematics and makes you cry at television advertisements for reasons you cannot explain.

My wife and I averaged three to four hours of broken sleep a night for a full year. I was falling asleep at work. She was crying from exhaustion — not sadness, just sheer physical depletion. Our marriage, which was strong, felt the strain of two people running on empty trying to care for someone who needed everything. We were surviving. That was the whole goal for a long time. Just surviving.

And here is the grace in that: surviving is enough.

The first three months are not a performance. They are not a test of your parenting ability or your spiritual maturity or how well you planned. They are a transition — one of the most disorienting transitions a human being can make — and the only thing God asks of you in this season is that you show up. Tired, uncertain, slightly unwashed, and completely in love. That is more than enough.

Your Baby Has No Idea It Is Inconvenient

Here is something that genuinely helped me reframe those early weeks — and I offer it to you with the warmth of someone who learned it the hard way.

Your newborn is not doing this to you. They are not manipulating you. They are not testing your patience or punishing you for something you said. They have arrived from the only world they have ever known — warm, dark, perfectly fed, constantly held — into a place that is loud and bright and cold and confusing, and they have exactly one tool available to communicate every single need they have.

That tool is crying. One tool. For everything.

Hungry? Crying. Cold? Crying. Lonely? Crying. Overstimulated? Crying. Tired but unable to sleep? Crying. Perfectly fine but just needing to hear your voice? Also crying.

When you understand this, something shifts. The crying stops feeling like an accusation and starts feeling like what it actually is — your baby reaching for you. Every time. Without fail. Because you are their entire world and they trust you completely, even when you have no idea what you are doing.

That trust is one of the most humbling things God will ever place in your hands.


"Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, before you were born I set you apart." — Jeremiah 1:5 (NIV)



God knew your child before you did. He was not surprised by their arrival, their needs, their 3am demands, or their particular way of entering the world. He entrusted them to you with full knowledge of your limitations — and full provision for every one of them.

How Newborn Sleep Actually Works

Let's talk about sleep — because everything in the first three months is shaped by it, and most parents enter this season with completely wrong expectations.

Adult sleep cycles run between 90 and 120 minutes. Newborn sleep cycles run between 20 and 50 minutes. This means your baby is surfacing into light sleep, and potentially fully waking, multiple times per hour — not because something is wrong, but because their brain is not yet developed enough to link sleep cycles the way yours does.

There is no sleep training a newborn. Anyone who tells you otherwise is wrong, and you can quote me on that. Their brain is simply not ready. What you are doing in these first weeks is not teaching sleep — it is surviving sleep, one cycle at a time.

What actually helps in these early weeks is simpler than the internet will lead you to believe. Newborns sleep best when they feel what they felt in the womb — warmth, movement, sound, and closeness. White noise works because the womb was loud, surprisingly loud. Swaddling works because they were held tight for nine months. Being held and rocked works because movement was constant. Your heartbeat against theirs works because it was the first sound they ever knew.

You are not spoiling them by holding them. You are speaking the only language they understand yet. There will be time for independence. This is not that season.

The one rule for this season is simple: safe sleep, every time. Baby on their back, on a firm surface, nothing in the sleep space — no pillows, no bumpers, no loose blankets. Everything else is survival strategy. Do what works. Adjust tomorrow. Give yourself extraordinary grace.

The Body Nobody Warned You About

To every mother reading this — your body just did something extraordinary. It grew a human being from nothing and then delivered that human into the world in one of the most physically demanding events the human body can experience. Whether your birth was straightforward or surgical, quick or long, exactly as planned or nothing like it — what your body accomplished deserves reverence, not a six-week race back to normal.

There is no normal to race back to. There is only forward — slowly, gently, one day at a time.

Your body is healing. Your hormones are doing things that would make a scientist's head spin. You may feel tearful for no reason on day three or four after birth — this is called the baby blues and it is almost universal, caused by the dramatic hormonal shift that happens when your milk comes in. It does not mean something is wrong. It does not mean you are struggling with your identity or your faith or your love for your child. It means your body is working.

If those feelings do not lift after two weeks, or if they deepen into something that feels like more than sadness — tell someone. Your doctor. Your husband. A trusted friend. Postpartum depression is real, it is common, it is not a spiritual failure, and it responds to treatment. You do not earn points for suffering silently.

To every father reading this — your wife needs more from you in this season than you may realise, and less of it is practical than you expect. She needs you present. She needs you to notice when she hasn't eaten. She needs you to take the baby at 6am on a Saturday so she can sleep for three hours without listening for a sound. She needs you to tell her, regularly and specifically, that she is doing a remarkable thing. Not that she's doing fine. That she is remarkable.

Be that for her. It will cost you sleep. Give it anyway.

Bonding Is Not Always Instant — And That Is Okay

Here is something I wish someone had said to me in those early weeks, plainly and without qualification:

Bonding does not always happen the moment you hold your child for the first time.

For some parents it does. There is an immediate, overwhelming rush of love that feels like nothing they have ever experienced. Beautiful. But for others — and this is more common than anyone admits — the first feeling is closer to shock. Or responsibility. Or a strange, loving numbness while the reality of what has just happened slowly settles.

This is not a sign that you love your child less. It is not a sign of a broken attachment or a missing instinct. It is the sign of a human being whose entire world just changed in a single moment, and whose heart is doing the work of catching up to what their arms are already holding.
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