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It ought to come naturally but it doesn’t always. Parenting is something which for practically everyone brings quite unsuspected challenges and these can produce either a degree of panic or a sense of failure. This wonderfully clear and practical book shows how a deep conviction about the unconditional love of God and the value this gives to everyone can shape a whole approach to parenting that is at one and the same time affirming, realistic about boundaries, patient and grateful.


As we recognise more and more clearly how necessary it is to offer accessible and honest guidance about being a parent in a society that’s as muddled as ours is where children’s welfare is concerned, Nicky and Sila’s book is a real gift.


Rowan Williams


Former Archbishop of Canterbury


The Parenting Book is practical and full of wise advice. I believe it will help give parents a vital ingredient in the task of bringing up children – confidence! It’s just what parents need today.


Rob Parsons


Care for the Family


Hugely practical, endlessly inspiring, packed full of humorous stories and insights – this book is a must for all parents. As a father, I know already that I’ll be reading and re-reading this book over the years!


Tim Hughes


Worship Central


This is one of the best parenting resources I have seen. It is bursting with wise practical parenting insights. We owe it to our children to be the best parents we can be. The Parenting Book is essential reading.


J John


Author and evangelist


A sensitive, practical book that provides real insight into how to be a good parent – a role we all try to fulfil as best we can.


Bear Grylls


International speaker and author


I heartily endorse this book as an extremely helpful and practical aid to those parents seeking to find reassurance in the process of raising their children.


Tom McMahon


Bishop of Brentwood


Parents need the support and the skills to bring up their children well more than ever. Too many people lack good parental role models, which is why I commend this book so warmly.


Andrew Selous


MP


The Parenting Book is interesting, practical and easy to read, and I would recommend it to any parent wanting to do the best they can for their child.


Natasha Kaplinsky OBE


TV newsreader
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Foreword


by Nicky Gumbel


I have been urging Nicky and Sila Lee to write this book for many years. Why?


First, they are the most wonderful parents themselves. Their four children are full of fun, laughter and kindness; they are a family that everyone loves to be near.


Secondly, they have been running The Parenting Children Course and The Parenting Teenagers Course at Holy Trinity Brompton (HTB) since 1990 and have collected a huge amount of practical and insightful material. In that time, they have honed and adapted all they have learned and experienced so that it is useful to every parent, whatever their situation or background.


Thirdly, the world needs it! Family life is under intense strain, not only here in Britain, but in many other countries around the world. And parents are crying out for help.


My hope and prayer is that in reading this book many parents will be able to learn and benefit from Nicky and Sila’s wisdom and encouragement, just as we have done.


Nicky has been my closest friend for well over thirty years. We were at school and university together. He has always showed me the way forward in life. He became a Christian in 1974 and led me to Christ two days later. Nicky and Sila married in 1976 and Pippa and I were married eighteen months later. Our children are roughly the same ages, and though Nicky and Sila and Pippa and I work together and live round the corner from each other, our families have often holidayed together.


Watching Nicky and Sila parent their children over the past thirty years, it is clear to me that they have something very valuable to pass on. Their marriage and family life have given us a model to follow and we are constantly thankful for their wisdom and support in helping us to parent our own children.


Few things have such a positive impact on people’s lives as good parenting, while bad parenting can be devastating, not just for the individuals involved, but for wider society as well. In our culture today there is almost unanimous support for the idea that children need a strong, positive parental role model. However, many parents often feel that they are failing in their role and are frustrated by their inability to cope with their children’s behaviour and attitudes.


What is the answer? Does good parenting come instinctively to some but not to others? Or is it possible to learn how to be a good parent?


In this book, Nicky and Sila show how good parenting can be learned. Family life can become fulfilling and positive for both parents and children. The Parenting Book helps parents think intentionally and creatively about how to foster a healthy family life.


I am convinced that every parent will find a very constructive point of learning in this book. Many will find that it helps them to avoid or solve the problems they encounter in raising their children. While others will find that the book helps to make their good parenting even better.


Nicky Gumbel


Vicar of HTB




Acknowledgments


This book has been a longer project than we had anticipated! Without the encouragement and help of a number of people it would never have been finished. As a result we want to say thank you to those who have stuck with us through the writing and rewriting and urged us not to give up. Most especially we want to thank Nicky and Pippa Gumbel for encouraging us that we had something to offer other parents. The friendship between our two families over so many years has been a huge support for us and our children as well as great fun, such as when we were snowbound in Chicago Airport for six hours with seven children and a rugby ball.


The help of our two editors has been tireless: first, Jo Glen, who had to hand over as she took up the position of Head Teacher, and then Ali Briston, who has carried us through to the end. Thank you for your skill, enthusiasm and creativity, but most of all for the fun of working on this together.


We want to thank Charlie Mackesy, who got to know our family well through living with us for several years. We are so grateful for his humour and the artistic skill he has brought to the cartoons and the cover.


Then there are a host of other people who have contributed to this book in different ways. A huge thank you to all the children (whether still children or now adults) who gave us wonderful quotes from their own experiences of family life. (In some cases we have changed their names to save them being embarrassed in years to come.) Thank you to all the parents who have shared their own personal stories of the ups and downs of bringing up their children – you will be an inspiration to many others doing the same thing.


Thank you too to the many people who have helped by reading the manuscript and suggesting changes and additions. We are particularly grateful to John and Diana Collins for the large amount of precious time given to a detailed reading of the manuscript and adding their insights and wisdom.


We also want to express our gratitude to Katherine Boulter and Linda Van Tinteren for typing and retyping so many drafts with enormous skill and patience – and who, in the time this book took to be written, have become engaged, married and parents themselves!


Two final words of thanks: first to our own parents, who gave us loving, fun and secure upbringings, and a model of parenthood that was so helpful to us for when we became parents ourselves. And finally to Kirsty, Benj, Barny and Josh – we most certainly could not have written this book without you. Thank you for turning out to be such lovely people (in spite of all our mistakes and all the sleepless nights you caused us when you were babies and then when you were teenagers). Rick, Tamsin and Ailsa: you have become members of our family through marrying Kirsty, Benj and Josh. It has been like gaining a new son and two more daughters without any of the hard work of bringing you up – we are thrilled with the good job your parents did!


Nicky and Sila Lee




Introduction




Before I got married I had six theories about bringing up children; now I have six children and no theories.


John Wilmot


Earl of Rochester


All of us have moments in our lives that test our courage. Taking children into a house with a white carpet is one of them.


Erma Bombeck


Columnist


Wrinkles are hereditary. Parents get them from their children.


Doris Day


Actress





We turn up for this job unprepared. There are no degrees or diplomas in parenting. Most of us have had no training at all. The pay? Child benefit paid by the government to every parent in the UK is around £20 a week.
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But when we bring our newborn baby home from hospital, for many of us, the realisation dawns: this is the most important job in the world and we have not got a clue what we are doing.
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Children bring an awesome responsibility. We are entrusted with the task of shaping the lives of real people, with all their potential to do good or harm. At times, it is highly inconvenient. They disturb our sleep; they interfere with our plans; they stir up dormant and unresolved passions. And yet, as we seek to teach them, they are teaching us. They teach us what sacrifice is all about. The total dependence of a baby upon us, their powerlessness to reciprocate what we do for them, their inability to say thank you, all lead us to become less selfish. We are forced to change, to grow up, to look at the needs of another, to raise our boredom threshold, to develop patience, to deal with our insecurities, to become more whole. We are learning to love.
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Parenting is a higher calling than the pursuit of our own happiness. It carries a big cost – tiredness, worry, and for some, the terrible pain of losing a child. But it can also bring the highest of rewards: the depth of love a parent feels and the privilege of knowing that we have helped shape a life.


Nothing really prepares us for the impact of our first child’s arrival, although some parents are more ready than others. We were definitely among the ‘others’.

















	   

Nicky



	

Sila and I were living in Japan when we found out that we were expecting our first child. With two weeks to go until the due date, Sila woke me to say that she thought her waters had broken. Neither of us knew how long we had, but it fell to me to pack ‘the bag of essentials’ to take with us to hospital. Sila shouted to me from the shower that there was a useful list in the back of a book she had been sent by a friend in England. I found the book and madly started packing, not daring to leave anything out.


‘Towel, nightie, dressing gown’ all seemed straightforward enough. Then came: ‘a tennis ball in a sock’. I found myself hunting around our flat for a tennis ball at 2.15 am, realising that there was more to having a baby than I had previously thought. Only some weeks later did I discover that this could relieve backache if placed in the small of the back during labour.


‘Lemon and honey as a drink to quench thirst and restore energy during labour’. Running short of time by now, I hastily squeezed a lemon and poured the juice into a jam jar with generous spoonfuls of honey. When I later unpacked and put this concoction by Sila’s bed, it looked just like a urine sample. (I had overlooked the instruction to dilute it.) And when I suggested Sila took a sip of it, I noticed one of the Japanese women, also in labour and resting between contractions, wince at what she probably took to be a strange Western remedy to ease the pain.








	   

Sila



	

I had read up on the ‘natural childbirth’ approach to having a baby, and had naively imagined I would be allowed to do pretty much what I wanted. The delivery room was about as far removed from a natural childbirth environment as could be imagined. It looked more like a medieval torture chamber! I was hurried towards an uncomfortable looking metal bed with a bar across one end and two elevated stirrups at the other, designed for women a lot shorter than me. I had neither the energy nor the language with which to protest. I squeezed onto it and my feet were strapped into the stirrups. My horror was, however, short-lived as the arrival of our baby overshadowed everything else.








	   

Nicky



	   

If the mothers-to-be were surprised by my presence in the labour ward, the midwife in the delivery room was even more disconcerted. Having the father present (and a foreigner at that) was as new an experience for her as childbirth was for me. Only when it became clear to her that I might be required to translate her instructions, did she start to soften. Twenty-six years after leaving Japan I do not remember many Japanese words. However, two phrases will always stay with me: ‘Ha-ha shté kudasai!’ meaning, ‘Please pant!’ and, ‘Ikinde shité kudasai!’ meaning, ‘Please push!’ Shortly after the midwife’s third, ‘Ikinde kudasai!’ our daughter emerged, with a strong cry of protest at her rather sudden arrival.


Kirsty was born six days before Easter. I returned home under a clear blue sky between trees laden with cherry blossom, thinking the world was more beautiful than I had ever known it. The roads were still deserted but I drove more carefully than I had ever driven before, suddenly feeling this huge new sense of responsibility. For the first time in my life someone was totally dependent on me, and I did not want to let her down.


For any parent to try to describe the complex surge of different emotions at the moment of their first (or indeed subsequent) child’s birth is not easy. I felt a sudden, overwhelming rush of joy and pride mixed with relief and, to be honest, astonishment. Here was a real, living and breathing person in whose creation we had played a part.











So began the journey of parenthood and, four children later, we have experienced more excitement, more challenges, more heartache, more joy and more exhilaration than we could ever have imagined.
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Parenting has much in common with white water rafting. We are swept along, sometimes out of control, without the option of stopping and getting out. At times we feel overwhelmed by the forces that hurtle us forward, expecting to overturn at any moment. There are dangers for which we feel untrained and ill-equipped: exhilarating rapids that cause us to catch our breath, or rocks and whirlpools that require decisive action. Sometimes there are disasters – we tip over and have to swim to dry land before setting off again. Sometimes we are all enjoying the ride together. Then there are other periods of slow progress and unchanging scenery until the pace quickens again. And there is no expert on board. It is up to us to call the shots – we are at the helm, in charge of steering the family through each stretch of the river. Sometimes we carry trusting passengers, at other times a mutinous crew.


As we have been writing, we have reflected on some of the highs and lows of parenting, the more difficult times and the most rewarding.


The hardest aspect of parenting
















   

	

Sila



	

My greatest challenge has been coming face-to-face with my weaknesses – being too judgmental, jumping to conclusions, being impatient, over-reacting when under pressure, failing to listen when one of our children is upset and angry and being too bossy. In short, parenting has meant holding a mirror up to myself and seeing all of the work that needs to be done on me!







   

	

Nicky



	

For me, the most demanding part of becoming a father has been making time for our children on a regular basis. I regret all those days when I allowed work to squeeze out the opportunity of an hour or so to be with our children, sitting around the table together, playing with them or reading stories.











The most fulfilling aspect of parenting
















   

	

Sila



	

The most rewarding part of parenthood has been seeing each of our children develop into a unique person with their own character, gifts and interests, while at the same time having a strong sense of identity within our family. I have also loved seeing strong and close relationships develop between them as siblings, though of course it wasn’t always like that!


Despite the fact that bringing up children is hard work, I’ve always enjoyed the full-on nature of family. Mealtimes were often chaotic and I found myself endlessly trying to teach them basic table manners, but these times day by day also helped to build the relationships between us. Holidays – including the barbecues on the beach in the rain, because we’ve had them there every year – required energy and creativity, but the rewards far outweighed the costs.







   

	

Nicky



	

Leaving aside for a moment the tiredness, the worry and the self-questioning that are part of the job, I have found huge fulfilment in being a parent. But I often anticipated that the next stage – when the children went to school, were allowed out on their own or became teenagers – would be harder and less enjoyable.


My experience, however, has been the reverse. We loved having teenagers in our home, often accompanied by hordes of their friends. I found that as each child has grown up my relationship with them has matured. I have enjoyed helping them face the next stage in life, talking through different options with them, encouraging them when they have been under pressure or known they have got it wrong. Now, as adults, they keep coming back and the relationships keep growing.











Our children’s perspective


Every family has a unique dynamic. No two families are the same. We will tell you a little about ours to give you more of the context from which we write.


After Kirsty we had three boys: Benj, Barny and Josh. The age gap between Kirsty and Josh is seven years. We have lived in Japan, the North-East of England (where Benj and Barny were born) and, for the last twenty-four years, in a flat without a garden in Central London – often feeling on top of each other for lack of space. Both our wider families live in rural parts of Scotland, so our children have had the opportunity during holidays to experience life in the countryside as well.


Our home has been more male-dominated than female, and all three boys are very keen on sport. The house has always been very busy, with people coming and going, often dropping in unannounced. Family mealtimes are a central feature – the tempo fast and the volume noisy – with everyone competing to get a word in.


We do not pretend we have done everything right in our parenting. Far from it! We can think of things we would do differently if we had our time again. We asked our children, all now in their twenties or thirties, with Kirsty, Benj and Josh married, to recount a few of the times and ways where they remember us getting it wrong.
















   

	

Kirsty



	

Growing up with three sports-mad brothers, conversations at supper would often be about surfing or a rugby match one of the boys had played, and sometimes I felt that there was not much space for anything ‘girly’. The boys would naturally think any talk about clothes, shopping and make-up was boring. Even though I wasn’t much into all of that, I still wanted the space to find out for myself and I didn’t feel that Mum, as the only other female in the house, really supported me. It was one of the reasons I was keen to stay for weekends with a friend who only had a sister, as they talked about stuff that I found interesting. As I got older, I think Mum realised my need of this and I loved being able to talk to her about all my feelings.







   

	

Benj



	

I remember one time on holiday when Dad completely lost it with me. And for once it was totally unjustified. Josh had been winding us all up in the car as we were sitting waiting for Dad to take us surfing. Barny and I had managed to restrain ourselves but, when Dad got in the car and Josh subtly carried on annoying us, I finally lost it and punched him. At which point Dad exploded and said, ‘Benjamin – get out! You are not going to the beach,’ and dragged me out of the car.


He was as angry as I have ever seen him. Normally he was very controlled in situations where he was justified to have shouted at us. Later Josh owned up and I remember Dad apologising.







   

	

Josh 



	

It was thirteen years ago, and I was only eight, but I remember feeling really bad when Dad pulled Benj out of the car. I knew it was my fault and I would be in trouble from Dad, Benj and Barny.







   

	

Barny 



	

Mum and I are very similar – physically and in character. Tough, volatile and Scottish! We can give as good as we get. I often caused trouble but then I was often picked on. Victimised! I remember one time we were all supposed to be tidying up the house and we all started messing around. Mum came in and said, ‘Barnabas, stop that immediately!’ But it wasn’t just me. All three of us boys were larking about.







   

	

Benj



	

I did feel sorry for Barny sometimes. He gave a lot of grief, but he took a lot of the flak too.







   

	

Barny



	

Once Mum threw me downstairs. She certainly didn’t mean to. I can’t remember what I did – probably deliberately hacking her off. I used to love winding her up. Anyway, she came to get me and I leapt out of the way and ran off to my room. She followed and by this time she was mad! Mum’s strong so I was trying to dodge her. I was holding on to my bedroom door while she was trying to pull me out so she could tell me off.


At this point, I let go of the door handle and the force of her pulling sent me flying down the stairs. It was definitely to my advantage as it didn’t hurt me, but Mum was so shocked, she forgot her fury and we all ended up apologising.







   

	

Kirsty



	

I remember a time when Dad had some big work stresses but he never talked to us about them at all. He wanted to protect us and so at home none of this was ever mentioned. We all knew it was a tough time. I was in my teens and old enough to understand – and yet nothing was communicated. That was not good for Dad’s and my relationship at the time. It made me withdraw. Of course, now we have talked all about it, but it would have been better to have done so at the time.







   

	

Josh



	

I think maybe they were too lax with me; it was definitely ‘fourth-child syndrome’. They should have made me work harder. They got very lax about my exams and didn’t say much about me working. Probably, after Kirsty got over-anxious about her exams, they didn’t want to see that again. It would have annoyed me but it would have been better for me if they had made me do more work. I was not mature enough to know how much to do, even for my ‘A’ levels.











Thankfully children are remarkably resilient! As you read this book and parent your children, we hope you will be encouraged by the knowledge that love covers over a multitude of parental failings. Our aim with our own children has been to love them as individuals as well as encouraging them that they are a vital and valued member of our family. Strong family identity builds close relationships between us, despite the inevitable turbulence. Ours has been a unique journey; so is yours.


The aims of this book


Parenting has never been easy. Even in the time we have been parents we have seen our culture become more complex, more demanding and, for some, more scary. This is an exciting, stimulating and sometimes bewildering time in which to grow up. But despite all the new technology, globalisation and the internet, there are certain truths on parenting that withstand the test of time. There are many books on the market offering a staggering array of approaches. In this book we aim to pass on simple insights and time-tested values, which can easily be incorporated into your family life, even if it looks and feels very different from ours. Our experience from running our courses – The Parenting Children Course and The Parenting Teenagers Course – and from talking to thousands of parents, as well as many professionals, is that, whatever our situation, there are things we can do that will change our family life for the better. The advice we give is based on our own experience and valuable, practical tips we have learnt from others.


We have not experienced the extraordinary and painful challenges some parents go through, whether suffering the illness or death of a child, being rejected by an adopted child, facing behavioural disorders or handling drug addiction. These challenges are not within the aims of this book. We have, however, recommended other books and organisations that we hope will be helpful at the end of the book. For those who are parenting on their own, we appreciate that the job can be doubly hard and we hope the ideas we offer will be helpful and encouraging to you.


Family life is rarely (if ever) as tidy as we would like it to be. We have high aspirations and make neat little plans for our children but they often refuse to cooperate with them. They are not impressed by our ideas regarding their homework, bedtime or potential career in medicine. There are days when they exhaust us: their behaviour, their continual arguing, the mess they make, their unreasonable demands, their ridiculous fashion sense and their relentless needs can wear us down. We may at times look longingly back to our days without children and wonder how we filled our time or found anything to worry about.


‘Whose idea was it to become parents anyway?’ we ask. Our best intentions about parenting go out of the window and we find ourselves becoming as unreasonable as our children.
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Occasionally we struggle simply to get through the day, castigating ourselves for letting everyone down, including ourselves. But at the same time we need ideals to aim for, without beating ourselves up each time we fail.


For us, our Christian faith has made a difference to everything in our lives, and not least to the way we have tried to parent our children. Your perspective may be different and you do not need to have a Christian faith to benefit from this book.


Wherever you are in your journey of parenting – right at the beginning waiting for your baby to be born, navigating the ups and downs with young children, or further down the line with teenagers – and whatever challenges you are currently facing, we hope this book will offer some useful ideas and practical tools that you can adapt to your own situation. Most of all, rather than make you feel guilty, inadequate or plain tired at the thought of what is involved, we hope to inspire you, encourage you and give you a vision for what lies ahead.




Section 1





Understanding how families work




Chapter 1


Knowing what the family is for




Family is having music on and Mummy, Daddy, Bart and Fergus dancing.


Fergus, aged 3


Family is a place where I feel totally safe and able to show my weaknesses, knowing they will still love me afterwards.


Kirsty, aged 28


Family. What family? They were never around for me.


Rupak, aged 22


Our family is the mould for what we become.


Simon Walker


Lecturer and author


The family is both the fundamental unit of society as well as the root of culture. It represents a child’s initial source of unconditional love and acceptance and provides lifelong connectedness with others. The family is the first setting in which socialisation takes place and where children learn to live with mutual respect for one another. A family is where a child learns to display affection, control his temper and pick up his toys.


Professor Marianne E. Neifert


Paediatrician
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Everyone needs a family. Our family is our home; the place where we know we belong, where we turn when we need comfort, support, advice, or help. It is where we can be ourselves, where we do not need to pretend, where we are accepted and loved, where we can relax, where we can grow, where no one is allowed to take themselves too seriously and where we can laugh. Or at least it should be. And our family is where we learn the balance between looking after ourselves and looking out for each other.
















   

	

Nicky



	

One Friday evening, we were driving out of London in rush-hour traffic with our four children aged between four and eleven. It had been a hectic day and I was opening my mail at the red traffic lights. One envelope was marked ‘private and confidential’ and Benj, looking over my shoulder, asked me what ‘confidential’ meant. I tried to think of a way to explain that he would understand. The best I could manage was ‘only for you’.


Half an hour or so later, in order to survive the traffic jams, we bought a McDonald’s meal to eat in the car. Sila was taking orders from the children and asked Josh, our four-year-old, what he would like. He replied emphatically, ‘A Big Mac and confidential chips, please.’ With three siblings and the frequent need to share, this new word was a useful addition to his vocabulary!











Creating a family


Family life has had to survive all sorts of pressures through the ages. Today in the West, the threat comes mainly from heightened social and economic expectations, broken relationships and a pressure on our time. For many children, the TV and the Internet have become surrogate parents, providing generally poor, if alluring, role models.
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Many of us are stretched in one way or another, some to breaking point. Feelings of anxiety and inadequacy are universal among parents. Rob Parsons, Director of the UK charity Care for the Family, started a talk to 200 parents with the words: ‘You are almost certainly doing a better job than you think you are.’ There was an almost audible sigh of relief.


As parents we can easily compare ourselves with others – perhaps making us critical of other families, whilst trying madly to present the perfect front. But comparisons are unhelpful for us and our children: some children are more compliant and are easier to parent than others who are more strong-willed or complex. Your family will be different to our family and any other family. We can take tips from our friends, but we will not parent in the same way. We must decide on our own approach and have confidence in the uniqueness of our own family.
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A friend of ours found herself having to bring up three children on her own after her husband left. She told us, ‘As a single parent I have to work hard at building a sense of family for my children – that means being very careful what we do at weekends. We can spend time with other family units and they can see how a family with both parents works but I also need to show them that we are a family.’


It is worth taking a long term view of what we want to achieve. We can easily be caught up in the immediate crisis: trying to persuade a baby to sleep through the night, repeatedly disciplining a child for hitting a brother or sister, or arguing with a teenager who wants to pierce every available body part. The result can be that we miss the bigger picture – our desire to see our children grow up to be confident, secure adults who fulfil their potential and build strong relationships with us and with others.


Before you read on, pause for a minute or two to take stock of where you are and how you feel about the way you are parenting your child or children. (Throughout The Parenting Book we will refer to ‘children’ while being aware that you may have only one child, a step-child or step-children.)


However you feel you are doing in your parenting, we hope this book will encourage you that there are changes you can easily make to strengthen your family life. We can choose the type of family we create. You will probably want to do some things differently to the way you were brought up. We do not have to repeat the past. In the middle of a blazing argument, a teenager said to his father, ‘You have never told me that you loved me.’ To which his dad replied, ‘Well, it was never said to me.’




Our family life


Have a look at the statements below, decide which are relevant to your situation and ask yourself how true they are for your family life now. Try to be honest!




	We set aside special time to be together as a family at least once a week.


	I spend some time each week doing something with each child that they think is fun.


	We sit down around a table to eat together as a family (with the TV off) several times a week.


	I regularly tell my children I love them and give them more praise than criticism.


	I know what makes my children feel loved.


	I limit the amount of time my children watch TV or play computer games.


	My children feel they can talk to me and that I listen to their concerns.


	I know who my children’s friends are, what they enjoy doing at school and their favourite food.


	My children feel they can tell me if and when I have upset them.


	I am in control of myself when disciplining my children.


	I am able to discuss key parenting issues with my partner and we work on a joint approach.


	My children, as appropriate for their age, know my beliefs and values.


	I pray regularly for my children and am passing on spiritual values.


	I have friends or family members I can turn to when I feel overwhelmed in my role as a parent.








All parents need goals to aim for. Without them, we drift. We have highlighted four that have helped give our family life direction over the years. Admittedly, we have not always acted in line with them, but they have been a helpful yardstick. You may well choose others.


1. The family provides support




If I was feeling unhappy, Mum or Dad would have a little chat before bed – pretty cringy – but it always made me feel much better.


 Josh, aged 21





Family is the first reference point of who we are. The old saying, ‘Blood is thicker than water,’ remains true whether we have had a smooth or bumpy ride through our upbringing.


All children will experience hardship and disappointment in some form or another. Young children can be very cruel to each other. They may not be invited to a friend’s party or be picked for a playground game. As teenagers or young adults, they may be excluded by their classmates or let down by a friend.


Most children will face failure sooner or later: whether failing an exam or getting themselves into trouble. All teenagers will experience times when they know that they have let their parents and themselves down.


Former prisoner Sam Huddleston described how he started drinking heavily in his early teens. He fathered his first child at sixteen and began to make a living selling drugs. Throughout this time, he ignored his father’s advice and ‘God-talk’, as he described it. On one occasion he was drunk and tried to steal alcohol from a shop with his cousin. They got into a fight with the shopkeeper. The cousin stabbed the shopkeeper, who subsequently died. Sam was arrested and later sentenced to life in prison.


On his first day in prison his father came to see him in the ‘visiting tank’.


He described what happened:




I picked up the phone. ‘Hello, Dad.’ I looked down; I couldn’t look at his face. ‘Sammy,’ came the voice through the receiver, ‘we’re in trouble, and I don’t know what we’re gonna do. But we’re gonna make it …’ He said a lot more, but I kept hearing those first words. ‘We’re in trouble …’ ‘We.’ Dad and I. The family and I. Not Sam alone, no matter how many times I’d turned my back on everything Dad stood for. I hoped I wasn’t going to cry.1





Our children need to know that, whatever happens, their family will keep loving them and will pick them up and encourage them to keep going. They need to know their family values them, accepts them for who they are, misses them when they are not there and forgives them when, like Sam Huddleston, they mess up.


2. The family provides fun




Family has always been a place where we have laughed a lot. The boys, I think, are all genuinely funny and Mum and I never really minded being laughed at.


Kirsty, aged 28





Laughter is healing – psychologists tell us that laughter releases endorphins into the brain, reduces stress and improves our mood. Laughter helps us to keep life in balance. As we laugh together, we feel like a unit. Laughter dissolves tension – it draws us together in a shared understanding. Laughter stops us taking ourselves too seriously, and the family is a great place to learn to laugh at ourselves. Family teasing can be a way of conveying affection, though we have to tread carefully. Teasing can say, ‘I know you intimately and I love your funny quirks.’ But we must never laugh unkindly at our children and we must be prepared for them to laugh at us. We asked our eldest son, Benj, what he and his siblings thought about having us as their parents, to which he immediately replied, ‘We laugh at you guys the whole time!’ We decided not to press him for anything more specific.


A sense of humour provides fun and draws us closer together as a family. Fun does not need to be expensive – it might just be jumping in puddles, playing games, recounting stories at mealtimes or going out for the day together.
















   

	

Sila



	

When I was growing up, we were great friends with a family who had children of a similar age to my sister, my brother and myself. They were always fun to be with. The dad in particular had a wonderful sense of humour.


I remember the shock I felt as a teenager when I heard that he had left his wife and children to set up home with another woman. I had always thought they were a very close family. However, I heard later from the children that, when there were no visitors, there was no sense of fun and no laughter in their home. When they were alone as a family, the father made no effort.











Children want to be where the fun is and, as parents, we may need to lighten up. That involves stepping back at times and asking ourselves what really counts. A pattern of having mealtimes with talk and laughter might be more important than children eating every last pea with their mouths shut. A mother with three children commented on the change of mindset required to make her home a place of enjoyment:




Many parents are under a lot of pressure, particularly at the end of the school day. The idea of having fun – while doing the school run, serving supper, doing homework, practising a sport or music, organising bath time, reading them bedtime stories – seems rather remote to the conscientious parent. But any efforts to lighten the gruelling routine will reap rewards. My son Max is pretty allergic to doing his homework. As adults we are so used to pressing on and getting jobs done that it’s a real effort for me to lighten up enough so that we all survive. But I’ve realised even a few minutes of distraction helps dramatically – a tickling session, a few judo moves, chopping carrots together, anything to help us relax and connect.





Family life needs to be punctuated with times of fun and celebration, occasionally holding parties for no reason other than that we are all at home together. Children can then learn the important art of celebrating each other.


If we do not spend time having fun together as a family, we can drive our children into themselves and, when they are old enough to vote with their feet, away from us altogether. If we set a high premium on doing activities with them that they enjoy rather than always what we like, on developing a shared sense of humour and on laughing with them and their friends, we will make our home a place they will want to come back to, now and when they are grown up.


In Chapter 3 we suggest practical ways to have fun together as a family.


3. The family provides a moral compass




I have appreciated being taught to look for the best in everyone and everything, and to value ‘people’ and ‘relationships’ in preference to ‘things’.


Sam, aged 31





The family is the place where children learn about good and bad behaviour. It is where they are taught values for living well: that honesty matters; that kindness is a virtue; that anger should be controlled appropriately; that generosity is better than selfishness; that forgiveness and faithfulness are essential to friendships; that respect for authority is good and that self-control is important.


These values do not come naturally. Children learn through seeing them lived out, particularly by their parents; through hearing stories where good prevails over evil; through being taught to distinguish between right and wrong and through practising them in the safety of their home. When children see honesty modelled by their parents, and when they are taught that telling the truth is sometimes difficult but is always better in the long run, they are more likely to grow up to be honest and trustworthy. Without boundaries and guidance, children will flounder.


4. The family provides a model for relating to others




My parents always encouraged me to speak about things and be open with them. They created a home that was fun and welcoming to others.


Milly, aged 23





Above all, the family is where we learn to love, which is why it plays such a crucial role in the structure of every society. Children grow in their ability to relate through watching, experiencing and participating in the different ways family members relate to one another and to others.


[image: Image Missing]


For parents who lacked close family relationships in their own childhood, talking about what they missed, forgiving those who let them down and getting professional advice, if necessary, will help them not to replicate the same pattern of behaviour with their children.


Here, we focus on three relationships in particular. Not every family will have all three, but each one can help to teach children how close, loving relationships are built and sustained.


1. Parent – Child


Our ability to love others is based on the knowledge that we ourselves are loved. Knowing that we are loved regardless of our looks, our gifts, our abilities or our achievements gives us the confidence to open up to other people. We are prepared to let others in to the inner world of our thoughts and feelings, our hopes and fears, to make ourselves vulnerable and to risk rejection.


Parents’ unconditional love gives their children a sense of security, self-worth and significance, each vital to their development. Ross Campbell, a professor of paediatrics and psychiatry and father of four, writes about the importance of not making our love conditional upon our children’s behaviour:




If I only love my children and convey my love when they please me, they will not feel genuinely loved, they will be insecure; it will damage their self-image and actually prevent them from moving on to better self-control and more mature behaviour.2





From the earliest months of our lives, we construct a picture of ourselves based on what we think our parents think of us. As we give that unconditional love to our children, they will have the confidence to let others get to know them and build good relationships.


2. Mother – Father


A strong, loving relationship between us as parents is one of the greatest gifts we can give to our children. The knowledge that we will stay together through thick and thin, working through difficulties and resolving disagreements, gives our children a deep sense of security. Parents who stay together just for the sake of their children often make significant sacrifices. But even this is not enough. Whether our children are two, or twenty-two, they want us to love each other, not simply be together. They will see through any pretence.


They observe how we speak to each other: whether we listen or make demands, whether we are rude or show respect, whether we are appreciative or critical of each other. They notice the physical contact, or lack of it, between us. They see how we express our anger and they watch how we resolve conflict. They take in whether we apologise or never admit to being wrong, whether we hold grudges or forgive each other.


[image: Image Missing]


Our marriage acts as a role model for our children and for their relationships. The impression we give to our neighbours, our work colleagues or our friends matters far less than what our children see when no one else is around. What they see in our relationship influences their ability to trust others. If our relationship with each other is critical and destructive, it will be harder for them to build close friendships and they will be more inclined to keep people at a distance.


On our Parenting Children Course and Parenting Teenagers Course we encourage couples who are parenting together (whether or not they are married) to do The Marriage Course3 to invest in their relationship. One husband said to us, ‘I have suddenly realised the truth of the saying: The best way to love my children is by loving my wife.’


Children whose parents are separated or divorced still have a deep longing to see their parents getting on with each other. It can make a huge difference to a child’s happiness and well-being if they are able to work at their relationship with each other. One fourteen-year-old boy, whose parents split up four years ago, told us what it meant for him when his parents came to his school together: ‘A couple of months ago it was my birthday and I was playing in a football match. All I wanted was for my parents to be there. It was one of the best days of my life just to see them together.’


If you are parenting on your own, spending time with two-parent families can be invaluable in helping your children to experience a healthy marriage relationship close up. A mother, who brought up her children on her own without any contact with their father, told us recently: ‘As a single mum, I used to look for role model families so my children could see how the parents related to each other and how fathers got involved in playing with their children. Another great example for them has been their grandparents’ marriages.’


3. Sibling – Sibling


We recently watched a nature programme featuring a family of bear cubs growing up. When they were not sleeping or eating, they generally spent their time fighting with each other. But it was the playful kind – provoking each other, chasing, wrestling, biting an ear – and, curiously, it reminded us of our own children.


Siblings build relationships with each other through playing, fighting, squabbling, sharing toys and adventures, settling arguments, teasing and learning to take care of each other. Brothers and sisters are not the only source of lessons in socialising, but they are a great help.


Dealing with sibling clashes is one of the most common and challenging of all tasks in parenting. Most brothers and sisters do not always enjoy each other’s company, and learning to live together will include plenty of bickering and fights. The clashes may stretch the whole family, but learning to get on is good for our children’s characters! While they can choose their friends, they cannot choose their brothers and sisters. Siblings who have learnt to appreciate each other as children will often be a source of great strength and friendship to each other as adults.


Conclusion


Of course no family is perfect, or even anywhere near! But whatever our circumstances, our family can be a place of unconditional love where our children have the opportunity to experience what relating to others is all about. In the rough and tumble of family life, they learn what love looks and feels like.


Families have the potential to build bonds that support each member through both the good times and bad. An American mother recounted an incident with her daughter, Amy, who was desperate to join the cheerleading team in her high school:




It really meant a lot to her. She wanted to be on that team. She practised really hard. She went to all of the rehearsals. The day came. She went and she had a great try out. I was really proud of her. But she didn’t make the team. She was devastated. All the way home I drove this sobbing, inconsolable girl. There was nothing I could say that would comfort her. She ran upstairs, into her room – into the walk-in cupboard and slammed the door. I didn’t know what to do. We decided we’d go and get into the cupboard. So, the four of us, Rick (my husband) and I and the two boys, went into the cupboard with her. And we were all crying and sobbing.


After we’d been in there a while, wiping our noses on our sleeves, I said to one of the boys,‘Go and get some Kleenex.’ A few moments later he came back with one Kleenex and he was blowing his nose. We laughed and the mood was broken. What had been a tragedy in her life turned into something that became a shared family experience.


When she and I were talking about it yesterday, she said, ‘That event, almost more than anything else in my life, cemented for me what our family is. You guys were there for me. You didn’t tell me to buck up. You didn’t tell me, “In the scheme of things, this is not that important. You’ll get over it.” You just got in there and cried with me.’4







Pause and consider




	 What do you want ‘family’ to mean for your children?


	 If you could make one change to your parenting, what would it be?


	 Do your children feel supported by you when they are upset?


	 Do you regularly laugh together as a family?


	 What are the most important values you want to model to your children?


	 What else could you do to nurture your relationship with your partner?


	 If you have more than one child, are there other things you could do to help your children grow up as friends?










Chapter 2


Building a healthy family life




I feel whole. My parents have given me the greatest gift any parent can give, the knowledge that I am loved.


Thea, aged 16


There’s no such thing as a perfect family, but I seem to love mine more and more as the world becomes less and less rosy.


Tara, aged 20


The way I want to parent our one-year-old daughter is totally different from my own experience of growing up. As that’s my only reference point, I am trying to learn as much as I can, watch others and think hard about what we want to create as a family.


Mother, aged 30


Like all parents, my husband and I do the best we can, hold our breath and hope we’ve set aside enough money for our kids’ therapy.


Michelle Pfeiffer


Actress





Creating close family relationships is a long-term endeavour. There is no quick gimmick that sorts it all out, rather it is a steady investment at many levels. Building a home that is a healthy and nurturing environment to shape new lives requires vision, planning and hard work.


It is not unlike creating a garden. This, too, requires long-term vision (regardless of what the TV makeover programmes suggest). You need to hold a picture in your mind’s eye of what the uncultivated plot might look like in twenty years.


[image: Image Missing]


The gardener must create the right conditions: the soil must be cultivated and fed with compost; the seedlings must be protected and the weeds controlled. Those first few years are particularly critical in establishing the garden. Once the plants have good roots they become more resilient to bad weather. So it is in creating a family.


[image: Image Missing]
















   

	

Nicky



	

When our children were all still under seven, I vividly remember us meeting and spending a weekend with a family with four children aged between fifteen and twenty-two. What struck Sila and me was the way the children related so naturally to their parents, to each other and to us. The children were clearly friends. In fact, at first we assumed that they could not possibly all belong to the same family, as they all got on so well. They showed an interest in us and, over supper, all of them were involved in the conversation and the frequent laughter.


That weekend gave us a vision of the sort of family life we wanted to create and inspired us because we saw that it was possible. We were witnessing the fruit of the healthy environment these parents had provided for their children over many years. We knew it had involved a lot of time, sacrifice, considerable heartache and persistent prayers, but we knew we wanted to achieve something similar in our own family.











In this chapter we want to look at three ingredients for building a healthy family life.


1. Finding a healthy work-life balance


Giving children ‘quantity’ time


For children, love is spelt T-I-M-E. For new parents, the greatest pressure and the biggest shock is that we have the same amount of time that we always had, but the demands on it have multiplied overnight. Children do not fit neatly into the space we used to reserve for pursuing our own interests and relaxation. They do not readily agree to ‘play quietly’ in their bedroom to enable us to have a lie-in, read the paper, go through the post, cook meals, have a bath or even go to the bathroom.


[image: Image Missing]


Our time is also theirs, and for several years they will have little understanding that we might need some space. Even in their teens, they are likely to assume that we are on hand to provide a laundry service, chauffeuring service and one-to-one counselling twenty-four hours a day!


It is not just quality time our children want; they also want and need quantity time. One mother spoke to us of the cost and rewards of parenthood:




I had no idea how utterly selfless one had to be to look after a baby. My purposeful life came to an abrupt halt. Suddenly I couldn’t achieve the simplest task without interruption. I longed just to be able to do some boring housework, if I could only work in peace. I badly missed the recognition and acknowledgment that work gives, so different from the unnoticed life of the mother. But along with this frustration came the overwhelming love for my baby son Alex, who I thought was the most beautiful thing ever to be born.





Cherie Blair is a barrister who has four children. During the time her husband was Prime Minister she spoke about the difficulty of achieving a healthy work-life balance:




My husband was told by a senior colleague that he would not get anywhere if he insisted on leaving work in the early evening. That warning, as history shows, was completely wrong. And thank goodness for that.


This work-life balance issue is crucial, and it is, of course, a particularly important issue for women … I feel like those jugglers, like so many other parents, desperately trying to keep everything up in the air. And pretty well every day something will fall to the ground.1





Our children will be with us for a few short years. Those years may seem interminable at the time. But the moment when they are no longer living at home will arrive suddenly, at which point it will be too late to turn back the clock, as one father discovered:




I don’t know if the price I’ve paid to get where I am has been worth it … What I missed most was the childhood of my kids. I just wasn’t there for them, and even when I was there, I wasn’t really ‘there’. My mind and my heart were focused on other things. I have climbed the ladder of success, and as I’m getting near the top rung, I realise that the ladder is leaning against the wrong wall.2





The actor Martin Clunes was interviewed by Michael Parkinson, who asked him whether he had enjoyed taking the lead role in Molière’s L’Avare at the National Theatre. He said he had loved it. When Clunes was asked if he was looking for another similar role, he replied: ‘I’d love one but theatre happens at the wrong time of day.’ He told Parkinson that he hated missing bath and bedtime with his two-year-old daughter. ‘Some things have to be sacred. Our work is supposed to serve us, not the other way round.’


It is not just work that takes parents away from their children. Some parents, who do not need to work, can all too easily find their time is filled up with other people and other activities, such as shopping or keeping fit, rather than being with their pre-school children. It can be easier to let someone else give the children their supper, oversee bath time and carry out the rest of the daily routine. Yet these are the valuable hours when we do our parenting. A mother we know admitted her struggle: ‘I have realised I don’t really enjoy playing with babies, so each day I pray I can give Cara what she needs despite myself. It’s a daily battle to stop myself handing her over to someone else to look after her.’


To work or not to work?


Today in the West, the full-time, stay-at-home mother is often perceived as the alternative to the full-time working mother. Yet this polarisation can obscure the much more complex situation in which most mothers find themselves. A mother earning a living is not a modern phenomenon. Over two thousand years ago a highly-esteemed wife and mother in the biblical book of Proverbs was described as doing both unpaid and paid work to look after her family’s needs:




… she provides food for her family … she considers a field and buys it; out of her earnings she plants a vineyard … She sees that her trading is profitable … She makes linen garments and sells them … She is clothed with strength and dignity.3





The question with which many parents wrestle today is how much time they should leave their child in the care of someone else, whether it be a child-minder, day-care centre, au pair, nanny, grandmother, other relative or friend. In writing her book, Toxic Childhood, educationalist Sue Palmer researched what kind of childcare is best for the child:




For the first year or so of a child’s life, familiar faces and settings are of paramount importance. This is when attachment is critical, when calming, sleeping and eating habits are established, and when the process of learning to communicate begins. The opinion of all the developmental and childcare experts I met was that – if at all possible – parental care in the family home is the best option, at least for the first eighteen months. The work of developmental psychologist John Bowlby suggests that a child’s ‘internal map’ is largely determined by the relationships formed during this period.4





A couple may not be able to survive on one income alone. They may both be involved in careers they love, or careers for which they have trained hard over a number of years. They may have pressure from inflexible employers. A single parent may have to work full-time to support a child. Or a mother may struggle with the emotional shock of full-time parenting and become depressed. In each situation the best possible solution between parental care and supplementary care has to be worked out carefully.


Parenting involves sacrifice. We know many parents who have made extraordinary sacrifices for their children. Some have given up a career, foregone bigger houses or their own personal fulfilment to put family life as a higher priority than their work. Others have chosen less demanding roles, or started part-time work to be their child’s principal carer.


Whatever sacrifices they have made, they will not share the regrets of those who find that the time to be there with their children has suddenly passed. Of course childcare varies tremendously in quality but few do it better than the parents of the child. And children benefit enormously from consistency in who cares for them.


If the primary carer changes by the day, the week or the month, children are required to attach to, and then detach from each new person they have bonded with, to the detriment of their emotional development. Where both parents work full-time, organising the most stable childcare possible will provide more security for a child.


When people ask us what we think is best for children, we recommend that wherever possible, one of the parents should be the main caregiver (ie, the person with whom the child spends the most time) in the first eighteen months, and ideally until their child begins primary school. Sometimes this can be achieved by both husband and wife arranging to work flexible hours so that one of them can be at home for their young child.


A disincentive to a parent spending more time at home with a child is that parenthood is grossly undervalued. Sue Palmer writes:




The hugely important lesson the developed world has to learn from the great sociological experiment of the last quarter-century is that bringing up children is not some sort of part-time hobby. It’s a real job: skilled, full-time and personally demanding. Owing to women’s low status in the past, this traditional aspect of ‘women’s work’ has never been properly valued – and much of the developed world still finds it difficult to grasp its significance.5
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